
Portsmouth Naval 
Shipyard Fitness Center 

Rises Up
The Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, a vitally important base situated on 

Seavey’s Island between Maine and New Hampshire, prides itself 
on preparing sailors for the physical and nutritional challenges they 

face on tough missions. Whether it is preparing sailors for a six-month 
mission on a sub in cramped quarters or for a search-and-rescue mission, 

Navy fi tness professionals at Portsmouth rise to the challenge with facilities, 
programs and equipment that is tailored to the specifi c needs of each sailor. 

In the past 10 years alone, the Fletcher Fitness Center, the main fi tness 
center at the shipyard, has been transformed from a tennis facility with a small 

fi tness space to what it is today – a full-fl edged fi tness center with state of the 
art equipment, programs and services. 

“In 2000, we started off with just an indoor tennis court with a small fi tness 
space on the side, and we took it over and completely redid the area and de-
signed a facility with cardio, selectorized and free weight areas, and an aero-
bic room, racquetball court, stretching area, offi ce space, and locker rooms, 
etc.,” explains Fitness Director Marie Abbott. “It really was designed to be a 
full-fl edged fi tness center at that point and became what is now the Fletcher 
Fitness Center.” 

Additional improvements to Fletcher included a $1.4 million renovation 
in 2004, where the base was able to add more fi tness equipment, and an 
injection of $165,000 worth of new fi tness equipment in the fall of 2010. 
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In addition to the new Life Fitness and 
Hammer Strength equipment that was 
purchased in 2010, the facility has Con-
cept2 rowers and Nautilus Stairmasters, 
as well as a few pieces of equipment 
from Hoist and Body Masters.

“During the last equipment upgrade 
we switched over to mostly Life Fit-
ness cardio and selectorized weights,” 
explains Abbott. “People love the new 
equipment. Especially the equipment 
that is isolateral, which I absolutely 
love because if you have someone who 
has one arm that is stronger than the 
other and they are pushing a straight 
bar, it just stays that way. But if you 
have two separate weight stacks – iso-
lateral – for each limb, it is just phe-
nomenal. In addition, now all of our 
bikes, ellipticals and treadmills are 
Physical Readiness Test (PRT)-com-
pliant. So, now our guys can just jump 
on a piece of equipment and know it is 
PRT-compliant.”

The transformation of Fletcher has 
not been lost on sailors, as patronage at 
the facility more than doubled, going 
from 2,000 people a month to 4,000-
plus a month.

Across the street from Fletcher is 

the base gym, which features basketball 
courts, a sauna and an outdoor tennis 
court, as well as the base medical clinic. 
Moving toward the waterfront the base 
has softball and soccer fi elds and a track 
as well as support facilities that provide 
sailors with many opportunities to play 
sports and train outdoors.  

ProGramminG PUSH
With improved facilities and new 

fi tness equipment, the base has been 
able to provide programs and classes 
that are specifi cally tailored to the needs 
of Navy sailors, their families and retir-
ees, as well as other service members 
and civilians who work at the shipyard. 

The Fletcher Fitness Center has a 
room dedicated to aerobic program-
ming, and a variety of aerobic and func-
tional fi tness equipment to use during 
classes such as Zumba, Pilates, Yoga, 
Abs and Lower Back, and Boot Camp. 
The smaller pieces of aerobic and func-
tional equipment were purchased from 
BSN and SPRI. 

“We do the Abs and Lower Back 
seven days a week because the mili-
tary is always trying to pass the PRT,” 
notes Abbott. “We also have a kettlebell 

class, which is new and very 
popular, and Zumba, which 
is also popular.”

She says the goal of the 
aerobic program is always 
to keep the military healthy 
and fi t to be able to perform 
their duties. 

“We help the military 
any way we can and for the 
people that don’t pass the 
PRT, we have voluntarily 
initiated three classes a week 
called the Fitness Enhance-
ment Program (FEP),” she 
explains. “Sailors come in 
and we put them through the 
paces and then give them a 
mock PRT test, send reports 
back to their command on 
how they are doing, and help 
them out with nutrition.”

