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ABSTRACT 

This thesis focuses on the diasporic Lumbee community of Philadelphia that 

formed following the Second World War and developed throughout the late twentieth 

century. Faced with economic hardship, thousands of Lumbees migrated out of Robeson 

County and settled in urban centers including Baltimore, Detroit, and Philadelphia. While 

segregation barred Indians from industrial jobs in the southeast, Lumbees found 

employers in Philadelphia less concerned about their ethnic background. In the 1940s and 

50s, many Lumbees were apprehensive about leaving their ancestors’ original places in 

North Carolina, fearing that they would lose the ties that bound them to their sense of 

self. Lumbees from North Carolina continued to migrate to Philadelphia in the 1960s and 

70s, many settled and raised their children in the city.  

Using archival records and original oral history interviews, I argue that Lumbees 

were able to retain and reaffirm a distinct Indian identity through traditional kinship 

practices, transcending geographical bounds, and despite new challenges of urban life in 

20th century Philadelphia. The retention of this identity is seen through the establishment 

of a Lumbee church, Lumbee involvement in Philadelphia’s urban Indian center, and 

participation in homecoming traditions. Lumbees were able to carve out a space in 

Philadelphia where they found belonging with one another, while making an enduring 

impact on the city.  
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NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY 
 

The use of terminology regarding indigenous people living in the United States is 

undoubtedly a frequent topic of discussion and debate. For this paper, I have decided to 

use the terms Native American, American Indian, and Indian synonymously to refer to 

people belonging to tribes or nations in the United States.  Because most Lumbees refer 

to themselves as “Indians” in the past and present, I chose to use it while simultaneously 

acknowledge it is a term steeped in colonialism.  

It would also be irresponsible of me to ignore the political tensions surrounding 

the name “Lumbee.”  While I do not have time to outline this history, the name 

“Lumbee” was not officially adopted by the tribe until 1953.  However, scholarship 

shows that the term “Lumbee” entered the written record in 1888 and according to oral 

tradition, is a Siouan word for the river that runs through the Indian community.1  It is 

also important to note that the state of North Carolina recognized the Lumbee under 

several different names throughout the tribe’s history, including “Indians of Robeson 

County” and “Cherokee Indians of Robeson County.” I use the term Lumbee rather than 

these alternative historical names for the sake of simplicity and because it is the name 

recognized by the state of North Carolina and the United States.  

I also acknowledge the existence of various political factions amongst Robeson 

County’s Indian population, which is the result of internal political factionalism.  There 

are several small groups of Indians operating under various names in Robeson County 

today, who are related to Lumbees by kinship and share a common history but disagree 

                                                
1 Lawrence T. Locklear, “Down by the Ol’ Lumbee: An Investigation into the 

Origin and Use of the Word “Lumbee” Prior to 1952, Native South, vol. 3, no. 1 (2010): 
103-117.  



 x 

on the way to approach recognition. Many of these individuals may find the narrative 

outlined in this thesis applies to their people as well.  Again, for the sake of simplicity, I 

use the name Lumbee rather than other names that are preferred by various political 

factions. For more insight, see the note on terms in Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow 

South: Race, Identity, and the Making of a Nation by Malinda Maynor Lowery.2  

                                                
2 Malinda Maynor Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, 

Identity, and the Making of a Nation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2010).  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

It is often said that to be Lumbee is to be understood and accepted. To be Lumbee 

is to be Indian.3  Lumbee people have always known who they are and what it means to 

belong despite changing historical and political circumstances. Today, the Lumbee make 

up the largest American Indian tribe east of the Mississippi River, and while expectations 

of “Indianness” by outsiders continue to change, Lumbee family and place names remain 

constant. Most Lumbee families trace their ancestry back to various Siouan, Algonquian, 

and Iroquoian speaking communities across present-day Virginia and the Carolinas, who 

coalesced in the mid-eighteenth century in response to various colonial pressures.4  

To some extent, all of Lumbee history is the product of a migration story, the 

story of various southeastern Indian communities who made the low-lying marginal lands 

of present-day Robeson County, North Carolina their home.5  While early academic 

scholarship on Lumbee history is primarily concerned with tribal origins and viewed as a 

narrative shrouded in mystery and uncertainty, Lumbees know who they are and what it 

means to belong. Family surnames such as Lowry, Locklear, Oxendine, and Chavis 

establish kinship connections going back generations. Place names including Union 

                                                
3 John Gregory Peck, “Urban Station: Migration of the Lumbee Indians,” PhD 

Diss., (University of Michigan, 1972), 66.  
 
4 For further reading on pre-contact North Carolina Indian communities, see 

Theda Perdue, Native Carolinians: The Indians of North Carolina (Raleigh: Division of 
Archives and History, North Carolina Dept. of Cultural Resources, 1985).  

 
5 For a comprehensive history of the Lumbee see Malinda Maynor Lowery, The 

Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2018). 
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Chapel, Prospect, and Saddletree establish connections between families and the land. 

Lumbee history is the story of a people who have continued to exist as Indians since 

entering the historical record nearly 300 years ago—held together by kinship and place 

and defined on their own terms.6 

Since 1750, Lumbee ancestors lived as a free people in the swamps of Robeson 

County and enjoyed many of the same rights as their white neighbors.  However, in 1835, 

North Carolina revised its state constitution, labeled Indians as “free persons of color,” 

and stripped away their right to vote and bear arms. As racial tensions rose during the 

Civil War, Confederate forces forcibly conscripted Lumbees to serve as laborers at Fort 

Fisher, where many died. Other Lumbees were frequently harassed by the Confederate 

Home Guard and falsely accused of crimes they did not commit with the intention of 

removing Indians from their lands. Such injustices led to the infamous Lowry War (1864-

1872) a guerrilla-style conflict led by Henry Berry Lowry to avenge the deaths and 

injustices suffered by Lumbees.7  

Henry Berry Lowry gained the reputation of an Indian Robin Hood, leading a 

resistance against the economic and political stronghold of white supremacy during the 

                                                
6 For further reading on Lumbee family and place names see Malinda Maynor 

Lowery, “Finding Wisdom in Places: Lumbee Family History,” in Indigenous Diasporas 
and Dislocations, eds. Graham Harvey and Charles D. Thompson Jr. (Aldershot, 
England: Ashgate, 2005), 153-167).  
 

7 For a comprehensive history of the Lowry War, see William McKee Evans, To 
Die Game: The Story of the Lowry Band, Indian Guerillas of Reconstruction (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1971).  See also Mary C. Norment, The Lowrie 
History, As Acted in Part by Henry Berry Lowrie, the Great North Carolina Bandit. With 
Biographical Sketches of His Associates. Being a Complete History of the Modern 
Robber Band in the County of Robeson and State of North Carolina (Wilmington: Daily 
Journal Printer, 1875).  
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Era of Reconstruction. When asked why he did not just leave Robeson County instead of 

engaging in conflict, Lowry allegedly responded with the famous words, “Robeson 

County is the only land I know.”8 In a seemingly simple statement, Lowry asserted an 

Indigenous claim to the land in his refusal to leave.9  For Lumbees, connection to a 

physical homeland is more than a feeling, but an all-encompassing connection, 

surpassing the bounds of colonialism. To be “home” is to be connected to the place in 

which our churches and schools were built, and where our ancestors are buried.  

Adolph L. Dial, a World War II veteran, historian, and pioneer in the field of 

American Indian studies, was the first Lumbee to publish a comprehensive history on the 

Lumbee. Denied entry to study at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill based 

on his race, Dial dedicated his career to publicizing the significance of Lumbee history.10 

He titled his book, The Only Land I Know.  While attending an event at Princeton 

University, Dial was questioned by a fellow scholar how he knew the Lumbee were 

really Indians. The well-known Kiowa novelist and poet N. Scott Momaday who was 

also in attendance claimed, “The answer of course is that an Indian is an idea which a 

given man has of himself. And it is a moral idea, for it accounts for the way in which he 

                                                
8 Adolph L. Dial, The Only Land I Know: A History of the Lumbee Indians (San 

Francisco: Indian Historian Press, 1975), 77-79.  
 
9 Gina Caison, Red States: Indigeneity, Settler Colonialism, and Southern Studies 

(Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2018), 163-164. 
 
10 See Linda Oxendine, “Remembering Adolph Dial: A man for all seasons.” 

Robesonian (Lumberton, NC), September 2, 2013.  
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reacts to other men and to the world in general.  And that idea, in order to be realized 

completely, has to be expressed.”11   

According to Dial, all of Lumbee history is an expression of Indianness–the story 

of a people who were “recognized as Indians, were treated as Indians, were subjected to 

the same outrages as Indians, and . . . conduct themselves as members of America’s first 

people.”12  Dial’s book, The Only Land I Know staked the claim that Lumbee history is 

American history–it is the only history we know, and we cannot be separated from it, 

much like the connection to the land.  Malinda Maynor Lowery describes the Lumbee 

connection to homeland as, “driven by relationships and stories, rather than from the top 

down . . . something to be remembered and felt, rather than as a map of places that can 

only be seen.”13   

If Lumbee identity and expression of Indianness are attached to the land and a 

shared past, what happens when Lumbee people leave the only land they know?  In the 

introduction to their book, Native American activist D’Arcy McNickle and theologian 

Harold Fey note that all human history, as well as Native American history, is about 

change.  

[This] is a book about people–about Indians. And therefore, it is a book 
about change; how change is resisted and how, at times, it is accepted. In 
this matter of change, people are like the grass. They toss and sway and 
even seem to flow before the forces that make for change, as grass bows to 

                                                
11 Adolph L. Dial, The Only Land I Know: A History of the Lumbee Indians (San 

Francisco: Indian Historian Press, 1975), 173-174. 
 
12 Adolph L. Dial, The Only Land I Know: A History of the Lumbee Indians (San 

Francisco: Indian Historian Press, 1975), 174. 
 
13 Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 4.  
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the wind. But the rude force moves on, people are still rooted in the soil of 
the past. Again, like grass, people produce seed; and the seed will fly with 
the wind and finding a friendly soil and climate, start a new generation. To 
change, yet remain steadfast – that would seem to be the need of all living 
things.14  
 
When Lumbees began migrating to northern industrial cities in search of 

employment in the 1930s, many feared they would lose the ties that bound them to their 

sense of self.  Lumbees continued to leave their homelands and migrated to Philadelphia 

into the 1960s and 70s.  While most originally intended to stay in Philadelphia on a 

temporary basis, many ended up staying and raising their families in the city.  Despite 

leaving the only land they knew, Lumbees continued being Lumbee, and did not lose 

their sense of connection to the land or people back home.  

If the Lumbee relationship to the land is defined by histories, people, memory, 

and feelings, there is no reason why that relationship would have to be compromised 

because of a physical separation.  Lowery also notes that, “No degree of alienation from 

it [the land], legal or illegal, chosen or forced, alters the power of that blessing.”15  

Despite being geographically separated from their homeland, the Lumbee in Philadelphia 

continued to maintain and assert an identity that was distinctly Lumbee and distinctly 

Indian, while making a deep and enduring impact on the city.  

When I came up with the idea for this thesis, I was uncertain of where to start. 

Even though I am both Lumbee and a product of this narrative, most of my interaction 

with other Lumbees outside of my immediate family was back in North Carolina. I 

                                                
14 Quoted from Harold E. Fey and D’Arcy McNickle, Indians and Other 

Americans: Two Ways of Life Meet (New York: Harper, 1959), 13.  
 
15 Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 4. 
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completed my undergraduate degree at the University of North Carolina at Pembroke, 

and while I was there, I had several individuals tell me that they had relatives who moved 

to Philadelphia at one point in history.  When I was an undergraduate, I spent a lot of 

time familiarizing myself with Lumbee historiography.  Almost every key text notes that 

there was a significant Lumbee migration to Philadelphia, but none describe it in any 

detail. When I started this program at Temple University, I knew there had to have been a 

significant Lumbee community in Philadelphia at some point, and that is all I started 

with.  

