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Praise for
50 Success Classics

“This incredible book gives you the very best of success literature ever written—in one easy book that you can read and reread for years. I hope it sells a million!”

Brian Tracy, author of No Excuses!: The Power of Self-Discipline

“A highly readable collection! 50 Success Classics presents a smorgasbord of some of the best thinking on what success really means.”

Ken Blanchard, co-author of The One Minute Manager® and Leading at a Higher Level

“I can’t imagine anyone needing any other success book after reading 50 Success Classics. It has every piece of wisdom you’ll ever need to make your life extraordinary.”

Cheryl Richardson, author of Take Time for Your Life

“I only wish this book had been available years ago—it could have saved me countless hours sifting through the dross by instead pointing me to the really inspirational works. Very highly recommended.”

Jim Ewan, Vice-President of The Speakers Association

“If you want to read the core empowering message contained in the top 50 books on reaching success—get this book today!”

Zev Saftlas, author of Motivation That Works
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Preface

Second edition


“In the last analysis, the essential thing is the life of the individual. This alone makes history, here alone do the great transformations take place, and the whole future, the whole history of the world, ultimately springs as a gigantic summation from these hidden sources in individuals.”

Carl Jung



50 Success Classics was my second book, after 50 Self-Help Classics. The latter book contained a list of 50 extra books at the end, many of which were not self-help as such but motivational titles that were gunning for the reader’s worldly success. There were enough classics in this area to warrant a book on its own, so I set about writing one. First published in 2004, in the years since 50 Success Classics has gone through many reprints and been translated into  17  languages.

In the original edition I was keen to go back and assess the earliest writings in the success genre, from Benjamin Franklin (The Way to Wealth) to Orison Swett Marden (founder of Success magazine), and from Horatio Alger, author of scores of entertaining and inspiring poor-boy-made-good stories, to Russell Conwell, who preached his famous Acres of Diamonds success parable to thousands of rapt audiences. The fields of success and motivation are historically American, so I also enjoyed including commentaries on The Art of Worldly Wisdom, consisting of brilliant aphorisms from seventeenth-century Spanish priest Baltasar Gracian, and on ancient China’s Sun Tzu and the counterintuitive strategies of the Art of War.

Yet the heart of the success literature is for me the mid-twentieth-century classics, from Napoleon Hill’s enduring Think and Grow Rich (1937) to Claude M. Bristol’s powerful and fascinating The Magic of Believing (1948) and David Schwartz’s The Magic of Thinking Big (1959). Schwartz’s title entered the public idiom and just seeing the cover of the book can make you raise your sights. This period also spans the comforting, wise voice of Florence Scovel Shinn (The Secret Door to Success, 1940) and the cracking prosperity wisdom of Catherine Ponder (The Dynamic Laws of Prosperity, 1962).

My publisher Nicholas Brealey was quite right when he pointed out that I couldn’t write a book about success without including the life stories of successful people, so we made space for the autobiographies of Andrew Carnegie, Henry Ford, Nelson Mandela, Sam Walton, and John Paul Getty, and profiles of Abraham Lincoln, Eleanor Roosevelt, Ernest Shackleton, and Warren Buffett, among others.

The 1980s and 1990s were a boom time for the success genre,  with Anthony Robbins’s Unlimited Power (1986), Stephen Covey’s The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People (1989), and Spencer Johnson’s Who Moved My Cheese? (1998), so I made sure the book gave them ample treatment. Though the odd example has dated, these are books that can still be read with great profit.

Times move on though, and as the genre continues to develop I am keen to recognize the fact with an updated, revised edition. One thing that has changed since the first edition is that strategies for success, which were once the preserve of folk wisdom, parents, bosses, and motivational speakers, have become the subject of mainstream academic research. Two great examples, which I include in this edition, are psychologist Angela Duckworth’s investigation of the concept of “grit,” which tells us much about what makes people successful irrespective of intelligence, grades, or even life circumstances, and organizational psychologist Adam Grant’s research into the long-term benefits of being a “giver” in the workplace, which contradicts the idea that success comes from selfish ambition.

