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What Riley saw in Deer Creek 
By Jennifer Archibald 
Staff writer 

Deer Creek was more than just a 
source of inspiration for poet James 
Whitcomb Riley. In its clear waters 
he found the reflection of his 
youth, a soothing for his soul, and 
the promise of things to come. 

Walking along the banks of Deer 
Creek, he returned to his child
hood. The current took him back to 
the days of simple joys and won
derment. Along Deer Creek he saw 
the sun dancing on the water, drag
on flies darting in and out of sight, 
bull frogs bouncing on the bank, 
and "lightnin' -bugs at night." 

No one can live in a dream world 
all the time. When those friendly 
shadows in life turned into menac
ing creatures, Riley escaped to 
Deer Creek, where his fears were 
washed away. In its cool waters, he 
found peace and contentment. 

He also came to the water for 
refreshment and awakening of his 
senses. At Deer Creek, his thoughts 
could flow and he could find some 
of the answers to the mysteries of 
life. 

Riley once told a reporter that 
God gave him the thoughts for his 
poems; he just put them into words. 
What better place to be receptive to 
the voice of God, than an idyllic 

On The Banks 0' Deer Crick 
On the banks o' Deer Crick! There's the place fer me!
Worter slidin' past ye jes' as clair as it kin be:-
See yer shadder. in it, and the sh adder o' the sky, 
And the shadder o' the buzzard as he goes a-lazin' by; 
And I purt' nigh aid the shadder o' the trees-
And I purt' nigh said the shadder o' the sunshine and the breeze! 
Well!- 1 never seen the ocean ner I never seen the sea.-
On the banks o' Deer Crick's grand enough fer me! 

On the banks o' Deer Crick - mil'd er two from town
'Long up where the mill-race comes a-loafin' down,
Like to git up in there-'mongst the sycamores-
And watch the worter at the dam, a-frothin' as she pours: 
Crawl out on some old log, with my hook and line, 
Where the fish is jes' so thick you kin see 'em shine 
As they flicker round yer bait, coaxin' you to jerk, 
Tel yer tired ketchin' of 'em, mighty night as work! 

On the banks o' Deer Crick! - Allus my delight 
Jes' to be around there-take it day er night!-
Watch the snipes and killdees fool in' half the day-
Er these-'ere little worter-bug>. skootin' ever' way!
Snake-feeders glancin' round, er dartin' out o' sight; 
And dewfall, and bullfrogs, and lightnin' -bugs at night
Stars up through the tree-tor~-{:r in the crick below.-
And smell o' mussrat througl· the dark clean from the old by-o! 

Er take a tromp, some Sund " o;ay, 'way up in "Johnson's Hole,'' 
And find where he 's bad a fi 1 -·and hid his fishin ' -pole: 
Have yer "dog-leg" with ye. ,ind yer pipe and "cut-and-dry"
Pocketful o' cornbread, and •' :g er two o' rye .. .. 
Soak yer_hide in sunshine a11 waller in the shade-
Like the Good Book tells u vhere there're none to make afraid!" 
Well !-I never seen the oce 
On the banks o · Deer Crid. 

. 1 never seen the sea.
rnd enough fer me! 

By Jame's Whitcomb Riley 

spot of His creation. 
Riley inherited his concept of 

Heaven from his mother. She 
believed "growing old in Heaven is 
growing young" (from Minnie 
Belle Mitchell's book, James 
Whitcomb Riley as I Knew Him). 

To Riley, Heaven was a perpetua
tion of childhood and all it repre
sents - wonderment, happiness, 
faith, and trust. In the Deer Creek 
current, he saw the continuum of 
childhood. He became immersed in 
the seen and the unseen. He could 
look ahead and know that Heaven 
was just around the bend. 

Just as Deer Creek has varying 
depths, some of Riley's poems also 
have multiple levels. 

Delphi historian and literary 
explorer Charles Gerard says Riley 
did not just write dialectic poems 
about common people, crippled 
children, and nature. Certain 
poems, according to Gerard, have 
deeper themes beneath the surface. 
Some of these relate to the blend
ing of childhood and eternity, and 
others depict underlying spiritual 
symbolism. Sometimes Riley hides 
the true meaning in the shadows, 
and sometimes he brings it to the 
light. 

