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John Theron Sanford died suddenly o f a heart attack 
at the age o f  77 on May 19, 1981, at his retirement 
home in Highlands, N orth C arolina. He is survived 
by his wife Aletha Cram er Sanford, his son David 
Theron Sanford of Berkeley, California, his daughter 
Jonalee Vakautis, and two grandchildren o f El Toro, 
California.

John  was born December 8, 1903, to  Eugene 
Theron and M artha Olsen Sanford in N orth W arren, 
Pennsylvania, near Titusville. Soon after, the family 
moved to W alw orth, New Y ork, where John went 
through grade and high school. Jo hn ’s father, who 
was a  talented portrait artist, died shortly after the 
family moved to  W alworth and before John  was six; 
Jo h n ’s grandfather assumed the role o f father and 

had great influence on John . The grandfather had been involved in the oil business 
near Titusville and interested John  in geology at a r  early age.

John  Sanford attended the University o f Rochester, graduating with an A .B. degree 
in 1926. He then proceeded to  Princeton University for his graduate studies, where he 
earned an M .A . degree in 1929 and a Ph.D . degree in 1930. A t Princeton, he was 
greatly influenced by Professor Benjamin F. Howell and became impressed with the 
beauty and geologic value o f fossils, as indicated in some o f  his early writings. His 
doctoral thesis involved Silurian rocks o f  western New York, especially the Clinton 
Form ation in the vicinity o f Rochester. While finishing his thesis, he started working in 
O ctober 1929 for the Buffalo M useum o f Science in Buffalo, New York, as curator o f 
geology and paleontology, where he stayed for the next two years. During this time, 
he met A letha C ram er o f  Canandagua, New York, during her senior year at the East­
man School o f Music, while she was practice teaching in W alw orth, Jo h n ’s home town, 
and they were m arried in 1930. During his second year at the Buffalo Museum, John 
supervised the excavation of a m astodon at a site near Richm ond, Indiana, which is 
presum ably still on display at the museum.

John Sanford, now with his P h.D ., served as assistant professor at the University 
o f  Rochester from  1931 to  1936. Here he became m ore and m ore interested in the 
Silurian stratigraphy o f western New York, studies which were to become his m ajor 
research contributions until the time o f his death.

Sanford shifted to commercial work as a  m em ber o f  the geological staff o f the 
M agnolia Petroleum  Company (now Mobil Oil) from  June 1936 until August 1947. 
He started at W ichita Falls, Texas, doing well-site geology under John  Sandidge. Later, 
in O klahom a City, he did subsurface geologic mapping and research under W alter 
M oorm an. John was mostly concerned with the stratigraphy o f southern O klahom a 
and the coordination o f surfaced, seismic, and subsurface data. H e set up and helped
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organize a sedimentological laboratory while at Magnolia. He was also involved in the 
development o f the Madill, Oklahoma, oil field.

John Sanford joined the staff o f the newly organized geology department at 
Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan, in 1947 as associate professor o f geology, 
where he remained until his retirement in 1973. He was promoted to full professor in 
1955 and named emeritus professor after his retirement. Here he taught many different 
courses at. various levels, such as historical geology, paleontology, stratigraphy, sedi- 
mentology, and petroleum geology. Sanford planned, developed, and put into operation 
a comprehensive program at Wayne State leading to a master’s degree in petroleum 
geology, which program was to remain the chief emphasis o f  the Wayne State geology 
department for many years. Sanford’s program was highly regarded by several petro­
leum companies, and many Wayne State graduates hold responsible positions with lead­
ing companies today because o f  John’s understanding of the training a prospective 
geologist needed to work successfully in the petroleum industry. As an associate of  
Sanford at Wayne State during this time, I believe that John’s most lasting contribution 
to the geological profession was his teaching and inspiration o f  many fine young people 
now in the industry.

