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THE SMART ROOM 

Kellenberger Room valuable historic information resource 
By Matt Tessnear Sun Journal Staff 

    Victor T. Jones Jr. and John B. Green III say they work in the most valuable room in the area for
historical information. 

    Jones and Green compile, research and maintain historical books, photographs and information in the
Kellenberger Room at the New Bern-Craven County Public Library on Johnson Street. 

    The information mostly pertains to New Bern and Craven County. But the room also contains history
from counties that border Craven and information from across the state and country. 

    The room is named for May Gordon Latham Kellenberger, a New Bern native who worked on Tryon
Palace restoration projects from 1951 until 1978. Kellenberger’s lawyer persuaded her to leave a large
portion of money in her will to New Bern historical preservation programs, Green said. 

    Kellenberger wanted to leave money for continued work on Tryon Palace. She wanted the rest to be
used for historical activities such as church restoration downtown, Green said. 

    The money she left led to the formation of the Kellenberger Foundation. Individuals and groups can
apply for foundation grants for historical projects. Jones said tables, chairs and book shelves for the 
Kellenberger Room were paid for by a foundation grant. 

    Green said the New Bern library was housed in the John Wright Stanly House on the Tryon Palace
complex from the early 1930s until 1966. 

    “That’s where the fi les started accumulating,” Green said. “The front room was furnished and there was
a safe. They probably began collecting newspapers — the oldest of our records — in the ’30s.” 

    Like Kellenberger, Colonel John D. Whitford had a big interest in preserving the city’s history, Green
said. Whitford was once a city mayor. 

    “He’s a primary source for history and he talked about things from when he actually lived,” Green said.
“He decided the town needed early files of New Bern newspapers.” 

    Whitford’s son, Reid, donated a collection of newspapers to the city in 1918. The oldest newspaper was
printed in 1751. 

    Green said the room also contains items such as old Bibles from New Bern families and an early New
Bern book of law from James Davis, the city’s fi rst printer. 

    Jones said the city library has had a room devoted to local history for 40 years. When the current library
was built on Johnson Street in 1966, the North Carolina Room housed historical information. 

    “It was basically locked materials where you had to ask to see something,” Green said. 

    The library was renovated in 1992. A children’s section, a new circulation area and the Kellenberger
Room were added to the building. Emily Miles was the fi rst director of the library’s history room. 
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    “She knew everything about New Bern,” Jones said. “I think she remembered everything she ever read.
She retired after the Kellenberger Room was built and became part time. She worked up until she died in
1998.” 

    Jones and Green said they are distant cousins who were born and raised in Craven County. Jones said
he started working with genealogy in middle school. 

    “I’d go to my grandmother’s house every Sunday to look at family photographs and information,” he
said. 

    Jones graduated from Mt. Olive College in 1992 with a history degree. He got a graduate degree in
library science at East Carolina University. 

    “When I was fi nishing college, my mom told me I needed a job,” Jones said. He took a position in the
Kellenberger Room. 

    “It’s just become my lifelong passion,” he said. “It’s the thrill of the research, trying to figure out what
happened to these people and why.” 

    Green said he was a curator at Tryon Palace for 10 years in the 1980s. In 1985, he and Peter
Sandbeck created a book of Craven County architecture. After that, he said, he worked as a private 
historic building contractor. He started working in the Kellenberger Room in 2001. 

    “I try to play a role in acquiring New Bern items and preserving them,” he said. “I try to help us fi nd
things. It’s all about meeting people and talking with the people to hear their stories.” 

    Jones and Green said there are other history rooms in eastern North Carolina. Heritage Place at Lenoir
Community College in Kinston and The History Place in Morehead City are two they mentioned. 

    But Green said there are few libraries with so many historical items as the Kellenberger Room. 

    Matt Tessnear can be reached at 635-5673 or at mtessnear@ freedomenc.com. 

Liz Bowles/Sun Journal The Kellenberger Room boasts a massive, encompassing collection of local history 
materials, not the least of which is a collection of local newspapers, including the Carolina Centinel and 
The Weekly News, 
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Liz Bowles/Sun Journal Victor T. Jones Jr., department head for the Kellenberger Room at the New
Bern-Craven County Public Library, sits among a few of the collection’s oldest local newspapers, dating
back to the early 1800s. 


