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OBVIOUS ADAMS was first published as a short story in the Saturday Evening Post in April, 1916. Though it was the story of an advertising man, it was quickly recognized as presenting a germ idea basic to outstanding success in the business world and the professions.

Harper & Brothers brought out the story in book form in September of the year of its publication in the Post.

The book met with a ready sale. In reviewing it, the New York Times said, “The young man who is going to seek his fortune in the advertising business should have Obvious Adams for a handbook. Indeed, any young man who is going to seek his fortune in anything might be aided by the common sense and business acumen displayed in this little volume.” 

“Obvious Adams” soon became a legendary character. He was quoted in business conferences and at board meetings. Heads of companies wrote the author to ask if the hero of the story was a real person; that if he was they wanted to engage his services. His “obviousness” influenced the thinking of some of the outstanding industrial leaders of the day – men of the caliber of Elbert H. Gary, head of U. S. Steel, who read the book and wrote the author an appreciative letter.

That was nearly half a century ago. In the ensuing decades, two other publishers brought out editions of Obvious Adams. It became known as a business “classic” and found its way into anthologies of business literature.

For several years all editions of the book were out of print. So persistent was the demand for copies, especially from heads of firms who want to plant the germ idea of the story in the minds of their younger executives and creative people, that this popular-priced edition was prepared.

The story may seem a bit old-fashioned to the modem reader, and at first he may regard it merely as a short story about an advertising man. But there is a basic idea in this simple story that is both universal and timeless.

To the original story the author has added, from his subsequent broad experience, five ways to test the obviousness of ideas and plans, and five creative suggestions for seeing and doing “the obvious.”
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The above was written in 1953 by the author, my late father, Robert R. Updegraff (1889-1977), when he published his “popularpriced edition.” At that time he had planned to retire from his business counseling work and had established The Updegraff Press, Ltd. of Scarsdale, New York, to publish some of his writings.

He soon found, however, that his clients didn’t wish him to retire and didn’t leave him enough time to publish his books. As a result, he turned over the copyrights to several books to the Executive Development Press, Inc., Littleton, New Hampshire. In 1974, however, this firm decided to shut down their publishing business and returned the copyrights to my father. At the time of his death in 1977 he had not yet found a new publisher for Obvious Adams. 

In clearing out his office, I became aware from the correspondence, that there was still interest in Obvious Adams but I didn’t realize how strong this was at first. Finally in early 1980 I had received enough inquiries to make a new printing desirable. We were able to get some favorable publicity and in that year we printed over 5000 copies. The demand seemed to be divided between those that were glad to see it back in print and those who just found out about it.

And the story doesn’t stop there. In the 15 years we have been publishing Obvious Adams, we have sold more than 22,000 copies. Wouldn’t my father be pleased to know this? He would also be pleased that we have signed an agreement for an edition to be published in Brazil, in Portuguese! The editor of that edition pointed out a very obvious omission in our editions. We hadn’t included anything about the author. We have added a brief biography in the back of this book to correct this obvious oversight.

We hope you will enjoy and find helpful this little story that is now in its 80th year and still going strong. I can’t think of a more appropriate tribute to my late father, and I am more than pleased to have helped it along.

Norman C. Updegraff

Publisher

Louisville, Kentucky

April 1995
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The publisher wishes to acknowledge the late author, Robert R. Updegraff, for giving the world this classic story; Norman C. Updegraff, the author’s son, who first considered my proposal for a Business Edition in 1997; and Elisabeth Updegraff Foshee, Norman’s daughter, for wanting to see this timeless tale live into a new century.
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FUN WAY LEARNING PRESS is thrilled to publish an exclusive Business Edition of a classic text which has captivated readers for nearly a century. This little story contains a pearl of great wisdom, a simple idea powerful enough to change a life or perhaps even the course of a great enterprise.

We have updated a few instances of the author’s original usage to make this story accessible to all without altering the meaning, spirit or flow of the original text.

After the story you will find a brief “Manager’s Toolkit.” Ponder the simple ideas found there and develop them for the benefit of your personal life, your business or your greater community.

Many years ago I happened upon another little book, How to Become CEO. The author, Jeffrey Fox, listed several titles in his chapter “Study These Books,” and the very first entry was Obvious Adams.

I have always been intrigued about his thinking behind this choice, and so I invited Jeffrey to write the Foreword and share his thoughts with us.

Enjoy!

