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Los Angeles Department of City Planning 
RECOMMENDATION REPORT 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROJECT: Historic-Cultural Monument Application for the 
 WILLIAM MELLENTHIN BIRDHOUSE APARTMENTS 

  
REQUEST:  Declare the property an Historic-Cultural Monument 
 
OWNER: Roozbeh T. Alizadeh 
 Maryam Zavareh 
 25140 Steinbeck Avenue, Unit A 
 Stevenson Ranch, CA  91381 
 
APPLICANT: Frank Richter 
 P.O. Box 1602 
 Canyon Country, CA  91386 
 
   
RECOMMENDATION  That the Cultural Heritage Commission: 
 

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

 
2. Adopt the staff report and findings. 

 
  

CULTURAL HERITAGE COMMISSION 
 
 
HEARING DATE: February 6, 2025 
TIME:   10:00 AM 
PLACE:      City Hall, Room 1010 

200 North Spring Street 
Los Angeles, CA  90012 
and via Teleconference (see 
agenda for login information) 

 
EXPIRATION DATE:  March 1, 2025 

CASE NO.: CHC-2024-6156-HCM 
                    ENV-2024-6157-CE  
 
Location: 5922-5930 N. Buffalo Avenue 
Council District: 2 – Nazarian 
Community Plan Area: Van Nuys - North 
                                     Sherman Oaks 
Land Use Designation: Low Medium II  

  Residential 
Zoning: [Q]RD1.5-1 
Area Planning Commission: South Valley 
Neighborhood Council: Greater Valley Glen 
Legal Description: Tract 5949, Arb 2 of Lot 13 and 
                              Arbs 2-3 of Lot FR 14 
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VINCENT P. BERTONI, AICP 
Director of PlanningN1907 
 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]         [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE] 
           
Ken Bernstein, AICP, Principal City Planner         Lambert M. Giessinger, Senior Architect  
Office of Historic Resources          Office of Historic Resources 
 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]         [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]     
           
Melissa Jones, City Planner             Andrez Parra, Planning Assistant  
Office of Historic Resources          Office of Historic Resources 
 
           
   
Attachments:            Commission/Staff Site Inspection Photos–November 14, 2024  
                                 Historic-Cultural Monument Application  
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FINDINGS 
 

● The William Mellenthin Birdhouse Apartments "embodies the distinctive characteristics of a 
style, type, period, or method of construction,” and “represents a notable work of a master 
designer, builder, or architect whose individual genius influenced his or her age” as a rare 
and excellent example of a Mid-century, one-story court in the Traditional Ranch 
architectural style designed and constructed by master builder William Mellenthin.  

 
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 if it meets at least one of the 
following criteria: 
 

1. Is identified with important events of national, state, or local history, or exemplifies significant 
contributions to the broad cultural, economic or social history of the nation, state, city or 
community; 

2. Is associated with the lives of historic personages important to national, state, city, or local 
history; or 

3. Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period, or method of construction; 
or represents a notable work of a master designer, builder, or architect whose individual 
genius influenced his or her age. 

 
 
SUMMARY 

The William Mellenthin Birdhouse Apartments is a courtyard apartment complex consisting of two 
triplexes and two detached garages located on the east side of Buffalo Avenue between Califa 
Street and Oxnard Street in the Valley Glen neighborhood of Los Angeles. It was constructed in 
1954 by builder/designer William Mellenthin in the Traditional Ranch architectural style to serve as 
apartment buildings. 

The Traditional Ranch architectural style developed in the 1920s-40s, but proliferated after World 
War II, when they became the preferred residential design in many suburbs and cities including Los 
Angeles. While predominantly constructed as single-family ranch houses, the Ranch architectural 
style was occasionally applied to multi-family residences, commercial buildings, and public and 
private institutional buildings. The style traced its lineage to the vernacular residential buildings that 
arose across the American West and Southwest such as the haciendas of Southern California and 
American farmhouses. Traditional Ranch architecture emphasizes a number of essential physical 
characteristics: informality and asymmetry, low-pitched roofs, and a variety of facade treatments 
that typically included wood board-and-batten siding, picture windows, and the application of 
historicist or modern ornament and details. Ranch Houses and the Traditional Ranch architectural 
style began to fall out of favor beginning in 1975. 

The subject property is symmetrical in plan and consists of two rectangular triplexes of wood-frame 
construction clad in stucco and vertical wood siding. The roofs are cross hipped with composition 
shingle cladding and have overhanging eaves with exposed rafter tails. Down the center of the 
property is an asphalt driveway that leads to two detached rear garages. Each garage features two 
single-car bays, stucco cladding, and a hipped composition shingle roof with overhanging eaves 
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and exposed rafter tails. A white fence gate connects the two garages. Fronting the two triplexes is 
a fenced yard with mature pine trees. 

The west-facing elevation of the subject property depicts “birdhouses” above the gable of each 
triplex: a stout cupola structure with a pyramidal-hipped roof and tall finial above connected to the 
gable end via wood supports. The gable ends and birdhouses feature dovecotes. Metal awnings 
cover the windows of the triplexes’ western facades. Beneath large picture windows are wood plant 
shelves. The southern triplex also features a protruding box window. The primary facades of the 
two triplexes face inward, toward the central driveway, and mirror one another. They each have 
three unevenly spaced entrances accessed via small porches enclosed by boxwood hedges. Each 
entrance is slightly recessed and features a wood door with a multi-lite window covered by a wood 
screen door with metal detailing. The east-facing facades of the buildings and northern and 
southern elevations are largely utilitarian aside from rear secondary entrances to the units. 
Fenestration across the buildings consists of tripartite picture windows with multi-lite center windows 
flanked by single hung windows; wood diamond-paned windows –some of which feature wood plant 
shelves; wood single hung multi-lite windows; and aluminum sliding multi-lite windows. 

