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 Customer Service “We treat all of our clients the same; we have one standard and follow that standard.”  — Chris Hecker

WITH THE HELP OF HIS PDA and an En-
terprise GPS tracking system that sent 
continuous alerts and updates, Hecker 
was able to follow and redirect his chauf-
feurs and vehicles as needed. While the 
logistics might get challenging behind 
the scenes, operators such as Hecker 
improvise and make it all happen while 
keeping the front-end customer service 
of his company, Hecker Transportation, 
dba Santa Barbara Sedans and Serenity 
Limousine, running smoothly.

“We treat all of our clients the same; 
we have one standard and follow that 
standard,” says Hecker, 40, who was born 
and raised in the Santa Barbara region. 
“When you go out on your own, you 
have to be consistent and offer the same 
level regardless.

“When one simple mistake happens, it 
bothers me to my core,” Hecker adds.

That client standard for chauffeured 
transportation often gets defi ned by VIPs, 
Fortune 500 executives, and celebrities 
who either live in or visit the Santa Bar-
bara region, a popular getaway spot for 
Los Angeles and Hollywood. The coastal 
town of Montecito has homes owned by 
luminaries such as Oprah Winfrey and 
Al Gore, while the Santa Ynez Valley, 
once the playground of the late Michael 
Jackson, also tucks away homes owned 
by Dolly Parton, Kiefer Sutherland, and 
Toby Keith.

So to pull off seamless service on this 
hectic, shorthanded Sunday morning, 
Hecker had his wife and co-owner, Viv-
ian, put on a chauffeur’s outfi t and head 
down to the Santa Barbara airport to wait 
for a client whose fl ight had been di-
verted to Los Angeles. For some inexpli-
cable reason, the diverted client decided 
to rent a car and drive it from LAX to 
the Santa Barbara airport to meet Viv-
ian for the ride home instead of opting 

to be picked up in one of Hecker’s Los 
Angeles-bases vehicles. But Vivian didn’t 
head to the airport until she fi rst went 
to a gourmet grocery store to gather the 
staples needed for a winery picnic lunch 
for Hecker’s aforementioned clients. 

Such dedication to detail and con-
sistent service in the last year earned 
Hecker Transportation the attention of 
two world-renowned four-diamond ho-
tels in the Santa Ynez Valley wine coun-
try, which now use the company almost 
exclusively for clients who need chauf-
feured transportation, whether for leisure 
or business. The Ballard Inn & Restau-
rant in Ballard, Calif. is one of the most 
sought after small luxury inns in the re-
gion, voted one of America’s Top Ten 
Most Romantic Inns with its surroundings 
of picturesque vineyards and orchards. 
The Santa Ynez Inn in the village of San-
ta Ynez is a 20-room Victorian, mansion-
style hotel with antiques and paintings, 
also in the heart of wine country. About 
a quarter to a third of all of Hecker’s busi-
ness comes from the hotels, much of it 
related to limo winery tour and hotel stay 
packages he creates.

To secure the business of high-end, 
boutique hotels, Hecker advises opera-
tors to cultivate connections with hotel 
general managers, who are the point 
people looking for and choosing reliable 
service providers. “You have to give them 
good pricing and service,” Hecker says. 
“I never say no. I always get them taken 
care of, and always give them great ser-
vice. They just e-mail their reservations 
to me now because they know I’ll handle 
it.”

Hecker developed his professional 
repertoire during the last decade as a 
chauffeur and sales manager with Gold 
Coast Limousines of Santa Maria, Calif. 
and as a partner in All Roads Transporta-
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QUICK TIP LIST 
Like many operators, Chris Hecker runs his company emphasizing certain key points:
•  Ask many questions when taking reservations; take good notes, put them into the 

paperwork, and communicate them to the chauffeur.
• Use customer feedback forms available via e-receipts.
•  Build referrals by remembering your clients for anniversaries, birthdays, holidays, etc. 

