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Introductory Notes to The Master Key System, written by Charles F. Haanel 

Olen Soifer 

In this age of the Internet, urban myths seem to arise, spread and become perpetuated more 
rapidly than ever before. Hence, three myths about this book, &/or its author have entered the 
realm of urban mythology, passed on and passed on and accepted as truth by those who know no 
better: 

1. The writings of Mr. Haanel were banned by the Church; 

2. Mr. Haanel never intended the book to be known to anyone but the elite of society; 

3. The Master Key System influenced Bill Gates to quit Harvard and start up 
Microsoft…and the book was considered the personal secret of the most successful of 
the 1980’s Silicon Valley entrepreneurs. 

None of these myths should be accepted as fact. The truth is that there is little or no evidentiary 
basis for any of these myths. However, that does not deny the fundamental worth of the book and 
the system.  

First sold by Haanel as a multi-part correspondence course in 1912, it was first published, in 
book form, in 1916-17. It retained its popularity until the 1930’s but, though it then seemed to 
have vanished from bookshelves, its worth remains. It is now in the public domain, though a 
number of entrepreneurs have chosen to edit it and republish it, in various formats,  for costs 
ranging from under $10 to over $1,000.  

Edward F. Haanel (1866 - 1949) was born in Ann Arbor, MI, but was raised (and is buried) in St. 
Louis, MO. In addition to his career as a successful author of a number of influential self-help 
books, including The Mental Key System and Mental Chemistry, Haanel was also a very 
successful entrepreneur. He owned sugar and coffee plantations, as well as vineyards and 
gold/silver mines, among other businesses. He was a high-degree Mason and a Shriner and the 
recipient of a number of actual and honorary degrees. .  

Napoleon Hill, author of Think and Grow Rich was very influenced by Haanel’s writings, as 
were many other self-help authors who came after Haanel. I invite you to also read and profit 
from his writings. Just one suggestion, however…don’t expect for the book to disclose a few 
gems of wisdom that will instantly change your life.  That is why it is called a system.  As a 
matter of fact, when it was first published as a correspondence course, the buyers of the course 
could not buy the book version until they completed the course.  I assume that Haanel did not 
want people jumping to the end in hopes of finding some moral or summary that might instantly 
change their lives.   

Unfortunately, few individual platitudes or words of wisdom exist that can bring about major 
changes in one’s psyche, manner of thinking or attitudes. The Master Key System is neither a 
magic bullet, nor a get-rich-quick system.  But it does have the potential to change your life, if 
you make it part of yourself by treating it as it was intended…a course for improved thinking and 
living.  When studied and incorporated into yourself, it has the potential to unlock your own 
potential for personal growth, happiness and success. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
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