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PROJECT: Historic-Cultural Monument Application for the  
 SEPULVEDA UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST SOCIETY 

SANCTUARY (“THE ONION”) 
 

REQUEST:  Declare the property a Historic-Cultural Monument 
 

OWNER: Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society 
 9550 N. Haskell Avenue 
 North Hills, CA  91343 
 

APPLICANT: Los Angeles Conservancy in conjunction with 
 Kennedy High School Architecture and Digital Arts Magnet 
 (Pablo Avila, Guadalupe Mora, Nitzie Perez, Therese Stoppiello) 
 523 West 6th Street, Suite 826 
 Los Angeles, CA  90014 

 
RECOMMENDATION  That the Cultural Heritage Commission: 
 

1. Declare the property a Historic-Cultural Monument per Los Angeles Administrative Code 
Chapter 9, Division 22, Article 1, Section 22.171.7   

 
2. Adopt the report findings. 

 
S. GAIL GOLDBERG, AICP 
Director of Planning 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]     [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE] 
     
Ken Bernstein, AICP, Manager  Lambert M. Giessinger, Preservation Architect 
Office of Historic Resources  Office of Historic Resources 
 
Prepared by: 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]     
 ________________________ 
Edgar Garcia, Preservation Planner 
Office of Historic Resources 
 
 

Attachments: August 20, 2009 Historic-Cultural Monument Application 
 ZIMAS Report 

CULTURAL HERITAGE COMMISSION 
 

 
HEARING DATE: January 7, 2010 
TIME:  10:00 AM 
PLACE:  City Hall, Room 1010 
  200 N. Spring Street 
  Los Angeles, CA   
  90012 

CASE NO.: CHC-2009-3525-HCM 
                    ENV-2009-3526-CE   
 
Location: 9550 N. Haskell Avenue  
Council District: 12 
Community Plan Area: Mission Hills-Panorama 
City- North Hills 
Area Planning Commission: North Valley 
Neighborhood Council: North Hills West 
Legal Description: Lot FR 28 Sec 20 T2N R15W 
of Subdivision No.1 of the Property of the Porter 
Land and Water Company 
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FINDINGS 

 
The building “embodies the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type specimen, 
inherently valuable for a study of a period style or method of construction” as an example of 
Modern style ecclesiastic architecture.   
 
CRITERIA 
 
The criterion is the Cultural Heritage Ordinance which defines a historical or cultural monument 
as any site (including significant trees or other plant life located thereon) building or structure of 
particular historic or cultural significance to the City of Los Angeles, such as historic structures 
or sites in which the broad cultural, economic, or social history of the nation, State or community 
is reflected or exemplified, or which are identified with historic personages or with important 
events in the main currents of national, State or local history or which embody the distinguishing 
characteristics of an architectural type specimen, inherently valuable for a study of a period style 
or method of construction, or a notable work of a master builder, designer or architect whose 
individual genius influenced his age. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Built in 1964 and located in the North Hills area, this one-story church sanctuary exhibits 
character-defining features of the Modern style. The subject building is circular in shape and 
plan and located on a rectangular lot. The dome-shaped structure is supported by glue 
laminated timber beams with an exterior finish of composition shingles. The roofing material 
continues down the entire length of the sanctuary from the roof to the foundation. The roof 
tapers into a flat point at the highest peak, resulting in an onion-like form. The entrance consists 
of wooden double doors with an overhang extending over the entrance.  Adjacent to the 
entrance are two casement windows set in between three sets of glass double doors also 
beneath the overhang.  Interior spaces include the main sanctuary as well as a small sound 
room. Inside the subject building, the floor steps down to three seating levels creating a sunken 
circle in the center.  The interior finish includes horizontal wood cladding and glue laminated 
timber beams. Secondary buildings on the property include adjoining buildings consisting of 
administrative offices and meeting rooms.  The landscape features consist of a large grassy 
lawn with shrubs and trees surrounding around the subject building. 
  
The proposed Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society Sanctuary (“The Onion”) historic 
monument was designed by architect Frank Ehrenthal.  Frank Ehrenthal was a Unitarian himself 
and studied under master architect Richard Neutra in Europe.  Ehrenthal also designed the First 
Unitarian Church in San Francisco and the chapel at Starr King School for the Ministry in 
Berkeley.  
 
The Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society Sanctuary was built in 1964 as the home of the 
Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society on land that had once been a ranch.  The space held 
several political events concerning the Vietnam War, which the congregation opposed.  
Controversial anti-war activist William Kunstler spoke at the sanctuary in 1970.  By then “The 
Onion” had become known as a safe haven and headquarters for protesters. Later, Vietnam 
Veterans used the chapel as their headquarters for protests in 1983.  
 
The Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society Sanctuary appears significant as a well- 
preserved example of the Modernist style, retaining most of its original features and fixtures.  
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Alterations include the replacement of the original wooden shake shingles due to fire code 
regulations as well as the addition of interior acoustical panels. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
The Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society Sanctuary (“The Onion”) property successfully 
meets one of the specified Historic-Cultural Monument criteria: “embodies the distinguishing 
characteristics of an architectural type specimen, inherently valuable for a study of a period style 
or method of construction.” As an ecclesiastic building designed in the Modern style, the 
property qualifies for designation as a Historic-Cultural Monument based on these criteria.   
 
BACKGROUND 
 
At its meeting of November 5, 2009, the Cultural Heritage Commission voted to take the 
application under consideration.  On December 3, 2009, the Cultural Heritage Commission 
toured the subject property.  
 
CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT (“CEQA”) REVIEW 
 
State of California CEQA Guidelines, Article 19, Section 15308, Class 8 “consists of actions 
taken by regulatory agencies, as authorized by state or local ordinance, to assure the 
maintenance, restoration, enhancement, or protection of the environment where the regulatory 
process involves procedures for protection of the environment.” 
 
State of California CEQA Guidelines Article 19, Section 15331, Class 31 “consists of projects 
limited to maintenance, repair, stabilization, rehabilitation, restoration, preservation, 
conservation or reconstruction of historical resources in a manner consistent with the Secretary 
of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for 
Preserving, Rehabilitating, Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic buildings.” 
 
The designation of the Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society Sanctuary (“The Onion”) as a 
Historic-Cultural Monument in accordance with Chapter 9, Article 1, of The City of Los Angeles 
Administrative Code (“LAAC”) will ensure that future construction activities involving the subject 
property are regulated in accordance with Section 22.171.14 of the LAAC.  The purpose of the 
designation is to prevent significant impacts to a Historic-Cultural Monument through the 
application of the standards set forth in the LAAC.  Without the regulation imposed by way of the 
pending designation, the historic significance and integrity of the subject property could be lost 
through incompatible alterations and new construction and the demolition of irreplaceable 
historic structures.  The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards of Rehabilitation are expressly 
incorporated into the LAAC and provide standards concerning the historically appropriate 
construction activities which will ensure the continued preservation of the subject property.   
 
The use of Categorical Exemption Class 8 in connection with the proposed designation is 
consistent with the goals of maintaining, restoring, enhancing, and protecting the environment 
through the imposition of regulations designed to prevent the degradation of Historic-Cultural 
Monuments. 
 
The use of Categorical Exemption Class 31 in connection with the proposed designation is 
consistent with the goals relating to the preservation, rehabilitation, restoration and 
reconstruction of Historic buildings in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the Interior’s 
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Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Preserving Rehabilitating, 
Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic Buildings. 
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RECOMMENDATION  That the Cultural Heritage Commission: 
 

1. Take the property under consideration as a Historic-Cultural Monument per Los 
Angeles Administrative Code Chapter 9, Division 22, Article 1, Section 22.171.10   
because the application and accompanying photo documentation suggest the submittal 
may warrant further investigation. 

 

2. Adopt the report findings. 
 

S. GAIL GOLDBERG, AICP 
Director of Planning 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]    [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]   
    
Ken Bernstein, AICP, Manager  Lambert M. Giessinger, Preservation Architect 
Office of Historic Resources  Office of Historic Resources 
 

Prepared by: 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]    
 ________________________ 
Edgar Garcia, Preservation Planner 
Office of Historic Resources 
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SUMMARY 
 
Built in 1964 and located in the North Hills area, this one-story church sanctuary exhibits 
character-defining features of the Modern style. The subject building is circular in shape and 
plan and located on a rectangular lot. The dome-shaped structure is supported by glue 
laminated timber beams with an exterior finish of composition shingles. The roofing material 
continues down the entire length of the sanctuary from the roof to the foundation. The roof 
tapers into a flat point at the highest peak, resulting in an onion-like form. The entrance consists 
of wooden double doors with an overhang extending over the entrance.  Adjacent to the 
entrance are two casement windows set in between three sets of glass double doors also 
beneath the overhang.  Interior spaces include the main sanctuary as well as a small sound 
room. Inside the subject building, the floor steps down to three seating levels creating a sunken 
circle in the center.  The interior finish includes horizontal wood cladding and glue laminated 
timber beams. Secondary buildings on the property include adjoining buildings consisting of 
administrative offices and meeting rooms.  The landscape features consist of a large grassy 
lawn with shrubs and trees surrounding around the subject building. 
  
The proposed Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society Sanctuary (“The Onion”) historic 
monument was designed by architect Frank Ehrenthal.  Frank Ehrenthal was a Unitarian himself 
and studied under master architect Richard Neutra in Europe.  Ehrenthal also designed the First 
Unitarian Church in San Francisco and the chapel at Starr King School for the Ministry in 
Berkeley.  
 
The Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society Sanctuary was built in 1964 as the home of the 
Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society on land that had once been a ranch.  The space held 
several political events concerning the Vietnam War, which the congregation opposed.  
Controversial anti-war activist William Kunstler spoke at the sanctuary in 1970.  By then “The 
Onion” had become known as a safe haven and headquarters for protesters. Later, Vietnam 
Veterans used the chapel as their headquarters for protests in 1983.  
 
The Sepulveda Unitarian Universalist Society Sanctuary appears significant as a well a 
preserved example of the Modernist style, retaining most of its original features and fixtures.  
 
Alterations include the replacement of the original wooden shake shingles due to fire code 
regulations as well as the addition of interior acoustical panels. 
 
CRITERIA 
 
The criterion is the Cultural Heritage Ordinance which defines a historical or cultural monument 
as any site (including significant trees or other plant life located thereon) building or structure of 
particular historic or cultural significance to the City of Los Angeles, such as historic structures 
or sites in which the broad cultural, economic, or social history of the nation, State or community 
is reflected or exemplified, or which are identified with historic personages or with important 
events in the main currents of national, State or local history or which embody the distinguishing 
characteristics of an architectural type specimen, inherently valuable for a study of a period style 
or method of construction, or a notable work of a master builder, designer or architect whose 
individual genius influenced his age. 
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FINDINGS 
 
Based on the facts set forth in the summary and application, the Commission determines that 
the application is complete and that the property may be significant enough to warrant further 
investigation as a potential Historic-Cultural Monument. 


























































