 In one of the first classes I took at Temple, my professor Seth Bruggeman made 

the point that good public history work is always scholarly, collaborative, community-

serving, and immediate.  I knew I wanted to write a history of Lumbee migrations to 

Philadelphia and that I could not do it on my own. To begin, I started with my own 

family and used kinship connections to reach others.  As someone who considers 

themselves as an “insider,”  I was able to find and connect with more Lumbees in 

Philadelphia than I ever knew existed and their stories are the backbone of this work. In 

order to preserve these stories, I launched an oral history project, Lumbees of 

Philadelphia, which will be donated to the Southern Oral History Program at UNC 

Chapel Hill.  I attempted to interview a diverse group of Lumbees of varying ages, who 

had lived in Philadelphia.16   

In addition to the oral history interviews and other informal conversations, I 

consulted several archival sources.  The Franz Boas Papers at the American Philosophical 

Society provided insight into the racial landscape of Robeson County prior to civil rights.  

                                                

16 See Appendix A, B, and C.  
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The records of the United American Indians of the Delaware Valley, housed at the 

Historical Society of Pennsylvania, provide a detailed glimpse of Lumbees and other 

Indians who lived in the city. I found several visual aids in the Elmer Hunt Photograph 

Collection held by the Special Collections of the Mary Livermore Library at the 

University of North Carolina at Pembroke. At Temple, I found Lumbee students and 

faculty represented in the archives at the Special Collections Research Center.  The 

records of Philadelphia newspapers have also been a major place where Lumbees have 

been visibly represented.  This combination of oral histories and archival collections have 

been supplemented by secondary sources spanning a number of topics in history, 

including race, labor, and religion.   

Up to this point, I have formally interviewed eight individuals. Though I have 

identified additional individuals who would make excellent candidates for oral history 

interviews time and travel limitations have left this project is far from complete.  In 

December 2019, I was reminded just how urgent this work is when one of my 

interviewees passed away. The first generation of Lumbee migrants to Philadelphia are 

well in their 80s and 90s, and the opportunities to record these histories become fewer 

and fewer as time passes.  As subsequent generations of Lumbees with ties to 

Philadelphia continues to grow, I envision this thesis as a small step towards 

documenting and preserving this community history.  

Though I have not yet had the time to explore this topic in its entirety, I have 

attempted to provide a starting point on which further research can be built upon. In the 

process of doing so, I recognize that no single narrative will fully represent any one 

individuals’ life experience.  Like all of history, this narrative contains complexities that 
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reveal a desire to preserve Lumbee cultural traditions while simultaneously consuming 

and welcoming modernity in a rapidly changing world. While I hope other scholars will 

find this narrative as significant to several larger historiographical contexts, it is my 

ultimate hope that this work will find its way back to the people who have entrusted it to 

me and that this work will not end here. 
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CHAPTER 2 

I’VE BEEN A HARD WORKIN’ PILGRIM 

Long ago, our people discovered that Earth’s rewards for labor are sure; 
the Mother-Earth sees to it that our needs are duly met. The Robeson 
County Indians have always been farmers, always careful to save each 
leaf of tobacco, each bole of cotton, each kernel of grain. Such thrift and 
frugality were a dire necessity, once; today they are wholesome habits. All 
our people, young and old, know how to work. WORK is the SALVATION 
of MAN!17 
 
In order to explore the history of Lumbee migrations to Philadelphia in the 

twentieth century, it is important to understand the context that made migrations a 

desirable option.  The years 1875-1885 came to be known as the “Decade of Despair” for 

Indians living in Robeson County. In 1875, the state of North Carolina amended its 

constitution and established legal racial segregation. The state created a “separate but 

equal” policy when it came to public education, establishing schools for white and black 

children, but not for Indians.18  Indian children in Robeson County were barred from 

attending white schools and parents refused to send their children to black schools–

rejecting the mold of segregation set before them. However, in an attempt to win votes in 

a politically divided county, Democratic representative Hamilton McMillan was able to 

rally Indian support by establishing an Indian-only normal school in 1887, granting them 

recognition from the state.  While the Indian community saw this as a victory in their 

own interests, the state simultaneously started a strict enforcement of segregation laws.  

                                                
17 Ella Cara Deloria, The Life-Story of a People, 1940, Printed program, Dakota 

Indian Foundation, Ella Deloria Archive 
http://zia.aisri.indiana.edu/deloria_archive/browse.php?action=viewdocument&id=135  

 
18 Adolph L. Dial, The Only Land I Know: A History of the Lumbee Indians (San 

Francisco: Indian Historian Press, 1975), 89-90. 
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While Indians gained recognition, they also began the process of complying with 

the requirements set forth by white supremacy.  Indians became increasingly concerned 

with the potential social and economic ramifications of their recognized racial status, 

especially when Indians made up a significant portion of the county’s population.19  A 

letter written by N. McInnis, Mayor of Pembroke, demonstrates the technical difficulties 

of implementing segregation policies based on a black and white binary in Robeson 

County. Concerned for the town’s “white ladies and children,” McInnis submitted a 

request to the Clerk of the Corporation Commission in Raleigh requesting an additional 

waiting room be added to the local train station.  

“. . . we have three races in this part of Robeson County to consider . . . 
The White, the Negro, and Cherokee Indian, the last named being very 
much in majority of the other two and they will not go in the Negro 
waiting room any more than we will, waiting for trains, and they all go in 
the White waiting room with the Whites without being asked there, as they 
also ride in the White cars with the White people without being asked 
there, or without being ejected therefrom by the Railroad conductors: 
There is quite a bad feeling existing between them and the Whites on this 
account.”20  

 
While Lumbees living in the Jim Crow South continued to assert the idea that 

they were neither white nor black, segregation policies implemented by local authorities 

were inconsistent at best. Lumbee historian, Malinda Maynor Lowery notes that though 

Indians had the right to vote, whites used politics to “prevent Indians from participating 

                                                
19 Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 101. 
 

20 Letter from N. McInnis, Mayor of Pembroke, North Carolina, June 5, 1913. 
https://www.ncpedia.org/anchor/triracial-segregation. 
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in public life on an equal basis.”21  In the county seat of Lumberton, segregation in public 

spaces was often more accommodating to Indians, where places such as the county 

courthouse provided separate facilities, including water fountains and bathrooms for three 

races–white, black, and Indian.22  Even some movie theaters in Robeson County made 

accommodations for Indians– separating balconies with a rope, half of the seats 

designated for African Americans, and the other half for Indians.23  The triracial 

segregation that developed in Robeson County in the early twentieth century proved a 

defining moment for Indians as people began the process of negotiating their identity as 

Indians catered to outsiders’ expectations. While the establishment of white supremacy in 

the south undoubtedly came at a cost, it was also the force that inspired Robeson 

County’s Indians to retain a separate identity as Indians, and to eventually seek 

recognition from the federal government as such.  

Between the years 1900 and 1930, the majority of Indians living in Robeson 

County were tenant farmers whose main cash crops were cotton or tobacco.24  Tenant 

farming was a restrictive form of agricultural production that for the most part, kept 

leaseholders poor. Landlords, who were usually white or other Indians, provided 

                                                
21 Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 107.  
22 Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 107-108.  
 
23 Christopher J. McKenna, “Tri-racial Theaters in Robeson County, North 

Carolina, 1896-1940 in Going to the Movies: Hollywood and the Social Experiment of 
Cinema, 45-59.   

 
24 Between 1900 and 1930, 200 Indians were landowners and 1800 were tenant 

farmers. See Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 102.  
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everything from housing to seeds, and usually kept a majority of all profits made by 

farmers. During this time, the Indians who did own land experienced a tremendous 

amount of pressure as local white farmers requested a series of infrastructural 

improvement projects facilitated by the United States Department of Agriculture. 

Landowners were required to pay fees for various drainage projects, and Indian families 

found themselves having to take out loans. When the agricultural depression hit the South 

in the early 1920s many Indians defaulted on these loans and began to lose ownership of 

their property.25  By the time the Great Depression hit in the early 1930s, many Indians 

were already facing desperate economic conditions.   

 

 

Figure 1: Wolcott, Marion Post, photographer. Home of Indians half breed who have not 
been resettled on Pembroke Farms. Maxton, North Carolina. Maxton Maxton. North 

                                                
25 Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 104.  
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Carolina Robeson County United States, 1938. Dec. Photograph. 
https://www.loc.gov/item2017799655/. 

 

In 1932, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected President and promised the 

American people a “new deal” in which he would work to alleviate the effects of the 

Great Depression through government-funded public works and farm relief. However, 

Lumbees who applied for agricultural relief were often discriminated against as white 

farmers were given preference in obtaining aid.  In order to find another way to access 

economic relief, Indians began organizing themselves and sought aid through obtaining 

recognition as Indians by corresponding directly with John Collier.26   

In 1933, Roosevelt appointed Collier as the Commissioner of Indian affairs and 

charged him with the responsibility of fixing the problems of the federal government’s 

assimilation policy.27  Collier attempted reform and introduced the Indian New Deal, a 

plan to redefine the government’s policy towards Indians, encouraging tribes to practice 

self-determination.  In 1934, the Indian Reorganization Act, also known as the Wheeler-

Howard Act was passed, reversing the government’s policy of assimilation and 

encouraging tribes to become economically self-sufficient.28  In order to alleviate the 

                                                
26 Ryan K. Anderson, “Lumbee Kinship, Community, and the Success of the Red 

Banks Mutual Association,” American Indian Quarterly 23, no. 2 (1999): 39-58.  
 
27 Malinda Maynor Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, 

Identity, and the Making of a Nation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2010), 125.  

 
28 Graham D. Taylor, The New Deal and American Indian Tribalism: The 

Administration of the Indian Reorganization Act, 1934-45 (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1980), 17-29.  
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government’s Indian “burden,” the Indian New Deal was an attempt to reduce the amount 

of resources the government had to spend on Indian affairs.    

Upon receiving requests for aid from the Indians of Robeson County, Collier first 

had to decide whether or not these Indians qualified for assistance.  While many Indians 

believed recognition from the federal government was the best solution, it was still in the 

government’s interest to eliminate Indians completely through assimilation.29  It was 

during this time the federal government began establishing guidelines to determine who 

was Indian and who was not based on appearance and blood quantum.  In the 1930s, the 

Bureau of Indian affairs sponsored pseudo-scientific testing on Lumbees, the most 

notable led by Harvard anthropologist Carl Seltzer.30  A great deal of factionalism 

occurred amongst the Indian community during this time over varying ideas on how to 

obtain recognition and aid, and under whose leadership it could become a reality.   

Because the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) was short on funds, Collier turned to 

the Farm Security Administration (FSA), also known as the Resettlement Administration. 

In 1935, the Office of Indian Affairs suggested the Indians living in Robeson County 

request a resettlement project based on their status as Indians.31 The land would be set 

aside for resettlement with the suggestion that resettlement land would be held in trust 

                                                
29 Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle (Chapel 
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and become the basis for a future reservation. Under the leadership of Joseph Brooks and 

the Siouan Council, they were able to obtain land in the town of Pembroke, North 

Carolina. The FSA began planning the Pembroke Farms resettlement program in 1935 for 

the Indian families of their choosing.32  

 

 

Figure 2: “Indian children (mixed breed) near Maxton, North Carolina” (Photograph by 
Marion Post Wolcott, December 1938; Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 

Division, FSA-OWI Collection, LC-USF34-050656-E) 

                                                
32 Malinda Maynor Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, 

Identity, and the Making of a Nation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2010), 159-160.  
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Under the Pembroke Farms project, Indians were given 40 to 60 acres of land, 

adequate housing, farm animals, and gardens.33  Marion Post Wolcott, a photographer for 

the Farm Security Administration, captured a number of photos documenting the living 

conditions of Robeson County’s Indians who were deemed as candidates for relocation. 

While the goal of the FSA was to resettle landless tenant farmers to more productive 

land, Collier and his staff were frustrated with the internal disagreements over tribal 

organization and leadership amongst Robeson County’s Indian population.34    

In 1936, a local white politician in Robeson County pressured the FSA to settle 

white families onto Pembroke Farms to prevent the “devaluation” of land that would 

come from an all-Indian settlement. The FSA agreed despite strong opposition from 

Indian leadership, leading to distrust and alienation between the two parties.  Collier 

knew that the FSA’s decision would lead to further disdain between local Indians and 

their white neighbors.   

