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Prologue

On May 22, 1998, the San Francisco Giants arrived in St. Louis for a three-game series with the Cardinals. That weekend, Giants All-Star left fielder Barry Bonds got a firsthand look at the frenzied excitement surrounding Mark McGwire, baseball’s emerging Home Run King.
Bonds had recently remarried, but on this trip he was accompanied by his girlfriend, Kimberly Bell, a slender, attractive woman with long brown hair and brown eyes whom he had met four years earlier in the players’ parking lot at Candlestick Park. Bell had been looking forward to the trip, and it was pleasant in many ways—a big hotel room with a view of St. Louis’s famous arch; a wonderful seat eight rows behind home plate; and even tornado warnings, which were exotic to a California girl. But Bonds was sulky and brooding. A three-time winner of the National League Most Valuable Player award, he was one of the most prideful stars in baseball. All that weekend, though, he was overshadowed by McGwire.
Even by the standards of the modern game, the Cardinals’ first baseman was a player of exceptional size and power. That summer the 6-foot-5 McGwire weighed 260 muscular pounds and was hitting balls that traveled in long, soaring arcs. The season was less than two months old, but he already had hit 20 home runs. McGwire’s pace was ahead of Babe Ruth when he hit 60 home runs in 1927, and also ahead of Roger Maris when he hit 61 to break Ruth’s record in 1961. Players, fans, and the media were already anticipating that McGwire could break baseball’s most storied record, and the noisy attention he received as a result was impossible to ignore.
Before Friday night’s game, even the Giants’ coaches acted like fans, gathering behind the batting cage and watching as McGwire hit 10 batting practice pitches into the stands. During the game itself, McGwire crushed a home run into an area of Busch Stadium’s upper deck called “Big Mac Land.” The home run entitled everyone in the sellout crowd of 43,000 to a free hamburger. For the Giants, Bonds went 1 for 4 with a double. The Cardinals won 4–3.
On Saturday night, McGwire singled in the first inning and scored from second when Bonds made a poor throw on a hit to left field. Then McGwire hit two more home runs, the second one bouncing off the Chevrolet sign on the left-field scoreboard. The Cards won 11–10.
On Sunday, Bonds himself hit a dramatic two-run homer, his 11th of the season, to tie the game in the ninth inning. But in the 12th, after the Giants had pulled ahead 6–4, McGwire hit an equally dramatic shot to tie the game again. It was his fourth home run of the series, and his 24th of the young season. The Giants finally won in 17, but Bonds’s mood remained irretrievably foul.
On that trip, Bonds began making racial remarks about McGwire to Kimberly Bell. According to Bell, he would repeat them throughout the summer, as McGwire and Sammy Sosa, the buff, fan-friendly Chicago Cubs slugger who also was hitting home runs at an amazing rate, became the talk of the nation.
“They’re just letting him do it because he’s a white boy,” Bonds said of McGwire and his chase of Maris’s record. The pursuit by Sosa, a Latino player from the Dominican Republic, was entertaining but doomed, Bonds declared. As a matter of policy, “They’ll never let him win,” he said.
As he sometimes did when he was in a particularly bleak mood, Bonds was channeling racial attitudes picked up from his father, the former Giants star Bobby Bonds, and his godfather, the great Willie Mays, both African-American ballplayers who had experienced virulent racism while starting their professional careers in the Jim Crow South. Barry Bonds himself had never seen anything remotely like that: He had grown up in an affluent white suburb on the San Francisco Peninsula, and his best boyhood friend, his first wife, and his present girlfriend all were white. When Bonds railed about McGwire, he didn’t articulate who “they” were, or how the supposed conspiracy to rig the home run record was being carried out. But his brooding anger was real enough, and it continued throughout a year in which he batted .303, hit 37 home runs, made the All-Star team for the eighth time, and was almost completely ignored. For, as the 1998 season unfolded, the attention of all baseball focused on McGwire’s home run chase and on his gentlemanly rivalry with Sosa. The quest to hit 61 home runs transfixed even casual fans, in the way that a great pennant race used to do in the old days.
Something about McGwire’s appearance—the red hair and the freckled, craggy face that sometimes burst into a winning smile—seemed to invite affectionate hyperbole. The sportswriters who covered him wrote that McGwire had Popeye’s forearms and shoulders as broad as Paul Bunyan’s. The nature of his quest was also expressed in hyperbolic terms: McGwire’s home run chase was “a metaphor for the best in America,” a newspaper editor told an Iowa professor who was studying the chase as a cultural phenomenon. It was more significant than “the ascent on Mount Everest,” as San Francisco Giants marketing man Pat Gallagher proclaimed. And from acting baseball commissioner Bud Selig down to its ordinary fans—anybody who cared about the game and worried about its future—all agreed that McGwire’s pursuit of the home run record was hugely important. It had made watching the sport of baseball enjoyable again, for the first time in quite a while.
Baseball’s fans are among the most forgiving in all sports, but the toxic relations between team owners and the players union had put the fans’ patience to the test for a generation. From 1971 through 1990, seven baseball seasons had been interrupted by labor disputes. The eighth interruption, which began in August 1994, lasted 234 days and led to the only cancellation of the World Series since World War I. It also nearly killed the game.
As always, both the union and the owners claimed the dispute was about baseball’s future. Actually, it was just another fight about money. For fans, the dispute was dispiriting and pointless, an argument between millionaires and billionaires.
The owners finally reopened the ballparks, and the players slunk back into them two weeks after the 1995 season had been scheduled to start. In park after park they were greeted with a cascade of boos. Many fans just stayed away. Attendance in 1995 was down 28 percent, nearly 20 million, from 1993, the last pre-strike season. It crept back in the following seasons, but in 1997, attendance was still down 10 percent, or more than 7 million fans, from the pre-strike high. By some estimates the lockout had cost the owners $500 million in lost revenues in 1994, and $800 million more in 1995. More worrisome still were the many signs that interest in the game might have permanently ebbed.
Then, in 1998, McGwire’s assault on Maris’s record brought the fans back to baseball in droves. The Cardinals’ home attendance, which had languished since the lockout, would top 3.1 million, a club record, and other National League clubs saw big gains as well. For fans, McGwire’s escalating home run totals became a daily reminder of the game’s underlying drama and intensity—and its history, for the ghosts of Ruth and Maris hovered about all summer long. And if McGwire’s chase of the home run record evoked baseball’s past, Sosa was a charming connection to its future, one of a stream of talented Latino players who were flooding into the game. Fans were drawn to Sosa, McGwire’s friendly rival, and the complex ritual he went through each time he crossed home plate after a homer, including the blown kiss and the tap of his heart to honor his mother.