Interior features of some of the units within the subject property include wood built-ins; wood 
paneled doors; wood paneled sliding pocket doors; wainscotting; and original tiling in the kitchens 
and bathrooms. 

William Mellenthin was born in 1896 in Sleepy Eye, Minnesota as one of five children of German 
immigrants. He later attended the University of Minnesota and received a degree in economics in 
1918. By 1920, Mellenthin moved to Los Angeles and married Mary Ode Faulconer. He built his 
first home in 1923 and continued to build dozens of homes across Silver Lake and Los Feliz. By 
the mid-1930s, Mellenthin began to develop properties in the San Fernando Valley. Although he 
was not a licensed architect, Mellenthin frequently partnered with architects such as Leo F. 
Bachman. With the help of one of Bachman’s draftsmen, Frank S. Hickman, Mellenthin developed 
his “birdhouse” design, likely inspired by the farmhouses of his native Minnesota. By the 1950s-
60s, Mellenthin was recognized as a prolific builder across the San Fernando Valley and greater 
Los Angeles area, developing over 3,000 properties, including a 12-acre suburban development in 
Sherman Oaks – many of which were built to suit and featured his signature Birdhouse Ranch 
architectural style. Mellenthin died in 1979 at the age of 83. 

The subject property has experienced minimal alterations aside from the replacement of some wood 
windows with aluminum sliding windows at unknown dates.  

 
DISCUSSION 

The William Mellenthin Birdhouse Apartments meets one of the Historic-Cultural Monument criteria.  

The subject property "embodies the distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period, or method of 
construction,” and “represents a notable work of a master designer, builder, or architect whose 
individual genius influenced his or her age” as a rare and excellent example of a Mid-century, one-
story court in the Traditional Ranch architectural style designed and constructed by master builder 
William Mellenthin. 

Stemming from the design of bungalow courts in Southern California, courtyard apartments were first 
built in the 1910s and continued to evolve in form and style through the 1960s. The 1950s and 1960s 
marked a significant shift in the development of courtyard housing complexes. This postwar period 
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witnessed a new boom in apartment construction and land values typically dictated higher densities, 
with buildings sometimes reaching three stories in height, and frequently developed on two or more 
residential lots. However, at this same time another type of courtyard housing emerged– the Mid-
century, one-story court–which, as exemplified by the subject property, offered a more modest, lower-
density alternative to the typical courtyard housing developments. As demonstrated by the subject 
property, the one-story courts have a single-story configuration and a limited number of units, typically 
three to five attached units per building arranged in a linear or L-shaped plan. Mid-century, one-story 
courts, like the subject property, are composed of a pair of residential buildings facing each other, 
creating a minimal common space between the two structures that may be landscaped or paved, or 
accommodate a driveway leading to detached garages at the rear of the site. This configuration also 
provides each unit direct access to the outdoors not found in high-density multi-family housing types. 
As exemplified by the subject property, one-story courts were designed in modest versions of popular 
residential architectural styles of the period, including Streamline Moderne, Minimal Traditional, and 
Traditional/California Ranch and were mostly builder designed, not employing an architect. Mid-
century, one-story courts never experienced widespread popularity as a stand-alone residential 
development type; however, they were a critical component of early planned, postwar, suburban 
developments in Los Angeles. 

SurveyLA, Los Angeles’s citywide historic resources survey, established eligibility standards and 
integrity considerations for evaluating Mid-century, one-story courts in Los Angeles as follow: 

Eligibility Standards 
      • One story in height  

• An excellent example of the type  
• Was constructed during the period of significance  
• Represents an intact court plan from the period of construction 

 
Integrity Considerations 
      • Should retain integrity of Location, Design, Materials, Setting (must retain the relationship    
        between the units and the common area), and Feeling  
      • Some original materials may have been altered or removed  
      • Replacement of some windows may be acceptable if the openings have not been changed  
        or resized  
      • Security bars may have been added  
      • Original landscaping may have been altered or removed  
      • Surrounding buildings and land uses may have changed  
      • Mid-century one-story courts are relatively rare, therefore a greater degree of alteration or  
        fewer character-defining features may be acceptable  
      • Where this property type is associated with an adjacent single-family residential  
        neighborhood, it may also be significant under the Postwar Suburbanization theme;  
        indicators include several examples in a row situated along a major arterial street  
      • Where this property type is situated within a grouping of multi-family residences, it may also  
        be significant as a contributor to a multi-family residential district. A grouping may be  
        composed of a single property type or a variety of types 
 
There are only approximately 15 Mid-century, one-story courts across the city that were identified as 
eligible for designation in SurveyLA, none of which are designed in the Traditional Ranch architectural 
style. 
 
According to the National Register Bulletin, “How to Apply the National Register Criteria for 
Evaluation” published by the National Park Service, for evaluating a property’s significance under 
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Criterion C (“Properties may be eligible for the National Register if they...represent the work of a 
master, or that possess high artistic values, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity 
whose components may lack individual distinction”), the term “master” is defined as: “a figure of 
generally recognized greatness in a field, a known craftsman of consummate skill, or an anonymous 
craftsman whose work is distinguishable from others by its characteristic style and quality.” Based on 
this definition, William Mellenthin is a master builder. 
 