Lowell Widmer

Fun Way Learning Press

Newburyport, MA
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I first read Obvious Adams in high school. Fast-forward twenty years to starting Fox & Company, when I became the # 1 buyer of Robert Updegraff’s tiny and amazing book. (I gave Obvious Adams to clients until my first book was published. Then I gave clients my books.)

There is zero question that Obvious Adams materially influenced how I observe, think, write, work (as if you should care). But know that there are big ideas in this little book.

Though timeless, timely, and obvious, this book’s big ideas are rarely practiced. Instead of doing “deep data dives,” and attending meetings to “think outside the box,” or bafflegabbing about “paradigm shifts,” the book’s protagonist, Obvious Adams, gets out of the office, goes into the marketplace, visits the scene, touches, observes, listens, makes notes.

Obvious Adams keeps an unbiased open mind. Many people do not. He knows that beliefs, however passionately held, are beliefs, not facts, not truths. He knows he does not know it all. In fact, at the start of problem solving, he assumes he knows nothing. He knows that he can and will be wrong sometimes, maybe lots of times. He is not influenced by accepted mythology, deeply revered tradition, fads, peer pressure, office politics, the maddening crowd, or strong authority figures. He looks for facts, and faces facts. He does not fight the facts.

Obvious Adams is polite, persistent, objective, introspective. He thinks, tinkers, tailors, tries. He calmly accepts that his interim ideas may be “not so goods.” But he never quits. He noodles, explores, imagines, and keeps working until the answer, the solution, is obvious.

His winning answers are plain talk. Not cute. Not “creative.” Factual. Simple. Obvious.

It is hard to get to simple. It is hard to grasp the obvious. It is hard to state or render the obvious.

After my late mother, Catherine, read my first book, How to Become CEO, (in which I plug Obvious Adams) she said, “But Jeffrey, this is so obvious.”

“Thank you Mom,” I responded.

Jeffrey Fox

Owner, Fox & Company

Author of How to Become CEO
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A lone man sat at a table by a window in the DickensRoom of the Tip Top Inn, Chicago. He had finished his dinner and was apparently waiting for his black coffee to be served.

Two men entered and were shown to a table nearby. Presently one of them glanced at the man by the window.

“See that man over there?” he whispered to his companion.

“Yes,” said the latter, looking disinterestedly in the direction indicated.

“Well, that is Obvious Adams.”

“Is that so?” And he almost turned in his chair this time to get a good look at the most talked‑of man in the advertising business. “Ordinary‑looking man, isn’t he?”

“Yes, to look at him you would never think he was the famous Obvious Adams of the biggest advertising agency in New York. And to tell the truth, I can’t see why he is such a little tin‑god in the business world.

‘’I’ve heard him speak two or three times at the Adleague meetings, but he never said anything that we didn’t know already. He seemed to have a lot of people buffaloed, though. I confess he was a disappointment to me.”

It is funny, but that is the way most outsiders talk about Adams. And yet this same Adams has been an important factor in the success of more well‑known businesses than perhaps any other one man.

Even at this moment, while the two men were talking about him, he was making business history. He had turned the menu card face down and was drawing lines and making notes on the back. To anyone looking over his shoulder the result of this work would have been meaningless, but it seemed to please Adams, for he nodded his head earnestly to himself and put the menu into his pocket as the obsequious waiter came to help him into his overcoat.

Half an hour later a telephone bell jingled in the library of a sumptuous home in an Iowa city. It rang a second time before the man lounging in the big mahogany chair in front of the fireplace arose and picked up the receiver.

“Hello!” he snapped, and he scowled at the intrusion.

“Hello! Hello! Oh, it’s you, Mr. Adams. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. Where are you? Chicago? You’ve got a plan? You have? Well, I’ve just been sitting here thinking about it myself, and I’ve chewed three cigars to a pulp trying to figure out what we ought to do about it.”

Then silence in the sumptuous library. Then a series of what sounded like approving grunts.

“I see your idea. Yes, I think they will do it all right! I’m sure they will — they’ve got to. It’s a bully idea and I believe it will turn the trick! All right; take the night train and I’ll send my car down to the station to meet you in the morning. Good night.”

For a long minute the man in the library stood and looked into the fireplace thoughtfully. “Now, why in thunder couldn’t some of us have thought of that? It’s the most natural thing in the world to do, but we had to bring a man clear from New York to show us. That Adams is a wonder anyway!” And having addressed these remarks to the andirons, he pulled out a fourth cigar, which he smoked.
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