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Late in the serellties a sketch of country life in qnaint and 
ImmeIy phrase, copied in one of our local papers, attracted my 
attention. The writer seemed to hare dipped his pen into the 
wry heart of my own experience as a hoosier lad, and the pit- 
tnre he drew? so faithfully true to the days of my childhood, 
appealed with irresistible charm to my delighted imagination. 
Eagerly I sought the writer’s name. His imperishable fame 
was already achieved, so far as I was concerned. 

James Vhitcomb Riley ! Who could he be? The name was 
totally strange to me. And yet I felt that the world knew- 
must surely know--this \vonderful magician whose art had so 

----_ 
enchanted me. 

I soon learned that James Whitcomb Riley was none other 
than “Benj. I?. Johnson of Boone,” whose dialect verses, con- 
tributed to the Indianapolis Jowvd about that time, were 
eagerlv read and gave the writer his early local fame as the 
“Hoosier Poet.” Among these poems, Tvhich hare since be- 
come familiar wherever the English language is spoken? mere 
“The Frost is on the Punkin,” “The Old Swimmin’ Hole.” and 
othersi, a dozen in all. \vhich the author IT-as persuaded by his 
devotees to have done into a modest little volume entitled “The 
01~1 Swin~min Hole and Xeven More Poems.” 

The home of the “Hoosier Poet” then? as now, was at In. 
dianapolis, the state capital, whither he had gone after leaving 
his native towi of Greenfield; and he was dividing his time be- 
tween newspaper and literary pork? and giving readings frdun 
his stltdies in child-lore and country life to local audiences at 
surrounding points. 

Impatient to see this native genius of the hoosier soil, whose 
keen poetic insight, sympathetic interpretation and charming 
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dialect had so appealed to my imagination, I boarded a train 
for Indianapolis, only to find on arrival, to my great disap- 
pointment and regret, that Mr. Riley was absent from the cit,y. 
But I met George Hitt: of the Mo~wk~ Jouwzc(Z, who was then 
Riley’s manager and booking agent, and through him I ar- 
ranged for an early date for the rising young poet and humor- 
ist at Terre Haute. 

The first appearance of the “Hoosier Poet” in our city was 
anything but a shining success, although the poet gave a bril- 
liant exhibition of his wonderful powers as a mimic and as a 
personator of the characters sketched in his poems and studies. 
The entertainment was giren in the old Don-ling Hall, ant1 
there was a painfully diminutive attendance. 

Riley himself had more than measured up to expectations. 
He was, indeed, a delicious treat to those who could appreciate 
his quaint humor, his melting pathos, his poetic imagery and 
his flal\-lesaly faithful impersonation. His hoosier farmer was 
fresh from the soil, a breathing, boasting, homespun reality. 
His dandified schoolmaster teaching a country class was the 
very perfection of mimic art, while his child-stories, told in 
their own simplex guileless fashion and accentuated with their 
own eager. impulsive gestures, were too marvelously true to 
nature to admit of even the faintest suspicion that, in heart 
and imagination, the poet had outgrown his o\rn elysian child- 
hood. 

Surely, I argued to myself that night, this settles the question 
of Riley’s genius, and nex r again will the God-gifted “Hooskr 
Poet” be humiliated by so paltry an audience in Terre Haute. 
On his nest visit he will without doubt be greeted by an over- 
flowing house and given a rapturous ovation. 

But alas ! the second audience was even smaller than the first. 
My surprise and mortification may be imagined. But I was 
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more than ever determined that the people of Terre Haute 
should see James Whitcomb Riley and realize that a poet had 
sprung up out of their own soil-a native mild flower at their 
very feet--whose fame would spread over all the land and be- 
yond the seas to the most distant shores. 

A third attempt resulted in another dismal failure. The 
people--except the fern-refused to be interested in this native 
interpreter of the common life, this poet of childhoocl?s fairy 
world, this sweet, homely singer of bees and honeysuckles, bab- 
bling brooks and laughing meadows? clover blossoms and tink- 
ling bells, and the low-roofed cabin of content, half-hidden in 
its perfumed setting of hollyhocks and old-fashioned roses. 

