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USC’s founding in 1880 transformed the 
area surrounding the campus, as the 
university’s faculty, as well as business 
leaders and politicians, moved to this 
then-suburb with their families. 

A rare archival map (in detail, left) shows 
this growth in 1894, and remains today in 
the USC Libraries’ Special Collections.

A Storied Foundation

I n the centuries before USC’s founding, the land that now 

blankets the campus was open and untouched. Scrub, grass, 

and rocks reigned supreme. Wind rustled the dust, and rain pelted 

it in the cooler months, but the vast fields saw little change, other 

than perhaps the cyclical blooming of a lone wildflower, or the 

occasional shadow cast by migrating birds.
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E A R L Y  S E E D S  O F  G R O W T H 

In 1880, Los Angeles was a quiet frontier, yet to be discovered by ²lm-
makers and movie stars, home to fewer than 12,000 people. �e land 
that encompasses the USC Village—bound by what is now Je©erson 
Boulevard, McClintock Avenue, and Hoover and 30th streets—sat 
dormant, and remained a considerable trek from the city’s original core, 
bustling around Olvera Street. 

It was in that year that Judge Robert Maclay Widney spearheaded 
USC’s founding. Drawings from the late nineteenth century bring the 
area to life. In one map from 1894, the expansive ²elds, decorated with 
an occasional cluster of houses, appear as tidy, green rectangles. We get 
the sense that the sparsely populated area started to thrive, as USC’s 
earliest classes convened a few blocks south, its ²rst enrolling only 53 
students, all of whom were taught by just 10 faculty. 
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(Above left) Judge Robert Maclay Widney  
spearheaded USC’s founding. (Above) In 
1880, Widney Alumni House—USC’s first 
building—took only one month to build. It 
stands today, a relatively short walk from 
the USC Village. Starting in 1885, the swath 
of land around USC was subdivided into 
housing plots (left).
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(Above) The Forthmann House—
constructed in 1887—is the sixth-oldest 
home in Los Angeles. It now houses the 
USC Community House. (Far left) As 
legend has it, the William W. Cockins 
House—built in 1894—was once Charlie 
Chaplin’s residence. It now houses the 
university’s Center for Occupation and 
Lifestyle Redesign. (Left) At the start of 
the twentieth century, development of the 
neighborhood surrounding USC kicked 
into a higher gear, as residents settled in 
and sought amenities.

W I D E N I N G  C O M M U N I T I E S 

As USC grew, prosperous residents increasingly ·ocked to the neighbor-
hood, hastening the development of the area north of the USC Village. 
Now known as North University Park, it boasts some of Los Angeles’ 
most treasured architectural jewels, including Victorian and Craftsman 
homes that date to the late 1800s.

Starting in 1885, that swath of land was subdivided into housing plots, 
and with each passing decade, more and more USC faculty, business 
leaders, and politicians moved to this then-suburb with their families. 
In 1888, homes went for $3000. And by 1891, streetcars connected the 
community to the downtown core, accelerating the neighborhood’s growth. 

Some homes remain today, and o©er a window into that time. Just two 
blocks from the USC Village sits the sixth-oldest home in Los Angeles: 
the Forthmann House, constructed in 1887. It originally stood about one 
mile north, and a German soap manufacturer, John A. Forthmann, was 
its ²rst owner; it now belongs to USC and functions as the university’s 
Community House.

Other historic homes dot the neighborhood. Four blocks from the 
USC Village sits the William W. Cockins House. Built in the Queen 
Anne style in 1894, it became a boarding house early on, and—as legend 
has it—was Charlie Chaplin’s residence in 1913. USC has operated it 
since 1999, and it currently serves as the home of the Center for Occu-
pation and Lifestyle Redesign.

