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President Nikias welcomed more than 
700 guests to the groundbreaking of the 
USC Village. Trustee Kathleen Leavey 
McCarthy (right) spoke, as did Ainsley 
Carry (seated, center), USC’s vice president 
for student affairs.

The Village Rises

F or those gathered there, it took a few moments to take it 

all in. Just four months earlier, a bustling shopping center 

had stood on that now-leveled ground, a dependable landmark for

decades of USC visitors. But on that hot, piercingly blue morning in 

September of 2014, the land was transformed: a flat, even plane 

of soil and rocks, a fresh canvas on which the USC and local 

communities would paint.

chapter 
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City Councilmember Curren Price (above 
left), whose district includes USC, and 
who was born and raised in South Los 
Angeles, said the project would drive 
economic development throughout the 
local community. The Trojan Marching 
Band (above right) energized the crowd, 
including a front row filled with the 
university’s senior leadership.

Once the newness settled in, and the crowd’s marvel switched from 
what once was to what would be, a fresh sense of excitement swelled 
among the 700-plus crowd, a mix of Los Angeles civic leaders, students, 
faculty, sta©, and community members. Water bottles and paper fans 
changed hands, and everyone pressed together under the stark white 
canopy, a shield from the bright sun.

“We are not merely building ‘buildings,’” President Nikias said, the ²rst 
of the morning’s speakers. “We are building—for our own time—the 
best and most timeless kind of human community.”

He spoke of the project’s boldness—reminding everyone that it was 
the largest in the history of South Los Angeles, and by far the largest 
in the history of USC—and acknowledged one of its most ardent 
supporters, former Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, who had 
joined the celebration.



74



75THE STORY OF  USC V ILL AGE

�e program also featured USC student and community leaders, 
including Maria Guadalupe Garrido, a Trojan parent. “I am a witness 
to the beginning of this project and of USC’s commitment to our neigh-
borhood,” Garrido said, recalling that she was among the hundreds of 
community members who were present when the Los Angeles City 
Council voted unanimously to support the plan. 

Among the elected o°cials to speak was Los Angeles County Super-
visor Mark Ridley-�omas, who said the USC Village ties together both 
economic development and economic justice by supporting labor and 
a©ordable housing.

“�is is about an investment in the human infrastructure of this 
community,” he said. “Break ground and Fight On!”

In addition to USC trustees and officials, the
crowd (left) included Los Angeles civic lead-
ers and elected officials, students, faculty, 
staff, and local community members. Los 
Angeles County Supervisor Mark Ridley-
Thomas (above, far right), who is a double 
alumnus of USC, joined Nikias (center) 
and McCarthy.
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As cranes rolled over the site, construction 

workers pored over blueprints, their minds 

surely turning as quickly as the cranes’ 

winches. In the background stands the USC 

Caruso Catholic Center, another recently 

completed university project.
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To construct the USC Village, workers 
poured a remarkable 110,000 cubic 
yards of concrete—more than enough to 
build a sidewalk from Tommy Trojan to 
San Francisco. To keep up, cement trucks 
arrived in a steady stream. F R O M  D R E A M I N G  T O  D O I N G

By summer of 2015, the construction site swirled with trucks and machinery, 
as ideas gave way to excavation, and lofty plans made way for concrete 
and bricks. Four enormous cranes loomed center stage, lifting materials 
several stories above the ground, passing pieces from one group of workers 
to the next, much like a baton exchange in a perfectly timed relay. 

�e bustle of construction spilled beyond the perimeter of the site, as 
scores of cement trucks lined up along Hoover Street, transporting the 
concrete that would bind the project’s vast pieces together, and provide 
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fresh pathways for residents and guests. It was during this critical phase 
that dreams turned into action.

