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! Westergaard, Jerry.  True Tales of the Atom. Master of Fine Arts (Radio, 

Television and Film), August 2011, 49 pp, references, 24 titles.

! True Tales of the Atom documents the creative process in the making of the film 

of the same name. It describes the intent and result of each step in the filmmaking 

process, including esthetic, budget and technical decisions.  How the inclusion of 

animation increased the complexity and technical demands on the postproduction.It 

shows the problems encountered and overcome working on a production alone.  Finally, 

it details the successful completion primarily due to extensive preplanning. The film on 

which the paper is based is a non-traditional look at several little-known aspects of 

civilian nuclear power, with a look at the media that could have helped to shape current 

attitudes in the United States about the technology.
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PROSPECTUS

! This section was written in March 2010, before the production phase of True 

Tales of the Atom.  This is the original proposal submitted and approved by the thesis 

committee.  The proposal has been left unchanged to show the process of making this 

documentary.

Short Description

! As the Bob Dylan song says, “Times they are a changing.”  Nowhere is this more 

evident than in the area of nuclear power.  Growing from its inception in the 1950s until 

the 1970ʼs, the industry flourished. Then,  the Three Mile Island Unit 2 failure, in 

combined with the film The China Syndrome (1979) generated an upheaval of public 

sentiment against the technology (Weimberg, p. 1).   The Chernobyl accident in Ukraine 

during the mid 1980s added the final coffin nail to nuclear power.  These events marked 

the end of the growth of nuclear power.

! Flash forward 30 years. Energy prices are climbing, increasing domestic use 

along with developing nations line China and India are demanding more and more fossil 

fuels.  The global issue of climate change points to a man-made increase in carbon 

emissions. With improvements in nuclear technology and the increase in nuclear 

construction outside the United States, many people are taking a second look at nuclear 

power.

! True Tales of the Atom is a multi-faceted examination of nuclear power, with a 

brief primer on the technical process and issues, unusual stories and individuals in the 
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nuclear industry, and a look at how the media (film and TV) portray the technology, and 

how that can color the perception of viewers regarding this technology.

! The film will be made in the visual style of an old 1950s style comic book, with 

panels drawn to illustrate the more unusual stories highlighted in the film.  Some of 

these stories include:

! The Tale of the Radioactive Boy Scout - a cautionary tale of a young boy and his 

! ! nuclear reactor

! Portable Nuclear Reactors - Hyperion Power Generation, Inc

! The Atomic Tourist - National Historic Nuclear Sites

! The Ford Nucleon - The atomic car

! These short stories will serve as transitions to the more relevant information in 

the film, which concentrates on basic information about nuclear power generation.  

Some of the questions this film answers include:

! How do reactors work?

! What are the main safety concerns?

! Why is nuclear power important?

! How has the industry changed since Three Mile Island?

The stories will be connected by subjective threads, interspersed with technical 

information, unusual facts and myth vs. fact to help unify the entire structure.  Much of 

the film will consists of interviews with nuclear scientists, museum curators, and 

business owners. Animation and archival film footage will be incorporated to help 

illustrate various portions of the film.
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! With the combined crises of global climate change and the worldʼs addiction to 

fossil fuels, this film provides a unique way of giving the public important information in 

an interesting way.  Nuclear power has its hazards and its benefits. This film tries to 

describe them both in both a technical and cultural sense.

Purpose

! The primary inherent purpose of True Tales of the Atom is to re-examine the 

nuclear power industry and the way the media portrays the industry and the entire 

technology.  Unlike other sources of electricity,  atomic energy has left a significant 

cultural impression upon this country in particular.  This is evident in print, video, and 

film from the 1930s to today.  Much of the visual content of the film reflects this concept.  

Combined with the fact atomic energy is also used to create weapons of mass 

destruction, it is easy to understand the love/hate relationship society has with the 

technology.

! Like many other industries, nuclear power also has its share of visionaries, men 

and women who want to make the atom a source of a safe, small-scale power 

generating for small communities, to creation of an atomic car, or placing a nuclear 

reactor on the moon.  But nuclear power also has a different, unusual side.   

! One example is the “Tale of the Radioactive Boy Scout.” A 15-year old in 

Michigan was earning his merit badge in nuclear power, and became so involved he 

created a breeder reactor in a shed in his motherʼs back yard.  Another is the fact that 

there are “nuclear groupies” that make yearly treks to various nuclear sites across the 

country.  Yet, since Three Mile Island in the 70ʼs, and Chernobyl in the 80ʼs, an entire 
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generation of young adults have little or no direct knowledge about nuclear power 

generation.  This film provides these viewers with a basic understanding of the issues 

involved .  True Tales of the Atom is a film designed to invoke discussion about atomic 

energy in an entertaining way, but to also let the audience consider at the way we as a 

country look at nuclear power from different perspectives.

Intended Audience

! True Tales of the Atom is intended primarily for people interested in the problems 

of climate change and energy independence.  Aside from the primary audience, the film 

will also be of interest to academics in the social sciences for the examination of the 

media representations of the technology, (and their possible impact upon the 

perceptions of the viewer).  Previous technical knowledge of nuclear power is not a 

requirement, since basic information of the nuclear process and radiation will be 

explained in the film.  Because of the tone of the film, much of the material will be easily 

understood by school age children.

Feasibility

! The majority of the filming will take place in the July-August 2010 timeframe, and 

consist of one cross-country trip visiting various places and people. The summer is 

preferred because several sites that are important to the film are only open to visitors 

during the summer.  Because of the relatively large number of places that could be 

visited, the most effective method of travel would be by automobile, and by a scheduled 
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itinerary.  Some of the places to visit include the Trinity site of the first bomb explosion in 

Nevada, and the EBR-1 test site near Arco, Idaho.

! The crew for this project will consist of no more than three individuals.  A single 

camera will be sufficient, as a laptop and external drive will be used to review and 

catalog daily shots.  In addition, because of the length of the production, one day a 

week is planned for non-production rest.

Summary of Research

 Anybody taking a realistic view of our countryʼs energy requirements 
knows nuclear has to be a big part of the global warming equation. 
These environmental groups are not doing that.
! ! ! ! ! ! Patrick Moore
! ! ! ! ! ! Greenpeace Co-founder
! ! ! ! ! !

Media Perspective

! With a field as vast as nuclear power, one has to narrow down the areas which 

are to be examined. This film will concentrate on: media representation, technical issues 

and improvements, failed ideas in nuclear energy, and environmental rethinking. Media 

representation includes how the technology is displayed on television and film.  From 

50ʼs era horror films like THEM! (1954) and Gojira (1954), showing fictitious 

repercussions of radioactive fallout to Dr. Strangelove (1964), Crimson Tide (1995), 

finally to films like The China Syndrome (1979) and Silkwood (1983) which helped stop 

construction of nuclear power plants in the United States, the film industry has used 

nuclear power for its own purposes.!   

