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STEWARD of
HISTORY
This man knows more about The Greenbrier 
than anyone else alive.  

WRITTEN BY SHAY MAUNZ

PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE GREENBRIER
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B
ob Conte is giving a 
presentation to a handful of 
guests in the theater at The 
Greenbrier in White Sulphur 
Springs, one of his regular 
duties as the resort’s resident 
historian. As he speaks, a 
projector casts photos to a 
screen onstage, illustrating 
The Greenbrier’s long history 
spanning more than two 

centuries and myriad sectors of private and public 
life. “The story of this one institution has all of these 
branches coming out from it,” Conte says. “I’m interested 
in the history of The Greenbrier, but in following 
that timeline you’re learning about railroad history, 
antebellum society, mineral springs, golf, the diplomats 
that came through. There’s so much to it.” 

The first guests came to White Sulphur Springs 
to take in its restorative waters in 1778, and it was 
a popular retreat for prominent people even before 
the Civil War—five sitting presidents visited in that 
period. After the war, the Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railway bought the land and, in 1910, started a massive 
expansion, building the central section of today’s hotel 
and its first golf course. In 1914 the resort opened for 
its first year-round season. 

At this point in Conte’s presentation the backgrounds 
in the historical photos begin to look familiar. We 
catch glimpses of the resort’s iconic facade behind 
the dignitaries and celebrities who stayed there, even in 
photos of The Greenbrier during World War II when 
the resort was used as a military hospital. We begin to 
recognize the interior when the presentation moves into 
the 1940s with the arrival of legendary interior designer 
Dorothy Draper who gave The Greenbrier its trademark 
look—the oversized patterns, bright color scheme, and 
floral fabrics. Then Conte is on to another decade. The 
screen shifts and it’s a photo of legendary golfer and 
past Greenbrier golf pro Sam Snead in the middle of a 
backswing. Then there’s a photo of President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower in front of the resort in the 1950s. “Within 
48 hours of this picture being taken, construction began 
on the bunker at The Greenbrier,” Conte says. That 
bunker was a Cold War fallout shelter for members of 
Congress—and a secret—from 1961 to 1992. Now it’s 
open for tours. 

Soon Conte moves on to more modern photos: one 
of current owner Jim Justice, who bought the resort in 
2009, and an aerial shot of a massive hole in front of the 
resort when its new casino was under construction. Then 
we’re looking at a photo from the casino’s ribbon-cutting 
ceremony. Brooke Shields, Jessica Simpson, and then-
Governor Joe Manchin are in the shot. O
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The Springhouse, which 
shelters a sulphur water 
spring, looks much the 
same today as it did in 

1897. Horseback riders 
take a jaunt during the 
1930s. Golfers enjoy The 
Greenbrier’s golf course 
in 1932.

Wonderful West Virginia Magazine



16       WONDERFUL WEST VIRGINIA | MARCH 2015

Throughout his presentation, Conte is so enthusiastic 
and energetic that on first impression you’re tempted 
to write him off as a wide-eyed amateur enthusiast. 
But Conte is so comfortable relaying the material—his 
performance has a polish that comes only with constant, 
enduring practice—you realize he has been telling The 
Greenbrier’s tale for years. And he’s good at it. “What I love 
about Bob is his ability to bring perspective to something 
that happened a long time ago,” says Robert Harris, The 
Greenbrier’s director of sports and recreation. He’s known 
Conte for almost 25 years. “When he talks about the resort 
he lets you know what people were doing, what people were 
thinking in that day and age. He brings it to life, so you get 
the sense that when you’re walking through The Greenbrier 
you’re walking on the same floor as some of the greatest 
industrialists in our country’s history.” 

At this point, Conte has been talking about The 
Greenbrier’s history for most of his adult life. He 
came to the resort in 1978, a 30-year-old California 
native with degrees in history and American studies, 
looking for a job at the front desk. He’d been living 
in Washington, D.C., working on a grant-funded 
project at the U.S. National Archives. That job taught 
him a lot about organizing and maintaining historic 
archives—but then the grant ran out, and Conte was out 

of work. “So I moved to West Virginia,” he says. “I felt like 
my career wasn’t going anywhere, I was sick of living in 
downtown Washington, and I sort of related to the hippie 
homesteader. I saw moving here as a temporary thing.” 
He thought maybe he’d open a bookstore in downtown 
Lewisburg and drop out of the world of academia entirely. 
“It sounds like a nice idea, right?” he says. 

