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    As a `Fitness' Drink,

    Is Reborn in the Slums

    ---
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    ---
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    ----

    By Suein L. Hwang
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    BROOKLYN, N. Y. -- It is noon on Saturday, and after a long night

 of shooting heroin and smoking crack, Karen Michaels is searching

 bodegas for something healthful to put in her tired body.

    In a tiny store near Troutman Street, where police have thrown up

 traffic barricades to curb drug dealing, Ms. Michaels passes up a

 dusty corner crammed with 25-cent snack cakes and finds what she is

 looking for:  one remaining can of a vanilla-flavored concoction

 called Nutrament.

    "When you're on drugs, solid food isn't easy to get down," says

 the 39-year-old welfare recipient.  Absently scratching her arms, a

 side-effect of heroin use, she adds:  "It's easier to drink

 something, and I definitely make sure it's something that's good for

 me."

    Nutrament, which flopped as a power drink for athletes more than

 a decade ago, has been born again and repackaged:  as a meal-in-a-can

 for inner-city residents, among them the poor, addicted and the

 homeless.  Its maker, Bristol-Myers Squibb Co., had all but given up

 on the drink in the 1980s when it noticed the shake's popularity

 among certain ethnic groups.  Since 1993, the company has spent

 hundreds of thousands of dollars marketing the self-proclaimed

 "Energy & Fitness Drink" on inner-city billboards, magazines and

 radio programs that cater to minorities.

    But independent nutritionists say a health and fitness drink it

 isn't.  While Nutrament does indeed include 19 vitamins and minerals,

 its chief ingredients are skim milk, soybean oil and sugar -- 43

 grams of sugar per 12-ounce can, or the same amount contained in 10

 Oreo cookies.  Thus, critics say, Bristol-Myers is pitching the drink

 as a healthy meal to poorly nourished people whose diets typically

 already are heavy with sugar and fat.  "This is a multivitamin mixed

 in with grease," says Eric Braverman, a Princeton, N. J.,

 substance-abuse researcher.  Bristol-Myers, Dr. Braverman contends,

 "is selling junk food to a vulnerable population."

    Bristol-Myers insists Nutrament, which retails for up to $2 a

 can, lives up to its billing.  "People think of sugar as something

 bad, when all it is is carbohydrates," says Jerry McCabe, vice

 president of Bristol-Myers's Mead Johnson Nutritional unit.

 Nutrament, he says, "is a complete food, a complete meal."

    And while Bristol-Myers says it doesn't specifically target

 drug-addicted or homeless people, the New York company makes no

 apologies for selling to the down and out.  "The sports positioning

 never took off in a big way," Mr. McCabe says.  Thus, when market

 research indicated potential among inner-city consumers, "we saw

 some growth and jumped on top of it."  He adds:  "It certainly

 wouldn't surprise me if drug addicts buy the product."

    While it is difficult to estimate how much of Nutrament's sales

 come from drug addicts, the product enjoys popularity among cocaine

 users.  The rap-music magazine The Source recently named Nutrament

 one of "36 Things That Blew Up or succeeded Because of Crack."

 Declares a recent article:  "Nutrament:  what crackheads turn to when

 they're too busy to eat -- which is all the time."

    Addicts or not, the one thing this new crop of Nutrament drinkers

 seems to have in common is poverty.  Anthony Gibbons, a homeless man

 with poor teeth, says he often goes hungry between welfare checks

 but, when he can, faithfully buys three cans of Nutrament a day.

 "It's an athlete's drink," says the soft-spoken former crack addict,

 who is waiting outside a flophouse for a friend to bring him food.

    For Laurie Paetz , a woman who ekes out a living collecting cans

 and bottles from the street, Nutrament is a cheap fix for the

 munchies.  Unfortunately, say nutritionists, her diet is all too

 typical of the average Nutrament drinker.  Today, she has eaten

 little more than a package of vanilla cookies, on top of last

 night's cheeseburger, french fries and milkshake from McDonald's.

 Rummaging through a large pile of paper, where she has hidden her

 stash of Nutrament from friends, she is shocked to find it missing.

 "They took it! Someone must have seen me hide it and took it!" she

 cries out, cursing.  Her bad luck doesn't alter her assessment of

 Nutrament as something of a magic bullet.  "Since I started drinking

 it, I feel much better," says Ms. Paetz.

    Indeed, the beverage has taken on a mystique in some inner-city

 neighborhoods, where it is rumored to do everything from heighten

 sexual arousal to stave off the onset of AIDS.  "It's the chicken

 soup" of some communities, says Dena Rakower , HIV nutrition

 specialist at Bellevue Hospital Center in New York.

