
When Richard Sanford arrived in Santa Barbara County nearly 

five decades ago, most of the ranches at the the time raised 

cattle or dry-farmed barley and garbanzo beans. Leery farmers 

told Sanford that wine grapes would never grow there.  

Nevertheless, with science as his guide, Sanford, a geographer, 

painstakingly studied the climate records of Burgundy, France, 

and discovered nearly identical Mediterranean climate 

conditions between Buellton and Lompoc. One of the earth's 

few transverse mountain ranges runs east-west there, 

allowing ocean fog to cool the land at night and burn off during 

the day. Sanford calls the effect "refrigerated sunshine." 
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Whether they're called pioneers or visionaries, one thing is 
certain: They helped to blaze the trail for a wine region 
that less than 50 years after its birth is now considered 

one of the best in the world.  
The first generation of winegrowers and winemakers in 

Santa Barbara County shared a common love of wine and 
a level of fearlessness, and many are still passionately 

producing world-class wine in one of the most 
special places on earth. 
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He and botanist Michael Benedict planted the first Pinot Noir 

vines in the region in 1971; the legendary Sanford & Benedict 

Vineyard, along Santa Rosa Road, in what is now the esteemed 

Sta. Rita Hills AVA. He founded Sanford Winery in 1981 and 

planted the first certified organic vineyard in the county, El 

Jabalí Vineyard, in 1983. 

"It's been very exciting to be pioneers in organic viticulture in 

our region," said Sanford. "The most important thing for an 

organic farmer to know is that it's possible." 

Weathering many storms in the challenging wine industry over 

the decades, Sanford and his wife, Thekla, began a new 

venture, Alma Rosa Winery, in 2005. Today, at age 78, a 

grateful Sanford looks forward to the new winery facility in the 

works and new vineyard plantings at Alma Rosa ranch.  

"It's been a spiritual journey as well as a business for me," 

Sanford said. "My time on the planet has been very satisfying." 

His pioneering viticulture efforts were rewarded in 2012 as 

Sanford was the first Central Coast winemaker named to the 

Culinary Institute of America's Vintners Hall of Fame.  