During his Wayne State years he was involved in field teaching in Wyoming and 
Montana in the summers o f 1949 and 1953 as a research associate for the Department 
of Geological Engineering of Princeton University. Sanford also continued an industry 
connection with part-time consulting and exploration for petroleum and natural gas. 
The summer o f 1949 was spent in the Absaroka Mountains o f Wyoming for Phillips 
Petroleum Company and the summer of 1951 in the Bighorn Basin o f  Wyoming for the 
Gulf Oil Company. Most o f his later consulting was in the Michigan Basin area, 
especially in southwestern Ontario for a glass manufacturing company that was trying 
to find its own natural gas source. In the summer of 1962, Sanford directed a summer 
institute in earth science for high school teachers, taught on the Wayne State campus 
in Detroit under a grant from the National Science Foundation.

Sanford was deeply involved with the Michigan Basin Geological Society for many 
years and was its president in 1954-55. He was an assistant leader for the society’s 
annual field excursion to Manitoulin Island, Ontario, in 1954, and also for the ex­
cursion to the Silurian sections near Hamilton, Ontario, in 1972. He returned from 
retirement in 1978, again to organize and lead the society’s annual trip to Manitoulin 
Island. At this time, he was the editor o f a very comprehensive field guide published as 
Special Paper no. 3 o f the Michigan Basin Geological Society. He served as vice- 
chairman o f the geology section o f the Michigan Academy of Science in 1957, and he 
was general co-chairman o f the American Association o f Petroleum Geologists’ annual 
convention in Toronto in 1964.

Sanford enjoyed three sabbatical leaves during his tenure at Wayne State Uni­
versity. His first was in 1957-58 as a Fulbright Lecturer and advisor at the University 
of Dacca, then in East Pakistan. Here he not only taught but also helped plan a pro­
gram in petroleum geology. In 1964-65, Sanford was appointed by UNESCO as an 
expert in petroleum geology to the Institute o f Geology and Mining in Indonesia, but 
this was terminated after a couple o f frustrating months due to Indonesia’s withdrawal 
from the United Nations. John later completed that year as a UNESCO advisor to the 
Iraq Petroleum Research Institute in Baghdad. Sanford’s third sabbatical was a study 
of Silurian sections in England, Wales, Scotland, Ireland, and on Gotland, Sweden, 
in 1972 as part o f  his own continuing research program.
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Sanford’s life-long interest and research efforts, beyond his intensive work and 
teaching in the petroleum field, have involved Silurian stratigraphy and correlation, 
first in New York, then in Michigan and Ontario, and finally in the British Isles and 
Gotland. To some o f his friends he was known as Mr. Silurian. One o f John’s dreams 
was to eventually publish a comparison o f the British and Gotland sections with the 
Niagaran sections in North America. In terms o f general depositional environments, 
he felt it should be possible to make very realistic comparisions with the data that he 
and Robert E. Mosher (an analytical chemist in Detroit) had collected and to point out 
similarities and differences. Computer analysis o f  their large amount o f  laboratory data 
would have been the final step.

John Sanford was convinced that in addition to the more conventional methods 
of correlation a greater precision could be obtained by a description o f  sediments 
through quantitative chemical and physical analysis. He had already demonstrated that 
this approach could give valid correlation from rock outcrops to the subsurface and 
could differentiate between beds and formations in the subsurface, using very small 
samples. It was important to him in his research to extend the number o f working 
parameters in order to develop a tool for solving problems o f  paleoecology, paleo- 
environments, and paleogeography.

Sanford’s last years o f research were carried out after his retirement in a small 
laboratory in the basement o f his home in the lovely Blue Ridge Mountains of western 
North Carolina, with occasional assistance in the geology departments o f Clemson and 
Furman Universities in South Carolina. This work dealt mostly with the rocks collected 
in the British Isles and Gotland during his last sabbatical in 1972. John and Robert 
Mosher of Detroit had completed their work on the Gotland materials, and two papers 
have been accepted for publication in the Sveriges Geologiska Undersókning (S.G.U.). 
A compendium o f all their data and field notes has been placed on file in the library 
of the S.G.U. and in the library o f the Sweidish field station Allekvia on Gotland for 
the use o f interested researchers. Robert Mosher gave a paper at Allekvia in August 
1981 with John as coauthor. Mosher plans to continue their research and to finish the 
work on the British sections.

