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GREENSBORO - You know you've touched lives when you walk down a street in Israel and Greece and people stop and exclaim: "Mr. Helberg, remember me? You were my principal." 

"It's happened twice to him,'' said Isabel Helberg, wife of David Helberg.

In the fall of 1949, Helberg became principal of the new Sternberger Elementary School in Greensboro, housed initially at Lindley Elementary School.

In January 1950, the school's new building on North Holden Road was finished. Helberg, faculty, staff and students moved to what was the first new school built in the city in 20 years.

He would serve the school until 1975, when he became an assistant superintendent of the old Greensboro school system. He retired in 1982.

Thursday afternoon, Helberg returned to Sternberger for a ceremony organized by the Greensboro Kiwanis Club, of which he is a former president.

Guilford Schools Superintendent Terry Grier, school board Chairman Alan Duncan and U.S. Rep. Howard Coble were there as Kiwanians Will Harris and Leonard Guyes presented Helberg a plaque to be placed next to his portrait in the school lobby. Grier announced that the media center - known as the "library" in Helberg's day - was being named for Helberg.

Kiwanian Ned Harrison, who presided, told Helberg that parents showed their utmost faith in him by entrusting him with their most precious possessions - their children.

Helberg, who made his way to the podium with a walker, thanked the capacity audience in the media center and said, "The language doesn't give you a chance to say what you really mean.''

Heart, back and hearing problems have slowed him. At 88, he rarely leaves his Gaines Drive home.

Sternberger School, now 56 years old, seems ancient. Those cute little 6-year olds Helberg greeted on the school's first day are now - egads! - 62 years old.

Students, teachers and staff remember him as a sharply tailored, energetic principal who quickly had Sternberger ranked among the city's elite elementary schools with a strong PTA that provided the school whatever it needed.

"People moved into the neighborhood just so their children could go to Sternberger,'' said Jeneil Feldes, Helberg's secretary from 1956-64 and again from 1968-75.

So closely was the man associated with the school that parents and students began calling Sternberger, "Mr. Helberg's School."

In 1969, when the N.C. Principals Association began selecting a statewide "principal of the year," Helberg was the first winner.

Kelly Marks, a Greensboro real estate agent and Sternberger student from the mid-1960s to 1970, said Helberg ran a tight school. Students knew to behave and dress decently. A teacher sent Marks' brother to Helberg's office for wearing frayed jeans.

"Mr. Helberg was strict, which is not a bad thing,'' Marks said. "He might have even had a paddle. But he was still approachable. The learning environment at Sternberger was very good."

Feldes, his former secretary, said, "He demanded a lot from his staff, and they gave it. At the same time, he gave 125 percent of himself.''

He even put to music the school song, "Hail Sternberger,'' after sixth-graders composed the lyrics.

A native of Chicago, where he studied in a music conservatory, he taught music before becoming one of the first Jewish principals of a North Carolina public school. He's not sure whether he or a man from Charlotte was the first.

It may be more than a coincidence, he concedes, that a Jewish person was chosen to lead a school named for a Jewish woman and located in Starmount Forest, which had a sizable Jewish population. Bertha Sternberger, wife of a founder of Revolution Mills, became in 1921 the first woman to serve on the city school board.

But Helberg doesn't like religious implications assigned to his appointment. Sternberger's student body had more gentiles than Jews. He'd rather be associated with the work he accomplished at Sternberger and with a broad range of civic endeavors off campus, including playing in the Greensboro Symphony Orchestra.

No, he told the audience, he doesn't wish he were still principal. He's glad to be a former educator.

"I don't have to cope,'' he said, "with what they have to cope with today."
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David Helberg (left) hired teacher Leah Strulson, who retired in 2002 after 28 years with the school system. Helberg was the new principal in 1949 when Sternberger Elementary School opened. People moved into the neighborhood just so their children could attend Sternberger. 
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