Gerard plans to write an essay on 
Riley's poem, "On the Banks o' 
Deer Crick." He said Riley was not 
just writing about the creek and its 
banks, but also about his concept of 
Heaven. To help him see the mean
ing more clearly, Gerard translated 
the first stanza into Russian. He 
said that just as Riley had translat
ed God's thoughts into human 
words, Gerard used a translation 
process to help analyze the poem . 

A local story concerning Riley is 
a summation of his thoughts and 
feelings about Deer Creek and 
everlasting childhood. 

Delphi resident Ray Orr was the 
"Huckleberry Finn of Deer Creek." 
He and his friends had adventures 
there. They fished and swam in 
Deer Creek and ran barefoot along 
the banks. 

In 1916, when Orr was 10 years 
old, he was sitting on the bank fish
ing. He had on a straw hat, and his 
trouser legs were rolled up so he 
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Peaceful waters 
Ray Orr of Delphi, who died in 1997, kept this painting all his life 
because he said it was painted by James Whitcomb Riley. Orr posed 
for the famous poet when he was about 10 years old. He is pictured 
fishing in Deer Creek. Photo provided by Orr's daughter, Mary 
Weaver. 

could dangle his feet in the water. 
As Orr told the story on a video 

tape in 1996, an artist was painting 
along the banks and came up to OIT 
and said, "I'll give you a quarter if 
you'll sit there and let me paint 
your picture." 

"So of course I took it," Orr said. 
He sat there for what seemed like 

a long time, and then a water spider 
came crawling up his leg. 

"I was afraid to move; I was 
afraid I would spoil the picture," 
Orr said. 

When the oil painting was com
pleted and Orr had his quarter, he 
ran home and told his dad. He told 
him that Mr. Riley had painted his 
picture. He recognized James 
Whitcomb Riley because he had 
seen him at the Milroy place, about 
a mile from Qrr's home. The creek 
runs behind the old Milroy farm. 

As Orr told the story, his dad said 
they had to go back and see if they 
could get the painting. They came 
back home with the prized posses
sion. Orr said Riley signed the 
painting, but not with his real 
name. He used a pseudonym, as he 
often did with his early poetry. 

"He didn't want to be known as 
an artist; he wanted to be known as 
a writer," Orr said. Not many even 
knew that Riley took art lessons 
from Harry Milroy. 

In painting Orr's picture on the 
banks of Deer Creek, Riley did 
more than capture a moment in 
time. He preserved on canvas, his 
memory of childhood and vision of 
Heaven. At that given moment, 
Ray Orr was the embodiment of 
what Riley wrote about. 

Orr kept the painting all his life, 
and at his death in 1997, it was 
passed on to his children. 

When Riley died in 1916, an edi
torial entitled "Gone to His Dream 
Children" was published in the 
Chicago Post. The first paragraph 
is reprinted below. 

"The man who had the key to 
the kingdom of childhood has 

entered its portals, and the gates 
have closed behind him. Little 

Orphant Annie and the barefoot 
boy bade him welcome. By either 

hand they took him and led him 
through its fields, where the cool 

greenness never fades and the star
ry wild flowers bloom year in and 
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James Whitcomb Riley -
the cou~ty connection 

By Jennifer Archibald 
Staff writer 

James Whitcomb Riley lived in 
Indianapolis, but Delphi was his 
home away from home. 

Riley loved Delphi, and the peo
ple of Delphi loved him. 

"I used to run over to Delphi at 
every opportunity; in fact T made 
opportunities," Riley once told an 
Indianapolis reporter. 

'Curly Locks' 
In her younger days, Elizabeth 
''Libbie" Fisher Murphy of 
Delphi had curly brown hair. 
When James Whitcomb Riley 
frequented Delphi in the 1880s, 
she was his sweetheart. She died 
at age 92 in 1949. Photo by 
Delphi photographer J.W. Ennis 

On one of his v1s1ts, he wrote 
back to the Indianapolis Journal, 
where he was working. He told 
about his jaunts in the country, and 
concluded, "Every day I wish I had 
come here months ago, and yearn 
to stay months longer." (The 
Maturity of James Whitcomb Riley 
by Marcus Dickey) 

He was invited to Delphi many 
times to recite his poetry at the 
Opera House. Sometimes he came 
just to visit friends. 

