
Mamas Don’t Let Your Ba-
bies Grow Up To Be Cow-

boys... 
 
“Make them be doctors and lawyers and 

such….” No. No. No. That may have made 
sense in 1978 when Waylon and Willie sang the  
song. But not any more.  

What the world needs now is not love 
sweet love, but crude oil and a replacement for 
it. Thirty-five years after the oil embargo and 
we still can’t live without it.  

At $4.00 per gallon, most of us spend more 
each month on gas than we do on our car pay-
ment. I am just thrilled that we don’t live in 
Great Britain. I saw an article last week that 
said the current price there is $14.76! That is 
not a typo. $14.76. Can you imagine what $15 
gas would do to our economy?  

I have not seen a great change in behavior 
at $4.00. When I drove to the North Carolina 
mountains last weekend, there were still lots of 
cars on the road. And most were like mine, ve-
hicles that will get between fifteen and twenty 
miles to the gallon. It is not a trip killer, but the 
cost of my trips have doubled in the last year.  

What is painful is that money just goes 
poof. The cash flows out of the US to countries 
that may, or may not, be our friends. We pol-
lute our air. And, we complain. 

And we complain some more. That is what 
we do best. Why didn’t the government see 
this coming? Aren’t we in Iraq to protect our 

oil interests there and in Saudi Arabia? (Can 
you think of any other reason to be there?). 

My complaint is that we have done almost 
nothing in the last thirty years to reduce our 
dependence on foreign oil. Any gains we have 
made have been due to conservation measures. 
We have increased fuel efficiency of our vehi-
cles, but they still require gas.   

This all will change in the next decade. The 
one benefit of $4.00+ gas and $140.00 per barrel 
oil is that it makes other forms of energy more 
reasonable. We are experiencing pain now, but 
I believe it will be short-term pain (relatively 
speaking). We may be sitting on the edge of the  
energy boom.  

Advances are being made in a number of 
areas that may lead to outstanding results. 
There will be winners and losers as we go for-
ward. That is good. We need to explore every 
avenue. 

First lets discard two areas that have been 
hot in recent years, but have not progressed. 
Fusion, apparently, is not going to happen. We 
do not seem to be getting any closer to the re-
alization of fusion as a viable energy source. 
The same seems to be true for fuel cells. This is 
why you do not want to place all your money 
on one horse. 

Some of the most exciting progress has been 
in biofuels. Current work focuses on grasses, 
trees and algae. Using food crops to produce 
ethanol was an obvious mistake. But it was 
good for the farmers. There are quite afew 
companies working in this area and they are 
receiving funding from chemical and oil com-
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panies.  I believe we will see 
tangible results from the bio-
fuel arena soon. 

There are also major ad-
vances being made in wind 
power. Wind now provides 
only 1% of America’s electric-
ity. It is projected to provide 
as much as 15% by 2020.  

Current technology has the 
cost of windmill generated 
electricity down to 8 cents a 
kwh (kilowatt hour). The gold 
standard for energy cost is the 
5 cent a kwh for coal. How-
ever, if coal energy generation 
was required to capture and 
store carbon (CCS—carbon 
capture and storage) to reduce 
the pollution of coal-fired 
plants, the cost rises to 8 cents.   

T. Boone Pickens has an-
nounced a deal with GE to 
build a one-gigawatt wind 
farm in Texas at a cost of $2 
billion. A lifelong oil-man, 
Pickens is not one to throw 
away money. I am confident 
that he is in this to make 
money.  

How about solar energy? 
It is still relatively expensive. 
As of 2005 a kwh of photo-
voltaic energy cost 20 cents. 
But the cost is falling. An in-
teresting new technology is 
thin-film photovoltaics. I am 
not going to explain it any 
more than it is a thin solar 
panel. Remember those ugly 
solar panels on rooftops? 
Well, the thin-film solar sheets 
may soon be available that can 
be used as the roofing mate-
rial. Wouldn’t it be cool if 

your roof generated the energy 
for your home?    

Geothermal has potential. 
This is where you dig two 
holes deep into the earth, put 
water down one, let the earth’s 
heat boil the water and have it 
come back up the other hole as 
steam to turn a turbine. It is 
neat, clean and always on. The 
only problem is that the tech-
nology is about 15 years off.  

Batteries have come a long 
way, but still have far to go. If 
we are to have efficient, long-
distant electric cars, we will 
need batteries the are light 
enough to go in a car and that 
have quick charge and slow 
discharge capabilities. The 
automobile industry is leading 
the way in battery develop-
ment. Look for major advances 
in the near future. 

Finally, there is nuclear 
power. The Greens (not the 
vegetable) of my generation 
feared that nuclear power 
would kill us all. First was 
Three Mile Island. Then came 
Chernobyl. Nobody wanted 
(or wants now) spent fuel bur-
ied in their backyard for the 
next million or so years.  As a 
result, we have not started a 
new nuclear plant in thirty 
years. Even so, the 104 nuclear 
reactors we have in the US 
generate 20% of our electricity 
needs. 

Still, nuclear power is 
cheap. The Electric Power Re-
search Institute puts the cost of 
nuclear electricity at 6.5 cents a 
kwh. That is less than the cost 

of coal if you add the cost of 
CCS (carbon capture and stor-
age).   

John McCain has called for 
the construction of 45 new nu-
clear reactors by 2030. Even 
Patrick Moore, one of the foun-
ders of Greenpeace, has be-
come a proponent of nuclear 
energy. 

So, don’t despair the rise in 
oil prices. In the long run it will 
help free us from the oil barons 
of the Middle East, Nigeria, 
Venezuela, and elsewhere.  

Tell your children (or their 
children) to join the battle by 
growing up to be nuclear 
physicists, geothermal engi-
neers, biotech engineers and 
scientists of all sorts. We need 
them to save the world for 
themselves and their children. 

Right now, we do not have 
as great a need for cowboys.    

    
 
 
 

 

 


