
I was born and raised in Lumberton, where my parents and their parents lived and died.  I don’t        
remember many new comers moving to Lumberton, so friends and family formed tight-knit cliques.  It 
was hard for strangers to make friends in Lumberton.  I never left Raleigh after graduating from NC 
State.

When I began working at Hedgepeth Warehouse, I noticed signs on bathroom doors for white, Indian, 
and colored.  My father owned a jewelry store, and a lot of his good customers were Lumbee Indians.  
I really never thought much about it, until now.

When the Indian students came, it was a none-event to me.   I remember some talk about integration, 
but not that much.  Being a senior is all that mattered to my friends and me.  I never thought of 
Indians as being different, but I can understand how difficult it must have been for them.  Our high 
school had lots of cliques, so fitting in was tough for new students.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT:
THE BROWN RULING (1954)

With the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Washington’s power to implement the landmark 
desegregation case, Brown v. Board of Education (1954) became a certainty.  Given this backdrop, 
Governor Terry Sanford urged community leaders to avoid public defiance of the ruling, and to 
exercise civility in dismantling school segregation.  For the most part, North Carolina desegregated 
the public schools without prolonged national attention.

Between 1963-1970, Robeson County School System and five city districts (Lumberton, Fairmont, Red 
Springs, St. Pauls, and Maxton) prepared for the eventual end of statutory school segregation. The 
first event occurred in the early 1960’s, when a group of Indian parents residing on the west side of 
Lumberton petitioned city officials to enroll their students in the “all white” schools.

INDIAN STUDENTS, WHITE SCHOOLS:
PROJECT PURPOSE

The purpose of this oral history project, Indian Students, White Schools (ISWS) is to illuminate this 
early story of school segregation in Lumberton, North Carolina, and to preserve the experiences of 
those who led the way.

In 2015, five former students agreed to give voice to their memories of Lumberton: school, friends, 
neighbors, dreams, and the cultural challenges associated with race.  Rita Emanuel, Lloyd Locklear, 
and Sarah Bullard are among the first Indian students selected to enroll in the “all white” school of 
Lumberton.  In the fall of 1962, Richard (Dick) Holmes and Tommy Thompson were seniors at 
Lumberton High School.  In their interviews, both Holmes and Thompson conveyed what integration 
meant to them, as white students in the 1960’s.

THE COLLABORATORS:
DR. OLIVIA OXENDINE AND DR. JAMIE LITTY

Dr. Olivia Oxendine (Principal Investigator) and Dr. Jamie Litty collaborated for more than a year, 
interviewing, transcribing, editing, and producing the ISWS. The project includes a 37-minute video 
and presentation material.  A grant from the North Carolina Humanities Council funded this oral 
research project.

THE POSTER:
A TEACHING TOOL FOR FUTURE PRINCIPALS 

The interview quotes that follow provide a glimpse of an era that seems unimaginable today. 
Currently, Dr. Oxendine integrates the ISWS in graduate courses leading to the Master of School 
Administration degree.  She believes that today’s educators must understand and appreciate the 
snarled pathways of the past.

An Oral History Project
Indian Students, White Schools

Because my goal was to attend NC State, I wanted to take courses that Magnolia didn’t offer.  In a 
meeting with the Superintendent of Lumberton City Schools, I asked permission to enroll at 
Lumberton High School. He told me to see the principal. When I stated my case to the principal, he 
said, “I really don’t like that, and wish that I could give you a test.  I don’t think you’re smart enough.”  
That made me more determined.

“AN ANNEXATION MISTAKE GOT US AN INDIAN SCHOOL”
We integrated because Lumberton accidently annexed a neighborhood of Indian families.  If they had 
known who lived where, that wouldn’t have happened.  As it turned out, the Indians had to begin 
paying city taxes, but their children couldn’t attend the schools.  Added to that, Governor Terry 
Sanford told the Lumberton folks that it would be best to allow Indians to attend the schools. This is 
how Indians got West Lumberton Elementary School.  

