Robert Lewis (Bob) Ferguson: An Appreciation
By C. Mark Smith
AUTHOR’S NOTE: On August 25, 2021, Robert L. (Bob) Ferguson, one of the most important
figures in the history of Hanford and the Tri-Cities, suffered a debilitating stroke while on vacation
near his childhood home in North Idaho. He is currently living in the Chicago area in an assisted
care facility, going through physical and occupational therapy. He is no stranger to serious illness
and injury, and many of his friends, including me, have often
joked that he is “the bionic man.” Bob and I collaborated on our
2019 book, Something Extraordinary: A Short History of the
Manhattan Project, Hanford and the B Reactor.
A nuclear physicist, Ferguson has had an astonishing career.
He was one of the youngest reactor operators at Hanford’s historic
Bob Ferguson in the control
room of Hanford’s historic
B Reactor.

B Reactor, a project manager responsible for testing new types of
nuclear reactors at the Argonne National Laboratory near Chicago

and other locations, and a deputy assistant secretary in the Department of Energy (DOE) during
the Carter Administration. He returned to Hanford to work for DOE as Director of Contracts, but
soon found himself managing the construction of the experimental Fast Flux Test Facility. A proven
problem solver and manager, he was persuaded to assume the management of the troubled
Washington Public Power Supply System but arrived too late to keep it from ultimate collapse. The
experience cost him his health―resulting in quadruple bypass heart surgery. After recovering, Bob
leveraged his past experience to become a successful entrepreneur, creating and managing a
succession of high-tech companies.
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He was the driving force behind the Isaiah Project, an unsuccessful proposal after the breakup
of the Soviet Union to implement Article VI of the Nonproliferation Treaty by converting
plutonium from existing stockpiles and U.S. and Russian/Ukrainian nuclear weapons into fuel for
nuclear power plants.
For more than thirty years, he was a community leader and associate of Sam Volpentest in
their successful efforts to fund and expand the Tri-Cities economy. He was the author of two books
and the co-author of a third. Most importantly, he was a devoted husband and father whose
extensive philanthropy has supported many educational institutions and other causes.
―
Robert L. (Bob) Ferguson is the most famous native of Dover, Idaho. The town’s Wikipedia
website says so. Dover rests in the beautiful forests of North Idaho, just west of Sandpoint on the
Pend Oreille River. When Bob Ferguson was
born there, on October 26, 1932, Dover was a
village of approximately fifty houses and
three hundred residents clustered around a
lumber mill struggling during the Great
Depression. The mill had burned to the

Mill worker’s housing in Laclede, Idaho before being
barged to Dover in 1928.

ground ten years before, and then burned

down again in 1928, but was rebuilt. Most of the houses in the village had been barged there from
Laclede, another town ten miles downriver, when the mill there also burned to the ground.
Bob’s grandfather, James Ferguson, immigrated from Dumfries, Scotland, to Saskatchewan,
Canada, sometime in the late 19th century. It was there that he met and married Elizabeth
Cunningham. The couple had five children, including a son also named James, but known in his
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youth as Sonny, who was born on a sheep ranch in Montana. He found his way to Laclede
sometime in the 1920s via a circuitous route in search of work that took him from Montana to
California, and finally to Laclede. When the mill burned and the workers’ houses moved to
Dover, young Jim Ferguson moved with them.
Ferguson worked at the Dover mill all of his adult life, retiring as a shipping clerk. With only
a high school education, he believed that deep faith, hard work, and an education were the
critical paths out of poverty. He loved baseball and was an
accomplished, self-taught piano player who performed in a local
band. It was during a booking in nearby Sandpoint that he met
his future wife, Lydia Sindelar. She had been born in Ipswich,
South Dakota in 1903. They were married in the local Catholic
church in 1925 and had three children. Unfortunately, Lydia
suffered from ulcerative colitis, now called Crohn’s Disease, for
Bob’s parents, Jim and Lydia
Ferguson, in the 1960s.

most of her life. She later developed breast cancer but lived until
she was 78. Bob remembers her as an independent woman, an

excellent cook, and a kind and loving homemaker. She was proud of having learned to drive after
her husband passed away in 1975.
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Evelyn, the couple’s oldest child, was born in 1927. She was a remarkable woman who, with
just a high school degree, served as the assistant superintendent of schools for Bonner County,
Idaho. She then attended Holy Names College in Spokane, where she studied music, biology,
astronomy, and particle physics. Following graduation, she became a Catholic nun, earning a
master’s degree in Music from the University of Washington and continuing her musical studies
in Europe and even performing in London, Paris, and Rome. She taught music at the Holy
Names for many years and was an environmentalist who frequently voiced concerns about the
effects of consumerism on climate change. A second child, James (Jim), four years older than
Bob, became a successful owner of a hardware store . Robert, known as Micky, was the youngest.
The family’s modest home where Bob was born still stands.
Bob remembers it as a crowded and busy place. In addition to his
parents and siblings, his mother’s sister Mary, who helped care for
Lydia, lived with them in the small house. It was the Great
Bob (left) with his older
sister, Evelyn, and brother
Jim, at home in Dover in the
early 1950s.

Depression; the house had no hot water, no indoor bathroom, and
no telephone; the only connection to the outside world was a
radio with an antenna mounted on a tall pole outside the house

which had to be disconnected during storms.
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Still, Bob remembers a happy childhood. He raised chickens, hunted rabbits for the dinner
table, kept a small garden, and worked a series of small jobs―herding cows, picking up the mail
dropped off by a passing train for the local postmaster, and delivering water in the summertime
to workers baling hay in nearby fields. By the time he was eight
or nine, he had a paper route, delivering the paper on his
bicycle but taking his mother along when it was time to collect
each month. When not going to school, working, or playing
sports, he and his brother Jim spent their time fishing from a
dock on the Pend Oreille River for perch or sunfish.
Young Bob attended the three-room schoolhouse in Dover
Bob as a teenage paper boy.

through the sixth grade and remembers his classmates huddling
around the wood stove in the middle of the classroom during the winter. Later, he was bussed to
junior and senior high school in nearby Sandpoint. His father was a huge baseball fan, and Bob,
too, played baseball “for as long as I can remember.” He was a star pitcher for Dover’s VFW post
baseball team.
In the middle of his junior year at Sandpoint High School, he transferred to Gonzaga
Preparatory School in Spokane. He remembered how it happened:
I had this friend who had gone to Gonzaga who was so complimentary about it. I
was disappointed in some of my classes at Sandpoint High School, so we decided
to drive over to take a look. We were standing outside of this pre-fab Butler
Building, where the school was located in those days, when a priest approached
them and asked, ‘what are you guys doing?’
‘We’d like to find out more about going to Gonzaga Prep.’
‘Follow me,’ said the priest, leading them to the principal’s office.
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‘What school have you been kicked out of?’ asked the principal.
‘None.’ Bob replied.
‘How are your grades?’
‘Pretty good,’ Bob replied, outlining his accomplishments at Sandpoint and his
interest in math and science.
The Principal, Fr. Gordon Toner, admitted Ferguson on the spot. It seems the school was
always looking for a few good recruits. Because of their strong commitment to education, his
parents supported their son’s decision to leave home and go to school in Spokane. It was an early
example of both decisiveness and willpower that would mark Bob Ferguson’s life and future
career.
Father Toner took young Bob under his wing, and found a private home where he could stay
for board and room. Although he had saved enough to pay for a semester’s tuition at G-Prep,
Bob was such a good student that he was allowed to skip the last period of class each day so that
he could walk to work at nearby Harris Cleaners to earn enough money to support himself.
At G-Prep, he was known as “Fergy.” He played on the school’s baseball team, belonged to
the German Club, and took as many science classes as he could. Upon graduation in 1950, he
was accepted at nearby Gonzaga University.
Gonzaga played a special role in the Spokane community. It had been the dream of Fr. Joseph
Cataldo, an Italian who supervised the network of Jesuit missions among the Native American
tribes in Montana, Idaho, and eastern Washington. In 1880, he selected Spokane Falls (presentday Spokane) as the site of a new school that would serve the tribal communities, as well as the
children of settlers who were flooding to the region. For years, fundraising lagged, and the school
remained but a dream. Ultimately, that dream coincided with events when the Northern Pacific
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Railway and even more new residents arrived in Spokane, prompting local community leaders to
raise the funds needed to build the school, which opened in 1887.
Young Bob had always excelled at math and science. “It was a natural for me.” At Gonzaga,
he decided to pursue electrical engineering, but changed his major to physics. “I didn’t like the
drafting part of electrical engineering.” The combination of
work, studies, and classes didn’t leave much time for outside
activities, but the university had recently become co-ed and now
included young women, most of whom were nursing students.
Bob’s leadership and academic skills had become evident to
his fellow classmates by the time they elected him as senior class
Bob Ferguson’s graduation photo
from the 1954 Gonzaga Spires
yearbook