In an attempt to smooth things over, Ella Cara Deloria, a Dakota anthropologist 

and ethnographer, was hired by the Farm Security Administration (FSA) in the summer 

of 1940.  She was sent to Robeson County, North Carolina to boost the racial moral of 

Robeson County’s Indians. In the midst of political distrust and economic turmoil, the 

OIA and FSA believed that if the Indians had more pride in their identity as Indians, they 
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would be able to enjoy a better quality of life through the Pembroke Farms project.35 

Recommended for the job by Ruth Muskrat Bronson, a Cherokee poet and educator, the 

FSA sought Deloria’s assistance on the project because she demonstrated through her 

work a knowledge of Indian people.36 

Deloria arrived in the homeland of the Lumbee in late July 1940 and almost 

immediately felt the impacts of local policies enacted under Jim Crow.  Deloria was 

given a hotel room in Pembroke which, on any other occasion, banned Indian people 

from staying in it. After expressing her discontent with the hotel’s dining options, Deloria 

was offered lodging in the house of a white doctor and his family. Deloria declined the 

offer and opted to rent a small cottage from an Indian family outside of town, knowing 

that where she would stay would influence whether or not Indian people would trust 

her.37 Deloria described the racial tensions in Robeson County as “a sorry mess,” with no 

clear way of escape.  Deloria wrote to her mentor Franz Boas,  

Today they will have nothing to do with the Negroes, and the white people 
will have nothing to do with them . . . altogether it is a pretty desperate 
situation . . . They have been snubbed a lot I think; they act so sort of 
stepped on whenever they are thrown with white people, in the stores and 
so on.38  
 

                                                
35 Malinda Maynor Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, 

Identity, and the Making of a Nation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2010), 221-222.  

 
36 Deloria, Ella C: To Boas. 1940 July 18. Mss.B.B61. American Philosophical 
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For a few short months, it was Deloria’s job to make the people feel more like 

“real Indians” in order to enhance racial pride and increase the standard of living.39 In 

order to do this, Deloria wrote a play, “The Life-Story of a People,” which was funded by 

the community and left behind a mixed legacy.40 While it seemed like the OIA and FSA 

tried to address the issue of poverty amongst Lumbees, neither agency ever addressed or 

proposed a change to empower Indians or give them any sense of political or economic 

autonomy.41  

Overall, the Pembroke Farms resettlement program failed. In 1943, the FSA 

disbanded the program and auctioned off the land.  Though the OIA disagreed with this 

decision, there was little they could do to reverse its effects.  In the words of Malinda 

Maynor Lowery, “Closing Pembroke Farms left the Indian New Deal unfinished in 

Robeson County, but it also left rural Indians, who needed the project, without an 

economic foothold in an economy that was shifting away from agriculture and toward 

wage work in industry.”42   

                                                
39 Malinda Maynor Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, 

Identity, and the Making of a Nation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2010), 221-222. 

 
40 The mixed legacy refers to the complex nature of defining and displaying 

“Indianness” in the twentieth century. Deloria’s play was supposed to make Indians 
proud of their race through what she seen as “authentic” expressions of culture such as 
costumes and dances. However, these expressions were commonly built upon plains 
Indian type stereotypes and were not representative of Lumbee history or culture.  
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Figure 3: Advertisement for the auction of tracts of land from Pembroke Farms the 
Robesonian, Lumberton, NC August 20, 1945 

 

As the Second World War progressed into the 1940s, the economy of the 

American south shifted from the production of non-durable goods to fulfilling the need of 

manufactured goods through industrialization.43  Despite the growing idea of an 

industrialized and modern South, many Lumbees continued to find themselves in the 

position of economic inferiority, as jobs in factories were mostly reserved for whites 

only.44  As Indians continued to find themselves in a position of economic stagnation, it 

was at this point that the first Lumbee families migrated northward and settled in urban 

centers including Baltimore, Detroit, and Philadelphia. While segregation barred Indians 

from industrial jobs in the southeast, Lumbees found employers in Philadelphia less 

concerned about their ethnic background.   
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It was also during this time that the United States government shifted the goals of 

its federal Indian policy. By the end of the Roosevelt administration John Collier resigned 

from his position as commissioner, and the government hoped to readdress its “Indian 

problem.”  In an attempt to integrate Indians into mainstream American society, the 

government developed a policy of termination and relocation in 1945.  The desired 

outcome of this new policy was to encourage Indians to leave their reservations or rural 

homelands, move to major cities, find employment, and become completely 

assimilated.45  

In 1948, the federal government began relocation programs that sought to move 

Indians to cities. While many scholars have written about federally sponsored termination 

era relocation programs enforced by law, few have looked into voluntary Indian 

relocation and urbanization.46 The failure of Pembroke Farms and the Indian New Deal 

were not the only motives for northward migrations.  General economic stagnation and 

disdain for racial discrimination were major push factors.47  Additionally, a number of 

Lumbees fought in World War II, served alongside white troops and were troubled upon 
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returning back to Jim Crow in Robeson County.48  Many of the first Lumbees to migrate 

out of Robeson County did so because they were exposed to life outside of Jim Crow and 

did not wish to return to a segregated society.   

After the war Native American veterans returned to North Carolina to a 
heroes’ welcome. In March 1946, more than 350 Indian veterans proudly 
marched in a Robeson County parade. Many of the young men who had 
worked in the cities also came back worldlier and more self-confident.49 

 

 

Figure 4: Talmage Chavis, born in Robeson County, served in the Pacific Theater during 
World War II, photo courtesy of David J. Markey 
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Those who left Robeson County, whether permanently or temporarily, developed 

an intolerance for the discrimination they experienced back home. According to one 

Lumbee woman, Lucy Locklear, “The little old store clerks make it a point to be rude and 

insult you. They’re the lowest order of white people . . . You go to Lumberton and you 

want to eat or have something to drink and you know you can’t because you wouldn’t be 

served. It makes you feel awful.”50 For many individuals, leaving Robeson County meant 

breaking away from the limitations established by society, challenging the notion of 

where Indians belonged and what their lives ought to look like. By leaving Robeson 

County, many Lumbees began the process of rethinking what it meant to be Indians and 

what it meant to be Lumbee.  

As the need for industrial production increased during World War II, cities that 

were already considered “industrial” experienced a great deal of expansion between 1942 

and 1943 as various factories worked to fulfill a newfound need for wartime products.  

While many working men enlisted for military duties, factories struggled to fill 

vacancies. To fill these positions, industries began hiring women and African Americans, 

many of whom were migrants from southern states.51  As the tales of bountiful 

employment opportunities in cities spread in Robeson County, many Indians saw this as 

their opportunity to make money to bring back to their families after a few years.  
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Figure 5: “Railroad Station & Train,” 1970s, Elmer Hunt Collection, Mary Livermore 
Library, University Archives/Special Collections, University of North Carolina at 

Pembroke, Pembroke, NC. 
 

One of the most popular destinations for Lumbee migrations was Baltimore. The 

400-mile trip could be easily made by train, bus, or car.  The town of Pembroke had its 

own train station and it was the preferred method of travel for many migrants.  Elmer W. 

Hunt, a local Indian photographer, captured the image above of a young boy waiting on 

the train with his suitcase.  Baltimore experienced a wartime economic boom and was 

also accepting of new immigrants and ethnic groups. Lumbees easily found employment 

in various building trades, such as roofing, flooring, hanging sheetrock, and steel 
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manufacturing.52 Lumbees who migrated to Baltimore settled within close proximity to 

one another, creating a tight-knit community that would come to be known as “the 

reservation.”  Baltimore became a “home away from home,” where Lumbees established 

the South Broadway Baptist Church, the Baltimore American Indian Center, along with a 

number of businesses.53 

In Detroit, Lumbees found employment in automobile factories and many 

Lumbee women sought jobs as teachers.  The first Lumbee families who moved to the 

motor city congregated in Warren, Hamtramck, and Hazel Park areas.  Those who 

followed relied on kinship networks to secure temporary housing and employment while 

they adjusted to urban living.54  Several Lumbee ministers who moved to Detroit began 

to pastor churches in the city, most of which became heavily attended by Indians as well 

as whites. Detroit also developed a bar culture, and Indian bars became places where 

individuals could share information about various economic and housing opportunities as 

well as a place where people could be entertained.55  Lumbees also participated in the 
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Detroit American Indian Center, which sought to help people find employment and 

educational opportunities.56  

While Lumbee migrations to Baltimore and Detroit have been studied by scholars, 

the Lumbee experience in Philadelphia has not.  In many ways, those who migrated to 

Philadelphia in the 1940s had a similar experience to those who migrated to Baltimore 

and Detroit. Philadelphia was also easily accessible through affordable transportation and 

boasted a growing postwar economic boom.  Many new Philadelphians found 

employment in textiles, electronic production, and metal fabrication. Philadelphia had 

become one of the most popular destinations of the second wave of the Great Migration 

of African Americans from the south.  In 1940, Philadelphia’s African American 

population was 250,000 and by 1950 the number grew to 375,000, and by 1970 to 

655,000, accounting for one third of the city’s total population.57  

In 1952, Thessely Campbell and his wife, Helen, who were both born in Robeson 

County, made the decision to move to Philadelphia where they remained for fifty-one 

years.  Helen was born to a sharecropping family in Fairmont, North Carolina.  As a 

child, she remembered moving frequently from farm to farm because her family did not 

own their own land. The oldest of fourteen children, growing up was not easy, and 

everyone was expected to work on the farm, even if it meant neglecting formal schooling.  

Many Indian children never finished high school, as the state had not yet passed 
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compulsory education laws. Helen married Thessely Campbell in 1950 and had two 

children in North Carolina. Not wanting to farm for the rest of their lives, and not having 

other employment options in Robeson County, the Campbells decided to move to 

Philadelphia.58  

Thessely Campbell’s brother, who was already living in Philadelphia, encouraged 

the couple to join him, promising he would be able to find a job. Thessely went to 

Philadelphia by himself for two weeks to scout out options. After he found employment 

relatively quickly, Helen packed up her children, boarded the train, and set out to 

Philadelphia.  “When I got to Philadelphia, I never seen nothing like it. You come in on 

the train you’re underground and I remember standing around looking at the buildings so 

amazed because I had never seen nothing like it,” Helen recalled.59   

While Helen stayed home to raise their three daughters, Thessely Campbell found 

employment at the Budd Company, a metal manufacturing plant that produced 

components for automobiles, rail cars, aircraft, and defense products. When Helen 

decided she wanted to go back to work, she found employment as a seamstress making 

school uniforms, which she did for twenty years.  Though initially, the Campbells’ only 

contacts in Philadelphia were family, they soon met other Indian families who moved 

from Robeson County to the city.  “Different ones came with different last names, but 

they were all Lumbees . . . I didn’t know many of the Indian people that came, but they 
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59 Helen R. Campbell, interview by Jessica R. Locklear, July 9, 2019, in 

Lumberton, North Carolina. 



 27 

kind of grouped up . . . Greene Street seemed to be the place they seemed to go,” Helen 

noted.60 

Making the decision to leave Robeson County was not an easy one, no matter 

how great the economic opportunity seemed.  Leaving home meant leaving kin as well as 

the place where you were understood.  Some relatives tried to persuade family members 

not to leave, fearing they would lose all ties. Helen Campbell remembered her brother-in-

law warning them of potential failure. “You go to Philadelphia that big city and you 

gonna get up there and get on the hog and you won’t have no way to get back home.61 

And you’ll be calling home for somebody to send you money to come home with,” he 

said.  Moving to Philadelphia did not guaranty an instantaneous improvement of ones’ 

quality of living.  In fact, some Lumbees found themselves in poor housing conditions in 

neighborhoods plagued with crime, or unemployed.62  

Anthropologist John Gregory Peck notes that the application of Lumbee cultural 

themes allowed Indians to adjust fairly quickly while retaining a distinct identity. The 

reliance on kinship networks provided a method for Lumbees to support one another and 

share resources, even in cities like Philadelphia. Peck compares Lumbee migrations to 

urban centers to the tobacco harvest back in Robeson County, where labor was dependent 
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upon kinship.  During the tobacco harvest, extended family members and friends would 

pool their resources to complete the tedious labor until the work was done.63   

 

Figure 6: Brothers Bennie Chavis (left) and Henry Chavis (right) pose with cured tobacco 
leaves, circa 1930s, photo courtesy of David J. Markey 

 
 

Many Lumbees maintained belief in the idea that hard work was the key to 

survival and existence, whether it be in Robeson County, or elsewhere.  The popular 

phrase, “sometimes broke but never poor” became way of thinking for many Lumbees 
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throughout history. The phrase suggests that “poor” is an attitude rather than a physical 

condition. What you may lack in material wealth is counteracted by having kin to call on, 

under any historical circumstance.  As Lumbee historian Adolph Dial put it, a sense of 

community was, “born of love for one’s neighbor and of necessity, a sense that gave 

Lumbee life a richness that could never be measured materially.”64 

As Lumbees adjusted to their new lives in Philadelphia, individuals continued to 

find new ways to craft a space for themselves despite racial, economic, and other 

personal hardships. Following the Campbell’s migration to the city, Lumbees over the 

decades continued to develop and add layers to their identity. By the late 1980s, the 

gospel song, “Lord I’ve Been a Hard Working Pilgrim,” became popular amongst 

diasporic Lumbees. As new challenges arose for Lumbees after Civil Rights, the song 

served as a reminder of the circumstances and attitudes that built and continued to shape 

their communities and identity. 

