This is my story:

In July of 1985, I had finally settled in a good career for a high school graduate with only one year of college. I was a full-time Letter Carrier working in the Fremont, CA Post Office. I had job security and a clear path to retirement. It was a Sunday and I was driving to Tracy.

A simple drive, a moment in time, and your life can change forever, it was love at first sight. As I approached the Altamont Pass I saw them, rows and rows of man made trees creating energy from wind. I didn’t know how but I knew that I would work there. It took nine months, but I was successful in giving up my secure well paid future for a low paying temporary job at U.S. Windpower.

There were three substations, Dyer, Jackson, and Midway. There were two control rooms, one at Midway and one at Dyer. Once a week you drove from Dyer to the Jackson substation to take readings, the Jackson substation was less than a mile from Dyer. Whenever there was a feeder trip or other event at the Jackson substation you also had to go there to manually clear and close the lines.

All of the turbines were computer operated using a series of Apple computers with two monitors per computer. When there was an event you had to reload and reconfigure each Apple before you could regain control of the turbines. When I began working there was around 2400 turbines. Most of the turbines were 56-100 but there were a few 56-50s still in operation.

The wind farm was expanding and there was talk of adding remote locations. In order to do this we could no longer operate substations manually nor could we have hard wired control of the turbines. The wind farm was transitioning from direct and manual control to microwave and automated control.

The first transition was using an X-windows based computer user interface with a mirrored UNIX mainframe and remote client operation using a few very large monitors. This eliminated 60 Apple CPUs and 120 monitors. The entire wind farm could be operated from a single monitor.

The next requirement was to automate the substation interface. A Site Control And Data Acquisition (SCADA) system was installed in the Dyer control room. The software developer had never created a system for a wind farm prior to this and there were some immediate problems. The first problem was that the system was created for our unique situation and there was no documentation on how to use the system. The second was that the SCADA system was designed for typical substation operation that normally have a stable transmission flow. Wind farms do not generate unless there is wind, so the SCADA system was not meeting our needs as it was sounding alarms in non event situations.

I worked with the Engineers to define our requirements for the software developers. Then I worked with the SCADA system until I understood how to use the system and created an Operator’s manual. After I understood how to use the SCADA system, I taught the process to all of the control room operators. Once the wind farm was stable with the new systems everything was moved to a central control room in Livermore.

Because of my work on the SCADA system, my interaction with the Engineering department, and the initiative showed by identifying and correcting the transitional problems, U.S. Windpower created a position of Technical Analyst for me.

As the Technical Analyst, I created a turbine performance database using accumulated historical data. This database was used to create forecast scenarios, develop algorithms, and optimize turbine performance.

The wind farm grew from the original 2400 to over 4400 turbines with the addition of Palm Springs and Solano County. The testing and development of the 33M-VS turbine was initiated and I had a significant role in the process. I was part of the team that installed UPS (Uninterrupted Power Supply), mirrored UNIX servers, and automated generators. I troubleshot, tested, and maintained all systems.

During my time at U.S. Windpower, I completed an A.S. degree in Accounting and a B.S. degree in Organizational Behavior. I was awarded six (6) upper division units in Electrical Technology, and three (3) upper division units in Electrical Engineering for my work and reports on wind and alternative energy.

When I left U.S. Windpower I was earning more than I had or would as a letter carrier.

The largest frustration I have with my technical career is that I haven’t been able to transition my experience and passion for alternative energy into a clear career path. Since the windmills, I have gone on to learn highly technical material especially in the networking, audio, and video transmission areas. I have been involved in many R&D projects and most of them have used the Agile model. I have analyzed databases, operating systems, and worked with foreign systems.

One of my main career objectives is to improve methodology to save money and I have done that many times.

I am associated with several professional groups including: Modern Analyst, Sacramento Alternative Energy Group, Renewable Energy Network, Technical Writer, Technical Writer of Writers, The Content Wrangler Community, and University of San Francisco Alumni Association.

It is a joy to learn new technology and I have met and exceeded many challenges. While the work I have done has been significant, I want to do something that will work toward a better future. I felt when I worked in the early days of wind power production that I was working for a larger purpose, maybe even the greater good. I want to feel that again.

Sincerely,
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Mary Ellis