By mid-summer the home run chase took on a traveling circus atmosphere. One night in Phoenix, 25,000 people showed up to watch McGwire take his hacks in batting practice, while a TV station provided pitch-by-pitch commentary and the scoreboard registered the distance of each practice home run. A media pack worthy of a presidential candidate on election night tailed McGwire across the country, recording his every word and action.
In August, when McGwire had already hit 43 bombs, a veteran Associated Press writer named Steve Wilstein stopped by the big Cardinal’s locker in Busch Stadium. As he waited for McGwire to emerge from the shower, Wilstein noted items in plain view on a locker shelf: a photo of McGwire with his 10-year-old son; a can of Popeye-brand spinach; a bottle of a product called androstenedione. Wilstein assumed it was some sort of vitamin.
But Andro was more than that. The product was a testosterone booster marketed by Patrick Arnold, a renegade chemist who was pioneering the development of steroids that would be undetectable by the most sophisticated laboratory tests. Andro was legal. But it had been banned by the International Olympic Committee, the National Collegiate Athletic Association, and the National Football League. Olympic doping experts told Wilstein that Andro had the same muscle-building effects as anabolic steroids, which Congress had outlawed in 1991. Andro was a steroid by another name. In the Olympics, using Andro was considered cheating. Users who got caught were banned.
Baseball, however, had no rules against steroid use, and a different attitude about cheating. From corking bats to doctoring balls to hiding a coach with binoculars in the scoreboard to steal signs, the impulse to cut corners was almost as old as the game itself. Players did what they could to get an edge, without shame or serious consequence. Performance-enhancing drugs had become another way to accomplish that. For decades, the game’s drug of choice was not steroids but “greenies,” or amphetamines, which were popped by players seeking to kick their performance up a notch, hoping to overcome fatigue, aches and pains, hangovers, even boredom.
Perhaps because of the sport’s antipathy to weight lifting, steroids were slow to catch on. For much of the game’s history, players were discouraged from pumping iron, lest they lose the flexibility and quick wrists needed to get around on the pitched ball.
That began to change in the mid-to-late 1980s. By his own account, the Typhoid Mary of steroid use in the big leagues was the Cuban slugger Jose Canseco, the first player to hit 40 home runs and steal 40 bases in the same season. Canseco was also McGwire’s teammate on the dominating Oakland Athletics clubs of the 1980s. In 2005, out of baseball, financially strapped, and on probation for assault, Canseco would write a confessional memoir, claiming to have “single handedly changed the game of baseball” by popularizing weight training and performance-enhancing drugs. Canseco said his own career proved that strength conditioning, when combined with steroids and human growth hormone, translated into a higher batting average and more power. He claimed that the drugs could transform a good player into a great one. After his Rookie of the Year season in 1986, when he hit 33 home runs, Canseco claimed other players began to emulate him, and weight training and juicing swept the game.
In the book’s most enduring image, Canseco described going into the bathroom at the Oakland Coliseum with McGwire before A’s games. There, he wrote, the two sluggers would inject themselves with the steroid Deca-Durabolin, then take the field.
But in 1998, Canseco’s disclosures about his famous teammate were far in the unanticipated future. And in 1998, McGwire had been caught only with Andro, not with Growth or Deca. Still, the AP’s revelation that McGwire was using a drug that would have gotten him banned from the Olympic Games pushed its way into the headlines. Many in baseball’s establishment reacted with outrage—not at McGwire, but at Wilstein, the writer who broke the story.
Leading the attack was Tony LaRussa, the Cardinals’ tightly wound manager. He lashed out at the media, agitating to ban the Associated Press from the Cards’ clubhouse on the spurious grounds that Wilstein had violated an unwritten baseball rule by looking in McGwire’s locker.
Acting commissioner Bud Selig promised baseball would commission a scientific study about the health effects of performance-enhancing drugs. But he made it clear he would take no action regarding McGwire and Andro.
Selig’s deepest fear was that the Andro story would develop into a scandal that would ruin McGwire and kill baseball’s lucrative renaissance just as it was beginning. Fans loved the long ball; crowds were packing the parks; the rancor of the strike was being forgotten; McGwire and Sosa were bringing baseball back from oblivion’s edge. And if it sometimes seemed that baseball was devolving into an arcade game, with double-digit scores resembling those in football, and if players were showing up at spring training 15 pounds heavier and displaying the physiques of bodybuilders, those were concerns for another time.
Soon, the Andro story faded. Stubborn pitchers continued to challenge McGwire, and he continued to drive the ball. The rate at which he hit homers was unprecedented—once every 7.27 at bats, far above Ruth’s career average of 11.76—and the distances they traveled inspired awe. At Busch Stadium, where the center field fence was 402 feet from home plate, he hit a 545-foot shot that slammed into a seat in the second deck. The club marked the spot by painting a big picture of a Band-Aid there. A home run in the thin air of Denver sailed out of Coors Field, bounced through the players’ parking lot, and finally came to rest against a fence 700 feet from the plate.
McGwire hit number 62 on September 8 in St. Louis, amidst a wild celebration and before a national TV audience, and then continued hitting bombs: five of them in his final 11 at-bats, including two on the last day of the season, to finish with 70, four ahead of Sosa. In 36 seasons, no baseball player had topped the 61 home run mark—and now two players had blown past it in the same year. Many at the time said McGwire’s 1998 season was the greatest offensive performance in the history of the sport.

On the West Coast, Barry Bonds was astounded and aggrieved by the outpouring of hero worship for McGwire, a hitter whom he regarded as obviously inferior to himself. Bonds was 33 years old, had played in the big leagues for 12 years, and was known for an unusual combination of speed and power. In 1993, when he joined the Giants, Bonds had signed what was then the richest contract in the game: $43.75 million for six years. In 1996 he had become the second player in history, after Canseco, to hit 40 home runs and steal 40 bases in the same season. Bonds knew he was on his way to the Hall of Fame. For as long as he had played baseball, Bonds had regarded himself as better than every other player he encountered, and he almost always was right.