His best friend in Delphi was Dr. 
Wycliffe Smith. Riley often 
accompanied him on his house 
calls. The two of them also rode 
horses around the countryside. 

Dr. Smith was older than Riley, 
so he introduced him to some peo
ple his own age. Among these were 
Elizabeth Fisher, thought to be 
Riley's Delphi sweetheart, and 
Jennie Jackson, aunt of George 
Obear. Riley and his friends went 
on picnics, played croquet and cha
rades, pulled taffy, and took moon
light walks. Some of their picnics 
and walks were along Deer Creek. 

Riley 's period of frequent visits 
to Delphi coincided with his most 
prolific time of poetry writing, 
from the mid 1800s until the end of 
the century. According to Thomas 
E. Q. Williams in his 1997 book 
150 Years of James Whitcomb 
Riley, many of the poems in the 
Riley volume "Green Fields and 
Running Brooks" depict Carroll 
County and originated with Riley's 
travels with Dr. Smith. 
'Bard of Deer Creek' 

In his speaking engagements 
around the country, Riley some
times was introduced as the "Bard 
of Deer Creek." He was given this 
moniker because of his popular 
poem, "On the Banks o' Deer 
Crick.'' 

There are several local variations 
of how Riley was inspired to write 
the 'Deer Crick' poem. The late Dr. 
Charles Crampton and his sister, 
Mindwell Crampton Wilson, 
always claimed that their father, A. 
B. "Dell" Crampton, suggested to 
Riley that he write a poem about 
Deer Creek. Dell Crampton was 
editor of the Delphi Times in 1885, 
when the ' Banks o' Deer Crick' 
was written. 

Many of the local accounts, as 
well as other non-local sources, say 
that the poem was first published in 
the Delphi Times. It may have been 
published in the first issue that 
came out after Riley completed the 
poem, but the distinction of "first" 
goes to the Indianapolis Journal, 
which published the poem on Aug. 
16, 1885. The Times printed it five 
days later, on Aug. 21, probably 
thinking it had an "exclusive." 

Another version of how the poem 

came about is that Riley got the 
idea from a local farmer who 
thought of Deer Creek as paradise 
and said, "On the banks o' Deer 
Crick's grand enough fer me." 

Elizabeth "Libbie" Fisher 
Murphy claimed that Riley was 
inspired to write the poem while on 
a moonlight walk with her along 
the banks of Deer Creek, on their 
way to a picnic at Baum's Bluffs. 

She also purported that Ri ley's 
"Curly Locks" was written about 
her and for her. Long after her days 
with Riley, she wrote down her 
memories of the times they spent 
together. She said one day she was 
mending some silk handkerchiefs 
for him, and he asked her what he 
owed her. She said "a line of poet
ry for every stitch in the handker
chiefs." The next time he came to 
Delphi, he handed the published 
poem to her. 

The story bas been passed down 
in Delphi that Riley's poem. "An 
Old Sweetheart of Mine," was 
written with Libbie in mind. 
However, Libbie denied that. 
according to an article in the 
Indianapolis Star Magazine by 
Ruth Rainbolt in 1948. ln her own 
written account, Libbie said Riley 
told her he had no one in mind 
when be wrote that poem. It was 
written in 1875, which was before 
the time that Riley started frequent
ing Delphi. (Libbie Fisher became 
Mrs. Murphy when she married 
Charles Murphy in 1901.) 

The first known time that Riley 
came to Delphi to perform was in 
1882. He appeared at the Opera 
House on Dec. 13 and again on 
Dec. 29. 

'From Delphi to Camden' 
James Whitcomb Riley's poem, "From Delphi to Camden," was 
conceived while traveling on this road with Dr. Wycliffe Smith. 
Travelers stopped to water their horses at the tank pictured and 
to read the posted sale bills. Sherry and Lois Mears now live on 
this property. Photo by A. W. Wolever; courtesy of Carroll County 
Historical Museum. 