! Television also has a certain amount of culpability. Series like 24 help fuel the 

fear of nuclear power being a terrorist target, or weapon of mass destruction.  Animated 
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series like The Simpsons has dimwit dad Homer as the safety officer of the townʼs 

nuclear power plant, and throwing away radioactive fuel in the opening credits. While 

this makes for compelling drama, and humor, it also can also exaggerate the real threat, 

and promote a fear of the technology.  

! Even the nightly news plays a role in this projection of fear.  Just a mention of 

“dangerous radiation” can be enough to generate serious discussion of evacuation 

(Meltdown at Three Mile Island (2008)).  No civilian has died from direct exposure to 

nuclear radiation in the United States, and the symptoms of radiation sickness are both 

pronounced and unmistakable.  People tend to forget that all of us in this country are 

living longer specifically due to the advances in nuclear medicine; both in imaging/

diagnosis and in treatment for a number of diseases, including cancer.

The nuclear industry is far from perfect, but thereʼs nothing that can 
happen to a nuclear plant, or even a whole bunch of them, that can ever 
come close to the harm thatʼs already been caused and will continue to 
be caused by burning fossil fuels.

! ! ! ! ! ! ! D. Richard Anderson,
! ! ! ! ! ! ! Nuclear Risk Assessment 
! ! ! ! ! ! !

Issues of Reality vs Myth 

! People generally do not realize that nuclear power is by far the cleanest, safest 

and most reliable form of energy production, despite what many environmental groups 

have promulgated.   Now, some of these are changing their idea of nuclear power 

generation, among them Patrick Moore, one of the founders of Greenpeace. Both the 

Environmental Defense Fund and the Wildlife Habitat Council, both previously anti-

nuclear,  believe nuclear power should now be examined as a possible solution (Lovely, 

p. 1).
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! Some of the major issues surrounding nuclear power are management of spent 

fuel and low-level contamination, and the issue of security from terrorists.  Serious 

consideration is being made to change the law to allow much of the spent nuclear fuel 

to be recycled and processed back into usable reactor fuel; a process which is also 

being used to dismantle old nuclear weapons and have their nuclear cores of Uranium 

and Plutonium be re-processed into reactor fuel; a true example of turning “swords into 

plowshares” (Cravens, p. 7). On the other hand, the issue of rogue nations using 

nuclear technology for weapon proliferation should also be noted as a serious problem.

Style and Approach

! The style of True Tales of the Atom is much like a 50ʼs style comic book, similar 

to the Marvel comic Strange Tales (1951 - 1968) which was an anthology of related 

science fiction short stories.  Much of the film is based on unusual or lesser known 

items like the Radioactive Boy Scout and the Nuclear Chemistry Sets.  The major 

sections will be “Radiation and You,” “Nuclear Fission 101,”  and “Nuclear Power and 

the Environment.”  Other subjects covered include portrayal of nuclear power in the 

mainstream media, past ideas of nuclear technology, and future modular reactors.

! While much of the information will require an expositonal style, as defined by 

Nichols in Introduction to Documentary, page 105; in actuality there will be variations in 

the way the information is presented.  Parts of the information will be  by animation, or 

text pages with short, pithy facts.  Each section will have a narrative open which will 

help bridge each major part; while letting the interview subjects and their environments 

tell their own stories.
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! The visual style of the film is a cross between Michael Moore with some narration 

to help link the sections together, and Bill Nye the Science Guy with some technical 

animation to help explain the nuclear processes. Thus, the film will be a kind of nuclear 

anthology with the individual sections mentioned above connected to create a 

continuous thread of a story with different visual styles. As an example, when talking 

about radiation a clip from the THEM!  which mentions that radiation must have 

accelerated the antsʼ growth. This approach will provide an interesting visual while 

providing meaningful information.  

Treatment

! The film opens with a montage of images, pictures like nuclear protests, clips 

from civil defense films on “duck & cover,” Jane Fonda looking fearful in a control room, 

Godzilla crushing Tokyo, giant ants, Cuban missile photos, Homer Simpson at his desk, 

Chernobyl, Modern power plants, and ends with Slim Pickins riding the bomb down 

yelling “Yahoo.”

! Cherokee Peak comes into view.  A voice says that because America was the 

developer of nuclear energy for both aggressive and peaceful purposes, the people of 

America have a love/hate relationship with the technology.  This film will look at the 

technology and its impact upon us all, as well as the people behind nuclear power and 

some of the ways the media present the technology.

! A cartoon appears showing how nuclear power first seen in the atomic bomb can 

be used for peaceful purposes to generate electricity.  Interview with Dr William Miller, 

an engineering professor at University of Missouri at the Nuclear Science and 
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Engineering Institute, about the excitement of nuclear engineering in the 1950s where 

they up with all sorts of ideas for a nuclear-powered future.

! Detroit, Michigan - The Ford Automotive Museum:  The curator talks about the 

concept of the Ford Nucleon, an atomic-powered automobile. A quarter-scale mockup is 

seen with the reactor compartment in the back.  The curator mentions that the car could 

not have worked due to the immense amount of shielding needed to protect the 

occupants.

! The audience sees a freeway filled with automobiles. The scientist says that with 

nuclear generation of electricity, all electric cars could be considered nuclear powered. 

without the hazards of radiation.  The same could be said of high-speed electric trains.  

A slide appears which says “Cigarette smoking is the most common form of public 

exposure to radiation.  A pack-and-a-half a day smoker gets as much as 8000 mrem 

biological damage to the lungs - the equivalent of 300 chest X-rays a year.  National 

Academy of Sciences.” 

! We talk to a scientist about radiation.  He explains that radiation is all around us, 

mostly from cosmic rays and the sun, but from other unlikely sources like granite and 

tobacco. He points out that three cross country flights will accumulate the same amount 

as a chest x-ray, because the higher altitude screens out fewer cosmic rays from space.  

People who work in Grand Central Station in New York city receive a higher annual 

dosage than workers at a nuclear power plant, due to the granite in the walls.  The 

segment ends with the “The Radioactive Boy Scout - A cautionary tale.”

! A storefront window in Laingsburg, Michigan appears; the sign in the window 

says “United Nuclear” - a store that sells nuclear isotopes and devices to perform 
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experiments at home or school. The owner explains what the store is all about and how 

nuclear energy has fascinated people since the 1950s with chemistry sets from 

Chemcraft and the Gilbert Company, makers of the Erector set.

! A scientist talks about the fact that 24 thousand people die every year from 

pollution from coal power plants; and that climate change due to pollution will affect 

everyone on this planet.  Nuclear power, like all forms of power generation, has its 

drawback and advantages.  The problems with the technology can be solved, and while 

the benefits to the climate may take decades, the lives saved could start almost 

immediately.  The film then ends with a segment of the animated film “A is for Atom” that 

announces nuclear power is the giant providing clean safe power to the world.!

