


  
    [image: image]
  







 

PROFILES
IN
AUDACITY







PROFILES
IN
AUDACITY

GREAT DECISIONS AND
HOW THEY WERE MADE

Alan Axelrod

[image: Image]   
New york / London
www.strlingpublishing.com







 

 

 

STERLING and the distinctive Sterling logo are registered trademarks of
Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available

2    4    6    8    10    9    7    5    3    1

Published by Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.
387 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10016
© 2006 by Alan Axelrod
Distributed in Canada by Sterling Publishing
c/o Canadian Manda Group, 165 Dufferin Street
Toronto, Ontario, Canada M6K 3H6
Distributed in the United Kingdom by GMC Distribution Services
Castle Place, 166 High Street, Lewes, East Sussex, England BN7 1XU
Distributed in Australia by Capricorn Link (Australia) Pty. Ltd.
P.O. Box 704, Windsor, NSW 2756, Australia

Manufactured in the United States of America
All rights reserved

Sterling ISBN-13: 978-1-4027-3282-9 Hardcover
ISBN-10: 1-4027-3282-1

Sterling ISBN-13: 978-1-4027-4531-7 Paperback
ISBN-10: 1-4027-4531-1

 

For information about custom editions, special sales, premium and
corporate purchases, please contact Sterling Special Sales
Department at 800-805-5489 or specialsales@sterlingpub.com.








 

 

 

 

For Anita

Who decided to say yes



 

 

 

 

My thanks to Michael Fragnito and Barbara Berger,
for having the audacity to publish this book.







Contents



Introduction: The Rubicon Factor




 

PART ONE:



The Decision in Crisis



 

Cleopatra and the Romans (48–30 B.C.)

THE DECISION TO RESCUE EGYPT



 

Queen Boudicca and the Invaders (CA. A.D. 60)

THE DECISION TO RESIST



 

Elizabeth I and the Spanish Armada (1588)

THE DECISION TO SAVE THE NATION

 

Beethoven and Deafness (1802)

THE DECISION TO OVERCOME

 

Tecumseh and an Indian Nation (1806)

THE DECISION TO UNITE IN STRUGGLE

 

Truman and the A-Bomb (1945)

THE DECISION TO END A WAR

 

John F. Kennedy and the Cuban Missile Crisis (1962)

THE DECISION THAT IMPERILED AND SAVED THE WORLD



 

PART TWO:

The Decision to Venture

 



Columbus and the New World (1492)

THE DECISION TO JOURNEY TO THE EDGE AND BEYOND

 

Galileo and the Universe (1633)

THE DECISION TO RETHINK REALITY

 

Meriwether Lewis, Thomas Jefferson, and the American Wilderness (1803)

THE DECISION TO EXPLORE

 

Charlie Goodnight and the First Cattle Drive (1866)

THE DECISION THAT CREATED THE COWBOY

 

Edison and Electric Light (1878–79)

THE DECISION TO SUBDIVIDE THE SUN

 

Theodore Roosevelt and the Panama Canal (1901–3)

THE DECISION THAT REVISED GLOBAL GEOPOLITICS

 

The Wright Brothers and the Airplane (1903)

THE DECISION TO FLY

 

Sigmund Freud and Sex (1905)

THE DECISION TO DEFY THE MORALS OF AN AGE

 

Frank X. McNamara and Diners Club (1950)

THE DECISION TO REMAKE THE BUSINESS OF BUYING AND SELLING

 

John F. Kennedy and the Moon (1961)

THE DECISION TO LEAVE THE EARTH

 

Ted Turner and CNN (1979)

THE DECISION TO NETWORK THE PLANET

 

Bill Gates and MS-DOS (1981)

THE DECISION TO OWN AN INDISPENSABLE TECHNOLOGY

 

PART THREE:

The Decision of Conscience

 

Joan of Arc and the Dauphin (1429)

THE DECISION TO ACT ON INSPIRATION

 

Lincoln and Emancipation (1862)

THE DECISION FOR FREEDOM

 

Clara Barton and the Soldiers (1861–62)

THE DECISION TO CARE

 

Gandhi and Nonviolent Revolution (1893)

THE DECISION TO PREVAIL WITHOUT BLOODSHED

 

W. E. B. Du Bois and the NAACP (1909)

THE DECISION AGAINST COMPROMISE

 

