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A contemporary aerial view of the Sagewood superblock shows twenty-seven buildings with four condos each, 

three pools, and a tennis court. The green belt at right between Chia and Sandalwood is 250 feet at its widest 

point. (Photo from Google Maps) 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

This Historic Resources Report is submitted by the Homeowners Association of 

Sagewood Condominiums, which is applying for Historic District designation under 

the City of Palm Springs Historic Preservation Ordinance, Municipal Code 8.05.09. 

 

The property is located in the Rogers Ranch neighborhood of Palm Springs, 

California, just south of the intersection of N. Sunrise Way and E. Vista Chino, and 

bordered by N. Sunrise Way to the west, E. Chia Road to the south, and N. 

Cerritos Drive to the east. It is listed as City Section 12, Tract 4432. 

 

The resource comprises 107 one-story condominium homes, constructed from 

various materials, including stucco, wood, brick, aluminum, and glass, in twenty-

seven separate four-condo buildings on eighteen acres of fee-simple land.1 It opened 

 
1 Sagewood was originally 108 units, but two units have been combined. 



5 

in 1972. The developer was Levitt & Sons of California, and the designer was noted 

Palm Springs architect Donald Wexler. The construction contractor was Kaufman 

and Broad. 

 

This report uses interviews, primary and secondary sources, and firsthand 

observations to assess Sagewood's eligibility under the City's criteria for 

designation as a Historic District. 

DESIGNATION CRITERIA  

Sagewood was not identified as a potential historic resource in the Palm Springs 

Historic Resource Survey Inventory and Context Statement of 2015 (Final Draft 

2018). This nomination finds that the subject district is eligible and appropriate for 

Historic District designation. As detailed below, the resource meets four of the 

city's seven criteria for consideration. Sagewood (c.) "exemplifies a particular 

period of national, state or local history;" (d.) "embodies the distinctive 

characteristics of a type, period or method of construction;" (e.) "presents the 

work of a master builder, designer, artist or architect whose individual genius 

influenced his age, or that possesses high artistic value;" and (f.) "represents a 

significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual 

distinction." 

 

The individual resources in the proposed district also meet criteria for integrity of 

location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association, as 

stipulated at 8.05.090C.2 of the ordinance. 

 

After three informational public meetings with owners and city preservation 

officials in late 2023, Sagewood homeowners voted 76 to 19 (with 13 no replies) 

to pursue Historic District designation. Those signed paper ballots are available for 

review. 
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Sagewood has the distinction of being among the few multi-housing projects by the 

prolific Palm Springs architect Donald Wexler and, by some accounts, his finest. 

Wexler's detailed site plan of homes and green space is "textbook perfect," 

according to landscape designer Ron Gregory, who worked with Wexler on 

numerous projects (but not Sagewood). "While most Wexler projects convey the 

general style I associate with Don's work, Sagewood has managed to preserve that 

quality in an especially attractive manner," Gregory said in a 2021 interview. "The 

development looks fresh and interesting, much as it did when the homes were 

originally sold, but likely even better now." 

 

Artist Gary Wexler believes his father never visited Sagewood between its opening 

and 2010. That year, he and his father walked through the complex while compiling 

a project list in conjunction with a Palm Springs Art Museum exhibition. "The one 

overriding comment my father made about Sagewood at that time was how pleased 

he was that they kept it as a park-like environment, with the extreme greenbelt," 

Gary said. "Nobody would do that today. Every developer nowadays would put a 

whole new phase [of housing] in that green belt." 

SUMMARY  

This evaluation finds Sagewood eligible for listing as a Palm Springs Historic District 

under PSMC 8.05.090. Sagewood's landscape, site plan, and buildings retain a high 

degree of integrity and exemplify the defining characteristics of mid-twentieth-

century Desert Modernism. Therefore, they merit consideration as a Palm Springs 

Historic District. 
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A 2024 image shows the simple elements ȓ turf, plantings of varying heights, slumpstone walls, troweled 

stucco, shade overhangs, Douglas fir horizontal accent strips, flat rooflines with metal flashing, rooftop HVAC 

enclosures, wooden gates, recessed entryways ȓ used by architect Donald Wexler to compose pleasing 

volumes in tune with the desert and mountains. (Photo by Claude Peck)  



8 

APPLICATION  

 



9 

 



10 

 
Several building types can be seen in this aerial view of the west end of Sagewood, with Sandalwood Dr. at 

right. The two at the upper right are the ȘB3ș plan. At left is a four-unit Type A building. 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE  

SUMMARY  

The property is located in the Rogers Ranch neighborhood of Palm Springs, 

California, just south of the intersection of N. Sunrise Way and E. Vista Chino, and 

bordered by N. Sunrise Way to the west, E. Chia Road to the south, and N. 

