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IN MY YEARS as a chef, I’ve made dirty rice for the Dalai Lama, Hummingbird cake for Lady Gaga, chicken with pomegranate sauce for the first George Bush, and a Valentine’s Day dinner for Barack and Michelle Obama. I prepared countless meals for Oprah Winfrey as her personal chef and served my fried chicken to ballrooms full of Hollywood luminaries—and let me tell you, I’m not being proud when I say that they loved me for it. Everybody loves a chef, because everybody loves food.

But the most important meal I ever cooked wasn’t for any of these big names. It was for just me.

It was a bowl of oatmeal with berries, and some egg whites scrambled with zucchini. The first time I ate that breakfast I weighed 325 pounds and had recently been given a diagnosis of diabetes, the disease that would take my father from me too soon. I knew I had to make changes, but even though I’d expertly prepared thousands of meals for other people—many tailored to their diet specifications—I had never given much thought to how to feed myself in a healthful way. If the boss said, “Art, I need steamed vegetables; I need a grilled piece of fish,” that’s what I gave them. But I never actually connected the good choices I was helping them make, with how I could improve my own poor habits. I knew other chefs who struggled with their weight, and some chefs who stayed fit—I just didn’t know how the second group managed it, since all the chefs I knew seemed just as passionate about great food as I was, and still am.

Someone, in my case a health coach, needed to say, “Art, eat oatmeal. Eat berries. Eat egg whites and vegetables.” So I did. Now, more than one hundred pounds lighter, I still have that same breakfast virtually every day. I’ve run marathons and in 2010 married my love, Jesus Salgueiro, wearing a suit that was smaller than the one I wore for my high school graduation.

The moral of the story is that while the motivation had to come from within, I still needed some inspiration from outside. That’s what I hope this book will do: inspire you. When I heard that Allison planned to tackle the very question I once puzzled over, I decided right away I wanted to be part of this project, and share what I now know to be true: that you can be fit and enjoy wonderful food.

Maybe you want to lose a lot of weight and get healthy, and my story will speak to you. Maybe you’re already on a path of eating well, but want to know how to do it with more flavor and flair. You might just be curious how some really fine chefs who are surrounded by food all day manage to make any peace with it at all. It isn’t easy, and the way I went about it might not be for everybody. But what about the way Eric Ripert keeps fit by walking? Or how Michelle Bernstein finds ways to eat her vegetables while working long hours at Michy’s? Or how Jacques Torres keeps off the weight he lost, and still eats a little bit of chocolate each day? When it comes to eating, I think Allison hit it right when she noticed people would rather take advice from folks who wear chef whites than white lab coats.

At this moment chefs in America, particularly those fortunate enough to be embraced by the public as celebrities, have enormous influence. I’ve tried to use mine responsibly, cofounding a charity, Common Threads, to teach kids from low-income families how to cook wholesome meals, with the goal of preventing childhood obesity.

But there’s also a much louder message coming from the food media, celebrating butter and bacon and excess. This book represents an opportunity to say, “Hey, we don’t all eat like that!”

There’s a lot of collected wisdom here from my colleagues, who are among the best chefs cooking today. As I told Allison over a long-ago lunch at Art and Soul, in the end, it’s about finding your happy—the thing that works best for you. It might be preparing a beautiful, healthful meal that you share with loved ones. It could be making smarter choices when you go to your favorite restaurant. Or it might be starting your day with a bowl of oatmeal and berries that you make just for yourself.

I hope that in these pages you find your happy.

Art Smith


INTRODUCTION

WHY ASK CHEFS?
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I’VE ALWAYS BEEN enchanted by restaurants. Don’t mistake this to mean that my parents were not both great home cooks; they were. My mom somehow struck a balance between trying the latest 1970s California bean-sprouty health food trends and feeding us soul-warming briskets, stuffed cabbage, and latkes. My father, meanwhile, mastered a tight rotation of signature dishes like Turkish Pizza-pie Eggs, an anytime breakfast that he—and only he—still makes when we get together.

