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Praise for FORGED IN CRISIS

“A remarkably insightful book, written in a style that is consistently engaging and absorbing, which reminds us that leaders are made not born and that the crucibles from which they emerge are, above all, tests of character. Koehn gives us one stunning example after another of individuals who endured deep loneliness while betting the ranch on a hard-to-predict outcome. We hold our breath along with them and exhale when, after sometimes agonizing losses, they finally succeed—or fail gloriously. Standing back from these stirring accounts, we can't help but marvel at the moral compass that, in each of these people, always pointed true north. This book is a wonder—exactly the leadership road map needed for these challenging times.”

—Les Wexner, chairman and CEO of L Brands

“Nancy Koehn vividly shows the qualities shared by five of history’s greatest leaders—and how we can all tap into those same qualities to overcome challenges and confront crises in our own lives. Forged in Crisis is an inspirational, insightful, and indispensable guide to perseverance, wisdom, and resilience.”

—Arianna Huffington, founder of The Huffington Post and founder and CEO of Thrive Global 

“Emotionally gripping—so much so that it’s easy to forget one is reading nonfiction. The scenes have the pull of a great novel, continually coaxing us to turn pages. Perhaps it is this propulsive power that accounts for how thoroughly we take in the book’s insights. Long after Forged in Crisis has been set down, we reflect on what it teaches us about managing crisis. The demon—whatever it is—is never slain by a single bullet. Rather what’s required is an iterative process: repeated attempts, different angles of attack. It is the willingness of the great leader to keep on trying past anyone else’s point of exhaustion that often yields success.”

—Joseph Nye, former dean of Harvard Kennedy School and author of The Powers to Lead

“An outstanding rebuttal of the myth that leaders somehow have different DNA than ordinary people. Koehn’s profiles of legendary figures reveal that, in fact, none of these people were leadership naturals—rather, their abilities were forged by the challenges they confronted. During trying times, they kept an unwavering resolve and put others’ needs before their own. Their example ought to inspire every aspiring leader to rise to the occasion.”

—William P. Lauder, executive chairman, the Estée Lauder Companies

“A powerful and timely treatise on leadership, Forged in Crisis presents five compelling portraits of individuals who made a lasting impact on the world in times of extraordinary challenge. Nancy Koehn is a seriously talented historian who has a gift for mining the past to elucidate the present. She writes with verve and vivid detail.”

—Graham Allison, former assistant secretary of state and author of Essence of Decision and Destined for War

“Koehn’s well-written and incisive study helps to show us the way to a better nation. Wisely, she chooses to portray people from different races, genders, and eras, [carving] out a new and clearer definition of leadership in the world. In many ways, the book is like John F. Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage. This is a very perceptive look at leadership in the modern era that taps leadership qualities from the past.”

—Bruce Chadwick, author of Law and Disorder, James and Dolley Madison, and The General and Mrs. Washington

“Vividly re-creates the anguish and urgency felt by five trailblazing leaders in times of great adversity. With spirited prose that highlights crucial moments of testing and triumph, Nancy Koehn breathes life into the past as she shows what it takes to lead. In challenging times, this book is an essential read.”

—Zoë Baird, CEO and president, the Markle Foundation



 
   
[image: Image Missing]

[image: Image Missing]

www.johnmurray.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2017 by John Murray (Publishers)

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Nancy Koehn 2017

The right of Nancy Koehn to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Portions of this work reprinted with permission from Harvard Business Publishing; copyright 2003, 2005, 2007, and 2010, all rights reserved.

Some passages in this book are drawn from articles written for the New York Times, used by permission.