Cerritos Drive to the east. It is listed as City Section 12, Tract 4432. 

 

Sagewood consists of 107 one-story stucco, wood, brick, and glass condominium 

homes in twenty-seven separate four-unit buildings on eighteen acres of fee-simple 

land. It opened in 1972. 
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The developer was Levitt & Sons of California, and the designer was noted Palm 

Springs architect Donald Wexler. The construction contractor was Kaufman and 

Broad. 

 

 
An undated photo shows Palm Springs Airport before the main terminal (by Wexler, opened in 1966) was 

built. At center right, northwest of the airport, is the then-empty land where Sagewood and other condos were 

built, mainly in the 1970s. Wexler and Harrison designed a subdivision of seventy-five single-family modern 

homes, El Rancho Vista Estates, just northeast of the airport. 
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HISTORY  

1959 General Plan:  

Sagewood is an outstanding, remarkably intact example of mid-twentieth-century 

condominium development in Palm Springs and the Coachella Valley. 

 

In the late 1950s, only about 5.6 percent of Palm Springs residents lived in multi-

family housing, according to the City of Palm Springs' 1959 General Plan. A city goal 

at that time was to add more such options to its overall housing mix to respond 

to Palm Springs' transition, in the 1960s and '70s, from an exclusive resort 

destination to a more egalitarian community attractive to vacationers, snowbirds, 

retirees, and year-round residents. 

 

Federal and California laws passed between 1960 and 1964 legalized the concept 

of the condominium and made it possible for buyers to get mortgages (and 

mortgage insurance) on properties that combined individual ownership with shared 

walls, shared upkeep, and community amenities such as pools, spas, landscaped 

grounds, playgrounds, and tennis courts. 

 

The passing of these laws coincided with President Eisenhower signing the 1959 

Indian Leasing Act, which permitted certain tribes, including the Agua Caliente, to 

lease their lands for up to ninety-nine years. Suddenly, hundreds of acres of 

undeveloped and relatively inexpensive parcels of land attracted developers seeking 

to build this type of housing to meet the surge in popularity of the condo option. 

 

"The construction of condominiums and an influx of retirees would change the 

community and help Palm Springs serve as a regional and national model for 

retirement," notes Lawrence Culver in his 2012 book The Frontier of Leisure. 

 

Culver argues that Palm Springs' outsized influence extended well beyond the 

Coachella Valley. "Resorts such as Palm Springs were as important to the formation 
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of modern American suburbia as the early suburbs of New York such as 

Westchester Countyȟ. Palm Springs pioneered new architectural and urban forms 

replicated not just at other resorts but at cities across the United States." 

 

Sagewood reflects and expands on such earlier multi-family Garden Apartment 

communities in Palm Springs and nearby towns as Sandcliff Garden Apartment 

Homes (Sherwin Barton, 1964), Sandpiper (Palmer & Krisel, 1958-69), Royal 

Hawaiian Estates (Wexler & Harrison, 1960), Country Club Estates (Jones & 

Emmons, 1965) and Canyon View Estates (Palmer & Krisel, 1962-65). 

 

Sagewood also aligned with the city's desire, as expressed in numerous General 

Plans and plan updates, to incorporate more affordable options into its housing 

mix, which had previously tended to be dominated by a monoculture of upscale 

single-family homes. 

 

"Multi-family residential development played an important role in transforming 

Palm Springs from a resort town to a residential community. That transformation 

occurred during the 1960s and 1970s, but its roots can be seen as early as 1955." 

(City of Palm Springs Citywide Historic Context Statement, 2018) 
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Saying, ȘThis is Levitt living,ș the home builder Levitt and Sons of California advertised the then-new Sagewood 

condos in early 1973. Sagewood remains the sole multi-housing complex developed by Levitt in the Coachella 

Valley. 