Mellenthin is recognized for the proliferation and quality of residential buildings he constructed in the 
San Fernando Valley area of Los Angeles and surrounding communities in the Traditional Ranch 
architectural style with his distinctive birdhouse and dovecote designs. He is also known for being 
very influential in the postwar residential development of Sherman Oaks. As demand for his signature 
birdhouse cupolas increased, other builders imitated Mellenthin’s Traditional Ranch architectural style 
and approach, which can be seen throughout the San Fernando Valley and across Southern 
California. In addition to custom built residences, William Mellenthin developed large residential 
subdivisions, some of which were identified as potential historic districts within SurveyLA, including 
the Ethel Avenue-Otsego Street Residential Historic District; the Hidden Woods Residential Historic 
District; the Longridge Avenue-Atoll Avenue Residential Historic District; and the Wortser Avenue-
Ethel Avenue Residential Historic District. These potential historic districts were identified as being 
significant as intact 1950s subdivisions developed by notable Valley developer William Mellenthin.  

The guidelines in the above-referenced National Register Bulletin for applying National Register 
Criterion C (significance as the work of a master) notes that, “The property must express a particular 
phase in the development of the master’s career, an aspect of his or her work, or a particular idea or 
theme in his or her craft.” 

While Mellenthin constructed over 3,000 known buildings –primarily single-family and some multi-
family– across the Los Angeles area, the subject property is the only known extant example of a 
courtyard apartment complex designed by Mellenthin featuring his distinctive Traditional Ranch style 
design with dovecotes. 

Although the subject property has experienced some exterior and interior alterations, the subject 
property retains a high level of integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, 
and association to convey its significance.  

 
CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT (“CEQA”) FINDINGS 
 
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 William Mellenthin Birdhouse Apartments as an 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 



 
CHC-2024-6156-HCM 
5922-5930 N. Buffalo Avenue 
Page 7 of 7 
 
 
with Section 22.171.14 of the LAAC. The purpose of the designation is to prevent significant impacts 
to an 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 an irreplaceable historic site/open space. The Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for 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 City of Los Angeles has determined based on the whole of the administrative record, that 
substantial evidence supports that the Project is exempt from CEQA pursuant to CEQA Guidelines 
Section Article 19, Section 15308, Class 8 and Class 31, and none of the exceptions to a categorical 
exemption pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15300.2 applies. The project was found to be 
exempt based on the following:  
 

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 and sites in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties. 

 
Categorical Exemption ENV-2024-6157-CE was prepared on November 15, 2024.  
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
On September 24, 2024, the Director of Planning determined that the application for the proposed 
designation of the subject property as an Historic-Cultural Monument was complete. On October 17, 
2024, the Cultural Heritage Commission voted to take the subject property under consideration as a 
potential Historic-Cultural Monument. On November 14, 2024, a subcommittee of the Commission 
consisting of Commissioners Kanner and Kennard conducted a site inspection of the property, 
accompanied by staff from the Office of Historic Resources. In accordance with Los Angeles 
Administrative Code Section 22.171.10 (e), on November 18, 2024, the property owner requested up 
to a 60-day extension to the time for the Commission to act.  





Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 2 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 3 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 4 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 5 of 30









Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 9 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 10 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 11 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 12 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 13 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 14 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 15 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 16 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 17 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 18 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 19 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 20 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 21 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 22 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 23 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 24 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 25 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 26 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 27 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 28 of 30



Commission/ Staff Site Inspection -- November 14, 2024 
Page 29 of 30





COUNTY CLERK’S USE CITY OF LOS ANGELES  
OFFICE OF THE CITY CLERK 

200 NORTH SPRING STREET, ROOM 395 
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 90012 
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NOTICE OF EXEMPTION 
(PRC Section 21152; CEQA Guidelines Section 15062) 
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PROJECT: Historic-Cultural Monument Application for the 
 WILLIAM MELLENTHIN BIRDHOUSE APARTMENTS 

  
REQUEST:  Declare the property an Historic-Cultural Monument 
 
OWNERS: Roozbeh T. Alizadeh 
 Maryam Zavareh Nd 
 25140 Steinbeck Avenue, Unit A 
 Stevenson Ranch, CA  91381 
 
 Kenneth W. Ross, Trustee 
 Ross Myles Family Trust 
 4335 Angostura Place 
 Tarzana, CA  91356 
 
 Kenneth W. Ross, Trustee 
 Kenneth W. Ross Living Trust of 2006  
 c/o Jackson and Associates 
 4804 Laurel Canyon Boulevard 
 Valley Village, CA  91607 
       
APPLICANT: Frank Richter 
 P.O. Box 1602 
 Canyon Country, CA  91386 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
  

CULTURAL HERITAGE COMMISSION 
 
HEARING DATE: October 17, 2024 
TIME:   10:00 AM 
PLACE:  City Hall, Room 1010 
   200 N. Spring Street 
   Los Angeles, CA 90012 
   and teleconference (see  
   agenda for login  
   information) 
 
EXPIRATION DATE: October 24, 2024 

CASE NO.: CHC-2024-6156-HCM 
                    ENV-2024-6157-CE  
 
Location: 5922-5930 N. Buffalo Avenue 
Council District: 2 – Krekorian 
Community Plan Area: Van Nuys - North 

  Sherman Oaks 
Land Use Designation: Low Medium II 

  Residential 
Zoning: [Q]RD1.5-1 
Area Planning Commission: South Valley 
Neighborhood Council: Greater Valley Glen 
Legal Description: Tract 5949, Arb 2 of Lot 13 

      and Arbs 2-3 of Lot FR 14 
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RECOMMENDATION  That the Cultural Heritage Commission: 
 

1. Take the property under consideration as an 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 warrants further 
investigation. 