Financing Possibilities 

! In order for True Tales of the Atom to garner funding, a 501 (c) (3) umbrella 

status should be obtained. Among the potential organizations who could help with 

fundraising include:

AUSTIN FILM SOCIETY
1901 East 51 Street, 
Austin, TX 78723 
512.322.0145  
 afs@austinfilm.org
Texas Filmmakerʼs Production Fund
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American Nuclear Society
Executive Director John (jack) M. Tuohy, Jr.
555 North Kensington Avenue
La Grange Park, Illinois 60526
U.S.A.
800-323-3044
708-352-6611

Nuclear Science and Engineering Institute
E2433 Lafferre Hall, 
University of Missouri,
Columbia, MO 65211 
(573) 882-8201

Nuclear Energy Institute
Steve Kerekes, Senior Director, Media Relations
1776 I Street NW, Suite 400
Washington, DC 20006-3708
P: 202.739.8073
F: 202.785.4019

U.S. Department of Energy
PA-20/Forrestal Building
1000 Independence Ave., SW.
Washington, DC 20585
202-586-4940
http://www.energy.gov/contact/media.htm

Distribution Possibilities

Film Festivals

Colorado Environmental Film Festival
(November)
Colorado Alliance for Environmental Education
(303) 273-9527
www.ceff.net
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Dallas Video Festival
(November)
James Watkins, Managing Director
4329 Belmont Ave
Dallas, TX 75204
217.428.8700

Gulf Coast Film & Video Festival
(September)
P.O. Box 580316
Houston, TX 77258-0316
281.333.5804
www.gulfcoastfilmfest.com

Green Film Festival in Seoul
(May)
A/2F Dongyang Bldg.
34-7, Jeong-dong, Jung-gu
Seoul Seoul 100-120
South Korea
Phone: 82 2 2011 4351 
Fax: 82 2 725 4840
gffis@yahoo.com
http://en.gffis.org/

Hot Springs Documentary Film Festival
(October)
819 Central Avenue
Hot Springs National Park AR 71901
U S A
Phone: 501-321-4747
Fax: 501-321-0211
hsdfi@hsdfi.org
http://www.hsdfi.org

Illinois International Film Festival
(October)
134 N.Cass Ave
Suite A
Westmont, Il 60559
Fax: 630-968-2513
www.illinoisinternationalfilmfestival.com
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Lone Star International Film Festival
(November)
2501 Forest Park Blvd.
Suite 2
Fort Worth TX 76110
U S A
Phone: 817-924-6000
Fax: 817-924-6001
info@lonestarfilmsociety.com
http://www.lsiff.com

Planet in Focus International Film and Video Festival
(October)
55 Mill Street, The Distillery District
Case Goods Warehouse
Building 74, Studio 402
Toronto ON M5A 3C4
Canada
Phone: 416 531 1769
Fax: 416 531 8985
submissions@planetinfocus.org
http://www.planetinfocus.org

Seattle International Film Festival
(May)
400 9th Ave N
Seattle WA 98109
U S A
Phone: 206-464-5830
Fax: 206-264-7919
info@siff.net
http://www.siff.net

San Francisco Documentary Festival
(October)
530 Divisadero #183
San Francisco CA 94117
U S A
Phone: 415.820.3907
info@sfindie.com
http://www.sfindie.com
!
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Yosemite International Film Festival
(April)
4660 Natomas Blvd
Suite 120-68
Sacramento CA 95835
U S A
Phone: (502) 719-6706
info@yosemitefilmfestival.com
http://www.yosemitefilmfestival.com
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RECONCEPTUALIZATION BEFORE PRODUCTION

! This project was born when my original thesis project was cancelled due to 

circumstances beyond my control.  While this film would be an extremely difficult 

proposition for most filmmakers, as a reactor operator in the US Navy and a nuclear 

engineering technician working for the Department of the Navy, I have a unique 

understanding of the basic subject matter.  Current security requirements do not allow 

me to discuss the military uses of nuclear power, so I must confine my current area of 

examination to civilian uses of the technology.  While this could be considered a 

complication, it did enable me to help determine what stories and issues would be most 

pertinent to the subject of the film.

! I realized that there were several concepts that could pose difficulty in the 

completion of this film.  First, several of the main issues posed in the film had little or no 

visual evidence to support the technical expert interviews; and second, all of the 

subjects available for interview were spread out over the Midwest and Western United 

States.  

! Visual supporting evidence can either be recorded or created.  For the vast 

majority of documentaries this is recorded evidence. In my project, much of it is 

computer animation. Because of the high time and computational requirements, 

preproduction is essential for incorporation during post production.  Prior to the 

production phase I did generate several animated elements, such as the film title.

! Because of the distance separating each of my interview subjects, the most 

practical method of reaching each locale was by using my own automobile  and driving 

to each location.  My original calculations were set to be approximately 4400 miles, to 
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be accomplished in a little over two weeks, or an average of 450 miles a day.   All this 

travel was to be accomplished at the end of July and the beginning of August, the peak 

vacation season.  Because of the trip length and time of year, several other people who 

had wanted to help could not, so I  would have to complete the production phase of the 

project alone.

! While the undertaking of such a journey alone could be considered a difficulty, it 

can also be considered to have significant advantages.  Traveling alone allows 

substantial flexibility in schedule changes, and the reduction in cost for lodging and 

meals from two to one helped to keep the budget down.

! Some of the major drawbacks to doing a project like this solo also need to be 

addressed.  The most obvious issue is that the need to be self-reliant, to be able to 

address issues with minimum external help.  The problem of trip fatigue also comes in 

play.  Two weeks on the road alone, hauling all the equipment and personal gear in and 

out of the automobile everyday, is a tremendous burden. This is a major reason I had a 

policy to travel no more than 400-500 miles a day, even when there was ample daylight 

left.  Working alone also means there is never a “second set of eyes” to double-check 

camera and audio setup for shoots.  This was driven home by having to do the re-shoot 

of the first interview to to incorrect focus.
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THE INTEGRATION OF THEORY AND PRODUCTION

Theories and Rationales for Use

! As described in a single sentence, True Tales of the Atom is a film describing 

some lesser-known nuclear areas and media examples that explain why people see 

nuclear power is such a skewed way.  Theoretically this would be considered as an 

expository documentary because of the factual information presented, and in part poetic 

because of the viewer interpretation of the film and media clips.

Documentary Style

! With the release of Nanook of the North (1922), much has been said of re-

enactment in documentary, that it defeats the “truth” of the documentary while others 

believe it records the ethnographic history of a vanishing culture.  True Tales of the 

Atom takes a slightly different tact - using animation not as a replacement for real visual 

evidence, but as a graphic illustration of some concepts brought out by the filmʼs 

subjects.  This is very similar to many television-style documentaries produced on 

Discovery Channel, the History Channel, and the BBC.  It is done primarily because to 

film similar footage would be expensive and or impractical.  This type of visual evidence 

has also been used in expository/poetic documentaries, such as The River (1937) that 

uses Disney animators to create a moving diagram of the Mississippi River and helps 

explain the importance of the Mississippi River delta on the United States, and argues 

for the creation of the Tennessee Valley Authority.