Been workin’ for my Jesus 
But my steps are getting’ slow  
I’ve had a hard road to travel  
In this world below  
Been workin’ on a building 
Been praying everyday 
Lord, I’ve been a hard workin’ pilgrim on the way 
 
Now my feet are getting weary 
But I’m satisfied, 
Still got a lot of burdens 
But nothing to hide, 
When I stand before the judgement 
This is all I can say 
Lord, I’ve been a hard workin' pilgrim on the way  
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CHAPTER 3: 

A SHELTER IN THE TIME OF STORM 

 
For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you 
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I 
needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I 
was in prison and you came to visit me . . . Truly I tell you, whatever you 
did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for 
me.65  

 
In 1986 an undergraduate student studying anthropology at Bryn Mawr College 

decided to conduct field work at a peculiar church she found tucked away on the corner 

of Frankford and Allegheny avenues in Kensington, Philadelphia. Perhaps it was the 

church’s southern style gospel singing and preaching that attracted the student to 

investigate, or maybe it was the fact that ninety percent of the church attendees were 

Native Americans. One day, the student decided to ride with one of the elders of the 

church on his way to visit another church. After stopping for gas, they came across an 

inebriated man who needed money to get home. The church elder gave the man the 

money he asked for, but also told him, “. . . let me give you a little direction, brother; 

what you need is Jesus Christ; you need to go to church.” The man responded, “Yes, I 

know; you’re right, I’ll try.”66  

This encounter struck the anthropology student. Why would the church elder give 

this man money and advice when he had no obligation to do so? The church elder 
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responded to her question by saying, “You never know who it is you feed or clothe or 

help on the street. But there is always the possibility that the beggar you look out for is 

God. That is, you never know how far your actions will reach. Religion of this type gives 

us a reason to act, even in the face of the possibility that action is useless and 

insignificant.”67  

If you were to ask a Lumbee elder today what the traditional religion of their tribe 

is, they would most likely say Christianity. When it comes to indigenous communities 

adopting Christian principles and beliefs, the academic world automatically assumes that 

changes in indigenous religious practices were a ramification of colonial domination 

rather than a choice made by real people shaped by real experiences, as if change is 

always an abnormal phenomenon.  Outsiders may be surprised to learn that Lumbees 

have been practicing Christianity since the beginning of their documented history. While 

no one knows the exact moment when Lumbees decided to adopt Christianity as their 

own, religious traditions amongst indigenous communities of the Carolinas changed 

gradually.  Anthropological, archaeological, and oral traditions reveal that before 

European settlement, Lumbee ancestors were living in diverse communities throughout 

present-day Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina.68   
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In 1709, English explorer and Surveyor-General of North Carolina, John Lawson, 

encountered Lumbee ancestors living in villages along the Roanoke River. In his report to 

the Lords Proprietors, Lawson described the Indians he encountered as having several 

white relations and priding themselves in their ability to speak and read English.69 He 

also noted these Indians believed in the immortality of the soul and an afterlife where 

individuals will be held accountable for their good and evil deeds by the creator - 

strikingly similar to some of the core beliefs of Christianity.70 While documentary 

evidence prior to the early 1700s is scarce, most historians agree that Lumbee ancestors 

encountered Christianity prior to Lawson’s expedition. Lawson’s 1709 report alludes to 

the idea that intercultural contact and change was already taking place amongst North 

Carolina’s indigenous communities who were living on a multicultural and multiracial 

frontier. 

By the mid eighteenth century, disease, slavery, and warfare placed such strain on 

many of North Carolina’s indigenous communities, Lumbee ancestors left their 

individual and diverse communities, coalesced, and took refuge in present-day Robeson 

County. By 1750, approximately 200 Indian families coalesced and settled along 

Drowning Creek, now known as the Lumbee River. While this swampy marginal land 
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was not desirable to British settlers, and Lumbees made it their own.71  As the number of 

settlers coming into proximity to the Lumbee settlement increased throughout the late 

eighteenth century, Scots-Irish settlers moving to this region found Native Americans 

worshipping privately in their homes, along the banks of the Lumbee river, and under 

brush arbors.72  After the Second Great Awakening began at the turn of the eighteenth 

century, protestant Christianity spread rapidly throughout the south and Lumbees began 

establishing formal churches. Some Lumbees chose to affiliate their churches with 

Methodist and Baptist denominations, while others remained independent. The loosely 

structured ecclesiastical government of these denominations allowed Indians to retain and 

assert control over their own religious experiences and affairs.  

Lumbee ancestors founded the Hammons Meeting House in 1792, and it is the 

earliest documented church in Robeson County.  In November 1800, Methodist minister 

and missionary, Jeremiah Norman visited the Hammons Meeting House and noted, 

“There was but a small assembly, and most of them were colored [Indian] people. I had 

the liberty in preaching and enlarging on the Rules. Some of the people seemed 

concerned about their future states.”73 Early Lumbee church goers were more concerned 
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about seeking a direct relationship with God, rather than the doctrinal details, 

confessions, and regulations of particular denominations.74  

For Lumbees, churches served as a space where ideas and information were 

shared freely, while Christianity served as a guiding philosophy for moral standards. 

Lumbee preaching emphasized the sinful nature of mankind and the need for salvation 

made freely available to all, through Jesus Christ. While some scholars argue that Native 

American identity and Christianity are inherently incompatible because of fundamental 

differences in worldviews, the Lumbee narrative challenges the notion that compromise 

has never been a viable option.75  Like other southeastern Indians, Lumbee preachers 

were able to take Christian doctrines and make them their own.76 

To many Lumbees, Christianity was seen as a form of empowerment, where 

everyone was equal in God’s eyes, regardless of one’s ethnicity, economic, or social 

status.77 As racial tensions increased in the years leading up to the American Civil War, 

Lumbees found themselves disenfranchised under North Carolina’s Revised Constitution 

of 1835 because they were not white.78 While the Indians living in Robeson County were 
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previously designated by the state of North Carolina as a free people, the antebellum 

period signaled the beginning of an age of hostility and suppression under the guise of 

white supremacy. This harassment was economic and legal, and involved the 

dispossession of Indian held land. It was during this time that Indian communities in 

Robeson County began distancing themselves from their white neighbors. In 1885, 

Lumbees organized the Burnt Swamp Association of the Mixed Race, an all Indian 

denomination that gave Lumbees a formal religious structure in which they could 

exercise self-determination.79   

Despite experiencing widespread oppression and poverty during and immediately 

after the Civil War, Lumbees created spaces in which they found hope for the future in 

hostile circumstances.  Indian churches also played a vital role in Lumbee political life. 

Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century, Indian church goers, especially 

ministers, were advocates for progressive social change, social activism, and moral 

uplifting while preserving what they considered to be the best of the past.80 By the early 

twentieth century, Lumbee churches were an integral component of Indian identity. 

These churches served as facilitators of extensive kinship networks, providing a place for 

Indian families to unite under a shared identity.81  Even under the repressive laws of Jim 

                                                
79 Adolph L. Dial and David K. Eliades, The Only Land I Know: A History of the 

Lumbee Indians (San Francisco: Indian Historian Press, 1975), 43-45.  
 

80 Adolph L. Dial and David K. Eliades, The Only Land I Know: A History of the 
Lumbee Indians (San Francisco: Indian Historian Press, 1975), 117 
 

81 Malinda Maynor Lowery, The Lumbee Indians: An American Struggle (Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 58.  
 



 36 

Crow, which applied to Lumbees in southeastern North Carolina, churches allowed 

Indians to, “express their own boundary lines under white supremacy.”82   

While Indians did not enjoy the same freedoms as their white neighbors, churches 

became places of refuge for those looking for a place to belong.  Christianity became 

such an integral part of Lumbee life in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, that 

Lumbee identity is nearly inseparable from its influence. Lumbee families usually have 

ties to the Indian churches their ancestors found and attended. These churches are often 

referred to as one’s “home church.” The identification of one’s home church is a common 

method of introduction Lumbees use when meeting one another for the first time. This 

information has the power to verify Lumbee identity by establishing relation and trust 

through kinship and place under a shared cultural experience.  

For those who left Robeson County in the mid-twentieth century and migrated 

northward, leaving home meant leaving one’s home church. When Lumbees first arrived 

in Philadelphia in the 1940s, some attempted to find a sense of belonging in various 

Baptist and Methodist churches in the city. While many tried to find churches that would 

most closely resemble the churches back home, they found that at large, Philadelphia’s 

local churches were not comparable.83 Though racial segregation in Philadelphia was not 

as visible as it was in the South during the 1940s and 50s, Lumbees found themselves 

arriving to a racially divided city.   
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Prior to the wave of Lumbee migrations to northern industrial cities, Philadelphia 

was one of the most popular destinations for southern African Americans who left the 

Jim Crow South in search of better economic opportunities during the Great Migration 

from 1910 to 1930. This mass movement of people dramatically altered the cultural and 

racial makeup of Philadelphia’s neighborhoods. As the Great Depression took a toll on 

Philadelphia’s economy throughout the 1930s, racial tensions and hostilities grew over 

the growing competition for jobs and housing.84  Many African American migrants to 

Philadelphia realized racial inequality was a national issue, not just a southern one. 

Racial hostilities and tensions in the early-twentieth century saw an increase in the 

division of the city’s churches along racial lines.  

By 1945, there were more than 400 African American churches in Philadelphia 

ranging from small emerging storefront churches to larger, well established churches. 

The African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) was one of the most popular 

denominations amongst Philadelphia’s African American population, with roots in 

Philadelphia since 1794. After the Great Migration, various Baptist denominations grew 

rapidly in Philadelphia, surpassing the influence of the AME church by the mid twentieth 

century.85 Black churches in Philadelphia asserted a great amount of independence from 

white mainstream denominational influences and postwar Philadelphia saw the rise of the 
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black church as a center for activism and leadership in the years leading up to the civil 

rights movement.86   

In the postwar era, Philadelphia’s African American churches were seen as 

centers of community faith and hope during a time of rapid social change and racial 

inequality in Philadelphia. For many African Americans, churches were the focal point of 

everyday life, a place where people could unite under a common identity through a 

shared experience while fulfilling obligations to both their communities and to God. 

Churches served as social outlets in which people could participate in services, meetings, 

recreational events, choir practices, and community service outreach.87 

In many ways, African American churches in postwar Philadelphia, regardless of 

denominational affiliation, closely paralleled the functions of Lumbee churches in the Jim 

Crow South.  Like the Indian churches of Robeson County, North Carolina, African 

American churches in Philadelphia served as a cultural crucible and central force for the 

expression and advocacy of equality.88  Both Indian churches in North Carolina and black 

churches in Philadelphia embraced the idea that churches should take responsibility to 

provide for their congregations.  
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Both Lumbees and African Americans believed that using the church as a 

facilitator for meeting people’s physical needs would demonstrate that their own 

institutions were able to take care of their communities more efficiently than any services 

provided by state or local programs.89  In Philadelphia, addressing the needs of African 

American congregations meant participating in the campaign for racial equality and 

social progress. As Philadelphia’s African American population continued to grow after 

the second World War, the civil rights movement in Philadelphia during the postwar era 

was primarily focused on fighting housing and employment discrimination.  