 
2. Adopt the report findings. 

 
VINCENT P. BERTONI, AICP 
Director of PlanningN1907 
 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]         [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE] 
           
Ken Bernstein, AICP, Principal City Planner         Lambert M. Giessinger, Senior Architect 
Office of Historic Resources          Office of Historic Resources 
 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]         [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE] 
           
Melissa Jones, City Planner             Andrez Parra, Planning Assistant  
Office of Historic Resources          Office of Historic Resources 
   
 
Attachment: Historic-Cultural Monument Application 
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SUMMARY 
 
The William Mellenthin Birdhouse Apartments is a courtyard apartment complex consisting of two 
triplexes and two detached garages located on the east side of Buffalo Avenue between Califa Street 
and Oxnard Street in the Valley Glen neighborhood of Los Angeles. It was constructed in 1954 by 
builder/designer William Mellenthin in the Traditional Ranch architectural style to serve as apartment 
buildings.  
 
The Traditional Ranch architectural style developed in the 1920s-40s, but proliferated after World War 
II, when they became the preferred residential design in many suburbs and cities including Los Angeles. 
While predominantly constructed as single-family ranch houses, the Ranch architectural style was 
occasionally applied to multi-family residences, commercial buildings, and public and private 
institutional buildings. The style traced its lineage to the vernacular residential buildings that arose 
across the American West and Southwest such as the haciendas of Southern California and American 
farmhouses. Traditional Ranch architecture emphasizes a number of essential physical characteristics: 
informality and asymmetry, low-pitched roofs, and a variety of facade treatments that typically included 
wood board-and-batten siding, picture windows, and the application of historicist or modern ornament 
and details. Ranch Houses and the Traditional Ranch architectural style began to fall out of favor 
beginning in 1975.  
 
The subject property is symmetrical in plan and consists of two rectangular triplexes of wood-frame 
construction clad in stucco and vertical wood siding. The roofs are cross-hipped with composition 
shingle cladding and have overhanging eaves with exposed rafter tails. Down the center of the property 
is an asphalt driveway that leads to two detached rear garages. Each garage features two, single-car 
bays, stucco cladding, and a hipped composition shingle roof with overhanging eaves and exposed 
rafter tails. A white fence gate connects the two garages. Fronting the two triplexes is a fenced yard 
with mature pine trees.  
 
The west-facing elevation of the subject property depicts “birdhouses” above the gable of each triplex: 
a stout cupola structure with a pyramidal-hipped roof and tall finial above connected to the gable end 
via wood supports. The gable ends and birdhouses feature dovecotes. Metal awnings cover the 
windows of the triplexes’ western facades. Beneath large picture windows are wood plant shelves. The 
southern triplex also features a protruding box window. The primary facades of the two triplexes face 
inward, toward the central driveway, and mirror one another. They each have three unevenly spaced 
entrances accessed via small porches enclosed by boxwood hedges. Each entrance is slightly 
recessed and features a wood door with a multi-lite window covered by a wood screen door with metal 
detailings. The east-facing facades of the buildings and northern and southern elevations are largely 
utilitarian aside from rear secondary entrances to the units. Fenestration across the buildings consists 
of tripartite picture windows with multi-lite center windows flanked by single hung windows; wood 
diamond-paned windows –some of which feature wood plant shelves; wood single hung multi-lite 
windows; and aluminum sliding multi-lite windows.  
 
Interior features of some of the units within the subject property include wood built-ins; wood paneled 
doors; wood paneled sliding pocket doors; wainscotting; and original tiling in the kitchens and 
bathrooms. 
 
William Mellenthin was born in 1896 in Sleepy Eye, Minnesota as one of five children of German 
immigrants. He later attended the University of Minnesota and received a degree in economics in 1918. 
By 1920, Mellenthin moved to Los Angeles and married Mary Ode Faulconer. He built his first home in 
1923 and continued to build dozens of homes across Silver Lake and Los Feliz. By the mid-1930s, 
Mellenthin began to develop properties in the San Fernando Valley. Although he was not a licensed 
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architect, Mellenthin frequently partnered with architects such as Leo F. Bachman. With the help of one 
of Bachman’s draftsmen, Frank S. Hickman, Mellenthin developed his “birdhouse” design, likely 
inspired by the farmhouses of his native Minnesota. By the 1950s-60s, Mellenthin was recognized as 
a prolific builder across the San Fernando Valley and greater Los Angeles area, developing over 3,000 
properties, including a 12-acre suburban development in Sherman Oaks – many of which were built to 
suit and featured his signature Birdhouse Ranch architectural style. Mellenthin died in 1979 at the age 
of 83.  
 
The subject property has experienced minimal apparent alterations aside from the replacement of some 
wood windows with aluminum sliding windows at unknown dates. 
 
 
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 if it meets at least one of the following criteria: 
 

1. Is identified with important events of national, state, or local history, or exemplifies significant 
contributions to the broad cultural, economic or social history of the nation, state, city or 
community; 

2. Is associated with the lives of historic personages important to national, state, city, or local 
history; or 

3. Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period, or method of construction; or 
represents a notable work of a master designer, builder, or architect whose individual genius 
influenced his or her age. 

 
 
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. 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
On September 24, 2024, the Director of Planning determined that the application for the proposed 
designation of the subject property as an Historic-Cultural Monument was complete. 