Marshall and the Marshall Plan (1947)

THE DECISION TO RESCUE EUROPE

 

Branch Rickey and Jackie Robinson (1945–47)

THE DECISION TO CROSS THE COLOR LINE

 

Rosa Parks and the Right to Sit (1955)

THE DECISION THAT LAUNCHED THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

 

Betty Friedan and a Woman’s Place (1963)

THE DECISION TO REVALUE VALUES

 

Lyndon Johnson and the Civil Rights Act (1964)

THE DECISION TO CREATE RACIAL JUSTICE

 

Daniel Ellsberg and the Pentagon Papers (1971)

THE DECISION TO TELL THE TRUTH

 

James Burke and the Tylenol Murders (1982)

THE DECISION FOR CORPORATE ETHICS

 

PART FOUR:

The Decision to Risk Everything

 

William the Conqueror and the Norman Conquest (1066)

THE DECISION TO PREVAIL

 

Washington and the Delaware Crossing (1776)

THE DECISION TO WIN

 

Woodrow Wilson and World War I (1917)

THE DECISION TO BECOME A WORLD POWER

 

Jimmy Doolittle and the Tokyo Raid (1942)

THE DECISION TO STRIKE BACK

 

Truman and the Berlin Airlift (1948)

THE DECISION TO “CONTAIN” COMMUNISM

 

Edmund Hillary and Everest (1953)

THE DECISION TO CONQUER

 

Richard M. Nixon and China (1972)

THE DECISION TO COEXIST

 

Boris Yeltsin and the Communist Coup (1991)

THE DECISION TO EMBRACE A NEW WORLD ORDER

 

PART FIVE:

The Decision to Hope

 

Chief Joseph and the End of Battle (1877)

THE DECISION FOR PEACE

 

Andrew Carnegie and the Gospel of Wealth (1889)

THE DECISION TO GIVE ALL YOU HAVE

 

Dwight Eisenhower and D-Day (1944)

THE DECISION TO GIVE THE ORDER

 

Menachem Begin and El-Anwar Sadat (1978)

THE DECISION FOR MUTUAL SURVIVAL

 

Todd Beamer and Flight 93 (2001)

THE DECISION AGAINST TERROR

 

Further Reading







Introduction

THE RUBICON FACTOR

The Rubicon River, near modern Ravenna in northern Italy, is as unimpressive today as it was when Julius Caesar stood on its northern bank in 49 B.C. Small and shallow, it dries up at even the hint of drought. Certainly, it presented no obstacle to the advance of an army. It was just a matter of crossing a little bridge. But as Plutarch, one of Caesar’s two early biographers, tells us, the great general “became full of thought” as he approached the river. His “mind wavered,” and he “began to go more slowly and then ordered a halt.” Julius Caesar stood on the bank of the little river and “for a long time . . . weighed matters up silently in his own mind, irresolute between . . . two alternatives.”

The Rubicon divided northern Italy—Cisalpine Gaul, the large province Caesar controlled—from Rome, which was governed by the Senate and dominated by Cnaeus Pompeius Magnus, better known as Pompey. Once Caesar’s ally, Pompey was now his archrival, and he had the law on his side. The Lex Cornelia Majestatis solemnly forbade any Roman general from leading an army out of the province to which he was assigned. This meant, quite simply, that if Caesar and the six thousand men with him crossed the Rubicon, they would bring down upon themselves all the vast legions commanded by Pompey and the Senate of Rome.

To cross the Rubicon would mean civil war, maybe impossible to win and certainly tragic for the nation. But if this was a powerful reason not to cross, there was also a compelling reason not to remain on the northern bank. Inaction would perpetuate a peace that had been dictated by a fatally misgoverned Rome. To remain on the far side of the river, in apparent safety, would sooner or later bring calamity. A state misruled cannot long endure.

 

BORN ABOUT 100 B.C. into a patrician family on the financial skids, Julius Caesar grew up determined to revive his family’s fortunes and to bring distinction, honor, and wealth upon himself. But he also saw that Rome was in deep and deepening trouble. Those who governed it were corrupt and incompetent, in bed with a rapacious class of business tycoons called the equites, or knights, who had grown enormously powerful on the profits of military and other government contracts. The vast majority of Roman citizens and subjects, the peasantry who supplied the manpower of the mighty Roman legions and the labor for everything else, were oppressed and dispossessed by an economic system that barely allowed them a living. Rome and its empire were in perpetual turmoil, convulsed by revolutionary uprisings that alternated with iron-fisted campaigns to quell them. How many more such convulsions could Rome, barbarians pressing at every frontier, endure?

