


way in and out of Harris’s place was a walking 
path. The wood and materials he used to 
build his house and machine shop had to be 
carried in by foot. He bought a solar panel 
instead of building a road because “county 
building inspectors don’t like to walk.” As it 
happens, that residential solar panel became 
the first ever installed in the county. Although 
he still had to walk to town, Harris’s solar 
panel could power the tail light of his car for 
illumination and even power an old stereo 
during the long summer days.

“Back then, there was nothing commer-
cially available, but you could buy individual 
cells if you knew someone,” Harris said. “It cost 
something like 30 dollars a watt. Now solar 
energy is more like 30 cents a watt.” 

It was clear to Harris from the outset that 
the solar panel wasn’t going to provide the 
kind of power he needed, but he lived on a 
fairly robust perennial creek, so he created a 
modern version of the Pelton Wheel, a simple 
hydroelectric device.

“In rural Appalachia, back in the 1920s 
and 1930s, a lot of people were using 32-volt 
Pelton wheels to generate electricity from 

their creeks,” said Harris. “They were common, 
as were wind machines, but all that was torn 
down when power companies brought their 
lines through. My system was basically just an 
adaptation of an old 
principle.”

Using machinist 
skills honed on the 
SoCal drag race circuit, 
Harris designed and 
fabricated a micro 
hydroelectric system 
powerful enough to 
run his machine shop 
during seasons of high 
waterflow. It worked 
so well that Harris 
launched a business 
from his off-grid 
home, manufacturing 
the units for sale to 
the public. By the time 
Harris retired in 2004, 
he had made 3,500 
of his Pelton-Harris 
Water Wheels. Today, 

he is circumspect about the technology’s 
potential.

“They’ll never be big in the U.S. because 
there’s not enough access to water,” he said. 
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(Above) Dr. and Mrs. Future, Allan Lundell and Sun Marian Mc-
Namee Lundell, with their solar panels on Future Peak.

(This page) A drone’s eye view of 
Future Peak and the off-the-grid home 
of Dr. and Mrs. Future. In the distance is 
Ben Lomond Mountain and Big Basin 
State Park.

Alterative energy has 
allowed these Santa Cruzans 
to leave the grid behind

(Above) Although the north coast produces a variety of agricultural crops, which include Brus-
sels sprouts, cut flowers, and pumpkins are certainly one of the most colorful.

By Ryan Masters

The desire of the civilized to escape civiliza-
tion has existed nearly as long as civilization itself. 
Examples exist in the Hellenistic, Roman, Augustan, 
and Romantic eras, and even from the Epic of Gil-
gamesh, one of the earliest surviving great works of 
literature. Over the last century, American back-
to-the-land movements have been led variously 
by political reformers, religious separatists, and 
perhaps most famously, the hippies.

It’s the latter movement that’s had the greatest 
impact on Santa Cruz County. Countless back-to-
the-landers flocked to rugged, remote properties in 
the Santa Cruz Mountains in the 1960s and 1970s 
and began pioneering off-the-grid technologies 
such as solar panels that are now commonplace. 
Some of those first eco-settlers remain, but living 
off-the-grid in Santa Cruz County is no longer just a 
countercultural or hermetic pursuit. It has evolved. 
In some cases, it has developed into big busi-
ness, little businesses, and, in one case, a hot tub 
podcast.   

A Biker who Reinvented the Wheel 
In 1974, when Don Harris was a motorcycle 

drag racer from Southern California with enough 
hippie in him to dig the basic principles of the 
back-to-the-land movement, he bought property 
just outside an off-the-grid community in the 
coastal foothills of Santa Cruz County and moved 
in two years later. For the first few years, the only 

(Above) Afternoon sunlight is filtered through the redwoods onto the home of energy pioneer Don Harris. Forty years ago there 
was enough light to use solar panels, but since then the forest has grown and the panels have been moved up the hill to receive 
more sunlight.

When Less is Enough
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(Above) A sampling of the latest technology in the studio of 
Dr. and Mrs. Future. Being off-the-grid for two decades has not 
prevented the duo from a operating a full-time digital video 
studio.

(Above) Energy from Sandar Solar’s  
panels are routed into the system 
which consists of(L-R)energy storage 
cabinets, grid inverter, and the distribu-
tion panel.
(Right) Scott Laskey, president of 
Sandbar began working in the solar 
industry during the 1990s.