William Mellenthin (1896-1979) Home Builder & Developer, San Fernando Valley
5920-30 Buffalo Avenue I Mid Century Court Triplexes
Historical Cultural Monument
Nomination Form

By Frank Richter

7A. Proposed Monument Description

5920-5930 Buffalo Avenue is significant as a rare and intact Ranch-Style Courtyard Apartment 
designed by William Mellenthin, consisting of two linear triplexes joined in single rows by 
common walls, on a level rectangular lot. It is bordered by its residential buildings to the north 
and south, oriented onto a paved center driveway, which leads to two individual detached 3 car 
garages that are bordering against the eastern property line. 

Built in 1954 by notable master builder and developer Mellenthin, the property incorporates all of 
his highly recognizable trademark 'Birdhouse' features, otherwise only found in Mellenthin's 
single family homes.

With no existing sidewalk, standing at the entrance to the gateless open driveway which divides 
the two triplexes, one immediately notices the full size famed 'birdhouse' dovecotes, prominently 
adorning each building's low pitched gabled roof overlooking Buffalo Avenue.

Upon entering the property, many traditional Mellenthin features are on display: The buildings 
are clad with tongue & groove exterior wooden sidings, there are wide, down sloped porch 
eaves with tongue and groove soffits, porch columns with curved corbels, most of its original 
diamond pane windows, and wooden X-pattern, 6-pane glass farmhouse style doors. Each unit 
features a small semi private patio enclosed by low profile hedges, with its entrance way 
opening directly onto the common area, with all landscaping intact throughout as originally 
designed, consisting of a variety of shrubs and bushes. Some windows are complimented by 
surface mounted planter shelvings, while the two rear larger size dwellings feature additional 
brick ledge accents.

Although the entrance door accompanying porch windows were replaced, they maintain the 
integrity of the character. The living room’s street facing picture windows are still original, and so 
are all of the original glazed double hung sash and sliding windows around the building. Smaller 
glazed diamond shape sliding windows are used for the bedrooms for more privacy. All wooden 
diamond pane glazed ranch-style front doors are in their original condition complete with brass 
door knobs, brass mail slots and their corresponding screen doors. The original door 2-tone 
doorbell system still functions with all its electrical components.



Both detached 3-car garages at the end of the center driveway are preserved as built clad with 
stucco, and  matching the main building's low pinched roof and down sloped soffits. They are 
separated by 6 feet, to accommodate for a fenced utility area accommodating trash receptacles.

Out of the six units, the four front apartments have one bedroom, while the two rear units have 2 
bedrooms, resulting in slightly different layouts. All 6 have retained most of their original accents 
and features. Upon entering, you are greeted by the warm glow of #2 common oak flooring, 
which continues throughout the entire unit, and partially wainscoted walls and using knotty pine, 
also used for all door frames - a preferred signature material used by William Mellenthin. Pine 
Earth binder plaster walls and ceilings are used throughout. The front unit’s large window 
opening has the size and feel of a picture window letting in plenty of light, but using double hung 
sash windows with a four pane fixed center window for practical purposes instead. Off to the 
side against the wall, the natural gas floor firnis heating system vents can be seen, and the 
system still operates today just like when it was built. A solid oak door to the rear left of the living 
room splits off to a small hallway, leading to the unit’s bathroom and bedroom(s). Interestingly 
enough, for the bedroom Mellenthin opted for a smaller and elevated sliding window for more 
privacy. Heading straight forward at the end of the living room, a solid oak sliding ‘pocket’ door 
leads to the kitchen. All knotty pine cabinetry, pink ceramic tile counter, ceramic sink and 
hardware are intact, except for a newer stove and redone vinyl flooring. A rear door leads out 
from each unit’s  kitchen to the back into an about 6 ft wide common area, connecting the entire 
length of the building. 

Just like the kitchen, the bathroom also retains its original design, featuring a large, ceramic 
inset sink, enclosed in a more shallow than expected, green ceramic tile counter to allow for 
more space. It has a larger than expected original double sash sliding window, while the floor 
was updated with linoleum flooring. A sliding glass door with aluminum frame was added to the 
original bathtub. The original 2-tone doorbell system also still works, distinguishing between 
front and back doors.

Overall, the property retains most of the character-defining features of the period, with the 
addition of William Mellenthin’s personal custom accents, and the alterations made do not 
compromise the structure’s authenticity. At some point, small, low profile A/C units were 
installed, there’s some added awnings, ceiling fan light fixtures replaced some of the original 
lighting, a few interior doors and walls were thoughtfully repainted, appliances updated, and 
some kitchen and bath flooring replaced that needed to be repaired. 

To much delight, the previous owners invested in a complete roof repair and exterior repaint, 
which also included the cupolas broken finials, rendering complete once again a wonderful 
example of William Mellenthin’s  legacy.



Character-defining/associative features include :

- Two rows of three units, arranged in linear configuration 

- 3-hole ‘Birdhouse’ cupolas with finials

- Low pitched gabled roof with additional 5 bird/dove hole face

- Street facing, builder’s ‘custom’ version of picture windows

- Sloped, wide porch eaves and porch columns with curved corbels

- Original diamond pane windows

- Wooden 6-pane glass farmhouse style doors

- Units oriented onto a paved driveway 

- Semi private patios enclosed by low profile hedges opening directly onto the common area

- Two detached garages in rear for one triplex each

- Excellent example of a significant builder and developer

- Associated with type 4, mid-century one story court architectural style

Integrity considerations:

- Retains integrity of design, material, setting and feeling, as originally built

- Some original materials have been altered or removed

- Mid-century one-story courts are relatively rare, therefore alterations may be acceptable

    .