 

Developer and Contractor:  

Also of historical note is Sagewood's developer, Levitt & Sons of California, a 

division of the world's largest homebuilder, responsible for Levittown and other 

massive, and controversial, postwar subdivisions in Pennsylvania and New York. 

 

In 1970, Levitt & Sons sought to expand from the East Coast into fast-growing 

Southern California. In 1971, its newly established California branch acquired 

eighteen acres of vacant land near the northwest end of Palm Springs Airport. It 

enlisted Wexler to draw a site plan and design a community of 108 condominium 

homes.2 Although Kaufman and Broad actually built the complex, Levitt remained 

involved in marketing the finished homes. The firm completed about two dozen 

other housing projects elsewhere in California during the 1970s, but Sagewood 

remains the sole Levitt development in the Coachella Valley. Given Levitt's 

reputation for building architecturally nondescript, low-cost postwar suburban 

 
2 Sagewood is now 107 units. Two units have been combined into a single unit. 
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housing, Sagewood stands out for its distinctive and refined site plan, landscape, 

and architecture. 

 

 

 

Architect:  

Donald Allen Wexler (1926-2015) was an American architect renowned for his 

pioneering contributions to midcentury modern architecture, particularly in Palm 

Springs, California. Born in South Dakota in 1926, Wexler grew up in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota, where he attended North High School. Following graduation, he served 

in the Navy during World War II. After the war, he took advantage of the GI Bill 

to study architecture at the University of Minnesota, earning his Bachelor of 

Architecture in 1950. His education placed him among the first generation of 

American architects trained entirely within the principles of modernism. Walter 

Gropius, founder of the Bauhaus and later head of Harvard's Graduate School of 
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Design, once praised Minnesota's architecture program as producing some of the 

best students to enter Harvard. 

 

After graduation, Wexler moved to Los Angeles and worked as a draftsman for 

renowned architect Richard Neutra. While Neutra was known for his demanding 

nature, Wexler later spoke highly of his first mentor, placing him alongside Frank 

Lloyd Wright and Mies van der Rohe as one of the great contributors to the field 

of architecture. Under Neutra, Wexler primarily worked on Elysian Park Heights, 

a large-scale public housing project designed in collaboration with landscape 

architect Garrett Eckbo. His nine-month tenure with Neutra gave him valuable 

experience in modernist principles and the practical skills required to run a private 

architectural practice. 

 

In September 1952, Wexler relocated to Palm Springs, intending only a brief stay; 

however, he soon found the desert landscape and architectural opportunities to be 

compelling. He joined the office of architect William F. Cody, where he met Richard 

A. Harrison, a USC graduate working as a draftsman. By February 1953, Wexler 

and Harrison had fulfilled their apprenticeship requirements and decided to form 

their own practice, pooling their resourcesȔjust $250Ȕto launch Wexler & 

Harrison. Over the years, their firm designed homes, residential subdivisions, 

schools, banks, and offices, leaving a lasting mark on Palm Springs. In 1961, the 

partnership was amicably dissolved, and Wexler continued as a sole practitioner 

under Donald A. Wexler, American Institute of Architects (AIA). 

 

Wexler became best known for his pioneering use of steel in residential design. His 

Steel Development Houses, built in collaboration with the U.S. Steel Corporation, 

were innovative, cost-effective, and particularly suited for desert living. Among his 

many acclaimed works, the Palm Springs Airport, completed in 1966, remains one 

of his most visible contributions. Architectural writer Michael Stern described the 

main terminal as "a temple of glass that frames the mountain," highlighting Wexler's 
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mastery of indoor-outdoor integration. The airport was added to the National 

Register of Historic Places in 2021. 

 

Over a career spanning more than fifty years, Wexler designed a wide array of 

buildings, including schools (over thirty in total), office parks, banks, gas stations, 

and homes for Hollywood celebrities like Dinah Shore, Alan Ladd, and Kirk 

Douglas. His early multi-family residential project, Royal Hawaiian Estates (1960), 

showcased the influence of "tiki" modernism and featured landscape designs by 

David Hamilton. The complex became Palm Springs' first designated residential 

Historic District in 2010. 

