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Introduction — Seven Men Everyone Once Knew

In 1901, an American writer named Orison Swett Marden set out to meet the greatest businessmen of his era and asked each of them the same question: how did you succeed? The interviews became a book, How They Succeeded — featuring names like Marshall Field, Alexander Graham Bell, Philip D. Armour, John Wanamaker, John D. Rockefeller, Thomas Edison, and Andrew Carnegie.

Marden himself was, honestly, a fascinating figure: born into a poor New Hampshire farming family, his childhood was marked by tragedy — his mother died when he was three, his father a few years later in a logging accident. The three orphaned children were then placed with different guardian families, where young Marden had to work twelve to fourteen hours a day as a "bound boy" in exchange for room and board. Out of this precarious, hardship-filled childhood grew an obsessive interest in how people become successful — and as an adult, Marden became one of America's most popular authors of "success literature," selling millions of copies of books on perseverance, integrity, and self-made achievement decades before Napoleon Hill. How They Succeeded was not a theoretical textbook but a collection of genuine, personal conversations — the Tim Ferriss podcast of its day, just in print.

Marden's America in 1901 was itself an era of rapid transformation: railroads, the steam engine, and industrial mass production reshaped the economy within just two or three decades, and an entire generation had to learn how to navigate a world their own parents wouldn't have recognized. This parallel is exactly why the book still feels relevant 125 years later — not because history literally repeats itself, but because the underlying question — how do we find our footing in a rapidly changing world — remains the same regardless of era.

Today, more than a century later, these names have met strange fates. Some — Edison, Carnegie, Rockefeller — are still recognized by much of the world, though often only in blurred, caricature form: "the brilliant inventor," "the robber baron," "the philanthropist." Others — Marshall Field, Philip Armour, John Wanamaker — have been nearly forgotten by public memory, despite the fact that the institutions and principles they built (fixed pricing, return guarantees, refrigerated food transport) still shape our daily lives.

Why These Seven?

How They Succeeded originally contained twenty-two chapters — including many names who were well known in their own time but have since become minor footnotes in history. This book deliberately selected only seven of them: those whose names, work, or legacy remain recognizable today, and whose stories trace a genuine, instructive arc — from poverty to immense wealth, from doubt to breakthrough, from personal drama to institutions that still stand.

This is not a simple reprint. Every chapter follows the same structure: a presentation of the original life story, followed by — and this is the point — an honest, critical look at the parts that celebratory reports of the era often left out. Marshall Field's hostility toward organized labor, Alexander Graham Bell's controversial views on the deaf community, Philip Armour's "embalmed beef" scandal, Andrew Carnegie's strikebreaking at Homestead — all of these are part of the story, because an honest book cannot separate success from the path that led to it.

Every chapter closes with a "What Can We Learn from [Name]'s Life in 2026?" section, which offers not an abstract history lesson but concrete, practically applicable insights: how to handle a financial crisis, when it's worth leaving a proven, successful path for a riskier but more exciting one, why business success doesn't guarantee political or moral success, and how to turn your limitations into resources instead of treating them as obstacles.

Why Now?

In 2026, we're living through an era many compare to a second gilded age — artificial intelligence, automation, and the reshuffling of global markets are bringing about the same kind of fast, unpredictable shifts that Marshall Field or Andrew Carnegie experienced when the steam engine and the steel industry reshaped their world. These people aren't interesting today because you could literally copy their methods — most of them operated with tools (railroad cartels, the absence of labor rights, unregulated markets) that today's world rightly rejects. They're interesting because they faced a fundamental question we still face today: how do we find our place in a world that changes faster than we can get used to?

A Note on the Source

This book is a modernized, curated, and critically annotated adaptation of Orison Swett Marden's 1901 work How They Succeeded, now in the public domain. The original anecdotes and facts in this book draw on Marden's interviews as well as additional, verified historical sources (biographical archives, academic and institutional documentation). The "What Can We Learn..." sections, the critical context, and the modern parallels are the work of this edition's editor.

This is not a simple reprint of an existing book — every How They Succeeded edition currently available on the market is an unmodified reprint. This is the first edition to adapt Marden's material with a focus on the seven most recognizable figures, critical context, and relevance to 2026.

How to Read This Book

You don't need to read it in order. Every chapter stands on its own — you can choose the name that interests you most, or whichever field (retail, invention, industry) most relates to your own situation. But if you read all seven, another pattern emerges: seven completely different paths to the same destination — the realization that lasting success never comes down to a single trick or a lucky break, but to how we respond to the challenges of our own era, when no one else can tell us in advance what will work.

Let's begin with Marshall Field — a man who started out in the poverty of a Massachusetts farm and learned that a financial cushion isn't a luxury, but a strategic weapon.


Chapter 1 — Marshall Field: The Man Who Never Trusted to Luck
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Marshall Field was born in 1834 on a farm in Conway, Massachusetts, the third of six children born to John Field and Fidelia Nash. The family's roots stretched all the way back to 1629 — their Puritan ancestors were among the first to arrive in America from England, and a thrifty, self-restrained outlook on life had been passed down through the generations. This Puritan inheritance wasn't just a religious formality: it meant concrete, everyday principles for living — avoiding unnecessary expense, treating a spoken promise as sacred, and the conviction that honest work was a moral value in itself, not merely a means of survival. The family wasn't destitute, but raising six children on a farm's modest income demanded real discipline: everyone had to work, and money could never be spent carelessly.