But restaurants were a big deal in my family. My mother’s father, a Levy’s Bakery truck driver and later a union leader, was hardly a man of means. Yet when we visited him he took the whole family to Windows on the World, the restaurant on the hundred-and-seventh story of the World Trade Center, where, above the clouds and New York City, my little brother had to wear a tie and we ate duck and clams (my brother spit one out in his napkin, which a waiter whisked away) and ice-cream sundaes. On another day Grandpa took us to an Italian seafood house on Long Island Sound that could be reached only by boat. In retrospect, I realize that must have been part of his restaurant hyperbole; there had to have been roads. But we went by boat and it was a wonder to a car-bound L.A. kid.

My grandfather would also tell stories of his Ukraine-born mother, an amazing cook who rolled her own paper-thin strudel dough at home and worked in the kitchen of a Lower East Side Italian place. I’m sure I romanticized the idea of this Ukrainian Jew turning out Italian food in New York. She wasn’t a chef; she was a cook, and the only reason she was that was because her husband, a southern Italian immigrant who had converted to marry her, was killed at age twenty-two in a streetcar accident. For a young widow there was nothing glamorous about turning out ravioli at work and kreplach at home; it was survival for her and her two little children. She died, having wed three more times, when I was twelve years old; I remember her as a slight, wiry woman who, to the end of her long life, would take her tea in a glass with a cube of sugar held between her teeth. She would have laughed heartily at the idea of her great-granddaughter making a living, in part, by celebrating restaurant cooks in the pages of a glossy magazine.

But that is what happened: I was asked to cover celebrity chefs for the magazine where I work. As I began to navigate their world, I was eating more and richer food than I probably ever have. There were lunches with chefs’ publicists, restaurant opening parties, celebrity chef charity events, three- and four-day food festivals, each one a carnival of one-upmanship with sauté pans or tiny blowtorches.

Inconveniently, this occurred in my mid-thirties, as I evolved from being able to eat anything with little consequence to noticing a direct correlation between my morning bagel and a new uncooperativeness from the top button of my jeans. Clearly this would not be allowed to continue, I thought. But I was unwilling to go on a diet. Eating was a big thing for me.

In the course of a few weeks I ate caramelized quail and apple confit at the open-kitchen counter of French chef Joël Robuchon’s L’Atelier at a press lunch in the middle of what would otherwise have been (like the day before and the day after) a sandwich-at-my-desk afternoon; I tasted Rick Moonen’s Everything-crusted Tuna (basically all the toppings of an “everything” bagel seared onto a gorgeous ruby piece of fish) at a farewell party for the old Oceana before it closed its town house and moved to the other side of the city; I then met two food-magazine pals at the new, relocated Oceana, and was reminded that when you’re in the company of a recognizable and beloved food editor, the chef will send over nearly everything on the menu. Much of that lunch is a blur.

Then the cycle would start again: I’d meet a PR rep for lunch at a client’s restaurant, and regardless of how lightly I’d ordered, extra dishes from the kitchen would appear. I’d ask for plain grilled chicken and, in addition, out would come bites of pâté on brioche toast, salads dotted with sweetbreads, a dessert plate composed of six variations on chocolate and cream. Basic politeness (plus a voice in my head—it may have been my great-grandmother’s—telling me not to waste food) demanded I taste everything. Sometimes it was more than a taste. By the time you get to that sixth variation of chocolate, you might need to go back and remind yourself about the first. Then the second . . .

Further compounding the problem was the fact that my entry into the food world coincided with what could be called the Bacon Age: a culinary era that, transcending haute and low cuisine, celebrated all things streaky, fatty, smoked, and salty. Bacon appeared in seemingly every dish, from dorade to doughnuts, and made oblivious converts of vegetarians. (Look away if you must, but if that restaurant’s green beans taste so much better than the ones you cook at home, credit a pig—not just the chef.) I had never been much of a meat person, but I happily tried what was put in front of me and found some of it delicious, even as I felt that this wasn’t really how I was meant to be eating.

