
Modern Period 
 
Having become part of the United States, Santa Barbara’s population doubled 
between 1850 and 1860. Wood construction replaced adobe as American settlers 
moved in and the area became somewhat lawless during the Gold Rush years, 
stagecoach robberies a regular occurrence. English gradually replaced Spanish as 
the language of daily life, and with increased settler growth in the 1870s, the 
ranchos were subdivided.  
 
In the Santa Ynez Valley farmers grew olives, peaches, walnuts, prunes, apples, 
cherries and quinces. Dairy farming was an important part of Valley life from the 
1930s through the 1960s but this didn’t survive into the seventies. Horse and 
cattle sales now play an important role in the economic life of the Valley and its 
heritage. A few local ranches are internationally known for their Arabian and 
thoroughbred breeds.  
 
Viticulture 
 
There are over 50 wineries located throughout the Santa Ynez Valley. Some of 
these can be visited along the Foxen Canyon Wine Trail, whether for tasting or a 
simple family picnic. A drive or cycle along the trail (which is hilly) not only 
reveals some of the agricultural pressure on oak woodland, but also introduces 
to visitors, the quiet and pleasurable ambience and traditions of these estates. 
 
The bioregion’s history of winemaking and wine grape growing reaches back to 
the Mission Period. Father Junipero Serra brought grapevine cuttings from 
Mexico in 1782 to be planted in the Sycamore Creek area near Santa Barbara’s 
current Milpas district. The largest mission vineyard, about 25 acres, was located 
in the San Jose Creek area.  
 
With the aim of producing sacramental wine from the Mission Grape Variety, 
Santa Barbara Mission was second in wine production for all Californian 
missions. Spanish rancheros were also planting grapes and producing wine, but 
mainly for brandy production and personal use. By the late 1800s there were 45 
vineyards with a total of 260 acres and 17 winemakers in the county, the Mission 
Grape Variety predominating.  
 
As more Europeans arrived to settle they brought with them a love for wine. In 
1884, Justinian Caire imported grape slips from his native France to plant a 150-
acre vineyard on Santa Cruz Island. Caire shipped his wines to San Francisco for 
bottling but all production was curtailed by Prohibition in 1918.  
 
With the repeal of Prohibition in 1933, the wine industry again flourished. Soon 
thereafter UC Davis viticulture Professors Maynard Amerine and Albert Winkler 
earmarked the bioregion as one of California’s great growing regions. This 
helped spark the modern wine growing culture of the bioregion. What followed 
has been dubbed the Wine Growing Revolution.  
 



The bioregion is cooler than most of the California wine regions, it’s balance of 
geology, climate, soil and water giving it great potential for viticulture.  
 
Taking a step back, a great drought in 1863 ended the Rancho Period when most 
of the cattle died. The ranchos were broken up and sold but the traditions built in 
those and preceding years were not lost, often kept alive by local ranchers into 
the modern period. A few of these are worth mention. 
 
Vaqueros 
 
In the California tradition, the vaquero was a Spanish or Mexican cowboy who 
worked with young, untrained horses. Settlers did not enter California until after 
California became part of the US, and most at first were miners rather than 
livestock ranchers. Consequently the raising of livestock was mainly the pursuit 
of Spanish and Mexican people who remained in California.  
 
The California vaquero was considered to be a highly skilled worker and one 
who usually stayed on the same ranch where he was born or had grown up, 
raising his own family there as well. Cowboys were also dubbed buckaroos by 
English-speaking settlers, this either an anglicized version of vaquero, or derived 
from "bucking." 
 
The tradition was intensely bioregional in that it was influenced by local 
geography and climate. In Texas, large open ranges dictated a different style of 
ranching than in the Santa Ynez Valley or at the San Julian Ranch for example. 
Hilly, and with more intensive grazing, cattle were marketed locally because 
they could not be driven far. This engendered a horse-handling culture with a 
stronger direct Spanish influence than elsewhere.  
 
Hallmarks of this Western Tradition. 
 
Called Californio Style Horsemanship, riding in lightness, collection on a loose 
rein, and working the riata, a leather cowboy rope, are some of the essences of 
the tradition. As with viticulture, the lore of Californio is important today. It is 
considered to be descendant from the horsemanship of the fighting man and the 
nobleman (caballero or knight) of Portugal and Spain, but specifically evolved in 
the coastal foothills and central valleys of Alta California (California before it 
joined the US). These foothills and valleys are strongly descriptive of our 
bioregion.  
 