Membership in many societies included the American Association o f  Petroleum 
Geologists (since 1944), the Geological Society o f  America (Fellow), the Paleontological 
Society, the Society of Economic Paleontologists and Mineralogists, the Geochemical 
Society, the Michigan Basin Geological Society as mentioned earlier, and the Circum­
navigators Club. Some 46 articles by John T. Sanford have appeared in the publication 
o f these and other societies, and a few more will appear posthumously. A  selected list 
of these appears in the following bibliography.

John Sanford’s students and his many other friends would certainly agree that as 
an individual John was indeed a gentleman and a scholar. He was generally good 
humored and enthusiastic at all times. He was helpful, generous, and considerate to 
others, and was always smiling and jolly, although he approached his teaching and 
research seriously. He was constantly active at one task or another—a busy man— 
but always with time to talk, give advice, or use his ready wit with students and other 
friends. He loved to travel and, fortunately, spent a month o f  his last winter in Spain 
with his wife Aletha. His principle hobbies, other than Silurian rocks, were stamp 
collecting, photography, and the feeding o f  the wild birds on his wooded lot. He was 
very active in the Lions Club o f Highlands, North Carolina, especially in the hearing- 
aid project. We have lost a good comrade and a very fine geologist.



4 T H E G EO LO G ICA L SOCIETY OE AM ERICA

Acknowledgments
I  am indebted to Warren Calbert fo r  the notes on John’s Magnolia years and to

Robert Mosher fo r  an insight on John’s thinking in regard to his research goals in his
post-retirement years and fo r  the details o f  the work by John and Mosher in the
Gotland area in the last ten years.

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY OF J. T. SANFORD
1933 East Aurora to Niagara Falls, in The Paleozoic stratigraphy o f New York:

International Geological Congress, 16th, United States, Guidebook 4, Excursion 
A-4, p. 73-78.

1935 The Richmond mastodon (Indiana): Rochester Academy of Science Proceedings, 
v. 7, p. 137-153.

------ The “ Clinton” in western New York: Journal o f Geology, v. 43, p. 169-183.
------ Thorold sandstone: American Association o f Petroleum Geologists Bulletin,

v. 19, p. 1890.
1936 Textural studies o f lithified sediments [abs.]: Geological Society o f America Pro­

ceedings, 1935, p. 381.
—— The Clinton in New York: Journal o f Geology, v. 44, p. 797-814.
1937 The oldest fossil American echinoid: Science Newsletter, v. 85, p. 407-408.
1939 Sedimentary rocks of the Niagara Gorge: Journal o f Sedimentary Petrology,

V .  9, p. 77-85.
1946 (and Howell, B. F.) Trilobites from the Silurian Irondequoit Formation o f New 

York: Bulletin of the Wagner Free Institute o f Science, v. 21, no. 2.
1947 (and Howell, B. F.) Trilobites from the Silurian Oak Orchard member of the 

Lockport Formation o f New York: Bulletin o f the Wagner Free Institute of 
Science, v. 22, p. 33-39.

1952 (and Mandelbaum, Hugo) Table for computing thickness of strata measured in 
a traverse or encountered in a bore hole: Geological Society of America Bulletin, 
v. 63, p. 765-776.

1954 (and Moseley, J. R.) Introduction and stratigraphic notes, in The stratigraphy 
of Manitoulin Island, Ontario, June 1954: Michigan Basin Geological Society 
Annual Field Trip Guidebook, p. 1-2.

