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NBA Grizzlies star Mike Conley peruses
the fridge for something to eat.
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REAL GRIT
He puts the grits on at 6:30 AM every day
from September to May —  and hopefully
longer, into the playoffs. Chef Spencer
McMillin lays six strips of bacon on a cookie
sheet and slides it into the oven. He knows
what fuels Mike Conley Jr., starting point
guard for the Memphis Grizzlies. After five
years as Mike’s private chef, Spencer has
learned what the 25-year-old player will and
will not eat.

“Am I picky? Very,” says Mike. “I can’t help it.”

Mike came to Memphis in 2007 as the
fourth draft pick after only one year at Ohio
State. The son of Olympic gold medalist
triple-jumper Mike Conley Sr., he is the
oldest of four siblings. 

“As a child, Mike was a finicky eater,” his
mother, Regina, remembers. “He never
touched the dressing at Thanksgiving, but he
pigged out on the cranberry sauce.” As a
modern active family, the Conleys rarely got
the chance to sit down at the table. “With
games and sports practice, we were con-
stantly on the go. I had three other kids, and
my husband was competing.”

Mike liked pasta, pizza, and all kinds of
chicken. During high school in Indianapolis,
he started the tradition of eating ziti before
every game. It must have worked because he
led the team to three state championships. In
his year at Ohio State, Mike played in the
NCAA National Championship and ended
the season with 441 points. After signing
with the Grizzlies, he moved to Memphis,

the trash. Spencer has been trying variations
of recipes, sneaking nutrition into Mike’s
diet. After a quick wipe down, Spencer sets
up his mise en place.

“Breakfast is always grits and a few pieces of
bacon,” Spencer says as he finely chops an
onion and half a green bell pepper. “Two days
a week, he gets breakfast burritos to eat on the
way to practice. I hide vegetables in them.”

Spencer boils water for coconut lemongrass
basmati rice. He has four pans going at once.

bought a house on a golf course, and hired a
private chef.

DAILY GRIND
Mike’s personal assistant lets Spencer in just
before dawn, and then goes back to bed. The
house is still. Spencer carries a sackful of in-
gredients and a travel mug of stout coffee. 

“That’s for me,” he says.

He checks the dishes on the granite island to
see what was leftover and empties them in
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PENNE 
WITH BISON BOLOGNESE
AND TURKEY PEPPERONI

Recipe by Spencer McMillin

10 ounces dry penne pasta

1 pound ground bison

¼ cup extra virgin olive oil

1 carrot, small dice

3–4 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

½ yellow onion, small dice

1 teaspoon dried oregano

3–4 leaves fresh basil, torn

1 bay leaf 

kosher salt and black pepper, to taste 

1 jar marinara sauce

1 tablespoon tomato paste 

¼ cup red wine 

¼ cup half and half

4 ounces fresh mozzarella, 
cut into thin slices 

4 ounces turkey pepperoni, 
cut into julienne strips

¼ cup parmesan cheese, grated 

Cook penne pasta in boiling water to al
dente according to package directions.

While pasta is cooking, in a large skillet
over medium heat, brown bison meat. Add
a little olive oil if the pan is too dry. Remove
from heat and drain off any excess fat.
Remove meat from pan and reserve.

In the same large skillet, over medium-
high heat, add olive oil, carrot, garlic, and
onion. Cook until vegetables are soft.
Add reserved bison meat, herbs, bay leaf,
marinara sauce, tomato paste, and red
wine. Simmer for 20 minutes.

Remove from heat and stir in half and
half. Add cooked pasta to sauce and stir
to combine.

Place pasta mixture in a baking dish.
Remove bay leaf. Cover pasta with moz-
zarella cheese and pepperoni, and bake at
350° until the cheese melts and browns.

Serve with grated parmesan cheese.

The goal is to get everything done in less
than an hour. With all his culinary expe-
rience, Spencer’s got a pretty good shot. He
started in the restaurant industry at age 13.
Encouraged by his father, Spencer financed
an exchange trip to France by washing dishes
after school. After he returned from Europe,
he made pizzas in Delaware for a few years
and worked at the dining hall in college. 

Spencer moved to Memphis and has cooked in
a long list of restaurants, including Molly’s La
Casita, Café Samovar, Erling Jensen, and Chez
Philippe. He taught classes at Viking Cooking
School, which is where the Grizzlies found
him. After several interviews with Regina
Conley, he was hired to cook for her son.

“At first, I tried to get all ‘chefy,’ but Mike
wouldn’t eat it,” says Spencer, as he laughs
about the beef bourguignon he tossed in the
garbage. “If Mike doesn’t like something, he
just leaves it sitting out on the island and
makes a turkey sandwich.”

“So I started making what he liked to eat —
lasagna, burgers, comfort food. Last January,
his dad came to town. I had steaks and
baked potatoes and all this stuff. Mike Sr.
looked at it, and then he made a face.”

Spencer shapes some Asian turkey slider
patties and shakes his head. “I said,
‘Whatever you want me to do, I’ll do it.’”

Knowing how particular his son is about food,
Mike Sr. put Spencer in touch with Wayne
Douglas. Wayne is the owner of Elite Health
Foods and is a nutrition consultant to
Olympic athletes (and another popular NBA
star who shall remain nameless, although the
Grizzlies already beat the Lakers this season).
Wayne’s plan called for drastic changes such as
adding cups of blueberries and carrot juice —
which would not go over well. He also had a
regimen on how much meat to prepare each
day, when to carb up, and when to limit dairy.  

Spencer took elements of that diet and incor-
porated it into something Mike would ac-
tually eat. He switched to organic milk and
lean meats and cooks everything in olive oil
instead of butter. He also brings in fresh
produce from farmers’ markets.
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“Mike likes all his meats well done.” Spencer
sips his coffee by the grill and watches the
sun rise. The chef ’s dream is to work for a
few other players and write a memoir about
his crazy adventures in the business during
the off season. He flips the patties, revealing
perfect hash marks. He smells them. “That’s
how I know I did it right.”

“Breakfast 
is always grits 

and a few pieces 
of bacon.”

Spencer plates up breakfast and lunch for
Mike and his entourage, covers the dishes in
plastic, and leaves them on the island. After
loading the dishwasher, he heads out the
door with two minutes to spare.

BELIEVE
Mike can tell that the increased nutrients
propel his game. “I saw a difference in
college when I stepped away from it a little. I
got back into it in the NBA and could see a
difference in my performance.” 

Mike is a man who knows what he likes.
Spencer customizes nutrition to taste. Food is
fuel for the point guard. Since the change in
diet, Mike and the Grizzlies have made the
playoffs two years in a row. This year, they
hope to take it all. Keep that ziti coming! 

Candice Baxter earned her M.F.A. in cre-
ative writing at the University of Memphis.
Find more of her work at 
www.candicebaxter.com.

Chip Chockley is mild-mannered attorney
by day, super-powered photographer at
other times, and always a Grizzlies fan. See
more of his work at www.chipchockley.com.
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