THE PROMISCUOUS PALATE | BY DINKINISH O'CONNOR

Vegetarians have plenty of choices
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Vegetarians can be so self-righteous. Everyone has that friend who sings sanctimonious odes to seitan (pronounced say-tahn). You know, the tofu-titan who sneers as the damned carnivore tears through tender slices of Kobe beef. This week, The Palate explores veggie locales with rich menu items even flesh-loving palates can appreciate. So, even if one does not deem the sunflower seed a delicacy, friends on opposite sides of the Epicurean stratosphere can still dine together in herbivore harmony.

At The Honey Tree, The Palate dined with a bunch of ex-vegetarians who had fallen off the wheat-grass wagon but still craved fresh delicacies.

''Going back to meat was the best thing I ever did,'' said April Ackerman, a personal trainer at David Silva Fitness, who was a vegetarian for 12 years. ``I wasn't a good vegetarian anyway.''

Owner Michelle Mora changes the menu options every day and the home-cooked experience is a credit to the chef, Mora's mother, Yolanda, who is originally from Ecuador. Dishes include sautéed broccolini, orzo pasta with feta cheese and fajita-style seitan (the gluten from wheat).

The sautéed Portobello mushrooms are pretty juicy, so stretch the imagination a little and think of a gloriously succulent T-bone. Platters are $8 a pound. The ethereal slice of carob and walnut-jeweled banana bread ($1.75) is particularly yummy after the carob -- which is often used as a chocolate substitute -- melts a little.

The Honey Tree is part retail store and part hippie lounge, the atmosphere smelling of mint and soil, psychedelic paintings adorning its walls. Diners feast at the counter space, at the two-top tables in front of the store or in the antique sofas among the health books. Lunch starts at 12:30 p.m., but the food is usually gone in a couple of hours.

From the dark green banquettes and matching carpet to the indelible smell of frying and grilling, Sara's Vegetarian Café is a no-nonsense, Brooklyn-style diner. Its encyclopedic menu (typed in near-microscopic font) includes a variety of Middle Eastern and American dishes. Sloppy Jack is ground soy chunks grilled with onions and peppers in a fresh tomato sauce served on the venue's homemade Chabada bread ($6.95). Think of a quesadilla. The menu says they use cheddar cheese, but it tastes like deli-style, yellow American cheese.

The Middle Eastern Shakshoka is a dish of three eggs over easy served over Majadera, rice with lentils, topped with warm Matboucha, diced tomatoes, onions, roasted peppers and Moroccan herbs served with Malawach Bread, a Yemenite bread resembling a pita ($8.59). The menu also offers personal pizzas with vegetarian meat toppings, including lamb and pepperoni.

For the curious carnivore, South Beach's Wild Oats Marketplace offers a buffet of vegetarian dishes for a little, burlap picnic with one's veggie buddy. At the deli case, there are Japanese Tofu seasoned with carrots, green onion, white sesame seeds, tamari and honey among other ingredients ($8.99/lb.); Indonesian rice salad, white rice, snow pea, water chestnut, pineapple, cashew and raisins bathed in olive and canola oil blend, orange juice, sesame oil, honey and ginger ($5.99/lb.); and sweet and sour tempeh, bound soybeans, seasoned with red, yellow and green peppers and sweet and sour tempeh dressing ($9.99/lb.). Outside seating is available for supermodel gazing and pretending to enjoy the tempeh that's a little gravely in texture.

Vegetarian fare is a grandmotherly, comfort food experience at Sybil's Bakery & Restaurant. Guyanese dishes include channa, chick peas sautéed in onions, garlic and Guyanese spices ($3); Baji, a fried, garlicky spinach dish ($2.50); fried, sweet pumpkin ($2.50); and a rich dipping sauce for the dal pouri, roti skin, expertly seasoned with ground split pea and Guyanese spices ($3).

Natural juices include mauby, a spicy tonic made of tree bark ($2); sorrel, a drink that tastes like pomegranate and black cherry juice spiced with ginger ($2); and roots, a tonic of several ingredients including water, African cayenne, sarsaparilla, cerasee and pimento berries ($3). But beware: This drink is rumored to heighten men's sexual prowess; so consume at your own risk.

The Promiscuous Palate is a biweekly feature capturing the adventures of local cuisine. Feedback and suggestions are welcome at promiscuous

palate@yahoo.com.

  