But as the 1998 season ended, Bonds’s elite status had slipped a notch. The game and its fans were less interested in the complete player who could hit for average and power, and who had great speed and an excellent glove. The emphasis was shifting to pure slugging. From now on, the biggest contracts and the most adulation would go to big, muscular players who could put up home run numbers unlike anything the game had ever seen: players like Mark McGwire. As McGwire’s pursuit of the home run record became the constant topic of the nation’s media, and as McGwire was celebrated as the best slugger of the modern era and perhaps the greatest slugger who had ever lived, Bonds became more jealous than people who knew him well had ever seen.
To Bonds, it was a joke. He had been around enough gyms to recognize that McGwire was a juicer. Bonds himself had never used anything more performance enhancing than a protein shake from the health-food store. But as the 1998 season unfolded, and as he watched Mark McGwire take over the game—his game—Barry Bonds decided that he, too, would begin using what he called “the shit.”
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Chapter 1

On a steamy May morning in 2001, at North Carolina State University, Victor Conte could see it all coming together. The years of scraping and scheming and networking finally were about to pay off. Playing multiple roles—benevolent pitchman, self-taught scientist, schmoozer extraordinaire—Conte had orchestrated the ultimate marketing moment. Fame and glory and riches were all now within reach.
Conte had arrived in Raleigh from the West Coast only the day before. There, he owned and operated BALCO, the Bay Area Laboratory Co-Operative, a little-known distributor of nutritional supplements that was located in a suburban strip mall not far from San Francisco International Airport. He had created a surefire nutritional supplement, a tiny pill called ZMA, which, according to Conte, not only would make you stronger, but would enable you to run faster, jump higher, hit harder, swim better, sleep sounder, and even have better sex. Now, just off the plane from Los Angeles, was a writer for FLEX magazine, the bodybuilders’ bible, whom Conte had handpicked to deliver a story that would drive sales of ZMA through the roof.
The protagonist for Conte’s miracle story was track-and-field superstar Marion Jones, the most famous female athlete in the world. Jones had won five medals—three gold—at the Sydney Olympics the previous summer, becoming the newly crowned “world’s fastest woman.”
Since her triumphant performance, Jones had been catapulted to global superstardom. She was on the covers of Vogue, Time, Newsweek, and Sports Illustrated for Women. Buff and beautiful, Jones was the ultimate cover girl, an ultra-fit athlete whom millions of fans had come to know intimately through NBC’s extensive coverage of the Summer Games.
Jones was in great demand as a pitchwoman, and under ordinary circumstances it might cost a company millions to induce her to endorse its products. But this was not the case for Conte. Jones had started doing business with Conte and his BALCO lab in the months leading up to Sydney, and their bond was so strong that when Conte asked, Jones graciously agreed to be featured in a muscle magazine, even though the story and the photo spread would not benefit her at all. In fact, the writer, Jim Schmaltz, didn’t have to go through any of the grief, hassles, and likely rejection that faced writers for even the biggest magazines who wanted an exclusive interview with Marion Jones. Conte just called him one day and said, “Hey, you want an exclusive with Marion Jones?” “Sure,” Schmaltz replied, and he was soon on a plane to Raleigh.
Schmaltz was expected to produce an elaborately staged advertorial to promote Conte and his supplement, not Jones. That was the way it worked at FLEX. The worlds of bodybuilding magazines and the dietary supplement business were intertwined, feeding off one another while selling better bodies, better health, better sex. FLEX was part of a $1 billion media empire built by Joe and Ben Weider, the brother tandem considered the godfathers of bodybuilding. Their magazines featured chiseled, updated versions of Charles Atlas and extolled the benefits of working out like Mr. Olympia. Each issue featured a scantily clad “fitness” model: a woman surely attainable if only a man trained determinedly and used all the vitamins and powders advertised. Page after page of ads hawked products that promised DEFINED FREAKY MASS, ROCK-HARD MUSCLES, BIONIC STRENGTH & COLOSSAL MUSCLE GAINS. One product promised to deliver ORGASMIC THRUST ACTIVATION.
It was big business—a largely unregulated, $17 billion industry that produced drinkable, chewable, injectable “supplements,” substances sold as the scientifically designed, essential components of every athlete’s training regimen. As with any other highly competitive business, the key to success was finding a way to make your products stand out.
Conte said ZMA was short for either “zinc magnesium aspartate” or “zinc monomethionine aspartate.” The vitamin was supposed to correct deficiencies in zinc and magnesium, and Conte maintained that every athlete—indeed, every person—was deficient in those trace minerals. ZMA had reached the marketplace in 1999, and now Conte was using the tried-and-true method of celebrity endorsement to market his supplement, enlisting a clientele of athletic superstars who could attest to the values of his pill. In promotional materials, he would insist that “many 1988, 1992, 1996, and 2000 U.S. Olympic medalists achieved their success utilizing the ingredients in ZMA.”
As Schmaltz and a freelance photographer arrived to work up a feature on Marion Jones’s supposed passion for bodybuilding, the writer knew the critical subtext: He would chronicle Jones’s endorsements for Victor Conte of BALCO Labs and his fantastic ZMA supplement. In other words, Marion Jones wasn’t Marion Jones without Victor Conte.
Schmaltz watched as Jones lifted weights under the supervision of her then-husband C. J. Hunter, the disgraced world-champion shotputter who had tested positive for steroids on the eve of the Sydney Games the previous September. Conte also had brought along his pal Milos “The Mind” Sarcev, a Yugoslavian bodybuilding legend, personal trainer, and self-described “anabolic expert.” Sarcev had nearly died a year earlier when he struck a vein in one of his triceps while injecting a drug known as “synthol,” popular among bodybuilders because it expands the muscles. He was creating a weight-lifting program for another BALCO client, the Olympic sprinter Tim Montgomery. Montgomery and Jones were training partners—soon to be lovers—and Montgomery, then known as “Tiny Tim,” was working out in Raleigh that day as well.
Sarcev, his muscled chest bursting out of a red tank top bearing the letters ZMA, watched Jones’s workout at the gym on the North Carolina State campus, spotting for her as she did some front squats. Afterward, the two modeled for photos, at one point playfully competing in a pose down. “I could turn you into a physique champion, no doubt about it,” Sarcev told Jones.