In addition to the FEP 
program, Abbott and the 
command fi tness leaders 
(CFLs) on base have been 
introduced to the Navy Op-
erational Fitness and Fueling 
Series (NOFFS) program, 
which was launched Navy-

wide in 2010. 
“We introduced NOFFS during 

our week-long CFL training program, 
which we do three times a year,” notes 
Abbott. “Sailors come from around the 
world to be trained as CFLs for their 
command. The CFLs love NOFFS and 
we’ve gotten some great feedback. 
Many CFLs have already initiated it at 
their command.”

Abbott is working with CFLs on 
base to spread the word about NOFFS 
and how it can benefi t sailors at Ports-
mouth.

“We are getting the word out by 
e-mail and posters and through our 
CFLs, letting people know that we can 
train them one-on-one in NOFFS, if 
they want,” she points out. “Because 
we have a lot of small, fast-attack subs 
and the sailors might be out to sea from 
3-6 months, NOFFS is great for them 
because it covers exercises in confi ned 
spaces such as a sub, and there is an ex-
cellent nutritional component, the fuel-
ing series part of the program, which is 
just fantastic.”

Put together by a team of Navy 
nutritional experts and dieticians, the 
program makes it easy for sailors to 
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bott. “We keep them updated in their field. Two staff mem-
bers just came back from a training trip, and we are trying to 
get a few trainers into the Mission Nutrition course, and more 
for NOFFS training. We had Chris Halagarda, Navy nutrition 
expert, come here from Washington, and he did a nutrition 
supplement seminar for our sailors. We also help staff mem-
bers earn CEUs and keep their certifications current.” 

She points out that because fitness professionals on base 
work with a lot of injured sailors, retirees and wounded war-
riors, it is important that they have the right education and ex-
perience. “We have a very active retiree population here, and 
they are great. We have one man that we just celebrated his 
90th birthday and he can do over an hour on the Stairmaster.”

Fitness also works closely with physical therapists at the 
medical clinic to provide the right post-rehab exercises. In the 
area of adaptive and accessible equipment for those with phys-
ical limitations or in wheelchairs, Abbott says she took that 
into consideration when purchasing new equipment in 2010.

“During the recent equipment purchase, I specifically 
purchased two huge Life Fitness Adjustable Cable Crossover 
units that can adjust every 6 inches and have all kinds of at-
tachments for exercises,” she points out. “So you can workout 
in a wheelchair and do all kinds of adaptive exercises. We also 
have medicine balls, body bars, stability balls and Bosu balls 
and other things that they can use.”

In addition to a possible expansion/renovation to Fletcher 
in the future, Abbott says the goal is to stay open and respon-
sive to the changing needs on base. 

“We are a smaller base but because of that we learn all of 
the sailors’ names and we try and make it very personable, 
because many times they are away from home, and might not 
have family here,” she points out. “More than once it has been 
said to me: ‘I have been at bases all over the world and you are 
the best.’” —GRF

find their goal weight and helps them to make the right food 
choices. “The web site has all of the different exercises and 
nutritional information they need to do the program in any 
setting,” Abbott points out. “And it provides shopping lists, 
recipe ideas – it is a really comprehensive program.”

HealtH Promotion
As the base continues to upgrade its facilities and pro-

grams, health promotion is at the heart of the fitness program. 
“I have been in the industry for 37 years and no amount of 

activity is going to counteract a bad diet,” says Abbott. “You 
have to do both. And if you look at the national weight loss 
registry, most of the people who have taken off significant 
amounts of weight – 30, 50 or 100 pounds – the secret is log-
ging in physical activity and logging and maintaining a good 
diet. You can’t have one without the other.

“So, we try to talk to the whole person and try to get them 
to reduce sodium, and the fats in their diet and do cardio and 
weight training – the whole package,” she continues. “Then 
we talk about genetics and the influence of hereditary things 
such as high blood pressure or cholesterol. We have our naval 
clinic across the street and we have a great nurse there and 
she works a lot with health promotion as well. We work as a 
team to do health screenings and help people design a plan for 
health and fitness.” 

The base uses the MicroFit system for fitness and health 
assessments, providing sailors with an overall fitness analysis 
and helping staff design a plan moving forward.

Quality staff is also an important part of Portsmouth’s suc-
cess. 

“We have top quality staff and our trainers have at least a 
bachelor’s, and in most cases a master’s degree, and all have 
nationally recognized certifications, such as NSCM, ACE, 
ACSM, as well as group exercise certifications,” says Ab-
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