Retro Riley: Tarkington was an early supporter of Riley Hospital

Newton Booth Tarkington (1869-1946) was one of Indiana’s most accomplished and celebrated
authors, both as a novelist and a playwright. Notably, he was one of only four authors to be
awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction twice, joining William Faulkner, John Updike and Colson
Whitehead. Tarkington won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1919 for his novel, The Magnificent
Ambersons and in 1922 for his novel, Alice Adams. Tarkington is recognized along with
Meredith Nicholson, George Ade, and James Whitcomb Riley has helping to create a Golden Age
of literature in Indiana in the first quarter of the 20 century.

James Whitcomb Riley remained a lifelong friend, influence and inspiration to Tarkington. He
was a frequent guest on Sundays at Tarkington’s boyhood home (1100 N. Pennsylvania,
Indianapolis; Riley called the home “Barley Bright”) where Riley wrote several of his works on
the south porch, including “Katie’s Wish,” “Flying Islands of the Night,” and “Boss Girl.” “Boss
Girl” developed into the story of Little Orphant Annie. A young Tarkington designed the cover
for “Boss Girl” for its original printing. In a touching tribute to Riley that Tarkington wrote in
1917, he recalled how even when he was middle-aged, “he was always a worshipful boy when
he was with the poet.”

Tarkington, named for his maternal uncle Newton Booth, who was Governor of California, was
one of 21 Incorporators for the James Whitcomb Riley Memorial Association. In that role, he
spoke to why it was important for people to give financial support to help build the hospital. In
1922, he wrote: “The Riley Memorial Hospital for children gives us that chance, and whosoever
gives to it gives thrice: to himself, to the children, and to the memory of James Whitcomb
Riley.”

Tarkington was a prolific and financially successful novelist. His best-known works were written
in the first two decades of the 20t century with his fiction reflecting an appreciation of his
native Indiana. From 1914 to 1928, seven of his novels ranked among the top ten best-selling
books of the year. His Pulitzer Prize-winning novels were produced during that same period.
Two of his novels, Penrod and Seventeen, enjoyed longer-term commercial success. In addition,
he also wrote 25 plays; some dramatized his novels, some were translated into film. The Booth
Tarkington Civic Theatre in Carmel, Indiana, is named in tribute to Tarkington’s contributions to
the theatre.

While Tarkington was only a single course in the classics short of earning an undergraduate
degree from Princeton University, recognition came to him later as an author through many
honors, including the American Academy of Arts and Letters (Gold Medal, 1933); the Theodore
Roosevelt Memorial Medal for Literature, 1942; and honorary degrees from Princeton
University, A.M., 1899, Litt.D., 1918; Columbia University, Litt.D., 1924; DePauw University,
Litt.D., 1923; Indiana University, L.L.D., 1928 and Purdue University, L.H.D., 1939. Tarkington
Hall at Purdue University is named in his honor.



Tarkington’s boyhood home and the entire 1000 block of North Pennsylvania was razed to make
way for construction in the early 1970s of an interstate highway, the 1-69/1-70 split. Tarkington
later lived at 4720 North Meridian Street in Indianapolis where his home there is now
recognized with an historical marker. Tarkington’s home is in the Butler-Tarkington
neighborhood that bears his name. The Penrod Society, formed in 1967 and named for “Penrod
Schoefield,” one of Tarkington’s most beloved literary characters, sponsors the annual Penrod
Arts Fair, one of the nation’s largest single day arts fairs, in early September every year since
1967 on the Newfields’ campus grounds with proceeds supporting Indianapolis area cultural
and educational activities of artists, students, and arts organizations.
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