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Hansen: Wind carries cynicism away in Newton

BY MARC HANSEN • MAHANSEN@DMREG.COM • APRIL 23, 2009

Newton, Ia. - On a sunny, blustery Earth Day 2009, this town on the mend seemed like a perfect place to fly

the flag for wind energy.

It was the wrong place for cynics, at least for a few hours. Even the Republicans standing across the street

from Trinity Structural Towers, waiting for Barack Obama to drop from the sky and ride past in his motorcade,

were excited to see the president of the United States.

A few protesters held anti-abortion signs and photographs, but the mood was upbeat. Nobody said a word

about socialism or deficits or tax relief.

You needed an invitation to get inside the

wind-tower plant, watch Obama tour the facility

and listen to what he had to say.

The people on the roadside had no invitations.

They parked a quarter-mile away and were told to

move no closer than 30 feet from the street.

Evelyn George sat in the grass, a super-size set of

binoculars at her side, and read a book as she

waited for the president.

"This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity," she said.

"What are the chances of this happening? The

president coming to Newton, of all places, on Earth

Day."

George was a Maytag casualty. She and her

family lived in Newton for 21 years. When her marketing job disappeared, they moved to Coralville. Two and

a half years later, another job brought them back.

"I was ready to knock on the door," she said, "and ask the people if we could have our house back."

When I asked whether she voted for Obama, George smiled and said it was a historic day for Newton and

she didn't want to miss it.

She almost did. We all almost did. The helicopters landed, the cars drove by, the president waved.

A man wearing Hawkeye attire yelled into his cell phone: "Dadgum, he waved and I didn't get a picture."

Schoolteacher Cara Schwanz from Newton showed up with her fifth-grade son, who had just come from the

orthodontist.

"I'm a Republican," she said, "but I always support the president, whoever it is."

Newton was sounding more and more like an all-American city.

Al Hansen, 83, a retired farmer and World War II vet from Kellogg, was there with his daughter. He watched

the show from a lawn chair.

"It's something nobody can take away from you," he said.

Hundreds of people who want to be president come through often enough. But how often does the real thing

Marc Hansen

Arturo Fernandez/The Register

Chet Guinn, left, of Des Moines and Vernon Naffier of Ankeny,
members of the Progressive Coalition of Central Iowa, stand
Wednesday at Fleur Drive and Southwest McKinley Avenue on Des
Moines' south side to celebrate Earth Day and welcome President
Barack Obama.
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show up in your little town?

Harry Truman, as more than a few Newtonians pointed out Wednesday, was the last sitting president to make

an appearance.

Jane Morrison, 81, a former Maytag employee who went from the mailroom to senior auditor in her "42.6

years" at the company, saw Truman on the back of a train during a whistle-stop in Grinnell. And she'll never

forget it.

"I was a Republican at the time," she said. "I'm such a liberal old lady anymore, though, and I like Obama.

We'll see what change he means. It's early, but I'm willing to wait and see and hope."

I'm not saying the cynicism isn't out there. You hear it daily.

On the morning Obama came to Iowa, a commentator from the "libertarian" Cato Institute was on "liberal"

public radio talking about the president's plan to cut $100 million from the budget in the next 90 days.

Sounds like a lot of money, right? Not according to the commentator, who called it a drop in the red sea of

Obama's $3.5 trillion budget.

If that wasn't enough to make a listener run his car off the road, the commentator reminded everyone a billion

is a thousand million, and a trillion is a thousand billion.

It's a tough job ahead. Talking about becoming energy independent is one thing. Becoming energy

independent is another.

In May 2001, the folks at an Iowa Energy Center facility in Nevada were just as thrilled to see the last new

president. George W. Bush popped into town with a 163-page plan that featured tax credits for entrepreneurs

producing biomass-based fuel, which was supposed to be the new petroleum.

People were almost giddy. What isn't to like about burning cornstalks and other farm waste to produce

energy? The plan featured broad changes and sweeping proposals.

But then things happened or didn't happen, the excitement died down and we're on to the next great Iowa

thing - harnessing the power of the wind.

It's early yet. We'll see what happens.
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