As the FLEX photographer snapped shots, Sarcev and Jones compared their chiseled stomachs, and then crouched in the starting blocks on the track. At one point, everyone posed for a group shot: Sarcev, Jones, the burly Hunter, and Conte, the mastermind, peering out from behind wire-rim glasses, a thin mustache giving him the look of a carnival barker. Everyone wore ZMA gear except Jones. Conte believed Jones should be wearing the ZMA logo, too, as compensation for his “nutritional consultation,” but Jones and Hunter feared the consequences of being seen as too closely aligned with BALCO. Jones had a multimillion-dollar endorsement deal with Nike, and the sports apparel giant might interpret her wearing anything other than its famous Swoosh logo as a breach of the contract. Besides, they knew that certain aspects of Conte’s business could never stand the light of day.
Schmaltz spent about 15 minutes interviewing Jones in the stands overlooking the N.C. State track. She praised Conte and BALCO, claiming ZMA gave her a better night’s sleep and more effective morning workouts. The writer and the Olympian didn’t discuss the fact that there was no scientific basis to Conte’s claims about ZMA, or that Conte was a junior college dropout with no background in medicine or health.
Four months later, a picture of Jones adorned the cover of the September 2001 issue of FLEX, accompanied by the words: MARION JONES EXCLUSIVE! “Bodybuilding should be in the Olympics.” The eight-page spread ran with the headline “A Jones for Bodybuilding.”
“One look at the curves and indentations of Marion Jones’ extraordinary musculature proves that the world’s top female athlete has applied the highest quality of training and nutrition science to take advantage of her natural gifts,” Schmaltz wrote. He also wrote that Jones hoped to break the world records in the 100- and 200-meter dashes, thus passing her idol, the flamboyant sprinter Florence Griffith Joyner. The story did not mention that Griffith Joyner had died prematurely at the age of 38 from an apparent heart seizure, an event widely speculated to have been brought on by steroid abuse.
A second story in the issue, titled, “Fuel for the Fire: Marion Jones’ Supplement Program,” described Jones as “part of a growing number of sports superstars who work with Victor Conte of Balco Labs.” Conte, the story said, was “best known as the architect of the popular ZMA supplement, which is becoming a staple of many athletic regimens.”
A sidebar headlined “What’s Inside Marion?” laid out the “current supplement regimen” Conte had designed for Jones. Listed were 33 items she supposedly ingested daily, including a special whey-protein blend, creatine monohydrate, vitamins A, C, E, D, B1, B2, B6, and B12, omega-3 fatty acids, dextrose, tyrosine, folic acid, and, of course, three capsules of ZMA before bedtime.
But the real story lay in the substances that were not listed as being “inside Marion.” Jones was getting more than just legal nutritional supplements in exchange for her willingness to endorse Conte’s business and products. Although Jones denied it, Conte provided her with an array of undetectable, banned performance-enhancing drugs that she used before, during, and after her triumphs at the Sydney Olympics, according to statements made later by Conte and Hunter. The drugs included human growth hormone, the endurance-booster EPO, insulin, and “The Clear,” the designer steroid administered by placing a couple drops under the tongue.
Hunter would later say that he himself injected his wife with EPO, inserting the syringe just under the skin near her front waistline. He also said he witnessed her injecting herself with EPO and growth hormone. And he said Jones’s Olympic entourage had smuggled growth hormone and The Clear through Australian customs in September 2000. Conte eventually told a national television audience that he had taught Jones how to inject herself with human growth hormone using a new device, describing a time in April 2001—one month before the interview with Schmaltz—when he sat a foot away from her in a California hotel room and watched her shoot growth hormone into her quadriceps.
Throughout her career, Jones has steadfastly denied ever using banned drugs.
The FLEX article, with its cheery pictures of Jones side by side with the husky anabolic expert Sarcev, all but revealed one of the dirty little secrets of American sports in the 21st century: that top-level athletes had become as enmeshed in the steroid culture as bodybuilders. The drugs were illegal, and users faced serious health risks. But even baseball players, whose unimposing physiques once could have led them to be mistaken for insurance salesman or PE teachers, had come to resemble NFL linebackers.
It was surprising—yet telling—that the paths of Jones and Sarcev had crossed. Jones’s sport boasted the most stringent drug-testing policy in the world: An athlete could be disqualified from competition for two years if caught just once, and then banned for life if nabbed a second time. Bodybuilders, meanwhile, were human lab rats, swallowing and injecting and rubbing on anything and everything to compete in a sport that was essentially a muscle-bound freak show. These were the converging worlds of Victor Conte, a man who hoped to engineer the perfect athlete to prove he could create superstardom. Conte wanted the world to know that he was the man pulling the strings, creating the superstars who would set world records, hit mammoth home runs, and sack countless quarterbacks.
The FLEX article would get that message out. Conte needed to be part of the story, as much to gratify his own outsized ego as to sell ZMA. He wasn’t satisfied simply with standing in the shadows while his athletes shattered records and won glory. Conte wanted to be famous himself. He wanted to be celebrated as the bold scientist who was transforming the world of sports, and whose critically important work was acknowledged by great athletes. Of course, there was a secret that couldn’t be revealed in any story about Victor Conte or Marion Jones or BALCO labs.
Unfortunately, Conte wasn’t the kind of person who was good at keeping secrets.

Victor Conte Jr. grew up midway between San Francisco and Los Angeles, in the heart of California’s Central Valley, the most productive agricultural region in the world. He was born in 1950 to Victor Conte Sr., a sturdy construction supervisor who loved to hunt and fish, and to Shirley Conte, a homemaker who was the glue of the family. Victor Sr. was a well-built, beer-drinking U.S. Navy veteran reared in the Depression era, with a plain sense of what it meant to work for a living.
Unlike his father, Victor Conte Jr.—the oldest of three siblings—was lithe and wiry, standing 5 feet 10 but weighing just 145 pounds by the time he was attending McLane High in Fresno in 1967. Victor wasn’t much for fishing with his dad during the Conte family’s annual treks to Shaver Lake, the big reservoir on the western edge of the High Sierra. He preferred water skiing. “He could go on a single ski for nine hours straight and never fall down,” marvels his cousin Bruce Conte. Victor was a jumper, and he tried the long jump, the high jump, and even the triple jump, an event in which he set a school record at McLane by leaping 46 feet, 1 ½ inches. He also found a way to make a quick buck with his talents down at the Cedar Lanes bowling alley. Nearby was a pond maybe 15 feet across. Conte and his pals would make modest wagers with unsuspecting kids that he could take a couple steps and leap across the pond. He always made it. “It blew everybody’s mind,” Bruce says.