 

By the 1970s, as condominiums had become a popular housing option in Palm 

Springs, Wexler played a crucial role in their development, excelling in both site 

planning and architectural design. His projects, such as Sagewood, The Rose 

Garden, and Twin Springs, embodied his belief in creating housing that was not only 

functional but also attuned to desert living. Sagewood, in particular, demonstrated 

his ability to deliver high-quality modernist design to middle class buyers, 

reinforcing his commitment to making good architecture accessible. His work 

reflected the ideals of modernism, which sought to provide well-designed homes 

for a broad audience, much like the philosophy behind Albert Frey's Aluminaire 

House, which was recently relocated to Palm Springs as a permanent exhibit. 

 

Wexler remained an influential figure in Palm Springs architecture throughout his 

career. He won a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Palm Springs Modern 

Committee in 2007. He was the subject of two books, a 2011 survey exhibition at 

the Palm Springs Art Museum, and the 2010 documentary Journeyman Architect: The 

Life and Work of Donald Wexler. He was inducted as a Fellow of the AIA in 2004, 

cementing his place among the most respected modernist architects. 

 

Even after his passing in 2015 at eighty-nine, Wexler's legacy continues to be 

celebrated. His work, which seamlessly integrates architecture with the desert 
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environment, has had a profound and lasting impact on Palm Springs, the Coachella 

Valley, and the broader field of modernist design. As architecture critic Christopher 

Hawthorne noted, "It was Wexler, as much as any architect, who made Palm 

Springs modern." 

 

Wexler's philosophy on architecture and preservation was both pragmatic and 

insightful. While he recognized the enduring appeal of midcentury modernism, he 

believed that not all buildings should be preserved solely because of age; rather, he 

insisted, "It's not just about preservation. Just because it's 50 years old, that's not 

the whole story Ȕ it's whether it's good design that's worth preserving." This 

thoughtful approach ensured that his contributions to architecture were not only 

historically significant but also inherently valuable in shaping the built environment 

of Palm Springs and beyond. 

 

Site Plan:  

Wexler's 1971 site plan study for Levitt gracefully distributes the (now) 107 

condos, a mix of two- and three-bedroom units, four units to a "pod," across the 

flat plot of land northwest of the airport. 

 

Gently curving lengthwise through the middle of the site is a new road, Sandalwood 

Drive, punctuated midblock by an oval island planted with palms and cacti, which is 

dramatically lit at night. The street's east-west orientation creates a vital view 

corridor that frames the towering San Jacinto range and the sunset-catching Little 

San Bernardino mountains farther to the east. 

 

"The site planning is textbook perfect, encouraging the visitor, and subliminally a 

homeowner, to focus on a smaller area than if the street were laid out shotgun 

straight," said landscape architect Ron Gregory in an interview. Gregory, who 

worked with Wexler on scores of projects (though not Sagewood) beginning in 

the late 1970s, visited Sagewood for the first time in 2020. 
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Seen at sunrise from the east, a group of Sagewood homes glows golden and appears to nestle at the foot of 

the San Jacinto range. (Photo by Claude Peck) 

 

The condominiums on Sandalwood follow its bend, while those along Chia are 

staggered slightly to break up that street's straight line. Wexler drew generous 

setbacks for all the units on the street. Smaller residential groupings cap the ends 

of the subdivision along Sunrise and Cerritos. 
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WexlerȖs site plan created a new street, E. Sandalwood Dr., gently curved, with a palm island. The streetscape 

de-emphasized the car in favor of view corridors to the east and west, as well as large windows/sliders facing 

green space and patios. Most units are set back sixty feet or more from the street. 

 

Open space occupies about one-third of Sagewood's total site, enabling the 

development to boast just six units per acre, only slightly denser than in an average 

tract of detached single-family houses. 