president as a write-in candidate, something that had never
happened in the school’s history. “It was mostly the technical

and scientific people that wrote me in,” Ferguson remembered. He graduated in 1954 with a
bachelor of science degree in physics and minors in both mathematics and philosophy.
In those days of the Cold War, all eligible men had an eight-year military obligation, two of
which were on active duty. Bob had joined Gonzaga’s Army Reserve Officer’s Training Corps
(ROTC) and graduated with distinction, which allowed him to pick his service specialty. Because
of his science background, he chose the US Army Ordinance Corps.
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Ferguson graduated a year after the conclusion of the Korean War, at a time when the Cold
War between the United States and the Soviet Union was in full swing. The newly minted second
lieutenant reported to the Army’s ordinance school at the
Aberdeen Proving Ground in Maryland where he learned to
supervise the maintenance of basic equipment. While there, he
applied for and was accepted into the US Army Ordnance Guided
Missile School, located at the Redstone Arsenal in Huntsville,
Alabama. The year-long course required that he sign up for a third
year of active duty. At Huntsville, Bob worked on the development
1st Lt. Bob Ferguson in
1956.

of the Nike surface-to-air guided missile program, which had first

deployed in 1953. By 1962, there would be 240 Nike missile sites in the United States, including
one protecting the Hanford Site in Washington State, where Bob would ultimately spend most of
his career.
In 1956, he won promotion to first lieutenant and was posted to the White Sands Proving
Ground in New Mexico. He was just 24 and serving as a project manager, testing various missiles
the Army was developing. At the time, the Army and Air Force were engaged in a major interservice policy battle over which branch would ultimately control the nation’s missile program.
Ultimately, the Air Force assumed responsibility for strategic missiles while the Army developed
tactical missiles.
At that point, Bob’s life changed forever. He fell in love and got married. He met his future
wife, Catherine “Katie” Crosby, on a double date arranged by a fellow resident of the off-campus
home where he was living while attending Gonzaga. Bob remembers that the two couples went to
Spokane’s Natatorium Park to hear the Jimmy Dorsey band. He was struck by the beautiful hair
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of his friend’s date, and when the friend announced his intention to join the priesthood, Bob
decided to ask her out.
Two years younger than Bob, Katie was the daughter of Edward (Ted) Crosby, the older
brother of legendary singer and movie star Bing Crosby. She had a twin sister, Dolores, (known
as Dixie), who became a nun in the same Holy Names order as Bob’s older sister, Evelyn. Katie
was attending Holy Names Academy in Spokane when Bob
invited her to his ROTC military ball at the elegant Davenport
Hotel during his senior year in college. Within months, he had
graduated and entered the army. The two corresponded every day
by mail. They saw each other again when Bob returned to Spokane
for Christmas. A family story says that Bob proposed to Katie
twice while he was stationed at Huntsville. The first was in one of
his daily letters when he commented that “he had been out yelling
Catherine Crosby (left) with twin
sister, Delores, known as Dixie,
upon graduation from high school
in 1952.

at his troops all day, and he hoped that she would spend the rest of
her life letting him yell at her.” The second time was a little more

romantic. He proposed to her again on top of Lookout Mountain, near Chattanooga, Tennessee,
during a visit by Katie to Huntsville. After her graduation from Holy Names College, they were
married in Spokane on June 2, 1956. Because of Bob’s pressing military duties, there was no time
for a honeymoon.
Just before Christmas in 1956, Ferguson was notified that he would be taking part in a special
mission to observe Australian missile tests at the giant Woomera missile range complex in South
Australia. He was part of a technical evaluation team observing the testing of a reusable, remote
controlled target drone, called the Jindivik (Australian Aboriginal term for “the hunted one”). It
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was part of a joint British-Australian program to test various ground-to-air guided missile
systems against drones which simulated enemy bombers. At the time, the Americans had no
similar technology and were considering purchasing the Australian system.
At the end of the short mission to Australia, Bob returned to his old job at White Sands. After
their wedding in June, Bob and Katie moved into an apartment in nearby Las Cruces. Their first
daughter, Catherine, was born there on September 30, 1957. He
was discharged from active duty on November 30, 1957, and the
family returned to Spokane.
His background in physics and his experience in the Army as
a project manager paved the way for his future career. “I was at
White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico at the end of my
obligation, and a friend stopped by whose father had worked for
Bob and Katie Ferguson, taken
not long after their marriage in
1956.

General Electric at Hanford. “The idea sounded good. I applied
when I left the Army and they accepted my application. I

jumped at it because it was close to Spokane.”
―
General Electric had been chosen by General Leslie Groves, the military director of the
Manhattan Project, to replace DuPont as the prime contractor at the top-secret Hanford
Engineer Works in 1946 following the end of the World War II. Because of its large size (670square miles) and relative isolation, the Hanford site had been selected in 1943 as the center for
plutonium production for the Manhattan Project―the American effort to develop and deploy
the atomic bomb which had helped to end the war. The site had largely reverted to standby status
after the war, but by the mid-1950s the Cold War had generated a major expansion.
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By the early 1950s, General Electric had built three more plutonium production reactors, and
two more came on line in 1955. The expansion created a pressing need for nuclear workers. The
company’s TechGrad training program, which Bob applied for, implemented a series of rotating
job assignments that allowed recent college graduates to match their interests with the company’s
needs.
Bob described his first assignment at Hanford in an extensive 2016 oral interview for the
Hanford Oral History Project at Washington State University. He noted that he moved between
assignments in operations, reactor physics, and radiation testing. “At the guided missile school,
they had a motto, ‘Learn by Doing,’ which I never forgot.” His first permanent job with GE was
as a reactor physicist at C Reactor, one of the newer reactors. Later, he was chosen to participate
in the company’s accelerated management program, and that led him into reactor operations.
Bob attended evening classes in leftover Quonset huts in downtown Richland at the General
Electric School of Nuclear Engineering, but during the day he served on supplemental crews that
rotated among the reactors in case of outages or startups, or when they needed extra people.
Ultimately, he was assigned as a shift supervisor at the historic B Reactor, the world’s first
production reactor. It had produced the plutonium used in the second atomic bomb exploded
over Japan at Nagasaki, which hastened the end of World War II.
From a control room located near the face of the reactor, Bob would supervise the loading of
two hundred tons of slugs of natural uranium into 2,004 aluminum tubes drilled through the
thirty-six-foot-tall face of the graphite reactor core where they were irradiated. The operator used
a system of special arms to push the irradiated slugs of uranium out the back of the graphite pile
as new slugs of uranium were inserted into the front. The thermally hot, and now highly
radioactive slugs, fell into a twenty-foot-deep pool of water behind the pile where they were held
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for sixty days while the most intense radiation decayed away. They were then transported by
shielded rail cars to one of two chemical separation plants located near the center of the Hanford
site.
Ferguson spent four years at Hanford, his time split more or less evenly between his duties as
a physicist and as an operating supervisor. He lived in nearby Richland which had been a small
village of several hundred people when the Army
arrived in 1943. By the end of the war, it had grown
to approximately 16,000. The Cold War expansion at
Hanford added another 9,000 residents. But it
remained a government town―owned and operated
by the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC).
By 1958, growing demands by residents for
Workers load uranium slugs into the face
of B Reactor.