7B Statement Of Significance

5920-5930 Buffalo Avenue meets criterion 3 for designation as a Los Angeles Historic-Cultural 
Monument. 

Specifically, the property:  

‘Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period or method of construction, or 
represents notable work of master designer, builder, or architect whose individual genius 
influenced his or her age’.

The Ranch-Style Courtyard Apartments with their corresponding two detached garages at 
5920-30 Buffalo Avenue were permitted in, and received their certificate of occupancy 1954. 
They were designed and built by master builder and designer William Mellenthin. The buildings 
are significant as a Ranch Style Courtyard Apartment, retaining their original form, detailing and 
integrity. Amongst the many single family homes that William Mellenthin built during the postwar 
suburbanization building boom, there were only a few court-style multi-family dwellings he 
developed, and the site at Buffalo Avenue appears to be the only one story court remaining in 
existence today.

ABOUT RANCH HOUSES

The Ranch House as a twentieth century suburban phenomenon is a cousin of the Ranch 
House of the nineteenth century prairie. The latter was a practical, often ad hoc utilitarian shelter 
using the materialist hand in a particular locale, and with no particular style. Twentieth century 
media and design transformed this rugged vernacular building into an identifiable and 
marketable type. Hollywood movies engraved the look and the symbolism of the the Ranch into 
popular consciousness: usually one story, with gabled roofs, often board and batten or brick 
siding, and the suggestion of a front porch from which to greet your neighbors strolling by.

Almost every architect and builder in California worth their name designed and built a ranch 
House at some point. Beginning in the 1920’s, the houses that Mellenthin built fit the type. 
Whatever size the house was, it was anchored in a comfortably recognizable historical story: 
Rural ranch, Colonial, American colonial, Cape Cod. A Mellenthin house might feature neatly 
cropped eaves on a hipped roof, and French Quarter canopies over a front door flanked by 
criss-crossed columns that doubled as vine trellises. Yet none of these variations were historical 
replicas. In plan, amenities and the style they were modernizing, even if they had not yet 
actually reached the point of being ‘modern’. They kept one foot in the past, and one in the 
future - likely where the majority of the population wanted to live.



As a San Fernando Valley builder after the war, Mellenthin kept pace with the democratizing 
influence of the Ranch House. The dovecote, or bird house, was incorporated prominently into 
gables facing the public street reinforced the straight-shooting, representing unpretentious 
utilitarianism and friendly rural values that the suburbs and their builders, developers and 
architects clamored to reflect.

DEVELOPMENTAL HISTORY OF THE VAN NUYS/NORTH SHERMAN OAKS COMMUNITY

Van Nuys is located on the central floor of the San Fernando Valley, north of the Santa Monica 
Mountains. No major land formations define the area. Aside from gradual changes in elevation, 
the area is generally flat. Van Nuys is bound and shaped by human-made or human-altered 
features, including the Southern Pacific rail line at its northern end and the 101 and 405 
Freeways to the south and west. At the eastern edge is the Pacoima Wash, a channelized 
tributary of the Tujunga Wash. The channelized Los Angeles River runs through the southwest 
corner.

Like the rest of the San Fernando Valley, the land currently occupied by Van Nuys was originally 
inhabited by members of the Tongva tribe. 

From tongvapeople.org: The Tongva, later known as the Fernandeño-Gabrieleño Mission 
Indians after colonization, and the Tataviam to the north and Chumash to the west, had lived 
and thrived in the Valley and its arroyos for over 8,000 years. They had numerous settlements, 
and trading and hunting camps, before the Spanish arrived and took their homeland in 1797 for 
the Mission San Fernando Rey de España and Las Californias ranchos.

In 1797, the Spanish established Mission San Fernando, from which the valley would derive its 
name. When Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821, existing Spanish land grants 
in the San Fernando Valley were re-divided into a number of ranchos, including Rancho Ex-
Mission, Van Nuy, North Sherman Oaks, Community Plan Area 8 Fernando, Rancho Cahuenga, 
Rancho Los Encinos, and Rancho Tujunga. By the mid-19th century, many of Southern 
California’s rancho owners were beginning to sell off portions of their lands, and those in the 
Valley were no exception.

In 1874 Isaac Newton Van Nuys moved to California and became a stockholder in the San 
Fernando Valley Homestead Association. Soon after, he became a business partner and son-in-
law of Isaac Lankershim. Van Nuys played a large role in mapping the Valley and establishing 
boundaries between the Lankershim, Maclay and Porter townships. What became known as the 
Lankershim-Van Nuys ranch extended across the Valley,  from present-day Roscoe Boulevard 
south to present-day Mulholland Drive. 

Construction of the Southern Pacific Railroad in the early 20th century connected Los Angeles 
and San Francisco via a route that bisected the San Fernando Valley and crossed over the 
Santa Susana Pass. Also, the completion of the Los Angeles Aqueduct, which brought water to 
Los Angeles from the Owens Valley supplied water to the area, which attracted many 
homesteaders and businessmen seeking a new life and fortune in the West. The prospect of a 
secure water source and improved infrastructure aided a major real estate boom, as the last of 



the vast Spanish ranchos gave way to smaller agricultural lots, fledgling commercial centers, 
and early residential subdivisions.