1955 Trenton production in eastern United States and Canada: Oil and Gas Journal, 
v. 54, p. 156-157.

1957 Geological observations at the Sheguiandah site: The Canadian Field-Naturalist, 
v. 71, p. 138-148.

1960 Memorial to John Reed Moseley (1900-1959): Geological Society o f America Pro­
ceedings for 1960, p. 137-138.

1962 Geology in an Asiatic University: Geotimes, v. 7, p. 11-12, 48-49.
1965 Indonesia, paradise lost: Log o f the Circumnavigators Club, v. 53, p. 32-37.
1968 (and Rapport, V. A.) Educational revisionism: The Educational Forum, v. XXII, 

p. 157-163.
------ (and Mosher, R. E., and Friend, J. E.) A quantitative study of Silurian rocks

from the Michigan Basin: The Geological Association of Canada Proceedings, 
v. 19, p. 37-44.

1969 Energy—the key to progress: The Pakistan Student, v. XV, p. 3-6.



M EM O RIA L TO JO H N  T H E R O N  SA N FO R D 5

1971 Sheguiandah reviewed: Anthropological Journal o f  Canada, Jan., v. 9, p. 2-15.
1972 (and Mozola, A. J ., Martini, I. P ., and Mosher, R. E.) Introduction and road 

log, in Segall, T. R ., and Dunn, R. A ., eds., Niagaran stratigraphy: Hamilton, 
Ontario, Michigan Basin Geological Society, p. 1-26.

------ Niagaran-Alexandrian (Silurian) stratigraphy and tectonics, in Segall, T. R., and
Dunn, R. A ., eds., Niagaran stratigraphy: Hamilton, Ontario, Michigan Basin 
Geological Society, p. 42-56.

------ (and Mosher, R. E.) Carbonate section o f highway 403, in Segall, T. R., and
Dunn, R. A ., eds., Niagaran stratigraphy: Hamilton, Ontario, Michigan Basin 
Geological Society, p. 87-88.

------ (and Chaivre, K. R.) Notes regarding regional correlation chart and Alexandrian-
Niagaran regional correlation chart (folded in back), in Segall, T. R., and Dunn, 
R. A ., eds., Niagaran stratigraphy: Hamilton, Ontario, Michigan Basin Geo­
logical Society, p. 88-89.

------  (and Mosher, R. E.) Application o f  geochemical stratigraphy to petroleum
exploration [abs.]: International Geological Congress, 24th, Montreal, Abstracts, 
p. 202-203.

1975 (and Mosher, R. E.) Radiometric age determination o f  a Silurian glauconite: 
American Association o f  Petroleum Geologists Bulletin, v. 59, p. 1201-1203.

1976 (and Mosher, R. E.) Radiometric age determination o f  glauconite: Reply: Ameri­
can Association o f  Petroleum Geologists Bulletin, v. 60, p. 884.

------ (and Mosher, R. E.) Sedimentology o f some Silurian rocks from Gotland,
Sweden [abs.]: American Association o f Petroleum Geologists Bulletin, v. 60, 
p. 718.

1978 (and Mosher, R. E.) Introduction and road log to 1978 field trip, in Geology of 
the Manitoulin area: Michigan Basin Geological Society Special Paper no. 3, 
p. 1-28.

------ The stratigraphy o f the Manitoulin area, in Geology o f  the Manitoulin area:
Michigan Basin Geological Society Special Paper no. 3, p. 31-42.

------ (and Mosher, R. E ., and Kennedy, J. W.) The Ordovician-Silurian boundary,
in Geology o f  the Manitoulin area: Michigan Basin Geological Society Special 
Paper no. 3, p. 95-100.

------ (and Mosher, R. E ., and Lilienthal, R. T.) The lithostratigraphy o f  the Wiarton
Silurian section, Bruce Peninsula, Ontario, in Geology o f the Manitoulin area: 
Michigan Basin Geological Society Special Paper no. 3, p. 101-106.

------ (and Mosher, R. E.) The collection and quantitative analysis o f  sedimentary
rocks for stratigraphic purposes, in Geology o f  the Manitoulin area: Michigan 
Basin Geological Society Special Paper no. 3, p. 107-111.

1981 (and Mosher, R. E.) Sedimentology o f  some Silurian rocks from Gotland, 
Sweden: Paper no. 1 and paper no. 2 accepted for publication by Sveriges 
Geologiska UndersOkning (in press).

Printed  in U.S.A. 7 /82