Hecker mails birthday cards to male clients; flowers to female clients.
•  Check up on your service quality. Check with clients to see if they liked their vehicles 

and how the chauffeurs interacted with them.
• Do regular ghost rides with affiliates and potential ones.
•  Wedding clients receive a complimentary photo after the wedding and a gift certifi-

cate for two free hours in a stretch limousine for future events.
•  Always listen to the client. The key to great customer service is listening and gather-

ing information from the client to provide the best overall customer service. 
•  Always make eye contact and remember to smile. Only extend your hand if the client 

offers 1st. 
•  Always remember no one comes before the client. When the client is with your chauf-

feurs, the client comes first; everyone else comes last. 

Safety Selling 
Points Part of 
Good Service
Winery tours rank among 
the most popular limousine 
leisure segments in the 
chauffeured transportation 
industry. Any state or 
region with wineries is 
bound to have operators willing 
to chauffeur clients for a day of 
sampling and sightseeing.

Operator Chris Hecker of Hecker 
Transportation likes to mention one 
other key selling point, in addition 
to the relaxing scenic rides, picnic 
lunches, and multiple winery tasting 
and touring stops: No drinking and 
driving.

Although Hecker says he doesn’t 
bring up the subject to keep the 
experience positive overall, wine 
regions are notorious for drunken 
drivers at certain times of day, es-
pecially after wineries close around 
5 p.m. Tasting six big sips at four 
to five wineries on a semi-empty 
afternoon stomach adds up quickly, 
which can render a driver legally 
drunk (.08 BAC).

In the Santa Ynez Valley/Santa 
Barbara region, State Route 154 
over the San Marcos Pass, which 
connects the two areas, sees all 
too many accidents as wine tourists 
often head back to Santa Barbara or 
Los Angeles. Most of the accidents 
occur between 5 p.m. and 7 p.m. 
Another big deterrent to sipping 
wine and driving: The complete cost 
of a DUI conviction in California now 
reaches a staggering $17,000.

The only safe way for a couple or 
a group to tour wineries — absent 
a designated driver who then can’t 
enjoy any wine — is to arrange for 
a chauffeured ride/tour with the 
clients’ hotel or house as the final 
stop. 

Hecker Transportation commonly 
uses Lincoln Town Cars and SUVs 
driven by chauffeurs knowledge-
able about the area and with strong 
people skills, who can easily interact 
with clients traveling among the 
wineries. Stretch limousines are 
available, too, but most clients prefer 
the easy going experience of talking 
with a well informed chauffeur. 

“In a [Chevrolet] Suburban or Lin-
coln Town Car, it’s more personal,” 
Hecker says. “[Clients] get involved 
with the conversation, and usually 
after a few glasses, they get looser 
and you find out what they like and 
don’t like.”
— Martin Romjue
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 Customer Service  With his behind-the-wheel experience, Hecker realized that one crucial component of great service is chauffeur training.

ginning of genuine adult maturity, Hecker 
says — and have no previous chauffeur 
experience. 

“We don’t like hiring other people’s 
chauffeurs,” Hecker says. “It’s harder to 
get them to do things my way. We have 
our in-house program which we take 
from my experience and what I learned 
in the industry. I just take a little of every-
one else’s and develop my own system 
and way of doing. I don’t believe in us-
ing one person’s, one organization’s ap-
proach.”

Chauffeurs must carry a lot of fi nesse 
with clients in order to excel, Hecker 
says. “We teach them to question the cli-
ents, what they like, get to know them. 
It’s a fi ne line. You need to talk to them 
but also remember the rules: Don’t be 
overly talkative; talk if spoken to.”  

tion of Hawthorne, Calif., near Los An-
geles. With his behind-the-wheel expe-
rience, Hecker realized that one crucial 
component of great service is chauffeur 
training. He says any chauffeur he hires 
must be at least 32 years old — the be-

Operator Chris Hecker drew on his
experience with customer detail to develop 
exclusive transportation arrangements
with boutique hotels, including the Santa 
Ynez Inn.

SANTA YNEZ MOUNTAINS, Calif. — The key to making a limo 
tour package excel, and building memories that bring customers 
back, is to deviate from the plan when the client asks, hints or 
outright tells you to.

Operator Chris Hecker thrives on providing flexible wine and 
scenic tours in his native Santa Ynez Valley, northwest of the 
coastal city of Santa Barbara. He makes sure no tour is too 
typical.

