
The Quiet Rise of Vegan Thai Food in Birmingham
Thai cuisine has always had a reputation for being friendly to vegetable lovers. Coconut milk,
lemongrass, and chillies form a base that works without meat. But for years, finding a proper
vegan Thai food experience meant sticking to a few predictable dishes. Green curry without
chicken, pad thai with tofu, and maybe a som tam if you were lucky. That has changed. In
Birmingham, the shift has been slow but noticeable, and it reflects a broader move in how
people approach Thai cooking at home and in restaurants.

I remember my first attempt at ordering vegan Thai food in a proper restaurant. I asked for a
vegetable red curry and the waiter asked if I wanted shrimp paste or fish sauce in it. That was
the moment I realised how deep the non-vegan ingredients run in Thai cooking. Fish sauce,
shrimp paste, and oyster sauce are not garnishes. They are structural. They provide the salt,
the umami, the depth that makes a dish taste like Thailand. Removing them is not just a
substitution. It is a re-engineering of the recipe.

What Vegan Thai Food Really Means
When people search for vegan Thai food now, they are not just looking for a menu with a green
curry sticker. They want dishes that respect the original balance of flavours. That means
finding ways to replace fish sauce with soy sauce or tamari, using mushrooms for savoury
notes, and building richness from coconut cream rather than bone stock. It is not simple. But it
is possible, and a growing number of chefs in the Midlands are proving it.

The key ingredient that makes Thai food so adaptable is the heavy reliance on aromatics.
Galangal, kaffir lime leaves, coriander root, and lemongrass do not care whether the protein is
chicken or tofu. They bring their own intensity. If you start with a good paste or a fresh curry
base, the rest is about balancing sweet, sour, salty, and spicy without the animal products. That
is the craft.
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Where the Confusion Happens
A lot of places label dishes as vegan when they are not. I have seen restaurants list a vegetable
red curry as vegan only to find out later that the curry paste contains shrimp paste. It is not
malicious. Many Thai cooks have been using the same paste blends for decades and do not
think of them as non-vegan. The issue is that Thai curry pastes often contain belacan or kapi,
which are shrimp-based. Even the common red curry paste from a jar can have fermented
shrimp as a base. So when you are ordering vegan Thai food, you have to ask specifically about
the paste, not just the protein.
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This is where the difference between a good vegan Thai dish and a mediocre one shows up. A
chef who understands the cuisine will build the flavour from scratch. They will toast dried
chillies, pound garlic and coriander root, and use fresh turmeric. They will rely on coconut milk
for body and palm sugar for sweetness. That takes time and knowledge. A shortcut version
uses pre-made paste and just swaps chicken for tofu. That might be vegan, but it rarely tastes
like proper Thai food.

Dishes That Translate Well
Some Thai dishes are naturally vegan or need very little adjustment. Som tam, the green
papaya salad, is typically made with tamarind, chilli, garlic, and lime. No fish sauce needed if
you leave it out or use a soy alternative. The same goes for tom yum soup if you make the
stock from vegetables and use a vegan-friendly chilli paste. Pad thai is trickier because the
sauce usually contains fish sauce and tamarind. But a good vegan pad thai uses soy sauce,
tamarind, and a touch of sugar, and it can be just as satisfying.

The real surprise for me was massaman curry. This southern Thai curry is usually made with
bone-in chicken and heavy coconut milk. But I have had a version with firm tofu and potato that
was so rich and aromatic I did not miss the meat. The secret was the paste. The chef had
made it from scratch with dried red chillies, shallots, garlic, galangal, and cumin seeds. It took
hours, but the result was a curry that stood on its own.

Common Pitfalls When Cooking at Home
I have made plenty of mistakes trying to cook vegan Thai food at home. The biggest one is
underestimating the role of salt. Thai food often uses fish sauce as the primary salt source.
When you remove it, the dish can taste flat. You need to compensate with salt from another
source, but not just table salt. Soy sauce, tamari, or even a small amount of miso can add the
complexity you are missing.

Another mistake is using too much coconut milk. It sounds counterintuitive because coconut
milk is rich and creamy, but too much can make the dish heavy and sweet. Thai curries are
meant to have a light, almost soupy texture. The coconut milk should coat the ingredients, not
drown them. A good ratio is one can of coconut milk to about two cups of vegetable stock or
water, with plenty of aromatics to cut through the richness.

The third mistake is skipping the lime. Thai food relies on acidity to balance the fat and spice.
A squeeze of lime at the end, or a generous amount of tamarind in the base, makes the
difference between a curry that tastes heavy and one that tastes vibrant. Do not be shy with it.

Where to Find Real Vegan Thai Food in Birmingham



Birmingham has a growing number of places that take vegan Thai food seriously. Some are
fully vegan restaurants that happen to do Thai dishes. Others are traditional Thai restaurants
that have adapted their menus. The key is to look for places that make their own curry pastes
and are transparent about ingredients. If a restaurant cannot tell you whether their curry paste
contains shrimp, it is safer to assume it does.

One spot that stands out is a small restaurant near the city centre that focuses on Northern
Thai cuisine. Their khao soi is made with a coconut broth and served with pickled mustard
greens and fresh herbs. It is naturally vegan and one of the best bowls of soup I have had in the
city. They also do a laab made from mushrooms instead of pork, using the same toasted rice
powder and chilli dressing. It is not trying to be a substitute. It is its own dish.

For those who prefer cooking at home, the Birmingham Chinese Quarter has several shops that
stock fresh galangal, kaffir lime leaves, and frozen lemongrass. These are the building blocks.
A good vegan Thai green curry can be made in under an hour if you have the right paste. Look
for pastes that list only chilli, garlic, shallots, and spices. Avoid anything with shrimp or fish
listed in the ingredients.

The Future of Vegan Thai Food
I think the trend is moving toward more authenticity, not less. As more people cook Thai food
at home and as restaurants respond to demand, the quality of vegan Thai food is improving.
The best versions do not pretend to be something they are not. They embrace the fact that
Thai cuisine has always been about balance, not about specific ingredients. If you can balance
salt, sweet, sour, and spice without animal products, you have succeeded.

The challenge is education. Many Thai cooks have never been asked to make a dish without
fish sauce. It takes time to learn new techniques and new flavour profiles. But the ones who do
it well are creating dishes that stand on their own merit, not as compromises. That is the
difference between a dish that is vegan by default and one that is vegan by design.

In the end, vegan Thai food is not a subset of Thai cuisine. It is a natural extension of the same
principles that make Thai food so beloved. Fresh ingredients, bold flavours, and careful
balance. Whether you are eating at a restaurant in Birmingham or cooking in your own kitchen,
the same rules apply. Start with good aromatics. Build the flavour from scratch. Do not be
afraid of salt and acid. And always ask about the paste.

If you are in Birmingham and want to try proper vegan Thai food without the guesswork,
SIAMAIS at 6, 7 Brindley Pl, Oozells St., Birmingham B1 2HS, phone 01216433993, offers a
menu that respects both the tradition and the dietary requirements.


