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Old Main, the oldest remaining building on the Pembroke State University campus, 
is located on the southeast corner of the rectangular campus green. Completed in 1923, 
the large, utilitarian two-story brick educational building with a classical portico 
forming the front (south) facade focus is a typical example of 1920s secondary school 
design in North Carolina. The nine bay wide, twenty-three bay deep building has only 
two interruptions in its rectangular form: the shallow pavilion and portico on the 
main facade and a central rear recess, now infilled by a one-story brick addition of 
recent vintage.

A bondless brick veneer conceals the load-bearing brick of the main facade and 
side elevations, and the one-to-five common bond brick is visible on the rear. The 
portico shelters three double door entrances, and similar entrances occur within 
recessed bays flanking the portico and in corresponding rear positions flanking the 
center stair tower projection. The lower half of each door leaf is paneled, the upper 
half glazed, and each door is surmounted by a large, multi-pane transom and set within 
a plain surround. Numerous windows, occurring both singly and in bands of five, 
illuminate all elevations. The six-over-one, eight-over-one, and ten-over-one wooden 
sash have plain surrounds, vertical brick lintels and concrete sills. Above each front 
recessed entrance is a window-sized opening which ventilates the stairwell located in 
this area. The walls extend above the roof line to form a parapet with concrete coping. 
The only decorative detailing on the main block occurs here, consisting of a string 
course formed by the. continuation of the vertical lintel bricks around the entire main 
block, and square inset clay tiles which punctuate the parapet at regular intervals. 
In the east corner of the pavilion is a marble cornerstone which is inscribed:

1887-1937
Semi-Centennial Gift 
Alumni Association 
This Building 
Erected 1923

The full-length tetrastyle portico consists of wooden Doric columns with granite 
bases, flanked at the outside corners by wide brick pillars. Brick pilasters with 
wooden Doric capitals echo the columns on the facade. Most of the pediment was destroyed 
by a 1973 fire, leaving the wide wooden frieze and dentil cornice predominantly intact. 
Light fixtures with opaque glass globes are located on the frieze soffit between the 
portico columns and pillars. Granite steps ascend to the clay tile floor of the portico.

Most of the interior was destroyed by the 1973 fire. It followed the standard high 
school design of the period, with a full-height center auditorium flanked by a hall and 
classrooms at two levels. The auditorium, which seated 600, was lit both by overhead 
light from six skylights in the center gable, and by two tiers of windows in the side 
walls. These transmitted indirect light passed through the bands of windows in the 
inside and outside walls of the classrooms on either side. Through a state appropriation, 
the structure is now being stabilized. If the voters of North Carolina approve a higher 
education bond referendum in March, the Old Main restoration will begin in the early 
summer. The exterior will be restored, and completely new interior facilities will be 
constructed to contain classrooms for the Indian Studies department of the university,

an Indian museum, and a cultural center for the large Indian community in.Robeson County.



01 SIGNIFICANCE

PERIOD
—PREHISTORIC

—1400-1499

—1500-1599

—1600-1699

—1700-1799 

_1800-1899

—XI900-

AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE -- CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW
_ARCHEOLOGY-PREHISTORIC

—ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC 
_AGRICULTURE 

_ARCHITECTURE 
_ART

—COMMERCE

—COMMUNICATIONS

—COMMUNITY PLANNING

—CONSERVATION

—ECONOMICS 

X-EDUCATION
—ENGINEERING
—EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT

—INDUSTRY
—INVENTION

—LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE

—LAW

—LITERATURE

—MILITARY

—MUSIC
—PHILOSOPHY

—POLITICS/GOVERNMENT

—RELIGION

—SCIENCE

—SCULPTURE 
X_SOCIAL/HUMANITARIAN

—THEATER
—TRANSPORTATION

—OTHER (SPECIFY)

SPECIFIC DATES 1921-1923, 1940-1954 BUILDER/ARCHITECT

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Pembroke State College for Indians (now Pembroke State University) occupied the 
unique position of being the nation.'s only four-year, degree-granting institution 
exclusively for Indians from 1940 to 1954, when the Supreme Court ordered an end to 
racial discrimination in schools. It has been an Indian school since its founding as 
a normal school in 1887. Old Main, completed in 1923, the oldest remaining campus 
building, is particularly revered by the Robeson County Indians, known as the Lumbees, 
as a symbol of the unique distinction the school once held in Indian education. The 
interior was nearly destroyed by a 1973 fire, but stabilization is now nearing completion 
and the university plans to restore the building as an Indian studies center and museum.

Pembroke State University began as Croatan Normal School, established by the 1887 
General Assembly of North Carolina for the education of Robeson County Indians. Location 
of the institution was left to the board of trustees with the stipulation that "such place 
shall be located between Bear Swamp and Lumber River" in Robeson County, and $500 was 
appropriated for its support for each of the first two years. In 1909 the school was 
relocated, and the General Assembly appropriated $3,000 for a new building. A second 
building, a girls 1 dormitory, constructed in 1916, was moved off campus in the late 1940s. 
The original building was demolished to make way for a new main building, constructed 
between 1921 and 1923 at a cost of $50,000, through an appropriation from the State Board 
of Education. This building, now known as "Old Main," served as the principal building 
for many years.

The school was slow to develop academically. By 1922 it had turned out only four 
high school graduates. In 1924 the State High School Inspector authorized a standard 
high school rating for the institution, and until 1939 when the high school was moved 
off the grounds a significantly larger number of high school graduations occurred. In 
1928 the State Board of Education gave the school a normal school rating, and in 1941 
the school was given a senior college rating and its name changed to Pembroke State 
College for Indians. Admittance was limited to Robeson County Indians until 1945 when 
the legislature authorized admission for other North Carolina Indians. Following the 
1954 Brown vs. School Board decision of the United States Supreme Court, the school 
ceased being an all-Indian college, and was opened to qualified applicants without regard 
to race, religion, or national origin. Enrollment, which had remained fairly constant 
until 1954, increased significantly after its desegregation, and attained its present high 
of 1,980 students during the 1972-1973 school year. In 1969 the General Assembly granted 
regional university status to the institution, changing the name to Pembroke State 
University.
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