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Penny Cheap
Bob Rasmussen shoveled the snow away from his garage door to clear a path for his Ford sedan as he headed for work.  It was a nice warm day for February.  The radio he listened to during breakfast indicated that it might get up to 20 degrees today.  And not much snow was expected until later in the day.


Bob was an electrical engineer for a power agency that administered the hydroelectric generation facilities on the Missouri River.  As Bob skidded down the highway, he thought of the great progress that was being made.  By damming up the muddy Missouri, sufficient power for the area was to be provided for the foreseeable future.  The area's economy was expected to receive a major boost in the form of inexpensive electricity, in volume sufficient to allow export to faraway places like Nebraska, Minnesota, and Iowa; flood control would reduce damages in the Spring; and there would be a boost to tourism, the state's second-largest industry.  It might now be possible to bring electricity to all farmers who wanted it.  And agriculture was the state's largest industry.  With electricity, the prosperity of agriculture should be assured for decades to come.  It might even be conceivable to use the vast stores of water for irrigation, reducing reliance on the erratic bounty of annual rainfall God provided.


It was a good thing that the temperature was below 20.  It was a bit cloudy, and snow was sputtering.  The heater in his car was fighting the outside air, and the precipitation was alternatively melting and freezing on the windshield.  The wipers were building up ridges of ice.  While he found it a little hard to stay on the road, he had little concern.  This was not a highly populated area of the country, like Aberdeen or Mitchell.  Bob did not see any other evidence of human habitation.  He knew the road like the back of his hand.  He wished that his car radio worked a little better, but he had learned to enjoy the twenty-five minute drive to work every morning.  On mornings like this, sometimes it took a little longer.  You couldn't cover thirty-five miles as quickly during bad weather.


Bob had a meeting this morning with some big shots from Pierre.  Senator Mundt felt that while hydroelectricity was very beneficial, the future lay with the miracles of splitting the atom.  Bob didn't much like this competition to his life's work.  Like all Americans, he was very grateful that the Manhattan project had blown away those Japanese cities, and saved the need to invade.  But he wasn't sure about the radical claims that were being made about turning swords into plowshares, building electrical plants that were pollution free and made less expensive electricity.


Bob met a school bus, evidently headed for Faulkton.  You had to be careful with those things.  They created a big vacuum if you passed too close to them.  It normally would be no problem, but the ice on the windshield made it a little hard to see, and the snow was starting to swirl.  It swirled a great deal after he met the bus.  Bob first slid to the left, into the other lane, and his steering correction took him to the edge of the ditch back on the right.  A little skilled acceleration recovered the road as a lifetime of experience paid off.  Bob thought of those nervous Nellies who were threatening to lower the speed limit to 70.  How was anyone expected to get their work done out here if they spent their entire working day on the road?


Bob got back to thinking about the agenda for this morning's meeting.  These nuclear people made some exaggerated claims he was sure.  Bob wouldn't mind so much, except that if they built a nuclear plant around Sioux Falls, this would become a competitor for the vast quantities of electricity generated by the Missouri dams.  There was only so much electricity required in the state.  Even if all of those farmers were provided with electricity, how much demand could their lights use?  It wasn't like they had television sets.  The population would have to grow quite a bit before the demand would come close to the capacity of hydropower.  And the state's population had peaked in the 1920s.  Bob had heard that some utilities were thinking of advertising campaigns.  Things about "electricity is penny cheap!"  Bob thought that they would have to sell an awful lot of appliances before a significant demand increase would be experienced.  Actually, with as little as it cost to generate from the river, the utilities would be making very large profits at a penny a kilowatt.  Bob needed to get his Grandmother to let loose of some money so that he could invest in utility stock.  He'd have to spend some extra Sunday afternoons with her.  Probably she'd gotten over the losses she'd suffered from his recommendation to buy Studebaker stock.  He'd always liked their neat car designs.  How was he to know that they'd go under?