Good time buddies 
James Whitcomb Riley is pictured left with his good friend, Dr. 
Wycliffe Smith of Delphi, and Joe Sneathen. Dr. Smith looked after 
Sneathen when the rest of his family died of smallpox. Known as 
"Smallpox" Sneathen all his life, he died in 1958. This photo, taken 
in 1883 by A. W. Wolever, was provided by Carroll County 
Historical Museum. 
In August 1883 he gave a reading 

at the opera house at Camden, and , 
a week later he entertained in 
Delphi. 

According to writings by Riley 's 
nephew, Edmund Eitel, Riley wrote 
the poem "Herr Weiser" in Delphi 
in August 1884. It's about a farmer 
who lived near Deer Creek. Riley 
had accompanied Dr. Smith to pay 
the farmer a visit. Historical 
Museum curator Phyllis Moore 
says the farmer was Philip Weiser. 
He was also a gunsmith, and the 
museum has a gun that he made. 
'From Delphi to Camden' 

Riley's poem "From Delphi to 
Camden" also was published in 
August 1884. The idea for the 
poem was conceived as Riley and 
Dr. Smith were riding home on the 
Delphi-Camden Road one night 
after a house call. Before SR 218 
was built, that dirt road was the 
only direct road between Delphi 
and Camden. There was a tank 
along the way where people could 
stop and water their horses and 
look at the sale bills posted on a 
wooden fence. 

There is still a horse tank at the 
same location - on CR 300N, on 
the Sherry and Lois Mears proper
ty, 1/4 mile from the Big R store. 
They live in the same brick house 
that was there when Riley traveled 
that road. The Mears' daughter, 
Melinda, grew up learning Riley's 
poems because she and Riley have 
the same birthday, Oct. 7. 

On that same road is the old 
Milroy house. Riley took art 
lessons from Harry Milroy and 
sometimes stayed there overnight. 
Mrs. Milroy's granddaughter, Mary 
Orr Weaver, said parts of the 1884 
poem, "Out to Old Aunt Mary's," 
supposedly were written on the 
Milroy farm. 

Another time Riley was in Delphi 
in 1884 was for the funeral of Pfc. 
William Whistler, who died during 
the Greely polar expedition. 

The year 1885 was filled with 
Riley visits to Delphi. In June, his 
poem, "Knee-Deep in June," was 
published in the Indianapolis 
Journal. Although it doesn't 
specifically mention any Delphi 
landmarks, it was written during 



Hoosier Poet James Whitcomb Riley, Page 3 

'On the Banks o' Deer Crick' 

girl and two boys weighed in at a 
total of 25 pounds. 

"Nothing paralleling this instance 
has been brought to publjc notice in 
Carroll County in recent years and 
considerable interest has been 
manifested in the unusual event 
throughout the entire county." 
(Delphi Journal, 11-7-1907) 

The Rules sent a picture of the 
triplets to Riley. He responded by 
writing them a thank-you and 
promising to send children's books 
with rhymes and pictures to his 
three namesakes. He kept his 
promise, and later sent them addi
tional autographed books of verse. 
His last letter to the triplets was 
dated June 21, 1916, just a month 
before he died. In the letter, he told 
them he was still carrying their pic
ture in his pocket. 

Golden Rule Thomas is still liv
ing - in Indianapolis. She became a 
teacher, and one of the places she 
taught was the Flora School. She 
had taken the first Riley gift books 
to school with her. When the school 
burned, the books did too. Some of 
the later books Riley sent are still 
in the family. Mrs. Thomas is the 
aunt of Delphi resident Frances 
French. 

The beautiful scenery along Deer Creek inspired 
James Whitcomb Riley to write a poem about it 

in 1885. Photo courtesy of Carroll County 
Historical Museum. 

Jerry Sneathen said his grandfa
ther, Joe Sneathen, was the stable 
boy for Riley and Dr. Smith, and 
accompanied them on some of their 
trips. Dr. Smith had taken the boy 
under his wing when the rest of his 
family died of smallpox. 

the time period that Riley frequent- poem called 
ed Delphi, and it is linked with Service." 