“divestiture and incorporation,” and congressional
pressure on the AEC to rid itself of costly government

housing, led to a vote of the people to incorporate and to the AEC selling the houses and
businesses to their residents and owners. Bob and his family lived in a government-owned
duplex. When the other resident opted to buy the building, the Fergusons moved to one of the
new “ranch homes” on the then-western edge of the city.
Bob remembers the morning of September 27, 1960, when he was just starting up B Reactor.
“I got a call that my wife’s water had broken, and she was on the way to Kadlec Hospital to
deliver (Colleen) our second girl. So, it was the first time in history a reactor went critical the
same time a woman went critical.”
―
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On the night of January 3, 1961, SL-1, an Army experimental nuclear reactor at the National
Reactor Testing Station near Idaho Falls, Idaho, exploded, killing its three military operators. Bob
was in the control room of B Reactor when he heard the news.
The reactor had been designed at the AEC’s Argonne National Laboratory near Chicago but
built and operated by the Army in Idaho. Both the Army and the AEC disputed responsibility for
the accident, resulting in calls for changes to reactor designs and new safety protocols. A former
colleague at GE recruited Bob to join the AEC’s Chicago Operations Office.
His first assignment at Argonne was as a reactor safeguard engineer, setting up safety
programs for the advanced reactors being designed for commercial and military purposes. “I was
recruited because they were looking for people with experience with actual reactors, both in
physics and operations, and I had both.”
Argonne traced its roots to the early days of the Manhattan Project, when a group of
physicists led by Enrico Fermi founded what became known as the “Metallurgical Lab” at the
University of Chicago. The small CP-1 (Chicago Pile-1) reactor in a former squash court
underneath the University of Chicago’s
Stagg Field football stadium achieved
criticality on December 2, 1942.
On July 1, 1946, the laboratory was
formally chartered as the Argonne National
History was made on December 2, 1942, when a group
of 49 scientists led by Enrico Fermi created the world’s
first controlled, self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction.
Bob Ferguson donated a bronze replica of this image to
the City of Richland.

Laboratory to conduct “cooperative
research in nucleonics.” It was the nation’s
first national laboratory. In the post-war era

the lab focused primarily on peaceful applications of nuclear physics. Achievements include
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design and construction of the first power-producing nuclear reactors, helping design the
reactors used by the United States' nuclear navy, and a wide variety of similar projects.
Almost immediately after his arrival, Bob attended an accelerated course in all aspects of
nuclear reactor safety at the historic Oak Ridge School of Reactor Technology in Tennessee. The
school was established 1950 by Alvin M. Weinberg, director of Oak Ridge National Laboratory,
and Admiral Hyman G. Rickover, father of the nuclear navy. Bob’s first assignment put him in
charge of reactor safety for reactors in Ohio, Nebraska, and California, including the prototype of
the first nuclear reactor launched into space.
Returning to Argonne from Oak Ridge, Ferguson was promoted to project engineer. He
participated in the design, construction, and operational safety review of the AEC's Second
Round Commercial Reactor Demonstration Program, the Space
Nuclear Program, and advanced research reactors at Argonne, the
National Research Testing Station in Idaho, and at Atomics
International's Santa Susana Field Laboratory in California.
At Argonne, Ferguson assumed project management
responsibilities for all reactor and high energy physics projects,
Newspaper photo of
Ferguson announcing his
promotion at Argonne.

including the management structure for construction of the National
Accelerator Laboratory in Batavia, Illinois, later renamed Fermilab,

which opened in 1969.
In his oral history interview for the Hanford History Project, Bob noted the cultural
transition that occurs when nuclear workers, and even companies, move from production to
commercial nuclear power or cleanup. “The SL-1 accident was really a wakeup call, even within
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the AEC, for the need for rigorous oversight, rigorous design review, design construction, and
operation.”
―
By 1971, Ferguson had become increasingly unhappy with his job at Argonne. The new
Fermilab was nearing start-up, and Bob was offered employment there. His manager at Argonne
was willing to allow him a leave of absence to take the job, but AEC headquarters in Washington,
DC was uncooperative. Since Fermilab reported to the Chicago Operations Office, Washington
felt that his employment there would be a conflict of interest. Another potential job as the
manager of the Nevada weapons test site fizzled.
Bob told his older brother, Jim, about his frustration during a fishing trip to Idaho. Jim had
already established his credentials as a successful businessman, having owned several businesses,
including a hardware store in Hayden Lake, Idaho.
The brothers decided to go into business together, buying a
small dairy processing plant called the Bar T Ranch Dairy. Located
in the Spokane Valley, eighteen miles from the Idaho border, Bar T
Jim (right) and Bob Ferguson
display salmon and trout
caught during a fishing trip. It
was on this trip that the
brothers decided to buy a
dairy farm.

was one of a half dozen small, independent dairies in the Spokane
area. The two would be equal partners in the dairy, but Bob would
run it, while Jim continued to run the hardware store.
Katie was excited to return to Spokane where her mother and

family still lived. Her dependent mother moved in with them which, when added to the
struggling dairy business, made the situation more difficult. The girls attended Holy Names
Academy in Spokane, where Katie’s twin sister Dixie taught Colleen, the youngest daughter.
Katie found a teaching job at St. Aloysius Gonzaga Catholic School in Spokane where one of her
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students was John Stockton, future standout point-guard for the Utah Jazz professional
basketball team.
But difficulties began not long after the brothers bought the business. Two large cooperatives
tied to the 1,100-member Dairy Farmers of Washington were trying to consolidate the dairy
business in the Spokane area. Bar T bought raw milk from one of the cooperatives and found that
they were being charged higher prices than their competitors for dairy products. This forced
them to lose market share and soon to go out of business. Meanwhile, business was tough. Katie
helped out on weekends. Colleen, smiled as she
recalled her mother trying to keep up with conveyer
belt full of moving milk cartons.
The family adventure lasted a little more than a
year before Bob got a welcome call asking him to
return to work for the AEC at Hanford. Jim
Spokane Daily Chronicle, April 3, 1980.

continued to operate the dairy until it was forced to

close in 1976.
But the story didn’t end there. Ferguson sued the two cooperatives for violating state antitrust laws in their efforts to force competitors out of business and in 1980 was awarded almost
$200,000. The judge in the case doubled the amount and awarded another $323,000 in attorney’s
fees, only to have the award tossed out in an 8-0 ruling by the state supreme court in 1983.
―
In 1971, the former assistant manager at Argonne, Tom Nemzik, had become manager of the
Richland Operations Office overseeing Hanford, and another former Argonne colleague, Alex
Fremling, had become his deputy. Bob later remembered:
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And so, they asked me to come back to the AEC. It was a period of dramatic
change at Hanford. They were having a lot of difficulty with the management of
the contracts, and I’d had a lot of experience in project management at Argonne
in both high energy physics and reactor projects, and a lot of experience in
contracting.
Bob’s official title was Director of Contracts but he also served in a dual capacity as technical
director and manager of the Rockwell International contract which oversaw the operation of the
N Reactor.
The offer to rejoin the government was a relief in one way, but a problem in another.
Although he had more than twenty years of government service, having resigned meant he was
no longer vested in his government retirement program. Now, he wanted to “buy back” into the
plan, but he needed the money to purchase a house in Richland. Bob Ferguson was starting over.
―
The Tri-Cities that Bob returned to in early 1972 was a far different place than the one he had
left ten years earlier.
The town had totally changed. When we came back, we looked at a couple of
houses in Meadow Springs. The realtor told us it would be pretty iffy to buy there,
because (the development) may not go. There was a dirt road at that time between
that and Columbia Center. Columbia Center (Mall) didn’t exist when we were
first here. We came back, and here’s Columbia Center.
Katie found a job teaching at Christ the King Catholic school in Richland and worked there
until the family moved to Washington, DC in 1979.
The Tri-Cities had changed in other ways as well. In 1964, President Lydon Johnson had
announced a cutback in plutonium production. Despite heavy lobbying from state and local
officials, each of the eight production reactors built during World War II and the Cold War was
shut down between 1964 and 1971. Two weeks after President Johnson’s announcement, General
Electric announced that it would be leaving Hanford as the prime contractor. The result of the
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two announcements was a deep and ongoing recession. Many residents moved away, and local
businesses closed.
Led by businessman and community promoter Sam Volpentest and the owners of the TriCity Herald, the community supported repeated
attempts to find new missions and programs that
would create jobs and stabilize the local economy.
Volpentest recalled, “Hell, it wasn’t a crisis; it was an
out-and out catastrophe.” He and others like him had
everything they owned tied up in their local businesses.
Sam Volpentest proudly points to an AllAmerica City sign in 1961 while City Manager
Murray Fuller and Mayor Joyce Kelly look on.