In this new edition I also wanted to go beyond tips, ideas, and advice to cover theories of success. In this respect, Malcolm  Gladwell’s Outliers: The Story of Success has been important in the way it goes beyond past explanations of the “self-made” person to offer a more well-rounded environmental and social view of how success happens. For the most part his book is convincing, yet I believe that he goes too far in reducing the role of human agency and free will. The fact that life is not just about good opportunities but having the guts or wisdom to seize them, despite the waves this can create, is really the essence of success. It is about not only making a contribution within the milieu in which we find ourselves, but acting to change that environment—and transforming ourselves in the process. McDonald’s founder Ray Kroc and Apple’s Steve Jobs are sterling examples of this, and as an antidote to the Gladwellian view of success I include commentaries on Kroc’s Grinding It Out and Schlender and Tetzeli’s insightful Becoming Steve Jobs. And as Gladwell makes much of the example of Bill Gates in his book, I thought it worthwhile to include a commentary on Hard Drive, a classic profile of Gates and the early years of Microsoft.

This edition also covers popular success writing of the last few years that has made an impact, including Gary Keller’s The One Thing, which helps readers to see the power of focusing on the one act or activity we can do at any given moment to make a difference, and Darren Hardy’s The Compound Effect, which reminds us that it is time and application, not inspiration, that are the reliable paths to success.

My hope is that the combination of psychological science and success philosophy, combined with close observation of how real people advance in real life, will result in a discipline of success. Such a conversion would not be dissimilar to the way that, for instance, management moved from being a collection of subjective epithets on how to organize people and production, into an objective discipline. This book is one early contribution toward that.

There are many ways to define success, but for me the simplest  and best is “fulfillment of potential.” While it is easy to get distracted by various external measures and trappings, what matters is whether we feel we are growing and learning to become everything we can be. Family, community, and institutions may shape our expectations, and circumstances can allow our abilities and interests to flower, but ultimately our journeys of aspiration and accomplishment are our own. You are likely to be the best judge of whether your promise is being fulfilled and this book aims to help you see what may be possible. When thinking about success it is hard to go past the truth of Carl Jung’s view: the individual has power, usually much more than he or she imagines.

Tom Butler-Bowdon
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Introduction

We desire success almost as much as we need to breathe. From the moment we are born we want to do more, get more, be more. While we may have a mental picture of success as striving hard toward perfection, in truth it is more natural. Success can be described as the courage to let out the potent dreams and potentialities already in us, simply to give them air. Most people don’t do this because it seems dangerous, it is not routine. Yet those who have gone this way do see it simply as the normal path of life. It feels more like home, a place that should be everyone’s experience.

Sometimes the urge for more is drummed out of us by upbringing or culture, so you may have felt compelled to lower your expectations and settle for a less extraordinary life. If, however, you have recently resurrected your desire to succeed, this book is for you.

Authentic achievement

My previous book, 50 Self-Help Classics, was concerned with the search for authentic happiness and a sense of purpose. 50 Success Classics is about authentic or meaningful achievement.

Only you will know whether you have achieved your aims in life. Some people spend their life climbing up a ladder, to paraphrase Joseph Campbell, only to find it was up against the wrong wall. This is why  the term authentic is used: doing something or becoming something  that expresses your full personality and abilities in the most noble way. Success is not an event or a result in isolation, but an expression of the best that is within you. The world provides endless possibilities for making it more efficient, more humane, more beautiful. It is up to you to find your niche.

Real achievement is not concerned with winning for the sake of it. As Timothy Gallwey puts it:


“Winning is overcoming obstacles to reach a goal, but the value in winning is only as great as the value of the goal reached.”



You need to make a distinction between a compulsion to succeed for the sake of winning and the desire for enduring achievements that will enrich your life and the lives of others. Authentic and lasting success utilizes the resources of the world to the greatest effect and with the minimum of waste.

Characteristics of successful people

What makes a person successful? What makes them motivated, prosperous, a great leader? These questions fired the writing of each book covered in this selection, and it is possible to draw out some common threads as answers. The following is only a brief and partial list, but it may whet your appetite to discover for yourself some of the principles of success.

Optimism

Optimism is power. This is a secret discovered by all who succeed against great odds. Nelson Mandela, Ernest Shackleton, Eleanor Roosevelt—all admitted that what got them through tough times was an ability to focus on the positive. They understood what Claude Bristol called “the magic of believing.” Yet great leaders also have an unusual ability to face up to stark reality, so creating a single powerful attribute: tough-minded optimism.

Optimistic people tend to succeed not simply because they believe that everything will turn out right, but because the expectation of success makes them work harder. If you expect little, you will not be motivated even to try.