Repeated efforts to awaken them with the glad tidings that I 
‘L a new sun had risen in their hoosier skies all proved unavailing 

until some years later when Riley, having met Bill Sye in the 
meantime, whose fame as a humorous philosopher was then in 
the ascendant,was invited, at the instance of the latter, to ap- 
pear before the assembled authors and their guests at their na- 
tional entertainment in Nem York City. 

It was on t,his occasion that Riley made the “hit” of,his life. 
He fairly electrified the sedate authors and their friends. and 
the following morning the whole country was reading of his 
wonderful performance. 

The entertainment was given at the Academy of Music: and 
it was crowded to the doors with authors, poets, writers and 
their friends. The leading lights in contemporaneous literature 
were there. Lowell, Twain, Howells, Cable and other celebri- 
ties mere all on the program, and read selections from theii 
works. Bill Nye had been invited to give a dash of humor to 
the occasion. At his request Riley attended him, and when Nye 
had given his number on the program he respondecl to an en- 
thusiastic encore-with Riley. 
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Few in that amazed literary audience had ever seen Riley 
before, and not many had even heard of him. He was still in 
his boyhood, and now this untutored hoosier lad, like Burns at 
Edinburg. found himself in the presence of the assembled 
poets, artists and celebrities of his day. 

To be sure, he had already received a letter from Longfellovv, 
highly commending a poem which chanced to come under the 
eye of the elder poet, but his fame was chiefly confined to hii 
native ,state and even there to limited circles. 

But when he rendered his dialect masterpiece, “When the 
Frost, is on the Punkin,” in his own inimitable st,yle, on the 
stage of the Scademy of Music that memorable day? he thrilIed 
with ecstasy the cold and critical literary audience which had 
been surfeited lvith dignified and prosaic discourse, and the 
house echoed and re-echoed with excited applause. 

The strange ;vo~mg poet. and actor had fairly lifted his 
listeners out of their seats and transported them to realms of 
homely poetic imagery hitherto unknown to them. 

~4stonishment and delight were equally blended in the faces 
of his: applauding listeners. Riley was a revelation to the 
cultured and scholarly circles of the eastern metropolis. He 
was as refreshing to them as a breath from the prairies of his 
native state. 

James Russell Lowell, his face aglow with eager interest, 
leaned over to William Dean Howells and asked: 

‘%%o is that wonderful young man?” 
“That..” nnsvwred Hon-ells, “is James Whitcomb Riley of In- 

diana.” 
“He’s the greatest poet in america,” was Lowell’s remark- 

able and flattering tribute. 
Riley’s fame was achieved. At a single bound he had reacherl 

the summit. His name was on the lips of everyone, and the 

5 



account of his extraordinary conquest was flashed o\-er all the 
land. 

Mrs. Grover Cleveland. n-hose husband was then President. 
n-as in the audience. Her enthusiasm was bou&lless. Rile! 
must visit the White House, Mrs. Cleveland urged, that the 
President and his friends might also enjoy his poetic charm 
and his marvelous art. The invitation was accepted, and at 
the nat,ional Capitol the poet, added fresh lustre to his fame. 

The whole country was now clamoring to see and hear Riley. 
Amos J. Walker, his booking agent. v-as deluged with appli- 
cations for dates. Amos, a genial fellow and something of n 
wit himself! is still remembered at Indianapolis, x-here he 
made his home and headquarters. It was he, according to 

’ Riley, who originated the story instead of Sye, to xv-horn it was 
generally credited? about the clever young chap who was a guest 
at a dinner and excused himself to the hostess for declining to 
carve the fowl on the ground that he “never could make th:: 
gravy match the wall paper.” 

