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or years you live the life of a successful musician, touring the globe, recording with musi-
cal giants. You’re one of the lucky few able to make a living from your greatest passion in
life. But the road is a harsh and unforgiving mistress, taking its toll with time. Convinced
there’s more to life than the endless miles of empty highways and bustling airports, you
decide to leave the only world you’ve known for nearly two decades. You return to the
arms of the very first love of your life, sports. Specifically, you find a niche in the growing
industry called “sports nutrition.” You create innovative, breakthrough supplements, push-
ing the very limits of strength and endurance. Your research and contributions take center
stage in a burgeoning new market. Eventually, over the years your work is central in help-
ing elite athletes shatter previously imagined barriers. World records fall. The unbelievable

becomes believable. New legends are born. One day, you come down the steps of your expansive English Tudor-
style home— the same home that’s given you a sense of belonging the road could never fulfill. You’re at the very
top of your field. Your client list reads like a who’s who of the sports world: MVPs, hall of fame members, world
record holders, Olympic gold medalists; this is the life you made with 20 years of groundbreaking, backbreaking
work. But the walls of your cherished castle are about to come tumbling down. 

For Victor Conte, a vibrant 55-year-old man hailing from the old country— the sunny boot known as Italy— life is rife
with surprises. Living in San Mateo, California with his lovely Vietnamese girlfriend Mandy and their one-year old yellow
Labrador “puppy” (he’s 110 pounds) named Balco (insuring his “fame from the moment of his birth,” says Mandy), no
one could imagine the things he’s seen and done in his life. He has three beautiful daughters from a previous marriage
(Kisha, Alicia and Veronica) and a precious baby granddaughter nicknamed Abby. His daughters, all grown and out of the
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“After I have dealt with the consequences
of my actions, I would like to help create a
genuine level playing field for the young
athletes of the future.” —Victor Conte
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ENTER THE MUSE AND
A DETOUR

Victor Conte has always faced life’s challenges
head on. The man learned from an early age that
great things are riddled with risk. Nothing comes
to those too afraid to take a chance. No guts, no
glory. Simple. So barely into his college career,
he grabbed his bass and moved to L.A.— the city
of dreams— hoping his own aspirations would

prove more than the fanciful flight of a 20-year-old optimist.
Scarcely before he could unload his stuffed-to-the-gills car, he found
himself a member of “Pure Food & Drug Act,” a group featuring
Harvey Mandel on guitar and Sugarcane Harris on violin. Both had
resumes that read like a Rock and Roll Hall of Fame list. Harvey put
in time with Canned Heat, The Rolling Stones and John Mayall.
Sugarcane did time with Frank Zappa & The Mothers Of Invention,
“The Johnny Otis Show” and John Mayall. Although he was the
youngest member— playing with seasoned veterans more than 10
years his senior— he wasn’t intimidated in the least.

The year was 1970, the world was reeling from Woodstock, Jimi
Hendrix and Janis Joplin were still with us and the “conflict” in
Vietnam was escalating. Twenty-year-old Victor was living in L.A.,
playing in a band with musicians who had done and seen it all. Paul
Lagos, the drummer, just happened to be on the board of directors
of the Local 47 musician’s union in Los Angeles— the largest of its
kind in the world. Ray Brown, world renowned bassist who had
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nest, know that when it comes to
their father, judging a book by its
cover is the last thing you’d ever
want to do.

FIRST LOVE
Like so many others before

him and the millions destined to
follow, Victor’s journey takes root
in humble beginnings. Fresno,
California is the genesis of his
journey (I can certainly relate,
tracing my own origins to the
very same place). At 10
years old, the realization
that he stood apart from
his classmates took shape
in the form of “field day,”
elementary school’s ver-
sion of the Olympics. “I
won the ‘Most
Outstanding Boy’ trophy,”
he recalls, with a distant
look in his eye, as if he’s
back on the playground.
“In my mind, I was
Muhammad Ali! That
night at the dinner table, I
announced to my mom
and dad I was going to
become one of the greatest athletes.”

