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    This volume assembles two concise works of practical inspiration by Russell Conwell—The Key to Success and What You Can Do With Your Will Power—so that readers may encounter his central ideas in a focused form. The collection’s scope is selective rather than comprehensive, bringing together texts that exemplify Conwell’s counsel on character, effort, and purposeful living. Both pieces belong to the tradition of moral and motivational nonfiction, presented as essays shaped by the cadence of the spoken address. Offered side by side, they trace a consistent argument: that disciplined habits and ethical service form the surest groundwork for durable achievement.

Conwell was an American Baptist minister, educator, and widely traveled lecturer, best known as the founder of Temple University and as the author of the address commonly known as Acres of Diamonds. His writings and speeches coupled entrepreneurial energy with civic responsibility, urging audiences to recognize opportunities close at hand and to cultivate the virtues that make opportunity fruitful. He wrote and spoke in clear, direct prose, favoring illustrative anecdotes over abstraction. In bringing together two of his concise treatises on self-command and purposeful effort, this collection highlights the instructive balance he maintained between personal ambition and public-minded duty.

In The Key to Success, Conwell considers what distinguishes success from mere ambition and proposes a practical route toward it. The text reflects his experience speaking to mixed audiences—students, workers, and community members—offering counsel that emphasizes integrity, diligence, and steady focus. Rather than outlining a single formula, he describes attitudes and practices that foster reliability and trust. His method is observational and example-driven, inviting the reader to examine ordinary decisions that accumulate into an honorable career. The essay’s premise is plain: consistent excellence in small tasks prepares the ground for larger responsibilities and the confidence of one’s contemporaries.

What You Can Do With Your Will Power concentrates on the disciplined use of volition in shaping conduct and outcomes. Conwell treats will not as a mystical force but as cultivated attention, habit, and perseverance directed toward worthy ends. The essay addresses distractions, discouragement, and the temptation to postpone effort, urging readers to systematize their time and guard their commitments. As with his other addresses, the tone remains encouraging rather than severe, pointing to attainable steps that strengthen resolve. The work complements The Key to Success by showing how consistent decision-making transforms aspiration into dependable, constructive action.

Read together, these essays advance themes that recur across Conwell’s work: the dignity of steady labor, the moral dimension of prosperity, and the reciprocity between personal growth and community wellbeing. Stylistically, he favors concise statements, concrete examples, and a conversational rhythm shaped by years on the lecture platform. The counsel is practical but anchored in ethical considerations, treating success as a byproduct of service, honesty, and disciplined attention rather than mere technique. While the essays are brief, they are structured to be re-read, with each section reinforcing the central claim that character is cumulative and that habits determine horizons.

These texts emerged from a period when public lectures and printed pamphlets carried ideas across the United States to audiences seeking guidance on work, education, and citizenship. Conwell’s voice met that demand with accessible lessons that link personal improvement to constructive social contributions. Their continued appeal lies in that dual focus: the immediate usefulness of practical advice and the insistence that goals be measured against responsibilities to others. Readers today will recognize familiar pressures—distraction, haste, and the search for meaning—and may find in Conwell’s approach a steadying emphasis on attention, reliability, and shared benefit as markers of real progress.

The present pairing invites a sequential reading. Begin with The Key to Success for its overview of qualities that support trustworthy achievement, then turn to What You Can Do With Your Will Power for its concentrated guidance on directing effort. The combination underscores Conwell’s conviction that aims and actions must align. Without prescribing a rigid program, the essays supply clear prompts for reflection and deliberate practice. This collection therefore serves as an introduction to a durable strand of American inspirational writing and as a usable companion for readers who wish to test their intentions against practical steps and shared obligations.
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    Russell H. Conwell (1843–1925) came of age during the American Civil War, in which he served as a Union soldier, and then worked as journalist, lawyer, and Baptist minister. In 1882 he accepted a call to Grace Baptist Church in industrial Philadelphia and in 1884 founded Temple College, later Temple University, for working adults. These experiences placed him in the mainstream of Gilded Age optimism yet amid stark inequalities. The conviction that character, discipline, and education could lift strivers shaped the tone and aims of lectures later published as The Key to Success and What You Can Do With Your Will Power.

Between 1870 and 1914 the United States underwent rapid industrialization, urban growth, and immigration, trends especially visible in Philadelphia’s factories, rail yards, and textile districts. Newcomers from Southern and Eastern Europe swelled neighborhoods north of Center City, while long hours left many seeking night classes to advance. Conwell’s church-sponsored schools offered bookkeeping, rhetoric, and applied sciences designed for immediate employment, embodying the era’s pragmatic ethos. In this milieu, appeals to ‘will power’ and personal initiative promised a navigable path through crowded labor markets. His audiences understood success not as aristocratic birthright but as disciplined habits aligning with the rhythms of urban, mechanized work.

Conwell’s ideas spread through the Lyceum and Chautauqua lecture circuits that flourished from the 1870s into the 1910s, bringing popular education to towns and cities nationwide. He delivered addresses thousands of times to raise funds for scholarships and Temple’s expansion, and publishers condensed these talks into portable volumes for self-improvement readers. The circuits valued clear stories, moral exhortation, and practical counsel, shaping his style as brisk, anecdotal, and motivational. As trains knit regions together and affordable print proliferated, his messages reached clerks, teachers, and shop foremen alike, securing a broad audience for concise guides like The Key to Success and its companion on will power.