 

One long park along the north side houses a pool, spa, and tennis court. A larger 

green belt lies in the middle, between Sandalwood and Chia, and runs the entire 

length of the site, two city blocks uninterrupted by any north-south street. Roughly 

half of the condos in the complex have windows and patios that face this park-like 

area, which is crisscrossed with concrete paths laid out in an angular, jazzy pattern. 
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With Sunrise Way at the left, the 1971 site plan is largely the same as what was built the following year. The 

recreational building near the east pool (at right) was never built. A west pool was built where the drawing 

indicates a wading pool. (Drawing courtesy of Wexler archive, CalPoly Pomona) 

 

One can clearly see at Sagewood the guiding principles of the Garden Apartment 

typology, as expressed in the 1928 Radburn Plan by Clarence Stein and Henry 

Wright, including superblocks, separation of pedestrian and vehicle traffic, de-

emphasis of the automobile, integration of green space, reduced street frontage, 

and hierarchical design. 

 

All of Stein and Wright's Radburn Plan principles are present at Sagewood: 

 

Superblock  ȓ large parcel with few or no through streets, which consolidated 

green spaces for use by residents. Sagewood is an eighteen-acre superblock 

surrounded by the main roads. There is a single private service road bisecting the 

community, and from this, cars enter garage courts, around which residential 

buildings are clustered. More garage courts are accessed from two surrounding 

roads, N. Cerritos and E. Chia. Garage courts alternate with garden courts, which 

open onto much more extensive greenbelts. 
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Specialized roads  ȓ all auto circulation is on the perimeter, and garage courts 

are for car storage. Sagewood is surrounded on three sides by public roads and has 

one private road bisecting the site plan. From these roads, residents access garage 

courts, which are essentially cul-de-sacs. 

 

Complete separation of pedestrians and automobiles  ȓ Pathways within 

each residential circle and greenbelt provide safe pedestrian access, allowing users 

to avoid encountering automobiles. 

 

Houses turned toward gardens and parks  ȓ this arrangement turned the 

structures outside in, placing the living room windows toward the green spaces. 

The primary living rooms feature large sliding glass doors opening onto private 

patios, which face the garden courts or greenbelts. In contrast, secondary rooms 

like kitchens and bedrooms face the garage courts or access roads. 

 

The park is the backbone ȓ large green spaces dominate rather than streets. 

Sagewood is a superblock with dwellings clustered around garage courts, which 

alternate with garden courts. These open to much more extensive greenbelts or 

parks, which constitute the site planȗs spine. These feature shared community 

spaces, including large, landscaped gardens for the community's enjoyment, as well 

as community amenities like swimming pools and a tennis court. Patios provide a 

private setting for interaction with the landscape. 
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Full-height glazing, both windows and sliders, shrinks the distinction between indoor and outdoor spaces. This 

two-bedroom unit has fourteen feet of continuous glass between the living/dining space and the large walled 

patio. (Photo by Claude Peck) 
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Two 1972 drawings by Wexler show the trapezoidal trash can enclosures (center) and rooftop enclosures for 

HVAC. Also visible: the two heights for slumpstone patio walls; six feet (top) and 4½ feet (bottom). The full-

height windows shown at far right and far left were reduced to half-high ones, at the corners of the 3-bedroom 

units, possibly as a cost-saving measure. (Original drawings courtesy of Wexler archive, CalPoly Pomona) 

 

Architecture:  

The single-story residences, a practical solution when land was more affordable, 

offered residences at a human scale, preserved everyone's view of the mountains, 

and allowed for privacy in walled patios. Of Wexler's three condo complexes done 

in the 1970s (which include Twin Springs and The Rose Garden), only Sagewood is 

composed entirely of single-story buildings. 

 

Writing about local architecture in Palm Springs Life magazine in 2013, Michael Stern 

touched on something evident at Sagewood: an overall understated approach. 
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"In Los Angeles, architecture often screams for attention," Stern wrote. "Palm 

Springs architects worked sotto voce, so that their work would be in harmony 

with, but not overshadow, the natural beauty of the desert. [Wexler] is considered 

an icon who truly practiced 'the honesty of modernism,' wherein the structural 

elements of his buildings become the decorative elements as well." Sagewood's 

architecture draws one's attention by being elegant rather than showy; pleasant, 

not strident. Here, the site plan and landscape are transcendent. 

 

Wexler's famed Steel houses, Stern added, "showcase his brilliance in creating small 

houses that do not feel claustrophobic." It's easy to apply that observation to 

Sagewood, where residences of 1,050 to 1,250 square feet are laid out so they 

seem larger. Add patios as large as 700 square feet, often planted with citrus, 

shrubs, and cactus, and that feeling is amplified. The place's low density, with just 

six units per acre of land, is comparable to standard single-family home plats. 

