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Reno firm's wind turbine a huge success

In a small warehouse space on Rock Boulevard, a start-up company called Mariah Power is assembling the first affordable, wind turbines small enough to fit a backyard.

Company President Mike Hess, his staff of six and temporary workers in June started selling 30 wind turbines to produce electricity for $4,995 each and plan to build 30 more in August. The parts are built in machine shops in Carson City.

Without much publicity, the company already has a backlog of 2,500 orders. The two-foot blades of Mariah's Windspire rotate around a vertical 30-foot pole, using patented technology to maximize the energy produced.

Hess projects the company will produce 18,000 units in its first year at a retooled factory in Youngstown, Ohio, starting this winter. The expansion plans hinge on getting $7 million to $10 million in financing. "We're on the verge of busting out," Hess said. 

Reno and Nevada economic development officials couldn't keep the plant here after the Youngstown City Council gave the firm a $1.8 million interest-free loan to retool the factory over three to four months. Hess said he hopes the company's second plant can be built in Reno in two years, but that would depend on whether there's enough manufacturing management talent to hire. He expects the company could open up to four or five plants rapidly.

Mariah, a name taken from a song in the Broadway musical and film "Paint Your Wagon," is the type of company Washoe County and state officials would like to keep to make Northern Nevada a leader in renewable energy production for solar, wind, geothermal and new technologies.

That effort got a major boost in when Fulcrum BioEnergy Inc. announced plans to build a $120 million plant to convert organic garbage into ethanol at the Tahoe-Reno Industrial Center in Storey County. "We are the mother lode of renewable energy, as valuable as silver was on the Comstock," Lt. Gov. Brian Krolicki said. But Krolicki said the state has its work cut out to keep manufacturing jobs for new technologies. The state constitution prohibits state money from being donated for private use. 

Mariah plans to keep its headquarters and research and development in Nevada, and company officials are working with higher education and state manufacturing leaders to develop a more skilled work force for advanced manufacturing.

Krolicki said Mariahs's technology is "unique and terribly exciting." Hess said the company plans to move into a 8,000-square-foot headquarters building on Longley Lane in September from its cramped quarters. Next year, he expects to have 25 employees in Reno and 60 in Ohio.

Ted Batchman, director of the renewable energy engineering program at the University of Nevada, Reno's Redfield campus, said officials are now focused on finding a proper site for one of Mariah's wind turbines and will use it to teach engineering students. 

Batchman also is working with Atairnano Reno, which is developing a supercharged lithium battery system to store power from windmills. With solar power added to the mix, Batchman said he can foresee marrying the three systems to create recharge stations for electrical vehicles. Batchman said the wind turbine will find ready markets in rural areas and developing countries. Given the $5,000 cost, he said the units could provide electricity in some villages where none now exists. Batchman said the company has carved a niche of its own. Hess said a company in Great Britain sells a similar product but it's priced at $51,000.

Hess, 60, retired to Incline Village in 1999 after a 25-year career in the computer industry in California's Silicon Valley. He said he and several other Silicon Valley refugees began experimenting with motors and started their quest to create an affordable wind turbine three years ago.

Chris Gabrys, who has more than 40 patents approved or pending in the energy field, is one of those refugees and is the company's chief technology officer. 

For the Windspire turbine, the company has been issued two patents, including one for a generator about the size of a dinner plate. Six other patents are pending for the rotors, the cantilevered shaft support, the hinged pole and other features. Unlike a typical windmill, the Windspire blades spin around a pole, create little noise and use new technology to get the most power from the spins.
"It had to pass the wife factor," Hess said. "Will it look good?" One of his wind turbines was erected in early July at the Marin County fairgrounds in California, which boasts the "greenest county fair on earth." The civic center campus, including the fairgrounds, was designed by Frank Lloyd Wright.

"It's very elegant," said Jim Farley, the county's cultural director, of the wind turbine that will remain as part of the fairgrounds. "We love elegance as well as functionality. I really think they are on to something."
The Windspire also is part of the U.S. Botanic Garden's sustainability exhibit on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., and has been purchased by the garden, Hess said.
Three other turbines have been ordered by the Houston Police Department for its new station, part of the building's public art budget. Others are being installed at a remote state park in New Mexico, in the atrium of the PUC China Basin building in San Francisco and to supplement solar power for a Nevada state telecommunications site on top of Fox Mountain near Gerlach. Northstar-at-Tahoe wants to buy one to help power its ski lifts.

Hess said he has offered to sell a working turbine to the Reno-Sparks Convention Center to replace the partially dismantled turbine in front of the building. He said he received no response but intends to make another offer and this time will offer to finance a working set of turbines.
 

"This is our town, too," he said.