The collection belongs to a broader Anglo-American success literature stretching from Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help (1859) to Orison Swett Marden’s Success magazine, founded in 1897, and to Andrew Carnegie’s Gospel of Wealth (1889). Conwell’s contribution shared the period’s confidence in character training and disciplined habits while grounding exhortation in Protestant preaching and civic uplift. Though contemporaneous with New Thought claims about the mind’s creative power, his emphasis remained largely practical—study, thrift, punctuality, and service—rather than occult or metaphysical. The titles’ focus on a ‘key’ and on ‘will power’ echoed a transatlantic belief that personal mastery could unlock advancement within America’s expanding professional and commercial classes.

At the turn of the century, the Social Gospel urged Christians to address systemic injustice in urban life. Figures like Walter Rauschenbusch, whose Christianity and the Social Crisis appeared in 1907, and reformers at settlement houses such as Jane Addams’s Hull-House (founded 1889) emphasized structural causes of poverty. Conwell worked alongside these currents yet stressed individual moral agency, supplementing it with institutional charity through Grace Baptist and Temple. Supporters praised his optimism and tangible scholarships; critics faulted the tendency to underplay corporate power or discrimination. This debate framed the contemporary reception of his success counsel, inviting audiences to reconcile personal effort with collective reform.

Economic shocks reinforced the demand for fortitude. The Panic of 1893 and the Bankers’ Panic of 1907 destabilized savings and employment, while high-profile labor conflicts—from Homestead (1892) to the Pullman Strike (1894)—exposed tensions of industrial capitalism. In Philadelphia, the 1910 transit strike dramatized workplace unrest. Concurrently, Frederick Winslow Taylor, working in the city’s industrial firms, popularized scientific management in 1911, preaching efficiency, measurement, and self-control. Conwell’s recurring themes—habit, persistence, and purposeful study—resonated with employers and employees seeking stability and advancement. Framed as character rather than class struggle, willpower became an ethical technology suited to volatile markets and regimented factory floors.

Education provided the bridge between aspiration and advancement. The Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 expanded land-grant colleges; Joseph Wharton established the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania in 1881; Anthony J. Drexel founded the Drexel Institute in 1891; and Carnegie-funded public libraries multiplied from the 1880s onward. Conwell’s night-school model fit this democratization of knowledge, offering accessible pathways for clerks, machinists, and immigrants balancing wages and study. Within this environment, The Key to Success linked virtues to concrete skills, while the willpower theme underscored persistence through incremental lessons, examinations, and promotions—habits reinforced by the graded structures of modern schools and offices.

During World War I, patriotic appeals to productivity and thrift dovetailed with exhortations to self-mastery, while churches mobilized for Liberty Loan drives and relief. Conwell continued lecturing into the 1910s and early 1920s, and he died in 1925 as consumer culture and mass advertising reshaped the image of the self-made American. His concise treatises retained their audience as moral ballast in a brisk, competitive economy, even as later critics—from the Depression era onward—questioned purely individual remedies. Read together, these works crystallize a moment when faith, education, and disciplined resolve were presented as reliable instruments for advancement in an unequal, rapidly modernizing nation.
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    The Key to Success
Conwell frames success as the outcome of a clear life-purpose pursued with steady work, integrity, and a spirit of service rather than privilege or luck.
In an exhortational, anecdote-rich style, he links moral character and practical education to social usefulness, a recurring motif across his addresses.
What You Can Do With Your Will Power
This essay argues that disciplined will—expressed through self-control, habit formation, and focused attention—can redirect one’s circumstances and opportunities.
With urgent, pulpit-like cadence and illustrative cases, Conwell emphasizes perseverance and temperance, extending his broader theme that inner character drives outward achievement.
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People are thinking, but they can think much more. The housewife is thinking about the chemical changes caused by heat in meats, vegetables, and liquids. The sailor thinks about the gold in sea-water, the soldier thinks of smokeless powder and muffled guns; the puddler meditates on iron squeezers and electric furnaces; the farmer admires Luther Burbank's magical combinations in plant life; the school-girl examines the composition of her pencil and analyses the writing-paper; the teacher studies psychology at first hand; the preacher understands more of the life that now is; the merchant and manufacturer give more attention to the demand. Yes, we are all thinking. But we are still thinking too far away; even the prism through which we see the stars is near the eyes. The dentist is thinking too much about other people's teeth.

This book is sent out to induce people to look at their own eyes, to pick up the gold in their laps, to study anatomy under the tutorship of their own hearts. One could accumulate great wisdom and secure fortunes by studying his own finger-nails. This lesson seems the very easiest to learn, and for that reason is the most difficult.

The lecture, "The Silver Crown," which the author has been giving in various forms for fifty years, is herein printed from a stenographic report of one address on this general subject. It will not be found all together, as a lecture, for this book is an attempt to give further suggestion on the many different ways in which the subject has been treated, just as the lecture has varied in its illustrations from time to time. The lecture was addressed to the ear. This truth, which amplifies the lecture, is addressed to the eye.

I have been greatly assisted, and sometimes superseded, in the preparation of these pages by Prof. James F. Willis, of Philadelphia. Bless him!

My hope is by this means to reach a larger audience even than that which has heard some of the things herein so many times in the last forty-five years. We do not hope to give or sell anything to the reader. He has enough already. But many starve with bread in their mouths. They spit it out and weep for food. Humans are a strange collection. But they can be induced to think much more accurately and far more efficiently. This book is sent out as an aid to closer observation and more efficient living.
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