“I was broke. I couldn’t leave.” They created a new nonprofit community organization called the Tri-Cities

Nuclear Development Council (TCNIC) to protect and expand nuclear missions at Hanford.
Sam made sure that “nuclear” was included in the name.
With the help of Washington Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson, they persuaded the AEC to
split the primary Hanford contract into its component parts, requiring each successful bidder to
include funding for local economic development as a part of their successful bid. But dealing
with six or seven Hanford contractors instead of one became a challenge. The managers of the
AEC’s Richland Operations Office turned to Bob Ferguson, a proven problem solver they already
knew from working together at Argonne, to help bring things under control.
In 1970, Westinghouse had assumed responsibility for the design of the Fast Flux Test
Facility (FFTF) at Hanford after AEC headquarters had clashed with the original design team at
Pacific Northwest National Laboratory. Bechtel oversaw construction of the reactor, but they and
Westinghouse reported to different people at the AEC, creating confusion and rising costs.
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Although part of the nation’s breeder reactor program (a breeder reactor creates fissile
material at a faster rate than it uses it for fuel), FFTF was not technically a breeder reactor. It was
a sodium-cooled, fast neutron research reactor
used to test advanced nuclear fuels, materials,
components, nuclear power plant operations and
maintenance protocols, and reactor safety designs.
Congress had authorized the program back in 1967
at a cost of $87.5 million, plus contingencies.
Fast Flux Test Facility under construction in the
1970s.

President Nixon attended the groundbreaking
ceremony in 1971. Two years later, the cost

estimate had grown to $270 million.
By 1973, the project was in deep trouble. Ferguson remembered, “Not only had they exceeded
their congressional limitation, but they didn’t have enough money to complete the project under
the authorized amount. They had run out of money.” An investigation team recommended that
AEC appoint a single manager with total responsibility over the project.
FFTF and other agency issues led Washingtons’ two powerful US senators to urge President
Nixon to appoint Seattle scientist and public television personality Dr. Dixy Lee Ray to head the
AEC. Also at their suggestion, she named Bob Ferguson as manager in charge of a new special
FFTF Project Office at Hanford which assumed responsibility for construction of the reactor.
“This included contract authority, safety, everything,” Bob recalled.
By that time, more than 1,000 construction workers on the job had created a new boom in the
Tri-Cities economy, and the project had become the poster child of TCNIC’s effort to create new
missions at Hanford. However, when Ferguson assumed responsibility for the project, it was
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already wildly over budget and behind schedule. Ferguson threatened to fire Bechtel from the
job if they didn’t follow his directives. They blamed the AEC for the cost overruns, citing a
changing work scope.
Ultimately, the new estimated cost of completing FFTF grew to $540 million. “I remember I
used to cringe every time Sam Volpentest would say what a great project it was for the
community at $540 million.”
Westinghouse engineer Steve Arneson remembered Bob’s contributions as FFTF’s project
manager:
What Bob brought to the FFTF project was a remarkable ability to see and act on
the real issues that would make FFTF successful in a government environment of
limited ability to act decisively or in a timely way. He had the attitudes and
motivations absolutely essential for the success of a complex project to work for
results in the face of sometimes negative internal policies and personalities. He
was a supurb project manager.
FFTF was finally completed in April 1982, at an announced cost of $647 million. When
President Carter decided to abandon the breeder reactor program, FFTF remained in operation,
testing advanced nuclear fuels, materials, and components, but without a mission.
Mike Lawrence, who would later manage DOE’s Richland Operations Office and sign the
1989 Tri-Party Agreement which forever changed the mission at Hanford from production to
cleanup, recalled that FFTF was “a fantastic reactor. It was the most efficient breeder reactor in
the world. If we still had it, it would still be in use. Unfortunately, there was no viable way
forward to keep it.”
“I believe that FFTF was the biggest success of my career,” Ferguson said many years later. “It
really was.”
―
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In 1977, President Jimmy Carter combined several federal agencies, including the AEC,
creating the Energy Research and Development Administration (ERDA), which then merged
into the US Department of Energy (DOE). James Schlesinger, former Secretary of Defense under
Presidents Nixon and Ford, became its first secretary. At the time, an oil crisis caused by rising
prices and America’s dependence on foreign oil was causing shortages and inflation that
threatened the Carter presidency.
In October 1978, as a result of the reorganization creating DOE, Bob was lured away from
Hanford and appointed Deputy Assistant Secretary for Nuclear Energy at DOE, responsible for
overseeing the nation’s domestic nuclear energy program. “It was technical and administration, it
was everything,” Glenn Lee, the publisher of the Tri-City Herald, noted in an editorial:
Hanford is honored by the appointment of Bob Ferguson as head of nuclear
research for the Department of Energy.
He’s “grown up” here in the nuclear business. DOE could have gone far and not
found anyone with more knowledge or more able to get things done.
Building the FFTF, an experimental breeder reactor, would test anyone’s
capabilities. So far it is pushing the state of the art. Ferguson has been in charge of
the project and it’s much to his credit that the FFTF is now about 95 percent
complete.
In his new job he can be expected to make great contributions to the nuclear
power and breeder programs.
Bob Ferguson’s experience and proven capabilities will help assure that the
United States has the technology when the time comes to push ahead with the
breeder. Tri-Citians are proud of his appointment. They wish him outstanding
success.
The family moved to Washington, D.C. just as their oldest daughter, Catherine, was
graduating from Gonzaga and Colleen was finishing her freshman year at Oregon State

Ferguson delivering President Carter's policy message
about stopping the breeder reactor program and
discontinuing nuclear fuel reprocessing at the Second
Pacific Basin Conference in September 1978 in Tokyo,
Japan.
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University. Both were excited to be in the nation’s capital for the summer. Catherine got a job
interning for Congressman Mike McCormack, a former AEC employee at Hanford who
represented the area in Congress. McCormick sat on the House Science and Technology
Committee and chaired the Subcommittee on
Energy Research and Production. Catherine
remembered that it was an “interesting time”
to be working for him. She left Washington
that fall to begin graduate school at Notre
Dame.
Bob spent much of his first year at DOE trying to explain President Carter's nuclear nonproliferation policy to foreign countries. That policy indefinitely stopped the reprocessing of
spent nuclear fuel out of concerns over nuclear weapons proliferation. Carter's dramatic
decisions to discontinue reprocessing and to terminate the US Breeder Reactor Program―a
program Ferguson himself had worked on and believed in―were a difficult sell. Carter hoped
that by setting this example, the United States would encourage other nations to follow suit, but
most nations went ahead with their reprocessing and breeder development. Bob summed up the
situation:
The policy of the United States and the Atomic Energy Commission was to take the fuel
from commercial reactors, reprocess it, remove the plutonium from it, and use the
plutonium for fuel for fast breeder reactors that produced more energy than they used,
producing an unlimited supply of energy.
That was the policy when FFTF was built. Carter killed the breeder program because
he thought that nuclear was not going to be here to stay, and he didn’t want to facilitate
the spread of nuclear weapons around the world. Because when you do reprocess, you can
use that same technology to extract plutonium for weapons, so it was killed for that
reason.
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His second year in the Carter Administration was memorable because of two unanticipated
events that brought negative attention to DOE. The first was the devastating 1979 energy crisis
which brought about gasoline shortages created by oil embargoes imposed by Middle Eastern oil
producers on the United States following the Iranian Revolution.
The second was the Three Mile Island nuclear accident in Pennsylvania on March 28, 1979.
Within days of the accident, Ferguson and his staff visited
the site to gain a first-hand understanding of the cause,
the damage done, and the recovery needs. “I was there on
the fifth day after the accident; I was in the control room
of Three Mile Island” Bob recalled. “It was really a bad
accident, but nobody got hurt because of our rigorous
safety requirements in the United States. That wasn’t the
case in the Soviet Union.”
However, the Three Mile Island accident had a profound effect on the nuclear industry,
resulting in the cancellation of 100 nuclear plants ordered or planned between 1972 and 1983. No
new plants were licensed in the United States by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC)
from that time until 2012. And more than eighty anti-nuclear groups were formed, including
several in the Pacific Northwest, who had their sights focused directly on Hanford.
President Jimmy Carter tours the Three
Mile Island nuclear reactor control room
on April 1, 1979. Bob Ferguson and his
staff toured the facility a day later.