The streak continued as he won
again the following year as a sixth
grader. Being the fastest kid in school
is as prestigious honor a 10-year-old
can ever hope to attain. Riding his
newfound crest of glory, Victor
cemented his reputation, becoming
the junior high track star. He was so
fast he had to go to Irwin Junior
High— an all-black school on the
west side— to find decent competi-
tion. His fame spread, as kids whis-
pered in the halls, “Who’s this white
kid beating the fastest black kid in
the city?” He was the undisputed
holder of the title, “fastest kid in
school” all the way through the ninth grade. But the glory
didn’t stop there.

McLane High was the next hurdle to conquer— literally,
as low hurdles were one of his best events. He also
excelled at the long jump and triple jump, setting the
Central Valley record for his division in the latter. Then
came the distinguished honor of being deemed (out of 63
high schools) the Most Outstanding Track and Field Athlete
in his class. Not content to rest on his laurels, he went on

to a stellar senior year, a
year that saw him win
the City Championship
meet in the triple jump
and set the McLane High
varsity record. 

Anyone from Fresno
will recall that track was
huge during the sixties,
home of the West Coast
Relays, “Where World
Records Are Broken.”
Victor kept jumping,
specifically the long
jump, triple jump and
high jump, for the
Fresno City Collegiate
track team. He was part
of a back-to-back confer-
ence championship

team, capturing the
title in 1969 and
1970. He says he
“got lucky” and
managed to sneak a
second place finish
in the high jump at
the 1970 conference
championship
meet. “By then, I
was no longer the
best jumper on my
own team, let alone
the conference,” he
admits. “I was
jumping against
guys 6’2” or taller. I
was barely 5’10”

and that’s on a good day!” 
Amazingly, all the while he lived the life of a high school

and collegiate track star, he managed to quench his passion
for music by playing the bass. When not on the track, he
could be found rehearsing or playing with local bands, he
co-founded with his cousin Bruce Conte on guitar (who
eventually played with Victor in Tower of Power). By col-
lege, he was playing six nights a week in a nightclub until
2:00 a.m. Such was his devotion.

Left, Victor Conte (far
left) with Herbie
Hancock’s Monster
Band. Middle, with
Tower of Power. Bottom,
more recent times!
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of formal training in the laboratory
field was a blessing in disguise. I had
no clue as to who these people were
and how well respected and revered
they were in the medical community.
Thus, I was not intimidated. I simply
asked them to do exactly what I want-
ed. I was fearless. My close circle of
friends refers to this go-getter aspect
of my personality as ‘Victor’s Knack.’”

In 1987, Victor established his
sports nutrition company SNAC
System (Scientific Nutrition for
Advanced Conditioning). In 1996, he
created an innovative new product
called ZMA, a zinc-magnesium based

product. ZMA was the
first of its kind.

Imagine a nighttime
anabolic support for-
mula developed
expressly for
enhanced recovery by
improving sleep effi-
ciency. Several univer-
sity studies validated
claims of the positive
effects ZMA had on
muscle strength and
functional power. The
result was athletes
found a means to run
faster, hit harder, jump
higher and shatter

their previous best performance.
First introduced in 1999 by Steve

Blechman under the TwinLab label as ZMA
Fuel, the product made an immediate and
indelible impression. In an article featured in
Muscular Development in 2000, titled, “Grow
As You Sleep,” Victor predicted this one prod-
uct would engender a whole new category of
sports performance products called “night-
time anabolic support formulas” or “sleep
and recovery aids.” More than 70 different
companies worldwide now distribute ZMA,
making it one of the top selling products in
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thumped and popped alongside such jazz greats as Dizzy
Gillispie, Charlie Parker, Oscar Peterson, not to mention
being an original member of the fabled 52nd Street band
who coined the term “Bebop,” also sat on the board. Ray
was voted Downbeat magazine’s number one bassist in
the world for 20 years running. In between receiving such
accolades, he managed Quincy Jones and led the Merv
Griffin Show Band. Who better to learn from than the mas-
ter himself?