 

The exterior textured stucco is a durable, low-maintenance material that 

withstands extreme heat, requires infrequent painting, and reduces upkeep costs 

for the HOA. The buff colors are warm, with contrast provided by substantial 

Douglas fir accent timbers painted slightly darker and flush-set windows and sliders 

in a dark bronze color. Exposed beams in carports and garages reveal the post-and-

beam construction method characteristic of Wexler's designs, including his own 

house on nearby East Verbena Drive. 

 

The flat roofs and orthogonal lines are crisp and unifying, giving a sense of elegance 

and lightness that is trademark Wexler. Rooftop parapets are either flat or gently 

slanted to conceal HVAC units and reflect the lines where mountain meets sky. 

The slumpstone patio walls and canted trash can surrounds are a simple material 

that contrasts with the stucco and pays rectilinear tribute to an older California. 
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Elevations and Floor Plans:  

 

A 1972 Sagewood sales brochure shows exterior elevations for the three-bedroom 

Plan A homes and the two-bedroom Plan B homes. Most Plan A homes have 

carports, while Plan B homes have shared garages. Variations (B-1, B-2, B-3, for 

example) had mainly to do with the orientation of garages and carports. 
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Sagewood Floor Plans (A and B types): 

Below is Wexlerȗs detailed floor plan for the four units in a șBȚ type building. The 

patios on the end units measure more than 750 square feet. All party walls are 

double-insulated with sound-dampening material. The only difference between the 

B1, B2, and B3 pods is the orientation of shared two-car garages. Entryways are 

indicated by numbers 1 through 4. 
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Below, a detailed floor plan for the four units in an șAȚ type building. These units 

have three bedrooms. Small internal atriums double as light courts. Numbers 1-4 

show the placement of carports. (Images from Wexler archives, Cal Poly Pomona) 

 

 

Landscape: 

The landscape at Sagewood exhibits the best of its type and is one of the finest 

examples in the Coachella Valley. Because of its low-density and thoughtful design, 

residents of Sagewood enjoy life in an oasis of simplicity, serenity, and beauty, 

surrounded by a classic plant palette typical of midcentury Palm Springs. This 

landscape's design is credited to landscape architect David Hamilton, arguably the 

most important practitioner working in midcentury Palm Springs. Landscape 

architect Ron Gregory, who worked with Wexler on numerous projects (though 

not Sagewood) beginning in the late 1970s, stated in a 2020 interview that he was 

"almost certain" the landscape architect at Sagewood was David Hamilton. 



30 

 

Hamilton, the first university-trained and licensed landscape architect to live and 

work in the Coachella Valley, collaborated with the finest architects of the day, 

often with Donald Wexler, and was well-respected and sought after during the 

years Sagewood was designed and built. 

 

Reporting on the community's opening in 1972, the Desert Sun noted that architect 

Donald Wexler was chosen because of his "understanding of desert architecture. 

Palm Springs has fostered a new kind of low-profile California architecture. It's a 

kind of look that complements the configuration of the terrain, as well as the subtle 

desert colors." Wexler's architecture was kept deliberately simpleȔhere, the site 

plan and landscape are elevated to co-starring roles. 

 

From the perimeter of the property, enclosed by manicured multi-trunk olive trees, 

residents drive into landscaped garage courts to access their condominiums. 

Planting adjacent to dwelling units is denser, with varying shades and textures of 

greenȔPittosporum tobira, Natal plum, and pyracantha among the shrubs. These 

are enlivened by spots of flowering color, including lantana, bougainvillea, Spanish 

bayonet, aloe vera [A. Barbadensis], and desert milkweed. Select areas feature 

collections of cacti. 
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Taller trees (palm, eucalyptus, Aleppo pine) step down to shorter ones (olive, ash, California pepper, and 

flowering pear) closer to residences. 

 

Contrasting this are bucolic open green spaces, acres of green grass dotted with a 

palette of drought-tolerant trees, often Mediterranean species. These are suitably 

adapted to the desert climateȔthere are at least twenty-four different tree species 

at Sagewood, and today, about 450 trees total. A hierarchy of trees was established, 

starting with a towering skyline of Washingtonia robusta and native Washingtonia 

filifera palms, their fronds shining and shimmering against the backdrop of majestic 

San Jacinto. Palms are typically grouped by species in pairs, clusters, or short rows. 