(Above) A bank of deep-cell batteries provides a backup 
power source for technology on Future Peak.

(Above) This year-round Santa Cruz 
Mountain creek helps to provide the 
alterative energy for Don Harris’ home.

(Above) Alternative energy pioneer Don 
Harris at his home in the Santa Cruz 
Mountains with his Harris Hydroelectric 
Turbine Generator which provides power 
for his home.(Right) A close-up the hy-
droelectric generator.
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“Here in California, a lot of people were setting 
them up in creeks that just didn’t have enough 
flow to support the wheels. Hydroelectricity 
needs a good site where it won’t dry the creek 
up or do any damage to the ecosystem.”

Meanwhile, as Harris developed and sold 
his hydroelectric system in Santa Cruz County, 
the modern solar movement made quantum 
leaps in Mendocino and Humboldt counties, 
where guerrilla weed farmers developed ever 
more powerful and efficient ways to power 
remote grow sites. By the early 1980s, the cost 
of solar power had dropped to roughly eight 
dollars a watt.

“Once the price of solar started dropping, 
you started seeing it more and more in Santa 
Cruz County,” Harris said. “There are a lot of 
pretty smart people here, but because our 
mountains aren’t near as remote as up north, 
I think the solar movement developed slower 
and more legitimately than up north.” 

A Visit to an Electrical Island
Sandbar Solar is legit. Founded in 2004 by eco-
nomics major-turned-engineer Scott Laskey, 
the company was one of the first businesses 
to install solar power systems for homes, busi-
nesses, and government properties in Santa 
Cruz County. Today, it’s also one of the few 
survivors of the solar boom.

“Most solar companies in California went 
bankrupt because they chased the top-line 
revenue instead of focusing on building a 
sustainable business,” said Laskey. And by 
sustainable, Laskey is not referring to renew-
able energy. “It has more to do with integrity,” 
he said. “When you’re a truly local business like 
us, you have to operate with integrity. If you 
don’t, news travels fast. Sustainable business 
practices help you stick around.”

Over the years, SandBar Solar has in-
stalled many of the largest, most high-profile 

systems in Santa Cruz, Monterey, and the 
South Bay Area. That includes countless 
homes, schools, businesses, and govern-
ment properties, plus spots like the Santa 
Cruz Lighthouse Museum, Esalen Institute, 
and UC Santa Cruz. Laskey and company 
provide complete engineering, procure-
ment, construction, and commissioning 
services. They also can help clients evaluate 
whether an investment in solar makes 
sense, and provide post-installation system 
maintenance and optimization.

“We can help 
you with the whole 
life cycle of the 
system or just what 
is necessary,” Laskey 
said. “For example, 
we did a job for 
UCSC that included 
engineering, some 
procurement, and 
we worked with the 
university to develop 
the project. Every 
customer has differ-
ent requirements.” 

When Laskey 
decided to buy 
the undeveloped 
land on Mission 
Extension and build 
SandBar Solar’s new 
11,500-square-foot 

Of course, isolated microgrids or electrical 
islands also mitigate the effects of power 
outages, which may become the norm 
during fire season for the discernible future. 
“These are uncertain times for PG&E and 
Californians. Private homeowners and busi-
nesses want to build in resiliency. I know a 
local restaurant owner in Capitola who lost 
$90,000 in the outages last fall,” said Laskey.

They Like it Wild–but with Technology
Allan and Sun Lundell didn’t do it for 

the money or some anti-urban philosophy. 
The couple went off-the-grid for the view.

“It wasn’t an intentional 
decision,” said Allan, who hosts 
KSCO’s “Dr. Future Show.” “We 
were renting a house not far 
from there and loved waking 
up to the view and not seeing 
other houses,” Allan said. “It was 
just that larger connection with 
nature. But when we started 
looking to buy a house with a 
view in 2004, they were few and 
far between.”

When they toured the Fu-
ture Peak property high above 
Boulder Creek, the couple was 
initially unimpressed until they 
walked up to the point and saw 
the hot tub, the deck, and the 
panoramic view of the Santa 
Cruz Mountains.

