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Destination

Vegetarian travelers can finally enjoy 
this vibrant island paradise with an 
aesthetic straight out of the 1950s.

by CASSANDRA FLECHSIG
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C uba is so geographically close 
to the United States that in 2013, 
a 64-year-old woman swam the 

110 miles separating the two countries. 
Diplomatic relations between the US and 
Cuba, however, started just two years ago, 
and, today, people are scrambling to get 
to the island nation before McDonald’s, 
Costco, and Walmart move in. Despite 
Cuba’s picture-perfect beaches, verdant 
mountainscapes, and quaint colonial-era 
small towns, many tourists head directly to 
Havana and rarely leave—hardly surprising 
given that the country’s capital offers 
riveting museums, nightly salsa music and 
dancing, and a world-class ballet. While 
Cuba’s plant-based cuisine isn’t quite up 
to the standards found in other Caribbean 
nations, opportunities expand every day, 
giving visitors the chance to experience the 
flavors of Cuba like locals.

Peanuts & papayas
Vegan Caribbean fare conjures up images 
of luscious mangos, pots of simmered 
black beans topped with creamy avocado, 
and coconut fried rice served in hollowed 
pineapples. All of this, and more, is 
available in Cuba, particularly in upscale 
hotels and restaurants catering to tourists. 
Consistent with the seemingly ubiquitous 
Chevys, rotary telephones, and minimal 
access to public wifi throughout the island, 
Cuba’s food takes vegetarians back to a 
simpler time. Instead of barbecue soy 
chicken drumsticks and tempeh-bacon 
reubens, wholesome beans, grains, 
and vegetables grown without harmful 
chemicals are the focus on many plates. 
Rather than dairy-free ice cream cones 
and iced lattes, Cuba allows travelers to 
develop a taste for root vegetables and 
young coconut water sipped straight from 
the source.

Strolling Havana’s bustling calles brings 
a carnival of sights and sounds into focus. 
Vendors selling small paper tubes of mani 
(roasted peanuts) line the streets, and 
locals queue up at wooden pushcarts to 
buy staples such as garlic and onions. Rusty 
wheelbarrows brim with miniature guava, 
bananas, and papaya, referred to as fruta 
bomba (avoid saying “papaya,” local slang 
for a woman’s private parts).

A common sight throughout Havana 
are the young men in cut-off jeans and 

flip flops lounging inside brightly colored 
bicycle taxis calling out “where you go?” 
to passersby in the hope of earning a 
few pesos. If you opt for a ride in one of 
these rickshaw-style bicitaxis festooned 
with Cuban, American, Venezuelan, and 
Canadian flags alongside photographs of 
Che Guevara, you’ll be treated to reggaeton 
music blasting from small radios as your 
chariot driver pedals through Old Havana’s 
cobbled streets. A 15-minute trip will set you 
back just a few dollars.

In crowded cafés and outdoor patios, 
the atmosphere crackles with conversation, 
laughter, and salsa music. Visitors might 
be tempted to follow the scent of freshly 
baked bread billowing out of the city’s 
24-hour bakeries, specializing in spongy 
white loaves. Skip the neighboring takeout 
spots proffering cheese sandwiches 
and prefabricated pizzas, and head to a 
proper sit-down restaurant where more 
substantial vegan meals are served.

Easy-to-find Cuban dishes include 
platanos (plantains) or yuca that are 
boiled, fried, mashed, or sautéed with 
fragrant onions. Fluffy, white rice tinted 
a purplish brown after being cooked 
with black beans is referred to as moros 
y cristianos or congri and is often vegan, 
while fresh salads made with shredded 
green cabbage, sliced cucumbers, and 
green tomatoes help balance the starchier 
rice and root vegetables. Highly seasoned 
food is not a part of Cuba’s culinary culture, 
and hot sauce can be difficult to find, so 
travelers seeking a flavor boost should 
pack their own spice to discreetly dress up 
restaurant meals.

