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New Bern, North Carolina, holds a rich tapestry of history that reflects the diverse cultures and
events that have shaped it over the centuries. Founded in 1710, New Bern was the first capital of
North Carolina and remains a significant cultural and historical hub in the region. This article delves
into the history of New Bern, exploring its founding, colonial significance, economic development,
Civil War impact, and modern evolution.

Founding and Early History

New Bern was established by Swiss and Palatine German immigrants led by Christoph von
Graffenried. Its name was derived from Bern, the capital of Switzerland, and it was strategically
located at the confluence of the Neuse and Trent Rivers, which provided excellent access for trade
and transportation.

Colonial Beginnings

In its early days, New Bern became the capital of the North Carolina colony in 1743. The town was
laid out with wide streets, public squares, and a grid pattern, reflecting the European influence on
urban planning. Notable early buildings included:

- Tryon Palace: Constructed in the 1760s, this was the official residence of the royal governors. It
served as a center of political life and social events.
- St. Paul’s Episcopal Church: Established in 1730, it is one of the oldest churches in North Carolina
and played a significant role in the community.

New Bern's growth was spurred by its designation as the colony's capital, attracting merchants,



artisans, and settlers. The town became a vital commercial center, facilitating trade in tobacco,
timber, and naval stores.

The Revolutionary Era

During the American Revolution, New Bern experienced significant political activity. In 1775, the
town hosted the first provincial congress, where delegates gathered to discuss independence from
British rule. The town's strategic location led to several military confrontations, including the Battle
of New Bern in 1781, where British forces faced local militia.

Post-Revolutionary Development

Following the Revolution, New Bern continued to thrive. The adoption of the U.S. Constitution in
1788 and the subsequent establishment of North Carolina's government in New Bern bolstered its
importance. The town remained a cultural and educational center, with institutions like the New
Bern Academy, founded in 1774, contributing to the education of the region’s youth.

Economic Growth in the 19th Century

The 19th century saw New Bern evolve into a bustling port town. Its economy diversified, with key
industries including:

- Shipbuilding: The town's proximity to waterways made it an ideal location for shipyards.
- Cotton and Tobacco: The agricultural boom in the region contributed significantly to the local
economy.
- Railroads: The arrival of the railroad in the 1850s connected New Bern to larger markets,
enhancing trade and commerce.

Cultural Developments

As New Bern prospered, cultural institutions flourished as well. The establishment of theaters,
libraries, and schools reflected the town’s growth. The New Bern Historical Society was founded in
1885, dedicated to preserving the town's rich history.

The Civil War Impact

New Bern's strategic location made it a target during the Civil War. In March 1862, Union forces
captured New Bern, leading to significant changes in the town's dynamics. The Union occupation
brought both economic hardships and social changes, particularly concerning the status of enslaved
individuals.



Post-War Reconstruction

After the war, New Bern faced the challenges of Reconstruction. The town had to rebuild its
economy and infrastructure while grappling with the social changes brought about by the abolition
of slavery. The establishment of the Freedmen's Bureau aided newly freed African Americans in
their transition to freedom.

20th Century Transformations

The 20th century brought further changes to New Bern. The advent of World War II had a significant
impact on the town, with the establishment of military bases nearby. The economy shifted again,
moving towards defense and manufacturing.

Historic Preservation Efforts

As the century progressed, residents recognized the importance of preserving New Bern's historical
heritage. In 1969, the New Bern Historic District was listed on the National Register of Historic
Places, highlighting the town's architectural significance. Efforts were made to restore historic
buildings, fostering a sense of pride and identity among residents.

Modern New Bern

Today, New Bern is a vibrant community that blends its historical significance with modern
amenities. The town is known for its charming downtown, characterized by historic buildings, shops,
and restaurants. It has become a popular destination for tourists seeking to explore its rich history
and culture.

Attractions and Events

New Bern offers a variety of attractions and events that celebrate its heritage:

- Tryon Palace: Now a restored historical site, it features beautiful gardens and hosts various events
throughout the year.
- New Bern Riverfront Convention Center: This venue hosts festivals, conferences, and community
events.
- Annual Events: Events such as the Mumfest and the New Bern Historical Society’s Ghost Tours
attract visitors and locals alike.



Conclusion

The history of New Bern, NC, is a compelling story of resilience, growth, and cultural richness. From
its founding in the early 18th century to its role as a military stronghold during the Civil War and its
modern-day charm, New Bern continues to captivate those who visit or call it home. As the town
looks to the future, its historical roots remain an integral part of its identity, ensuring that the legacy
of New Bern endures for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year was New Bern, NC founded?
New Bern was founded in 1710.

Who was the founder of New Bern, NC?
New Bern was founded by Swiss and German settlers, led by Christoph von Graffenried.

What significance did New Bern hold during the American
Revolution?
New Bern served as the colonial capital of North Carolina and was a center of political activity
during the American Revolution.

What historic building in New Bern served as North Carolina's
first state capitol?
The Tryon Palace, built in the 1760s, served as North Carolina's first state capitol.

How did New Bern's economy develop in the 19th century?
In the 19th century, New Bern's economy was bolstered by shipbuilding, agriculture, and the
production of naval stores.

What role did New Bern play during the Civil War?
New Bern was occupied by Union troops in 1862, becoming a strategic base for Union operations in
North Carolina.

What is a notable historical event that took place in New Bern
in the 20th century?
In 1903, New Bern was the site of the first flight in North Carolina, conducted by the Wright
brothers' students.
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