! Since this is primarily an expository film, True Tales of the Atom does have topic 

experts that try to explain certain concepts such as the importance of nuclear power, 

radiation  and science education must be simply told by experts in their respective 
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fields.  While this method can be dry for the intended audience, additional elements 

which include topical facts of a surprising nature add to the informational value of this 

film.  While elements such as these may not be considered “pure” documentary 

because of the lack of visual evidence, I believe that some facts are so astounding that 

little or no visuals are needed to engage the viewer.

! While the expository form has been around since the Grierson era,  it is one that 

still holds tremendous value in imparting information to an audience.  The trick is not to 

let it become another boring didactic text.  This is a generation of low attention spans, 

so how much can a viewer learn if the message is so dull no one wants to watch?  To 

paraphrase one of the interview subjects in the film,  “It has to be flashy, basically we 

have to compete with things like video games.”  The addition of different elements like 

the “Fun Facts” provides breathing space for the viewer, yet engages them in a different 

and surprising way.

! True Tales of the Atom uses archival and government films as examples of how 

people thought in respective eras about nuclear power.  Films like these are used as 

“memory triggers” that will allow viewers from those eras to remember, while giving 

younger generations a view into how their parents and grandparents could have seen 

the technology.  This may not be immediately apparent to the casual viewer, but is 

visibly pointed out in the opening sequence  prior to the film title, in that the animation is 

an old-fashioned living room with a non-descript television with a rabbit-ear antenna, 

showing film and television images concerning nuclear power.  
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The Expository Documentary

! The task of narration plays a different role in this film than in most expository 

films.  This form of voice-over is similar to that used by the director Pare Lorentz, in that 

the narration does not provide direct information to the viewer (Keil, p. 122); it instead 

gives the viewer a glimpse into the directorʼs thought process and tries to give the “why” 

of the film.  The narration helps to set the perspective and tone of the film in the 

beginning and gives the viewer pause to think at the end.

! The interview subjects all have expertise and insight into different areas of the 

nuclear power question, and show the viewer a different side of the nuclear issue.  This 

includes education about atomic energy, nuclear tourism, and new ideas in nuclear 

plant design.  This film can be described in this way, “[T]he  filmmaker was always an  

active participant-witness and an active fabricator of meaning, a producer of cinematic 

discourse...” (Nichols, p. 18) , which eschews overt narration or in most cases the direct 

expression of information to the viewer.  Exposition works in this film primarily due to the 

subject matter, nuclear power, and is looked upon with conflicting issues of fear in the 

process, and fear of climate change if we avoid the technology.
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PRODUCTION

 Overview

! The main production phase of True Tales of the Atom took place over the last two 

weeks of July through the first week of August, 2010.   This time of the year was 

important, because of the long distance driving, weather delays would have had a 

negative impact on the shooting schedule.  In addition, one of the locations for shooting 

is only open from Memorial Day to Labor Day each year.

Schedule

! This was initially planned to be accomplished in one large road trip. The planned 

shooting locations were:

1.  The Nuclear Engineering Department of the University of Missouri at 

Columbia.

2.   The location of United Nuclear Scientific in Laingsburg, Michigan.

3.   Idaho Falls, Idaho at the regional headquarters for the 

Idaho National Laboratory.

4.  Arco, Idaho - The location in the Idaho desert nearest the 

EBR-1 tourist site.

5.  Denver, Colorado - The main offices of Hyperion Power 

Generation.

This was to be accomplished by myself and a second assistant.  However, because of 

scheduling difficulties, I had to travel alone, and work solo.  

! The first interview was on July 26th, with Dr. William Miller at the University of 

Missouri - Columbia.  A nuclear engineer and professor, he is on the staff of the Nuclear 
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Science and Engineering Institute, a non-profit education organization; as well as a 

spokesman for the Nuclear Engineering Institute, an advocacy group for the nuclear 

industry.  

! The second interview was done on July 29th at the United Nuclear Scientific 

storefront in Laingsburg, Michigan. Bob Lazar is the CEO of the company and could 

discuss nuclear power in education.  Nuclear Physics and other “hard sciences” are not 

pushed the same way they were in decades past.  He also rightly points out that any 

decision about energy sources should come from education about the issues with each 

technology.

! The next interview took me to Idaho Falls, Idaho, on August 2nd; where I had two 

different shoots: first, at the EBR-1 site within the Idaho National Laboratory, and 

second, at the Department of Energy building in Idaho Falls where Don Miley, the INL 

tours director is located.  His interview provided a large quantity of unique and useful 

information about the early days of nuclear power, and how the site has become a 

popular attraction for passers-by.

! The final planned interview was done on August 5th, in Denver.  This is where 

the main headquarters of Hyperion Power Generation is located. I managed to talk to 

the CEO, Jim “Grizz” Deal about bringing a new type of nuclear power plant into being. 

He explained that it is basically a pre-built transportable, low maintenance power 

generation plant capable of being quickly constructed in remote regions of the world.

! During the trip I had the opportunity to review the footage taken each day on my 

laptop computer.  It was then that I discovered some of the shots in my first interview 

had gone out of focus.  Understanding the importance of Dr. Millerʼs information, I 
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contacted him and we agreed to do a re-shoot of the interview.  This occurred on August 

12th, at his university campus office. The total distance travelled was 6209 miles, and 

16 days on the road.

Crew

! For the production phase of this film, I was the sole participant and crew member. 

This meant that I performed all the duties of the cameraman, audio technician and 

lighting.  Because of the technical nature of the subject matter , some background on 

my experience in the field is in order.  While serving in the United States Navy, I 

performed the duties of a Nuclear Reactor Operator on board several U.S. submarines, 

and also served as an instructor in advanced troubleshooting and repair school.  Upon 

my honorable discharge, I began employment with the Department of the Navy as a 

Nuclear Engineering Technician at a U.S. Navy shipyard, where I worked on writing 

work documents for overhaul of Naval Nuclear Power Plants, and provided technical 

expertise for troubleshooting reactor systems. While national security requirements 

preclude me from using any information obtained during my term of service, it does give 

me a good background from which to look at the issue.

!

Equipment

! Because my filming schedule was during the summer, I was not enrolled in 

Thesis, and therefore not allowed to checkout any equipment from the school.  During 

the previous spring, I invested in a Panasonic AG-HMC 150 HD camcorder.  Audio was 

provided by a cabled Sony lavaliere mic and an Audio Technica shotgun mounted on 
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the camera.  Additional lighting consisted of two 125 w clamp lights with aluminum 

scoops with 100w flood light bulbs installed.  This was to be used as fill light if needed.

! After my production experience with the Panasonic AG-HVX 200a during my 

second-year film, I realized early on I needed to develop a consistent and reliable work 

flow to get the footage from the camera to the computer/storage as simply as possible. 