All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-1-47367-471-4

John Murray (Publishers)

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.johnmurray.co.uk


To Kelly Close,
who has always understood that the impossible is made possible by resilience, courageous leadership, and an abiding faith that right makes might



	Contents
	

	About the Author
	

	Praise for FORGED IN CRISIS


	Title Page
	

	Copyright
	

	Dedication
	

	INTRODUCTION  
	The Call of History


	PART ONE
	Bring the Team Home Alive
ERNEST SHACKLETON’S CHALLENGE


	PART TWO
	Save and Transform the Nation
ABRAHAM LINCOLN’S CHALLENGE


	PART THREE
	End Slavery Forever
FREDERICK DOUGLASS’S CHALLENGE


	PART FOUR
	Resist Nazi Evil
DIETRICH BONHOEFFER’S CHALLENGE


	PART FIVE
	Protect the Earth and Its Creatures
RACHEL CARSON’S CHALLENGE


	CONCLUSION
	The Power of Courageous Leadership


	Acknowledgments
	

	Notes




   
INTRODUCTION

The Call of History

Picture in your mind three snapshots from the past. The first is from late 1915. Ernest Shackleton, an explorer from Great Britain, and his twenty-seven men are trapped on an iceberg off the coast of Antarctica. Their ship, the Endurance, has gone down through the ice, and he and his crew are marooned a thousand miles from civilization with three lifeboats, canned food, and no means of communicating with the outside world. Shackleton’s mission is somehow—against all odds—to bring his entire team home safely. But he doesn’t know how he will do this. At night, when he can’t sleep, he slips outside his tent and paces the ice as he considers his next move. Sometimes, he doubts his ability to do what he knows he must.

The second snapshot is from the summer of 1862. Abraham Lincoln, the president of the United States, is also uncertain about how he will accomplish his purpose: to save the Union in the midst of a civil war. He, too, has trouble sleeping and often spends the hours after midnight walking up and down the second-floor hall of the White House. The conflict is going badly for government armies and is proving much bloodier than anyone could have imagined. The commander in chief knows that slavery is at the heart of the contest. But he’s unsure exactly what to do about the almost 4 million black Americans held in bondage. He’s also living with intense personal grief following the death of his son Willie four months earlier. In certain moments, Lincoln staggers under the weight he carries.

The third image is from the winter of 1961. It’s late at night, and Rachel Carson, a scientist and bestselling author, is alone in her study, trying to finish a manuscript titled “Silent Spring,” about the dangers of widespread pesticide use. Her subject is controversial, and she knows that large chemical companies, the US Department of Agriculture, and other powerful institutions are poised to make war on her and the book as soon as it’s published. Despite the threats, Carson believes deeply in the work’s integrity and larger message: that humankind has an obligation to protect the earth and that this obligation involves a sweeping call to citizen awareness and action. She writes as carefully as she can, her work given urgency not only by the importance of her subject, but also by her medical situation. For more than a year, she has been battling aggressive, metastasizing cancer. Carson realizes she may not have much time left, and in certain moments, she doubts she can actually complete her book and say what must be said. When her anxiety rises, the author walks around the room, staring out into the darkness.

Each of these three snapshots shows us a leader poised to take a critical step forward. Shackleton, Lincoln, and Carson found themselves in a position to make an enormous difference, and each rose to the challenge. Their stories, like those of the two other leaders here, Frederick Douglass and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, are as astounding as any from the great myths, adventure novels, and films that we remember and return to again and again. The difference is that these five stories are real; they actually happened. They’re part of our past, and while each of these stories mattered a great deal in their respective eras, they also have much to offer our generation and those that come after.

The five leaders in this book are important to us today because we live in a moment when our collective faith in national figures—be they from government, business, or religion—is waning. When we think about the latest election or most recent financial scandal and take stock of the people we call leaders, we grow concerned that the men and women capable of tackling the problems and delivering on the promise of this age aren’t among their ranks.

History helps us here. It gives us perspective on how other people, in other times, dealt with huge challenges and large opportunities. It provides a sharp lens through which to view ordinary people doing extraordinary things. It also exposes the fallacies in some of our current assumptions about leadership. For example, these five stories make it clear that leaders can emerge from many different backgrounds, genders, races, and personality types. A shy, reserved person such as Rachel Carson turns out to be as authoritative as the president of the United States. Charisma and aggressiveness, two attributes we often associate with important leaders, aren’t essential to making a big, worthy impact. Nor is real leadership primarily a result of specific endowments with which a few special people are born. The truth, it turns out, is quite different.