Groups of eucalyptus and Aleppo pine screen undesirable views to the north and 

shade the inviting green grass meadows. Several enormous ash trees were removed 

in recent years, victims of the shot hole borer. Silk oak is another large signature 

tree that has suffered. Decorative jacaranda and evergreen flowering pear add color 

and interest to the tree palette. 
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Though some of these tree and plant species have fallen out of favor with today's 

landscape designers, those still existing should be retained as essential elements in 

Hamilton's design. Sagewood represents a prime and pristine example of classic 

midcentury Garden Apartment landscape architecture by Palm Springs' leading 

landscape architect, and every attempt should be made to preserve it. 

 

DAVID HAMILTON, ASLA:  

David Hamilton was born in Detroit in 1926. After serving in the Navy during 

World War II, Hamilton attended Michigan State University, graduating in 

December 1950 with a BS in Landscape Architecture. Before graduating, his wife 

Helen saw an advertisement from the City of Palm Springs for an opening in the 

Planning Department, and she encouraged Hamilton to apply. Soon hired, he served 

as a draftsman in the Palm Springs Chief Planning Department, where he worked 

from 1951 to 1953. From 1953 to 1957, he worked as a site planner and landscape 

architect for Quintin Engineers, Ltd in Los Angeles. He returned to the desert in 

1957, working for the County of Riverside's Planning Commission's new satellite 

office in Palm Desert. Hamilton was then recruited back to Palm Springs by Hy 

Raines, Director of Planning, and Pete Peterson, City Manager, returning as 

assistant planning director, a newly formed position created with Hamilton in mind. 
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SagewoodȖs west pool, looking west, with E. Sandalwood Dr. at right. 

 

In 1960, Hamilton left the Planning Department to open his own landscape 

architecture office. A member of the ASLA since 1951, he had been grandfathered 

in when licensure was developed in 1953. One of his first projects was the Royal 

Hawaiian Estates condominium development, done in collaboration with Donald 

Wexler and Richard Harrison. Hamilton and Wexler would work together on many 

projects, including the Palm Springs Airport, the Steel Houses, and Professional 

Park. When Donald Wexler was asked in 2011, he said, "I always requested of my 

clients that David Hamilton be hired from the outset. He was the best."3 Hamilton's 

work included residential, commercial, and civic properties, some examples being 

Ocotillo Palms Estates, Demuth Park, Raymond Cree Junior High School, the 

Outdoor Memorial at Desert Memorial Park, San Diego Federal Savings and Loan, 

the Living Desert, and The Diplomat condominiums. David Hamilton passed away 

in La Quinta on January 10, 2017, after a short illness. He was ninety years old.4 

 

 
3 Steven Keylon, Interview with Donald Wexler, February 25, 2011 
4 Biographical David Hamilton information from Steven Keylon, Interview with David Hamilton, February 

13, 2016. 
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Community Amenities:  

Each unit has a patio, many planted with citrus, offering private interaction with the 

landscape. In the common areas, there are opportunities for public interaction, with 

pools and a tennis court to foster community. 

 

HISTORIC PHOTOGRAPHS:  

 

The photos below, though undated, appear to be from the mid-to-late 1970s. The 

vintage mailboxes have been replaced with more modern boxes grouped along 

Chia, Cerritos, and Sandalwood. One feature shown is the relatively small size of 

street-facing windows (top left), in accordance with Wexlerȗs view that large glazing 

should focus on mountain views, patio gardens, and communal green spaces. 

(Photos courtesy of Palm Springs Historical Society) 
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Contemporary Photographs:  

 

 
An aerial view of the green belt around the west pool/spa and walking paths leading to it from various 

directions. (Photo courtesy of Greater Palm Springs Realtors) 
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Wide, angled, shared concrete drives help move cars away from streets and adjacent to homes in 

accordance with principles of the Garden Apartment dating to the early twentieth century. The front 

entryways at right are set back from E. Sandalwood Dr., creating a more varied and pleasing 

streetscape. 

(Photo by Henry Connell)  
















































































































