Meanwhile, none of this professional exploration took into account the dining I was doing on my own time, like taking my son for the pizza pane frattau at Mario Batali’s Otto. That’s the pizza topped by a fried egg. At the age of six the boy got a “why didn’t I think of this” look on his face when he encountered the magical mash-up of two favorite comfort foods. So, clearly I would not be cutting those experiences out of my life.

How were other people, particularly those in the field, handling the problem of too much food, too much temptation, leading to too much person? I was meeting a lot of chefs, and it was impossible not to notice two things: First, they loved food and appeared not to be particularly dainty eaters. Second, they weren’t all fat. Yes, some brilliant chefs were pretty big—but they were no longer the norm. In fact, the opposite was true: I met many, many slender and fit chefs. You’ve seen those folks as well, and you may have wondered how they managed it. I wondered too. Perhaps if I knew what slim chefs did, I could learn to enjoy more and worry less. I had let bagels go, at least on weekdays, because it didn’t seem a great sacrifice. But what if, in an attempt to stay in my skinny jeans, I inadvertently eliminated the excitement and flavor from my meals? Or gave up foods that I love? How could I strike the proper balance between pleasure and caution?

The idea for this book started for me with a very simple question: How do chefs eat? We know a lot about how they cook: We can watch them on television, dine in their restaurants, and even, if we’re inclined, attempt to re-create their most elaborate dishes at home. But how do people who have dedicated most of their waking hours to food actually feed themselves? Surely not each night with the twelve-course tasting menus they create. Nor did it seem likely to me that they were leaving their own haute cuisine kitchens only to run home and microwave Lean Cuisine.

Since I had access to great chefs, I began talking with them, asking how they ate on the job, or at home with their kids, or when they went out to let someone else do the cooking. I asked about their workouts, and which, if any, foods they cut down on, and which ones they enjoyed most often when they wanted to drop a few pounds. I asked how they ate before the marathon of tasting that comes with judging a TV food competition or testing variations on a dish for one of their own restaurants. I asked what they ate when no one else was looking.

It was Rick Moonen who reminded me that “chefs eat like shit” a lot of the time. (His salty words, though many of his colleagues echoed the idea.) So why ask chefs how to eat or stay in shape? There are nutritionists and dieticians and doctors of several stripes who have dedicated their working lives to these topics. (Not to mention all the skinny actresses and models who will tell you how they do it, though one suspects it doesn’t involve many interesting meals—or, for that matter, many meals at all.) But their advice often seems divorced from real life. Notes chef Michael Psilakis, who lost over eighty pounds on a plan of his own design, “Doctors are looking at the problem from a very scientific perspective: This is what you should eat. But what if you want to eat something else? There has to be another way.” By making chefs the experts, that other way of eating would value flavor above all.

Moonen offers what I think is as good an answer as any to the question of, Why ask chefs: “Chefs are fun, and they drink, and people don’t want to give that up. There’s a happiness factor.”

Yes! But here’s a more prosaic reason: Chefs work long hours, eat irregularly, and are frequently tempted by an abundance of rich foods. If they can maintain a healthy weight, or even lose weight, surely the rest of us can. A chef’s life is a magnifying mirror reflection of many of our own. Who among us isn’t working hard, fitting in meals, and often tempted by the abundance of food—both good and bad—that is everywhere? But the people who make their living with butter or duck confit or chocolate and still look amazing—they must know some secrets. I wanted in on those secrets. Chefs are intentional about food. What they choose to cook has meaning and is always considered. The chefs in this book have extended that thoughtfulness not just to cooking, but to eating. Which is not to say that how they eat is how they serve us: It was a relief to learn that when Thomas Keller—renowned for creating menus that are as precise as they are lavish—wants a snack, he reaches for a banana or a handful of walnuts; nothing that requires a mandoline or microplane.

For this project, I sought out not necessarily the skinniest chefs—though many are very slender. Instead, I wanted those who are fit, those who make being healthy a priority, and those who have struggled with extra pounds and found solutions that work for them. Inside are stories from chefs who have lost fifteen, twenty-five, forty, eighty, and a hundred pounds.