As the Valley moved away from its agricultural roots in the 1920s through the early 1940s, the 
Survey Area became an automobile-oriented suburban community.
As the San Fernando Valley’s population more than doubled to 0ver 400,000 between 1945 and 
1950, housing developers could barely keep up with the demand.

‘Builders catered to a variety of income levels, ranging from developments of economical tract 
houses to communities of custom-designed residences sitting on large, half-acre lots. Many of 
the new developments offered GI financing for veterans. Thousands of new houses were 
designed in various iterations of the Ranch style, which was immensely popular at the time and 
also paid homage to the community’s rural roots and historically rustic culture. The new 
developments included notable neighborhoods like Hidden Woods (developed by William 
Mellenthin) and Hillview Park Estates (developed by Julian Weinstock, an architect as well as 
developer). The influence of Mellenthin and Weinstock is seen throughout the Valley but is 
especially strong in Van Nuys, the area now known as Valley Glen, and Sherman Oaks. Both 
developers were well known for building large neighborhoods of single-family houses during the 
1950s, predominantly featuring Traditional Ranch designs with rustic decorative elements 
evoking the Valley’s idealized rural past. Mellenthin’s developments were particularly well known 
for their houses with exaggerated dovecotes, which earned them the nickname “birdhouses”.’

-  from: SurveyLA, Historic resources report Van Nuys-North Sherman Oaks, July 2015
 

WILLIAM MELLENTHIN AND THE SAN FERNANDO VALLEY

William Mellenthin originally hailed from Sleepy Eye, Minnesota. He attended the University of 
Minnesota, where he received a degree in economics in 1918. Shortly after his graduation, he 
married his wife Mary, and a year later they moved to the Los Angeles. They joined several 
family members who already lived in the area, including two brothers who were working as a 
successful banker and the other as a prominent doctor. Willam soon built his first home in 1923 
on Citrus Ave in Los Angeles. Prior to his projects in the Valley, he completed dozens of homes 
in and around the Silver Lake and Los Feliz area of Los Angeles. These are referred to as ‘Pre-
Birdhouse’ era.

As the City of Los Angeles had become well developed by the late 1940’s, room for expansion 
became limited, while land was at a premium. The San Fernando Valley on the other hand had 
plenty of open spaced undeveloped land. With newly constructed roads and highways, the 
Valley was promoted as a suburban paradise with proximity to the city. It was a place where 
your family could live comfortably, while still driving a reasonable commute to downtown Los 
Angeles for work or culture. Naturally, builders and architects flocked to the Valley in hopes of 
capitalizing on all that undeveloped land. To further encourage this exodus, the US government 
provided financial incentives for both builder and buyer. During this post war suburbanization 



boom, the San Fernando Valley grew from around 150,000 in 1940, to 850,000 by 1960. Tract 
homes soon filled large sections of the valley, and within these tracts the Ranch home style was 
a popular choice for young couples and families starting out.

‘Many of these houses were modest in size and appearance, and adhered to one of several 
basic floor plans; these floor plans could then be manipulated in terms of orientation, materials, 
and ornament to provide each house with an individual flavor without compromising their 
economy or disrupting the continuity of the tract. Several prominent developers, including Julian 
Weinstock and William Mellenthin, became well-known for their role in developing Ranch house 
neighborhoods in Los Angeles; Mellenthin, who was active in the San Fernando Valley, is known 
for designing Ranch tract houses that incorporated exaggerated dovecotes and other 
expressive features associated with Traditional Ranch style architecture’

- Survey LA, ‘Ranch House Neighborhoods 1938-1975’, 2015

In 1934, William Mellenthin migrated his design and development ambitions across the 
Hollywood Hills and into the Valley, where he started collaborating with architect Leo F. 
Bachman, whose ‘Monterey-style’ homes were a popular design of the 30’s and 40’s. It was 
around that time, when Mellenthin enlisted one of Bachmann’s draftsmen, Frank S. Hickman, in 
designing what would become the ‘Birdhouse design’. When asked about his inspiration for this, 
he indicated that it was likely the Minnesota farmhouses of his childhood.

Like his later contemporary Joseph Eichler, Mellenthin built homes that were a cut above the 
standard cookie cutter tract house - his homes were of uncompromising high quality in both 
architectural design and in the materials used therein, while employing only the best and highly 
skilled craftsmen.

Subsequently, almost 3000 of these homes were designed and built all over the Valley, as far as 
Santa Barbara to the north and Manhattan Beach to the south, between 1940-1960. The small 
wooden ‘Birdhouse’ design was built into the roof of the home, usually above the living room, 
bedroom or garage. In addition, many of them also had 3-5 bird-nest like holes cut into the side 
of the house. This style quickly became so popular, that other builders began to imitate these 
features.

With high demand for housing and plenty of competition Mellenthin strived to maintain an ‘edge’ 
by checking the daily newspaper for land that was for sale, and then offer ‘all cash’ the same 
day to make a deal. Amongst the many properties he acquired, he most famously developed the 
former Buck Jones Estate, comprising 12 acres of land in the heart of Sherman Oaks for 
$130,000 cash. First, ‘model homes’ were constructed along Magnolia Avenue, which were 
furnished by local department stores. Then potential buyers would attend open houses on 
weekends, pick out their desired home, even the street where it would be constructed. As soon 
as legal papers were signed and the concrete foundation was poured, Mellenthin would get 
paid.