With foundations and steel in place, the installation of giant brick 
panels topped the to-do list. �ese panels were artfully constructed in 
Perris, California—75 miles east of the university—and hauled in to the 
site on a line of trucks. Workers painstakingly prepared each panel for 
installation, and then set up a crane to lift it skyward. �is required close 
coordination between the construction worker and the crane operator, 
both of whom kept this process ·owing quickly, despite the tremendous 
volume of panels arriving on site. 
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For those passing by, it was common to see these panels ·oating above 
the site’s surrounding fence, a reddish tablet that contrasted with the 
broad blue skies. �is vision—coupled with the consistent hum of back-
hoes, trucks, and cranes—prompted neighborhood schoolchildren to 
marvel from across the street, their parents stopping with them, smiling 
at their children’s awe. �is also reminded the entire community of the 
breakneck pace of construction that unfolded just beyond the fence, a 
regular accompaniment to the grandeur of cranes, the steady stream of 
cement pouring, and the shouts of foremen’s instructions.
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Workers painstakingly prepared each panel 

for installation, and then set up a crane to 

lift it skyward. This required close coordina-

tion between the construction worker and 

the crane operator, both of whom kept this 

process fl owing quickly, despite the tremen-

dous volume of panels arriving on site. 
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A  M I L E S T O N E

By January of 2016, for those driving down Hoover or Je©erson, the 
USC Village appeared 90 percent complete, with many of the buildings’ 
façades in place, and the clock tower ready to tell time. And yet, this 
marked only the halfway point of construction.

To celebrate this milestone, the USC community gathered for a Topping 
O© ceremony, an event that saw the hoisting of the now-signature spire to
its permanent home atop McCarthy Honors College. But before a crane 
did its work, all of the guests were invited to sign the building’s ²nal beam. 

�at morning—although ²lled with festivity—allowed the USC 
community to pause. �e elevators halted, drilling stopped, saws quieted. 
Hundreds of construction workers watched, many perched or standing 
on upper ·oors, their hard hats still in place. �is pause brought a break 
in the whirl of construction, but also brought an opportunity to express 
gratitude: to thank the construction professionals who had worked 
assiduously every day for the previous year and a half, keeping the project 
ahead of schedule and under budget.

“We pause to honor your tireless labor, and we pause to salute your 
sel·ess commitment,” President Nikias told the construction profes-
sionals. “We pause to say thank you!” �at gratitude extended to Lloyd 
Silberstein, vice president for capital construction, and Willy Marsh, the 
project’s director of construction, as well.

�e crowd totaled 900 people, and included USC leaders, faculty, and 
sta©, as well as elected o°cials and residents of the local community. 
Congresswoman Karen Bass, a USC alumna whose district includes the 
university, echoed President Nikias’ gratitude, as did City Councilmem-
ber Curren Price. Both were key supporters of the project.

USC’s ²rst building—Widney Alumni House—took only one month to
build in 1880. But this distinctive, wooden building—a half-mile from the
cutting-edge USC Village—had no running water or electricity. Its 
builders could not have imagined structures that required 1.2 million 
miles of wires, coursing with electricity and data. �ey could not have 
foreseen pouring 110,000 cubic yards of concrete—more than enough 
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to build a sidewalk from Tommy Trojan to San Francisco. And no one 
could have imagined the expansive piazza—three times the size of Hahn 
Plaza—at the center of the USC Village.

Following the speeches, the USC Trojan Marching Band energized 
everyone in the audience, marching into the courtyard just below the 
clock tower, its trumpets leading the way. An enormous crane whirred 
to life, and the crowd hushed as the ceremonial ²nal beam shot skyward. 
Along with the guests’ signatures, the beam brought some extra luck: 
workers had placed a small, but vibrant tree on its steel surface.

�eir thoughtful gesture followed an ancient construction tradition 
that promises a structure’s longevity. �e 12,700-pound spire—with an 
American ·ag waving from its pinnacle—followed the beam. �e crowd 
cheered as the roof spire landed in its new, permanent home.

To celebrate the placing of the spire atop 
McCarthy Honors College, construction 
workers hoisted a ceremonial final 
beam. On it, they had placed a small 
tree—an ancient construction tradition 
that promises a structure’s longevity. 

Lloyd Silberstein (above right), USC’s 
vice president for capital construction, 
added his own signature to the project.
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To mark the halfway point in construction, 

more than 900 people gathered in what 

would become the central piazza. A small 

team of workers secured the signature spire 

atop McCarthy Honors College, as cardinal 

and gold streamers shot skyward.
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T H E  H O M E S T R E T C H

By November of 2016, the site buzzed with activity. At that point, 75 
percent of the construction was complete, with 550 construction workers 
reporting to the site each morning at seven. �e project ultimately employed 
5,600 workers who provided 2.6 million hours of work.