Of course Indiana was proud of her blue-eyed son’s meteroi,: 
rise to national fame. It \vas she ~-ho had given the “Hoosier 
Poet”’ to the world, and he in turn hacl loaded her with honors. 

Tremendous orations greeted Riley on his return. Terre 
Haute, like other hoosier cities. now knew him. They had not 
seen him, nor cared to see him, but now that he had been lion- 
ized by the elect in a distant state? his genius flashed upon 
them, and they yearned to do him honor. 

When he next came to Terre Haute the auditorium was 
packed to the last inch of standing room, and hundreds mere 
turned away. On his previous visits only a handful of people 
were willing to pay twenty-fire cents to see and hear him. NOW 

they eagerly gave up a dollar and many were denied at that. 
The entrance to the auditorum that night was littered with 
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overshoes and articles of apparel as the result of the fierce 
struggle of the surging throng in the corridors to force its vay _ 
through the doors to obtain even standing room. 

Prom that time to this Riley’s popularity has been at high 
tide with our people, and mere he to return today there is not 
a house in the city that would hold the multitude that ~~ouid 
pour out to see and applaud him. 

On his screral visits to our home xe came to know how the 
people, especially the children. loved him. Long before he w-n;; 
awake in the morning the little folks had already gathered in 
the waiting room to greet him. One little miss of five ~~-as in 
tears when she told us lion- hard her father had tried to get her 
into the opera 1~011ae to see Riley the night before and had 
failed. That v-as why she was first of the children at our Honshu 
the following morning. and when we assured her that she 
should see Riley, her eFes fair1.v beamed with joy. A lit& 
later her cup was full. She had her dimpled arms about her 
idol’s neck and was co\-ering his face v-it11 kisses and telling 
him how she loTed him. 

Then Riley explained to her 110~ 1ncBy she was. after all, 
not to get to see him on the stage, for. said he, “Don’t you se,: 
how mncli better looking I am when you are close to me ?” Of 
course he was, and his delighted little lover clapped her hnncl~ 
in childish glee. 

Another doting lassie: black-eyed and beautiful, declared her 
undying love for the children’s poet. Oh, the sweet candor of 
the mlpolluted child heart ! 

She wore a necklace with a clasped heart for a charm. and 
when he told her how pretty it was and added? ‘CTllat’s ,tlw 
kind I {Ised to wear ~-hen I was a little girl?” she re%qrded hint 
with xoncler for a moment and then burst into joyous laughter. 

One morning IT-hen he and I were quite alone he gave Shake+. 
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peare’s “Seven Ages of Man.” It was so startlingly realistic 
from the puling infant to the palsied old dotard that I ex- 
claimed : 

“If you’ll do that on the stage it will make you a million 
dollars.” 

“I’d not do it on the stage for a million dollars,” he quietly 
answered. 

Sol Smith Russell used to decIare that RiIey had the most 
wonderful face he had ever seen. “If I only had Riley’s face !” 
he would say to his friends. “Yes,” answered Riley, “and if I 
only had Sol Smith Russell’s legs! He has the most versatile 
and accomplished legs in the Tvorld.” 

Russell? in response to an encore in his “Poor Relition?’ at 
Terre Haute: gave “Nothin’ to say, my daughter !” and ren- 
dered this bit of exquisite dialect pathos with most touching 
effect. The audience was moved to tears. “I beg yoix pardon,” 
he modestly said in answer to the applause, “no one living can 
do justice to those tender and beautiful lines but James Whi:- 
comb Riley.” 

HOK strange it seems that this wonderfully gifted actor 
never became reconciled to the stage! He had a vague dread of 
the footlights: an unconquerable aversion to the stage. Often 
I have heard him say that it was the refinement of torture to 
him to hare to go through his public program. 

When he retired at night he took an armful of books to his 
room and? propped up comfortably in his bed, he ivould read, 
oblivious of the passing hours? until almost daylight. 

