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W.A. Sarmiento’s Glendale Federal 
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By Ara G. Corbett 

 
 
On October 1, 1959, 401 N. Brand Blvd. became not only the site of Glendale Federal Savings, 
but of “The Future.” Its red reinforced concrete tower jutted toward the intersection, piercing the 
blue sky and looking from the distance like the prow of an interglactic ship. Seemingly bolstered 
by the V-shaped beams extending along the south and east base, this nine-story skyscraper, 
taller than any other building for miles around, looked like a California rocket ready for liftoff. 
This building told everyone who saw it that Glendale was a place to dream big. 
 
It’s hard to believe that during the Depression only 25 years earlier, J.E. (Joe) Hoeft, founder 
and president of Glendale Federal, was eking out a living making and selling bath salts from his 
home. Inspired by one of FDR’s New Deal propositions to stimulate the economy — and with 
nothing to lose — Hoeft managed to scrape together $5,600 and secure a federal charter to 
open his own savings and loan in 1934. By focusing on middle-income families during the 
postwar housing boom, Hoeft turned his hole-in-the-wall operation into one of the largest banks 
in the nation, with over $1.5 billion in assets by the time of his death in 1972. 
 
The man who helped translate Hoeft’s entrepreneurial spirit into the iconic image of this 
optimistic era in Glendale’s history is an architect from Peru, Wenceslaus Alfonso (W.A.) 
Sarmiento, whose own American Dream story mirrors Hoeft’s. 
 
Still in demand today as an inventor, Sarmiento, 85, designed hundreds of bank buildings 
across the country after World War II. His many notable achievements include the Financial 
Center in Phoenix, Arizona, the First Security Bank in Salt Lake City (recently added to the Utah 
Register of Historic Places), and Newport-Balboa Savings in Newport Beach – but it is in 
Glendale where he left his most distinctive mark as an architect. 
 



Born in Trujillo, Peru on September 28, 1922, Sarmiento studied at Lima’s esteemed Escuela 
Nacional de Ingenieros, where he fell in love with a photograph of Frank Lloyd Wright’s brilliant 
Fallingwater home in the pages of Architectural Record magazine. Under the influence of Wright 
and Le Corbusier, he graduated in 1946 and landed a job as an entry-level draftsman for 
renowned experimental architect Oscar Niemeyer. The future planner of Brazil’s new capital 
unknowingly served as a mentor to the young and eager Sarmiento, who clandestinely visited 
the boss’s office after hours. “I’d wait until everybody would go home,” Sarmiento recalls. “Then 
when the cleaning people came … they opened all the offices, so I could enter his office and 
see what he was sketching on his board. That was my inspiration.” 
 
With a head full of new ideas and eager to do more than design window jambs and closet doors, 
Sarmiento returned to Lima, got married, and dreamed of going to Europe to find a channel for 
his imagination. But instead of Paris or Berlin, Sarmiento found himself in Flat River, Missouri, a 
mining town 40 miles outside St. Louis, spending his honeymoon visiting his wife’s sister. 
Curious to see what St. Louis had in the way of modern architecture, Sarmiento rented a car 
one day and drove into town, only to wind up rear-ending a car driven by Wilbur Knoble, Chief 
Architect for the Bank Building Corporation of America (BBC). “He noticed my accent and asked 
me what I was doing,” says Sarmiento. The same day, Knoble introduced him to BBC CEO 
John B. Gander, who hired him on the spot. 
 
Gander offered Sarmiento what he had been hoping for. Unlike other architectural firms, the 
BBC set out to break away from the public’s memory of the old banks that failed during the 
Depression. The new buildings were futuristic, taking elements of European modernism yet 
remaining distinctly American — whimsical, expansive, space-age — and FDIC-insured. 
In the fall of 1957, the BBC sent Sarmiento to meet with Hoeft, who wanted something 
extraordinary and uniquely West Coast to represent not only his new headquarters, but also his 
hometown of Glendale. The innovative young designer immediately impressed Hoeft. “He gave 
me open reign,” says Sarmiento. “When he saw the model, he approved at once.” 
On New Year’s Day, 1958, Hoeft announced that construction would begin on the site of a 
former gas station on the northwest corner of Lexington Drive and Brand Boulevard. Sarmiento 
was active in all phases of the project, from details such as insisting on the stringent German 
code for reinforced concrete to handpicking the marble for the columns that would run through 
the lobby. He solved the problem of protecting the building from the sun while still allowing for 
indirect daylight by accident, while playing with his cardboard-and-clay model: “I wanted the 
tower to be separate from the building’s first floor body…as I lifted the tower above the first floor, 
I found that it had made a great skylight—it just came at once.” The other hallmarks of the 
building are its solar-powered louvers—made of steel sheet with a porcelain enamel finish in 
two shades of blue, a color scheme chosen by Sarmiento because it reminded him of the winter 
sky over Glendale. 
 
The official dedication at 9 p.m. on Thursday, October 1, 1959 also commemorated the bank’s 
25th anniversary. The tower’s nine stories were illuminated floor by floor to the ringing of the 
building’s large carillon bell console. In subsequent years, the bells playing Christmas carols, 
the string of lights in the shape of a Christmas tree atop the building and the opening of the 
bank’s lower-level Carillon Room to the Rotary Club and other local organizations transformed a 
potentially impersonal place of business into an imaginative space that enriched the community. 
These public gestures, along with the dynamic design of the building itself, brightened the spirits 
of Brand Boulevard patrons, and a cheerful business district soon flowered around it, including 
long-gone local landmarks like the Roxy Theater, Du Par’s, House of Pies, and Chazan’s 
Interiors. 
 



Hoeft was enormously proud of the architectural triumph, but he believed it would have 
garnered worldwide acclaim had it been showcased in Hollywood rather than relegated to 
suburban Glendale. Former Glendale News-Press photographer Louie Deisbeck remembers 
how Hoeft, no matter what event or function he was attending at night, would always go out of 
his way to drive past the building on his way home. Deisbeck recalls Hoeft’s wife Marjory often 
saying, “He loved that building more than he loved me.” 
 
The building’s future remains somewhat uncertain. Its status as an official historical landmark is 
contingent on the consent and cooperation of its current owners, the Silicon Valley–based firm 
Nicholson-Vertex, who purchased the building from Cal-Fed in June 2000. The Glendale 
Historical Society, the Los Angeles Conservancy, as well as the great modern-architecture 
photographer Julius Shulman, have all helped raise awareness of the building’s significance, 
especially in wake of the vintage louvers being stripped from its annex (built separately in 1965) 
in early 2004. But while several of its original features have been altered, removed, or 
neglected, Sarmiento is pleased to see his masterpiece not only in use, but appreciated and 
cared for by tenants such as ArtSource, the fine art gallery that currently occupies the circular 
Tower Room atop the building. 
 
Nearly 50 years after its opening, the building continues to hold a special place in the heart of its 
faithful architect. “I have gone at nighttime when nobody was there and touched the concrete, 
the glass,” Sarmiento says of his “private homage” to the thousands of people involved in the 
building’s construction — not just the mechanics and engineers, but the secretaries and workers 
responsible for everything “from door hinges to air conditioners, from electric switches to 
elevators.  
 
“When I come at night and touch it, I don’t feel that I am the creator of the building. I feel part of 
this tremendous organization,” he added. “The building was created by these people coming 
from World War II, who saw all of the tragedies and destruction and holocausts, and came with 
the idea that this nightmare was finished, and now we deserve something better.” 
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