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(click to see larger) East Building on the campus of
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill,
sketched by a student, John Pettigrew, in 1797.
North Carolina Collection, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill Library.  [2]Old East, on the campus of the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill [3], is the oldest state university building in the nation. Except during short periods of extensive renovation in
1922-23 and 1991-93, it has been in constant use for more than two centuries. Old East, originally called the "East
Building," sits at the crest of McCorkle Place [4]. On 12 Oct. 1793, the cornerstone was laid in a ceremony led by North
Carolina's Grand Master Mason and later governor William Richardson Davie [5]. A bronze plate placed in the stone states,
in English and in Latin, that the event occurred at "New Hope Chapel Hill . . . [i]n the year of Masonry 5793 and in the
18th year of American Independence." Old East became home for the university's first student, Hinton James [6], when he
arrived in February 1795.

Originally built in two stories, Old East acquired a third level in 1823 to mirror Old West, constructed opposite it. The "north
towers" were added to both buildings in 1848, extending them and bringing them to their present dimensions. Most of the

new areas served as library and debating chambers for the 

"Old East, ca.1892. Kemp Battle photo album VC378
UVF; negative 77-477." Available from the North
Carolina Collection, UNC Libraries.

[7]university's literary societies, with the Philanthropic Society (the "Phi") located in Old East and the Dialectic Society (the
"Di") [8] across the way. This reflected how the societies traditionally determined memberships, as the Phi claimed
students from eastern North Carolina and the Di held their western counterparts.

Although used mostly as a men's dormitory, Old East has also held classrooms and offices, and it contained the University
Library [9] from 1853 through 1869. Among the thousands who have lived in Old East was James K. Polk, the eleventh
president of the United States.

In 1922 the building was condemned as unsafe, after which it was completely gutted and refurbished. A second
renovation of Old East in the early 1990s included the installation of air conditioning and elevators and asbestos removal
but also returned the lime-washed building to an earlier appearance, reinstalling skylights, mantels, and (nonworking)
fireplaces. The building [10] was designated a National Historic Landmark [11]in 1965. In 2000 female students were allowed
to live in Old East for the first time.
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Additional Resources:

Hinton James, NC Highway Historical Marker D-13: https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-
highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?ct=ddl&sp=search&k=Markers&sv=D-13%20-%20HINTON%20JAMES
[12]

University of North Carolina, NC Highway Historical Marker G-92: https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-
resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?sp=search&k=Markers&sv=G-92 [13]

The Carolina Story, Virtual Museum of University History, UNC: http://museum.unc.edu/ [14]

Old East Building, UNC, Charles Lee Smith, 1865-1951 The History of Education in North Carolina. Washington:
Government Printing Office, 1888. https://docsouth.unc.edu/true/smith/ill2.html [15]

Old East Virtual Tour: https://www.unc.edu/tour/LEVEL_2/east.htm [16]

Old East UNC Housing: http://housing.unc.edu/residence-halls/old-east [17]
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