Riley allvays had a dread of railroad schedules and he cer- 
tainlx is the poorest kind of a traveler. “Something will hap- 
pen sure before I get there?” hc is wont to say. Once at In- 
dianapolis, waiting for a train at the station, I espied him in 
a coach on an outgoing train. Rushing in to have a word with 

8 



him before the train drew out, I found him ill at ease. He 
was trawling alone to fill an engagement in the East, but ho 
n-asn’t sure he was on the right train, and he had some doubt 
as to his ticket. I assured him he was on the right train and 
asked him to let me see his ticket. 

Sure efiough! he had the wrong ticket. Fortunately, how- 
ever, there was time enough to have the change made befor:: 
the train n-as due to leave. But he was still haunted with 
vague mi.sgivings as to what might happen before he reached 
his destination when I bade him goodbye. 

I first met Bill Nye in the fall of 1886 when he and Riley 
mere touring the country together and drawing crowded houses 
to their unique entertainment. They were a great team, and 
aside from their cordial professional relations they loved each 
other sincerely and their friendship ended only with Nye’s 
death. 

Tears before I had been a reader of Npe’s “Boomerang,” the 
breezy weekly edited and published by him at Laramie, Wyom- 
ing, through which he became widely known as a humorist and 
writer of funny stories. 

T7’heLl I visited Laramie in the early nineties: I met “Bill” 
Root, X:-e’s old side partner, n-ho ITas quite as full of wit and 
droller>- as Nye himself, and he had a great stock of rich 
stories ahout their pioneer experiences in Wyoming. Their 
office was at one time in a mule barn! and I was shown one of 
the doors. xvhich still bore traces of their wit. The legend in- 
scribed upon it and which was still legible read: “Twist the 
mule’s tail and take the elevator.” 

Bill SJY was a most lovable charcter, kindly, gentle and 
whole-hearted, and full of innocent fun. There was an inces- 
sant interchange of wit between him and Riley when they were 
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together. Their contact was mutually infectious and inspirit- 
ing, and it was a real treat to hare an hour with these trro 
princes of the platform. 

Bill Sye was something more than a mere humorist and 
funny story-teller. He was a philosopher. Beneath his flax 
of hmiior there was a sub-stratum of serious meditation. Hz 
was the master of pathos as well as the lord of laughter. 

Amos J. Walker, already mentioned as the booking agent of 
Riley in his early days, was also the manager of the Sye-Riley 
combination. His letter-head read: “Sole Manager of Bill 
S-e and James Whitcomb Rile-, America‘s Greatest Hum- 
orous Combination.” They had a wonderfully “fetching” pro- 
gram. Poetry, prose sketches, stories and character delinea- 
tions: all rich with wit. humor and pathos, flashed ant1 sparkled 
from the opening to the close of the entertainment. 

The houses Kcre packed and the audiences delighted. Sz!: 
told of one exception. They were in a western camp. and n 
couple of coJrbogs drifted in. The program was about half 
finished ancl they had been doing their very best. when one 
of the co\T- punchers yawned aloud and said to hi- lxlrtner, 
“Say: Jack. IThen is this d- sho\v going to start 1” 

One day Sye appeared quite downcast. They were to ap- 
pear in the first engagement of what IF-as to be an extended 
tour. 

“What’s the matter?” anxiously inquirecl Riley. ‘Kt’m in a 
sad predicaments” gravely answered Sye? and then after a 
pause: “I’ve brought the wrong set of gestures with me.” 

One of Kye’s cleverest skits was his imitation of an over- 
trained high school girl reading her gracluating essay. It 
never failed to convulse the audience with merriment. Her,: 
are two or three lines from the “essay”: 
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“The autumn leaves are falling-falling pro and con.” 
::: * :‘- :: Q :> ” “: 

“The autumn leares are falling-falling ewrywhere: 
Some are in the atmosphere, and some are in the air.” 