“It was love at first sight,” 

said Sun. “The view was really beautiful, 
but I also loved that the house was owner-
designed. It really appealed to my sensibilities 
and I could see the potential for regenerative 
ecosystems and hybrid electricity power, 
which I’m really into.” Once they bought the 
place and moved in, the Lundells addressed 
a triumvirate of problems: power, bandwidth, 
and access.

“We had a video studio. We’re media 
people. We needed a lot of power to run our 

office and warehouse, he filed an application 
with PG&E. After two years and thousands 
of dollars in application fees, he received a 
sky-high cost estimate and eighteen-month 
timetable from the public utility. 

“That’s when we decided to do some-
thing different,” said Laskey. Despite being 
within Santa Cruz city limits and with 50 feet 
of a PG&E distribution line, SandBar Solar de-
veloped an isolated microgrid that generates, 
stores, and distributes all of its own energy. 

“The microgrids were all just big rect-
angles, so they were pretty easy,” joked Stuart 
Davis, the SandBar Solar engineer who de-
signed the boxy microgrid, which is about the 
size of a small car.

In reality, the microgrid consists of a 
59-kW rooftop PV system, three flow batter-
ies that can supply 30 kW of constant power 
over a three-hour period, a 60-kW natural gas 
generator, and microgrid control software de-
veloped by a company named Ageto Energy. 
Up and running for well over a year now, the 
microgrid produces more than enough energy 
to power SandBar’s entire operation. 

“We now generate enough power to 
share with neighbors, but utility regulations 
put in place by PG&E restrict it,” said Laskey. 
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(Above) The mountain top resi-
dence of Allan Lundell and Sun 
Marian McNamee Lundell has 
operated solely on alternative 
energy since 2004.
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(Above) The rooftop solar panels of Santa Cruz’s Sandbar Solar allow them to be com-
pletely independent of a traditional electricity supplier.

computers and editing equipment,” said Sun. 
“But the first time I tried booting up my 

computers, the whole house just shut off,” 
said Allan.

So, in that first year, Allan and Sun 
worked to build resiliency and capacity. 
Among other things, they created a back-up 
and upgraded the solar system by doubling 
the batteries and adding more panels. Next, 
they had to figure out the Internet problem. 
The 28k modem was laughably inadequate.

“I was reading Wired in the bathroom 
one morning when I saw some Silicon Valley 
exec was getting bandwidth here in the Santa 
Cruz Mountains. He was using military tech 
developed for remote command stations 
in Afghanistan, and using shaped antenna 
arrays to create mesh networks in the San 
Lorenzo Valley,” Allan said. While this sounded 
like the perfect solution, the Lundell’s house 
happened to be in a dead zone for the tech 
exec’s private network. “Our neighbors, the 
next place over, were flooded with band-
width. Us? Nothing,” said Allan.

Next, the couple contacted Etheric 
Network, a Bay Area high-speed provider. 
The technician asked if they could see Loma 
Prieta, a “bald mountain with a bunch of 
antennas sticking out the top.” From their hot 
tub deck on Future Peak, they could just see 
Loma Prieta through a saddle in the preced-
ing ridge.

“That’s all it took,” Allan said. “They told 
us we could have a ‘nuclear’, or perfect con-
nection. We could get as much bandwidth as 
much as we wanted.” 

Finally, the Lundells attacked the third 
pressing issue: access.

“The road sucked so we created a deal 
with our neighbors to do road improvements. 
Now we have pavement all the way up to 
the house,” said Allan. Of course, when you 
live on the top of a ridge in the Santa Cruz 
Mountains, the threat of wildfire is a very real 
and perennial problem. But Allan has begun 
to apply his considerable creativity to the 
problem.

“I’ve been looking into foam systems to 
protect the house,” he said.

It’s not always easy living on Future Peak, 
but without the Lundells sacrifice, the world 
would be without the hot tub broadcasts 
of Dr. Bruce Damer’s popular podcast, “The 
Levity Zone.” Dr. Bruce, the brilliant polymath 
scientist and designer, is a close friend of the 
Lundells. 

The potential is endless on Future Peak.
“The actual summit of the peak is not our 

house, it’s the hot tub deck,” said Sun. “We like 
to tell people that the deck is our dock in the 
event of global warming.”❧
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