Because the HMC-150 shoots AVCHD, which is a compressed codec that uses 

standard SDHC memory cards.  I had the advantage of long shoot times and relatively 

inexpensive storage.  This meant I could keep the used SDHC cards after computer 

ingest as a backup master, and didnʼt have to rely on a single computer hard drive copy. 

In addition, because the camera had no Mini-DV tape deck, the overall weight was 

under four pounds with the battery attached.  The need to completely unload the car 

each evening meant that lighter was better, especially when occupying an upper-floor 

room.

! Working with the HVX 200a also highlighted to me the importance of 

understanding the capabilities of your equipment.  Technology moves swiftly, and 

cameras tend to become more and more complex.  The difficulties of setting up the 200 

in the field drove home that a filmmaker has to take much more time to get the feel of 

the equipment and find out which setting work best for a given situation.

! The computer used during production was a 13” MacBook Pro, with 4Gb ram and 

a 320Gb HD, along with a 750 Gb external Firewire 800 drive for storage.  This system, 

along with Final Cut Pro 7, allowed me to view and ingest all of the footage shot that 

day into the external drive, creating usable backup transcoded files ready for editing.
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! The vehicle used for the trip was my personal vehicle, a 1993 Chevrolet Caprice 

Classic; a large sedan with a very large V8 motor.  I had installed new tires and made 

sure everything was in proper working order.  On long trips like this, the room and 

comfort really helped those long stretches, especially between Michigan and Idaho.  

Because the car has an overdrive gear and such a hugh motor the gas milage turned 

out to be very good.

! One final item that came to be great value was the iPhone 4.  It provided trip 

navigation, communication, logistics and has a very good 5 megapixel camera which 

was put to use at both the EBR-1 site and at United Nuclear Scientific.  Want to find a 

Walmart in a strange town? The iPhone can do it. Need to book a room in another 

town? It can be done on an iPhone.  In those places that didnʼt have Wi-Fi, the 3G 

capability was very useful.

Budget

! A full budget for True Tales of the Atom is provided in Appendix A.  While the 

requirements of solo production are strenuous, they also give the filmmaker extra 

flexibility in trip scheduling and reduce cost for lodging and meals. Total gas cost was 

$611 with an average price of $2.59/gallon, giving an average miles per gallon of 26.4.
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POSTPRODUCTION

Schedule

! Postproduction was originally intended to start in the fall semester of 2010, but 

with increased work, teaching duties and course load the majority of post work did not 

begin until after the fall.  During the this time, I did review footage and make transcripts 

of the interviews shot during production, began planning the specific animations that 

would be required, and determine the “Fun Facts” that would be used to separate the 

topics.

! Christmas Break 2010 was the actual start of postproduction.  With much 

consideration, I realized that the computer animation would be the long leg of this 

project, especially the fly-in to the Hyperion remote power plant.  Because the school 

does not have the software needed to make 3D animations, I used my own, a program 

called Carrara 3D.  The software is inexpensive, fast, and has a large number of pre-

made objects for use in animation.  All of the animations in the film were made with this 

software, except the title animation, which was done with Lightwave 3DTM.

! Computer animation software is among some of the most complex made.  With 

the software a user must create virtual objects,  give them surfaces and textures, light 

them and then start to figure out how to move them, and have it look good while 

moving,  Not only is the software complex, but the computational requirements are also 

among the most strenuous for a consumer-level computer.  The first full length pass of a 

version of the fly-by took six days to complete the render, and that includes two other 

computers doing additional network rendering.  All this for a HD-resolution clip that was 

only 40 seconds long! It is easy to see why preplanning is important in animation. The 
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opening animated sequence took surprisingly little time considering the length and 

number of objects.  

! Music was supposed to be handled by a composer I brought on back in the 

spring of 2010, and we had discussed when postproduction was going to begin.  When I 

started postproduction, he had in effect become unavailable.  This led me to conclude 

he no longer wanted to participate on the project.  I had been giving a lot of thought as 

to the type and means of providing music that would fit. So I decided to create several 

tracks of music myself, using tools available in Appleʼs digital audio workstation, Logic.

! Actual editing of the interview footage started in February, 2010.  This was 

hampered somewhat by the very cold weather at the time that created rolling blackouts, 

so caution limited actual editing.  The film was shot and edited in 720/30p. While this 

does not provide that certain “film-like” quality that is prized by most digital filmmakers,  

it does allow for easer editing and music timing.  An added benefit from the format is 

that the rendered computer animations play smoother in 30 fps vice 24 fps.  

! A completed rough cut was done on March 18th, 2010, with a subsequent 

improved version on March 25th.  A number of changes were made, including the 

addition of narration at several points within the film, and an additional animation at the 

open of the film.  This required additional changes and an initial fine cut was completed 

on March 31st.  A completed version of the film, with all graphics, credits, music and 

sound mixing was done on April 10th.
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 Equipment

! The equipment used to perform post production work on True Tales of the Atom 

include  Final Cut ProTM editing software, along with the included MotionTM for motion 

tracking, stabilization, credits, and creation of lower thirds.  I used one 320 Gb Seagate 

portable drive for storage of raw H.264 footage, and two 750 Gb Western Digital 

CaviarTM Black drives for editing and backup.  Editing was done on a 27” Apple iMac 

with a quad core i5 processor, and 8 Gb of ram.  This provided a stable and fast 

workspace for editing. 

!  A Samsung 21” LED monitor was also added. This allowed placement of the 

editing bin window off of the main screen, giving a larger main work space, but more 

importantly, because of the way H.264 clips are named inside Panasonic cameras, Final 

Cut Pro has a bin list with “Clip #” as the clip names.  The extra monitor allows for the 

viewing of the clips a large icons making identification much easier.

! The 3D rendering was done in several configurations. The Apple iMac was used 

as the main rendering engine, with a 13” MacBook Pro and a Mac Mini attached via 

ethernet network, using software render nodes.  This was important during the main 

render times of December and January, where the two extra machines increased the 

rendering speed by 50%, thereby shortening the time the main computer was needed.  

Because of the automated feature of rendering, the process could be left unattended for 

long periods of time, allowing me to work on other aspects of the production at the same 

time. 

! Many of the more complex objects were not constructed by me, but either came 

with the software or purchased.  This allowed me to concentrate on the other aspects of 
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the process, such as lighting and camera movements.  The licensing provides for the 

use in animations for commercial work.

! Music was created and edited with the use of Appleʼs LogicTM software suite. 

While many of the programʼs feature set is geared toward  professional and amateur 

musicians, There over seven thousand produced music loops that can be edited, 

adjusted and layered to create musical textures without being a musician.  This program 

was also used to record the initial voice-overs using a Sampson C01 USB microphone 

plugged into the computer.

!
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RECONCEPTUALIZATION OF FILM DURING POSTPRODUCTION

! The core concept of True Tales of the Atom changed very little during 

postproduction, which was to show a somewhat different view of nuclear power and why 

different generations think about the subject through media clips.  While the the overall 

concept did not change, some of the details within the film had to be altered.