“It’s a very fast pace,” said one electrician, Eric Williams. “�ings go 
up before you turn around.” 

Williams lived near USC, not uncommon among the workers: 20 percent
lived within ²ve miles of the project, while 38 percent lived in the city
of Los Angeles. �e majority—69 percent—lived in Los Angeles County.

Together, they advanced construction at a sometimes-astonishing pace.
As Williams described: “I walk in, work for a while, and I can’t go back out
the way I came in because somebody’s put up a wall while I’ve been working.”
Safety remained a top priority, though, and impressively, the number of
serious injuries among the workers was less than 0.01 percent of the 
total work force.

While Williams’ electrical wires hugged the walls inside, cranes 
lowered mature trees—some weighing as much as 3,500 pounds—into 
the soil outside. �e landscape already featured as many as 80 trees at that 
point, with more than 300 on the way. �e most prominent among them, 
though, was the quickly fabled grand oak, whose roots took hold at the 
center of the piazza, its planting personally requested by President Nikias.
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To build the USC Village, more than 5,600 
employees contributed 2.6 million hours 
of work. Nestled inside the buildings’ 
walls, hidden from view, are 23 million 
pounds of rebar.

As these trees shimmied in the breeze, 110,000 cubic yards of concrete 
settled into place, never to budge. Rock solid, it girded 23 million pounds 
of rebar, a vast web of wiring, and an e°cient maze of plumbing, while 
also providing a chassis for the walls, ·oors, and roofs that seemed to 
multiply each week. �ey preceded the doors, sinks, and closets that would 
be assembled during the ²nal stretch leading to the project’s grand opening.

�e pace of construction was particularly impressive, given the 
weather conditions. �at winter before the grand opening was Los 
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Angeles’ wettest in years. Silberstein and Marsh, though, planned ahead, 
and made certain the El Niño rains would not derail the schedule.

In an interesting twist, once completed, the USC Village would 
welcome such storms, as the project features a massive rainwater capture 
system. Its six underground wells form the largest privately owned storm-
water containment system in Los Angeles. �ese tanks stretch 60 feet below 
the ground, and can accommodate 198,000 gallons of rainwater, which 
enter the tanks through tubes. A ²ltration system blocks trash and elimi-
nates harmful materials, such as oil, before passing the water to aquifers.

�e smooth ·ow of water—as imagined by the architects—mirrored 
the smooth ·ow of construction. “We’re eyeing temporary certi²cates of 
occupancy,” said Willy Marsh, in the autumn before the grand opening. 

“�at’s a huge milestone for this project.” 

At that time, he already anticipated the arrival of furniture, ²xtures, 
and equipment, and with them, journeymen and apprentice builders for 
²nish carpentry. “All the housing resident furniture and non-resident 
furniture will start being installed in March. �at’ll take until June.”

Marveling at the pace, Marsh added: “Here we are, just barely two years 
into the construction process, and we’re putting carpet in the hallways.”

He went on, “It’s getting very real. Our team is pushing forward, 
and things are happening sooner than some people expected. I’m get-
ting ready to turn over the keys to this place next year.”
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Workers reported to the site each morning at 

seven. Twenty percent lived within fi ve miles 

of the project, while 38 percent lived in the 

city of Los Angeles.
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Terrell Foxworth (right), who grew up 
off Central and Slauson avenues, stood 
among the 550 construction workers. 
“I tell everybody I run in to, ‘Hey, I’m 
rebuilding the Village. Remember the old 
one? Now I’m at the new one, man.’ ”
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I T  T A K E S  A  V I L L A G E

For those giving it a quick glance, the USC Village may appear as a mix 
of steel, bricks, and concrete, but its foundation and walls include so 
much more. At its heart are the stories of its several-hundred builders, 
and the transformative impact it had on their lives. 

“USC Village put many people on the path to lifelong careers,” said 
Tom Sayles, USC’s senior vice president for university relations. “It is a 
path to the middle class. And it has an impact on multiple generations.” 

�roughout the construction process, USC relied heavily on local 
workers: one-²fth lived within ²ve miles of the project. Terrell Foxworth 
grew up o© Central and Slauson avenues, and brought tremendous passion 
to his work. “To me, it’s almost like a sport,” he said, as he reported to the 
construction site. “I want to see how much I can do today. When I come here, 
I go hard. I feel like I’m an athlete: go home, eat good, drink water, eat 
my vegetables, and then relax. It’s game day tomorrow.”