A definite aim, purpose, or vision

Success requires a concentration of effort. Most people disperse their energies over too many things and so fail to be outstanding in anything. In the words of Orison Swett Marden:


“The world does not demand that you be a lawyer, minister, doctor, farmer, scientist, or merchant; it does not dictate what you shall do, but it does require that you be a master in whatever you undertake.”



So to be successful, you must have higher aims and goals and doggedly pursue their realization.

Willingness to work

Successful people are willing to engage in drudgery in the cause of something marvelous. The greater part of genius is the years of effort invested to solve a problem or find the perfect expression of an idea. With hard work you acquire knowledge about yourself that idleness never reveals.

A law of success is that, once first achieved, it can create a momentum that makes it easier to sustain. As the saying goes, “Nothing succeeds like success.”

Discipline

Enduring success is built on discipline, an appreciation that you must give yourself orders and obey them. Like compound interest, this subject may be boring, but its results in the long term can be spectacular.

Great achievers know that while the universe is built by atoms, success is built by minutes; they are masters when it comes to their use of time.

An integrated mind

Successful people have a good relationship with their unconscious or subconscious mind. They trust their intuition, and because intuitions are usually right, they seem to enjoy more luck than others. They have discovered one of the great success secrets: When trusted to do so, the nonrational mind solves problems and creates solutions.

Prolific reading

Look into the habits of the successful and you will find that they are usually great readers. Many of the leaders and authors covered here attribute the turning point in their lives to picking up a certain book. If you can read about the accomplishments of those you admire, you cannot help but lift your own sights. Anthony Robbins remarked that “success leaves clues,” and reading is one of the best means of absorbing such clues.

Curiosity and the capacity to learn are vital for achievement, thus the saying “leaders are readers.” The person who seeks growth, Dale Carnegie said, “must soak and tan his mind constantly in the vats of literature.”

Risk taking

The greater the risk, the greater the potential success. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Be action oriented.

Realizing the power of expectation

Successful people expect the best and they generally get it, because expectations have a way of attracting to you their material equivalent.

Since your life corresponds pretty much to the expectations you have of it, the achiever will argue, why not think big instead of small?

Mastery

Advanced beings can turn any situation to their advantage. They are “masters of their souls, captains of their fate.”

When other parties are involved, they will seek solutions in which gains are maximized for all. In the words of Catherine Ponder:


“You do not have to compromise in life, if you are willing to let go of the idea of compromise.”



Well-roundedness

Achievements mean little if we are not a success as a person. The capacities to love, listen, and learn are vital for our own well-being, and without them it is difficult to have the fulfilling relationships that we need to both renew us and inspire achievement.

A quick tour of the literature

Below is an overview of titles covered in 50 Success Classics, divided into four categories:
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Motivation

Horatio Alger Ragged Dick

Frank Bettger How I Raised Myself from Failure to Success in Selling

Claude M. Bristol The Magic of Believing

Stephen R. Covey The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People

Les Giblin How to Have Confidence and Power in Dealing with People

Darren Hardy The Compound Effect

Gary Keller The One Thing

Orison Swett Marden Pushing to the Front

Anthony Robbins Unlimited Power

David J. Schwartz The Magic of Thinking Big 

Florence Scovel Shinn The Secret Door to Success 

Brian Tracy Maximum Achievement

When we think of success writing it is often the motivational classics that first come to mind, and the titles in this selection represent the historical development of the genre.

Horatio Alger and Orison Swett Marden grandfathered the modern success movement in the nineteenth century, Alger with his entertaining and instructional stories of poor boys made good and Marden with his encyclopedic treatment of success based on the lives of great people. Both prolific, these writers raised the sights of a couple of generations, but what may be surprising is how inspiring they still are today. If you are lukewarm about contemporary success writing, these older-style success books are a rich vein to tap. In the 1920s the books of Florence Scovel Shinn, extraordinary in the way they provide peace of mind in times of challenge, began to find eager readers.

After the Second World War, people naturally turned their thoughts to prosperity and “getting ahead.” Millions had not had the opportunity of advanced education and had to pull themselves up by their bootstraps. They were inspired by titles such as Frank Bettger’s How I Raised Myself from Failure to Success in Selling (1947), which with its timeless principles of selling is still widely read today. Published a year later, Claude Bristol’s idiosyncratic meditation on “believing to succeed,” The Magic of Believing, has also had amazing staying power.   But perhaps the greatest success book of the postwar period, although not published until 1959, was Schwartz’s The Magic of Thinking Big.  Its references are mostly to corporate life in 1960s suburban America, but its universal theme that “the size of your success is measured by the size of your belief” quickly made it one of the landmarks in the motivational field.