THE MEANING OF INDIAN
I think we spend too much time talking about race.  To me, being an Indian is not a race.  It’s more 
about community, family, and a certain attitude about your roots, your values, and all that you are.

I had white girlfriends, but we did not attend the same school.  I always attended Magnolia with my 
Indian friends.  To get to school each day wasn’t easy.  A city bus would take the Indian students to a 
certain location where we transferred to a school bus going to Magnolia.  It wasn’t fair because my 
parents paid city taxes, but their children couldn’t attend the white schools.

“IT WAS MY DAD’S IDEA”
I had no say.  My dad didn’t give me a choice.  He plainly said, “You are going to Lumberton when 
school opens this year.” Six Indian students living in Lumberton were chosen to enter the schools in 
the fall of 1962.  I was one of them.  Today, I would say, “Thanks, Dad. My life changed completely 
because of my senior year at Lumberton High.”

RITA’S FIRST DAY 
I was angry, nervous, and anxious.  My friends were returning to Magnolia, and I wanted to see them, 
but I knew I had a mission.  My dad had already made this clear to me.  One day after school, the 
English teacher, Mrs. Richburg, took me aside to say that I would be treated like everyone else, yet 
she would help me.  She could tell that I was unprepared for this work.  That year, I spent my time 
reading and catching up on the classics.  These books were unfamiliar to me.  I learned to respect my 
English teacher.

“NO ONE WAS REALLY RUDE TO ME”
What happened was worse than rudeness.  No one welcomed me.  I was just there.  They ignored me, 
but I still felt good about myself because I had been chosen for this mission, a mission to help Indian 
people.

My family lived off West 5th Street, in a small neighborhood of Indian families.  My friends and I had 
to walk to the main street “to catch” the bus.  We waited in front of OK Barnes Garage.  Even on the 
coldest day, the white owner wouldn’t let us wait inside the store.  He said we’d steal from him.  

SARAH EXPERIENCES TRAUMA
I started at J.P. Moore Junior High in 1962.  The school and the rude teachers traumatized me.  I was 
the only Indian in a school of about 700 whites.  I feared recess the most because no one played with 
me.  I felt totally exposed.  Being out of the classroom was the worst time of the day.  I experienced it 
all: kids bullying me on the school bus, not letting me have a seat, and breaking my glasses.

MEET SARAH’S MOTHER, MISS CHARITY
My mother was very protective of her children. When Miss Charity showed up at the school, the white 
teachers and the principal paid attention.  She was bold, not rude, or disrespectful. She was one 
tough little lady, and a delightful mother.

SARAH’S TURNING POINT
I’ll never forget this one teacher who knew I could read music.  When he placed me in 
the alto section of Glee Club, I had a sense of comfort.  I made up my mind not to 
give up, and graduated from Lumberton High School 1967.

During my entire life, I never heard the word, Indian . . . the word was never mentioned.  I believe you 
[Olivia Oxendine] told me that Rita Emanuel is Indian, but to my classmates, it didn’t matter. My friends 
and I never heard the word, integration mentioned.

“WE WERE JUST PEOPLE ALL GETTING ALONG”
I remember spending many afternoons playing ball on 10th Street, where several black families lived.  It 
never occurred to us that race was a problem.  I guess you could say my life was bland and ordinary.  
We were just people, all getting along.

CLASS OF 1963
DICK HOLMES 

REMEMBERS LUMBERTON AND LUMBEES

CLASS OF 1963
RITA EMANUEL

 FIRST LUMBEE TO GRADUATE FROM LUMBERTON 
HIGH SCHOOL

CLASS OF 1966
SELF-DETERMINATION DESCRIBES 
LLOYD (MICKEY) LOCKLEAR 

CLASS OF 1967
SARAH NEVER FORGOT THE WORDS, “INDIANS 

STEAL THINGS”

CLASS OF 1963
TOMMY THOMPSON 

“I HAD NEVER HEARD THE WORD, INDIAN”


