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Fort Stockton, TX -  It is a long drive through some remarkable terrain along the 555 miles of I-10 from El Paso to San Antonio here in West Texas.  Because there are few major cities along the route, some may consider the drive boring.  What possible use could this barren land possibly have?  One can almost hear children in the back of each car whining the usual refrain, “How much longer??”

U.S. Border Patrol agents have permanent checkpoints along the route. Here all vehicles must stop for inspection.  Although the major purpose of the inspection of cars, trucks, and busses is to detain illegal immigrants (presumably from the nearby Mexican border), it seems that all types of contraband are intercepted.  When it was our turn to stop for inspection, I asked the agent how he ever expected to find anything illegal when the inspection station was in a permanent location, easily known to all smugglers of both human and other goods.  He laughed, and said, “You would be surprised.  We find at least 5 instances of personal use drugs in vehicles every shift.  See that bus over there?  Our dog has found something in the luggage bin.”  Sure enough, the drug dog was going wacko over someone’s suitcase.  Bottom line:  be careful what you are carrying across these southern interstates.  You may just make some border agent’s day.  
Throughout the drive, there are incredibly beautiful vistas with mesas stretching for tens of miles.  It was as if a creator had taken a broad brush to create a spectacular impressionist painting using mountains and desert.  Occasionally herds of sheep or cattle would appear, but for the most part, there was total isolation.

As we continued east, on the north side of I-10 in the middle of nowhere, we saw a huge wind farm.  There were hundreds of wind turbines lining the tops of mesas.  Unfortunately, there was little wind, and none of the turbine blades were moving.  It took perhaps 20 minutes to pass this region at 75 mph – it was a massive project.  There was no signage indicating ownership, but the presumption must be that this is the type of project now associated with the Texas billionaire, T. Boone Pickens.  
For the past year, Pickens has run a series of television ads promoting his vision of eliminating America’s dependence on foreign oil for our energy needs.  His ideas, conveniently named The Pickens Plan, calls for a massive U.S. investment in wind turbines to produce up to 20% of America’s electricity needs while shifting the natural gas we now use to produce electricity to propelling vehicles currently using gasoline from foreign oil.  He argues that such a shift will create large numbers of jobs manufacturing and installing the wind turbines, will force us to upgrade our national electric distribution grid, and will allow us to gain time to develop true electric, or hydrogen-powered, vehicles.   If you are interested, you can find the details of his plan at www.pickensplan.com .  
Although I share Pickens disillusionment with our foolish dependence on foreign oil and the resulting outflow of American wealth to overseas oil producers, one only had to look out the window at those very still turbines to understand that there is no simple, sole-source solution to our national energy needs.  Obviously an entrepreneur such as Pickens who has made billions from natural gas is entitled to push his product, but any real domestic solution must draw energy from a variety of sources, including wind, solar, geothermal, tidal, and nuclear.  It is not possible to store electrical energy in significantly large quantities.  Batteries run down quickly.  Basically, electricity is used AS it is made.  So when the wind does not blow to turn the turbines to produce electricity, our needs are unfilled, unless we have other sources feeding the grid which are not dependent on continuous wind, continuous sunlight, or whatever the natural driving force may be.  
If one is driving an electric vehicle across I-10 here in these remote areas of Texas, there have to be electric charging stations or battery replacement shops at regular intervals with reliable sources of electricity 24 hours a day.  Gas stations perform that function now for our current vehicles.   Presumably, under the Pickens Plan, those stations would initially become natural gas charging outlets, and eventually electric supply stations or hydrogen gas suppliers.  It will be interesting to see how fueling along I-10 changes in the next 20 years.
I applaud Mr. Pickens for at least attempting, with his own money, to establish a dialogue on this key topic.  It is possibly more important to our national security and economic well-being than any other current issue facing Americans today.
I thought you might like to know.
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