
CINCINNATI — A whirring 
blender drowns out the voice 
of a petite brunette serving 
up fruit smoothies and nutri-

tion advice to football players twice 
her size in the Cincinnati Bengals’ 
cafeteria.

She’s saying something about sug-
ars and starches and vitamin A, the 
terminology of a growing effort to get 
NFL athletes’ diets on par with their 
elite level of play.

“See if you like it,” team dietitian 
Michele Macedonio says, handing 
out the icy berry concoctions. Darryl 
Blackstock grabs one to go along with 
his cold wrap and fresh cut vegeta-
bles. Fellow linebacker Rashad Jeanty 
takes one, too, and piles his plate with 
broccoli.

They’re small signs of Macedonio’s 
push for healthier eating on a team 
where she’s watched some players grab 
lunch from fast food joints for years.

The push is on throughout the 
NFL. Since the 1990s, the number of 
teams hiring nutrition consultants has 
grown from a handful to nearly three-
fourths of the league.

“I think the model is changing,” 
said Roberta Anding, the Houston 
Texans’ dietitian and a spokeswoman 
for the American Dietetic Associa-
tion. “I think collegiate programs and 
professional programs are looking at 
this and saying, ‘We all stand to ben-
efit from this.’”

Many of the consultants work for 
other professional sports teams or indi-
vidual players, though they say a sort 
of domino effect has helped the use of 
nutrition experts catch on more quick-
ly in football than in many pro sports, 
including basketball and soccer.

“The conditioning keeps you in fit 
shape, but you can’t condition with-
out the fuel and the raw material to 
achieve your goal,” Macedonio, who’s 
in her sixth year with the Bengals, 
said in an interview.

The bulk of the consultants’ work is 
advising players, shaping meal plans 
and debunking quick-fix diet myths 
— no, eating only 40 chicken breasts a 
day is not the best way to lose weight, 
as at least one player thought. Play-
ers come for various reasons, from 
changing their weight to dealing with 
injuries, illnesses and retirement.

Some still balk, preferring to stick 
with the same fatty foods that have 
fueled them for years.

“The challenge is getting them to 
understand what role nutrition plays 
and helping them both on the field and 
off the field,” said Jon Vredenburg, 

the Jacksonville Jaguars dietitian.
Protein-packed foods like chicken 

and lean meats help build muscle. Eat-
ing carbohydrates before a game will 
help players that do a lot of sprinting 
sustain their energy, but carb-loading 
like a marathoner could leave a foot-
ball player too full and sluggish.

Fruits are good snacks almost any-
time because they digest easily, get-
ting nutrients into the body quickly.

For players who understand the 
link between food and performance, 
he said, the appetite for success over-
rides cravings for cheeseburgers and 
french fries.

Those foods sometimes still appear 
on the stadium lunch buffet, but a 
sampling of the better-for-you options 
reads more like gourmet than greasy-
spoon: grilled pork tenderloin, black-
ened tuna, roasted vegetables, sauteed 
spinach and flavored rice.

Even with easy access to healthier 
options, nutritionists say changing 
eating habits is a tall order for many 
pro players because they consume 
two to five times the calorie intake 
of an average person. That and a life-
style that often lends itself to habitual 
snacking and eating out make some 
players leery of stricter diets.

“The first thing I tell them is I eat 
Doritos and drink beer, so hey, let’s 
talk,” said Carrie Peterson, the Min-
nesota Vikings’ dietitian.

Like many of their colleagues, Peter-
son and Macedonio say they rely on a 
philosophy of gradual change fueled 
by a player’s commitment to improve 
performance from the inside out.

Macedonio tries to boost nutrition 
through tasty foods, an effort that 
was in full swing during a recent visit 
to a suburban Cincinnati supermarket 
with Blackstock and Jeanty.

They started in the produce section, 
where she persuaded Jeanty to try a 
slice of fresh red pepper.

“Just like that? Raw?” he asked, 
looking suspiciously at Macedonio. 
He took a bite and decided it was “not 
bad,” then quickly added that he’d 
prefer to have dip.

The scene drew teasing from Black-
stock, who cooks at home whenever he 
can. He shared recipes for grilled tur-
key legs and spinach-crab burgers in 
between signing autographs at the fish 
counter and making some Globetrotter-
esque moves with a Tuscan cantaloupe.