Through guile, boundless courage, military genius, and an advantageous marriage, Caesar became one of three triumvirs (along with Pompey and Marcus Licinius Crassus) ruling Rome and its provinces. His assigned stronghold was Cisalpine Gaul, bounded by the Alps, the Apennines, and the Adriatic. Here Caesar recruited troops for conquests beyond the northwest frontier of the republic. By the year 50 B.C., he had conquered all of Gaul—France up to the left bank of the Rhine—and, three years later, Crassus was knocked out of the triumvirate when, suffering total defeat at the hands of the Parthians, he lost Syria. This left Caesar and Pompey to square off against one another.

They did not have to wait long for a showdown. Caesar was due to resign his provincial governorships and take up a term as consul. Pompey pointed to a law that obliged Caesar to relinquish his army during the interval between the expiration of his term as governor and the commencement of his consulship. During this gap, an unarmed Caesar would be entirely vulnerable to Pompey and other enemies. He therefore lobbied the Senate either to eliminate the interval between offices or allow him to retain his army during it. As the date of expiration drew near, Caesar became impatient and stopped cajoling. He now peremptorily demanded of the Senate that Pompey be obliged to lay down his arms simultaneously with him. Offended by the consul’s insolence, the Senators responded that Caesar was to be treated as a public enemy if he refused to submit on whatever date they fixed.

And that was what brought Julius Caesar to the north bank of the Rubicon. To cross it would bring the wrath of Rome thundering down upon him and his men. To cross it would engulf the republic in civil war. But to remain on the northern bank would at best gain nothing and would most likely risk an end to his power. Besides, if it did not destroy Rome, crossing the Rubicon was the best hope of saving it.

According to Plutarch, Caesar stood on the riverbank, discussing “his perplexities with his friends who were there.” He “thought of the sufferings which his crossing the river would bring upon mankind.” Then, however, he “imagined the fame of the story of it.”

Another early biographer, Suetonius, recorded that Caesar remarked to his followers: “We may still draw back; but, once across that little bridge, we shall have to fight it out.” Caesar “stood, in two minds,” Suetonius relates, then suddenly caught sight of a man, “strikingly noble” and of “graceful aspect,” who played upon a shepherd’s pipe, played with such captivating beauty that soldiers, including the trumpeters, flocked to him from their posts. The man suddenly seized a trumpet from one of the military musicians, and ran to the river with it. Putting it to his lips, he sounded, with a piercing blast, the Legionnaire’s call to advance, then boldly crossed to the other side of the river.

Roused from his thoughts, Caesar called out: “Let us accept this as a sign from the Gods, and follow where they beckon, in vengeance on our double-dealing enemies. Alea iacta est!”

The die is cast!

With that exclamation, Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon, starting a great civil war that would bring him unprecedented power in the Roman world even as it advanced the frontiers of Rome both in extent and through time. Mired in corruption, Rome had been almost surely doomed. By choosing a course that ended this moribund misrule, Caesar gave to the Roman state, and therefore to Greco-Roman civilization, four more centuries of life in the West and six more in the East, bequeathing to the world a heritage that is more than history. It continues to influence and inform cultures and governments, including that of our own nation. Crossing the Rubicon was, by any measure, a great decision.

 

IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, the Scots essayist-philosopher-historian Thomas Carlyle wrote that history was nothing more or less than the “biography of Great Men.” The “great man theory of history,” as it became known, held sway through the Victorian age of empires, but gave way during the increasingly egalitarian twentieth century to an interpretation of history not so much as that which results from the actions of some key individual, but as the sum total of mass movements and great social forces.

Certainly, it is possible to focus on the social pressures that lay behind Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon, the economic and political dispossession of an entire class of people, and to identify those pressures as the “real” cause of the great Roman civil war and, ultimately, of the historical, cultural, and spiritual changes the war made possible. Yet a stubborn fact remains: There was a river, and one man, Julius Caesar, decided to cross it. If it is valid to see life-changing, epoch-making history as the product of social forces, it is equally valid to see it as the result of great decisions put into action by the will of an individual.

