The Bona Thompson Memorial Center opened in 1903 as the library for Butler University
(above). During the renovation, workers uncovered original — and long-forgotten — tiles in
the entryway (opposite).

of the stately neoclassical
structure made from Bedford,
Ind., limestone.
When it opened as the Bona
Thompson Memorial Library a
year later, more than 12,000 volumes and special collections were
housed inside, but by the time
Butler relocated to the Fairview
campus north of downtown in
1928, the library contained more
than twice that many. Throughout
the years, the building has been a
mainstay in the Irvington community,
including serving as a branch of the
Indianapolis public library from its
opening until 1914, when the city’s
books were moved to an East
Washington Street branch.
The Irvington Historical Society
decided to begin restoration when
the Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ) vacated the property to open
offices downtown. “The restoration
transformed a decayed but once-grand
building,” says Don Flick, architect
for the renovation and an active
member of the Irvington Historical
Society. “We spent about $1 million,
which we raised from individuals and
foundations, to bring back the Bona
Thompson Memorial as an asset to
the community.”
A lot of the money was spent on
improvements no one can see, including new electrical and mechanical
systems, so Flick says he’s especially
proud of the architectural details that
were restored. “It was important to
spend some of the money for visible
signs of progress,” Flick says. “For
example, the windows were restored,
the second story added in the 1940s
was removed and altered and some
of the original decorative-tile work
in the floors was exposed.”
Flick continues to supervise
restoration of architectural details
throughout the building, such as
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Bona Thompson Memorial Center
remains Irvington’s timeless treasure
by Barbara E. Cohen

T

ucked into what is now a quiet
residential neighborhood on the
east side of Indianapolis, the Bona
Thompson Memorial Library, which
currently houses the Irvington
Historical Society, stands as the
last remaining building on the former
Butler University campus in Irvington.
Bona Thompson was only 22 when
she died, but the building in her
memory is more than a century old
and still in use.
According to local researcher
and preservationist Frank N. Owings
Jr., the structure — called “a permanent fire-proof building suitable for a
library and kindred uses” in the original deed — cost $33,339 to build. E.C.
and Mary Pruitt Thompson provided
the funds and asked that the building
be named for their daughter, Bona,

a 1897 Butler graduate who died
of typhoid fever in October 1899.
In 1901, the Thompson family
donated the lot at the corner of
Downey and University avenues in
Irvington and $10,000 to construct
the library. The amount was later
increased to $40,000 when they gave
the college some land in southern
Indiana to “lease and/or sell at its
discretion for the necessary financing
of [the] Memorial.”
Architects Henry H. Dupont
and Jesse T. Johnson, who was 28 at
the time and later went on to design
Arlington National Cemetery, began
working on the project in 1902.
William P. Jungclaus Co., which also
built the Indiana Repertory Theatre
and other local buildings of architectural merit, supervised construction
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wooden trim around doorways in
the entry vestibule and conversion
of the lower level into meeting rooms.
Although it’s a work in progress, the
building was rededicated in October
2002 and is now open to the public.
“It is both a venue for contemporary artists to exhibit and an archive
of the history of Irvington,” says
Steven Barnett, executive director
of the Bona Thompson Memorial
Center. “We’ve been lucky to have
the support of the Disciples of Christ
and many community members who
have worked to bring the building
back to life.”
The Bona Thompson Memorial
Center’s audience now extends
far beyond the boundaries of the
Irvington suburb. A permanent installation of paintings by Irvington Group
and Hoosier School artists, changing
exhibits of regional interest and special events and conferences attract
new patrons to a building that
continues to enhance this vibrant
Indianapolis neighborhood. ❖

Bona Thompson Memorial Center
5350 University Ave.
Irvington
Phone: 317-353-2662
Hours: Sunday 2–4 p.m.,
Wednesday and Saturday 1–3 p.m.
and by appointment
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