! The “Radioactive Boy Scout” had to be removed because the artist that had 

agreed to make the panels for the story was unable to complete them in time for 

inclusion in the film.  Also, I was unable to contact Ken Silverstein, the original author to 

obtain final rights to the story.

! Other smaller elements were also removed or not pursued. The story of the Ford 

Nucleon atomic-powered car, and the story of the nuclear equipment store The Black 

Hole of Alamagordo was dropped, because the owner passed away about a year ago.  I 

had previously included an edited-down version of the educational film Duck and Cover

(1952), but later removed the piece from the final cut.  I realized that parts of the 

animated film had been used an a number of other documentaries for similar purposes.

! Images and archival footage were covered under several systems,  The majority 

of the still images were produced by me, using the still camera in my iPhone, while 

other images are covered under Creative Commons license, which allows usage with 

attribution, or public domain due to creation by the US Government.  The majority of the 

moving images are government-produced and public domain, or are small, targeted 

sections which fall under Fair Use provisions. I tried to edit the archival footage to cover 

similar topics as the interview subjects or a then/now cut similar to the 1951 EMR 

footage as the intro to the EBR-1 segment.
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! One of the biggest events that occurred to force me to reconsider the entire 

project was the March 11, 2011 earthquake and subsequent tsunami that hit the 

northeast corner of Japan, killing over 27,000 and leaving hundreds of thousands 

homeless.  Near the center of the damage are lies the Fukushima Dai-Ichi Nuclear 

Power plant.   While the film was being edited, one of the largest nuclear disasters took 

place in Japan, affecting thousands.  Every night the news would have some new 

setback or complication, and would warn of levels hundreds or thousands of times 

higher than normal.  The Japanese government would extend out the evacuation zone 

away from the damaged reactors.

! Naturally, this gave pause to re-examine the entire purpose for the making of the 

film.  Was it pro-nuclear?  Only in that it looked at the issue from a factual standpoint.  

The news coming out of Japan was much more emotional - almost on par with the film 

The China Syndrome (1979), which premiered 13 days prior to the accident at the 

Three Mile island reactor plant.  In the final analysis there are three questions:

1.  Do any of the events in Japan contradict any fact in the film?

2.  Are peopleʼs perceptions of nuclear power changed by events in 

Japan?

3.  Does the issue of climate change color the discussion of the 

safety of nuclear power?

Insofar as Question 1 asks, there are no apparent events in Japan that contradict any 

information brought out in the film.  Upon close examination of the news media there 

were found a number of articles with a decidedly anti-nuclear bias, there were many 

insightful and well thought out news stories as well. 
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!  A Harris poll taken near the end of March, 2011, showed that Americanʼs opinion 

of the need for nuclear power dropped much less than anticipated.  George Monbiot of 

the U.K. Guardian pointed out that eliminating nuclear power in the short term would 

increase global warming. The Associated Press released a story detailing why 

Americans seem confused on their attitudes on nuclear power.  With this analysis, The 

initial concept can be considered to still be viable and may indeed be useful to aid in the 

discussion of the issue of nuclear power.
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NARRATION WRITING

! With the final edit cycle for True Tales of the Atom, narration was added to 

perform several important functions within the film.  The opening sequence voice-over 

explains my curiosity about nuclear power, my background working with atomic energy 

and the reason why the film was made.  In essence, this makes the narration a form of 

preface to the start of the film itself, as noted by the opening title coming after the 

narrated animation sequence.

! In another section, narration was added simply stating radiation is an effect that 

occurs constantly in nature, and is present in the food we eat and the liquids we drink.  

This serves as an introduction for the overall topic of radiation and radioactivity.  The 

War of the Worlds film clip where the deputy says “Maybe we should keep people away 

from it?” is a good transition to the nuclear engineer talking about how common 

radioactivity is in modern life.

! Finally the closing sequence allows for a voice-over that tries to leave the viewer 

with a fact and a question - Nuclear power is dangerous, but is it so much more 

dangerous that other forms of power generation, and that we should look at greater and 

more independent safety regulation for all forms of power.

! Looking back at my first documentary, The Great Train Wreck of Crush, Texas 

(2006),  I realize my writing and speaking style are somewhat different than what might 

be considered mainstream.  This type of narration fits in well with True Tales of the 

Atom, since it is also a somewhat skewed look at a field of technology. The big 

difference is that in Crush the narration carried the story, while in True Tales the 

interview subjects are the main thrust of the information.
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EVALUATION OF CREATED WORK

 Preproduction

! Upon re-examination of the initial proposal, I am surprised how much in the 

proposal did not make it into the final finished work. I began this project when my 

original thesis concept was cancelled at the last minute, causing me to begin from 

scratch on an entirely new topic.  The additional semester of informational research 

gave me a more detailed conceptualization needed for the thesis proposal.  The extra 

research gave me much more material than I could use for the completed film, which is 

always good.  The spring of 2010 saw looking for sponsorship or additional funding as 

well as lining up interview subjects and points of discussion.  I believe the extended 

preproduction was a considerable help in the completion of this film.

Production

! Production was the shortest though most work intense part of this project. Two 

and-a-half weeks and six thousand two hundred miles later, I had shot all my interviews, 

and the vast majority of the supplemental visual material.  At the end it became little 

more than a blur.  Personally, after the first seven days or so, when the novelty of the 

travel across the country began to wear thin, I would often get a feeling of loneliness or 

isolation. I began to try to make a connection with people along my travels to try and 

fight this sense of aloneness. Several of the interview subjects mentioned that I had 

traveled for days and thousands of miles for 45-minutes of work.  I would generally reply  

“No, just the most important 45-minutes of work”.  All of the travel, the planning the 

scheduling, the moving of luggage from car to room, the cataloging of footage and other 

tasks are all aspects of production work.
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Postproduction

! This part of the project took much longer than planned, primarily due to work and 

course load over the fall of 2010.  The phase consisted of four basic sections:

1.  Video editing, including archival clips and still images

2.  Computer animations and graphics

3.  Audio mixing and editing separate from the video.

4.  Music, including creation and integration.

Because of the computational requirements, the animation was started first.  The 

process of this has been previously noted.  The animations do help change the film from 

a dry didactic piece about topics within nuclear power, to a much more energetic 

engaging piece.

! Audio work in post was done within Final Cut ProTM, except for the voice-over 

narration, which was done in LogicTM.  The audio is adequate but not exceptional, there 

is a noticeable background rumble in several of the interviews.  While this does not 

detract form the information being passed, it does detract from the overall quality of the 

film.  This is one of the problems with being a one-person crew during production.

! The situation with music has been mentioned previously. In my opinion the music 

helps a great deal in giving the piece a polished feel.  

! Upon final examination, I finally realize how much of a personal project an 

expository documentary film can be.  While the facts and figures are very much the 

heart of the film, it is in the way those items are presented that gives them power.  This 

film will be entered into several festivals that cover environmental issues.  It is also a 

useful example of a pilot episode of a series involved with the more unknown side of 
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nuclear power, in a less threatening, more intelligent way.  Because of all the skill 

needed to create all of the elements within the film, I also believe this makes a good 

resume piece of my  diverse skill set.