What I didn’t want (and this meant passing over some great new talent) were very young chefs who are slim by virtue of metabolism alone. Everyone here is thirty-something or older. Chefs with long careers and established reputations also happen to be the ones who are in the stage of life when it becomes hard to maintain your current weight, and harder still to lose. I wanted Jedi masters of the kitchen, who have lived and worked around food for decades and come to an understanding with it. I went to people like Nancy Silverton, of Los Angeles’s legendary La Brea Bakery and Osteria Mozza, who cuts a very trim figure despite building her reputation first on bread and then on cheese. And to Chicago’s Rick Bayless, who, at fifty-eight, again weighed what he did at eighteen. And to Cat Cora of Iron Chef, who is raising four boys while overseeing restaurants and somehow finds time to exercise daily. I also sought input from two restaurateurs with unique perspectives on working around food, as well as a few notable cookbook authors who face similar challenges on the job. I’m grateful that everyone participated with such enthusiasm, sharing personal stories, their weaknesses, their clever tricks, their scrumptious recipes, and, most of all, their valuable time.

The result of their generosity and my efforts is here, presented as ninety-two lessons in living and eating. They include practical tips for, among other things, dining out wisely; cooking at home with the insight (but not the hard-to-replicate professional skills) of a trained chef; keeping dessert and other treats in your life; and making the balance between eating well and living well as simple as possible.

Several tips I found rather surprising: Eric Ripert, of the four-star seafood temple Le Bernardin, will sometimes come home and cook chicken in the toaster oven, a trick he learned from his (nonchef) wife. Chefs known for steak had secret vegetarian lives. Quite a few ate chocolate daily—that was definitely something I wanted to do too.

I took all their ideas seriously, trying to fit these lessons into my own life. It wasn’t hard. When, for instance, Michelle Bernstein in Miami would talk about craving a lot of fruit and salads and finishing lunch with a biscotti and espresso, I found I could go for that too. Some of the advice is, admittedly, contradictory: A few of the chefs try to limit their eating to only sit-down meals, while others feel better if they graze throughout the day. I tried both methods—though naturally not in the same day. I invite you to do the same, and find out which chefs’ approaches suit you best.

After speaking with more than three dozen chefs, how I ate evolved. I tried new foods and new techniques at home. I ate out with more insight, and even found renewed inspiration when I tied up my running shoes. I remain enchanted by a beautiful meal at a great restaurant, and I have no delusion that I’ll ever cook like a professional chef. But armed with their knowledge, I’ve learned how to eat like a smart chef, and I’m eager to share their wisdom with you.


WHO’S WHO IN

SMART CHEFS STAY SLIM
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Nate Appleman, the culinary manager at Chipotle, won the James Beard Foundation’s Rising Star Chef and Food & Wine’s Best New Chef in 2009. He is a co-author of A16 Food + Wine.

Donatella Arpaia is owner of Donatella in New York, author of Donatella Cooks, and a judge on The Next Iron Chef.

Joe Bastianich is co-owner of twenty-two restaurants, including Babbo and Del Posto, three wineries, and the New York food emporium Eataly. He is the author of Grandi Vini and a judge on MasterChef.

Rick Bayless, chef-owner of the Frontera restaurant group in Chicago, has earned six James Beard honors, including Humanitarian of the Year, 1998. The first winner of Top Chef Masters, he has written many books and hosts Mexico—One Plate at a Time on PBS.

Michelle Bernstein, chef-owner of Michy’s, Sra. Martinez and Crumb on Parchment bakery in Miami, was 2007’s James Beard Best Chef: South.

Mark Bittman, author of Food Matters: A Guide to Conscious Eating, How to Cook Everything (winner of the IACP Julia Child award), and many other books, is a columnist for the New York Times.

Tom Colicchio, chef-owner of Craft restaurants and Colicchio & Sons, is head judge of Top Chef, 2010 James Beard Outstanding Chef, and author of three books, including Think Like a Chef.

Cat Cora is an owner of Kouzzina in Orlando, CCQ in Costa Mesa, and Cat Cora’s Kitchen at SFO; the author of three books; and an original Iron Chef America star.

