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ON THE SURFACE, Dallas Hanks '91 MS appears to consist solely of contradictions. They begin with 

small, symbolic juxtapositions that slowly spiral outward, gain momentum, and swallow him whole. The 

sandals he wears to his dusty field. The iPhone he leaves face down on the straw bale and the midnight 

blue BMW he'll drive home to the suburbs. His use of phrases like ―'til the cows come home‖ without a 

hint of drawl. The fact that he hopes his big idea — an idea that could breathe new life into American 

agriculture and the biofuel industry — will soon be obsolete. 

 

Drifting between labels is typical for Hanks, an energetic 47–year–old Ph.D. student in USU's Plants, 

Soils and Climate Department. Growing up on a dairy farm on the south banks of the Snake River outside 

Burley, Idaho, milking cows and driving tractors and pickups as a child may sound charming to some, but 

Hanks couldn't get out quickly enough. He says he disliked farming because he'd been forced to do it, but 

when he left the state to attend college, he chose to major in agronomy. ―I hated agriculture with a 

passion, but for some reason I did it,‖ he says. The apparent love–hate continued. Hanks earned a 

master's in plant science from USU in 1990, then immediately left the field to work as a pharmaceutical 

sales rep.  

 

―I was making really good money,‖ he says, ―but I wasn't really happy. I had the epiphany that money isn't 

going to be happiness.‖ A 1903 sermon he had read years earlier, discouraging ―light employments‖ and 

calling for ―builders, mechanics, farmers, and men who can use their powers to produce something for the 

use of man,‖ began to weigh on him, as did the now–happy memories of his youth. He quit his job. Hanks 

calls his subsequent return to agriculture a ―maturing,‖ finally appreciating both his own roots and the 

importance of the industry to American society. And he soon made the connection between agriculture 

and a longtime passion: sustainability. The two, he says, go hand in hand. ―Most rural lifestyle is already 

sustainable. We are the stewards of the land that we own.‖ It's a responsibility Hanks takes personally. In 

1993, after leaving the pharmaceutical industry, he founded a ―teeny tiny‖ research company in order to 

innovate, give back, and catch some of the ideas rolling in his head — ideas like using avocado pits and 

other ―agricultural woods‖ to build furniture. His real passion, if one prevails, lies here. ―I've always been 

an innovator,‖ he says. ―I try to pick problems that are foundational in nature.‖ 

 

―The research goal would be to determine the feasibility of growing biofuel feedstock in 

nontraditional agronomic areas, like roadsides, airports and construction areas…and to produce 

50 million gallons of biofuel in five years.‖ 

Enter the big idea. There occurred no Philo Farnsworth moment, when the young inventor of television 

saw in his own Idaho fields a vision of how to scan and transmit moving images. Dallas Hanks says he 

simply put two and two together. America is economically dependent on oil — especially foreign oil — 

and emissions from oil–fueled machinery are polluting air and water and setting off enormous 

environmental concerns. The biofuel industry, which represents perhaps the smoothest path to reducing 
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emissions and dependence, is struggling due to a lack of available land for growing biofuel feedstock 

plants. In fact, between 70 and 80 percent of the facilities that produce biofuel currently sit idle due to the 

lack of feedstock. The Utah Department of Transportation, however, owns nearly 6,000 miles of highway 

roadsides that cost millions in state taxpayer dollars to maintain, though the land isn't actually used. In 

fact, the whole country has around 10 million acres of such land. Eureka! 

 

Utilize expensively maintained, yet unused state land (where food won't grow anyway) for biofuel 

feedstock like canola and safflower. It almost sounds too simple. In 2006, Hanks pitched his idea to 

Shana Lindsey, director of research at Utah Department of Transportation. The benefits were clear: not 

only does UDOT take an impressive leap forward by using Hanks's biofuel for its fleet, but picturesque 

flower–lined roadsides might actually be cheaper to maintain than the vacant desert land of today. If that's 

not enough, the project also came with the potential to rein in weed populations and create jobs in 

agriculture. Intrigued by the prospects, Lindsey bought the project immediately and took it on herself. ―As 

research director,‖ she says, ―I was approached a lot with a lot of different ideas, which I always referred 

to my staff to handle, but this was very promising, and I thought it would solve a lot of problems.‖ 

 

Hanks realized that his undertaking was about to outgrow the confines of his research company, and so 

called Ralph Whitesides '74, his master's thesis advisor at USU, suggesting the idea for a Ph.D. project. 