A wholesome contempt for the shoddy aristocracy was one 
of Nye’s marked characteristics. The daughter of a certain 
newly-rich family v-as making desperate efforts to break int;) 
swell society. S;ve obserred that she \T--as entitled to shine btl- 
cause her “father IT-as the justly celebrated inrentor of a fluent 
pill.” 

To the keen and searching eye of Bill Sye there ITas a hum- 
orous side to everything. Hnmor was to him the ewnce of 
wisdom, the saTor of life. He delightecl in espre.Gng himself 
and interpreting his friellds in terms of Bindl>-, genial, good- 
natured humor. If he v-as vexed for a.moment, he found r+ 
lief in seeking out the fumly side of his vexation so that 1::~ 
might laugh it away. 

On one of his visits to Terre Haute he lost a valuable un- 
brella which had been a gift to him. He was quite distressc,l 
about it. but somewhat relieved when J assured him that I 
thought it would be recovered, 9 few days later I rewired 3 
letter from him asking, “Hare you received any tidings of the 
beautiful umbrella I had the pleasure of losing at Terre 
Haute?” The lost umbrella was ner-er recovered, bnt Sye’a 
unfailing humor always was. 

,4 late spring prompted Xye to quote the \I-ords: ‘-Winter 
lingers in the lap of Spring,” and to this he added \yith charac- 
teristic wit, “Yes, and the neighbors are beginning to tall< 
about it.” 

Nye once complained to Riley that he had an ‘;ecru” feeling 
and suspected that his “thorax” was out of plumb. Riley r-en- 
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tured to suggest it might be his “sweetbread” that required at- 
tention. 

In the last communication I received from Nye, shortly be- 
fore his untimely death at his home on the French Broad in 
Sorth Carolina he wrote: “I hope you can arrange busineos 
so that you can take Mrs. Debs by the hand and lead her down 
here into this curious and beautiful country. Cigars, apol- 
linaris and such things, including cold watermelon and a warm 
w-elcomeY are to be had here by giving the proper sign. Open 
day and night.” 

The many millions that Nye made joyous and care-free with 
the laughter his wit provoked will lovingly remember him as 
one of the real benefactors of mankind. 

Eugene Field was by nature a prince of fine fellows. I 
never knew a more genial. generous companion ; a more loyal, 
steadfast friend. I met him for the first time in the spring of 
1893. on which occasion he presented me with several volumes 
of his poetry and prose writings inscribed, in his wonderfully 
small and exact hand, “With very much Love.” He wrote like 
fine steel print and could crowd an essay onto a postal card. 

Field n-as tall and spare, though not ungainly. As an en- 
tertainer he was at his best in the pathetic passages of his own 
character sketches. He rendrred these with marvelous effect 
upon his hearers. 

Like Riley? whom he resembled strongly in many ways! he 
was an intense lover of children, and if there were any little 
ones about he x-as very apt to forsake the grown folks. To 
the children he was himself in all the exuberance of his owl 
buoyant childhood. To them he sang the songs they inspired 
in him, the soft, sweet lullabps; to them he told the monder- 
stories dravvn from their own fairyland. imagination, an3 
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with them he romped and played with all the zest and abandon 
of his carefree soul. 

Field came to Terre Haute soon after I first met him. Hc 
was then on the lyceum platform with George TY. Cable, the 
novelist, and they were giving public entertainments consist- 
ing of readings from their works. On this occasion they were 
greeted with a fine audience at the opera house. Field sur- 
passed himself, and the program was greatly extended by the 
repeated encores to which he graciously responded. 

That night we were the guests of a mutual friend, and while 
sitting in the drawing room Field, who had heard the voices 
of children in .an adjoining room, quietly disappeared. Soon 
thereafter shouts of joy and peals of merriment rang through 
the house. Something unusually frolicsome had broken out 
among the children. V7hat could it be? The door was opened, 
and there was Field, in his dress suit, minus his coat, dovvn 
on all fours, in the center of a group of excited children, all 
screaming with delight. Such a picture! 