Victor’s athletic skills and outgoing personality made him a magnet for other kids. He particularly had a way with girls, driven by a self-confidence that belied his ordinary appearance. If he saw a girl he liked, sometimes he would simply walk over and pick her up. Literally. He would just snatch her up in his arms and sweep her off her feet. “He wasn’t a shy type,” Bruce says of his cousin.
After high school, Victor enrolled at Fresno City College. He competed on the track team and considered a career as an accountant, mainly to placate his dad, but his real passion was music. Victor, Bruce, and another cousin, Michael, were each self-taught on the guitar or bass, and on family camping trips, the three boys would play surf tunes around the campfire.
For a time, Victor Sr. was able to dismiss his son’s music as a kid’s whimsy. But in the fall of 1969, Bruce Conte persuaded his cousin to drop out of junior college to form a group called Common Ground. For the next decade, as Conte hopped from band to band, trying to make it as a professional musician, his father would introduce him by saying, “This is my son Victor. He’s never worked a day in his life.”
In fact, Victor Conte Jr. was an operator in ways his father could not have imagined. He often ended up managing the bands he played in, finding the gigs, booking studio time, hiring and firing. He could listen to a record once and memorize it, almost note for note. He was versatile, able to play jazz, funk, or rock. And he worked hard at his craft, practicing as much as five hours a day. Conte also was a showman. Languid and slithery as he played his bass across the stage, Conte came to be known as the Walkin’ Fish. “He had this funny way of moving on the stage,” says a guitarist known as “Dulo,” who played for a time with Conte. “It was kind of like a fish walking on its tail. He kind of shuffled.”
Before long, Conte had broken from his father’s working-class, Italian Catholic ethos. He studied Eastern philosophy. He read the Bhagavad Gita, the sacred Hindu scripture, and recited it to his friends with the same uncanny memory he had for music. Dulo thought Conte was a man with a strong moral compass, a follower of the Golden Rule who believed in Karma. He would say things like, “If you left $1,000 in a wallet on a park bench, if you had your shit together, you could go away and come back twenty-four hours later and it would be there.”
Conte was the most loyal, caring, and spiritual man he’d ever met, Dulo thought.
In 1970, the 20-year-old Conte quit Common Ground and moved to Los Angeles to join a band with Don “Sugarcane” Harris, the blues violinist. That band ultimately became Pure Food and Drug Act (an irony noted in many news stories after the BALCO scandal erupted 30 years later). In 1972, the band delivered its only album, Choice Cuts.
By then, cousin Bruce had moved to the San Francisco Bay Area and landed his dream job as guitarist for Tower of Power, a hot funk band noted for its big horn section. Bill Graham, San Francisco’s famed concert promoter, signed TOP in 1970, and the group had several hits, including “You’re Still a Young Man” and “So Very Hard to Go.”
TOP was reaching its zenith when Bruce joined, but drug problems caused constant turnover. In October 1977, bassist Francis “Rocco” Prestia, the innovator of a technique known as “Fingerstyle Funk,” left the band. Victor Conte, who by then had left Pure Food and Drug Act and was living with Bruce, tried out. Band leader Emilio Castillo initially didn’t want to mix “family” with the band, Conte told The Fresno Bee at the time. But Conte said that after nine bass players had tried out, he was given a shot and Castillo “stopped the band in the middle of the second tune and said I was hired if I wanted it.”
Later, Castillo and sax player Steve “Doc” Kupka recalled the hiring differently: Conte got the job basically because he was Bruce’s cousin.
Conte joined Tower of Power in late 1977. The band was between managers, and Conte saw this as an opportunity. He studied the band’s financial records, he spoke up in meetings, he acted like a guy who had been around for years rather than a newcomer. “Victor was a natural leader, so it made him hard to follow [others] and keep his mouth shut,” says Bruce Conte, who thought his cousin was merely trying to help the group through a rough spell.
While on the road with the band early in 1979, Victor and Bruce called drummer Dave Garibaldi to their hotel room and laid out a new plan for TOP. Victor Conte had big ideas: a new manager and new material that could turn the band into a national sensation. Garibaldi was a legend in TOP, and a lifelong friend of Castillo, the group’s leader. The drummer left the room and told Castillo the Contes were trying to hijack the band. After TOP returned to the Bay Area, Castillo picked up Bruce and Victor Conte in his old Chevy, then parked at the end of a cul-de-sac and lit a joint before breaking the news.
“I’m replacing you guys in the band,” Castillo said.
The Contes were shocked.
“Can’t we even talk about it?” said Bruce. He had been with TOP six years, and had planned to be with the band for life.
“No, we’re not gonna talk, there’s no reason to. We need new blood in the band.”
Years later, Emilio Castillo would say, “Victor is kind of a power-driven guy, he gets in there and likes to stir the pot. Victor was always the go-getter, it was always one scam or another. He was one of those guys who liked to play the angles, and he was good at it.”
Just before he joined Tower of Power in late 1977, Conte had married Audrey Stein after a brief courtship. In Audrey, Conte found his kindred spirit, a stunning and intense 22-year-old San Franciscan who shared his passion for music, was articulate, and had a growing interest in health. Even amidst the drugged-out world of TOP, Conte had worked out with weights and taken vitamin pills, preaching a spiritually healthy existence.
That Audrey and Conte would view themselves as advocates of a healthier lifestyle represented a contradiction. Audrey struggled with drugs most of her life. Conte smoked marijuana regularly and was dealing drugs, too, according to Audrey and a person who knew the family.
In hindsight, the tried-and-true vows were never more apt: The couple was together for better and for worse. Like so many Northern Californians of the era, they became New Age devotees who ate bland, healthy foods, practiced yoga, and went on religious retreats. In the years before her drug problems got out of hand, Audrey rejected traditional American medicine in favor of herbalism, acupuncture, and homeopathy. She championed the healing powers of love and spirituality, seeking a “wellness” that mere doctors couldn’t understand or provide.
Conte bounced around for the next few years. He played for a time with jazz pianist Herbie Hancock. He and Bruce formed a group called Jump Street. But Tower of Power had been his best shot, and Conte had blown that. In 1982, now with two young daughters, Conte decided to set aside his bass and join the working world. Maybe he’d even find a job his father might respect.
In 1983, Victor and Audrey opened the Millbrae Holistic Health Center, a clinic that promoted natural healing. The Contes sold vitamins out of the small storefront in Millbrae, a middle-class suburb on the San Francisco Peninsula, 15 miles south of the city and just a few minutes’ drive from the airport. At the same time Conte was selling vitamins at the health food store, he also was dealing pot out of his house, according to Audrey and a source close to the family at the time.