Home-cooked heaven
Many Cubans are cashing in on the newly 
emerging tourism trade by renting rooms in 
their casas particulares to travelers for $15 
to $25 per day. Hosts across Cuba are eager 
to earn a few extra bucks by preparing 
wholesome meals of rice, sautéed cabbage, 
pan-fried yuca with crispy garlic, and black 
beans cooked with chunks of squash. Some 
hosts, unfamiliar with vegan cooking, are 
interested in learning to prepare non-
Cuban dishes such as Italian pasta sauce, 
Chinese fried rice, or American potato 
salad. While waiting for dinner to be served, 
guests might relax on a patio covered with 
yellow morning glories, listening to salsa 
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from a rusty radio, and getting lost staring 
into the heavens twinkling with stars.

Casas particulares offer safe, 
comfortable accommodations for groups 
and solo travelers alike. Basic rooms 
typically have two twin beds, a private 
bathroom, a dresser, and access to the 
living room, kitchen, and other shared 
space within the family home. At more 
upscale casas that can run as much as $50 
a night, perks include outdoor gardens, 
patios decorated with potted flora, and 
balconies overlooking public parks. Air 
conditioning is standard and much needed 
during sweltering 100-degree summer days, 
so check that the A/C works before booking 
a room. Taxi drivers will direct you to local 
casas, identified by small, blue, anchor-like 
emblems at the front door.

Travelers seeking more luxurious 
quarters will find that many four-and-five-
star hotels (charging upwards of $200 a 
night) offer vegan options. These larger 
resorts often have build-your-own pasta 
stations, substantial salad bars, and tropical 
fruit platters—and may accommodate you 
further with advance notice. 

Budget-minded travelers will appreciate 
Cuba’s plethora of affordable lodging 
options: hostels start at $6 per night for 
shared rooms with bunk beds, and though 
they offer less privacy, they’re great for 
connecting with fellow travelers. The 
shared kitchens in hostels are a boon, too, 
with vegan menu options more bountiful 
at local markets than in restaurants. A bag 
of beans and rice, plump avocados, local 
squash, salad fixings, and ripe fruit cost just 
a few dollars at the ever-present vegetable 
pushcarts and mercados—easily-identified 
produce stalls found on street corners 
across the country. 

Here, friendly vendors provide small 
plastic bags to fill with your edible goods 
of choice before weighing them on 
vintage metal scales. Hidden within old, 
crumbling buildings are smaller-scale 
commercial enterprises where cash is 
exchanged for vegetables through windows 
or gates. Given that market offerings are 
unpredictable, stock up when produce is 
plentiful because mañana might bring little 
more than onions and bananas.

The welcoming people, the natural 
beauty, and relaxed way of life are just a few 
reasons to visit Cuba. Locals are known to 
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Though you won’t see buzzwords 
such as “organic,” “all natural,” 
or “GMO-free” at many Cuban 
markets, rest assured that most 
local produce you consume has 
been grown without pesticides and 
herbicides. While many Cubans 
are proud that much of their food 
is grown free of chemicals, the 
minimal use of fertilizers and 
pesticides is mostly economically 
driven and will change as the 
country becomes more prosperous.

Street vendors selling fresh 
produce and snacks are part 

of the Cuban landscape.
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Cuba is famous for its rum, which 
is the base of the island’s most-
famous cocktails. Here are five 
popular vegan adult drinks you’ll 
find across the island:

Cuba Libre This simple-but-
popular drink is made with rum 
and cola.

Cubatino Essentially a Bloody 
Mary made with local rum, the 
most commonly used brand of 
Worcestershire sauce happens 
to be vegan.

Daiquiri A favorite of writer Ernest 
Hemingway, daiquiris include rum, 
ice, sugar, and a citrus juice—
typically lime.

Mojito The ubiquitous mojitos 
feature rum, sparkling water, sugar, 
lime juice, and plenty of fresh mint.

Piña Colada Originally from 
Puerto Rico, the piña colada 
has become one of Cuba’s most 
popular swills.

go out of their way to ensure that travelers 
are comfortable, happy, and well-fed. As 
trade embargoes lift and seaside borders 
become more fluid, it’s only a matter of 
time before this island-nation of 11 million 
becomes a sought-after vegan travel 
destination. So go now, sit back, soak up the 
sunshine, and enjoy another mojito. 

Brooklyn-based writer and photographer 
Cassandra Flechsig has traveled across 
Cuba to document the country’s recent 
transformation, enjoying plenty of piña coladas 
along the way.




