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Springfield, VA – I do not indulge in energy drinks other than Gatorade or one of its knockoffs (e.g.,Powerade).  Although I made Red Bull one of the central elements of my novel, Hurtling to the Edge, I have had only one sip of it (in order to be able to describe the taste).  Little did I know until recently that in the past 10 years there has been an explosion of beverages that promise “energy.”  One of the most popular, and notorious, is marketed under the name Four Loko which came on the American market in 2005. 
Originally Four Loko was a devastatingly dangerous drink.  The name itself came from its four featured ingredients (other than water):  caffeine, guarana, taurine, and alcohol.  The goal was to attract primarily young males who would have to be “loko” to drink this “stuff.”  Legal and health issues quickly developed.  It was widely known that the company, Phusion Projects, was marketing the product to teens attracted to the combination of alcohol and caffeine.  When attorney generals of several states sued to stop the distribution of the product, the manufacturer quickly reformulated the product in 2010 into its current stated form of “a premium malt beverage with natural and artificial flavors.”  Although it no longer has caffeine (or guarana and taurine), Four Loko has major alcohol content which varies by state from 6% to 14%.  If you look at a can of Four Loko Gold (one of the numerous flavors) all you will find in terms of content is that it is a malt beverage with “artificial flavors and caramel color.”  I can find no list anywhere of what is really in the drink.
My first introduction to Four Loko came from doing what my wife and I do every day, that is, picking up trash in our neighborhood.  Beginning about two months ago we started to find at least one empty can of Four Loko Gold on the median of Huntsman Blvd here in our neighborhood.  The cans are always in the same block and are always, of course, nearly empty.  What caught my eye was not the gold color of the can, but its size and content:  23.5 ounces and 14 % alcohol. It did not take much math to determine that  one can of this stuff consumed in an hour will make most people legally drunk!
The blood alcohol limit to be legally drunk varies by state, but 0.08 is a generally accepted value.  Although beers and wines have varying levels of alcohol content, the U.S. government defines a “standard drink” as containing 0.6 oz of alcohol.  Basically one 12 oz bottle of beer, or 1 five oz glass of wine, or one “shot” of whisky (about 1.5 oz) is a “drink.”   The government goes on to state that each “drink” will raise the blood alcohol level in most individuals by 0.03.  Thus three drinks, no matter the source, will put you over the legally drunk blood alcohol level.  
With these numbers in mind, let’s look at that 23.5 oz can of Four Loko Gold.  It sells for just under $3.50 at most convenience stores, definitely making it a rather inexpensive path to getting very drunk, very quickly.  Those empty cans we find on Huntsman almost certainly came out the window of passing vehicles.  Let me explain why drinking these while driving is insane (or loko).   Most bourbons range from 80 to 90 proof.  “Proof” is simply double the alcohol percentage in the drink.  80 proof bourbon, such as Jack Daniels or Jim Beam, is 40 percent alcohol.  Since Four Loko is 14 percent alcohol, making it 28 proof, about one-third the alcohol concentration of hard liquor, this means that it takes slightly less than 5 ounces of Four Loko to match the alcohol content in one shot of booze.  But each Four Loko can has 23.5 ounces in it, so anyone chugging one Four Loko gold while driving is ingesting the equivalent of over 4 shots of Jack Daniels, making that driver’s blood alcohol well over the legal limit to be on the road.  The sad fact is that this is obviously not a one-time occurrence here in our neighborhood.  We are finding these cans nearly every day!
When I went online to research Four Loko Gold (put it in your search engine), most of the YouTube reviews of the product were by young men who stated unequivocally that the only reason to drink this “stuff” is to get high….and fast.  Essentially every reviewer said that the taste was “terrible” but that “it sure works.”  It was also an eye opener to see the continuous profanity that is epidemic on these videos which profiled the product.  Most of my prior visits to YouTube have been to learn how to fix an appliance or do repair on one of our cars.  If the videos associated with this product are an indication of what else takes place on YouTube, our society has some serious problems.  But not as threatening as jerks drinking Four Loko while driving….every one of them is a potential murderer.
I thought you might like to know.
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