"The Noblest One of Riley's acquaintances in 

other nature poems in what is Local stories 
sometimes referred to as the Riley touched the lives of many 
"Delphi epoch" in Riley's career. residents in Delphi, but with the 
"Curly Locks" also was published passage of time, many of these sto
that summer. ries have been lost. Thankfully, 

Riley performed at the Opera some have been preserved. 
House in Delphi in July 1885, and Mary Orr Weaver cherishes two 
recited one of his poems at the Old family stories related to Riley. She 
Settlers meeting in August. and her brother, John Orr, have a 
' Poem for Grant' video tape of their late father, Ray 

Upon the death of Ulysses S. Orr, telling the stories, thanks to 
Grant, Civil War General and 18th historian and amateur videographer 
President of the United States, Susan Yoder of Delphi. 
Riley was asked to write a poem Ray Orr tells about the time he 
expressly for Delphi's memorial and his buddies decided to head to 
service. Accounts say that Riley the slate bluffs area of Deer Creek 
agonized over the task of having to to go swimming. He said there was 
write a poem "on demand." But he a grassy area between the com field 
rose to the occasion and recited "At and the creek, where people used to 
Rest" to a large gathering on Aug. picnic. 
8, 1885. Later, when it was includ- In Orr 's own words, "We went 
ed in a collection of poems, the runnin ' up through the cornfield, 
name was changed to "Grant." shedding our clothes as we went. 

After appearing at the Opera We got up there and jumped over 
House, Old Settlers, and Grant ser- the fence, stark naked, right into 
vice, leading citizens of Delphi had James Whitcomb Riley, Harry 
a benefit reception for him on Aug. Milroy, Lib Murphy, and Mrs. 
28. In addition to other entertain- Bossard. We jumped back over that 
ment that night, Riley chose for his fence in a hurry." 
recitation his new poem "Bee Orr also tells about the time he 
Fesler," which was given for the was fishing in Deer Creek. Riley 
first time before an audience. was there painting and asked Orr if 

Riley's poem "Doc Sifers" was he would pose for him. Orr oblig
published in 1887. It is a composite ed and was paid a quarter. On 
of many doctors Riley knew, request from Orr's father, they got 
including Dr. Smith. to keep the painting. Harry Milroy, 

It was a sad day for Riley when who later became his father-in-law, 
Dr. Smith died in December 1899. told Orr he better hang on to that 
He was killed by a train as his painting. It's still in the family 
buggy crossed the Wabash tracks, today. Although John Orr and Mrs. 
four miles from Delphi in Weaver are sure the boy in the 
Tippecanoe County. painting is their father and have 

Riley wrote a long tribute to Dr. every reason to believe it was 
Smith, published in the painted by Riley, they are in the 
Indianapolis and Delphi newspa- process of getting it authenticated. 
pers. Included was a memorial Triplets named after Riley 

Ca1Toll County was Perry Rule, 
whose farm east of Camden backed 
up against Deer Creek. Rule and 
his wife admired Riley, and when 
they had triplets at home in 1907, 
they named them James, 
Whitcomb, and Riley. Their full 
names were James Perry. 
Whitcomb Golden, and Ri ley Paul. 
Although they were named for the 
famous poet, they went by their 
middle names throughout their 
lives. Triplets were uncommon in 
those days, and they received even 
further attention when the healthy 

JWR namesakes 

"Grandpa used to get to the stable 
late to get their horses ready in the 
morning, so they gave him a pock
et watch," Jerry Sneathen said. The 
watch has been passed down to 
Sneathen. He said it's not fancy 
and doesn ' t have any inscription on 
it, but it's a reminder of his grand
father's association with Riley. 

Joe Sneathen, who died in 1958, 
used to tell the story about the time 
he went with Riley and Dr. Smith 
to Cincinnati, Ohio. The good doc-

The Rule triplets, JAMES Perry, WHITCOMB Golden, and 
RILEY Paul, whose family lived east of Camden, were named 
after the famous poet, James Whitcomb Riley. They are pic
tured here around a year old. The family later moved to 
Madison Township. Whitcomb Golden Thomas, middle, lives in 
Indianapolis and will be 92 in November. Photo provided by 
Camden-Jackson Township Public Library. 