One evening in 1983, two masked men with guns kicked in the door and demanded a $100,000 stash of marijuana. Conte refused, and the gunmen—Hells Angels, Audrey Conte later claimed—tied him up and ransacked the house. Finally, after the bikers threatened Audrey and the couple’s daughters, then ages five and three, Conte gave them the drugs. Afterward, Conte filed a police report claiming the home had been burglarized while nobody was home. His daughter Alicia recounted a different story: Her grandmother claimed that when Conte wasn’t home, a former high school friend of Audrey’s had broken into the place, tied everybody up, and stolen some cash and credit cards.
Meanwhile, Conte hoped to turn the couple’s legitimate business into a moneymaker. He settled on a plan to strike it rich in the nutrition business, though it’s not clear how or where he dreamed it up. Conte decided that he could make a scientific breakthrough in sports medicine. It didn’t matter to him that he was neither a scientist nor even a med student. Conte spent hours at the medical library at nearby Stanford University, reading about nutrition and biochemistry. Ever the quick study, he sought to absorb everything he could get his hands on so the information would be ready when an opportunity arose to make his sales pitch. Just like that, Victor Conte the bass player had become Victor Conte the nutritionist.
It was an improbable conversion, but Conte possessed a reptilian facility for changing his skin. He viewed whatever business he chose as merely a forum for his rise to greatness. Less than a year after Millbrae Holistic opened its doors, Conte would shut it down in favor of a new venture called the Bay Area Laboratory Co-Operative.
BALCO, for short.


Chapter 2

Willy Cahill lived a life steeped in judo. His father, John Cahill, had learned the ancient Japanese martial arts on the Big Island of Hawaii in the 1930s, under Grandmaster Henry Seishiro Okazaki, who was said to have turned to the discipline after he contracted tuberculosis at age 19. Okazaki threw himself into judo with such zeal that he supposedly fought off the disease, telling others that he became the “owner of a body as if made of iron.”
Cahill’s father had opened a dojo, a martial arts training hall, in the San Francisco suburb of Daly City in 1948, when Cahill was a teenager. Willy mastered the sport, eventually becoming a 10th Dan in jujitsu, the highest black belt rank, and a seventh Dan in judo. When his father died in 1962, Cahill took over the family business and the next year built a new dojo in suburban San Bruno, near the San Francisco International Airport. By the 1970s, when the sport was gaining in popularity, Cahill was one of the country’s preeminent coaches. Several of his students won national championships, and he represented the United States as a coach at international competitions.
In the early 1980s, Cahill read a newspaper article about a local nutrition company supposedly on the cutting edge of optimizing athletic performance. What was to become the nation’s multibillion-dollar nutritional supplement industry was in its infancy at the time, and the company’s program of detecting athletes’ mineral deficiencies through clinical tests and correcting them through supplements seemed unusual and innovative. The judo master made an appointment to see what might be in it for his students.
At BALCO’s tiny, trailer-like offices in San Mateo, just a few miles down Highway 101 from his dojo, Cahill was greeted by Victor Conte. In fact, he was bowled over by Conte. Nothing stood out about the man. Now in his early 30s, Conte was of average build and wore big, round glasses, had curly black hair, and sported a thin mustache that looked a bit cheesy. But when Conte opened his mouth, he was more impressive. The two men chatted for about 45 minutes, with Conte doing most of the talking. He described his successful music career with Tower of Power and explained how he had moved on to focus on athletes’ nutrition. A concept called trace mineral testing was very important, he claimed. Even the world’s most finely tuned athletes were supposedly deficient in crucial elements like zinc, chromium, and copper.
BALCO’s practice was cutting edge, Conte said: Samples of an athlete’s blood, urine, and hair were analyzed using a high-tech device called the inductively coupled plasma spectrometer—the ICP. The ICP was the size of a pickup truck. It was invented for industrial jobs: to analyze the welds on the casings of atomic bombs and identify defects; to examine jet engines and determine when parts needed replacing; to study the chemical composition of soil samples at dumps and detect levels of toxicity.
But Conte said BALCO had realized a clinical application for the machine, and he claimed it had enormous implications for sports medicine. When athletes engage in high-intensity workouts, Conte told Cahill, those training sessions leave them depleted in minerals vital to their success. The ICP could evaluate the chemical makeup of hair, urine, and blood and pinpoint precisely which minerals an athlete lacked. BALCO then could correct the deficiencies with the precise minerals that were needed. It was far more scientific than simply tossing a bunch of pills and powders at the athlete and saying, “Here, this ought to help.” It’s a brand-new science, Conte told Cahill, and it will revolutionize the way athletes tend to their bodies and enhance their performances.
To scientists and physicians with credentials and expertise in nutrition, the BALCO theory was pseudoscience, a joke. Dr. Gary Wadler, the internationally recognized steroid expert from New York University’s School of Medicine, would later describe it as little more than a marketing ploy, “the world of hocus pocus.” Actually, experts said, Americans had so much good, vitamin-enriched food available to them that significant nutritional deficiencies were rare in the United States, confined to members of the underclass, drug addicts, and people with specific medical conditions. Mineral deficiencies also were rare. For most Americans, including elite athletes, a One-A-Day multi-vitamin was more than enough to take care of any deficiency that might occur. Conte’s theory about trace mineral deficiency and sports “is completely bogus,” as Dr. Candy Tsourounis, the director of the UC–San Francisco School of Pharmacy’s Drug Information Analysis Service, put it.
Conte claimed such criticism simply proved the worth of his ideas. He said the entire medical profession was ignorant about nutrition, and it plotted and schemed to prevent patients from getting too healthy lest doctors have fewer hours to bill. “Doctors go to medical school and study nutrition for maybe one day,” Conte told Cahill. “Nutrition is not important to them. Doctors, they want to keep you sick. They’re gonna help you, but they don’t want to get you well real quick.”
Cahill became a believer. He got himself tested, and he brought his judo athletes to BALCO. Many were already taking pills and supplements of some sort; the first thing Conte did with Cahill’s judo students was to gather all the substances they were ingesting, all the supplements and powders, and toss the stuff in the garbage. They would start from scratch, with the supplements Conte supplied, according to Conte’s plan.