―No one ever comes to a major professor saying ‗I want to do this project and I've already got funding,‘‖ 

Whitesides says. ―It's usually the other way around.‖ Whitesides happily agreed, and the two planned to 

work at least until the UDOT money ran out. 

 

The research goal would be to determine the feasibility of growing biofuel feedstock in nontraditional 

agronomic areas like roadsides, airports, military bases, railroad and construction areas, and the like. The 

brazen secondary goal? Produce 50 million gallons of biofuel in five years. If he's successful, Hanks may 

deserve more than a degree. The notion of using open state lands to grow biofuel feedstock does seem 

obvious, or at least intuitive in retrospect, and Hanks acknowledges that he wasn't the first to think of it. 

Though Hanks didn't know it at the time, former USDA Undersecretary Gale Buchanan had published an 

article in the journal Weeds in 1974 discussing the potential benefits of using roadsides for biofuel. 

Needless to say, his idea didn't go far. Buchanan happened to be in the audience in 2008, though, when 

Hanks presented his own plan at BioEnergy Awareness Days in Washington, DC. The veteran researcher 

introduced himself to Hanks, and the two rallied others at the conference. When it was over, Hanks 

returned home as founder and head of the FreeWays to Fuel National Alliance. 

 

The alliance now includes 13 other land–grant universities. It's more of an idea consortium than anything 

— different entities may plant whatever and wherever is most appropriate for their respective climates and 

societies. ―Flexibility is built into the project,‖ Hanks says. ―We're feedstock agnostic.‖ In addition, several 

municipalities and state departments of transportation, the U.S. Military, New Holland Agriculture, 

Monsanto, Aerway Aerating, and the LDS Church have signed on to the project, which continues to 

spread and succeed. In North Carolina's friendly climate, the program has already produced a bountiful 

harvest. Tennessee and Washington, among others, are proving promising as well. Military researchers 



are considering allowing Hanks and Whitesides to dig holes in the buffer zones surrounding their bases 

this year, in preparation to plant there next year. ―High–tech, intense stuff is being done,‖ Hanks says. 

 

The volume of attention that FreeWays to Fuel has received since its inception is testament to the 

project's visibly enormous potential. Right from the start, Hanks and his idea were featured in trade 

publications and local media, then USA Today, and he was invited to speak at bioenergy and agricultural 

symposia across the country. He still spends a good deal of time on the road speaking and teaching, and 

for good reason. ―It's just a very novel idea,‖ says DeeVon Bailey '80 '81 MS, associate VP for 

international research at USU. ―Novelty isn't always associated with solid science, but in this case, it is.‖ 

 

Meanwhile, his stock rising nationwide, Hanks's own crops weren't growing back in Utah. In 2007 and 

2008, the first two years of planting canola, safflower, and flax along Utah's roadsides, the yield was 

virtually nothing. ―Neither one of us appreciated the difficulty of planting crops on the side of the road,‖ 

Whitesides says. ―Everything that's good for building a road base is bad for agronomy.‖ With only a few 

inches of arable soil, neither normal planting nor tilling practices can be used on roadsides. The desert 

climate exacerbates the problem. Despite the breadth of success in other areas, the project's well–being 

relies heavily on the performance of the Utah crops, for as Hanks says, ―if it'll grow here, it'll grow 

anywhere.‖ Demonstrating the ability for the plants to thrive in any condition is, after all, the crux of the 

project, which by 2009 was not going as planned. The UDOT money had run out, and in desperation, 

Hanks began ―throwing things against the wall,‖ a phrase he uses to denote his persistent, if not 

unscientific, experimentation method.  

 

If the project ultimately fizzles, he'll start another. Hanks operates much like the university he represents 

— dealing with the misgivings of an agricultural past, seeking to reconcile with an innovative and 

sustainable future. His responsibility is to the land and its people. And if one thing is clear when speaking 

with Hanks, it's that he sees it all very clearly, through sleek wide–angle lenses. For him, the real value of 

FreeWays to Fuel is not that it can earn him a Ph.D., save taxpayers a few bucks, or even reduce 

emissions, but that it can contribute to something much bigger. ―The ultimate goal of all of this is free 

energy,‖ he says, speaking on behalf of the entire movement he aspires to stimulate.  