! In summary, True Tales of the Atom has been a major undertaking, especially 

since the vast majority of the material was created by myself working alone.  Upon 

reflection, I am probably one of the few people in the country with the skills and 

knowledge that could have produced a project on this topic.  The end result is better 

than I had any reason to expect, and it will surprise many viewers and probably make 

some angry, some interested and others to reconsider their ideas on the subject.  In the 

end, isnʼt that what documentary film is supposed to do?
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APPENDIX A 

BUDGET ITEMIZATON
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Item Rate Time/
Qty

Total Actual  
Cost

Matching 
Cash

In Kind Funds 
Wanted

Script

Writer $1400 
Flat

Dec 09-
Oct 10

$1,400.00 $0.00 $1,400.00 $0.00

Research $1200 
Flat

Dec 09-
Jun 10

$1,200.00 $0.00 $1,200.00 $0.00

Production 
Unit

Producer $4000 
Flat

Sep 09-
Dec 10

$4,000.00 $0.00 $4,000.00 $0.00

Direction

Director $3500 
Flat

Nov 09-
Dec 10

$3,500.00 $0.00 $3,500.00 $0.00

Camera

HMC-150 w 
Tripod& 
onboard 
shotgun mic

$250/
day

21 days $5,250.00 $0.00 $5,250.00 $0.00

Still Photog 
w Camera

$50/
day

21 Days $1,050.00 $0.00 $1,050.00 $0.00

Camera 
Batteries

$5/day 21 days $105.00 $0.00 $105.00 $0.00

Sound

Wired 
Lavaliere 
Microphone

$20/
day

21 days $420.00 $0.00 $420.00 $0.00

Shotgun Mic 
w/boom pole

$15/
day

21 days $315.00 $0.00 $315.00 $0.00

37



Item Rate Time/
Qty

Total Actual  
Cost

Matching 
Cash

In Kind Funds 
Wanted

Transport

Auto Rental $55/
day

21 days $1,155.00 $450.00 $0.00 $1,155.00 $0.00

Fuel $2.85/
gal 25 
mpg

4500 
miles

$513.00 $576.44 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

Oil $45/30
00 
miles

4500 
miles

$68.00 $47.44 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

Living

Hotel/Lodge $65/
day/
person

2 people 
21 days

$2,730.00 $924.69 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

Per-Diem $35/
day/
person

2 people 
21 days

$1,890.00 $526.97 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

Editorial

Editor $200/
day

30 days $6,000.00 $0.00 $6,000.00 $0.00

Editing 
System

$400/
day

30 days $12,000.00 $0.00 $12,000.00 $0.00

Clip Logger $12/hr 25 hours $300.00 $0.00 $300.00 $0.00

DVD 
Transfers

$10/
transfer

15 
transfers

$150.00 $0.00 $150.00 $0.00

Post Prod 
Sound

Sound Editor $120/
day

5 days $300.00 $0.00 $300.00 $0.00

Music Score $1200 
Flat

$1,200.00 $0.00 $1,200.00 $0.00

Insurance

Auto 
Insurance

$75/
month

1 month $75.00 $0.00 $75.00 $0.00
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Item Rate Time/
Qty

Total Actual  
Cost

Matching 
Cash

In Kind Funds 
Wanted

Errors and 
Omissions

3% of 
Total 
budget

NA $1,722.72 $0.00 $0.00 $1,722.72

General 
Admin

Legal 
Expenses 
(Lawyer & 
Copyright)

$1450 
Flat

NA $1,450.00 $0.00 $0.00 $1,450.00

Copying $0.10 
per 
copy

500 
pages

$50.00 $0.00 $50.00 $0.00

Postage $.43 
per 
stamp

100 
stamps

$43.00 $0.00 $43.00 $0.00

Publicity $500 
Flat

NA $500.00 $230.00 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00

Totals $2,525.54 $38,513.00 $3,172.72
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APPENDIX B 

 JOURNAL EXCERPTS
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! The following is a condensation of some of my thoughts and feelings during the 

various stages during the making of this film.  It is set in basic chronological order, and 

made from March 2010 to March 2011.

Preproduction

! Proposal is complete! (Written in March 2010) Have done extensive research into 

commercial nuclear power.  Found a number of surprising facts and stories.  The tale of 

the Radioactive Boy Scout is a big surprise, and one few outside the industry have 

heard.  Research on this has been more difficult because there is a dearth of non-

technical documentation beyond the this-is-basically-how-the-stuff-works stage.  The 

nuclear industry has been called out before about itʼs lack of transparency in operations.

! Finally managing to find and contact some potential interview subjects.  Bill 

Miller, professor of nuclear engineering at U. of Missouri-Columbia.  Found when 

looking through a New York Times letters column, where he wrote about a nuclear 

safety article.  Another is Gwyneth Cravens, author of the book The Power to Save The 

World: The Truth About Nuclear Energy.  A very good book that talks about radiation, 

nuclear power production and risk assessment in a way that is eye-opening.

! Also looking at funding.  Two organizations, ANS - American Nuclear Society, and 

NEI - Nuclear Engineering Institute may be possible funding and information sources.  

Found contacts online.  ANS is an industry-sponsored trade group promoting 

construction of nuclear power plants in Washington, D.C.  NEI is a policy organization 

for the nuclear power industry.  Both would appear to have use for this type of film.  

Called them both - neither seems very interested, but wanted me to call back.
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! Further progress!  (April/May 2010)  Managed to contact Bob Lazar at United 

Nuclear Scientific.  He read the material I e-mailed and thinks it is a really good idea. I 

told him I am still working out the logistics for the production road trip, but that it would 

be july-august timeframe.  Still trying to get in touch with Hyperion.  This is getting 

frustrating - everyone has their own suspicions about me. I am upfront about what I am 

trying to do, I just donʼt get it.

! Don (Miley) out at Idaho National Labs replied to my e-mail.  Seems genuinely 

interested.  He agreed to giving an interview about the EBR-1.  Bad News - Gwyneth 

will be out of the country during the planned production time.  Well that cuts the planned 

interviews from five to four, and about 1400 miles off the planned trip.  Still looking for a 

production assistant.  Should be male, cheaper lodging and all; but in a pinch Iʼd take 

anybody willing.

! Dr Miller agreed to do the interview. YAY!.  That will be a big one.  Heʼs the expert 

in nuclear reactor design and nuclear technology.  He will be the over-arching fact 

source, the knowledge baseline.  Need to get new tires on the car prior to leaving.  

Long-term weather forecast looks good for July.  Praying the price of gas doesnʼt jump 

up too much.  Managed to get a web site made up for the film, purchased a domain 

name registration for TrueTales.net.   Used the space on my Mobile Me account to host 

the site.  Total cost: $6.