One of the most well-known examples of Philadelphia’s African American 

churches serving as the center of activism and social reform was the campaign led by 

Reverend Leon H. Sullivan, the pastor of Zion Baptist Church in North Philadelphia. 

Starting in 1959, Sullivan and 400 other African American ministers in Philadelphia 

staged a selective patronage boycott against businesses and companies that discriminated 

against people of color. Philadelphia saw the rise of civil rights triumphs through 

legislative changes in the early 1960s under the leadership of Sullivan and the 400 

ministers.  However, the fight for civil rights shifted focus under the leadership of a 

revived and militant branch of the NAACP, under the leadership of Cecil B. Moore.90 
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Beginning in 1963, Moore encouraged African Americans in Philadelphia to take on a 

more confrontational style of protest to meet their demands.  

In 1964, race riots broke out on Columbia Avenue in North Philadelphia. The 

three-day riot began in response to a rumor that a police officer killed a pregnant black 

woman. Though this proved not to be true, the riot was seen as an overall response to the 

way police officers patrolled and unfairly targeted black communities. The 1960s and 

1970s is often remembered as the height of Philadelphia’s racial unrest in the twentieth 

century, under the law and order politics under the leadership of police commissioner 

Frank Rizzo.91  
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Figure 7: “Police activity during the Columbia Avenue riots,” 1964-08-28 
https://digital.library.temple.edu/digital/collection/p15037coll3/id/4685/rec/18 

 

Several Lumbee families lived in close proximity to the Columbia Avenue riots 

and other race-based riots.  Just like life back in Jim Crow, Lumbees in Philadelphia once 

again found themselves negotiating their identity in a seemingly white and black world.  

Because physical appearances of Lumbees in general were diverse, outsiders had trouble 

placing these “racially ambiguous” Indians into their own conceptualized categories of 

race. Indian people found themselves in the position where many sought belonging 
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amongst other Lumbees.  Some Lumbees felt as if they too were victims of 

Philadelphia’s legacy of racial profiling and other forms of discrimination.  

During this time of fear and social unrest in Philadelphia, as people of color in a 

racially divided city, Lumbee people felt an ever pressing need to have a place where 

they could unite and address the unique needs of Indians.  While many African 

Americans in Philadelphia had churches to serve as the focal point of their communities 

and as centers of leadership and activism, Lumbees who migrated to Philadelphia 

struggled to find churches where they felt like they belonged. While there was space in 

the cultural landscape of Robeson County, North Carolina for Indians to worship in their 

own way, finding a similar space in Philadelphia proved to be difficult.92  

 Because churches played such an integral role in Lumbee identity, migrants 

established a church of their own, a place where they could feel as if they were home, and 

a place where they could worship in a way they knew.93  In 1965, several Lumbee 

families came together with the intention of establishing a church that resembled the 

Indian churches they knew back home. Thessely Campbell, Ertle Dial, James Hunt, 

Bernice Hammonds and several others were among the founding members.94 The 

founding families sold many of their personal possessions in order to purchase the three-
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story building located at 3150 Frankford Avenue, which was the former home and 

practice of a local optometrist.  

They called the newly planted church Native American Freewill Baptist Church, 

symbolizing that it was a space where Philadelphia’s Lumbee and other Native American 

populations could find belonging.  Reverend James Hunt, Ertle Dial, and Reverend 

Thessely Campbell all served as pastors of the church on Frankford Avenue without pay, 

while they worked full-time in Philadelphia’s manufacturing plants.  While the church 

started with only a few Lumbee families, word spread quickly through extensive kinship 

networks, and the congregation grew to about ninety people at its peak.95  For Lumbees 

living in Philadelphia, the creation of an Indian church in the city was a way to facilitate 

and strengthen the same kinship ties and identity they shared back in North Carolina.  
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 Figure 8: Thessely Campbell stands outside the Southern Free Will Baptist 
Church, where he is the pastor for a congregation of about 70. Philadelphia Inquirer. 

September 13, 1984.  
 

The building that housed the Native American Freewill Baptist Church on 

Frankford Avenue came to be seen as the original center of Philadelphia’s Lumbee and 

American Indian community. Located just three blocks away from the Allegheny rapid 

transit station on the Market Frankford Line, the church was fairly accessible, despite 

Lumbee families living geographically scattered across the city. The church served as a 

physical place where people with a shared experience and cultural background could 

come together and worship together. The church on Frankford Avenue closely resembled 

a typical Indian church that could be found back in Robeson County, North Carolina. 
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Though the church was welcoming of all newcomers, regardless of race or ethnic 

background, it was particularly welcoming for Lumbees and other American Indians 

looking for a safe place in the midst of Philadelphia’s urban challenges.   

Lumbee church services in Robeson County during the 1950s and 1960s were 

heavily influenced by historic traditions, including the continued use of the long meter 

hymn, shape note tune books, and call and response choruses, all of which worked 

together to form a style of worship that was and still is distinctly Lumbee. This style of 

music was originally adapted to allow those who were illiterate or lacked musical training 

to participate and even lead congregational singing.96  This distinct style of worship 

found in Lumbee churches in Robeson County could also be found in the church on 

Frankford Avenue.  

Those who remember the church often characterize the essence of the church as 

loving and genuine.97  Jason Harris, the grandson of Reverend Thessely Campbell, 

remembers growing up in the church and the spontaneous nature and distinct style of 

music.  

I learned how to play music in that church, the oral tradition of playing 
guitar and piano . . . it was from there the music bug bit me. Mommom 
would lead some of the song choruses and I’d have to find her key. It 
wasn’t like ‘hold on mommom we’re going to sing this in the key of D’ ... 
she’d just plow ahead, and we were sitting there trying to find her. 
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The church’s preaching boldly proclaimed that Christ died for the sins of man, 

rose again, and conquered sin so that those who believe will not be punished, but have 

everlasting joy. Furthermore, the church emphasized that salvation is obtained through 

faith, not by one’s own doing. Those who are saved begin the process of sanctification, 

the gradual process of becoming more Christlike made possible by the Holy Spirit.  The 

typical church service included members sharing their testimonies, stories of how their 

lives were radically changed and restored through their salvation, finding hope amidst the 

challenges of daily life.98   

Some of the biggest challenges for Philadelphia’s Lumbees regardless of age 

included unemployment, lack of education, poor housing, alcoholism, and drug 

addiction.99  The church on Frankford Avenue provided a network for meeting peoples’ 

needs.  Jason Harris recalled,  

I just remember the love that my grandparents poured on people . . . my 
parents and grandparents always believed that they would have just 
enough to give to the people when they needed it . . . but I always saw that 
my family met peoples’ needs and not necessarily in a material way, but in 
a spiritual way . . . pouring wisdom into people.100  
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Figure 9: “As a pastor, Campbell works with James Hunt (left) to aid William Tierno,” 

Philadelphia Inquirer, September 13, 1984. 
 

  

Elders of the church addressed the needs of the community with the attitude that if 

someone was in need and the church could provide for it, it would be theirs. Much like 

the African American churches of Philadelphia, the Native American Freewill Baptist 

church worked specifically to address issues of poverty, homelessness, and hunger 

amongst Lumbees and other Native Americans living in the city. In many ways, Lumbee 

churches back in Robeson County served as an escape from hard labor in the fields.101  In 

a similar manner, the Lumbee church in Philadelphia also served as a place of refuge 

from daily life for many people, across generations. Michael Wilkins, a Lumbee who 
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grew up attending the church, credits the church as a central part of his identity.  To him 

and many others, the church was a safe space they could turn to during their adolescent 

years.102 

Traditional Lumbee preaching and worship is also frequently associated with 

feelings and expressions of a heavenly homesickness, a desire to be reunited with 

ancestors and loved ones who have passed.103  Many Lumbee churchgoers in 

Philadelphia not only experienced a heavenly homesickness, but a physical one as well, a 

desire to be reunited to the land and people they left in North Carolina.  Along with 

holding regular services and other special events, the church on Frankford Avenue also 

hosted and participated in revivals and facilitated fellowship with other believers. One 

popular tradition that grew amongst Lumbee churches in North Carolina was the hosting 

of homecomings. These were special events in which individuals returned to their “home 

churches” to celebrate and reunite with kin.  Lumbees in Philadelphia frequently 

participated in these homecomings, both in North Carolina and elsewhere.  Lumbee 

churches in diasporic communities such as Philadelphia and Baltimore began holding 

their own homecomings and revivals. A network of Lumbee churches spanning 

Philadelphia, Baltimore, and North Carolina grew, and ministers frequently supported 

each other’s events.  
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Many Lumbees in Philadelphia had kin who lived in Baltimore, Maryland. Like 

the experience of Lumbees who migrated to Philadelphia, Lumbees in Baltimore 

established a church on South Broadway for similar reasons. The two churches often 

collaborated and attended each other’s special events no matter how far the drive, as 

these gatherings satisfied the desires of people with shared cultural and religious 

experiences to be united and uplifted.104  Many in Philadelphia never thought twice 

before making the drive to Baltimore or even North Carolina for a revival or 

homecoming.105   

 
We would travel, my grandparents would sing, and we'd just be kids 
sitting in the pew. We'd go for homecoming, we'd go for a revival ... They 
would come up to see us and we would go down to see them . . . It was a 
very like a sorority, you know a sister church. I can't remember anybody's 
name . . . But I know they look like me and the food tasted like home, so I 
was at home. And also even going further south, back to Lumberton area, 
there would be people who'd come up for the weekend. These people . . . 
would minister all day Sunday and then be back to work for Monday 
morning and like drive all night. That's the level of commitment they had. 
It was kind of interesting to watch.106 

 
 

The church in Philadelphia was also a place where memories were shared, and 

individuals collectively pondered the past. Many conversations revolved around their past 

lives working as tenant farmers back in Robeson County’s tobacco and cotton fields.  

Individuals were reminded of where they came from, what they left behind, and how far 
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they had come. The anthropology student from Bryn Mawr College who visited the 

church in 1986 noted that individuals would frequently talk about how people back home 

would farm all day long and still attend church services and revivals, sometimes staying 

in church through the late hours of the night.  

Reverend Thessely Campbell, one of the pastors of the church on Frankford 

Avenue, was described as being a community organizer and activist as well as a pastor.107  

Over the years, the Indian church in Philadelphia was just as much a center for 

community activism in Philadelphia as it was back home in North Carolina.  The Native 

American Freewill Baptist church served as a place where an Indian identity was 

embraced and asserted. Reverend Thessely Campbell who was also a self-taught 

silversmith artist, emphasized the need to keep traditions alive for the younger 

generations.  He served as a cultural educator and led classes and workshops on Native 

American jewelry-making across the Delaware Valley.108   

The student from Bryn Mawr College who chose to study the Native American 

Freewill Baptist Church correctly noted that there was something distinct about this 

church. While outsiders might have viewed a Native American church in Philadelphia as 

an oddity, or as a cultural oxymoron, the Lumbee church in Philadelphia demonstrates 

the continuity and change of Lumbee history and culture over time, transferred from 

place to place. While it is easy to view historical changes as abnormal, or as a threat to 
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indigenous identities, Lumbees asserted a sense of agency and control over ever changing 

circumstances, as they had done for three hundred years of recorded history.   

Lumbee historian, Malinda Maynor Lowery notes, “In spite of the forces that 

wished to annihilate us, sometimes in the name of Christianity, we are still here because 

of our relationship to God and one another. Our rituals of singing, praying, death, and 

salvation have bound our generations—before and through the changes wrought by 

colonization—and found their most durable expression in Christianity.109  For Lumbees, 

church served as a refuge and source of strength, not just in their migrations to northern 

cities, but throughout history.  The lyrics of a hymn sung in Lumbee churches serves as a 

reminder that the church community would be a center of support that would grow and 

inspire leaders to support those in search of security during uncertain and ever changing 

circumstances.   

 
The raging storms may round us beat 
A shelter in the time of storm; 
We’ll never leave our safe retreat 
A shelter in the time of storm.  
 