Californio grew in a time when the word mañana was used of the style of work. 
Mañana means “tomorrow’ or “morning” but it was used to imply a relaxed 
sense of future. The emphasis was on timelessness and applied to the craft of 
moving cattle, training a colt or braiding a new set of reins. It speaks of lifestyle, 
of skill on a horse and dexterity. Authorities on the subject agree that local 
definitions somehow get adapted as families and horsemen come and go, 
making it a living tradition. The Santa Barbara Spade Bit is one local example of 
this development of tradition. 
 



Santa Barbara Spade Bit 
 
A completely new and distinctive bit shank design appeared in Santa Barbara in 
about 1860, reaching full development some twenty years later. This has become 
known as the Santa Barbara bit shank, but old timers knew it as the Medrena bit.  
 
Medrena was a man who lived in the bioregion and is considered to be the 
originator of the bit. At first these bits were rigid, but later became "loose jawed," 
meaning that the cheek pieces swiveled slightly, giving the horse advance 
warning before direct action is applied. This advance warning relates directly to 
the sensitive touch favored by Californios, and which is ideally suited the kind of 
ranching in the bioregion.  
 
After the demise of the Rancho Period, Santa Barbara city development increased 
and Stearns Wharf was built, further improving Santa Barbara's commercial and 
tourist accessibility. Until then, goods and visitors had to transfer from 
steamboats to smaller craft to row ashore. With increasing reliance on technology 
for livelihood and profit, the decline of a close relationship with the land was 
gaining momentum. 
 
The Stage Coach 
 
We cannot depart the early part of the Modern Period without a few comments 
about transport. An icon of the West, the stagecoach was also deeply involved in 
the history of the Santa Ynez Valley. Linking San Francisco and Yuma, Arizona, 
it passed through the Santa Ynez Valley from 1858.  
 
These robust, horse-drawn vehicles traveled over long distances broken into 
stages, stopping at way stations to change horses and provide a meal for 
passengers. One of the first local stations was built in 1860 near modern day 
Ballard. From then until the 1870s people wanting to travel up the coast from 
Santa Barbara had to take a stagecoach over the San Marcos Pass, or through the 
Gaviota Pass further up the coast.  
 
The Wells Fargo Stage Coach landmark plaques are well known in Santa 
Barbara, marking various points along the route. Cold Springs Tavern 
(www.coldspringtavern.com), now a popular restaurant, was once a stage stop 
where fresh horses were harnessed for the steep trip over the San Marcos Pass to 
Santa Barbara. Be sure to visit to the Santa Ynez Valley Historical Museum and 
its Carriage House for a fascinating overview of this period.  
 
The arrival of the Pacific Coast narrow-gauge railroad in 1887 heralded the 
demise of the stagecoach route with the expansion of Southern Pacific Railroad 
bypassing the valley altogether by 1901. In the early days, wagons carried farm 
products along a road to the Gaviota Pier where they were loaded onto ships 
bound for San Francisco and elsewhere. Rail ended this method of transportation 
in and out of the valley, and by 1934 automobiles and trucks brought an end to 
the narrow-gauge railroad after 50 years of service. 
 



On to the Modern 
 
The earthquake of June 29, 1925 was the first destructive earthquake in California 
since the 1906 San Francisco quake, destroying much of Santa Barbara. As with 
the 1812 quake, this one was centered in the Santa Barbara Channel but it didn’t 
result in a tsunami. Most of the damage was caused by two onshore aftershocks. 
Coming at an opportune time for rebuilding, the ideal of introducing Spanish 
Colonial-style architecture that lasts to this day, gained momentum.  
 
After World War II servicemen who had seen Santa Barbara during marine and 
air force training in the area returned to stay. By 1950 the population had grown 
by 10,000 people with dramatic consequences for the local economy and 
infrastructure. Highway 101 was built and Lake Cachuma began supplying 
water via a tunnel dug through the mountains. Thus ended the great Steelhead 
Trout runs. 
 
Santa Barbara's business community worked to attract development until the 
beginning of the anti-growth movement in the 1970s. This resulted in "clean" 
industries moving to town in the fifties and sixties, especially aerospace firms 
such as Raytheon and Delco Electronics. Consequently the city passed an 
ordinance restricting growth to a maximum of 85,000 residents through zoning 
in 1975.  
 
Development in the Goleta Valley could be curtailed by denying water meters to 
developers seeking permits. As a result of these changes growth slowed and real 
estate prices rose sharply. In 2006, with the median value of a house perched at 
$979,000, only six percent of residents could afford to buy a home. As a result, 
many people who work in Santa Barbara commute from adjacent, more 
affordable areas but the resultant traffic is becoming a problem that requires 
attention. 
 