Gregory Gourdet is chef de cuisine at Departure Restaurant + Lounge in Portland, Oregon. He was a Food & Wine People’s Best New Chef nominee in 2011.

Laurent Gras was a Food & Wine Best New Chef in 2002, and executive chef and partner at Chicago’s L20 when it earned three Michelin stars in 2010.

Alexandra Guarnaschelli is executive chef at Butter and the Darby in New York, a judge on Chopped, and the host of The Cooking Loft and Alex’s Day Off.

Karen Hatfield and Quinn Hatfield are pastry chef and chef, respectively, of Hatfield’s in Los Angeles, which they own, along with Sycamore Kitchen. In 2010 Hatfield’s was named one of Bon Appetit’s 10 Best New Restaurants.

Thomas Keller is the first American chef to hold three Michelin stars at two restaurants: Per Se in New York City, and French Laundry in Yountville, California, which twice topped Restaurant magazine’s ranking of the Top 50 Restaurants of the World. He is also chef-owner of Bouchon, Bouchon Bakery and ad hoc, and a co-author of several cookbooks.

Matt Lee and Ted Lee won the James Beard 2007 Cookbook of the Year award for The Lee Bros. Southern Cookbook.

Susur Lee is chef-owner of Lee in Toronto and executive consulting chef of Zentan in Washington, D.C. He is author of Susur: A Culinary Life.

Lachlan Mackinnon-Patterson, chef-owner of Frasca Food and Wine in Boulder, Colorado, was a 2005 Food & Wine Best New Chef and 2008 James Beard Best Chef: Southwest.

Mark McEwan is chef-owner of Fabbrica, ONE, North 44, and Bymark in Toronto, and the head judge of Top Chef Canada.

Rick Moonen, chef-owner of rm seafood in Las Vegas, and author of Fish Without a Doubt, was a finalist on Top Chef Masters.

Masaharu Morimoto, executive chef of Morimoto restaurants in New York, Philadelphia, Boca Raton, Napa, and Waikiki, is a star of both the Japanese and U.S. editions of Iron Chef.

Marc Murphy, executive chef-owner of Benchmarc restaurants, including Landmarc and Ditch Plains in New York, is a judge on Chopped.

Melissa Perello is chef-owner of Frances in San Francisco, which earned a Michelin star and was one of Bon Appetit’s 10 Best Restaurants in America, 2010.

Naomi Pomeroy, chef-owner of Beast in Portland, Oregon, was a 2009 Food & Wine Best New Chef and 2010 finalist for the James Beard Best Chef: Pacific Northwest.

Michael Psilakis is chef-owner of Kefi, Fish Tag, and MP Taverna in New York. Bon Appetit’s 2008 Chef of the Year, he is author of How to Roast a Lamb.

Wolfgang Puck is chef-owner of Spago, which received two Michelin stars, and other restaurants in the United States, Tokyo, Singapore, London, and Toronto, and author of several cookbooks.

Andrea Reusing, chef-owner of Lantern in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, won the 2011 James Beard Award for Best Chef: Southeast. She is the author of Cooking in the Moment.

Eric Ripert is chef and co-owner of Le Bernardin, creative director of 10 Arts in Philadelphia, and of Westend Bistro in Washington, D.C. He is the recipient of France’s Légion d’Honneur.

Marcus Samuelsson is chef-owner of Red Rooster Harlem and cofounder of the Marcus Samuelsson Group. He received the 2003 James Beard Award for Best Chef: New York City, and won Top Chef Masters.

Nancy Silverton, head baker and co-owner of La Brea Bakery, and chef and co-owner of Pizzeria Mozza and Osteria Mozza, won the 1991 James Beard Award for Outstanding Pastry Chef. She is the author of The Mozza Cookbook and others.

Art Smith, executive chef and co-owner of Table Fifty-Two in Chicago, Art and Soul in Washington, D.C., Southern Art and Bourbon Bar in Atlanta, and executive chef of Joanne in New York City, received the 2007 James Beard Award for Humanitarian of the Year.