Foxworth found his place on the construction team through 2nd Call 
and My Brother’s Keeper, two organizations that reach out to formerly 
at-risk or incarcerated individuals. Foxworth was one of 35 employees 
who was hired from local nonpro²ts such as these.

“I’m learning a lot, and I enjoy it, almost to the point where I love it,” 
he added, smiling. “I don’t want to say that because that’s an especially 
strong word, but I enjoy it a lot.” �is project brought increased focus 
to Foxworth’s life. “You gave me a career,” he said. “I’m learning I can 
use this for the rest of my life.”

He quickly became an ambassador for the project. “I’m always talking 
about it,” he said. “I tell everybody I run in to, ‘Hey, I’m rebuilding the 
Village. Remember the old one? Now I’m at the new one, man.’”

While the structures rose, so did Foxworth’s con²dence. “Don’t give 
up on your dreams,” he said, during the ²nal stretch of construction. 

“�is was something like my dream, so I can say it’s a dream come true.”
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J O I N I N G  A  T R O J A N  T R A D I T I O N

With construction three-quarters complete—and at the height of an excep-
tionally successful football season—550 workers at the USC Village 
participated in a longstanding Trojan tradition: the ringing of the Victory Bell. 

Since 1942, this 295-pound brass bell—which once rang atop a 
Southern Paci²c locomotive—has been awarded to the winner of the 
annual USC vs. UCLA football game. On a morning in December 2016, 
the bell was in USC’s possession, following its victory over UCLA at the 
Rose Bowl one month earlier. 

In USC’s hands for the fortieth time, the bell seemed to carry special signi-
²cance that year. Not only did it symbolize the determination of the football
players, it spoke to the hard-working spirit of the construction team. And
before it sounded, Clay Helton, USC’s head football coach, o©ered a personal 
message to the workers: “You’ll always be part of the Trojan Family.” 

Along with these words, he o©ered his gratitude to the nearly 5,600 
workers who would put in 2.6 million hours of work, a dedicated group 
that included masons, carpenters, plumbers, electricians, sheet metal 
workers, HVAC and ·ooring installers, roofers, painters, glaziers, elevator 
mechanics, equipment operators, and foremen.

Helton’s words resonated with the crowd. “I really felt the Trojan spirit,” 
Ruben Ortiz, one construction worker, said. “I’ve always been a Trojan 
fan. It was great for the head coach to come out here and support our work.”

Willy Marsh, director of construction, echoed Ortiz’s sentiments: 
“Having the coach here and hearing the Victory Bell really made the guys 
appreciate working here at USC,” he said. “We’re ²ve months away from 
²nishing construction. Today’s event was a real motivation for the workers.”

(Right top) Construction workers rang 
the Victory Bell. (Bottom, from left) 
Willy Marsh, director of construction; 
Clay Helton, USC’s head football coach, 
posed for selfies with workers; USC Spirit 
Leaders energized the crowd.
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For those giving it a quick glance, the USC 

Village may appear as a mix of steel, bricks, 

and concrete, but its foundation and walls 

include so much more. At its heart are the 

stories of its several-hundred builders, and the 

transformative impact it had on their lives.
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F R O M  S K E T C H  T O  S K Y L I N E

From 2014 to 2017—as scholarly and creative work hummed along on the 
USC campuses—construction work progressed rapidly in the pie-shaped 
wedge that stretches northwest from the corner of Je©erson and Hoover.

�e rendering above reveals the architects’ vision for the USC Village’s 
six buildings. As construction continued, a webcam broadcast minute-
by-minute updates, and a drone-mounted camera periodically hovered 
from the peak of the central spire, down to the valleys of the intersecting 
paseos. �e photos at right document the dramatic transformation of the 
15-acre construction site, while the photo on the following pages pres-
ents the ²nished product: the USC Village on a clear morning in 2017.