Field was in his element among the children. He was one 
of them. He played and romped and rolled on the floor and 
kicked up his heels in all the reckless abandon of a boy just 
out of school. He made grimaces, sang funny songs, told 
funny stories and mocked funny people. From the depth< 
of his great heart he loved the children. And how they loved 
him ! 

The year after I first met Field the Pullman strike occurred. 
Chicago was the storm center, and great excitement prevailed. 
There were troublous times ahead. .One day when events 
threatened a serious crisis I found in my letter-box at the hotel 
a note in Field’s hand which read: “You will soon need a 
friend; let me be that friend.” 

This was high proof of personal loyalty at a time when in- 

13 



tense bitterness prevailed, and when such an avowal meaili 
ostracism and csecration. 

When Field was out West in his early gears he was a prime 
favorite with the rough and ready element on what was then 
the frontier and about the primitive mining camps. He loved 
the rugged pioneers and prospectors of that day and they in. 
spired some of his most rapturous verse: 

.*Oh, them days on Bed IToss MonntainT when the skies wux 
fair ‘nd blue, 

When the money flowed like likkcr, ‘nd the folks WIZ brave 
‘IlCI tmc I 

IThen the nights wuz crisp ‘nd balmy, ‘nd the camp wuz all 
astir 

With thb joints all throwed wide open, ‘nd no sheriff to de- 
111111'.?' 

He was at home among the common people and he was the 
life of the frontier settlement or mining camp in which he 
chanced to be located. As a practical jolter he was without a 
rival. He was constantly plotting mischief of some kind to 
amuse the boys and they looked to him to relieve the mo- 
notony of the camp. In Denver: then a small and breezy ci;Jr 
on the plains, he caused quite a stir by inserting a notice in the 
paper upon which he was emi>loyed? to the effect that Wolf 
Londoner, the leading provision merchant, had just received a 
carload of fine watermelons direct from Georgia, and that 
every colored man would be given one free that morning. 
Londoner wondered what had broken loose when a mob of ex- 
cited colored folks, men, women and children, swooped down 
on his store? and he had no little difficulty in explaining that 
he had been made the vict-im of another of Gene Field’s prac- 
tical jokes. 
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Field was almost the only literary genius I hare erer known 
who was entirely free from crotchets and eccentricities. Hci 
was at all times the same simple : guileless! unpretentious fel- 
low : the same generous, free-hearted loving friend, and he TWO 
never so happy as when he was making others so. He did no’c 
stint iu the use of his gifts to afford enjoyment to his friend.;. 
He did not’ riced to be coascd. It was enough for him that hii 
readings and recitals gave joy to others. There might be few 
or many. and they had ,but to name their farorite sketch or 
poem. He did not n-ear- in thus giving himself freely and 
without. price. He used to say: “Tell me n-hat you wish to hear 
and I will be glad to give it. to you.” And he would respond 
with all the naivete of a child to every request and with such 

evident heartiness as to enhance the charm of his personality 
and the delight of his entertainment. 

The last message that came to me from Eugene Field jva:j 
followed closely by his death! which came so suddenly that it 
caused a painful shock to his many friends. I ITas in Wood- 
stock at the time. Field wrote: 

“You are now settled in your summer quarters, and I’ll soox 
be out to see you." A day or two later I picked up the morn- 
ing paper to note with the profoundest, sorrow the announce- 
ment of his death. He had not been ill. He was still in the 
rosy flush of his young manhood. He had retired as usual and 
“fell into that dreamless sleep that kisses down his eyelids 
still.” 

Eugene Field, like James Whitcomb Riley, was the poet of 
the common life. He dignified the homely virtues and ideal- 
ized the everyday things that make up the sum of earthly es- 
istence. 

AS poets. wits and humorists, Riley, Nye and Field are dis- 
t’inct.ively American types. Nye and Field hare passed to the 
realms of rest. Riley remains the spared monument. All of 
them hare written their names in fadeless letters in the annals 
of mankind. 