tor had a passion for poker, and the 
urge for a game struck him in Ohio. 
Smith and Riley didn't want to take 
the boy with them, so they dropped 
him off at the Children's Home 
until their escapades were over. 
Unpublished poem 

Don Sass of Delphi has a copy of 
an unpublished poem that Riley 
sent to his great-grandmother, 
Anna Catherine Fauset. Riley was 
moved to write the poem when he 
learned that Mrs. Fauset's little 
daughter had died at the age of one 
year and nine months. Adding to 
the tragedy was her previous loss 
of three other infants. The poem is 
titled, "Sweet Jessie." Jessie Fauset 
was born Dec. 26, 1898, and died 
Sept. 26, 1900. She is buried in the 
Odd Fellows Cemetery in Delphi. 

Riley often gave his books of 
verse as presents and added a per
sonal inscription inside. E. W. 
Bowen was a leading citizen in 
Delplti and a friend of Riley's. 
Riley gave Bowen's young daugh
ter, Hilda, a book of poems, 
inscribed with a handwritten rhyme 
written just for her. Delphi attor
ney Tom Ives said he saw the book 
in years past, but doesn't know if 
it's still in the family or not. 

Ives has somewhat of a connec
tion to Riley. The home where Ives 
and his wife, Mary, live was visited 
by Riley when he was in the com
pany of Dr. Smith and his wife, 
Jessie. The home was then owned 
by Jessie's parents, the 
Cartwrights. Tom Ives' grandmoth
er, Jo, was a sister to Jessie. 

Over the years. Delphi has cho
sen to honor Riley in a number of 
ways. The Deer Creek Park was 
established from land donated by 
E. W. Bowen. Development of the 
park started in 1930. Part of the 
development was the building of a 
dam to create Riley Memorial 
Swimming Pool. 
How Riley Road was named 

Barbara Walker of Lafayette, for
merly of Delphi, tells how Riley 
Road was named. She and her hus
band, John, moved to that area after 
World War II. There were not many 
houses on the road then, and they 
were all on the same side, with the 
back of the properties leading 
down to Deer Creek. Their address 
was Rt. 4, Delphi. There was talk 
about naming the road. Mrs. 
Walker's choice was Passeanong 
Road because the Indians had 
called Deer Creek Passeanong 

· Creek, mean ing "Place of the 
Fawn." She was voted down by her 
neighbors who wanted to call it 
Riley Road because Riley had 
walked on the banks of Deer 
Creek. 

About that same time - around 
1949 - there was a movement to 
change the name of Deer Creek 
Park to Riley Park. It isn't clear 
whether the name was ever offi
cially changed, but from that sum
mer on, most people have called it 
Riley Park. 

The Old Settlers program in 1949 
honored Riley since that was the 
lOOth year since his birth. This 

Continued back page 
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James Whitcomb Riley-The Hoosier Poet 
By Glen Dillman 
Contributing Writer 

James Whitcomb Riley is one of 
the most loved poets of American 
literary history. He could take any 
setting and create a description of 
everyday life in Indiana in the 
1800s in eloquent word pictures. 
Riley truly was an uncommon 
writer who found his inspiration 
among the common folk of 
Indiana. 

Riley was born on October 7, 
I 849, in Greenfield, Indiana. His 
parents wer.e Reubin and Elizabeth 
Riley who hoped that their boy 
would follow in his father's foot
steps and become a successful 
lawyer. He was given the middle 
name Whitcomb from a former 
Hoosier governor. Riley attended 
Greenfield schools to the age of I 6 
and had Lee 0. Harris as a teacher. 
Harris was interested in writing and 
reading poetry, and passed this 
interest on to Riley. Once out of 
school he showed little aptitude in 
becoming another generation of 
lawyers. He read law in his 
father's office, but "had little hope, 
interest or success." 

After this futile attempt at law, 

Connection 

Riley entered a period of seeming
ly "aimless existence" moving 
about the state as a house, barn, and 
sign painter. I can just hear his 
mother ·and father wailing in the 
night, "Oh my son, my son! What a 
waste!" 