Alessandro Stratta, former executive chef and owner of Alex at Wynn Las Vegas, which earned two Michelin stars, received the 1998 James Beard Award for Best Chef: Southwest. He is a consulting chef for Bigoli in New York City.

Michael Symon is chef-owner of Lola, Lolita, and B Spot in Cleveland, and Michael Symon’s Roast in Detroit. The co-author of Michael Symon’s Live to Cook, he won the 2009 James Beard Award for Best Chef: Great Lakes.

Jacques Torres, owner of Jacques Torres Chocolates, won the 1994 James Beard Award for Outstanding Pastry Chef while at Le Cirque. He is the author of Dessert Circus and other books.

Sue Torres is chef-owner of Sueños and consulting executive chef of Rusty Knot, both in New York. She has been a judge on Chopped and Iron Chef America.

Ming Tsai is chef-owner of Blue Ginger in Wellesley, Massachusetts, and host and executive producer of PBS’s Simply Ming. He received the 2002 James Beard Award for Best Chef: Northeast.

David Waltuck was the chef and co-owner of Chanterelle in New York City, winner of the James Beard Award for Outstanding Restaurant. He is executive chef for Ark Restaurants.

Simpson Wong is chef-owner of Wong and Café Asean, and formerly of Jefferson, all in New York City.

Sang Yoon is chef-owner of Lukshon in Culver City and Father’s Office in Santa Monica and Los Angeles; his Office Burger was voted best burger in the country in two popular polls.


1

EAT WHAT YOU LOVE

I’M GOING TO put the best thing I heard in all my interviews right out front: Eat the food you love.

One of the great pleasures in talking to chefs is hearing these pros go all swoony over the dishes, or the simple ingredients, that they adore. Ming Tsai thinks a late-night bowl of ramen is “freakin’ delicious.” When she lived in Paris as a young chef, Alex Guarnaschelli used to keep a quart of cream in her refrigerator and take a sip from it every so often, just because “I love the taste of French cream,” she tells me. Michelle Bernstein: “My mother’s carrot cake—one of the best things I’ve had in my life.” Marc Murphy: “Steak, sweetbreads, a little foie gras terrine . . .”

How can any of these foods stay in a person’s life and not cause those who partake to pack on the pounds? For one, there is a big difference between eating only what you love and eating whatever you like. Eating what you love means limiting yourself to only the foods you really, truly enjoy and not wasting time (or calories or fat grams or net carbs or whatever it makes you feel good to count) eating what you do not absolutely adore. Eating this way relies on the notion that if you get exactly what you want, you don’t need a lot of it. It is not as if Guarnaschelli was downing a glass of cream a day; just a sip was enough. More is not necessarily better.

Because they include the foods they love, chefs’ diets, even when restrained, remain a source of pleasure. An eating plan that is filled with food you love is one that’s pretty easy to stick to. Here, a few more philosophies to bring to the table.

Lesson 1: Smart chefs surround themselves with real food they love

“People don’t realize you can eat a lot of good food—but you can’t eat garbage food,” says Michael Psilakis, chef at the first Greek restaurant in America to earn a Michelin star. He achieved a major slim-down—the kind that reality shows with before-and-after photos are built on—by eating many of the things he loves. (He shares the details in Chapter 14.) So what does he mean by good food? For one, dishes made from high-quality, real ingredients that are minimally processed. But no less important: food that tastes good to him.

Rick Bayless, America’s dean of Mexican cuisine, shares that perspective: “My life is all about good food,” says Bayless, a fourth-generation restaurateur and chef for more than thirty years. Today Bayless is as slender as he was as a young man in Oklahoma City. One reason? “When you eat good food, it satisfies you and you don’t have to be gluttonous about it. I’d rather have one bite of a great dish than fifty bites of a mediocre dish,” he says.

If that seems an obvious point—who wouldn’t rather have great food than mediocre?—consider how often we settle for less than spectacular. For instance, what did you have for lunch yesterday? (Me: a spongy chicken banh mi from the sandwich shop next to my office; won’t get that again.) Think of all the times when you eat something so-so, because it was more convenient, or cheaper, or faster.