! Just got back from visiting my Dad, I donʼt think he understands what the film is 

all about.  Since he is over 80, I think I will let it slide.  Contacted NEI and ANS.  Neither 

could provide any help.  My Dad has agreed to help fund my production trip, so the 

costs for that are taken care of.
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! Stuff Piling Up! (June/July 2010).  Working with Dr. Plummer to see if I can get 

access to the Comanche Peak Nuclear Power Plant for shooting some extra B-roll for 

the film.  A lot of discussion, but no approvals yet.   Working on some interview 

questions for the trip, sending them in advance. These are not “ambush” interviews, just 

information.  Looks like the estimated distance will be about 4000 miles.

! I might have someone to travel with me, if I go at the right time.  Bumper stickers 

arrive. YAY!  Begin checking out HMC 150 and other equipment like microphones and 

media cards.  The HMC-150 uses SDHC media to record compressed video on.  I 

collected 8 sixteen-gigabyte cards which gives me 12 hours of shooting without re-using 

the cards.  With two large panasonic batteries I can shoot Six hours without recharging.  

That should be sufficient padding for equipment.  I will also be carrying a Kodak Zi8 

portable camcorder for emergencies.  If I have a second person with me, Iʼll use it to 

shoot the trip itself, perhaps use it as a mini-feature on the DVD.

! Likely assistant cancelled.  No one else is available for such a long trip on short 

notice.  Guess Iʼll just go it alone.  Stock up on munchies and music to carry along.  

Need to make sure the iPhone charger is in the car.  Need to carry clothes for about a 

week plan on doing laundry at least once.  Finally got the schedule down, leave on the 

23rd of July - next week.  Approaching the time with a mixture of excitement and 

apprehension.  Good thing I have Triple A.  No luck yet on the Comanche Peak shoot.
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Production

! July 23 - On the road to Columbia, Missouri.  Spirits high.  Lovely country.  

Stopped off in Bartlesville, Oklahoma to visit sister.  Lots of baled hay, even in the 

ditches.  Took the tollway from Oklahoma City to Tulsa. 

! July 26 - Interviewed Dr. Miller.  Shoot went smoothly.  Made it into Indiana. 

Reviewed footage, several clips were soft focus. Must have gotten confused during 

interview on focus graph (longer = in focus). Need to schedule a re-shoot.

! July 28 - Lansing , Michigan - Interview scheduled with Bob Lazar for 1:00 pm.  

Interview went well, Made some still shots with iPhone, got a lot of B-roll of United 

Nuclear.  Heading out west to Idaho.

! July 31- Rock Springs, Wyoming.  Bank put hold on debit card - suspicious 

charges found out when trying to pay for room.  Called bank, straightened out  issue.  

Remember to contact bank prior to any long-distance travel.  Changed oil in car at 

Walmart.  Wish I could have stopped and got some shots of the wind farm I passed 

through.

! August 2 - Idaho Falls, Idaho.  Got up at daybreak and went 50 miles into the 

Arco Desert to EBR-1.  Cool and breezy  Got really cool footage of the aircraft reactors 

and much of the site interiors.  Came back through a second time with the iPhone and 

took extra hi-resolution stills.  Did interview at 5pm with Don Miley on the EBR-1 and 

ANP programs.  Good natural lighting.  Very good speaker.

! Looking over footage.  This trip is getting real tiring, already over 3000 miles and 

counting.  Good thing I got new tires. I call up my Dad, and he is glad to hear from me, 

but I still have this feeling of isolation.  Spending ten hours a day driving gets old quick.
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! August 4 - Denver Colorado.  Interviewed John “Grizz” Deal, the CEO of 

Hyperion Power Generation.  Seems like a small company with big plans.  He liked the 

idea of my film, (and the bumper stickers), and tossed around the idea of making an 

investor film for an  upcoming IPO.  Good interview with global implications of nuclear 

power.

! August 6 - Arrived back in Denton.  Re-scheduled shoot with Dr. Miller for August 

12th.  

! August 12 - Topeka, Kansas.  Had to stop here,  then drive to Columbia and back 

for the interview.  Shoot went well, took about 30 minutes. then 3-hour drive back to 

Topeka.  Footage acceptable.

! August 13 - Denton, Texas.  Made it back.  Worst weather of entire trip was 

thunderstorm three miles north of Denton. Couldnʼt see on the freeway.  Home at last.

Postproduction

! Because of class and teaching load, postproduction did not start until December, 

2010. The only postproduction tasks that were completed in the fall were the 

transcribing of the interviews shot during the production period.

 Animation Flyovers 

! (December 2010/January 2011)  Using Christmas to get started on the computer 

animated fly-over of the Hyperion prototype. Using Carrara 8 Pro for the rendering and 

modeling.  Have used the software in previous with good results, but this is a new, 

untested version.

! Started test renderings - images look good but program crashes 2/3s of the way 

through the rendering of the animation which loses all the previous renderings. This is 
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not good, I feel like I am going backwards.  Head slap ! Of course - one of the first 

things you learn at art school is to never render to an animation file.  You instead render 

to a folder with an image sequence, each frame rendered out as its own separate file.  

That way if the rendering crashes and stops everything up to that point is still saved and 

you have an idea of where the problem is located. 

! Turns out the problem was with Carrara 8 Pro itself.  One of the “new features” I 

used was causing the crash, so I went back to the previous version Carrara 7.  It 

rendered slower, but seemed to be more stable.  I connected my MacBook Pro and my 

Mac Mini to the network and installed rendering node software to each.  This allows me 

to add the processing power of both computers to my quad-core iMac for rendering the 

final animation sequence.  Upon analysis of the render, the two extra computers added 

and extra 40% to the rendering speed of the main computer.  That is a significant speed 

boost, because it cuts the time needed for completion from ten days to six.

! Starting video editing (February/March 2011).  Attached second monitor to iMac, 

really useful for putting clip bin off main screen. Began rough cut of interviews and 

current b-roll.  Received comments from Prof Levin.  I realize now that I will need to add 

some narration to help guide the film along.  Struck upon the idea to use narration with 

an opening animation to prior to the main title.

! I must be pretty good - I managed in less than three days to plan, build and 

render a good opening animation using pre-built objects in the programʼs library. The 

hardest thing I had to do was make and apply the wallpaper.  Presto!  Instant 1950ʼs 

living room complete with Television and rabbit ears.  Created a short nuclear “clip 

festival” and used MotionTM to superimpose and track with animation.  Looks really cool.
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! Recorded the opening section of the narration using my USB microphone and 

LogicTM.  Loaded it into Final Cut with opening animation and it works very well. This 

really does help set up the premise of the film and gets people interested.  Added it to 

working fine cut with Graphic slides for nuclear “Fun Facts”.  Created a four-minute 

music piece in Logic using built-in music loops.  Sounds very much like the style I 

intended for the composer.

! Incorporating last wave of comments.  Every seems to like overall piece, but 

there are still one or two places that clunk.  End credits are both fun and original.
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