“Paul convinced Ray to take me on as his only student,”
Victor says with a fond smile. “Ray took one look at me—
this white kid from Fresno—and said, ‘If you have your
lesson down perfect with no mistakes, it’ll be $10.
However, if you come in making mistakes, it’s going to
cost you $20.’ In three years I never paid more than $10 for
a lesson,” he states proudly, obviously honored to have
learned from the very best. 

“When I wasn’t touring, every Wednesday I’d be at
Ray’s house at 7:30 a.m., sharp,” he says, punctuating his
statement with a snap of his fingers. “I knew how blessed
I was to have such an opportunity. He had a son the exact
same age as me, but they didn’t always seem to see eye

to eye. Typical father and son stuff, much like my dad and
myself. I felt his son didn’t fully understand or realized yet
the true greatness of his father. I literally worshiped the
man and he appreciated the respect I had, not only for
him as a teacher, but also as an elder. We had countless
father-son-like talks I will never forget for as long as I live.” 

A year after coming to L.A. with stars in his eyes, he
was one of the few musicians who could say he had a
record deal. In 1971, the band signed a lucrative contract
with Epic Records. The huge cash advance went toward a
spectacular house on a hill with a breathtaking view,
brand new cars and money in the bank. Television appear-

ances, his face plastered all over album covers found in
every record store, high profile tours— could life be any
better for a kid fresh out of his teens? “I was sitting on top
of the world,” he admits. “This was the life I envisioned
while sitting on the lawn between classes, finishing my
homework during my college days.”

So the former track star honed his chops on the electric
and upright bass, earning recognition as a dazzling virtu-
oso capable of playing anything. No genre was beyond his
grasp. Victor could hold down the groove on a funk beat or
improvise over the most complex jazz changes. He was the
perfect counterpoint, laying the bottom end as the soulful
wailings of voice and guitar cried over the top of a heart-
wrenching blues anthem. Over an illustrious 18-year career,
he played and recorded with such musical icons as Tower
of Power, Herbie Hancock, Dizzy Gillespie, John Lee
Hooker, Lydia Pense, Sugarcane Harris and Harvey Mandel.

BACK TO OPEN ARMS
In 1983, determined to leave the road and settle down,

he said goodbye to the music industry and founded BALCO
(Bay Area Laboratory Co-operative). Hearkening back to his

days as a standout track and field
athlete, he rekindled his curiosity of
athletic performance enhancement.
How could athletes run faster, hit
harder, jump higher and exceed
their personal bests? Determined to
achieve the same level of success in
the medical laboratory field, he hired
Brian Goldman— a Stanford Medical
School graduate— as chief medical
director. Victor credits Brian as the
man who initially showed him the
ropes of his new industry. Brian took
him to Stanford’s Lane Medical
Library and taught Victor how to
retrieve research articles. He says he
spent “60 hours a week, crawling
around the floors of the library. I had
a hunger for knowledge. I had to
know everything I could about
sports nutrition.”

Soon thereafter, he contacted
professors at major universities, hoping to entice them into
conducting scientific research in collaboration with his lab-
oratory. Surprisingly, Victor says, “They were more than
willing to participate. In fact, they were quite enthusiastic at
the prospect.” Through the years, he’s accumulated an
extensive, in-depth knowledge of sports nutrition, particu-
larly in the field of mineral and trace element metabolism.
Collaboration with such brilliant minds as Eric Gershwin
MD, Ranjit Chandra, MD and Lorrie Brilla, PhD— to name a
few— has paid dividends. 

Asked how he was able to acquire such established
experts, Victor is unashamed to admit that, “My initial lack

Left, Victor with Milos Sarcev and
track star Tim Montgomery. Below,
Victor Conte poses with Marion Jones,
C.J. Hunter and Milos Sarcev.
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and that has led to the use-or-lose type of level playing
field we have today.” 