The USC Village stands as the single-
most documented construction project in 
the university’s history.
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The USC Village increases the footprint of 

the University Park Campus by one-third, 

altering the landscape with its distinc-

tive Collegiate Gothic architecture, and 

providing a fresh wave of retailers and 

restaurants for the local community.
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A  B R I D G E  T O  T H E  V I L L A G E

By 2016, construction ·owed beyond the edges of the USC Village, as 
changes emerged along Je©erson Boulevard. Just across from the project, a 
prominent entry to the campus was completely reimagined, bringing in 
columns of native plants and colorful trees. �e design, with its brick paving, 
links the USC Village—and its 2,500 student residents—to the adjacent 
campus, a seamless continuation of the hardscape found across Je©erson.

Additional light ²xtures and benches run down both sides of the 
boulevard, while scores of new trees climb skyward. At the center stands 
an elegant row of jacarandas, whose funnel-shaped ·owers bring a purple 
canopy each spring. �ese trees might be seen as younger siblings to 
those jacarandas already on campus, perhaps most notably the cluster 
shading the University Club. Another signi²cant entrance to the campus 
connects the plaza of the Kaufman School of Dance and Ostrow School 
of Dentistry to the USC Village, o©ering an inviting pedestrian path 
from 34th Street.

Throughout the day, students flow along 
Fernow and McMaster Way, a tree-lined 
paseo that starts at Jefferson, sometimes 
stopping at the shaded benches in Fernow 
and McMaster Plaza. Both carry the names 
of their benefactors: alumnus Dennis 
Fernow, a real estate agent, and Thomas 
McMaster, the former owner of an electri-
cal contracting firm.
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Construction of the USC Village prompted 
a number of updates and improvements 
to Jefferson Boulevard, particularly on the 
stretch between Figueroa and Vermont. 
(Above left) A new parking structure—the 
Shrine Structure—brought an additional 
1,300 parking spaces for students and staff.
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All of these changes were made to accommodate the increased tra°c—
by foot, as well as on bike and skateboard—that accompanied the USC 
Village, while creating a true extension of the campus. �e architects 
worked creatively, as space below the retail businesses provides signi²cant 
parking for visitors. An additional 1,300 parking spaces for students 
and sta© were created in a new Shrine Structure, alongside the historic 
Shrine Auditorium, which has hosted the Academy Awards, as well as 
USC graduation ceremonies.
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(Top left) Nikias receives a plaque  
featuring the fire station’s emblem. 
(Top right) A Dalmatian charmed the 
children—and perhaps a few adults. 
(Bottom) A new home for Fire Station 
15. (Middle right) Nikias cut the 
ribbon on the new structure, along 
with Assemblymember Reggie Jones-
Sawyer; Fire Chief Ralph Terrazas; City 
Councilmember Curren Price; Sharon 
Tso, chief legislative analyst of the City 
of Los Angeles; and Fire Commission 
President Delia Ibarra, among others. 

A  N E W  H O M E 
F O R  F I R E F I G H T E R S

Long before construction on the USC Village began—and even well 
into the process—a question remained at the fore of everyone’s mind: 
what would become of Fire Station 15’s beloved home, a midcentury 
structure along Je©erson Boulevard? Everyone agreed that the answer 
needed to suit the ²re²ghters, ²rst and foremost, while also respecting 
the building’s architectural signi²cance. �e solution came later in the 
process—so much so that initial construction was planned around the 
building, and even today, its former footprint forms a primary walkway 
into the USC Village.

�e solution saw USC funding the construction of an entirely new ²re 
station, to be housed on Hoover Street, just across from the USC Village. 
�is structure—with its Romanesque exterior and state-of-the-art inte-
rior—is actually the third iteration of USC’s neighborhood Fire Station 15. 
A photo of the ²rst, built in 1904, resides in the permanent collection of the 
USC Libraries; in that image, a ²re²ghter rides a horse-drawn engine past 
a striking two-story, brick and wood building. �e second structure, which 
was home to several generations of ²re²ghters, was carefully dismantled, 
its façade repurposed into a soundstage just blocks away.

In October 2015, at a dedication ceremony for the third iteration of 
Fire Station 15, President Nikias acknowledged the support of Fire Chief 
Ralph Terrazas and Fire Commission President Delia Ibarra, as well as 
City Councilmember Curren Price and City Engineer Gary Lee Moore.

Nikias also re·ected on the poetry of the old building’s repurposing: 
“As young artists use the building to bring moving and heroic stories to 
life, they will remember the real-life heroes who once called Fire Station 
15 their home.”
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