
MEMBER SPOTLIGHT

The Science Convinced 
Them; Now They’re 
Reaching Out to Others
by Bev Bow and Don Fries

We are Don Fries and Bev Bow, a 
married couple who have the joy of 
a life purpose that involves helping 

others become healthier. When we discovered 
the National Health Association, we were 
amazed and delighted to know that there has 
been a group of dedicated folks promoting 
the benefits of natural healing through 
nutrition and other supporting lifestyle 
factors for three-quarters of a century!

DON I made the switch to a whole-food, 
plant-based lifestyle in my late thirties. I 
remember a moment when I was out for 
pizza with coworkers, looking at this pizza 
slice in my hand with globs of cheese 
dripping from it, and thinking that something 
just wasn’t right. While I wasn’t overweight, I 
was starting to get that small roll of fat above 
my belt. Then I ran into Dr. John McDougall’s 
first book, The McDougall Plan. After reading 
it, I knew exactly what wasn’t right and what 
I needed to do. Dr. McDougall described 
his work on a sugar plantation in Hawaii 
and how the elderly Japanese and Filipino 
patients he cared for were healthy into their 
90s, while their children, and especially their 
grandchildren who had adopted the standard 
American diet, had the same incidence of 
chronic disease as the rest of the American 
population. He knew at that point that it was 
lifestyle, not genetics, that was the cause of 
these diseases. I made the change overnight 
and have never looked back. 

BEV For me, the change was much later, 
after meeting Don at age 60. My first 
husband had passed away when he was 
59 from complications of type 1 diabetes. 
We had been married for 37 years and had 
eaten the diet he had been taught to eat 
when diagnosed with diabetes at age 12, a 
diet like today’s popular paleo diet focused 

on lots of animal-based protein and low 
carbs. Over the course of his adult life, this 
yielded diabetic retinopathy, affecting his 
eyes; nephropathy, leading to two kidney 
transplants; medications for hypertension 
and cholesterol; and ultimately, a series of 
strokes. As we navigated the challenges of 
these conditions, we had no knowledge, nor 
did any healthcare professional ever say, 
that we could have slowed or ended this 
progressive decline through lifestyle.

When I met Don, I was working in an 
administrative role in a large hospital 
system. I thought I was knowledgeable about 
healthy eating, and I saw Don’s commitment 
to a plant-based diet as the one hitch in what 
otherwise seemed like a perfect relationship. 
Where was he getting his protein? I could 
see he was passionate about it, and it was 
clear that one of us would need to change 
if our relationship was to go deeper. While I 
appreciated his sincerity, I assumed he was 
just misguided, so I thought it would be ideal 
if he was the one to change. I asked him, 
“Is this vegan diet like a religion for you?” 
He replied, “Oh no, it’s just science.” I then 
asked, “If I found science that contradicted 
this way of eating, you would change?” And 
he said, “Sure.” Thinking I’d found an easy 
way to remove this barrier in our relationship, 
I started reading. The first book I read was 
The China Study by Dr. T. Colin Campbell. I 
was shocked. How could this information be 
out there and I not know about it? I even took 
the book to the chief medical officer at our 
hospital and asked him to read it and tell me 
what was wrong with it. His answer: “I can’t 
find anything.” It turned out that I was the 
one to change.

DON We married and retired from our 
careers in 2012, and in 2015 moved from 

Oregon to Sedona, Arizona, where we 
now live. After getting settled, we started 
looking for ways to contribute to our new 
community. I had previously been involved 
in starting a plant-based potluck gathering 
in Salem, Oregon, and we found a couple 
of existing gatherings here in Sedona. We 
started getting acquainted with the active, 
plant-based folks in our new community 
and ultimately held a meeting with them 
to discuss what we might do to further 
the plant-based movement in our area. 
This led to the formation of Healthy World 
Sedona, a nonprofit organization with the 
mission “Acting together to improve human, 
planetary, and animal health and welfare 
through a whole-food, plant-based lifestyle.”