The BALCO story is about the complexities of success.
It’s far from being black and white, by any means. It’s a
story of right and wrong. It’s a story of temptation, morali-
ty, ethics, honor and truth. Lives were affected. They were
changed, both those of the athletes and the public who
adored them. Images were shattered. Smiling faces, rev-
eling in their moment of triumph now stood in shame.
Athletes formerly lauded as role models were now the
very things youngsters should not aspire toward. No
longer were they shining examples of the final product of
hard work, talent and dedication. They became a blemish
in the record books; a disgrace to their sport.
Endorsement contracts suddenly disappeared. Products
were taken from the shelves. Faces who appeared on
hundreds of items were now nowhere to be seen. The
very names spoken in tones of awe and reverence were
now only mentioned in disenchantment with a shake of
the head and a sigh. Asked about his feelings toward this,
Victor responds, animatedly, “Even champions get
knocked down. But they get back to their feet and fight
the good fight, retaining their title and honor. That’s what
makes a champion a champion, courage to face adversity
and overcome obstacles.” Meet the man behind the
infamy, the man at the center of “the largest drugs-in-
sports scandal in world history.”

FLEX WHEELER’S
SHORT 
Q & A WITH 
VICTOR CONTE
A Preview Of What’s To Come

FW: Realizing you’re not able to divulge any informa-
tion concerning the BALCO case until after your sentenc-
ing hearing on October 18, 2005, I’ll refrain from asking
any questions that would put you in jeopardy. However,
I’m sure you could bring us up to date on your research
in the development of new, innovative sports nutrition
products.

VC: I actually did take some time away from the
BALCO case earlier this year to develop a new product
called Aerobitine. At this point in time, it’s only being
distributed under my SNAC System label. It was basical-
ly designed to reduce fatigue and promote energy, stam-
ina, strength and endurance during intense training ses-
sions and athletic competition. Aerobitine enhances
exercise performance by increasing nitric oxide levels,
which most athletes know improves blood flow and cir-
culation. In short, enhancing blood flow increases oxy-
gen supply and nutrient delivery to working muscles
and helps to remove metabolic waste by-products like
lactic acid, carbon dioxide and ammonia. Aerobitine is

superior to similar nitric oxide products on the market
because it contains powerful antioxidants, which signifi-
cantly reduce tissue damage caused by
oxidative/nitrosative stress. Aerobitine’s unique ingredi-
ents also help regulate blood sugar and energy levels,
plus effectively promote fat loss by increasing glucose
uptake by muscle cells, which prevents fat cell deposition.

The sports nutrition industry has recently been flooded
with nitric oxide potentiating products containing a combi-
nation of L-arginine salts and in some cases, L-citrulline
malate. Exercise alone has been shown to increase nitric
oxide levels in the body. Increasing nitric oxide production
enhances blood flow and circulation; however, few realize
it also generates additional tissue-damaging free radicals
such as ROS (reactive oxygen species) and RNS (reactive
nitrogen species). Free radicals significantly reduce nitric
oxide levels by “quenching” (neutralizing) nitric oxide pro-
duction. These free radicals must be quenched by a com-
plete antioxidant defense team of nutrients to prevent
negative side effects such as DNA damage, arteriosclero-
sis and neurological disorders.

Aerobitine contains both L-arginine and L-citrulline
malate, as well as folic acid, which has also been shown
to further aid in the production of nitric oxide. In addition,
Aerobitine contains several powerful antioxidant ingredi-
ents including R-lipoic acid (much more effective than
alpha lipoic acid), vitamin C, selenomethionine and a
blended tocopherol complex. This more sophisticated for-
mulation provides a wider range of performance enhanc-
ing benefits.

FW: I know it must have been extremely stressful
being investigated and prosecuted by almost every alpha-
bet agency in the U.S. over the course of the last two
years. How were you able to deal with the enormous
amount of pressure and uncertainty, yet remain so posi-
tive and opportunistic about your future?