But in the meantime, Conte needed a job, so he went 
to The Greenbrier’s personnel office and filled out an 
application. “I was applying for anything,” he says. He had 
a Ph.D. already, but he wasn’t looking for a Ph.D.-level 
job. He figured if he was lucky enough he’d end up with 
a front desk job that would help him pay the bills until he 
figured out how to open up that bookstore. Instead, Conte’s 
education level, qualifications, and years of experience 
kicked in—or, what Conte calls his “sheer dumb luck.” The 
management at The Greenbrier had just begun to take a 
serious interest in the resort’s history and wanted to take a 
more formalized approach to preserving its heritage. “There 
was historical stuff all over the place, in people’s drawers, 
and they were trying to organize it,” Conte says. He was 
hired to put the resort’s archives in order. 

“There was an attic with laundry bins, about 15 of 
them, just filled,” he says. “So they take me up there 
and say, ‘This is our historical collection.’” He spent the 

Guests enjoy 
the weather 
at The 
Greenbrier 
casino’s 
outdoor 
patio 
sometime in 
the 1920s.
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next several months digging through those boxes, filing 
the contents. “It could have been an outdated pamphlet 
from five years ago or a magazine article from the 1850s, 
and they were all thrown in there together,” he says. 
“And actually, I was happy as a pig in a swamp.” Sorting 
through all those boxes full of history was like piecing 
together a big, complicated puzzle—intimidating at first, 
but increasingly satisfying as the pieces fell into place. 
Pretty soon Conte became a veritable encyclopedia of all 
things related to The Greenbrier. 

He wrote The History of the Greenbrier: America’s Resort 
and started giving presentations for guests as well as 
hotel tours, pointing out historical elements guests would 
otherwise unknowingly pass over. He got involved in 
orientation for new employees in an effort to instill in them 
an appreciation for The Greenbrier’s heritage. “When you 
tour The Greenbrier with Dr. Conte, you see it entirely 
differently,” says Jeff Kmiec, The Greenbrier’s president 
and managing director. “He’s this central repository of 
historic information, and without him you might look at 
these rooms and think they’re just like any other rooms, 
but they’re not. It’s a real luxury to have someone as 
knowledgeable as Dr. Conte catalogue the history and 
capture the historic moments that are happening today.”  

Conte’s favorite tasks are the ones that connect 

the resort’s current visitors to its history in a personal, 
poignant way. A few years ago, for example, a woman 
came to visit and told Conte that her grandparents had 
visited the hotel on their honeymoon in 1922. “We had 
the register book from 1922, and the register from that 
day—and there we could see where her grandfather had 
signed in for them,” Conte says. “Those are the sort of 
fishing expeditions I like to look for.” 

Conte is 68 now, and though he doesn’t have plans 
to retire just yet, he has started thinking about what his 
departure—and the loss of his substantial institutional 
knowledge—will mean for The Greenbrier. He’s already 
working on grooming a new generation of employees with 
a fierce appreciation of the resort’s lush history, and he’s 
holding out hope that, when the time comes, the perfect 
candidate will come along to replace him. “A lot of it is that 
I’m concerned about the archives—I’m concerned about the 
paper and the photos because really that’s what it’s all built 
on,” he says. “One of my nightmares is that I’m not here 
and somebody says, ‘We need that closet there,’ and dumps 
everything.” But even if that happened, Conte is confident 
the resort would carry on, just as it has for more than two 
centuries. “I am a temporary steward and The Greenbrier is 
a big institution, bigger than us mortal people,” Conte says. 
“It’s going to keep going on and on.” w  

The Greenbrier’s 
iconic architecture 
became recognizable 
as early as 1914 when 
the resort opened 

for its first year-round 
season featuring 
natural spring waters 
and a luxurious 
swimming pool. 
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