Striving to built homes ‘built to suit’, William offered substantial ‘customizations’ to the buyer, 
being involved in the selection of the interior furnishings supplied free of charge by Barker Bros., 
the option of a pool for his more affluent buyers, and in some cases, even omitting the 
‘Birdhouse’ cupola. While catering predominantly to middle class families, he also delivered 
many homes to the ‘rich and famous’ - actors, doctors, lawyers and public officials.

-  William Mellenthin ‘A Birdhouse In Paradise’, 2017

MELLENTHIN COURTYARD APARTMENTS

While almost all of Mellenthin’s designs consisted of single family homes, he found an interest in 
developing multi-family dwellings by the early 1950’s. Whether this can be associated with 
purely personal ambitions, or perhaps the increasing population density challenges - his 
venturing into the rental market remains a mystery. Research conducted has found that these 
rental dwellings were strewn randomly around the Valley. They were not part of any tracts, 
clusters, single homes or neighboring ‘courts’. At best, it can be speculated that they were ‘filling 
out’ completed clusters of homes - but in any case, almost all of them ended up being torn to be 
replaced by higher density apartment complexes, or in one case, a parking lot …

Former tenants, as well as eye witness accounts produced few findings of such ‘Mid-Century’ 
Mellenthin Courts:

- 12067 Guerin Street: demolished and replaced by an apartment complex

- 4243 Mammoth Street:  demolished and replace by apartment complex

- 5814 Woodman Ave: still standing, but lacking expressive character defining features, and 
built by a different architect (as per original permit)

- 4669 Laurel Canyon Blvd: demolished and replaced by a PARKING LOT

The proposed monument at 5920-30 Buffalo Avenue is what appears to be the last remaining 
Triplex Court standing by master builder and developer William Mellenthin. 

It is located in the southeast corner of the central floor the San Fernando Valley, which has been 
well established as the epicenter of William Mellenthin’s home building legacy. 

The proposed monument is in close proximity to large clusters of Mellenthin homes surrounding 
it. Despite this being a ‘rental’ development, Mellenthin applied the same rigid and high quality 
standards and character defining features, otherwise only found in his home building. It almost 



seems like William wanted to share his wildly popular and expressive designs with folks who 
could simply not afford the price of a house, yet yearned the quaint luxury and joy of living in a 
‘Country-Style’ setting, yet in an ‘apartment’ that felt like an actual ‘home’. With the exception of 
fireplaces, these units very much represent an all around ‘miniature model’ and homage to 
Mellenthin’s full size iconic ‘Birdhouses’. 

_____________________

When I sent a photoset of the proposed monument ‘William Mellenthin Birdhouse Apartments’ to 
Alan Hess, Architect, author of ‘Ranch House’, 2004, and one of the foremost authorities on the 
Twentieth Century American Home, he promptly responded:

On Tuesday, September 17, 2024, 06:23:37 PM PDT, Alan Hess <alanhes@gmail.com> wrote:

Hi Frank—

Here are some responses to the photos.

Well maintained and still expressing its historic characteristics as a Mellenthin design. Chris Lukather’s 
books establish his significance as part of 20th c LA architecture and housing, Though he built many 
custom homes this shows his capabilities in smaller, multi-family designs, and so it is important to be 
retained for that reason: quality, architectural character for a less expensive home. This is a good model 
for us to follow today, too — a reason to preserve this intact example.

The key Mellenthin design elements are here, evoking the comfort, intentionally modest character, 
welcoming look of the Ranch House (then popular because of the popularity of the Western in Hollywood, 
John Wayne, Roy Rogers etc.). it is seen in the porches to sit outside and greet neighbors, the diamond 
pane windows, the vertical board siding, white picket fences (are they original or are they plastic and 
newer?), dovecotes, plant shelves below windows, simple post and beam porch structure.

Note the distinctive dovecote detail that conveys the rugged, friendly,  Western character of the popular 
Ranch House, and which Mellenthin became identified with.

The landscaping is a key part of the design, providing privacy as well as nature for each unit. This is 
especially important because of its modest nature, set along a concrete drive and car garages — the 
planting softens and humanizes the homes in this setting. This is a good lesson for new housing to follow 
— thus it is important to preserve good examples of housing like this.

Interior: note exposed hardwood floors, sliding wood pocket doors (for efficiency in a small space), wood 
wainscoting. The interiors look very close to the original with wood trim. Are they? The kitchen looks 
original — the exposed wood cabinets are original and left unpainted thank goodness — conveys the 
rustic homey character of the Western style, Even the cabinet pulls are original I suspect — rare to find 
this example in such good shape, Diagonally set counter top tile is original, and the sink, and tile trim (a 
darker color — colors and materials are original, distinctive to the period.

Bathroom fixtures likewise mostly original — color of tile and darker trim tile, Sink, tub (though glass 
enclosure may or may not be original.)



Overall  a remarkably well preserved example of one popular LA response to the housing crisis after 
World War II; small, affordable, but with a character appealing to consumers at the time: the Western 
Ranch, displaying in its rustic details hospitality, democratic qualities (everyone is equal and deserving a 
decent home even if it is modest), close to nature, good quality materials on interior. This was a type — 
there are other Ranch style apartments in the Valley especially, though they are threatened type and 
deserve protection.

Open interiors, large windows looking out on the landscaping. Do they have a sense of privacy from unity 
to unit?

Hope this helps, Good luck!
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CONTEMPORARY PHOTOS

ALL CONTEMPORARY PHOTOS TAKEN BY FRANK RICHTER IN SEPTEMBER OF 2024























































































HISTORICAL PHOTOS

All following historical photos scanned from book 
‘A Birdhouse In Paradise’ by Chris Lukather,
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