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Sister Pat Farrell remembers the first 
time she stepped into a gym and 
powerlifted a barbell weighted with 
10-pound bumpers. It was just last 
March, and it was a defining moment.
	 “I felt powerful,” says the 72-year-old 
Catholic nun. “It was like, ‘Oh, I  
like this.’”
	 A mere four months after her 
inaugural powerlifting session, in July  
of 2025, Farrell—who adopted a vegan 
diet 12 years ago—entered her very first 
powerlifting competition. Her aim? To 
deadlift her own weight. 
	 Farrell not only reached her goal, but 
surpassed it, deadlifting 160 pounds 
and taking home a first-place medal. 
 “I was the only person in my weight 
class and age class to be competing that 
day, so I was guaranteed first place,”  
she says with a laugh. “But the thing is,  
I exceeded my goal.”
	 A Dominican Sister of San Rafael, 
Farrell initially took up strength 
training after injuring herself while 
engaging in a very mundane activity: 
putting her pants on. “I ended up 
pulling my hamstring, and it was 

messed up for quite a while,” she says.  
“I realized that I really needed to be 
attentive to some of these more 
structural parts of this body.” 
	 While powerlifting is growing in 
popularity worldwide, especially among 
the Gen Z demographic, experts say it’s 
older people, and women in particular, 
who benefit most from consistent 
weight-bearing exercise, helping them 
stave off the progressive loss of muscle 
and bone mass prevalent among older 
adults.
	 “People lose mobility with age,” says 
Katya Gorbacheva, author of Vegan 
Powerlifting Starter Guide: For Women 
Aspiring to be Strong and Confident and 
the powerlifting coach Farrell enlisted 
to help her reach her fitness goals safely. 
	 “Patricia could barely do any lower 
body movements without knee pain in 
the beginning. She could barely squat 
without support,” says Gorbacheva.  
But once Farrell got into a regular 
training groove, “She got more mobility 
in her hips and in her ankles and in her 
thoracic spine—the areas that usually 
get tighter with age.”

 	 Most Americans, by the time they 
reach the age of 65, are not only 
grappling with a decline in their 
physical well-being, but also juggling 
multiple prescription medications for 
ailments including hypertension and 
heart disease, which Farrell has 
managed to sidestep.
	 “I don’t have diabetes, I don’t have 
high blood pressure, I don’t have high 
cholesterol,” she says. ”I credit it to 
being vegan.”
	 At the San Francisco Bay Area  
gym where she trains several times a 
week, Farrell has found a welcoming 
community that cheers her on and 
commends her for her consistency and 
commitment to the sport.
	 With that support behind her,  
Farrell plans to compete in the 2026 
USA Powerlifting California State 
Championships in January, with a goal 
to lift and press more than she did at 
her first meet. This time, the stakes are 
a bit higher. 
	 “It’s statewide,” she says, “so I will 
have competition.” 

GRACE   GRIT

—Aurelia D’Andrea

WHAT ARE 
FORKS FLEX 
RECIPES?
Since our founding in 2011, 
Forks Over Knives has followed 
the guidance of whole-food, 
plant-based pioneers Caldwell 
B. Esselstyn, M.D.; T. Colin 
Campbell, Ph.D.; and Dean 
Ornish, M.D., who advise heart 
disease patients to avoid all 
added oils—even olive oil—
because they are highly 
refined, calorie-dense, and 
stripped of most nutrients 
other than fat. 
	 But not all WFPB experts 
agree that oil must be 
eliminated to reap the benefits 
of the diet. In addition, we 
recognize that a strict no-oil 
stance can discourage 
newcomers from exploring a 
healthy plant-based lifestyle. 
Our mission is to help people 
embrace a diet rich in 
plant-based whole foods—
whether or not that includes 
small amounts of oil.
	 To keep in step with that 
mission, we’ve introduced 
Forks Flex Recipes to our 
online recipe collection, 
and—beginning with this 
issue—the magazine. Just look 
for the Flex icon (shown above) 
in these pages and in the 
Recipe Index on page 97 to 
find them. Like all FOK recipes, 
Flex recipes are built around 
whole or minimally processed 
plant foods, but they include a 
modest amount of optional oil, 
usually extra-virgin olive oil. 
The choice is yours: Exercise 
the oil option, or leave it out. 
The oil-free version will be 
lighter, but both versions  
will be cholesterol-free, with 
nutritionally conservative 
levels of fat and sodium. 
To learn more, visit 
forksoverknives.com/
the-great-oil-debate.

F L E X
R E C I P E

PLANTS VS. 
CANCER

Eating a vegan diet may reduce overall cancer risk by nearly a quarter, according to a 
major new study published in The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition.
	 Researchers at Loma Linda University analyzed data from nearly 80,000 adults 
enrolled in the long-term Adventist Health Study. Because Adventists include unusually 
high numbers of vegetarians and vegans, the population offers a unique opportunity to 
examine how plant-based eating patterns might impact disease risk.
	 For this analysis, the researchers grouped participants into five categories: vegans; 
lacto-ovo vegetarians (who consume dairy and eggs); pescatarians; semi-vegetarians 
(who eat meat a few times a month); and nonvegetarians. None of the participants had 
been diagnosed with cancer at the outset. 
	 When compared with meat-eaters, vegans had a striking 24% lower risk of cancer, and 
lacto-ovo vegetarians had a 9% lower risk. 
	 In line with previous findings, plant-based eaters had lower rates of common cancers 
including breast, prostate, and colorectal. Notably, this study found that vegetarians and 
vegans also had significantly lower risks of stomach cancer and lymphoma.  
	 “This is … possibly the most robust [information] out there concerning cancers such as 
stomach and lymphoma,” said the study’s lead author, Gary Fraser, Ph.D. 
	 Fraser and his co-authors note that gastrointestinal cancers may be especially 
responsive to diet because “these organs have direct contact with foods and their 
breakdown products during digestion.” 

—Courtney Davison
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