He became the advance man for a 
wagon show that traveled about 
and Riley painted on barns and 
fences in various Hoosier commu
nities. What seemed to be wasted 
time to his parents., turned out to be 
a time of maturing and learning in 
its own realm. Riley learned to 
meet the people, experienced life, 
listened to their stories, humor, and 
everyday tales of what was happen
ing about the locale. Riley jotted 
down notes, sketches, stories and 
incidents and saved every scrap for 
future use. 

Riley had learned to play the gui
tar, banjo and violin. But he was 
not as good to the musical ear as he 
was to the spoken word. He turned 
his talent to "versifying" songs that 
were used by the wagon show. His 
knack for making the songs local
ized, and incorporating the colorful 
community figures was a strong 
attraction. 

His first poem known to have 

from previous page 

Deer Creek east of Washington Bridge 
year 's Old Settlers program again 
included Riley poems since 1999 
is the l 50th anniversary of his 
birth. 

Riley poems also were recited at 
the Hoosier Celebration '88 in 
Delphi, which celebrated more 
park development, including a 
boardwalk along the creek. A new 
sign was placed at the entrance 
identifying it as James Whitcomb 
Riley Park. 

School children in Carroll 
County, especially fourth graders, 
study Riley and read his poems as 
part of their Indiana history 
lessons. In the 1970s, Hillcrest 
teacher Donna Smith interviewed 
Libbie Murphy's adopted daughter, 
Jessie Murphy Oswald. That infor
mation has been passed down to all 
succeeding fourth grade classes. 
Seven years ago, students of 
Hillcrest music teacher Susan 

AJlread worked with- professional 
musician and storyteller George 
Schricker to write a song about 
Riley's days in Delphi. 

Carroll County newspapers in the 
Riley days gave glowing reports 
after his performances at the Opera 
House. An example is in The 
Delphi Journal of Aug. 29, 1883, 
written by Charles E. Claypool, 
editor. Excerpts follow. 

"His poems are like old friends, 
and lead with loving hands our fan
cies through the varied experiences 
of the human heart ... They fill us 
with longings to be better than we 
are ... We read the immortal works 
of men who have thrilled the liter
ary minds of the world with their 
productions, and come back to our 
own Hoosier Poet as readily as 
before; after all , we love our own 
the best." 

been published was in the 
Greenfield Commercial in the fall 
of 1870. The more lyrics he wrote 
for songs for the wagon show, the 
easier it became to convert them to 
poetry. By 1872, several of his 
poems appeared in the 
Indianapolis Mirror. He liked to 
submit these under pen names and 
commonly used the names Jay 
Whit or Benjamin F. Johnson. In 
many towns he slipped a poem 
under the door of the newspaper 
office where it ended up in print, 
yet the local paper never knew 
what encouragement they were 
offering the budding author. 

By the time he was 24, he had 
widely traveled throughout the 
state, and made friends everywhere 
he went. This trav_el gave him 
much of his background on which 
to rely for his journalistic career. 
He started to work for the 
Greenfield News doing a wide 
range of newspaper work including 
writing jingles and using his back
ground in publicity. 

His first nationally published 
poem was in Hearth and Home 
Magazine in April 1875 with the 
poem, "A Destiny." In April 1877, 
he started work for the Anderson 
Democrat and some sources say he 
became an editor. 

Typical of his youthful prankster
ism, he submitted a poem to the 
Kokomo Dispatch with the story 
that the poem was found in the fly
leaf of a book, and it bore the ini
tials of Edgar Allen Poe. Even 
after he admitted to it, many of the 
excited Kokomo public refused to 
accept the fact it was not Poe's 
work, but that of Riley. His 
employers at the Anderson 
Democrat thought that this was a 
horrible breach of journalistic 
integrity and released him. But it 
was not the end of life; just the 
beginning, for he got his big break 
and was invited to work for the 
Indianapolis Journal where he 
worked from 1877-1885. 

He worked at routine newspaper 
reporting, but to entertain himself, 
he wrote more and more poems 
that were used as filler in the space 
between the stories. He contributed 
widely to his own and surrounding 
newspapers such items as poems, 
sketches, and letters. It will proba
bly never be known what all this 
man wrote because many items 
were contributed anonymously. It 
is almost assured that he con
tributed heavily to the communities 
in which he had regularly visited in 
his painter and wagon show days, 
such as Delphi and Kokomo. 