His father was himself something of a workaholic, and he passed that value on to his son early on. Field showed a knack for business young — he traded pocketknives with his schoolmates with a skill well beyond his years. Farm work gave him physical stamina, but his heart was never in it: he knew he had no interest in working the land for the rest of his life.

At seventeen he left home and took a job as a clerk in a Pittsfield general store for ten dollars a week — he spent four or five years there learning the fundamentals of trade, living in a room above the shop and saving every cent he earned. The store's owner, Deacon Henry Davis, soon took notice of him: Field became known as an attentive, thorough salesman, so much so that regular customers came to specifically request him. When the owner offered him a partnership, Field turned it down — he'd concluded that the great fortunes of the future wouldn't be made in New England, but in the rapidly growing West.

By the time he reached Chicago, the city was still far from the metropolis it would become: it had barely eighty-four thousand residents, full of momentum but with an uncertain future. In 1856, at twenty-two, Field took a job as a clerk at a wholesale firm called Cooley, Wadsworth & Co., where he proved exceptionally gifted at building relationships with rural, Midwestern merchants and managing inventory. Within nine years he'd become so trusted that when one of the founders, Cooley, left the firm in 1862, Field was able to buy his own partnership stake, and the company continued on as Farwell, Field & Co.
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In 1865, Field and one of his junior partners, Levi Leiter, made a decisive move: they accepted an offer from Potter Palmer, who already ran a successful dry-goods store on Lake Street aimed squarely at the city's female shoppers. Palmer had earlier pioneered innovations like an unconditional, no-questions-asked return policy and elaborate window displays — principles that would later become, in Field's hands, a systematic philosophy applied with real consistency. With Field and Leiter joining, the firm carried on as Field, Palmer & Leiter, and when Palmer withdrew from the business for health reasons in 1867 (with Field and Leiter buying out his stake), the company became known as Field, Leiter & Co. Palmer then turned his attention to real estate, and it was in fact he who convinced his former partners to relocate to a six-story, marble-clad building he'd constructed on State Street — the famous "Marble Palace," which on its 1868 opening day gave every man who walked through the door a cigar, and every woman a rose.

Asked to name the turning point of his career, Field himself never pointed to some great deal or a lucky investment, but to something far more mundane: saving his first five thousand dollars. That sum was what gave him the security to seize the next opportunity, without having to go into debt to do it.

That philosophy — running the business on a cash basis — is what saved him in 1857, when a financial panic wiped out nearly everyone in the market except the firms that hadn't blindly extended credit, and hadn't lived off it either. Field's company bought with cash, sold on short terms, and when the crisis hit, it owed no one anything.

The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 took everything — buildings, inventory, all of it, including the Marble Palace, which had only opened three years earlier. But because he carried no debt, Field was able to start over: he rented a surviving stable building and, working eighteen-hour days, had the business back on its feet within weeks. Two years later, during the Panic of 1873, that same disciplined, low-debt way of operating saved the company again, while many of its competitors went under.
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Reinventing Retail

Field's real revolution wasn't his survival instinct — it was his attitude toward customers. The prevailing principle in American commerce at the time was caveat emptor, "let the buyer beware": haggling, shifting prices, and almost no guarantee of quality on what you bought. Field turned that model on its head: he introduced a single, fixed price for everyone (putting an end to haggling), and an unconditional return policy, no questions asked — if a customer wasn't satisfied with a purchase, they could simply bring it back.

The famous line, "Give the lady what she wants," is said to have been born in one specific moment: when Field noticed one of his clerks arguing with a female customer over a complaint, he stepped in immediately and ended the dispute by simply telling the clerk to give the customer what she asked for. That phrase, along with the related principle that "the customer is always right," soon became the operating philosophy of the entire company, and he instructed his staff never to push a product on a customer who showed no interest — sharply at odds with the pushy sales tactics of the era.

This wasn't mere goodwill — it was a deliberate business strategy. Field understood that a comfortable, trustworthy shopping experience produced far more repeat customers and long-term loyalty than aggressive tactics chasing short-term profit. The approach paid off: the company's revenue stood at $12 million in 1871 and had surpassed $40 million by 1895 — making Field, Leiter & Co., and after 1881, Marshall Field & Co., one of the largest retail businesses in the world. (The 1881 name change came about because Field bought out his partner Leiter's stake for $2.5 million, after years of disagreement over the company's direction following the fire.)

Field also introduced a number of other innovations that seem self-evident today: he opened the first department-store restaurant (the later-legendary Walnut Room), introduced free same-day horse-drawn delivery, and kept permanent buyers stationed in Europe to bring the latest fashions into his store — democratizing luxury for middle-class shoppers in the process.
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Though Field is remembered today chiefly for his showpiece, ladies-focused State Street store, it was actually his wholesale division that generated the larger profit during his lifetime. In 1887 the wholesale operation moved into a monumental, five-hundred-thousand-square-foot Romanesque warehouse designed by Henry Hobson Richardson, a building that would go on to influence the design of other Chicago landmarks, including the Auditorium Building. Merchants from rural, Midwestern towns came here, each guided through the enormous inventory by a Field employee — everything from baby carriages to musical instruments, sporting goods, and medical instruments was available, all carefully organized.

Field's contemporaries described him as reserved, almost severely formal — a striking contrast to his former partner John V. Farwell, known as a warmer
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What Can We Learn from Marshall Field's Life in 2026?
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