―
While Bob was serving in Washington, DC, events were
playing out in the State of Washington that would forever

impact his life and career.
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Since the mid-1960s, no vision of Hanford’s future had so captivated community leaders than
the image of turning Hanford into a massive nuclear energy park supplying electric power
throughout the west. They believed that the potential unleashed by FFTF and the dual-purpose
N Reactor would solve any uncertainty about the future of the Tri-Cities. While Bob was still at
Argonne, a $50,000 study concluded that the Hanford Site offered “unique merit” as a future
location for nuclear power plants.
The mechanism for achieving that lofty goal already existed. In 1957, the Washington State
Legislature authorized the creation of a state-chartered municipal corporation called the
Washington Public Power Supply System (WPPSS)—allowing small public utility districts and
municipalities to combine their money and resources to build what was described as “a system of
works, plants, and facilities for the generation and transmission of electricity to provide a
dependable source of power supply for the participants.”
In 1962, WPPSS decided to enter into a complicated financial agreement to finance,
construct, and operate a steam generating plant associated with the N Reactor at Hanford.
Encouraged by a Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) report citing growing and future
demand for power, WPPSS decided to develop more nuclear capacity in Washington State. They
approved construction of a new nuclear power plant at Hanford in 1972 and two more soon
after. WPPSS approved another two in 1974. The original estimated cost of the five plants had
been $4.1 billion. At the time, Bob was struggling with the rising costs and construction delays
associated with FFTF.
By 1976, the estimated cost of the five WPPSS nuclear plants had risen to $6.6 billion; by
1979, it had grown to $11.9 billion. Many factors contributed to the increase―poor
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management, skyrocketing inflation, lack of a single reactor design, frequent design changes, the
high cost of labor, rampant job turnover, low worker productivity, and jurisdictional disputes
among unions. In addition, the Pacific Northwest’s increasingly sluggish economy reduced the
demand for power just when the cost of that power was going up.
After a new cost estimate of $23.8 billion had been received in May 1981, it was found that it
would take an additional $4.3 billion to finish the first three plants and that a further $8.9 billion
would be needed to finish the last two plants which were still only 25 and 16 percent complete.
Money to finance construction of the plants came from tax-exempt bonds purchased by large
institutions and small investors. WPPSS already was the nation’s largest issuer of tax-exempt
bonds, but that funding source was unsustainable. Meanwhile, growing anti-nuclear sentiment
following the Three Mile Island incident eroded public support for WPPSS—now derisively
known as “WHOOPS!”
By 1980, the situation at the troubled utility cried out for a new managing director who could
see WPPSS through to a successful conclusion. Senator Jackson again lobbied Ferguson to leave
DOE, this time to and return to Hanford to run WPPSS. But Bob resisted: “I’d been in the
government twenty years, and I was still pretty young. I didn’t want to leave the government
because I had no retirement. I wasn’t old
enough to retire.” He finally relented in June
after Jackson promised that if Bob would come
out and solve the WPPSS problem, Jackson
“would make sure I got back in the
Unfinished WPPSS nuclear power plants at Hanford in
1995.

government.” Bob moved his family back to the
Tri-Cities in August, coincident with the
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marriage of his oldest daughter, Catherine, in Spokane. She remembers, “Mom was happy to go
back, as she missed her friends and social life back in Richland.” Katie returned to Christ the
King, becoming the first lay principal of the school before retiring in 2007.
Charismatic and enthusiastic, Ferguson told his new board, “I know what has to be done.”
Privately, his first impression of what he had inherited was that WPPSS was “pretty much a
mess.” Confident in his ability, he later remembered, “I believed I could fix WPPSS. It was a
simple management problem. I ‘projectized’ it, just like I did at FFTF. So, I knew that would
work.”
He started at WPPSS in August at the beginning of a six-month work stoppage by organized
labor over a jurisdictional dispute at Hanford. Between 4,000 and
5,000 workers were idled, costing the Supply System $5 to $7
million a day. He proceeded to lead WPPSS for three climactic
years. Well aware of the Tri-Cities’ previous success in obtaining
government help from Olympia and Washington, DC, Ferguson
wasted no time in asking TCNIC’s leadership “to come to our
Bob Ferguson in 1982.

assistance with your political clout to help us get on with our work,”

but there was little they could do to offset the rising costs and decreased demand for power.
Bob remembered:
I finally got to the point where I got the construction schedules worked out, but I
didn’t recognize the cost. It wasn’t until the cost projections hit that I recognized
that we couldn’t build all five reactors. And then the demand projections changed.
It looked like it would take the equivalent of five Seattles to use the power
produced by the planned reactors, and I said to myself, this is just not possible.
But we had a contractual obligation to build them. It wasn’t up to me to question
the need.
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By now convinced that the bond financing plan for the final two power plants was unrealistic,
and facing a new cost estimate of $17.3 billion—$13 billion more than the original estimate—
Ferguson asked the WPPSS board on May 29, 1981, to impose a one-year construction
moratorium on the two new plants, leading to thousands of job layoffs, particularly at Hanford.
On January 22, 1982, with no obvious way forward, the WPPSS board finally submitted to
reality and voted to terminate the two plants. They had already cost the supply system $2.25
billion. The prospects were not much better
for the three remaining plants. There was a
growing chorus of unrest from politicians
and ratepayer activists.
By January of 1982, the federal
Managing director Robert L. Ferguson (wearing vest,
right) speaks at a contentious WPPSS board meeting in
May 1981.

government was looking for a solution to the
growing chorus of concern about nuclear

power. Bob was asked to participate in White House meeting with nuclear power executives and
Reagan administration officials to determine what could be done about the 77 million gallons of
nuclear waste temporarily being stored in places like Hanford. Most of it was left over from
nuclear weapons production in the Cold War, but an increasing amount was used uranium fuel
from eighty-two nuclear power plants operating throughout the nation. Many utilities were
running out of storage space. “As a result of that meeting, we were instrumental in getting the
Nuclear Waste Policy Act started,”
The Nuclear Waste Policy Act of 1982 created a timetable and procedure for establishing a
permanent, underground repository for high-level nuclear waste. State governments were given
the right to veto a national government decision to place a waste repository within their borders,
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and the veto would stand unless both houses of Congress voted to override it. One of the
proposed sites was located at Hanford, and work
had begun there, when Congress voted to
override Nevada’s objection and designate Yucca
Mountain in Nevada as the nation’s nuclear waste
depository.
The stress of trying to hold WPPSS together
took a severe physical toll on Ferguson. He was diagnosed with heart disease, and to avoid a
potentially catastrophic heart attack, he underwent quadruple by-pass open heart surgery at
Seattle’s Swedish Hospital on March 29, 1982. He was only 49.
Dry storage casks and in-ground storage vaults at
the Idaho National Laboratory