Riley had trouble interesting a 
publisher in his first book, but the 
business manager of the 
Indianapolis Journal and Riley 
financed the publication of The Ole 

Swimmin' Hole, and 'Leven More 
Poems, by Benj. F. Johnson of 
Boone (James Whitcomb Riley). 
The printing of this book was for 
only 1,000 copies; it was an instant 
success and today a copy has a very 
high value. It used his special 
touch referred to as "Rileyesque" 
which was his own blend of 
Hoosier slang and dialect incorpo
rated into the writing. He had a 
way of making a doctor, handy
man, or orphan child that everyone 
knew come to life. It was as if he 
were writing about your friends or 
your community, because-he was! 
He wrote with a vision toward the 
seen, yet unspoken in everyday 
life; and he wrote in the style of 
exaggerated Hoosier dialect. 
That's what made his work so 
loved. 

Book followed book in the 
1880s, 1890s and early 1900s. He 
was on the national circuit as a 
reciter and presenter on stages 
throughout the country. Easterners 
were surprised to find him quite 
sophisticated as compared to the 
kinds of things of which he wrote. · 
His popularity came from his 
uncomplicated optimism and 
homespun geniality, as well as the 
lure of nostalgia that touched the 
heart of nearly every reader. 

Riley was invited to join stage 
presentations that were shared with 
Bill Nye, Mark Twain and several 
other of the best known speakers of 
their day. He entertained audiences 
far and wide with recitations of his 
works. His popularity never 
waned. Riley's schedule was 
always full, but one of the places 
he would escape the limelight was 
in Carroll County. 

One of his closest friends was Dr. 
Wycliff Smith of Delphi whom he 
had literally bumped into in Delphi 
during his sign painting and wagon 
show days. Riley would escape to 
Carroll County for the genuine 
friendship of Dr. Smith to talk, 
laugh, lay in the sun, go fishing, or 
make a house call. While traveling 

these Carroll County roads he gath
ered insights for new poems such 
as "From Delphi to Camden-little 
Hoosier towns." 

He never married, but had a 
series of strong relationships in 
which he wrote letters and visited 
friends away from his home on 
Lockerbie Street in Indianapolis. 
Riley never had children of his 
own, but his birthplace in 
Greenfield and home with friends 
on Lockerbie Street became a 
mecca for children and he was 
many times photographed sharing 
his poems with them in his own 
captivating manner. 

On many occasions around the 
tum of the century, one room 
school teachers would ask him to 
visit their schools, and share his 
poetry. Whenever possible, he 
never turned them down. 

On July 22, 1916, James 
Whitcomb Riley died in 
Indianapolis. His obituaries 
describe his generous nature of giv
ing for the betterment of the com
munity. The greatest gift he ever 
gave was his talent and Jove for the 
people of the Hoosier state. Riley 
was able to describe them, the 
countryside and the highways and 
byways in much richer manner 
than others have been able to pen to 
paper to this day. He remains one 
of the most loved of all American 
poets. 
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Do you have a Riley story? 
By Jennifer Archibald 
Staff writer 

The Comet is asking for additional James Whitcomb Riley stories 
with a connection to Carroll County. They will be collected, and print
ed in a future issue. Information can be mailed to Jennifer Archibald, 
c/o Carroll County Comet, P. 0. Box 179, Delphi, IN 46923, or call 
765-564-2222. 

The following persons contributed information to this week's "Delphi 
connection" story: Phyllis Moore, Nancy Ringer, and Teresa Maxwell, 
all of the Carroll County Historical Museum; Charles Gerard, Susan 
Yoder, Mary Orr Weaver, John Orr, Frances French, Shirley Schock, 
Jean Harford, Donna Smith, Nancy Beach, Mary Kelly, Linda Carroll, 
Susan AJlread, Barbara Bergner, Joyce Sanderson, Don Sass, Kathy 
Mylet, Virginia McKnight, Sherry and Lois Mears, Tom and Mary Ives, 
Barbara Walker, Hope Coomey, Tom Mayhill, Shirley Goyer, Paul 
Brandenburg, Jerry Sneathen, Delphi Public Library staff, John Selch 
of the Indiana State Library. 


