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Fitness
Turning Point
Some chefs have admitted their personal
downward spiral, made some beneficial
lifestyle adjustments and changed their
lives forever. By Jody Shee
o your knees and back hurt? Do you lack energy? Are you overweight and often cranky? And are you
imagining things, or is your staff walking on eggshells around you? If you answered yes, here are two
motivational words for you: turning point. It’s time to focus on physical fitness.
One industry outsider notes, “I’m happy to be surrounded by chefs. Most of their time is spent taking
care of others, mentoring, helping and serving. And because of their leadership position, they don’t have
others who take care of them. But I’m here to help them and empower them to be the best they can be.”
That’s Eric Fleishman, aka Eric the Trainer, a Jack LaLanne-mentored fitness guru who trains Hollywood
celebrities for a living. He has co-led fitness sessions at ACF’s national conventions for the past several years
because he feels it is part of his calling.
He believes fitness is paramount for chefs, partly because everyone in the kitchen looks to them for
direction and leadership in ordering food, hiring/firing, building menus and handling customer relations,
trying to make everyone happy. “They also get blamed if anything goes wrong,” Fleishman says. “Exercise
keeps them looking and feeling their best to send out confidence into the world.”

D

Confidence in charge
“When you’re confident with how you look and feel, things are easier to deal with,” Fleishman says.
Confidence was the main thing that Russell Scott, CMC, achieved after he lost 40 pounds over five
months through diet and exercise. He is executive chef for The Club at Carlton Woods, The Woodlands,
Texas. His turning point came over the holidays a few years ago.
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Work-out tips
Doug Patten, corporate executive
chef with FLIK Hospitality Group, Rye
Brook, New York, has built fitness into
his lifestyle, which he adheres to even
when traveling. Following are some of
his tips for success:
• Join a gym and mingle with likeminded people.
• Get a personal trainer to teach you
how to work out.
• For those doing an early morning
workout, set out your workout
clothes the night before to tell your
brain that you are working out in
the morning.
• As soon as you wake up, put in
your earbuds and listen to upbeat
music to get you moving.
• Change up your workouts to avoid
getting in a rut.
• Keep challenging yourself to go
beyond what you think you are
capable of.

• Enter races to give yourself a
workout goal and motivation.

ABOVE: Doug Patten, right, lost 110
pounds after developing a fitness lifestyle.
OPPOSITE, TOP: George O’Palenick,
left, and Eric Fleishman celebrate
O’Palenick’s 55-pound weight loss. He
has since lost an additional 10 pounds.
OPPOSITE, BOTTOM: A Hollywood
physique expert by trade, Eric
Fleishman, top, donates his time at
ACF events to help motivate chefs to
become physically fit.
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Many facets of fitness
Besides working out, Patten, Fleishman and others emphasize the need to drink plenty of
water and get enough sleep for peak fitness. Lack of proper sleep (8 hours) decreases efficiency and
leads to underperformance, forgetfulness, indigestion and increased cancer risk, Fleishman says,
adding, “All weight gain and loss happens during sleep. Get enough to ensure you’re running at
top capacity.”
Through a sleep study, Patten learned he had sleep apnea. He started using a CPAP
machine that helps him achieve sound sleep. For his diet, he cut back on red meat, eats more
fish and vegetables, stays away from sugar, drinks a lot of water and keeps alcohol to a bare
minimum. “As a busy chef, you don’t have to have a beer or two to unwind. You have to break
that habit,” he says.
After trying many weight-loss plans, yoyo dieting for years and finding it harder to lose weight
as he aged, George O’Palenick, CEC, CCE, AAC, who retired in 2014 after a 34-year career
teaching at Johnson & Wales University, Providence, Rhode Island, was headed for gastric bypass
surgery. The process leading up to surgery required psychological and cardiology testing and two
monthly visits with a nutritionist. On the first visit, the nutritionist gave him a sheet explaining
what foods to reduce or eliminate from his diet. “I took the list and followed it and lost 25 pounds
the first month,” O’Palenick says. He decided not to have the surgery, and has lost 65 pounds.
Besides adhering to a diet, he says slowing down to eat was one of the most important things
he did. “You should take 45 minutes to eat, eating a little, taking a breather and then eating a little
more,” he says. He also cut out sugar and high-calorie beverages, including soda, orange juice,
wine and beer. He drinks eight bottles of water a day and sometimes makes a protein shake in
place of a meal.
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• Learn to say to yourself, “Yes, I
can,” for any step along the way,
from getting up to working out an
extra half-hour.