Cahill’s teams continued their successes on the national and international level, and he would remain a friend and supporter of Conte for the next two decades. Years later, he would say: “He should have been a salesman. He can really talk. I listen to him and I listen to my doctor, he knew more about nutrition than my doctor…. When he talks, whether he knows what he’s talking about or not, he makes you believe he knows what he’s talking about.”
Conte began to style himself as a “nutritionist/scientist/inventor.” As he would put it in an e-mail he sent years later: “I am the guy that has always tried to think outside the box for new ways to accomplish things.”
About the time Cahill discovered Victor Conte, so, too, did Dr. Brian Halevie-Goldman, a South African psychiatrist who had just obtained his California medical license. The young doctor, a quirky, talkative sort himself, would say he had already met one mesmerizing figure since his graduation from the University of Witwatersrand in 1977. Goldman claimed he had volunteered for a year at a hospital in Calcutta, where he worked at times alongside Mother Teresa. They didn’t really get along.
“We had different goals,” Goldman said. “I’m a doctor, we’re not taught how to deal with death, we want to save everybody. She wasn’t as concerned about them living as making sure they were comfortable and treated like Jesus Christ themselves.”
A few years later, Goldman landed in Northern California in need of a job. He answered a newspaper ad: A San Mateo lab was looking for a medical director.
Goldman would play a pivotal role in the process of remaking Audrey Conte’s health food store into BALCO. He became close to the Contes and, like so many others, would say he was awed by Victor’s personality and intelligence.
Goldman thought Conte had the kind of seductive patter that comes naturally to street preachers. He would liken his boss to Al Sharpton and the Reverend Jesse Jackson. Because his gift for gab was meshed with a capacity to memorize and recite mass amounts of information, Conte was an overwhelming presence. He could—and would—convince you anything was possible, opportunities were everywhere, success was just around the corner. People would spontaneously materialize at the office, Goldman said, just to listen to Conte’s motivational fervor.
Arguing a point with Conte was often a losing proposition. “He has this kind of way of building,” Goldman says, “of having a bunch of facts and presenting them like a musician would, building to a climax and then coming to an elegant conclusion.”
Conte adopted different personas for different audiences. For a marketing photo, he could make himself look like a scientist, wearing a white lab coat and posing beside his giant ICP spectrometer. He could sound like a scientist, too. As he later wrote in an e-mail explaining aspects of trace mineral testing: “The reason that we test multiple compartments is because each compartment provides a different type of clinical information. For example, whole blood (red blood cells, plasma, and white cells combined) represents the ‘retention’ of elements and urine represents the ‘acute excretion or clearance’ of elements.”
But around athletes, he might shift his persona. His language became crass and expletive-laced, the kind of talk that resonated in the locker rooms of the macho world of sports. His ability to alter his presentation helped lure athletes straining to reach the next level, as well as prospective investors.
In 1989, Conte created 50 shares of BALCO stock, keeping half for himself and selling the rest at $2,500 each. Years later, he sought to explain BALCO’s chronic financial problems by saying promotional costs were steep in the early years. He would offer his services gratis to many college and Olympic-level athletes and coaches who found their way to BALCO. The plan was to create a database of world-class athletes using ICP analysis, and then use performance data to prove his novel approach. Conte was sure the endeavor would work—he had an abiding belief in the power of positive thinking. In addition to dabbling in Eastern philosophy, Conte subscribed to the teachings of the late Reverend Ernest Holmes, founder of the Los Angeles–based Church of Religious Science, whose book The Science of Mind espoused upbeat metaphysical ideas.
Among the first athletes to walk through the doors of BALCO was Greg Tafralis, then 25, a local shotputter struggling to become an Olympian. He was ranked 10th nationally at the time and had to improve his performance dramatically to make it among the top three who would qualify for a spot on the U.S. Olympic team.
Tafralis was impressed with Conte, and he became an eager participant in BALCO’s unusual testing program. Conte was “the smartest son of a bitch” he’d ever met, Tafralis later said. He took to calling the self-made scientist “Tennessee Tuxedo”—after the scheming, wisecracking, and rebellious penguin in the television cartoon of the 1960s. In addition to bringing other athletes to BALCO, Tafralis would introduce Conte to his boyhood friend Jim Valente. Valente had worked on the San Francisco Peninsula as a dry cleaner and in a grocery store. He spent the next 20 years alongside Conte, investing in BALCO and later becoming its vice president.
As for Tafralis, he quickly rose up the ranks of American shot-putters, finishing fourth at the national championships in 1984, second over the next three years, and first in 1988, the year of the Seoul Olympics. Tafralis then took second at the U.S. Trials in 1988, and he’d finally made it: He was an Olympian.
One of his training and BALCO mates, shotputter Jim Doehring, also made the U.S. team. Seven years earlier, Doehring had nearly been killed in a motorcycle accident in Southern California; he had been hurled about 100 feet through the air, landing bloody and barely conscious, with several broken vertebrae and a shattered jaw. A man who witnessed the crash ran to Doehring, found him bleeding from the mouth and ears, and figured he was looking at a dead man. After five hours of surgery, Doehring pulled through. But he lost 60 pounds while on a liquid diet because of the jaw injury, dropping from 250- plus to 190. Somehow, he managed to put his body and his life back together and to resume his athletic career.
The year 1988 was a high time for Victor Conte. He was sponsoring 25 “BALCO Olympians,” athletes he had taken under his wing and given the full BALCO treatment. By this point, Conte had started an ancillary business called SNAC System Inc., Scientific Nutrition for Advanced Conditioning, which created and sold the supplements his athletes supposedly lacked. On the eve of the Seoul Games, the San Francisco Examiner ran a story on the cover of its sports section trumpeting Conte’s unique approach to nutrition, with testimonials from some of his clients.
Conte claimed he had offered to help all U.S. athletes, but his offer was lost in the Olympic bureaucracy: “We sent a proposal to the chief medical officer of the United States Olympic Committee to prove this in fact works, but there’s so much red tape.” The story ran with a large picture of several husky athletes hoisting Conte above their heads, as if he himself had just won a gold medal. Among them were Tafralis and Doehring.
Tafralis finished ninth at the Seoul Olympics, and Doehring finished 11th, well behind gold medalist Ulf Timmerman, who later would be revealed as a product of East Germany’s methodical and successful Olympic doping machine. The 1988 Summer Games, though, would be infamously remembered as the Ben Johnson Games, for the Canadian sprinter who broke the world record in the 100 meters—only to have his record erased two days later when he tested positive for the bodybuilder’s steroid stanozolol.