In June 1982, the workforce that had
numbered 6,300 in April dropped to 2,100 and

then down to 1,000 in September. Back at work, but still recovering from his heart bypass
surgery, Ferguson suffered a seizure requiring oxygen while flying back from a meeting in
Washington, DC. He’d had enough.
On November 28, 1982, Bob announced that he would step down effective June 1, 1983. He
submitted his resignation to the WPPSS board the next day. The Tri-City Herald wrote:
The resignation of Bob Ferguson as managing director of the Supply System is no
surprise. The wonder is it didn’t come sooner.
Few jobs are more arduous or more demanding than the one Mr. Ferguson
took over August 4, 1980. There’s been no end to the problems confronting him,
and eighteen-hour days became the norm until he had quadruple bypass heart
surgery March 29.
A man less dedicated than Bob Ferguson would have quit then. But instead, he
cut his recuperation period short and returned to work five weeks after the
surgery to find the problems had not vanished during his absence but had
multiplied.
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In August 1983, WPPSS was forced to default on $2.25 billion of its bonds. It was the largest
municipal bond default in United States history. Ferguson spent the next five years as a fact
witness during a string of lawsuits that followed and had to hire a security detail to protect him
when traveling. That was not the only problem. “I had open heart surgery and then Senator
Jackson died (in September), so I never went back into the government and never got my
pension.”
―
Without his government pension, Ferguson needed to make a living, but not before he spent
the summer recovering his health and fly-fishing in Idaho. In September, he began a new job as
Chairman of the Board of UNC Nuclear Industries, a Hanford contractor responsible for
operating the dual-purpose N Reactor and maintaining eight others in retired status. He hoped
to expand the company’s business by managing other nuclear power plants for utilities
nationwide.
Two years later he resigned from UNC to form his own consulting firm, R.L. Ferguson and
Associates, offering his wealth of experience to the nuclear industry for the next six years. He
sold his consulting company in 1991 to Science Applications International Corporation (SAIC), a
Fortune 500 company and major government contractor. In 1995, he joined a group that created
another company called Technical Resources which merged with e-learning Company in 1998 to
create a new firm called Nuvotec USA. Nuvotec specialized in waste management, environmental
consulting, and alternative energy and was engaged in the treatment of low-level and mixed
waste stored at Hanford. Bob served as its CEO and chairman of the board until he sold the
company to Perma-fix Northwest in 2007. During that time, he founded a computer-based
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nuclear safety training company for the Hanford Site called Vivid Learning Systems. He had
finally achieved the financial independence he had always desired.
―
Always creative, Bob has always been known for thinking outside of the box. In 1991 he came
up with one of his most innovative and potentially most important ideas. The Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT) was a landmark international treaty negotiated under the auspices of the United
Nations and signed by the United States on July 1, 1968. And ratified by the U.S. Senate in March
1970. Its objective was to prevent the spread of
nuclear weapons and weapons technology, to
promote the peaceful uses of atomic energy
and to further the goal of achieving nuclear
disarmament. Article VI of the treaty
committed the signatories to “pursue
negotiations in good faith on effective
President Lyndon Johnson looks on as Secretary of
State Dean Rusk signs the NPT treaty on July 1, 1968.

measures relating to cessation of the nuclear

arms race at an early date and to nuclear disarmament.”
By the mid-1980s, the United States and Russia both possessed thousands of missile
launchers and more than 10,000 nuclear warheads. In addition, both countries had accumulated
vast stockpiles of weapons-grade plutonium―estimated to be at least thirty-five metric tons over
and above each country’s military requirements.
Seeing an opportunity for nuclear disarmament with the breakup of the Soviet Union, Bob
dreamed up a proposal he called the Isaiah Project. The name came from Isaiah 2:4: ‘They will
beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.’ With a firm belief in the
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goals of the NPT, and always looking for ways to reduce the nation’s stockpile of excess
plutonium and complete the unfinished WPPSS nuclear reactors, Bob’s plan addressed all three.
When he sold his consulting business to SAIC, it was contingent on their support for the Isaiah
plan.
His concept proposed to gain control of (or eliminate) Russia’s excess plutonium at a time
when it was recognized that it was not very secure, and burn it as fuel in nuclear reactors that
would be modified to produce MOX fuel (plutonium and uranium mixed oxide) for nuclear
power reactors.
It was assumed that Russia would not unilaterally dispose of its weapons grade plutonium but
that they might be willing do so if the United States agreed to dispose of its excess plutonium at
the same time, and pay them to do so at a time when they were effectively bankrupt. The
Russians saw their plutonium as an asset while the Americans saw it primarily as a liability.
Another potential selling point was that if the Russians were paid to dispose of their plutonium it
would put a lot of Russian engineers and scientists to work. A third consideration was that the
other known methods of disposing of the plutonium were considered at the time to be reversible.
With his many contacts in the nuclear industry and in the Tri-Cities, Ferguson assembled a
group of heavyweight partners—SAIC, Newport News Shipbuilding Corp., and Battelle
Memorial Institute—who agreed to acquire two partially completed WPPSS reactors in
Washington state at an estimated cost of $3.5 billion, complete them so that they would be able
to burn plutonium as fuel, and to raise another $2 billion in private financing to pay for a similar
program in Russia. The WPPSS reactors would then be transferred to DOE ownership and the
MOX fuel they produced would meet the internationally accepted nonproliferation standard for
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commercial nuclear fuel. It was estimated that during the forty-year design life of the reactors, it
would be possible to dispose of an estimated eighty tons of usable plutonium.
Ferguson and his partners briefed high-level U.S. officials about their plan, including
Washington Congressman Norm Dicks and Vice President Al Gore’s national security and
science advisors. At the same time, the US Academy of Sciences was working on a study
evaluating the various options for the disposition of the plutonium and the Isaiah team made
several presentations to them.
After the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991, Ukraine was left in possession of
approximately 1,800 nuclear warheads, amounting to the world’s third largest nuclear arsenal,
and raising concerns about its future disposition in both the United States and Russia. In the fall
of 1993, the Isaiah team was notified that a Ukrainian member of their Rada (Parliament) would
be visiting Portland and Seattle. They invited him to the Tri Cities where they briefed him on the
Isaiah plan. Clearly impressed, Volodymyr Shovkoshitny invited Bob and his team to visit
Ukraine to discuss the project with high-level Ukrainian government officials.
At this point, events moved quickly. On January 14-15, Presidents Bill Clinton, Russian
President Boris Yeltsin, and Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk met for a two-day summit in
Moscow. Clinton and Yeltsin signed a series of bilateral arms and economic agreements designed
to help Russia transition to a free-market economy. Kravchuk joined them in signing an
agreement that would return the 1,800 former Soviet weapons still in Ukraine back to Russia in
return for guarantees of fuel to keep Ukraine’s nuclear power plants running. However, the
Ukrainian Rada refused to ratify Kravchuk’s agreement. The Rada was sharply divided between
the communist pro-Russian faction and Ukrainian nationalists representing a myriad of political
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viewpoints. The democratic factions thoroughly distrusted Russia and wanted something more
tangible for the warheads.
The Isaiah team, consisting of Bob and representatives of SAIC, Newport News Shipbuilding,
and Battelle Memorial Institute, traveled to Kyiv and Moscow for ten days in late January and
early 1994. Tri-City Herald reporter Wanda Briggs accompanied the delegation and sent stories
on the progress of the visit to her hometown paper.
The group spent a week in Kyiv, where
Shovkoshitny arranged for them to attend a
session of the Rada where the proposal was
discussed, and meetings with other high-level
government officials including a Deputy
Prime Minister. The pending agreement
with Russia would have reimbursed Ukraine
Wanda Briggs, Reporter for the Tri-City Herald; Robert
L. Ferguson, CEO of Ferguson Financial Group, LLC; and
the Isaiah Project Team standing in front of the
Chernobyl Power Plant in Ukraine, 1994.

for the uranium in the weapons but not the
plutonium. Laurin Dodd, who represented

Battelle on the trip, remembered that, “there was some view that the Isaiah Project might either
compensate Ukraine for the plutonium or, at least, see that Russia did not use it in weapons.”

After the Kyiv meetings, the Isaiah team traveled to Moscow where they briefed U.S.
Ambassador Thomas Pickering on the proposal. After meeting with Russian technical experts,
Bob cautiously noted, “There are some people here, as there are in the US government, who are
looking for the perfect solution. And there are some looking for no solutions. The result of either
of these views is the same. Nothing is yet done.”
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That comment turned out to be prophetic. After returning to the United States, Bob was in
Washington, D.C. on March 4, 1994, where he and members of the Isaiah team had been
escorting Shovkoshitny to a series of meetings with American officials prior to a scheduled
meeting between Clinton and Kravchuk. They hoped that the two leaders would talk about the
Isaiah plan, but it was not to be.
The Isaiah Plan was never discussed by the two leaders. The Americans asked that the subject
not be raised during the meeting. At their joint press conference on March 4, Clinton announced
$350 million in economic aid to Ukraine, and a further $350 million in assistance in dismantling
their missiles. He urged Kravchuck to continue his efforts to get the Rada to ratify the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty and reaffirming “America’s support for Ukraine’s independence,
sovereignty, and territorial integrity.”
The Americans opted instead to use their aid to persuade the Rada to ratify
the Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), which it did later that year, and to return all the nuclear
weapons to Russia in return for Russia’s guarantee of Ukraine’s territorial integrity.
Ten years later, in 2015, Russia violated this agreement when it invaded Crimea and
supported Russia-backed separatists in the Donbas region of eastern Ukraine. On February 22,
2022, Russia launched an all-out invasion of the country which continues as this is being
written―the first major land war in Europe since the end of World War II.

