Hamra restaurant gives meat a big miss 
Vegetarians find welcome, healthy haven with Auntie Salwa 
Hannah Wettig 
Daily Star staff 

Being a vegetarian in Beirut is not a nightmare, but it’s not a party either. 
“There is usually one dish on the menu,” affirms a vegetarian colleague, adding: “It may be the one pasta entree ​ and then you have to watch out you don’t put on weight eating pasta and bread all the time.” 
Of course, there is always mezze, but not everybody likes to eat hummus all the time. The solution to the veggie eater’s problem, however, may well have arrived with Auntie Salwa ​ a tiny vegetarian restaurant in a road off Abdel-Aziz Street in Hamra. 
At noon, the bench around the one L-shaped table in the room is crowded. Students, employees and workers from the construction site across the street enjoy sandwiches or the plat du jour. 
Auntie Salwa, the name of the restaurant and the name of the woman who runs it, offers just one cooked dish per day. At the moment, she wants to keep it that way. 
“It’s like a family place,” Salwa says, “people like that.” 
Reminded more of a student snack bar in some trendy American university city ​ a store that sells Che Guevara postcards and T-shirts is next door ​ than a local Lebanese cafe, we get a hold of the one table outside as someone is leaving. The dish of the day is potato souffle, which comes with a salad and an orange juice, all for LL6,000. 
The pie of mashed potatoes, carrots and beans is delicious. So is the salad of different greens and beetroot. However, with the construction site’s drilling and honking cars just a few meters away in a traffic jam, the real health feeling does not emerge. 
Potato souffle is supposedly a Lebanese dish. My Lebanese friend shrugs his shoulders. Auntie Salwa says she only makes Lebanese dishes: “Moujadarra is the best. When I make it, the whole neighborhood comes by.” 
The 46-year-old chef and owner is not even a vegetarian herself ​ “I just like eating vegetables better.” 
Six months ago, Auntie Salwa stopped eating meat for health reasons and says to us that now she feels much better: “Now, I even detest meat. You don’t know what they put into the meat, what the animals eat.” 
Auntie Salwa uses only organically grown vegetables in her dishes, getting most of them from Healthy Basket ​ an American University of Beirut project that provides more than 100 Beirut residents per week with an organic food basket. The basket is filled with fruit and vegetables grown on small farms all around Lebanon. 
Beside that, Auntie Salwa buys from one other farmer she knows personally. Only seldom does she use imported products, such as some algae common in macrobiotic cuisine. “I don’t believe in macrobiotics like Mariam Noor, but algae are indeed very healthy,” she says. 
The restaurant is doing good business considering it opened just six weeks ago, according to Auntie Salwa. 
“Even people who might prefer meat dishes come here and enjoy my food ​ like the construction workers,” she says. 
And some of her best customers have been doctors from the American University Medical Center, who happily welcomed the healthy food option they now have for lunch. 
This week Auntie Salwa is starting deliveries direct to your door so you can eat healthy vegetarian food in your own home or office. But much of the charm of Auntie Salwa’s lies in the restaurant itself. Small, bright, clean and with a particular charm ​ and cheap at the price ​ Auntie Salwa is well worth a visit. 

Auntie Salwa is located next to the Fontana building on Abdel-Aziz Street. For delivery, call 01/749746 