But how would we fulfill this mission? 
Ultimately, our group of intrepid organizers 
chose, in 2017, to hold the first Sedona 
Health and Nutrition Conference for medical 
professionals and the Sedona VegFest 
for the general public two days later. Bev 
and I had enjoyed attending the Portland 
VegFest, sponsored by Northwest Veg 
in Oregon, and we borrowed their idea of 
having a preceding conference for medical 
professionals, taking advantage of having 
the same healthcare speakers available for 
both events. With an incredible amount of 
work and energy from our volunteer team, 
we pulled off these multiple-year events 
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with wonderful speakers, including as one 
of our headliners long-time NHA member 
Joel Fuhrman, MD. These events energized 
our community, and they grew each year 
until in January 2020, we maxed out the 
seating in our 750-person auditorium for 
the VegFest. We had inspiring speakers 
each year, including Caldwell Esselstyn, MD; 
Michael Klaper, MD; Michael Greger, MD; 
Brenda Davis, RD; Doug Lisle, PhD; Dean 
and Ayesha Sherzai, MDs; Colleen Patrick 
Goudreau; Victoria Moran; and many others. 
We focused not just on human health, 
but also on environmental and animal 
health and welfare. Our VegFest events 
were different from the typical food-fair 
events which tend to feature all kinds of 
unhealthy, highly processed vegan foods. 
We required that vendors offer only whole 
plant food items with no added oil. We also 
made the commitment that they would be 
zero-waste events, using only recyclable or 
compostable serving items. These events 
were a point of pride for us and our team  
of volunteers who made them happen.

BEV When COVID arrived, right after our 2020 
events, we faced the question of how to carry 
on our mission in a world where we could 
no longer gather in person. This led to the 
creation of the Healthy World Vitality Plan, the 
online, small-group education and support 
program that we currently offer. One thing 

we had noticed over the four years of our 
VegFest events was that we would later run 
into folks around town who would tell us how 
inspired they’d been listening to our speakers, 
but then describe how other pressures in 
their lives had caused them to drift back to 
their old habits. We asked ourselves how we 
could provide better support so that people 
could sustain the changes they were inspired 
to make. Working initially with Drs. Dean 
and Ayesha Sherzai and their robust NEURO 
Plan Course (thebraindocs.com/neuro-
course), we developed an 11-week online 
program using volunteer coaches whom 
we trained in coaching techniques and who 
had a solid commitment to the whole-food, 
plant-based lifestyle. Our program, as it has 
evolved, focuses on the five lifestyle habits of 
nutrition, exercise, inner harmony, restorative 
sleep, and community engagement. 
Supporting the weekly group meetings via 
Zoom, we developed a robust workbook that 
is loaded with resources for ongoing learning.

DON We have become a membership 
organization, with a modest $40/year fee 
that gives access to the 11-week Intensives 
offered every spring and fall, as well as to 
monthly “lunch ‘n’ learn” speakers, cooking 
demos, master classes, and now clubs, all 
via Zoom. Consistently, our members tell 
us that what they value in our program is 
the sense of community that is formed in 

the small groups, which we try to limit to 
no more than 12, and the support they find 
for their commitment to this lifestyle. Our 
coaching model intentionally encourages 
group members to become peer coaches 
for each other, so that they form supportive 
relationships that last well beyond the initial 
11-week courses. We have groups from 
2021 that continue to meet every month! 
As much as we enjoyed the inspiration and 
energy that came from our in-person events, 
we believe the Vitality Plan program is having 
a more significant and longer-lasting impact 
than the previous annual live conferences. 
This has allowed us to operate throughout 
the U.S. and beyond. We have members in 
nearly all 50 states, and our coaching team is 
likewise spread across the country. We also 
continue to host quarterly WFPB potlucks at 
our home, providing the joy of gathering with 
our local community.

BEV As we plan for our 10th round of 
Intensives in September 2025, we continue 
to be an all-volunteer organization and are 
incredibly grateful to our team of coaches for 
their commitment in creating and sustaining 
this program. They donate their time out of 
a heartfelt desire to benefit others and the 
larger world. We feel a true kinship with the 
NHA and to the dedicated people who have 
likewise given their time and talent over 
many years to create a healthier world. 
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