Johnson’s ignominious fall represented the biggest doping scandal in Olympic history. Although steroid use had been suspected among athletes behind the Iron Curtain for years, for the first time the public was forced to confront the reality that the world’s greatest athletes were using chemicals to enhance their performances. The scandal became the lead story on television newscasts and in newspapers around the world, a morality play of epic proportions. “The world’s fastest human has been convicted of speeding on steroids,” Dave Anderson wrote in The New York Times. “And the Olympics has been smeared by drugs as never before.”
Johnson’s coach was Charlie Francis, a former sprinter at Stanford University in California, who had competed for his native Canada at the 1972 Olympics. He would later be called “Charlie the Chemist” for his doping expertise. As the Johnson scandal unfolded, Francis emerged as a drug cheat of unflinching honesty and broad perspective. In his testimony before a Canadian government committee a few months after Johnson was unmasked, and in articles and interviews over the following decades, Francis declared that steroid abuse was so pervasive in Olympic sports that it had become impossible to succeed without drugs. Of course he had provided steroids to Johnson, Francis testified: “We had no reason to believe that anyone at the highest levels was not using performance-enhancing drugs.” That, in a nutshell, was Francis’s thesis: Cheat or lose.
It had always been that way, he believed. Francis traced the use of performance-enhancing drugs in sports to 776 BC, when by his account the ancient Greek Olympians ate sheep’s testicles to spike their testosterone levels before competing. In the modern era, the government of Communist East Germany had doped its athletes en masse for more than two decades in hopes of winning international prestige through Olympic success. Beginning in the 1960s, under a program titled “State Planning Theme,” more than 10,000 young athletes were given powerful steroids, and the side effects were horrific: severe heart and liver damage—even birth defects in children born to doped athletes. The 1986 women’s shotput champion, Heidi Kreiger, said she ultimately had to have a sex change operation—becoming Andreas Kreiger—as a result of the huge doses of steroids she took during the seventies and eighties.
But in competition, the program worked. At the 1976 Montreal Olympics, East German women won gold medals in 11 of the 13 swimming events, and the country of just 17 million remained an Olympic powerhouse until the Iron Curtain came down.
Francis declared that the East Germans were not alone. He claimed that at the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles, American officials headed off a steroids scandal by suppressing test results that revealed doping on the U.S. Olympic team. By the 2000 Games, Francis asserted that the doping of elite athletes had become extraordinarily sophisticated: One group of sprinters in Sydney was using the oral steroids anavar and halostin, along with injections of human growth hormone, insulin, and EPO, a prescription drug that increases endurance by stimulating production of red blood cells. “The systematic use of performance-enhancing drugs in sports for more than 50 years has punted performance standards clear out of sight,” Francis wrote, “so far out of sight that no human can attain them without chemical assistance.”
Canadian sports officials banned Francis from coaching on any national team for life for his role in the Johnson scandal. Many critics dismissed his sweeping accusations about sports doping, calling Francis a sore loser, a promoter of conspiracy theories. Even as the Olympic movement devised more stringent and sophisticated tests to catch drug cheats, it was reluctant to acknowledge that the problem was as pervasive as Francis had claimed.
Less than a year after the Ben Johnson scandal, Jim Doehring, the Olympic shotputter who had worked with Conte and BALCO labs, admitted to the Los Angeles Times that he, too, was a steroid user. Like Francis, Doehring said athletes had no choice but to take drugs. They were pervasive in world-class track and field and always would be.
“There’s no way that the testing is going to catch up to the athletes,” Doehring told the Times. “The athletes are too far ahead. They’ve got blocking agents, masking agents…you’ve got all kinds of things helping the athletes out…. I’d have to say everyone’s using something and I’m not excluding myself from that.”
Besides, he told the paper, if somehow they actually rid the sport of juicing, nobody would want to watch.
“It’s going to be a dying sport if they finally clean it up,” Doehring said. “You’ll have guys running the 100 [meter] in 11 flat, throwing the javelin 220 feet, throwing [the shot put] 65 feet. Who’s gonna come to see that?”
It was an exceptional admission: an active athlete confessing that he was dirty, acknowledging he cheated, and asserting that everybody in his sport was doing it, too.
The story ran on page 16 of the sports section.
A year and a half later, Doehring was hit with a two-year suspension for failing a drug test. Several years later, in 1995, Tafralis also was nailed for using steroids. Conte was never accused of supplying drugs to Doehring and Tafralis, and other BALCO Olympians who worked with him during that period have said Conte didn’t offer them steroids. Conte would claim he didn’t become a steroid dealer until years later. Regardless, by the time of the Seoul Games, he had learned about drug use at the highest levels of sport. One family acquaintance recalled an afternoon at Conte’s San Mateo home during the 1980s, when the two men were smoking pot and watching football on TV. “Most of those guys are on steroids,” Conte told him. “And the best ones you can bet are on steroids.”
Conte had been exposed to the world of big-time sports, and he liked it. He especially appreciated hanging out with the athletes, feeling as if he had contributed to their success.
Conte’s database of world-class athletes continued to grow. Olympic discus great Mac Wilkins came on board and told the San Mateo Times that the results of BALCO’s regimen were “so dramatic, I’m amazed it’s legal.” Swimming superstar Matt Biondi was directed to BALCO by Karl Mohr, an assistant coach at UC–Berkeley who specialized in training. Mohr had met Conte at a trade fair called Whole Earth Expo, and he thought Conte fascinating and sincere, and his work important. With Biondi and Wilkins affiliated with BALCO, Conte could say he had worked with one of the world’s greatest swimmers and one of the world’s greatest discus throwers. Over the course of three Olympics, Biondi would win 11 medals, eight of them gold. Wilkins would compete in four Olympics, win a gold and a silver medal, and set the world record four times during his career.
To promote his businesses, Conte claimed credit for the successes of his star clients. To spread the word, he applied the method he would use often over the next 15 years: He found a friendly writer to present Conte’s spin while making it appear as if the article were objective. In late 1990, a freelancer named Richard Goodman wrote a piece for the magazine Health World in which he championed BALCO’s innovative use of the ICP, the company’s swelling list of devotees, and its brilliant founder, Victor Conte.
Goodman wrote that although Conte’s science was ignored by the U.S. Olympic Committee, many top-level athletes were
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