O Rock divine, O Refuge dear 
A shelter in the time of storm;  
Be Thou our helper ever near 
A shelter in the time of storm.110 
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CHAPTER 4: 

PROUD TO BE A LUMBEE INDIAN 

If adversity produces an ‘inner strength,’ as some have suggested, then the 
Lumbee have acquired a great deal of that quality. The question now is, 
what is to come? Fittingly, a young Lumbee of the present generation said 
it best. ‘We can make the future whatever we want. When I look around 
and see what my people have overcome and are now doing, I’m proud to 
be a Lumbee.’111  

 
In March 1971, Lumbee songwriter and musician, Willie French Lowery 

performed at the Cherry Hill Arena in New Jersey.112  Just across the river, in 

Philadelphia, Lowery and his band, “Lumbee” worked with a local record label to 

produce the album “Overdose” in 1970.113  Lowery was born in Robeson County, North 

Carolina in 1944 and recalled the racial tensions and prejudice he faced as a child, “The 

kids would laugh at me because I was out there picking cotton right up to the school. I 

could see them from a distance.”114  Set out to “be something, to do something,” Lowery 

pursued a career in music and became an inspirational figure to many. His popular song 

“Proud to Be a Lumbee” sought to encourage Lumbee children to view their identity as 

Indians something to be proud of, rather than ashamed of. 
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Figure 10: Willie French Lowery “Proud to Be a Lumbee” Album Artwork.  

 
 

While many Lumbees who left Robeson County had expectations of leaving 

racial prejudice behind, many found new challenges regarding outsiders’ perceptions of 

their race.  While Pennsylvania holds onto the popular legacy of William Penn and his 

peaceful relationship with the Lenape, Pennsylvania is one of the few states that did not 

recognize any Native American tribes.  While remnants of an Indigenous past were 

present around the city, most Philadelphians never encountered Indian people outside of 

what they read in novels or watched in movies. Many Americans struggled to place 

Indians in their worlds.  Scholar Philip Deloria notes, “… according to most American 
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narratives, Indian people, corralled on isolated and impoverished reservations, missed out 

on modernity–indeed, almost dropped out of history itself.”115 

In cities, Lumbees and other Native Americans were surprised when their non-

Native neighbors argued they were not “real” Indians. In Baltimore, urban Lumbees 

noted a great deal of frustration when their white neighbors or colleagues refused to 

accept their identity.116 Likewise, in Philadelphia, one clerical worker’s colleagues 

refused to believe that her husband was an Indian until he showed proof. “The people in 

the office where I was working . . . had real bets taken about whether [he] was an Indian 

or not.”117  For a number of years, urban Indians were only understood within the 

confines of stereotypes defined by outsiders. In pop culture, Native Americans were 

rarely represented as people who lived in cities.118  For many, finding an outlet to express 

a Native American identity in Philadelphia was difficult. Cornelia Dimalanta, a Lumbee 

born and raised in Philadelphia recalled,  

…  people knew that I was Native American, there was really no question 
… there was nothing going on about Native Americans that anybody 
could identify with until we got older. Then when we got older and the 
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[Indian] center started, that was the explosion of being Native 
American.119  

 
As Lumbee migrations to urban centers continued into the 1960s, the Native 

American community in Philadelphia grew larger. As Lumbee families starting uniting 

through the Native American Freewill Baptist church, and other churches, community 

leaders took note of the growing number of Lumbee families who lived in poverty, 

struggled with addiction, and unemployment.120  Hopeful migrants struggled with 

workplace challenges, including adjusting to shift work, strict time schedules, and 

monotonous routines.121   

In his work on Baltimore’s “reservation,” anthropologist John Gregory Peck 

noted the difference in Lumbee perception of time versus the perception of time held by 

employers. The Lumbee “now for now” view of time is individually determined. It calls 

for immediacy rather than planning and allows for spontaneous decision making based on 

individual circumstances.122  While an anthropologist may view this discrepancy as a 

cultural difference, employers in city factories classified Lumbees as undisciplined and 

even lazy.123 
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In addition, one of the biggest challenges of Indian urbanization in the twentieth 

century was the separation of people from tribal homelands, a major source of identity. 

American Indian studies scholar Susan Lobo notes that knowledge of place is closely 

linked to knowledge of self, including one’s community and a confidence sense of who 

one is as a person.124  In Philadelphia, where Lumbees were scattered across the city, 

there was no land base or space that was intimately tied to an Indian identity.  While the 

Native American Freewill Baptist Church on Frankford Avenue initiated the process of 

constructing a landscape tied to identity, there was a desire to be connected to individuals 

beyond the boundaries of a church. 

In the early 1960s, the government shifted its federal Indian policy once again. 

Instead of pushing the termination of tribes and integration of Indians into mainstream 

American society, the 1960s and 1970s promised self-determination and securing rights.  

While African Americans were leading a civil rights movement, American Indians began 

to organize and sought to address issues that were unique to Native Americans.  In 1961, 

American Indians, including Lumbees, from across the United States met in Chicago 

where they produced a “Declaration of Indian Purpose,” which became the foundation for 

Native activism and the Red Power movement.125  
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Inspired by the Chicago conference, the 1960s saw the rise of a number of 

organizations composed of people from diverse tribes dedicated to political, economic, 

and cultural equality and inclusion.126  The most notable was the American Indian 

Movement (AIM), founded in Minneapolis, Minnesota in 1968.  AIM was originally 

founded to assist Indians who were relocated to urban areas to secure rights and revitalize 

their culture.127  According to historian Christopher Arris Oakley, “the budding national 

Native American movement inspired Indians in North Carolina.”  In 1969, Lumbees 

participated in the occupation of Alcatraz and the Conference of All Tribes at Alcatraz in 

1969.  In North Carolina, the national Native American movement motivated North 

Carolina’s Native American tribes to call for the creation of a North Carolina 

Commission on Indian Affairs, which became part of the state Department of 

Administration in 1977.128 

Though understudied, American Indians who relocated to urban centers, whether 

through government programs or voluntarily, shared unique challenges and saw similar 

responses.  Adam Fortunate Eagle, a citizen of the Red Lake Band of Chippewa Indians 

and organizer of the 1969 occupation of Alcatraz, moved to San Francisco with his 

family in 1951. Having had a similar to the experiences of Native Americans who moved 

to Philadelphia, Adam reflected upon his refusal to give up his Indian identity. 
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Nothing would have been easier than assimilating into middle-class 
America. Not only was assimilating tempting, but it was encouraged in a 
society that preferred its Indians to be caricatures. There was no easy path 
“back to the blanket,” as it was termed, but, for my young family, there 
was reason–and need–to explore my heritage and theirs . . . Indians began 
to find each other, partially out of loneliness and confusion in their new 
urban surroundings and partially out of an urge to share a cultural identity. 
First came the picnics in Golden Gate Park that grew into drumming and 
singing sessions. These grew into a powwow circuit of social gatherings 
that, often unconsciously, made their own subtle political statement of 
cultural unity and affirmation.129  

 

In order to find a sense of racial belonging in Philadelphia, a number of Lumbees 

sought to participate in pan-Indian activities and organizations. Because most of the 

American Indians living in Philadelphia were scattered throughout the city, individuals 

saw the need for a physical space where they were free to exist as Indians, to be 

understood without question, and without having to prove themselves. In 1970, a group 

of American Indians made up of mostly Lumbees, Haliwa Saponis, and Cherokees from 

North Carolina began meeting at the Roxborough YMCA.  The goal of the organization 

was to provide activities for Native Americans who were “isolated from their cultural 

peers.”130  Those who met at the YMCA spent time with one another and learned how to 

dance, sing, and make crafts such as beadwork.131  
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It helped living as Native in the city. Having family around and friends 
that were Native too . . . you didn’t feel completely lost like going to 
school, you’re the only one and you just felt alone. So it brought us 
together.132  

 

The founding members named the organization the United American Indians of 

the Delaware Valley (UAIDV), as it was established to serve as a place of unity amongst 

diverse Native American Nations despite cultural and political differences. Founding 

director, William Haywood Lynch, a Haliwa Saponi from North Carolina, noted in a 

press release that he “wanted to be treated fairly as an American Indian, not as white or 

black.”133  Lynch also noted that,  

Philadelphia’s Native American community had an extremely high rate of 
unemployment in comparison to the general population . . . A large 
percentage of the area’s Native Americans were unskilled, uneducated and 
had poor work histories and work attitudes . . . In short, they had few 
marketable skills and very little opportunity to develop those skills. There 
was a need for someone, or something, to help provide those 
opportunities.134  

 

Word of the UAIDV spread rapidly around Philadelphia, through kinship 

networks and word of mouth.  Within one year, the organization had an official 

membership count of 150 from various tribes across the United States. With a steady 
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increase in membership, the UAIDV requested a space from the city of Philadelphia in 

which they could hold their meetings. Room 430 of the Philadelphia City Hall Annex 

was donated to the UAIDV by Mayor Rizzo.  This space has been described as a closet 

by individuals who remember it.135  In 1974, the UAIDV redefined its mission statement 

and goals to better serve its now 300 members. The organization committed itself to 

serving Philadelphia’s urban Indian population through education, employment, and 

culture.  

In 1974, the UAIDV was incorporated by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 

and secured a four-story building at 225 Chestnut Street. Later that year, the UAIDV 

conducted a survey of American Indians living in the Philadelphia Metropolitan area, the 

first of its kind in the region. The results of the 1974 survey showed that there were over 

6,000 Native Americans living within Philadelphia and its six surrounding counties, 24 

percent of whom were living below the poverty line.136 Though the survey was taken 

during the 1973-1975 recession, American Indian unemployment in Philadelphia was 27 

percent, compared to the national average in the United States of 7.2 percent.  In addition, 

the survey found American Indian adults to have a median education of eleven years.  

Many found themselves in the “last hired, first fired employment category”.137  
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The UAIDV secured funding through a grant from the Coalition of Eastern Native 

Americans (CENA) and the Office of Native American Programs (ONAP), and the U.S. 

Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (DHEW). Through this funding, the 

UAIDV was able to upkeep their building on Chestnut Street and to hire a full-time staff. 

The CETA grant was used to establish Adult Basic Education and General Equivalency 

Degree (GED) programs to its members who did not have high school diplomas. A 

number of Lumbees note the difficulty they had finding jobs in the 1970s because of their 

lack of formal education. For those who grew up in sharecropping households, school 

was not an option, as farming was a communal task requiring the assistance of all, 

regardless of age or educational expectations.  

The UAIDV also communicated with local colleges and universities to assist 

prospective students with completing admissions applications. Grant funding was also 

used for scholarships to encourage American Indian youth to obtain college degrees. 

Jason Harris recalled,  

There were state and federal dollars going through that building to help 
people. I remember when I was in college I was a part of the job training 
program . . . I remember one year they paid for parking and they gave me 
a little stipend for the time I spent in class, which helped tremendously.138  

 

The UAIDV held regular programs for youth that emphasized their Native 

American identity through cultural activities. The center held classes to teach children 

how to deal with stereotypes, Native American history, traditional dances, crafts, and 

facilitated field trips. One of the landmark achievements of the UAIDV included the 
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establishment of an annual powwow in Philadelphia as well as participation in 

Philadelphia’s 1976 Bicentennial celebration.139  While the goal of the UAIDV was to 

provide support to Philadelphia’s Native American population, it also became a visible 

center of Native American representation in the city.  

Another goal of the UAIDV was to combat harmful stereotypes and perceptions 

had about Indian people. To do this, the UAIDV established a small museum and 

sponsored individuals to travel to local schools to teach children about Native American 

history and culture.  One Philadelphia Inquirer article boasted,  

“In recent years, there has been an upsurge in interest about American 
Indian history and culture, both past and present. To find out about it, 
people don’t have to go out West and comb through the ruins at Mesa 
Verde or witness a ceremony on a Hopi reservation in Arizona; 
opportunities abound right here in Delaware County.”140 
 

For example, Lumbee artist and storyteller, Ms. Mardella Lowery, born in Robeson 

County, dedicated her career to sharing Native American culture with Philadelphia’s 

school children and the public. Lowery traveled to various schools, sharing stories and 

teaching various forms of art.141  Reverend Thessely Campbell from the Native American 

Freewill Baptist church was also involved in the UAIDV.  A self-taught silversmith and 

jewelry artist, Campbell traveled to schools and taught children about his art. In their 
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retirement, he and his wife Helen traveled in a mobile home, showing and selling his 

artwork at powwows across the country.142  

 

 

Figure 11: “Artist Lowry spent 8 months making this traditional outfit” Philadelphia 
Inquirer, July 3, 1988. 