    Nutrament also benefits from rumors that it fends off the

 "shakes" -- muscular spasms common to longtime drug users.  But

 doctors dismiss the effect as a brief sugar high.  "Crack addicts are

 always trying to find something that will allow them to continue

 their addiction," says David Smith, medical director of San

 Francisco's Haight Ashbury Free Clinic.

    Others are even convinced Nutrament is a potent aphrodisiac; some

 mix it with powerful malt liquor or spirits to boost its kick.  "I

 mix it with Baileys Irish Cream and ooh la la," Jay Bailey says.  Mr. 

 Bailey is downing his fifth Nutrament of the day before he resumes

 singing and playing his washtub bass on a noisy New York subway

 platform.  Singing for spare change earns the homeless Mr. Bailey

 about $15 a day; most of it he spends on Nutrament.  "I sing for

 Nutrament," he says, plucking his bass and laughing ruefully.

    Sales of Nutrament -- strongest in New York and among South

 Florida's immigrant communities -- totaled $20 million last year and

 are growing at double-digit rates.  While Nutrament comprised a tiny

 fraction of Bristol-Myers's $11.4 billion in sales last year, its

 popularity is appreciated by the small retailers that dot New York

 City streets.  "It's tremendous," declares Drew Galaydick , grocery

 buyer for a New York wholesaler.  He estimates that 70% of Nutrament

 sales are generated in ethnic enclaves where "Nutrament is the

 fourth or fifth top-selling product."  It is so popular, in fact,

 that the beverage is a favorite target of shoplifters; Patchen Deli

 and Grocery, in the Bedford Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn, even

 keeps the beverage in a refrigerated case accessible only to

 employees.

    Bodegas in Bedford Stuyvesant, where murals on buildings

 memorialize young men who have met an untimely, sometimes violent,

 end, are a long way from Nutrament's roots.  Launched in 1961,

 Nutrament was touted as a quick way for skinny teens to bulk

 themselves up, and for marathon runners to find extra energy.  Print

 ads in the 1970s had Nutrament conferring "that extra competitive

 edge" to the likes of basketball star Ralph Sampson.  "Why not let it

 do the same for you?"  one ad declared.

    But by the mid-1980s, Nutrament's sales were flat -- the drink

 having been largely debunked by sports nutritionists who had grown

 skeptical of Nutrament's ability to provide anything more than a

 sugar rush.  At one time, numerous college and professional football

 teams hauled cases of Nutrament to their games, where trainers gave

 it to players before kickoff.  But Nutrament was soon largely

 dismissed as a gimmick.  "We didn't want to substitute Nutrament for

 good nutrition," recalls Edward Abramoski, head trainer for the

 Buffalo Bills professional football team, which ultimately rejected

 Nutrament.

    About the same time, Bristol-Myers executives began to notice

 that sales of the product were unusually strong among Hispanics and

 West Indians.  After Bristol-Myers moved the product to its Mead

 Johnson unit (which also markets infant formula and similar

 supplements), executives there saw even more potential with minority

 groups.  "We looked at it in very businesslike fashion and determined

 how to make this thing bigger and more profitable," Mead Johnson's

 Mr. McCabe says.

    Today, bus shelters and billboards throughout Harlem and Brooklyn

 herald Nutrament in a major ad campaign under Bristol-Myers's new

 strategy.  "The power in you," extols one ad, which features a

 well-built black couple clad in workout wear.  "Listen to your body,"

 advises another.

    Bristol-Myers is also moving aggressively to increase Nutrament's

 appeal in other major cities.  On a recent weekend in Philadelphia,

 Nutrament's bright-blue sampling booth has a prominent place at a

 festival celebrating black unity.  "It's a nutritious drink that's a

 meal replacement," explains a grandmotherly black woman wearing a

 Nutrament T-shirt and handing out free samples.

    This may be the real secret to Nutrament's success:  While $2 may

 be pricey for a drink, it is cheap for dinner.  By positioning

 Nutrament as a meal replacement rather than a supplement,

 Bristol-Myers has won particular loyalty among drug addicts who

 forsake solid food for something quick between fixes.

    On a recent sunny day, Walter Bryant is sitting on a plastic milk

 crate in a small Brooklyn tenement.  Flies, which enter through a

 broken window, buzz noisily around the kitchen.  "Nutrament's

 filling," says the 43-year-old crack user, who says he has been

 abusing drugs since he was 15.  He consumes two or three cans of

 Nutrament a day, explaining:  "Smoking takes your appetite away, and

 eating takes time.  You're looking at food and you aren't hungry, but

 you know you need something in your stomach."

[This article is made available here by Dow Jones Co. for the
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