My wife and I experienced this one weekend in October when 
Hecker took us on a sample tour of four valley wineries, two in 
the cooler foggy area of the valley and two in the warmer sunny 
end. I simply dropped a hint about a local point of interest, and 
Hecker picked up on my curiosity right away.

I had always been intrigued with the exact location of the 
Ronald Reagan Ranch, perched high along the Santa Ynez 
Mountains, overlooking the Pacific Ocean. The famed 688-acre 
ranch, called Rancho del Cielo, was owned by the Reagans 
from 1974 to 1998. It factored heavily in media coverage as the 
West Coast White House and President Reagan’s retreat during 
his two terms in the 1980s. Being a bit of a history buff, I had 
always wanted to see the famed location where Reagan signed 
the 1981 tax cuts and hosted dignitaries such as Queen Eliza-
beth, Margaret Thatcher, and the Gorbachevs.

So after visiting the fourth winery, and realizing that multiple 
wine samples start tasting like cough syrup, I had Hecker take 
us on a scenic route. He drove the black Chevrolet Suburban up 
a winding, unpaved section of Refugio Road on the north slope 
of the Santa Ynez range, about 20 miles west of Santa Bar-
bara. The ride was as fun as getting to the location, as the SUV 
pitched, bobbed, and lurched its way along the hairpin curved 
road. Some soft dirt gave us the thrill of spinning wheels as we 
could look back at the valley over steep inclines and drop-offs. 
[As Hecker recounted, this was the stretch of road the Presiden-
tial motorcade would take every time the Reagans needed to 
vote, since their polling place was in the valley town of Solvang].

We didn’t meet any motorcades or vehicles going uphill on 
the single lane, except for two parked pick-up trucks along the 
side surrounded by some local teen-agers. They immediately 
smiled innocently and waved at our black SUV with tinted 

windows, wanting to make sure we would never suspect them of 
illegal pleasures on a Saturday afternoon in the mountains.

At the summit, we stopped at the ranch gate with the address, 
3333 Refugio Road, where we snapped a few photos. The ranch 
is maintained as a historical shrine by the non-profit Young 
Americans Foundation which acquired the property in 1998. 
Unfortunately, it is not open to the public [you have to be either 
part of a school group or have the right connections]. But seeing 
the area which straddles the ridge and offers sweeping views of 
the Pacific to the south and the valley to the north about 4,000 
feet up was worth the journey. 

On the way down the southern paved side of Refugio Road, 
Hecker pointed out several tidbits about the road where Secret 
Service agents would man checkpoints during the Reagan years 
and how dignitaries would be brought up the the ranch. For me, 
this detour made our “winery run” the most memorable to date.
— Martin Romjue

Name: Hecker Transportation, dba Serenity
Limousine and Santa Barbara Sedans

Location: Buellton and Santa Barbara, Calif.

Primary service region: Santa Barbara, Ventura, 
and Los Angeles counties.

Founders/primary owners: Chris and Vivian 
Hecker

Part owners: Evelyn Carvacho and Fapricio Suentes

Founded: Hecker, 2001; Santa Barbara Sedans, 
2008; Serenity, acquired 2010

Fleet size: 7; four Lincoln Town Car Executive L 
sedans, one Chevrolet Suburban, one Krystal Lincoln 
Town Car 120” stretch limousine, and one 2010 Ford 
E350 van.

Business: 60% corporate / 40% retail/leisure

Employees: 11

Estimated annual revenues: about $450,000

Specialties: Santa Ynez Valley wine tour/hotel pack-
ages; airport runs; theater and festival transportation
Four-diamond hotel clients: The Ballard Inn & Restau-
rant, Ballard, Calif. (www.ballardinn.com); Santa Ynez 
Inn, Santa Ynez, Calif. (www.santaynezinn.com)

Web site: www.sbsedans.com

Information: (800) 939-LIMO

Delight In the Detours

Never saying no to any request is one way to secure loyal business, 
says operator Chris Hecker, (third from Left), with members of the 
Hecker Transportation team in front of the Santa Ynez Inn.
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