“I had reached about 240 pounds, and I said, ‘OK, enough is enough,’”
he says. “I wanted to be healthy and have a better quality of life and be
active without having to stop and catch my breath.”
After losing the weight, Scott’s blood pressure and cholesterol went
down, his knee joints quit hurting, his work stamina increased and people
started asking him how he did it. But he admits, “I talk with confidence
now, but I had to get to the point where I was too heavy, my clothes were
fitting tight, my blood levels had fallen off and the doctor was wagging
his finger at me. I had to see that I needed to make a few changes.”
In his late 50s, Doug Patten, CEC, CCA, AAC, found himself in a
similar downward spiral three years ago—overweight, sore and cranky,
working 12-plus-hour days. He came to himself one day and realized he
didn’t want to keep going in the same direction.
In January 2015, Patten, corporate executive chef with FLIK Hospitality Group, Rye Brook,
New York, a division of Compass Group servicing business and industry, started working out and
hasn’t looked back. He joined a gym, got a personal trainer and quit drinking alcohol after work.
He lost 110 pounds. “I’m 62 now, and I’m running circles around the 20- and 30-year-olds in the
kitchen,” he says. He has observed that as chefs get older, many switch to front-of-the-house jobs or
get desk jobs. “But I’m still active because of taking the weight off and working hard at the gym.”
Because his workday starts at 6 a.m., Patten gets up at 3:30, puts on the gym clothes he laid out
the night before and his headset for some upbeat music, and heads to the gym for 1½-2 hours. He
arrives at work with a natural high that requires no coffee, energy drink or muffin.
On weekends, he works out longer, and is often training for or participating in races, especially
Spartan Race (a series of obstacle races that range from 3 miles to marathon distances).

Staying well-hydrated during work is important for mind and body,
as 73.2% of muscle mass is made of water, Fleishman says. “When we
forget to drink water, we put ourselves in a position where we feel achy,
tired and listless and suffer headaches and constipation.”
Because of knee and joint pain and swelling after years in the
industry, O’Palenick picked aqua aerobics for exercise, and says he fell
in love with it.

Leverage your leadership
The benefits that fit leaders achieve will trickle down through the
industry. That’s something Charles Carroll, CEC, AAC, executive
chef at River Oaks Country Club, Houston, believes. “If you can get chefs to organize and
schedule themselves to be fit and start taking care of themselves, it will have a snowball
effect on how they cook,” he says. “If they are fit, watching what they eat and what they put
in their own food, then they will worry about what they put in all the food for their clients
and guests. It’s a good circle to be a part of.”
Carroll has known Fleishman for some time, and invited him to Norway for the
Worldchefs Congress in 2014 when Carroll was vice president and congress chairman.
“Eric loved the idea of coming. He honestly believes to his core that he wants to make
the world a better place,” Carroll says. “What he’s doing and trying to do with ACF,
people are hungry for.” Besides co-leading a breakout session on fitness at the past
several national conventions, this year Fleishman will participate in each of the regional
conferences, as well.
“There’s a following now,” Carroll says. “When he goes to congresses and conventions,
there’s a whole tribe of people who show up at the gym to get a piece of Eric. He’s booked all
day long. He’s giving his time, which is valuable and expensive in the real world, donating
his time and expertise to members.”
Carroll tries to slip out three to five times a week in the midst of his 60- to 70-hour workweek
to work out at the gym. He isn’t shy about promoting his fitness focus. “Eric’s slogan for 2018 is
‘stairs for stares.’ Take them as much as possible,” Carroll says. “I scold employees for taking the
elevator if they don’t have anything in their hands.
“It’s infectious when employees see me sneak out to the gym. They know I’m a believer in
fitness, and it rubs off. I soon had 10-15 kitchen people in my club working out regularly. And we
talk about it, encouraging others.”
He and Fleishman suggest running an employee fitness program. A few years ago, Carroll
helped organize one at River Oaks Country Club. Employees signed up and weighed in with a
goal to lose weight. Prizes were given for most weight lost and highest percentage of body fat lost.
Winners were announced at an employee party, and iPads were given as prizes.
“What was exciting about it was the conversations in the hallways, like, ‘You look great. How
much have you lost?’” Carroll says. Employees were working out together, and a barometer was
set up in the cafeteria for everyone to see the corporate weight loss—which ended at 300 pounds
among 70-80 employees.
“I would encourage others to challenge themselves to adopt a lifestyle change involving diet,
exercise and sleep,” Carroll says. 

Start here
If the idea of working out sounds
appealing, but you have no idea how or
where to begin, start in the kitchen. Eric
Fleishman, aka Eric the Trainer, developed
a series of seven exercise workouts called
“Conquering the Kitchen.”
“We shot the series of videos in the
kitchen using only things found in
the kitchen,” he says. “Maybe some
chefs don’t feel ready for a full-on
fitness program. They need an on-ramp
program. That’s what this is.”
For more information on how to order the
series, visit https://www.ettworkout.com/.

Jody Shee, an Olathe, Kansas-based freelance writer and editor, previously was editor of a foodservice magazine. She has
more than 20 years of food-writing experience and writes the blog www.sheefood.com.
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