VC: As you know, I’m unable to talk about any of the
specifics in the BALCO case at this time. However, in gen-
eral terms, I’ve learned to always look for the positive in
each and every situation. And, as difficult as the last two
years have been for me, I view everything that has hap-
pened as a blessing and an opportunity to learn and grow
as a person. Napoleon Hill may have said it best when he
wrote, “Every adversity, every failure and every heartache
brings with it a seed of equivalent benefit.” 

In a short while, I will be able to openly talk about the
specifics of the BALCO case and tell the world the truth
about misinformation that has been repeatedly reported
by the news media. I will soon share some of what I’ve
learned about the “real rules” of sports at the elite level.
Regardless of what was reported by the media, I never
provided information to the feds about any specific ath-
lete’s use of drugs during the September 3, 2003 raid of
BALCO Laboratories. One of my favorite aphorisms is
“Thoughts become things.” I’ve been thinking positive
thoughts and believe my future is bright and bold.  n
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the industry. Victor had fore-
told the future.

Eventually, over a 20-year
period, BALCO blossomed
into a world-renowned
sports nutrition research
facility. It was clearly the best
in the business. Their team of
experts published numerous
scientific articles, contribut-
ing to the evolution of the
industry as we know it. Their
reputation as leaders and
innovators inspired hun-
dreds of elite level athletes—
Olympic and professional— to seek their aid in elevating
the standard of athletic achievement.

The BALCO laboratory was home to champions of
every athletic endeavor, from Olympic and world, to
Super Bowl champions. World record holders owe a
portion of their glory to the work of the BALCO staff.
Elite athletes from bodybuilding, boxing, baseball,
football, track and field, tennis, judo, swimming, to
name a few, are all indebted. Clients who are the very
definition of “A-List” from nearly every sport went to
BALCO so they could become the best of the best.

Barry Bonds and Gary Sheffield from major league
baseball, Marion Jones, Kelli White, Tim Montgomery
and Dwain Chambers from track and field, Bill
Romanowski, Dana Stubblefield and Johnnie Morton
from the NFL, Ronnie Coleman, Milos Sarcev, Kevin
Levrone, Chris Cormier, Gunter Schlierkamp and
myself from pro bodybuilding, Shane Mosely from
boxing. The list goes on and on and on.

SLIGHT BUMP IN THE
JOURNEY

September 23, 2003. The dream ends. Twenty-six special
agents converge on BALCO Laboratories to uncover
charges of alleged steroid distribution and money launder-
ing. The result of the raid: John Ashcroft, acting U.S. attor-
ney general at the time, formally indicts Victor Conte, along
with three other men. Charges were filed February 13,
2004, which put a disturbing black cloud over the sports
world. However, the evidence found must have been far
less than originally reported because 40 of the 42 counts

were dropped. On July 15, 2005, a plea bargain
was reached in this high profile case, which saved
athletes from having to testify at trial. Victor agreed
to four months in a minimum-security facility, fol-
lowed by four months of home detention with
work privileges. He’s not required to assist in the
prosecution of any other persons linked to the
investigation. Some in the media consider the deal
to be not much more than a slap on the wrist; how-
ever, several legal experts have stated the sentence
is too harsh or severe. Final approval of the plea
bargain rests with the honorable Judge Susan
Illston at a sentencing hearing in San Francisco
scheduled for October 18th, 2005.

When asked if the athletes associated with his
lab were guilty of not playing on a “level field,”
Victor is quick to defend, stating, “The existing
playing field is level. It’s just not the same playing
field everybody thought it was. Beating the current
anti-doping system is like taking candy from a
baby. So in effect, the playing field itself needs to
be redefined. Earlier I said my goal was to help cre-

ate a genuine level playing field— the real level playing
field. Based upon my extensive experience in this area, I
believe the first step is to provide the much-needed clarifi-
cation regarding the effectiveness of the existing anti-dop-
ing programs. Before any real change can be made, the
anti-doping agencies need to acknowledge that their so-
called “gold standard” testing programs are being routine-
ly evaded. The current procedures are obviously ineffective

Victor making one of many
headlines.