But don’t mistake the jokester for 
someone who doesn’t take nutrition 
seriously. He’s cut back on his favorite 
strawberry cheesecake and on having 
fries with meals.

“If it comes with it, I’ll eat it, but I 
won’t order it,” he said.

Blackstock’s efforts to enhance his 
diet recently resulted in a four-game 
NFL suspension for using an over-
the-counter nutritional supplement 
that included a banned substance he 
says he wasn’t aware of.

Sometimes a player’s diet decision 
is more of a health mandate than a 
choice. Denver Broncos quarterback 
Jay Cutler had to lay off fast food and 
learn to eat more meals at home after 
he was diagnosed with diabetes ear-
lier this year.

“He’s feeling a whole lot better,” 
said team dietitian Jacqueline Bern-
ing, one of the longest-serving team 
dietitians in action. “He looks a whole 
lot better on the field.”

So does Tony Gonzalez, the Kansas 
City Chiefs’ Pro Bowl tight end, who 
changed his diet before last season 
and noticed such a difference that he 
started preaching to teammates about 
healthier eating. Chiefs dietitian Mitzi 
Dulan, who is writing a book about it 
with Gonzalez, calls him the team’s 
second nutritionist.

Former Texans’ offensive lineman 
Zach Wiegert said he also got caught 
up in his healthier diet, teaching his 
family and friends many of the tips 
he learned from Anding, the team 
dietitian.

She helped him bulk up to about 
315 pounds in-season and then shed 
40 pounds in three months without 
starving himself after he hung up 
his shoulder pads and no longer had 
a grueling NFL regimen to burn off 
calories.

“None of it was hard to follow, and it 
wasn’t like, ‘Oh man, I’m hungry,’” said 
Wiegert, who spent part of his dozen 
years in the NFL scarfing down steaks 
and pizza to keep on weight. Now he 
eats more lean meats and greens, a 
diet aimed at keeping him both slim-
mer and healthier in the long run.

Bengals running back Chris Perry 
is taking a similar panoramic view, 
hoping Macedonio’s help will give him 
a short-term edge over the competi-
tion, a longer career and a buff body 
when he retires. He’s cutting back on 
chicken wings, cookies and other hall-
marks of his college diet.

“I like candy, so it’s a little difficult 
at times,” admits Perry, who says he 
never made the connection between 
food and performance during his days 
at Michigan. “But you know it’s about 
your priorities. I don’t think Reese’s 
or ice cream pays the bills, so I’ve got 
to cut it out a little bit.”
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Appetite  
for success

In the NFL, players and teams see  
link between food and performance

  “The challenge is getting them to understand what role nutrition plays and helping them 
both on the field and off the field.”

JON VREDENBURG
Jacksonville Jaguars dietitian

Bucs’ historic comeback 
disposes of hapless KC

Warner threads Rams in return

Cincinnati running back Chris Perry utilizes Macedonio’s help 
but admits it can be difficult at times. “I like candy,” he said.

Blackstock, a linebacker for the Bengals, tries a red bell pepper. 
One of Blackstock’s favorite recipes is spinach-crab burgers.  

Cincinnati team nutritionist Michele Macedonio helps Darryl 
Blackstock, left, and Rashad Jeanty shop for groceries.
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By DOUG TUCKER
The Associated Press

KANSAS CITY — The Tampa 
Bay Buccaneers needed some 
weird and lucky things to hap-
pen Sunday for them to make 
history.

Matt Bryant missed a 38-yard 
field goal attempt on a third 
down play in overtime, but 
tackle Jeremy Trueblood was 
called for a false start. So the 
Bucs lined up for another third-
down play and Jeff Garcia con-
nected with Jameel Cook for 
nine yards, giving Bryant a sec-
ond chance from 34 yards.

He nailed it, lifting the Bucs 
past Kansas City 30-27 in the 
biggest comeback in team his-
tory.

“It’s a thrilling victory,” 
Tampa Bay coach Jon Gruden 
said. “I told the guys it’s a hard 
place to win.”

The Chiefs (1-7) led 24-3 with 
a little more than 2 minutes 
left in the second quarter and 
seemed headed for just their 
second victory in more than 
a calendar year. But Garcia 
passed for 339 yards and Clif-
ton Smith ran back a kickoff 97 
yards for a score and the Bucs 
(6-3) go into their bye week just 

a half-game behind Carolina in 
the NFC South.