The solution is to replace the so-so with the great. But for you to do that, great food needs to be available. That means keeping the great food you love on hand in your kitchen, choosing restaurants that serve it, and even sometimes packing your own lunch in order to avoid the sad food often consumed at a desk. This took me ages to learn and I really fought it: Can a person who can barely decide what to have for breakfast really be expected to plan lunch at the same time?

It helps to think of the home kitchen a bit like a restaurant kitchen, not in terms of preparing fancy meals, but in terms of stocking the basics of your menu. “What I want to eat is the stuff that is going to keep me the size I am,” says Bayless. Me too. So that means that this week I’m probably going to eat at least one meal that includes salmon, another with some kind of canned bean—I’m terrible at remembering to soak dried beans ahead of time—a few that include some salad or spinach, and I’m going to want some Greek yogurt most mornings and I’ll be grumpy if there isn’t ripe fruit to go with it. In the extremely exclusive restaurant that is my apartment dining room, these are the usuals, and I need to keep a constant supply of the components that make up these meals (if yogurt and a banana qualifies as a meal). You know how you feel when you go to an actual restaurant and they have eighty-sixed your favorite dish? Don’t do that to yourself.

Bayless has made it easy: When he’s home in Chicago he eats from his own menus at Topolobampo or Frontera Grill or XOCO twice a day. “It’s how I keep track of what it’s like to be a guest,” he explains. But if he’s away, and good food isn’t readily available, Bayless won’t nosh on whatever junk is around. “My family laughs at me about this, but I’ll skip a meal if I don’t think there’s anything good enough to eat.”

Don’t suppose that Bayless is skipping a lot of meals. On the contrary, he makes a point of affording himself great eating opportunities, whether he’s going out, or on the job at the restaurant, or taping his PBS show. “I feel so blessed, because I’m around really good food all the time. People who don’t work around food are always thinking that because I’m surrounded by good food that I’m just going to gobble it, I’m going to eat it all of the time, because who can resist? But the more you’re around good food and appreciate it, the less you have to have to be satisfied.”

I got a crash course in implementing this philosophy at the place where I first meet Bayless—the South Beach Wine & Food Festival, a four-day charity event in Miami with scads of celebrity and local chefs outdoing one another. This isn’t an environment that lends itself to moderation. He is serving pulled-pork tacos, a nod to his parents’ barbecue restaurant and his own haute Mexican cuisine. They are one of several dozen barbecue dishes on offer at the festival’s famous “BubbleQ,” a barbecue with champagne. His taco is a perfect few bites. But also here are offerings from Bobby Flay and Jonathan Waxman and Elizabeth Karmel and Todd English, and the list goes on. Do I need to try all the barbecue? Of course not. I congratulate myself on showing restraint. Later, at another tasting party, I completely blow it at the dessert table. What can I say? It’s a process. Did I really love all those desserts I sampled? No, not really.

Lesson learned: If something doesn’t offer a lot of pleasure, I should not be eating it. Have I ever craved the taste of a protein bar? No, never. Have I ever wolfed down a greasy bag of movie popcorn and thought, “That was delicious—even better than the film”? No, not once. (Okay, possibly once, during the last hour of the interminable Tom Cruise sci-fi fake-out Vanilla Sky. But other than that, no.) Have I ever finished a boring restaurant meal because I was paying for it or, for that matter, because I wasn’t paying for it? Cut out food about which you are unenthusiastic, and you’ll save countless wasted calories.

Lesson 2: They never feel guilty about eating what they love

Le Bernardin’s Eric Ripert tells me is he asked in interviews, “What is your guilty pleasure?” He’s flummoxed each time. “To me it is inconceivable to have guilt about eating,” says the Antibes-born chef. “I was educated from a young age to eat good food—good-quality ingredients, and in moderation. Feeling guilty about eating is an American idea. When you eat and you feel guilt, it’s not edifying; you’re just putting things in your stomach. Maybe that is why people are overweight?” he ventures.