 

The visibility the UAIDV brought to contemporary urban Indians inspired a 

cultural revival and renaissance for Lumbees living in Philadelphia. “This weekend, the 

sound of these drums would beat out once again to proclaim our culture to the public,” 

proclaimed Yvonne Bernadino, coordinator of Philadelphia’s 1984 powwow.143 The 
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Indian cultural renaissance experienced in Philadelphia was a small part of a greater 

multitribal movement.  The revival of certain cultural practices was greatly influenced by 

pan-Indianism, a promotion of political unity amongst Native American tribes through 

shared cultural experiences.  When asked about the tribal makeup of UAIDV participants, 

former member and employee, Connie Dimalanta recalls the pan-Indian nature of the 

organization.  

I think it was majority Lumbee. I think it was. I think it was, even though 
we had many other tribes in and out of there. We had executive directors 
that were Mi'kmaqs, Pueblos, Choctaw people were in there, Sac and Fox 
people. We had many different tribes in there, but the majority were 
Lumbees. And I don't think that there was any difference. Once you hit 
that Center, everybody was Native American, not a tribe. Which was the 
good thing.144 

 

 
Figure 12: “With the Franklin Bridge in the background, Louisa Rios, Buffy Red Feather 
Brown, Donnie Emmanuel and Sundra Sunflower Polk perform a dance,” Philadelphia 

Inquirer, August 4, 1984. 
 

                                                
144 Cornelia Dimalanta, interview by Jessica R. Locklear, November 22, 2019 in 
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Lumbees living in Philadelphia across generational lines were united with one 

another and with individuals coming from other Native Nations at the UAIDV.  Despite 

differences in historical experiences, cultural traditions, religious views, and political 

stances, members of the UAIDV came together because they refused to assimilate or give 

up their Indian identity in a seemingly black and white city.   

Though many Lumbees and other urban Indians saw the UAIDV as a central part 

of their identity, the organization was not free from internal strife. Despite the ongoing 

growth and success of the organization in upholding its mission, the 1980’s saw what was 

known to Philadelphia’s urban Indian community as the great “uprising in Indian 

council” in which an internal dispute and power struggle led to a change of hands in 

management. Within one year, the UAIDV misallocated grant money, and lost the federal 

HEW grant, which was the money that paid for the building and the Director’s salary. 

After the loss of the organization's main source of income, members desperately 

organized a fundraising campaign.145  Despite efforts to save the center, mismanagement 

continued, the UAIDV lost more grants, and the organization faced unsalvageable fiscal 

turmoil.   

In May 1980, the UAIDV held a crisis meeting to investigate the mismanagement. 

The results of this emergency meeting are unclear, as the written records of the 

organization held at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania are not yet accessible due to 

their “sensitive nature.” Based on oral history interviews conducted with community 

members and those who were active in the now defunct organization, it is no secret why 
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the organization fell into disarray. Oral history interviews reveal growing tensions in the 

1980s between various Indian Nations represented within the UAIDV along with what 

some claim to have been foul play.146   

Several individuals recall a division between individuals in the organization 

regarding who ought to have authority.  Some of the tension was based off on tribal 

recognition status and there seems to be division between individuals from federally 

recognized tribes and those from state recognized tribes, creating disputes along political 

lines.147  Through the internal conflict that took place in the UAIDV, individuals' loyalty 

often remained to one's own tribe rather than the concept of a unified pan-Indian identity.  

The UAIDV officially closed its doors in 2004. It was a day of sorrow for those who 

poured the time, effort, and sacrifice in making an Indian center in Philadelphia a reality.   

For many years, the UAIDV was a home away from home for many Lumbees in 

Philadelphia. The closure of the Indian center was “devastating,” especially for children.  

 
The loss of the center, that was devastating. That was actually devastating 
because my children lost something. I knew my grandchildren would lose 
something, and they have, I see it. It is such a severe loss for our kids not 
to be able to identify and to be among their own.148  
 

                                                
146  Due to the sensitive nature of this content, I will not reveal the names of 

individuals who have been accused of foul play, neither will I name the individuals who 
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Though the closure of the Indian center was heartbreaking for urban Lumbees in 

Philadelphia, not all was lost. In the larger narrative of Lumbee migrations to 

Philadelphia, participation in the UAIDV symbolized a change in the way urban 

Lumbees viewed themselves. Instead of viewing their “Indianness” as something to be 

ashamed of or hidden from the public eye, the UAIDV provided an outlet in which 

Lumbees retained and reaffirmed their identity.  The UAIDV saw the rise of new 

generations of Lumbees born and raised in Philadelphia. Unlike their parents and 

grandparents who first migrated to the city, younger generations grew up proud to be 

Lumbee.  

 
Yes I’m Proud to be a Lumbee Indian, yes I am 
When I grow up into this world 
I’m gonna be just what I am. 
My mother and father are proud of me,  
They want me to be free.  
Free to be 
Anything I want to be.  
 
I can be a doctor or a lawyer or an Indian chief, yes I can 
When I grow up into this world 
I’m gonna be just what I am. 
My mother and father are proud of me,  
They want me to be free.  
Free to be 
Anything I want to be.149 

 
 
 
 
 

 
  

                                                
149 Willie French Lowery, “Proud to Be a Lumbee,” 1975.  
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CHAPTER 5: 

READY TO GO HOME 

Though the Native American Freewill Baptist church and the UAIDV closed their 

doors in the early 2000s, not all was forfeited.  Despite losing two significant cultural 

landmarks in Philadelphia, Lumbees continued being Lumbee and continued being 

Indian, just as they had prior to establishing them. While institutions served as physical 

spaces where Indians came together and cultural expressions flourished, Lumbee identity 

is composed of something much deeper–place and kin. Fellow Lumbee scholar Ashley 

Minner, who was born and raised in Baltimore, Maryland once noted that Lumbees were 

and still are known for “keeping 95 hot.”150  The phrase is a fun way to note that 

diasporic Lumbees on the east coast are in a constant state of traveling on interstate 95 to 

and from North Carolina.   

Despite crafting a distinct Lumbee community in Philadelphia that many came to 

call “home,” Robeson County never ceased to be “home home.”  Even for those who 

were born in and spent the majority of their life in Philadelphia, Robeson County was and 

is inexpressibly familiar.  Jason Harris, who was born in Philadelphia and lived his whole 

life in Pennsylvania notes that he still calls Robeson County home.  “I get off 95 and 

smell the pine tar. It is really is something innate,” he said.151  Similarly, Luke Alexander, 

who was born in Philadelphia, noted that visiting North Carolina was a celebration of his 

family’s heritage. There was “something special” about being in North Carolina amongst 
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his relatives, even amongst those he had never met before.152  Lumbee historian Malinda 

Maynor Lowery notes, 

The Lumbee homeland is best imagined in many layers, as something to 
be remembered and felt, rather than as a map of places that can only be 
seen. Locations on a map–a town, a school, a homestead, a road, a swamp, 
a river–are just the beginning of what Lumbees mean when they talk about 
a place. . . Areas named Prospect, Union Chapel, Fair Grove, Wakulla, 
Saddletree, and the Brooks Settlement have no visible boundaries, but 
their borders are clear in the minds of Lumbees. To be “from” one of these 
communities often though not always, means that one’s family has lived 
there, on or very near the same piece of land, for at least a century. Over 
time, people . . . have thought of themselves the same way, as indelibly 
attached to those places, even though they are different from their 
ancestors’ original places. Stories–some known by a large share of tribal 
members but many kept within families and lineages–connect those places 
and the settlements and towns on the Lumbees’ cultural map.153 

  

Despite being physically separated from their ancestors’ original places, Lumbees 

in Philadelphia continue to share these stories and feel a sense of attachment. In addition, 

kinship ties and a sense of obligation to family back in North Carolina remained strong. 

Lumbees in Philadelphia frequently traveled back to Robeson County to visit family and 

friends, even if just for a short visit. Many urban Lumbee families also started an 

informal tradition of sending their children to North Carolina during the summers, so they 

would have an opportunity to bond with grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts, uncles, 

and cousins. Luke Alexander noted how significant the time he spent in North Carolina 

was during the summers.  
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The neighborhood we were in growing up in Philadelphia in the 1970s . . . 
had a huge gang problem . . . so Mom was very strict. So, it was a bit of 
freedom to go down south and be with my grandmother, because that 
meant I got to go out . . . play more with cousins and other friends and that 
was why I always enjoyed summer time. Every kid enjoyed summer time, 
but for me, it got strongly linked with North Carolina.  I enjoyed spending 
that time with my grandmother, we bonded and had a very close 
relationship.154  

 

The relationship amongst Lumbee kin is one of reciprocity. When asked the 

question, “who qualifies as a Lumbee,” the answer is usually two-fold. Claim and be 

claimed, know and be known. To be Lumbee is not simply to have knowledge of kin, but 

a reciprocal relationship with one another. In a 2018 Washington Post article,  Mary Ann 

Jacobs noted while it could be easy to leave Robeson County and forfeit a Lumbee 

identity, if an individual, “came home regularly, kept their ties to family and community, 

and identified as Indian, they were considered Lumbee.155  My father, David Markey, 

who was also born in Philadelphia, recalls his childhood experiences  

 
Throughout my childhood, our family frequently traveled to my 
grandparent’s farm in Robeson County, usually in the summer when we 
were out of school.  Grandad would take my brother and I to the 
barbershop to get military crew cuts to his liking and we had plenty of 
cousins to pass the time with. To me the farm was a world unto itself, with 
barns, tractors, cows, hogs, chickens, and what seemed like endless space 
to wander.  When I was older, I stayed for extended periods of time on the 
farm in the summer. I fed cows, hoed beans, and worked in the tobacco 
fields.  I believe my grandparents wanted to get to know me, and they 
wanted me to know them.  They wanted to share their faith, their values, 
and their life stories.  They wanted to help me understand who they were, 

                                                

154 Luke Alexander, interview by Jessica R. Locklear, October 24, 2019, in 
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so I could better understand who I am, that I am part of a history, part of a 
people. In doing so they gave me a priceless gift.156 
 
 

 
 

Figure 13: My father, David Markey, working in the tobacco field at his 
grandparents’ house. Photo courtesy of the author. 

 
 
In 1968, the Lumbee community organized what is now known as the first 

Lumbee homecoming. The event, which started small, was intended to be a way for 

Lumbees who migrated out of the region to reunite with those still in Robeson County 

and to “renew their sense of heritage and identity as a tribe.”157  In order to have a 

“homecoming,” there must be people to do the “coming home.”  The establishment of 

Lumbee Homecoming signified the reciprocal relationship between Lumbees living in 

                                                

156 David J. Markey Jr., correspondence with Jessica R. Locklear, March 2020.  

157Abbi Overfelt, “30,000 guests expected as Lumbee Homecoming returns,” The 
Robesonian, Lumberton, NC, June 29, 2012, Distributed by McClatchy-Tribune 
Information Services. 



 72 

North Carolina and diasporic Lumbees.  It was a way for the larger Lumbee community 

to acknowledge the people who left, but remained closely tied.  Over the years, 

homecoming expanded into a week-long event held during the week of the Fourth of 

July. Every year, Lumbees welcome other Lumbees, from across the nation back “home.”   

Lumbee tribal historian Lawrence Locklear describes it best, “Lumbee homecoming is 

not an event; it is an experience defined by kinship, social networks, place, food, culture, 

perseverance, and pride in a people.”158  

 

 
Figure 14: “Homecoming Parade 1974,” Elmer Hunt Collection, Mary Livermore 
Library, University Archives/Special Collections, University of North Carolina at 

Pembroke, Pembroke, NC. 
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Today, Lumbee Homecoming is one of the most recognizable expressions of 

Lumbee culture. Many diasporic Lumbees do not realize how much of an impact their 

narratives played in the establishment and perpetuation of this tradition. The Lumbees 

who migrated to Philadelphia and established a community there were able to define and 

express their identity as Indians on their own terms, through a church and an Indian 

center. Likewise, their participation in Lumbee Homecoming is another assertion of a 

Lumbee identity–an assertion of Indianness. Both are constantly evolving as historical 

circumstances change.  Things that may initially seem like contradictions become 

assertions of a people who are active participants in a rapidly changing world.  