Whew!  He was quickly moving up on a slow moving car.  Looked like a Packard.  Prewar.  He hadn't seen it until he was within 100 yards, because the ice buildup on the windshield was getting the edge over the wipers.  Inside the car it was getting very hot.  But while the inside of the glass was burning, the outside was frigid.  The car in front of him was only going 30 miles per hour, and they were in a series of hills where it was pretty dangerous to pass.  Bob wasn't worried about oncoming traffic, because the odds were pretty low that anyone would be coming.  But the road was slick enough (and Bob hadn't put on his chains).  There were a series of curves coming up.  He was able to get a much better view of the car.  He had been right - it was a Packard, with North Dakota plates.  It looked like a 1939 model.  Probably some traveling salesman headed to the population centers in the south.


Penny cheap electricity!  The very thought of it!  What did the government think they could do with all of this electricity?  And how did they know that their proposed atomic plant wouldn't blow up?  Bob had seen some pictures of Hiroshima in Life Magazine.  He sure didn't want to be around if something went wrong with such a plant!  It was a good thing that they wanted to put it around Sioux Falls.


It turned out that Bob did the right thing to slow down to 30.  A tractor took up the other lane just over the last hill.  Probably headed out to the back quarter to distribute some hay to the cattle.  He pitied the poor soul who had to ride a tractor in this weather.  But he also thought it was pretty risky, especially since he had almost decided to take a chance and pass the slow car on the other side of the hill.


While he welcomed whatever support he could get, there were a lot of flighty opponents to atomic energy.  Bob had read an article in the newspaper about some people who were scared of radiation.  But Bob had been reassured by the official government notices about protecting himself in case of Russian nuclear attack.  He knew that a mere page of newspaper would provide a level of protection from burning.  Besides, his cousin Jim had written him about the tests he had seen in Nevada, when he was able to look through his hand during a blast.  The Army had needed some volunteers to sit up close to prove that the protection provided was more than enough to allow a soldier to continue fighting even should the Russians use atomic weapons.  Jim said that it was really interesting to see the bones in his hand.  He also said his headaches were a lot better now.  He had caught some sort of flu when out in the open during the tests, but the battalion surgeon had told him it was merely a coincidence.


After Bob moved past the tractor, he could see a few hundred yards ahead with no traffic, so he spun out around the slow car.  It was a little hard to get any speed up, and he almost slid off into the ditch on the left as they came to the next curve.  But Bob recovered by slowing back down.  Actually, he spun around and had to stop.  But there was no damage done, and he was able to get the car back on the road and up to the rear of the 1939 Packard.  It looked very much like Bob was going to be a little late for his meeting.  He hoped that the government people stayed around.


Bob was going to have to be firm, asking for a guaranteed market for the hydropower over the next twenty years.  Otherwise the costs of building the dams on the Missouri would not be cost justified.  It was too late not to build them!  The government people were just going to have to see that there was no choice but to provide the needed guaranteed purchases.


As Bob came over the hill, he could see a long stretch of road clearly, and it was totally vacant.  He was able to pass the Packard, and pick his speed back up.  He might not be more than ten minutes late to the meeting after all.


There really was nothing for it but for the government people to see the hazards of atomic energy generation.  Bob could see that radiation would be no hazard, but until they could prove that such a plant would not blow up, it was too much to expect the public to accept such a hazard.  Besides, how did they know that they could find enough uranium to fuel these things?  True, there was far less waste from nuclear plants than from those inefficient coal plants often found in Pennsylvania, but the risk of blowing up just seemed to be too great.


Bob wasn't able to present his arguments at the meeting after all.  The government people did wait for him.  But the buildup of ice on the power lines was so severe that a stretch of wire and the poles that carried it fell over the road.  This caused Bob to swerve, and he went off the road.  Before the dams were built, this would have placed him in a pasture.  Now, however, Bob and his car went ice fishing without a license.  Thus the government was deprived of the warnings needed to protect the public against the hazards of atomic power plants blowing up.  The rest is history.
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