―
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It was also during this time that Bob played an important role in the development of the TriCities community. Bob became aware of Sam Volpentest’s political influence when he contacted
TCNIC to ask for help with FFTF funding and
Sam returned his call. The two became further
acquainted when Bob returned to Hanford from
Argonne. Sam appreciated a good manager who
could get things done, and Bob appreciated
someone with the political contacts who could
help him get something done.
Sam Volpentest’s political clout was legendary,
stretching back many years. Here he is shown
with US senators Henry (Scoop) Jackson, left, and
Warren G. Magnuson in the 1970s.

Sam was influential in getting Bob named
FFTF project manager. When Bob was tapped to

join the new Department of Energy in the Carter Administration, Sam at first resisted because of
his reservations about Carter’s nuclear policies. Ultimately, he was happy to have a friend deep
inside DOE. When Senator Jackson persuaded Bob to take the WPPSS job, Sam was glad to have
Bob back in the community.
The Tri-Cities was at another economic crossroads when Bob Ferguson suffered the massive
heart attack that resulted in his resignation from WPPSS. N Reactor was on life support. An
effort to develop an underground nuclear depository at Hanford had failed. FFTF no longer had
an identified mission. Add to that the massive layoffs at WPPSS and the result was an economic
downturn that was just as serious, if not more so, than the recession of the early 1970s.
The community had grown since TCNIC’s creation in the 1960s. Now, economic recovery
called for more than just a single-focus reliance on Hanford. The Tri-Cities economy needed to
diversify to survive. Bob had assumed the leadership of TCNIC in 1983 while he was still
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recovering. He realized that the community needed a strong, united and financially stable
organization to advocate for and deliver a sustainable future for the Tri-Cities.
Bob and others devised a plan to merge TCNIC with the nearly bankrupt Tri-Cities Chamber
of Commerce. Bob and Kelso Gillenwater, the
new publisher of the Tri-City Herald, led the
effort. Sam absolutely opposed the idea and
threatened to quit his job at TCNIC, particularly
when he learned that they intended to take the
word “nuclear” out of the organization’s title
Bob Ferguson announces the creation of TRIDEC at
a press conference on August 13, 1985. Sam was
not happy.

and it would become the Tri-City Industrial
Development Council (TRIDEC).

The price of his support for the merger was a commitment that his activities on behalf of
Hanford would continue essentially unchanged. A new committee would enable Sam to continue
to work on the activities he thought important, independent from whatever else the new
organization did. “Of course, the concession he extracted from me,” Bob recalled, “was that I
had to agree to become the chairman of the board of the new organization.” The Tri-City Herald
opined that there could be “no better choice” than Bob Ferguson to lead the new organization.
For the next fifteen years, Sam Volpentest and Bob Ferguson worked closely together to
lobby on behalf of their community. They teamed to support countless projects—some
successful, and some not—and to become occasional business partners and close friends. Sam
was Ferguson’s political mentor, and the younger man gained credibility and status from their
association.
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By their own count, the two men made between ten and fifteen trips to Washington, DC, a
year. Then in his late 80s, Sam provided his reputation and uncanny political instincts. Ferguson,
who had by now acquired most of the same contacts, contributed his deep technical knowledge
and his broad experience, plus his own contacts in the nuclear industry. Yet their trips were not
without adventures.
On one occasion in 1989, Washington Senator Slade Gorton had arranged a meeting for
Ferguson with the new Secretary of Energy, Admiral James Watkins, to discuss the Isaiah Project.
They were sitting in Congressman Norm Dicks’ office discussing their strategy for the upcoming
meeting when Bob became gravely ill. Dicks rushed him to Washington Hospital Center, which
had an internationally-recognized cardiac care program. A specialist removed and replaced the
coronary artery bypass that Ferguson had received in 1982 using a new technique. “Norm
arranged for my wife to stay in a special suite at the hospital because I was there for twenty-one
days. Sam and Kelso [Gillenwater] visited me during my stay while I continued to conduct
TRIDEC business because we were trying to save FFTF at the time.”
On a trip in 1996, Bob and Sam had returned to their hotel after dinner, relaxing before the
start of their normal grueling schedule the next day. Later that night, Ferguson began to
experience intense pain and nearly passed
out. He was again rushed to Washington
Hospital Center. They arrived at the
hospital’s emergency room in a cab
summoned by a clearly worried Sam.
Bob in discussion with Congressman Norm Dicks, left,
and Sam Volpentest at Sam’s 100th birthday party in
2004.
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Waiting longer to be seen than Sam clearly
thought was reasonable, “he stood up, and in

a very loud voice made some fairly direct comment about being discriminated against.” Just then,
Ferguson passed out in his chair and started vomiting blood. He had arrived at the hospital just
in time. Ferguson had lost a lot of blood as the result of a bleeding ulcer. Sam remained at the
hospital until Ferguson’s wife, Katie, arrived from the Tri-Cities the next day. Ferguson stayed
there for more than a week. He later remembered, “The initial reports back to the Tri-Cities were
that I had taken Sam to the hospital rather than the other way around.”
TRIDEC turned forty years old in 2003, with Sam nearing his 99th birthday and still on the
job every workday. His doctors told him he could no longer fly, so Bob and Gary Petersen, hired
by TRIDEC in 2002 as an “understudy” for Sam, assumed the lobbying trips. The two would
continue to collaborate on Hanford and Tri-Cities issues for the next fifteen years.
Sam Volpentest worked at TRIDEC until his death just short of his 101st birthday. Bob
delivered the eulogy at a funeral packed with dignitaries from the local, state, and federal
government. Bob remembered that the clock on Sam’s bedside table was “set right after 5:00
because he wanted to put in a final shift before he died.”
―
In 2010, Bob and Katie moved from Richland to Mary’s Wood, a retirement community built
on the site of a former convent near Lake Oswego, Oregon. They chose the community because
it featured a full range of options, from independent living (they purchased a home there) to
assisted living and hospice care. An added benefit was that it was located near their younger
daughter’s Portland home. But Bob and Katie’s sojourn to Oregon was not to be. Katie missed
her friends in the Tri-Cities and hated driving in Portland. After a year, they returned to
Richland and purchased a condominium near the Columbia River. Bob didn’t stay retired for
long.
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In February 2010, the new Obama administration terminated the Yucca Mountain nuclear
waste depository project in Nevada as a result of
political pressure brought by Nevada Senator
Harry Reid, the Senate Majority Leader. Yucca
Mountain had been selected in 2002 as a final
resting place for treated nuclear waste, much of it
from Hanford, and construction on the project
Bob Ferguson, third from left, with his legal team
during their successful 2010 Yucca Mountain
lawsuit against the federal government.

was well under way.
Ferguson, Gary Petersen and heavy-lift crane

company founder Bill Lampson filed a lawsuit in federal court against the president, DOE, and
the NRC to hold them accountable for violating the Nuclear Waste Policy Act (NWPA). Similar
lawsuits filed by other plaintiffs were combined into one lawsuit by the District of Columbia
Court of Appeals.
In August 2013, the court ruled in favor of Ferguson and the other plaintiffs, ruling that the
NRC should resume work on the approval process for Yucca Mountain. Two of the three judges
ruled that the NRC had violated the NWPA when it stopped the license review and withheld
safety evaluation reports from Congress. The agency still has not authorized construction to
resume on the project, pending further appropriations from Congress. As Gary Petersen
reflected,
We won the lawsuit against the Administration!!! But just what did we win? Well,
we won the release of the NRC’s Safety Analysis report—which shows that Yucca
Mountain WOULD BE a safe place to store high level waste. But politics won’t let
that happen, so there are now spent nuclear fuel storage sites located close to
rivers all over the U.S.
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The difficult court battle prompted Ferguson to write two books on the subject of
government mismanagement of nuclear waste
and spent nuclear fuels. The first, The Cost of
Deceit & Delay: Obama and Reid's Scheme to
Kill Yucca Mountain Wastes $Billions, was
published in 2012, and the second, Nuclear
Waste in Your Backyard: Who's to Blame and
How to Fix It, was published in 2014. With his
unique technical background and experience,
Bob being interviewed by a local television crew
during the release of Something Extraordinary in
2019 as his co-author, C. Mark Smith, right front,
looks on.