 
Lumbees are not a stereotype. We're Indians, southerners, and Americans, 
all at once and without doubt. To understand us as Indians, the outsider 
might have to adjust his ears, eyes, and palate. Indians change, like 
everyone else, but we remain Indians. We remain Indians because instead 
of doing things the "original" way, we do things the appropriate way, 
which is to say, we share, we remember, we retain our dignity, despite the 
stereotypes.159  
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Figure 15: “Lumbee Parade 1983,” Elmer Hunt Collection, Mary Livermore Library, 
University Archives/Special Collections, University of North Carolina at Pembroke, 

Pembroke, NC. 
 

In 2003, Revered Thessely Campbell and his wife, Helen, decided to move back 

to Robeson County, despite having lived the majority of their lives together in 

Philadelphia.  “[Philadelphia] became home after all them years. I raised the kids there, 

so that was home for fifty-one years . . . We moved back here [Robeson County] in 2003 

. . . but Philadelphia, I can’t help but call home,” Helen recalled.160  The Campbells were 

not the only ones to move back to North Carolina for retirement.  In fact, there is 

something innate about Robeson County that draws Lumbee people back time and time 

                                                

160 Helen R. Campbell, interview by Jessica R. Locklear, July 9, 2019, in 
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again.  While most Lumbees in Philadelphia call the city “home,” they call Robeson 

County “home home.”   

While at first glance, the tension between homeland and diaspora may seem 

problematic, it is reveals something significant about Lumbee history.  If relationship to 

kin and land are the crux of Lumbee identity, then “the only land we know” has increased 

drastically since the 1930s.  While Robeson County will always remain the anchor, the 

establishment of a Lumbee community in Philadelphia demonstrates how Lumbees have 

adapted to change while retaining an Indian identity.  If history is the study of change 

over time, then it is also the study of the “unchanged” over time.  

 When Lumbees began migrating to Philadelphia in the 1940s, they began a 

process of radically reconceptualizing what it meant to be Indian.  Though ideas about 

“Indianness” are constantly being understood and expressed in new ways, the people 

never became any less Lumbee.  By staking a claim to the city, the Lumbees of 

Philadelphia demonstrate that “Lumbeeness” is defined on our own terms, not by 

outsiders, continuing the legacy of a people who have continued to exist as Indians since 

entering the historical record.  

 
Again, like grass, people produce seed; and the seed will fly with the wind 
and finding a friendly soil and climate, start a new generation. To change, 
yet remain steadfast – that would seem to be the need of all living 
things.161  
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
161 Quoted from Harold E. Fey and D’Arcy McNickle, Indians and Other 

Americans: Two Ways of Life Meet (New York: Harper, 1959), 13.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

ORAL HISTORY OVERVIEW  
 
 

For the purposes of this thesis, the oral history interviews with the following individuals 
have been conducted and will be donated to the Southern Oral History Program at UNC 
Chapel Hill. Aside from having such a strong oral history program, UNC is known for its 
current collections on Lumbee history.  All interviews will be made public pending 
donation.  

 
 
 
Helen R. Campbell, July 9, 2019 in Lumberton North Carolina. 
 
Jason Harris, September 30, 2019 in Langhorne, Pennsylvania. 
 
Carolyn Markey, October 11th, 2019 in Hatfield, Pennsylvania. 

 
Luke Alexander, October 24, 2019, in Pembroke, North Carolina. 
 
Brenda Silva, November 14, 2019, over the phone.  

 
Cornelia Dimalanta & Barbara Johnson, November 22, 2019 in Philadelphia. 
 
Michael Wilkins, January 20, 2020, over the phone.    
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APPENDIX B 
 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
 
The questions outlined in the following script served as a general guide for the oral 
history interviews I conducted. These questions evolved over the course of this project as 
I became more familiar with the subject matter.  
 
Script:  “These questions are about you.” 

1. What is your current age? 
2. Which tribe do you identify with? 
3. Where were you born? 
4. Where did you grow up? Which Indian community did you/ your family grow up 

in? 
 
Script:  “These questions are about your experience in Philadelphia” 

1. When and why did you move to Philadelphia? 
2. Where did you live in Philadelphia? 
3. What kind of employment did you have in Philadelphia? 
4. How much of an adjustment was it moving to Philadelphia from _ ? 
5. Overall, was your experience in Philadelphia positive or negative? 

 
Script:  “These interview questions are about race relations and identity” 

1. At what age do you recall realizing that you were an Indian? 
a. (If affirmative) What do you recall about that experience? 

2. Did you know of any other Indians in Philadelphia? 
(if affirmative) Who were they and did you ever interact with them? 

3. Did people in Philadelphia ever question your race? 
4. Were you ever treated differently because of your race? 

a. (If affirmative) Were these experiences positive or negative? 
 
Script: “These interview questions are about your current situation” 

1. How long did you live in Philadelphia? 
2. Did you stay in Philadelphia permanently? Why or why not? 
3. What is your relationship like with family and friends back in Robeson County? 

 
Script: “Is there anything else you want me to know about your experience in 
Philadelphia?” 
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APPENDIX C 

CONSENT FORMS 

Lumbees Of Philadelphia: Oral History Interviews 

 

 
INFORMED CONSENT AND RECORDING AUTHORIZATION 

 
INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE: 
Jessica Markey Locklear, student at Temple University (hereafter called the 
researcher or interviewer), invites you to be part of a research study she will 
conduct. This study seeks to understand the relationship between Native American 
identity and place by investigating the experiences of self-identified Lumbees who 
lived in and around Philadelphia, Pennsylvania from 1941 to present. 
 
DESCRIPTION OF YOUR INVOLVEMENT: 
If you agree to be part of the research study, you will be asked to participate in one 
or two interview sessions at a predetermined location arranged by you and/or 
Jessica Markey Locklear. The interview topics will revolve around your personal 
experience living in the greater Philadelphia area and the impacts this experience 
had on your personal identity. To protect your privacy, your family’s privacy, and 
that of other individuals in the community, during data collection, the researcher 
will not use your name or the names of any family members or community 
members without written permission. The researcher will ask that you try not to 
use the names of individuals while you are responding to interview questions. The 
interview may last one hour or less; or the interview could last longer. If your 
interview lasts one hour, the researcher will ask if you wish to continue or if you 
want to continue the interview at another time. If you want to continue the 
interview will proceed. If you want to schedule a follow up meeting to finish the 
interview at a later date, you will be able to schedule a follow up interview to 
complete the questions. 
 
The researcher will record your responses, by audio-taping or by note taking 
(hereafter referred to as recording), to make sure that information is detailed 
accurately. You must agree to be audio-taped or allow the researcher to take 
detailed notes during the interview in order to participate in this study. If you 
choose to have your interview recorded by note taking, that option may make the 
interview longer. 
 
 
 

Temple IRB Approved 
 

06/19/2019 
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BENEFITS, RISKS, DISCOMFORTS, COMPENSATION: 
While you may not receive a direct benefit from participating in this research, 
some people find sharing their stories to be a valuable experience. The only benefit 
for participation in this study is the knowledge that you are helping to document 
the everyday experiences of American Indians people living in the greater 
Philadelphia area. While many studies have documented the experiences of 
Lumbees in Baltimore, the experiences of Lumbees in Philadelphia are very 
limited. You will be helping to broaden the understanding of American Indian 
people during this very important era in American history. Answering questions or 
recalling the events of the past can sometimes bring up painful memories. You 
may choose not to answer any survey question and you can stop your participation 
in the survey at any time. Participating in this study is completely voluntary. This 
research study is not funded. Therefore, we are not able to pay for your time or 
travel.  
 
VOLUNTARY NATURE OF THE STUDY 
Participating in this study is completely voluntary. Even if you decide to 
participate now, you may change your mind, or stop at any time. You may choose 
not to answer any question for any reason. 
 
CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions about this research, including questions about the scheduling 
of your interview, you can contact Jessica Markey Locklear at Temple University, 
Philadelphia PA at jessica.locklear@temple.edu. 
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain 
information, ask questions or discuss any concerns about this study with someone 
other than the researcher(s), please contact Temple University Institutional Review 
Board, Temple University, Philadelphia, PA, 19122, (215) 204-6875, email: 
ovpr@temple.edu. 
 
CONSENT TO INTERVIEW 
I hereby agree to be interviewed and grant the interviewer the right and 
permission to record my voice, likeness, image and/or performance through 
written, video, audio, photographic, or other means. I understand that I am free to 
decline to answer any questions that make me uncomfortable or to stop the 
interview at any time. You will be given a copy of this document for your 
records. 
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PERMISSION TO USE MATERIAL 
 
The interviewer plans to use your interview for research purposes at Temple 
University. Jessica Markey Locklear may prepare materials in connection with 
the interview including but not limited to transcripts, abstracts, field notes, audio 
recordings, photographs, videos, etc. and in any format including but not limited 
to exhibits, blogs, writing, etc. The interviewer plans to donate your interview, so 
it can be archived and made available to the public through the Southern Oral 
History Program (SOHP) at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
(UNC). Interviews and related materials will become part of UNC’s Southern 
Historical Collection in the Wilson Library, where they will be preserved and 
made available to the public for use consistent with the UNC’s mission, 
including but not limited to exhibitions, public programs, documentary films, 
radio broadcasts, and other publications in all formats and media, including the 
internet. 

 
I understand that my story is my own, and I acknowledge and agree that the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill may prepare materials in connection with the interview, 
including but not limited to transcripts, abstracts, field notes, audio recordings, 
photographs and videos (hereinafter, “University Material”), which UNC shall have sole 
ownership of. I understand that the Material may enter UNC’s Southern Historical 
Collection in Wilson Library, and I hereby consent to the use of my name, likeness, 
image and/or voice that may be included in the University Material in connection with 
its use in all forms of exhibitions in all formats. I understand that I will have the 
opportunity to review my interview upon request before it is made publicly available. I 
also understand that I may decide at any time not to archive my materials. 

 
I herein freely share the Material with the SOHP and the Southern Historical 
Collection under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-
ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. This means that I retain the copyright to the 
Material, but that the public may freely use and share these items for non-
commercial purposes under the same terms if they include original source 
information. I represent that, except where I indicate otherwise, I, to the best of 
my knowledge, hold the copyright or other proprietary right in the Narrator 
Material (defined below) or that the Narrator Material is in the public domain, 
and that I have authority to grant this permission. I hereby grant to the University 
and all persons or entities acting pursuant to its authority a non-exclusive, 
royalty-free license in perpetuity to make any materials I provide or present in the 
course of my participation in the interview (e.g., personal documents, 
photographs, videos) (hereinafter, “Narrator Material”) available on a free and 
open basis to the public, including the right to use, reproduce, exhibit, publish, 
edit, and distribute the Narrator Material in exhibitions, public programs, 
documentary films, radio broadcasts, and publications in all formats and media, 
including on the Internet.
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CONFIDENTIALITY AND RESTRICTIONS 
 
The researcher plans to publish the results of this study. Publications will not 
include any information that will be able to identify you without your permission. 
To protect your privacy, the researcher will comply with the restrictions you 
choose to specify below. I further understand and consent to the disclosure by the 
University, despite any restrictions requested below, of the interview, Material 
may be required to disclose under University policy or by state or federal law. 
Please check one of the following. 
 
¡ No restrictions 

 
¡ I wish that my interview/s and Material not be made available until 

¡ 5 years from the date of my interview 
¡ 10 years from the date of my interview 
¡ 15 years from the date of my interview 
¡ Indefinitely 

 
¡ I wish to be identified by a pseudonym and have all references 

from which my identity could be known redacted until 
¡ 5 years from the date of my interview 
¡ 10 years from the date of my interview 
¡ 15 years from the date of my interview 
¡ Indefinitely 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Contact Information:  
 
Name: 
 
Email:  
 
Telephone:  
 
Mailing Address:  
 
 
 