 

Skeptics of biofuel abound even today, he says, though its effectiveness has been proven. Still, he hopes 

that within 50 years, we'll be entirely electric, and the point will be moot. His project, if he's successful, is 

but a step. On supporting renewable energy as a whole, he says, ―It's all in the attitude of the adopters. 

Everyone listens when it's an economic benefit.‖ Hanks knows that's the sticking point — his plan, 

however altruistic and beneficial, must ultimately save more money than it will cost. He turns and gestures 

to his narrow field of dreams, squinting into the sun. ―I've tried to make this less expensive.‖ According to 

an economic model and analysis produced by Hanks, Whitesides, and Bailey, not only is the plan cost–

effective, it should actually save money, so long as petroleum continues to sell at $60 to $70 dollars per 

barrel. Even with the economic benefit, though, Hanks knows a mass conversion to renewable energy 

would require a paradigm shift, especially with politics and big business in the mix. But it's something he 

says has to happen.  



 

The summer of 2010 looks bright from Dallas Hanks's Roadside Simulation Laboratory in Kaysville, Utah. 

Less traditional lab than open yellow field, the site is an exact replica of a roadside without the hazard and 

hassle of the road itself. After a construction worker pulled his truck off the road in Davis County a couple 

years back, unwittingly destroying two of the small test plots, Hanks approached Dave Anderson at the 

USU–run Utah Botanical Center for help. Anderson donated a 300–foot long strip of his land to allow 

Hanks and Whitesides to experiment with complete control. Now, perched on a soft patch of earth 

between the clouded, misty mountains and I–15, Hanks's view of the new American farmer comes into 

clearer focus. It turns out he isn't as steeped in contradictions, caught between the quaint and the 

modern, as one might expect. In fact, the more he talks, the more consistent and whole his character 

becomes. ―The American farmer is an innovator,‖ he says, always has been. He has a reverence for 

agriculture, which he maintains not only feeds the world, but will be vital in solving its energy crisis as 

well. 

 

Hanks turns to hike alongside tall rows of canola with his boxer, Brock, who accompanies him nearly 

everywhere. The plants rise past his chest, crowned with bright yellow flowers and complete with the 

long, squishy peapod–like seeds which house the oil. There's a lot of it. The muted whirr of the real 

freeway can be heard from one direction. From another, an aluminum bat occasionally strikes a ball. The 

preparation and planting are done, and the harvest is still distant, so this time of year, Hanks brings his 

dog and his BMW to the field a couple times a week just to observe progress. He likes what he sees. 

―Things are going very well this year,‖ he says. ―This year, people are going to sit up and take note.‖  

 

When Hanks began throwing figurative things against the wall in 2009, he stumbled upon the notion to 

treat his canola as biennial. Unlike its siblings in the mustard family, canola generally comes only in 

spring and fall varieties. But after Hanks's and Whitesides's spring type appeared to have withered and 

died in the hot summer sun, they elected not to rip it out. Much to their delight, and without precedent, it 

greened back up in the fall. Then in the spring of 2010, instead of preparing the ground for new seeds, 

the pair saw small canola plants already growing. According to Whitesides, canola researchers from 

universities around the West were flabbergasted when it worked. ―We accidentally opened a new 

agricultural frontier,‖ Whitesides exclaims, adding that ―that is so typical Dallas.‖ 

 

Now, the canola is thriving. The safflower is thriving. Funding from the National Biodiesel Board has come 

through and kept the project afloat through hard times and good, and the university has supported the 

team and offset expenses where necessary. It's about to pay off for everyone. Hanks acknowledges that 

new concerns and issues will surely arise throughout the course of the vast effort, but he doesn't seem to 

mind. ―He wants to ignore hurdles in his way,‖ Lindsey says, adding that ―we need people like that or else 

we won't move forward.‖ Whitesides adds, ―We've tried this for four years and we've failed every possible 

way. We now know what works and what doesn't.‖  

 

This fall, Hanks will defend his dissertation and become Dr. Hanks — an important step in the process, of 

course, but not the end. In fact, it's just the beginning. ―We've been collaborating with the USDA.‖ 



Whitesides explains, ―We'd like to bring all of our brain trust together, all of our partners from around the 

country to fly into the same place to ratchet this up to the next level.‖ It's just 50 million gallons and a 

paradigm shift that lay ahead, but Hanks may just be the man to pull it off. He's flexible, optimistic, and 

capable. He's a farmer.  

 

—Jeff Carr '09 

 