No question that the will of Caesar was a powerful force. But will is also a universal human faculty, common to us all, the mental faculty by which each of us, every day and every minute of every day, makes choices. It is a faculty each of us shares with Caesar and every other great leader in history. Yet there must be something about or within the will of the Caesars of the world that does set them apart from the rest of us.

Call it the Rubicon Factor.

It is a quality of leadership that enables an individual to define and then to make decisions bearing the highest stakes and then, even more important, to act on the decision that has been made. In short, the Rubicon Factor is the quality that propels some to break through and to break through consistently.

What is the nature of this quality? Does everyone have it, or only an exceptional few? Are leaders born with it, or can it be acquired, cultivated, learned? By looking closely at the most courageous decisions of history’s greatest leaders and public figures—in the spheres of government, the military, culture, science, civil rights, philanthropy, and business—this book explores these questions and offers answers.

Let us anticipate one of those answers now. Possession of the Rubicon Factor may well be genetic, but it seems clear that it can also be learned, cultivated, applied, and practiced. The stories in this book are fascinating as history, but they are even more compelling as practical cases in point, object lessons for instruction, inspiration, and emulation.

What, for example, can we learn from Caesar’s crossing of his Rubicon? His two earliest biographers, the Greek Plutarch (A.D. 46–after 119) and the Roman Suetonius (A.D. 69–after 122), offer few clues. Plutarch says Caesar agonized over the decision until “finally, in a sort of passion, as though he were casting calculation aside and abandoning himself to whatever lay in store for him,” he exclaimed, “The die is cast”—or perhaps the better translation is “Let the die be cast”; that is, Roll the dice.

Suetonius introduced another element into the tale: the appearance of the stranger who plays a shepherd’s pipe, seizes a soldier’s trumpet, and sounds the call to battle. Was such a man actually present that day? Or perhaps he is a character of fiction, nothing more than Suetonius’s attempt to provide an explanation for what neither he (nor Plutarch, apparently) could satisfactorily account for: the process by which Caesar came to his great decision.

The real problem is that neither biographer did much of anything with the clues they themselves provided. Both Suetonius and Plutarch agree that Caesar did not act rashly, that, in fact, he gave a great deal of thought to the consequences of crossing the Rubicon and that he devoted time to consulting with his trusted commanders. Clearly, he understood that taking action would bring the calamity of war. But just as apparent is his understanding that taking no action would also have consequences. In this case, inaction would keep the peace, but it would be peace on Pompey’s terms. In other words, surrender.

The price of war is always blood, even in victory. Above and beyond that is the cost of possible defeat. Yet whereas war may bring either victory or defeat, surrender offers nothing other than defeat. Roll the dice, and you may win or you may lose. Hold the dice, and you cannot possibly win.

The Rubicon Factor drives the courage to act even as it creates a fear of failing to act, exposing as an illusion the apparent safety of inaction. With an army of only six thousand men immediately available to Caesar (the rest of his troops lay far beyond the Alps), crossing the Rubicon to provoke Pompey and all the legions of Rome could be seen as an act of arrogance or even madness. Yet, under circumstances Plutarch and Suetonius only hint at, Caesar’s decision emerges as highly reasonable.

The reasonable decision is not necessarily the safe decision. In a given situation, the most reasonable course of action may involve grave risks and great dangers. The Rubicon Factor encompasses, in part, the capacity to recognize the reasonableness of risk and, in part, also consists of the courage to act in accordance with reason despite the risks.

 

A GREAT DECISION ALWAYS has two characteristics. First, it is a choice between or among high-stakes alternatives. Second, it is a decision that must be made, that cannot be avoided. As Harry S. Truman once observed, “Presidents have to make decisions if they’re going to get anywhere, and those presidents who couldn’t make decisions are the ones who caused all the trouble.” Truman believed that if a president made a wise decision, that was “good for the country,” and if he made an unwise one, “that is too bad”—but it was still much better than failing to make any decision at all.

This book is a journey of exploration among history’s great decisions and those who made them. The goal of the journey is to discover, at each stop along the way, the Rubicon Factor, the source of insight and resolve that enabled the decision and that drove the necessary action that followed. The payoff of the journey is knowledge, perhaps even the very knowledge you need to make your own next great decision.
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