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“Promethazine Please” 
 

If you’ve worked with adolescents in the past 5 years then you have heard of Mac Dre. If you’ve 
work with adolescents with substance use disorders then you have witnessed how Mac Dre 
single handedly changed the street name of “Ecstasy” to “Thizz” or “Thizzle” and spawned a 
resurgence of the drug.  (You can read a newsletter I wrote about it at 
http://www.recoveryhappens.com/E%20and%20Cocaine.pdf) 
 
 
Well, one of today’s top Hip Hop artists, Lil Wayne, might be promoting a new drug or spawning 
a resurgence of a drug abused 8 years ago.  He has a line in his song “Outstanding” that states, 
“Promethazine Please…”  He has also admittedly struggled with his addiction to this drug.  
Promethazine with codeine is a cough medicine that creates a drunken opiate feeling.  In large 
amounts the drug can be a dissociative, and it is now showing up on chemical use history 
assessments at my office. 
 
Purple drank is a slang term for a recreational drug popular in the hip-hop community of the southern 
United States. Its main ingredient is prescription-strength cough syrup containing codeine and 
promethazine. Cough syrup is typically mixed with ingredients such as Sprite soft drink and pieces of 
Jolly Rancher candy. The purplish hue of purple drank comes from dyes in the cough syrup. 
 
There are numerous slang terms for purple drank, including sizzurp, lean, syrup,drank, barre and 
purple jelly. Recently, the term has expanded to cover mixtures including over-the-counter cough syrup. 
 
History 
Houston, Texas, producer DJ Screw first popularized the concoction, which is widely attributed as a 
source of inspiration for the "chopped and screwed" style of hip hop music. Originally, the active 
ingredient of "syrup" was cough syrup containing promethazine and codeine. The concoction first gained 
popularity in the underground Houston rap scene and later spread to other southern states. 
In June 2000, Three 6 Mafia's single "Sippin' on Some Syrup," featuring UGK brought the term "purple 
drank" to a nationwide audience. Three 6 Mafia's single "Rainbow Colors" featuring Lil' Flip pertains to 
the consumption of purple drank; the addition of a Jolly Rancher candy to a cup of purple drank creates a 
spectrum of colors, hence "rainbow colors." Rainbow colors also refer to a "mix" of different Narcotic 
cough syrups, containing the opiates Codeine and Hydrocodone and various anti-histamines, 
expectorants, etc.(Yellow Syrup: XR Hydrocodone and Atropine or Chlorpheniramine, Pink Syrup: 
Cheratussin AC brand Codeine and Guaifenesin). Cheratussin AC(and other brands), being legal in 
some states such as Washington to purchase periodically OTC, is becoming a second alternative to 
Purple and Yellow syrup. 
In 2004, the University of Texas found that 8.3% of secondary school students in Texas had taken 
codeine syrup to get high.[1] The Drug Enforcement Administration reports "busts" involving syrup across 
the Southern United States, particularly in Texas and Florida. Its use has spread to other parts of the 
United States and the world, including Mexico, Canada, the Philippines, United Kingdom, Vietnam, India, 
Israel, and Russia. 
 

 1. Leinwand, Donna (2006-10-18). "DEA warns of soft drink-cough syrup mix". USA Today. http://www.usatoday.com/news/nation/2006-10-18-
lean_x.htm?csp=34. Retrieved on 23 October 2006 
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USE OF PROMETHAZINE WITH CODEINE SYRUP 
COUGH/COLD EPIDEMIC OR SIGNIFICANT ABUSE? 

by Richard Klemme - Investigator 

"I have a prescription for Promethazine with Codeine. Do you stock the "XYZ" brand? That’s what I want — it tastes better." 
This statement hopefully raises a red flag to everyone in the pharmacy profession. Abuse of promethazine with codeine is 
increasing at an exponential rate. The state of Texas, according to the Drug Enforcement Administration Diversion Control 
Program, and especially Houston and southeast Texas, is experiencing a greater problem than anywhere else in the entire 
nation. This area is not one where we want to be a leader! Arrest trends indicate that people are traveling in from out of state 
because the drug is so easy to obtain in Texas. 

The drug Promethazine with Codeine is commonly known "on the street" as "syrup" and/or "lean," the latter due to the abusers’ 
propensity of having difficulty in standing up straight. Syrup is abused across all ethnic and cultural boundaries and its 
popularity is growing rapidly. Syrup has been glorified in musical lyrics with references to "sippin’ syrup" and "smoking’ 
sweets." The term "smoking’ sweets" refers to the soaking of a marijuana cigar/cigarette in syrup prior to smoking. Older 
abusers typically drink their syrup "straight up" while younger abusers like to mix the syrup into "cocktails" using alcohol or 
popular soft drinks. 

Drug dealers are collecting "syrup" from as many sources as possible for re-sale, including legitimate prescriptions, forged 
prescriptions, and importation from other countries. Current street values for "syrup" range from $25 and up — per ounce! We 
don’t normally think of "syrup" (or any other pharmaceutical product for that matter), when we think of a street corner drug 
dealer, but increasingly these people are also dealing in pharmaceutical products. DEA estimates that fully 30% of the drug 
problem in the nation is directly attributable to pharmaceutical substances like promethazine with codeine and hydrocodone and 
NOT marijuana, cocaine, and designer drugs.  

Abuse frequently coincides with other drug abuses, of both legal and illegal substances. For examples, persons who smoke 
crack cocaine like "syrup" for the mitigating effects it has on the chest congestion and coughing from smoking the crack. 
Heroin dealers routinely deal in hydrocodone products including "syrup" and CNS depressants as well. Many pharmaceutical 
substances are finding their way into the school systems at lower and lower grade levels, because they aren’t "drugs" in the 
stereotypical sense, but "medicine that helps you to feel better" and because they are "legal" even though the way they are being 
obtained and/or used is illegal.  A person who is illegally attempting to obtain syrup normally makes use of one of the following 
methods: (1) forged written prescriptions; (2) fraudulent telephonic orders for new prescriptions or refills; and/or (3) written 
prescriptions from questionable prescribers.  

Any prescription for a controlled substances bears scrutiny for fraud/forgery. Board rules require a pharmacist who has any 
question regarding the authenticity of a prescription to contact the prescriber before dispensing the prescription.  

If the prescription is questionable, a pharmacist has a corresponding responsibility with the prescriber to ensure that the 
prescription is issued in accordance with an accepted course of treatment. For example, a single prescription issued for an 
antibiotic, alprazolam, diazepam, carisoprodol, and a hydrocodone product may be questionable considering the extreme CNS 
depressant additive effects of combining these substances. Even if the prescriber verifies the prescription, caution should be 
exercised if the same person returns to the pharmacy every few days with an identical prescription, or if a majority of the 
prescriptions from a particular prescriber are issued for the same medications/quantities/strengths.  

A prescription for Promethazine with Codeine can also be checked by observing whether or not the presenter has symptoms 
consistent with the medication requested. Sometimes, a simple question that has no bearing on "syrup" (e.g., "How bad is the 
ear infection?") can reveal an attempt to obtain syrup illegally. The problem of pharmaceutical drug diversion is 
growing rapidly and without the social stigma of illicit drugs. Anything we can do now to heighten 
awareness and check the problem can have a significant effect.   
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