Although Dale Carnegie’s speaking classes had been running for some time, it was only in the 1970s and 1980s that success became its own industry, driven by seminars and bestsellers. Figures such as Zig Ziglar, Denis Waitley, Jim Rohn, Og Mandino, Tom Hopkins, and Brian Tracy became pillars of the motivational profession.

At the end of the 1980s, Stephen Covey, who had studied 200 years of success literature for his doctorate, published The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. Its character-based personal development in the style of a business book attracted a huge audience, and it could be said that Covey revived the success genre and gave it new gravitas. Meanwhile, a young Californian named Anthony Robbins was electrifying audiences with his rousing techniques of change. His first bestseller, Unlimited Power, borrowed from the emerging science of neuro-linguistic programming, and he remains the best-known of present-day gurus.

Finally, although their simple messages do not require a full commentary, mention should be made of the following works: Elbert Hubbard’s famous A Message to Garcia (1899), a short account of an act of military heroism that inspires the reader to “get the job done no matter what”; and Earl Nightingale’s The Strangest Secret (1956), one of the bestselling voice recordings in history, which alludes to one of the great laws of success. Success scholars should certainly consider adding both to their library.

Fulfilling your potential

Chin-Ning Chu Thick Face, Black Heart

Jim Collins Good to Great

Angela Duckworth Grit

W. Timothy Gallwey The Inner Game of Tennis

Malcolm Gladwell Outliers

Baltasar Gracian The Art of Worldly Wisdom

Adam Grant Give and Take

Earl G. Graves How to Succeed in Business without Being White

Muriel James & Dorothy Jongeward Born to Win

Spencer Johnson Who Moved My Cheese? 

Cheryl Richardson Take Time for Your Life 

Sun Tzu The Art of War

John Whitmore Coaching for Performance


You need to be motivated to achieve success, but staying successful requires uncommon wisdom. These books uncover some of the factors and ideas that can help you achieve your potential.

Spencer Johnson’s Who Moved My Cheese? highlights the need to cope with change and to generate it if you are to remain at the cutting edge, while Jim Collins reminds you through his study of great companies why  it is not enough to be merely excellent, you must be the best in your field.

Personal coaching is a relatively new phenomenon that promises dramatic increases in productivity and well-being. Covered here are two of the seminal works in the field, Timothy Gallwey’s Inner Game of Tennis and John Whitmore’s Coaching for Performance. There is another outstanding title about work/life balance from life planner Cheryl Richardson.

When published in 1992, Chin-Ning Chu’s Thick Face, Black Heart shook up the conventional western wisdom on how to achieve, and should be read by any serious success scholar. Likewise, the ancient Art of War, which despite its title is a work of philosophy, can provide the reader with a valuable win/win mindset for accomplishing serious  goals. Both titles are a welcome alternative to the familiar diet of western success advice.

Prosperity

George S. Clason The Richest Man in Babylon 

Russell H. Conwell Acres of Diamonds 

Benjamin Franklin The Way to Wealth

John Paul Getty How to Be Rich 

Napoleon Hill Think and Grow Rich 

Robert Kiyosaki Rich Dad, Poor Dad

David S. Landes The Wealth and Poverty of Nations 

Catherine Ponder The Dynamic Laws of Prosperity 

Thomas J. Stanley The Millionaire Mind

Wallace D. Wattles The Science of Getting Rich

Prosperity and wealth titles have always been an important part of success literature. Benjamin Franklin knew the power of money to motivate back in 1758, when The Way to Wealth was first published in one of his almanacs. With a strong Puritan inﬂuence, the book preached thrift, hard work, and the idea that “time is money.”

Far more recently, in his sweeping The Wealth and Poverty of Nations, David Landes lists similar attributes among those nations that have done well. Some countries, like some people, are born luckier than others in terms of resources, but those that have built wealth through their own devices rise to the top. John Paul Getty, for instance, was the son of a well-off oil businessman, but, as his autobiography reveals, he parlayed these merely good circumstances into a massive empire that  left an important philanthropic legacy.

Thomas Stanley’s The Millionaire Mind is a fascinating look into the habits and attitudes of hundreds of wealthy individuals, most of whom are self-made. Stanley concludes that the ability to spot opportunities, more than formal education, is a fundamental ingredient of financial success. Robert Kiyosaki’s Rich Dad, Poor Dad points out that the difference between being rich and poor often boils down to whether someone makes the effort to develop some financial intelligence. On  this theme, still going strong after over 70 years is George Clason’s The Richest Man in Babylon, which has taught millions of people how to build a fortune through “paying yourself first.”