If there are no “guilty pleasures,” does it then follow that there are no foods that you can never eat? Chefs would say there’s nothing that you should never eat. Deciding to ban a particular food, or group of foods, is not an easy option for chefs, who prefer to have the full spectrum of flavors and textures available to them. Furthermore, says Craft’s Tom Colicchio, “Diets don’t work when you tell people they can’t have something. You can eat anything; it’s about eating less. I’m eating fewer ‘white things’ but haven’t cut them out.” (White things = white bread, white sugar, white potatoes.)

Rather than put foods on the banned list, chefs enjoy them less frequently. In that previous sentence you may feel that the key phrase is “less frequently.” Fair enough. I would argue that equally significant is “enjoy them.” Once in a while, enjoy your favorites—really enjoy them, no guilt. A sampling of chefs and their once-in-a-while treats:

Blue Ginger’s Ming Tsai says, “I can go without sweets,” but he won’t give up fried foods. “I mean, come on—onion rings? French fries? Potato chips?”

“Sweets and bread are my downfall,” says Wolfgang Puck of Spago in Beverly Hills. “My favorite thing is coffee macarons. I tell our pastry chef, ‘Why don’t you make coffee macarons, for a cookie plate?’ Then she makes them, and I eat them. Then I tell her, ‘Why did you make coffee macarons? You know I eat them,’” he says, laughing.

“They used to call me the queen of foie gras, because I ordered more foie and used more foie than anybody in Miami,” says Sra. Martinez chef-owner Michelle Bernstein. “I would make it for someone, taste a little bit. Make some, taste some more. I still serve it sometimes, but now I’m eating it maybe once a year.” Indeed, she lived up to her old title for a food festival event, making hundreds of small portions of foie gras mousse with kumquat gelée, duck rillettes, and chicharon salad. That’s more like a once-in-a-decade concoction.

In addition to not denying themselves completely, smart chefs come up with coping rules so that they can happily enjoy their favorite foods mindfully, with some boundaries. Bread was often cited as a must-have, but with some caveats.

“If I eat bread at home, it’s special bread that someone made,” says Andrea Reusing of Chapel Hill’s Lantern restaurant. “My brothers and I always made fun of my mom when we wanted white bread and she’d say, ‘Empty calories! It’s just empty calories!’ But that’s the right approach: to never eat empty calories. Eating things that are nutritionally dense is good.”

Once in a while Rick Moonen, in Las Vegas, likes to treat himself to an In-N-Out burger, but says he can do without the bread. He orders the not-on-the-menu “protein wrap,” which is a burger with all the fixings tucked into iceberg lettuce leaves instead of a bun. “You have to know to ask for it,” he tells me furtively. “Wink-wink, say no more.”

Nancy Silverton made her name in the Los Angeles food scene with the La Brea Bakery; there’s no way she’s giving up bread. “I eat some bread every day. I don’t know when [low-carb diets] became such an obsession, but it was a few years after we opened the bakery,” recalls Silverton. “We thought we would feel some backlash. But what we found was that it really didn’t affect us—it almost helped us. Rather than people eliminating all carbohydrates from their diet, I think it made them choose more carefully. People requested more whole-grain than just white-flour bread. Rather than eating an inferior bread daily, they would eat it less frequently, but choose quality and better taste.”

Lesson 3: They are picky eaters

Donatella Arpaia is adamant about never finishing a blah dish—even if it is one she ordered herself. “If I don’t like something, or it is not exactly what I want, I won’t eat it,” says Arpaia, owner of Donatella in New York, as well as a cooking school grad who could have been a contender in the kitchen. “I just stop. I don’t care. I got over my thing about wasting food and leaving your plate half-full.”

I’m not advocating for wastefulness—few things offend me more, save for competitive eating contests. (Is that the way to honor our country on the Fourth of July? I think not.) But once the food reaches your plate, it does seem wise to eat only what is appealing and leave behind anything not that exciting. Don’t eat it out of obligation, or just because it’s there.

This was a practice Arpaia figured out over time. “Because I’m a woman
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