Besides missing several start-
ers with injury, Tampa Bay also 
committed four turnovers.

“It would have terrible to go 
into the bye week with a loss,” 
said Bryant, who also connect-
ed from 25 and 43 yards. “To 
win the way we did, I think it 
just going to make us hungrier 
when we get back.”

Garcia’s 24-yard touchdown 
pass to Antonio Bryant and 2-
point conversion toss tied the 
game with 19 seconds left as 
the Chiefs lost for the 16th time 
in 17 games.

“It’s getting a little unbear-
able, to tell you the truth,” said 
Kansas City tight end Tony 
Gonzalez.

The Bucs appeared to have 
blown their historic comeback 
bid when Earnest Graham fum-
bled at the goal line and Kansas 
City’s Jarrad Page recovered in 
the end zone with 3:24 to go.

But Gonzalez’s one-handed, 
falling-down catch that would 
have given the Chiefs a first 
down on that last drive, perhaps 
keeping the ball out of Garcia’s 
hands, was negated. He was 
flagged for offensive pass inter-

ference.
“I’m falling away from him. I 

guess they saw him fall down,” 
Gonzalez said. “I don’t under-
stand it. I don’t agree with it.”

The Chiefs never touched the 
ball in overtime as Garcia hit 
Michael Clayton for 29 yards on 
the first play.

“We can’t afford to come out 
and play the way we did today 
as a team,” said Garcia, who 
was 31-for-43. “It is very rare 
you’re going to be able to put 
together a comeback like we 
had today. We’re thankful for 
what took place.”

Tyler Thigpen, making his 
third career start, was 14-for-25 
for 164 yards and a touchdown 
and also caught a 37-yard touch-
down pass from wide receiver 
Mark Bradley.

It was the second straight 
game without an interception 
for the second-year pro who 
is playing only because the 
Chiefs’ top two quarterbacks 
had season-ending injuries.

“We didn’t win, so it didn’t 
matter if I threw three picks,” 
he said. “We just want to win 
around here. We had a chance 
to win, and we weren’t able to 
capitalize.”

By R.B. FALLSTROM
The Associated Press

ST. LOUIS — Kurt Warner 
and the Cardinals used a 24-
point second quarter to win 
another one in their former 
home city.

Arizona was in total com-
mand after scoring 10 points 
on turnovers and adding a pair 
of long scoring plays on touch-
downs by Tim Hightower and 
Jerheme Urban in a 34-13 vic-
tory on Sunday. Warner held it 
all together with his 45th 300-
yard passing game, throwing 
for two touchdowns to beat the 
team he led to two Super Bowls 
from 1999-2001.

“A great day,” Warner said. “I 
always love coming back to this 
place. Really a good day all the 
way around for me.”

Arizona (5-3) ran off 31 
straight points to win for only 

the second time in five road 
games and solidify its NFC 
West lead against a team that 
had been hoping to climb back 
into the race. 

The Rams (2-6) have lost two 
straight after winning their 
first two games under new 
coach Jim Haslett, and were 
booed off the field at halftime 
and at every opportunity there-
after before the Edward Jones 
Dome emptied out in the fourth 
quarter.

“They kicked our butts,” 
Rams quarterback Marc Bulg-
er said. “In the second quarter 
it kind of fell apart.”

Warner, who won a pair of 
NFL MVP awards with the 
Rams, ran off the field to cheers 
after the game.

“We’d like them to love us, too, 
we’ve just got to win a couple 
more ballgames,” Rams rookie 

defensive end Chris Long said. 
“We just have to execute bet-
ter, and then hopefully we can 
keep them in the seats the next 
time.”

In the second quarter, the 
Rams were outgained 229-18 in 
total yards. The Cardinals have 
won four in a row in St. Louis, 
their home from 1960-87, and 
four straight against the Rams 
overall.

Warner is 35-10 as a starter 
indoors and was 26-4 at home 
with the Rams, including play-
off games. It felt like home 
again on Sunday, playing before 
a crowd dotted with No. 13 War-
ner Rams jerseys.

“I feel more comfortable here 
because there’s been so much 
history here,” Warner said. “It’s 
always fun to come back, and 
fortunately we’ve had success 
here.”


