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The James Whitcomb Riley home is basically unaltered in physical structure since the poet 
lived here between 1893 and 1916. The house is a two-story Victorian type building with 
solid brick walls, a stone foundation and slate roof. It has a full basement. During the 
time of Riley's occupancy water from cisterns in the back yard was pumped to tanks in the 
attic for use throughout the house. The house was built in 1872.

The interior woodwork of the home is all solid hardwoods, handcarved. The original light­ 
ing was by gas; the chandeliers have been converted to electricity. The stairwell balus­ 
trade is continuous from the first floor to the attic. An unusual "rose" window is located 
on the stair landing and overlooks the side porch. Speaking'tubes are located in the 
upstairs hallway which were used for communication with the household staff in the kitchen. 
A long entrance hall, drawing room, library 3 diriing room, second dining room and kitchen 
comprised the first floor. The upstairs has'a continuing hall from which extend five 
bedrooms and the bathroom.

Alterations in the house consist of the transformation of the second dining room, kitchen, 
serving pantry and butlers pantry into an apartment for the caretaker, and the making of 
one of the large hall clothes closets into a public restroom. There are no major exterior 
alterations.

There are a number of interesting pieces of furniture which are the same as were originally 
in the house when the owner, Mrs. Charles L. Holstein, died. These furnishings were bought 
by the James Whitcomb Riley Association from the housekeeper, Miss Katie Kendell, who had 
received them by will from Mrs. Holstein.

In the Drawing Room, just to the east of the entrance hall, are a number of interesting 
pieces. Gold leaf cornices top elegant draperies. There is an Italian marble fireplace 
against the east wall and an elaborate crystal chandelier. A pier mirrow, approximately 
13 feet high, stands beside the north wall. Beside this mirror is an old Victrola to 
which belong a collection of original Riley recordings of his poems. There is also in 
this room one of the first electric player pianos. Across the hallway is the library in 
which are located a number of rare books, some as much as 300 years old. Here 
too is an Italian marble fireplace as well as portraits of the owners of the house.

Probably the most elegant room in the house, the formal dining room, has walls which are 
covered with leather ditto. Here is located original Tiffany silverware used by Riley 
and the Holsteins. There is the original dining room furnishings with table that extends 
to accomodate twelve. There is matching sideboard, handcarved.

On the second floor are a number of bedrooms. The most interesting of these is the bed­ 
room of Mr. Riley, the Master Bedroom, with study and the bathroom with cherry woodwork 
and copper tub. In Mr. Riley f s bedroom are the personal belongings of the poet. There 
are drawers along the baseboard in which the author kept his shoes. Whereas the woodwork 
on the first floor is finished oak, the second floor is exclusively butternut. The only 
telephone in the house is in the master bedroom.
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James Whitcomb Riley Was primarily a poet of the people. Perhaps he might be better 
characterized a& one who wrote verse. He is not generally considered in the category 
of Poe or Whitman and he did not intend that his verse be so considered. He wa's ^never­ 
theless not only a fine writer in the -American vernacular but a splendid speaker on the 
subjects with which he was familiar. The sophisticated American public during this period 
was accustomed to brilliant performances on the lecturers platform and no less a critic 
than Mark Twain considered a performance of Riley as "about the funniest thing I ever 
listened to."1

In this house at 528 Lockerbie Street James Whitcomb Riley spent the last 23 years of his 
life as a paying guest of Major and Mrs. Charles L. Holstein. He shared the household 
expenses and many items in the house were purchased by him. In this house Riley wrote 
some of his later verses and many famous people came to call and enjoy talking to him. 
He died here on July 22, 1916.

James Whitcomb Riley, known as the "Hoosier Poet," was born in Greenfield, Indiana to 
Reuben ̂ A. and Elizabeth Marine Riley. Young James spent the early years of his life in 
Greenfield. His formal education began at home where he acquired a skill at making rhymes 
for his mother. In school his favorite texts were the McGuffey Readers. A teacher, Mr. 
Lee 0. Harris, seeing that Riley had no real interest in mathematics nor science, intro­ 
duced him to some of the world's literary masterpieces. The first book Riley remembered 
buying was Divine Embers by Quarles.

Living in Greenfield, the county seat, provided Riley an opportunity to visit the County 
Courthouse, where he gained both an insight into country humor and also a vast storehouse 
of materials he would later incorporate into his works. At the age of sixteen Riley left 
school and never had any other formal training. Having some talent as an artist, he took 
up the brush and easel. However, after banding together with two other youths, houses, 
signs and fences were their only work. For two years Riley traveled about Indiana. Making 
no money, Riley returned to Greenfield where he became editor of the local paper, which 
shifted ownership shortly after his arrival. Wanting to be an actor during these early 
days he began to write verses and had some of these published. It was while writing for 
the Anderson Democrat that Riley reached a degree of national recognition. Convinced that

Quoted in National Historic Landmark Inventory Form for the James Whitcomb Riley 
House.
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2 what was necessary for success was a "genius known to fame," he composed some verse
called "Leonainie" in the style of Poe which was published in the Kokomo Dispatch. 
The overwhelming success 'prompted scholars and bookcollectors to press the editors 
for evidence of the original manscript. ..

Moving to Indianapolis Riley went to work for the Indianapolis Journal (1877-85). 
It was during this period the author received bis. first.seal success with.the series 
"Benjamin F. Johnson of Boone." These series of poems were published in 1883 under 
the title of the "Old Swimmin 1 Hole" and '"Leven More Poems." Finding no sponsor for 
the book, 1000 copies were finally published by George C. Hott of the Journal at a 
total profit of only $166.40. However, its popularity lead to republishing by Merrill, 
Meigs and Company. Among Mr. Riley r s long list of books are Afterwhiles (1887), 
Pipes o 1 Pan at Zekesbury (1888), Old Fashion Roses (London-1888), Rhymes of Childhood 
(1890), Green Fields and Running Brooks (1892), Poems Here at Home (1893), Riley Child 
Rhymes (1899), and Book of Joyous Children (1902).

The last years of Riley f s life were spent with many honors and much recognition. His 
use of the dialect gave him a lasting place in the annals of America's great literary 
figures. Riley died in Indianapolis on July 22, 1916.

2 Dictionary of American Biography, vol. 15, p. 611.