In 1901, the neighborhood’s development kicked into a higher gear. 
�e city’s ²rst satellite police station—outside the downtown head-
quarters—rose at 809 Je©erson Boulevard, abutting Hoover Street. �is 
outpost, the University Division Police Station, opened in 1909, and 
operated until its decommissioning in 1962. �at parcel of land would 
later be home to a Security Paci²c Bank, and then a Denny’s restaurant. 
It now forms the grand corner entrance to the USC Village.
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(Above) Tam’s provided paper and pens to 
generations of USC students and faculty.
(Above right) The corner of Hoover and 
Jefferson has been home to the city’s 
first satellite police station, a Security 
Pacific Bank, and a Denny’s restaurant. 
It now forms a prominent entrance to 
the USC Village. (Lower right) For years, 
Hoover Street continued through the USC 
campus. Its footprint was still visible, 
even in the 1970s, thanks to the uniquely 
shaped two-story building that still lines 
Trousdale Parkway. 
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Down Je©erson, between Hoover and McClintock, University �eater 
opened in 1913. It changed names several times—becoming the Realart 
�eater by 1923, and the Trojan �eater by 1941—but consistently 
drew USC students over the decades, seating as many as 600 at a time. 
It required its ushers to dress in uniforms—the ²rst movie theater in 
Southern California to do so—and showed its ²nal ²lm in 1952.

In later decades, di©erent businesses ²lled the spaces along Je©erson. 
One photo in USC’s archives shows signage and storefronts for Curries, 
the Potpourri, Tuxedo Center, and Hensley Jewelers. A second photo 
shows that, following a small parking lot, that suite of businesses contin-
ued with the SC Pharmacy, Trojan Camera, University Travel, and 
Campus Cleaners and Laundry.
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A  R E N A I S S A N C E

In January 1966, the Los Angeles City Council endorsed the Hoover 
Redevelopment Project, stimulating an ambitious renewal e©ort in the 
area surrounding the University Park Campus. �is land included 165 
acres on the north, east, and west perimeter of the campus, spreading 
well beyond the current boundaries of the USC Village. 

�at plan called for the strategic refurbishment of these areas, but 
did not gain traction until the 1970s, when Anthony D. Lazzaro, USC’s 
vice president for business a©airs at the time, brought increased focus 
to the project.

�anks to the Hoover Redevelopment Project, the neighborhood 
acquired a new ²re station on Je©erson Boulevard, which would be 
relocated to Hoover Street in 2015. Additionally, new apartment 
complexes—housing for local residents and the USC community—arose 
along Vermont Avenue, as did a new post o°ce, Dockweiler Station, 
and a public library, the Dr. Mary McLeod Bethune Regional Branch, 
which later moved to Western Avenue.

�e B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation Center, or USC Hillel, was also 
part of this plan, and would occupy a site near USC’s Catholic Newman 
Center. �e initiative also spurred the development of a new Los Angeles 
campus for Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, which 
began teaching classes adjacent to USC in 1971.  

�roughout the 1970s, the neighborhood saw tremendous regeneration, 
as decrepit properties on Je©erson and Vermont were razed. But without 
question, the plan’s commercial core was the University Village shopping 
center, which sprang up on the land now occupied by the USC Village. 
�is shopping center—a doughnut hole ringed by a parking lot—covered 
land that had once been home to a meat packing plant.
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In the 1970s, the Hoover Redevelopment 
Project dramatically transformed the area 
around USC’s University Park Campus. 
Anthony D. Lazzaro (above left), the 
university’s vice president for business 
affairs at the time, proved to be a driv-
ing force in its advance. Today, a plaza 
outside Wallis Annenberg Hall bears his 
name. (Left) Los Angeles Fire Department 
Station No. 15—in its midcentury itera-
tion—stood on what is now Fernow and 
McMaster Way.
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U N I V E R S I T Y  V I L L A G E

One photo from the early 1970s shows a sign announcing plans for a 
“University Village Shopping Center.” Optimistically, it proclaimed: 
“Opening Spring of 1973.” �e site would not be ready until 1975, with 
a more celebrated unveiling in the fall of 1976, but would quickly become 
the commercial backbone of the local community, as well as a haunt for 
students and a lunchtime destination for faculty and sta©. 

It wasn’t hip, and it wasn’t glamorous—never did it attract Hollywood 
stars—but it was certainly convenient, and carried a special charm with its 
two-story wooden exterior, four-sided clock tower, and stone-in-cement 
walkways. It predated the shopping malls of the 1980s—Sherman Oaks 
valley girls surely steered clear of it—but it more than served a purpose.

