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popular authors. 

Forty years after John Moriarty 
published his results, I stumbled 
across a passing mention of his work.9 

As a native Hoosier and a distant 
relation of Both Tarkington, I already 
possessed a working knowledge of 
many of Indiana's authors. So, with 
my interest piqued, I decided to test 
the validity of his findings. By a 
happy accident I chose to base my 
research on the latest edition of Alice 
Payne Hackett's 80 Years of Bestsell­
ers: 1895-1975. 10 This was supple­
mented with information from a 
decade's worth of The Bowker Annual 
to bring the lists up to the end of 1987. 
A $500 research incentive grant from 
the Indiana University Librarian's 
Association (InULA) allowed me to 
hire a clerk to key in all 1,700 entries 
which have appeared on the 
Publisher's Weekly annual lists and 
it's predecessors between 1895 and 
1987. A Zenith Z-158 microcomputer 
and Dbase III+ simplified record keep­
ing and sorting allowed the inclusion 
of both fiction and non-fiction titles as 
well as native and foreign born au­
thors. 

The actual methodology Moriarty 
used was not clearly defined in his 
article.11 The first edition of Hackett's 
book covers 1895 through 1945, but 
Moriarty chose to concentrate only on 
the period "from the turn of the cen­
tury to the beginning of World War 
II."12 Juggling numbers by trial and 
error, I was able to pinpoint this 
period as 1900 to 1941. However, no 
matter how I juggled the figures I was 
not able to exactly match his results. 

The differences between Moriarty's 
figures and my reconstruction are, I 
feel, minor and do not affect the 
overall results in any major way. The 
most striking difference is the discrep­
ancy between his ranking of West 
Virginia and mine. Moriarty assigns 
the state 28 points, ranking it in a 
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Figure 3 
Worldwide Rankings 
using Moriarty Points 

1900 -1941 

Fiction 
Rank Points 
1. England 409 
2. Indiana 222 
3. New York 202 
4. Virginia 131 
5. Pennsylvania 125 
6. Kentucky 99 
7. Canada 82 
8. Missouri 80 
9. California 63 

Ohio 63 
10. Michigan 60 
11. I11inois 52 
12. New Hampshire 48 
13. New Jersey 46 
14. Iowa 41 

Minnesota 41 
15. Scotland 39 
16. Australia 35 
17. Massachusetts 31 
18. Georgia 29 
19. Maine 28 
20. Ireland 27 

three way tie for 15th place. In my 
research I found just two native West 
Virginian authors on the list. Linda 
Goodman put her book Sun Signs on 
the best seller list in 1969 and news­
man Everard J. Appleton, who is often 
counted as one of Ohio's favorite sons, 
made the 1918 non-fiction list with his 
book of poems With the Colors. Since 
both of these works fell outside the era 
and scope of Moriarty's study, I 
assigned the state a zero for the 
reconstruction period. A large num­
ber of the differences can be attributed 
to the lack of many of the in-depth 
bibliographic and biographic tools we 
have today. Invaluable resources such 
as the National Union Catalog, OCLC 
and BioBase were not available until 
several decades after Moriarty con-
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Figure 4 
Worldwide Rankings using 

Moriarty Points 
1900 -1941 

Combined Fiction & 
Non-Fiction 

Rank 
1. England 
2. New York 
3. Indiana 
4. Pennsylvania 
5. Illinois 
6. Virginia 
7. Massachusetts 
8. France 
9. Kentucky 
10. New Jersey 
11. Michigan 
12. Missouri 
13. Canada 

Ohio 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 

20. 

California 
Maine 
Maryland 
Iowa 
Scotland 
Ireland 
Netherlands 
Germany 

ducted his study. 

Points 
597 
368 
229 
199 
158 
144 
122 
115 
113 
112 
111 
105 

88 
88 
80 
72 
70 
61 
60 
59 
59 
51 

By limiting his study to American 
authors, Moriarty missed an impor­
tant discovery. Many of the books 
read and loved by Americans during 
that period were not written by 
Americans. England had a two to one 
lead in the nativity of best selling 
authors. Indiana came in second 
worldwide, with New York bringing 
up a close third, but not quite as close 
as Moriarty indicated. The next 
ranked state, Virginia, lags a distant 
fourth, and the scores fall off sharply 
after that. For the period Moriarty 
studied, the combined scores of 
England, Indiana and New York 
accounted for over one-third of all best 
selling authors. Better than half of 
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the best se11ing fiction produced 
during the first four decades of this 
century came from just five locations. 

The addition of the non-fiction 
titles, changes the picture substan­
tially. England still leads, but New 
York moves into the number two 
position. Indiana comes in a strong, 
but distant third. 

In the decades since Moriarty 
conducted his study nearly a thousand 
more titles have appeared in the 
annual lists. Indiana has fared better 
than most states since the "Golden 
Age of the Hoosier Literature" a~ding 
93 M-points since 1941. Columbia 
City native Lloyd C. Douglas did more 
than his part when he set an all-time 
record with his thirteen apearances in 

Figure 5 
Worldwide Rankings 
using Moriarty Points 

1895 -1987 

Fiction 
Rank Points 
1. England 819 
2. New York 795 
3. Indiana 315 
4. Pennsylvania 275 
5. Illinois 265 
6. Virginia 204 
7. Canada 159 
8. California 138 
9. Ohio 111 
10. Kentucky 108 

Maryland 108 
11. Missouri 106 
12. Maine 98 
13. Australia 92 
14. Minnesota 88 
15. Michigan 78 
16. Massachusetts 77 

New Jersey 77 
17. New Hampshire 74 
18. Iowa 72 
19. Scotland 69 

Texas 69 
20. Georgia 69 
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the annual lists. After thirty-five 
years as the undisputed champion of 
the lists, James a. Michener tied 
Douglas for the honor of being the 
most popular author of all time. The 
Robe, perhaps the best known of 
Douglas's work today, is the only work 
of fiction to appear in the lists four 
times. It debuted in 1942, reaching 
the number one spot the following 
year and falling to second place in 
1944 . . Eleven years after it first 
appeared, The Robe, a novel about the 
time of Christ, returned in paperback 
to outstrip all fiction sales again in 
1953, another unequaled achievement. 

Many talented Hoosiers have 
appeared in print since Moriarty 
studied the lists. Rose Lockridge, Jr, 
Ernie Pyle and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. are 
perhaps the best known. But nothing 
could stem the tide of bestselling 
novels that flowed from the Empire 
state. Just four New York born 
writers: Herman Wouk, Harold 
Robbins, Danielle Steel and James A 
Michener, have produced thirty-three 
top selling novels in recent years. 
Michener, as noted above, has re­
cently tied with Lloyd Douglas for the 
honor of being the most popular 
author of the century. 

With 795 points, New York has a 
better than two-to-one advantage over 
Indiana, dropping the Hoosier state to 
third in the worldwide ranking for the 
nativity of best selling authors. But 
Indiana has been producing fine 
writing "nearly as regularly as corn 
and limestone,"16 so she can't be 
counted out yet. The Hoosier state 
may no longer be the number one 
state but "whatever may be included 
in the future activities of the state, it 
is fairly certain that the Hoosier will 
continue to write."17 
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