he was the perfect collaborator with me in the
writing of Something Extraordinary: A Short
History of the Manhattan Project, Hanford and

the B Reactor, published in 2019.
Ferguson remains an outspoken critic of DOE’s nuclear waste strategy at Hanford. “It’s very
frustrating to see how political it has become and lack of science-based decisions that are made.”
Until December 2021, federal policy classified high level nuclear waste on the basis of how it was
produced rather than how much radioactivity it contained. Under the previous interpretation,
almost all of the 56 million gallons of waste stored at Hanford was classified as high level because
of how it was produced. Under the new interpretation, some of what is now classified as low-level
waste could be transferred from Hanford to other sites for storage or treatment.
The Department of Energy’s 2022 Hanford Lifecycle Scope, Schedule and Cost Report
estimates that it will cost a further $320 billion to $660 billion to complete the cleanup of the
Hanford Site. DOE presently spends approximately $2.5 billion on cleanup of the site. The new
estimates didn’t surprise Bob Ferguson, who anticipated the cost and timeframes back in his 2016
interview for the Hanford History Project.
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Sam Volpentest predicted before he died that the Vit Plant would never be built
because of the cost. And now you’re seeing it being questioned because of the cost.
People are saying, why do we have to spend this kind of money? It’s like the
WPPSS plants. People used to say, well, we have to build them no matter what.
Well, they got too expensive and the need for power went away, and so they didn’t
get built. So there comes a price when things are not affordable.
Bob has continued to press for faster, cheaper solutions for cleaning up the Hanford Site. In
2020, Ferguson, Bill Lampson, president of Lampson International, an international heavy lift
and transport company, and Gary Petersen, the retired vice president of Hanford programs for
TRIDEC, co-founded Northwest Energy Associates, a Tri-Cities nonprofit advocating for
accelerated cleanup and promoting a new clean energy mission for the site. Ferguson serves as
chairman of the organization.
The group has two initiatives. The first, Clean Up Hanford Now, promotes and supports
demonstrations of waste treatment methods that would supplement those applied in the
vitrification plant. "It is long past time for DOE to cut through the bureaucracy and the overregulation that has stopped the cleanup progress for this historic waste," Bob said at the time.
The second initiative, Clean Energy Advocates, supports clean energy initiatives at Hanford,
including a proposed clean energy research and development park, and the development and
siting of small nuclear reactors at Hanford.
―
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Katie Ferguson, Bob’s wife of 62 years, suffered a massive stroke on May 11, 2018, while on
vacation with Bob at their time-share condominium in Hope,
Idaho, a place they loved to visit. They had planned to celebrate the
birthday of Bob’s sister-in-law, Erma Ferguson. She was 93 at the
time and they had been wanting to see her. It was also a week
before their 63rd wedding anniversary. Katie was transported to the
hospital in Sandpoint and then to Kootenai Hospital in Coeur
d'Alene where she died later that day. She was 83 years old.
Katie Ferguson in later life.

Katie was a beloved educator for over 43 years. She taught
generations of students at Christ the King Elementary School in Richland, all of whom, her
obituary noted, “still remember their ‘linking verbs’ and certainly know the definition of a
predicate nominative,” her obituary noted. As mentioned earlier, Katie was the first lay person to
serve as Christ the King’s principal. In 2006, she received the prestigious Marie Rose Award in
recognition of her many years of commitment and dedication to Catholic education.
―
No discussion of Bob and Katie’s lives would be complete without a mention of their
philanthropy. In December 2020, Bob’s gift of
nearly a million dollars funded the new 6,000
square-foot Ferguson Education Center at
Christ the King. The preschool Montessori
building honors Katie. Bob and Katie have
funded several scholarships at Tri-Cities Prep
The Ferguson Education Center at Christ the King
Catholic School in Richland.
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Catholic High School in Pasco. The school named a new study room after Katie.
Another six-figure gift to Gonzaga University helped build the John and Joan Bollier Family
Center for Integrated Science and Engineering, which opened in June 2021. The center is
designed to help students pursue careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM). Bob and Katie had previously created a scholarship at Gonzaga Prep for needy students
in the name of Fr. Gordon Toner, Bob’s mentor from his days at Gonzaga Prep in Spokane.
While chairman of TRIDEC, Bob was a key figure in the creation of the branch campus of
Washington State University in Richland. He believed that the school could become a center for
carbon-free energy development and a catalyst for new economic development opportunities in
the Tri-Cities that did not depend on Hanford Site cleanup.
In 2010, Bob and Katie donated $100,000 to WSU to create the William R. Wiley Scholarship
for underrepresented students seeking careers in STEM fields. Wiley was Bob’s friend and the
influential former director of Pacific Northwest National Laboratory who died in 1996.
In March 2021, WSU Tri-Cities chancellor Sandra Haynes announced that Bob had endowed
a $500,000 faculty position that would help set the stage for turning the Richland campus into a
center for clean energy development. The generous gift supports his efforts to accelerate the
cleanup of the Hanford Site and to change its mission to promote clean energy initiatives. At the
time, he challenged WSU to take the lead in those efforts. “We need a curriculum. We need a
workforce for the future. WSU Tri-Cities is uniquely positioned to integrate all these areas. WSU
could lead this effort for the state and the nation.” In response, WSU said it would build on
WSU’s research strengths in water resources, the environment, agriculture, policy and
economics. “Energy is the source of all economic development,” Ferguson said at the time. With
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his gift acting as a catalyst, community leaders are working to
create a clean energy park located on former DOE land that
has been transferred to the City of Richland and Port of
Benton.
In addition, Bob and Katie have supported many other
local and national charitable causes. His parents had
ingrained in him the importance of education. His education
Bob Ferguson at home in his
Richland condo in 2020.

allowed a poor kid from Dover, Idaho, to achieve a full life

and a successful career. His gifts provided scholarships for underprivileged and underrepresented
students and is his way of ‘paying back. “Now I’m old,” he joked. “I try to take care of my family
first. But you can’t take it with you.”
―
Bob moved to Palm Desert in June 2020 where Catherine, his oldest daughter, and her
husband own a second home about five miles away in La Quinta. Bob and Katie loved to stay
with them during winter months, and after Katie died, Bob stayed with them each winter. While
he was there, Catherine began recording his memories of his childhood and early career. He fell
in love with the warm weather. His plan was to spend around eight or nine months a year there
and then travel to northern Idaho and other favorite places during the California desert
summers.
On August 25, 2021, Bob was on vacation in his beloved Idaho with his administrative
assistant and caretaker, Irena Krakowski, when he suffered a major stroke. He had wanted to
show her where he had grown up before her personal services contract ended in September. They
were staying in the same time-share condo in Hope, where Katie had suffered her stroke three
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years earlier. He was taken to the same community hospital in Sandpoint that Katie had been
taken to, but they lacked a neurosurgeon who could provide the care he needed.
Caught up in the COVID-19 crisis, Bob’s daughters spent two days searching the region for a
hospital with a critical care bed available. He was flown by helicopter to the larger hospital in
Coeur d’ Alene where his wait for an ICU bed continued. An article in the Tri-City Herald said
that Ferguson’s daughters ended up helping with his care—
feeding, bathing and shaving him, making sure that pain
medication was delivered on time—while doctors treated him
in the hospital’s emergency department. After two more days,
he was transferred to an ICU bed and soon after that to an
acute care unit. After twelve days there, his daughters were able
to arrange or a private medevac airplane to fly him to a
Bob enjoying a sunny afternoon in
the Tri-Cities just before his stroke.

rehabilitation facility near Chicago. He was recovering there
when he contracted Covid-19. He passed away peacefully,

surrounded by immediate family, on
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