With its construction, some landmark businesses on Je©erson and 
Vermont shuttered, but a number returned. Tam’s became a mainstay, 
bridging these two periods in the neighborhood’s history. Selling books 
and stationery, Tam’s ²rst opened in 1947, and supplied generations of 
USC students with the paper they brought to classes, the pencils with 
which they took notes, and the red pens that their professors used to 
grade their work. In a 1975 photo, it’s humming with business, and 
continued for years in the University Village.

Another staple that returned: the 32nd Street Market, which provided 
a©ordable groceries to nearby residents for decades. Students from the 
1980s recall that it seemed to perpetually advertise 19-cent lettuce, while 
one longtime local resident cited it among the chief reasons she loved 
where she lived, describing the market as “a gourmet cook’s delight.”  
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In 1987, she praised it in the Los Angeles Times, writing, “Anything I 
want I can ²nd there.”

�is held true into the aughts. Around 2005, the market sold vintage-
style 1984 Summer Olympics trucker caps for one dollar apiece. �ey 
became enormously popular with students, and within two weeks, half 
the student body donned them.In addition to these two businesses, 
Silverwoods, a men’s clothing store, and University Travel burrowed 
into the memories of decades of locals.

In 1999, USC purchased the University Village, allotting a portion  
of its space for its burgeoning sta©. Approximately 100 employees 
moved their o°ces to the upper ·oors of the shopping center, thereby 
increasing retail activity. During these years, the center included a Bank 
of America, a movie theater, and a lively international food court, serving 
everything from sushi to sandwiches, Indian curries to Italian lasagna. 
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Some of these businesses would later return to the new USC Village, 
including a certain cherished cobbler: Sean Keklikyan, who owns Village 
Cobbler, a business he took over in 2010 from his uncle, who had oper-
ated it since the 1980s.

Keklikyan counts the USC School of Dramatic Arts among his long-
time customers, repairing shoes that age quickly during student shows, 
and even creating period footwear for certain productions. “�ey’ll bring 
in a pair of boots, and say, ‘Sean, can you mess these up, remove half the 
heel, scratch the leather, and make it look worn out?’”

USC students, meanwhile, have proven particularly loyal. “�e 
students change every three or four years, but some of them won’t take 
their shoes to anybody else after they leave,” Keklikyan said. “I have a few 
who send me shoes from Texas, San Diego, and New York to be ²xed.”

But even before Keklikyan took the reins from his uncle, it had 
become clear that the local and USC communities needed more than 
the University Village could provide—more housing, more businesses, 
and a fresh start. Planning for another renaissance began in 2009, and 
the shopping center was demolished in 2014.

The Village Cobbler bridges the past and 
the present—and not because its services 
might seem a smidge bygone. It first opened
in the 1980s in the University Village, and 
returned to the USC Village in 2017. Its 
owner, Sean Keklikyan (above), took over 
the business from his uncle in 2010.
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R E A D Y  T O  G R O W

�is milestone inspired re·ection. Four decades after the University 
Village was built, the land once again became a level plane, returning to 
what it had been in the years before USC’s founding. As the land readied 
for tractors, backhoes, and construction, it was easy to imagine how it 
looked in the years leading up to Judge Widney’s arrival, before those 
53 students and 10 faculty gathered in classrooms. It was at that time 
that the ²eld sat silent, its landscape following its own cycle, a natural 
synchronization with the seasons. 

A century and a half later, the land was destined to follow the rhythms 
of an academic cycle: welcoming students in the fall, seeing them through 
the vicissitudes of midterms and ²nals, and sending them o© in the 
waning weeks of spring, only to replicate the process after summer. �is 
is the academic sequence, and how scholarly and creative work advances: 
through steady, sustained dedication.

From this, we also get the sense of perpetual renewal: the people, the 
businesses, the buildings all come and go, but the familiar ecosystem 
endures, helping newcomers ²nd their place in the larger community. 
Just as with scrub, grass, and rocks, the old makes way for the new; the 
pioneers live among the land and help the next generation ·ourish.



51THE STORY OF  USC V ILL AGE