A more spiritual approach to financial success is expressed in the writings of Wallace Wattles and Catherine Ponder, who picture the world as an essentially abundant place that rewards those who appreciate that fact. Inﬂuenced by New Thought teachings, these authors provide a calmer, perhaps more enriching road to wealth focused on “manifesting your good.”

In a class of its own is Napoleon Hill’s Think and Grow Rich, arguably the greatest success manual. The product of 20 years of research and a condensation of the monumental Law of Success, this book was first published in Depression-era America, yet its focus on fabulous wealth continues to inspire today’s entrepreneurs. The mix of spiritual and practical ideas and Hill’s excited and well-honed prose makes it an irresistible package.

Leadership and achievement

Warren Bennis On Becoming a Leader

Kenneth Blanchard & Spencer Johnson The One Minute Manager

Edward Bok The Americanization of Edward Bok

Warren Buffett (by Roger Lowenstein) Buffett

Andrew Carnegie The Autobiography of Andrew Carnegie

Henry Ford My Life and Work

Bill Gates (by Wallace & Erickson) Hard Drive

Steve Jobs (by Schlender & Tetzeli) Becoming Steve Jobs

Ray Kroc Grinding It Out

Abraham Lincoln (by Donald T. Phillips) Lincoln on Leadership

Nelson Mandela Long Walk to Freedom

J. W. Marriott Jr. The Spirit to Serve

Eleanor Roosevelt (by Robin Gerber) Leadership the Eleanor Roosevelt Way

Ernest Shackleton (by Margot Morrell & Stephanie Capparell) Shackleton’s Way

Sam Walton Made in America

Leadership writing traditionally discusses particular people only in order to illustrate a theory. While the list above does include On Becoming a Leader, a valuable work by a major leadership theorist, it is more interesting and perhaps more valuable to look at the lives of actual leaders.

From the world of industry, The Autobiography of Andrew Carnegie has become a classic of personal achievement, charting a rise from poor Scottish boy to steel magnate to model philanthropist. Ford’s My Life and Work is a richly enjoyable account of a comparatively late starter who changed the world by being both a great innovator and a master of organization. Less well known is Edward Bok’s Pulitzer Prize-winning autobiography, which charts the remarkable progress of a Dutch immigrant boy who became one of America’s leading editors and opinion leaders.

Leaping forward to the end of the twentieth century, Roger Lowenstein’s biography of Warren Buffett offers a superb insight into one of history’s great investors. Engrossing titles by Sam Walton and Bill Marriott expand the list of great contemporary business leaders.

Books that focus on what we can learn from the leadership experience of well-known figures are Donald T. Phillips’ Lincoln on Leadership; Margot Morrell and Stephanie Capparell’s Shackleton’s Way, telling the gripping tale of the Antarctic Endurance expedition  and its lessons for life in the business world; and Robin Gerber’s analysis of the inspiring leadership of Eleanor Roosevelt.

Last but far from least, a book mostly written while its author was in prison is Long Walk to Freedom, Nelson Mandela’s often painful story of a life diverted into a struggle to transform a whole nation—on the way creating perhaps the most admired leader of our time.

Notes on the text

The list of classics in this selection is not definitive, but I hope it is representative of the genre. While all of the books have been bestsellers, the main criterion for their inclusion was their impact and renown, or whether they filled a niche in terms of a particular subject or person. The books on Shackleton, Lincoln and Eleanor Roosevelt, for instance, may not be the original classic works relating to their subject, but are standout works of a comparatively new genre that attempts to extract the leadership lessons from the lives of the famous.

The leaders discussed are not specific markers for your own success—it is generally not a good idea to compare yourself to other people—but their stories illustrate a “way” of success that anyone can apply.

Two final notes:
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So, onward to the classics. I hope you find as many usable ideas in these works as I have. What is provided here is only a taste of the literature (the main ideas, context, and impact of each title), which sits within a tradition of criticism and review; I have not provided book summaries as such. Scholars of success will want to feast on the real thing, so don’t hesitate to acquire those titles that inspire you.

Reader bonus

The new chapters in this revised edition required some commentaries from the first edition to be taken out. The receive these for free, please send an email to tombutlerbowdon@gmail.com with ‘Success’ in the email subject.
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