As the examples from the past here demonstrate, courageous leadership is actually a result of individual people committing to work from their stronger selves, discovering a mighty purpose, and motivating others to join their cause. In the process, each of the leaders and the people they inspire are made more resilient, a bit bolder, and, in some instances, even more luminous. When this happens, impact expands, and the possibility grows for moving goodness forward in the world.

This book is about the making of five unforgettable leaders who lived, worked, struggled, and triumphed in different circumstances toward different ends. With one exception, their paths did not cross. Four of the five knew during their lifetimes that they’d accomplished their respective missions. But none knew the full power of their influence—influence that continues to reverberate.

What each person could see was that he or she was in the midst of a profound personal crisis. It was not of his or her making. And none of the five had seen such turbulence coming. But once they were in the middle of calamity, they recognized that they couldn’t falter and then fail to recover; they couldn’t give up. Rather, each resolutely navigated through the storm and was transformed.

Each of these leaders—Ernest Shackleton, Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Rachel Carson—was thus forged in crisis. Intentionally, sometimes bravely, and with the messy humanity that defines all of us when we’re at our most vulnerable, these people made themselves into effective agents of worthy change. They worked from the inside out—from within themselves—making a commitment to a bigger purpose, summoning the courage to adhere to this purpose in the face of huge setbacks, and harnessing the emotional awareness to navigate the turbulence around them. They then used the internal assets and insights they gleaned about their own leadership to try to change the world in important, positive ways.

The book is laid out story by story. It opens with explorer Ernest Shackleton’s expedition to the South Pole in 1914 and reconstructs the slow-motion disaster that unfolded when his ship became trapped in pack ice and then sank, leaving the leader to try to get his twenty-seven men safely back home to Britain. He could rely on few physical assets other than three lifeboats and some canned goods. His most important resources turned out to be his own resilience and a commitment to survive that he inspired in his men.

The second story begins with Abraham Lincoln’s experience as president during 1862, the second year of the Civil War. This was an extraordinarily difficult period for the Union, the federal forces fighting to preserve the United States as one nation, and the thoughtful, calculating, and worry-laden man who was commander in chief. Union generals wouldn’t aggressively attack Confederate forces. The government was running out of men, money, and political capital to prosecute the war. Lincoln had few cards left to play.

The third leader whom we meet, the escaped slave and abolitionist Frederick Douglass, lived and worked during the same time as Lincoln (indeed, the two met several times and grew to respect each other). Douglass’s story opens in 1847, when he returned to the United States from Great Britain, where he had sought safety from death threats and potential recapture. Once back in America, he staked out a bold, self-determined path as a speaker, writer, and political agitator for the cause of black freedom. His ability to walk this path owed a great deal to what he’d learned as a slave in Maryland—one who’d escaped from bondage in 1838—and as an orator for the growing abolition movement.

The fourth section takes up Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was a young German minister in Berlin in 1933 when the National Socialists came to power. Almost immediately, he recognized the grave threat that Hitler and his regime posed to Jews, civil and ecclesiastical liberties, and world peace. Long before his fellow countrymen understood the extent of Nazi ambitions, Bonhoeffer was determined to resist the Third Reich. The story here charts the development of that commitment and the man who sustained it—over and over again—as the noose of Nazi evil tightened. Bonhoeffer started his leadership journey as a church spokesperson working for pacifism and nonviolent resistance to Hitler. By 1943, when the Gestapo arrested and imprisoned him, he’d become involved in a network of government officials trying to assassinate the Führer and overthrow the Third Reich.

The final leader in the book is Rachel Carson, who came of age in the 1930s and ’40s. At a time when few women made their living in the sciences, she was an experienced marine biologist. By the mid-1950s, she was also a bestselling author. In 1962, this quiet, reserved woman set the world on fire by publishing Silent Spring, a book that forced government, business, and American citizens to confront the dangers of synthetic pesticides such as DDT and the larger issue of man’s long-term relationship with the earth. The story here concentrates on Carson’s race against the clock as she struggled to finish her book while fighting cancer.

At the broadest—and perhaps most obvious—level, these stories are connected by the strength, pluck, and deep sense of obligation to do right that the protagonists found within themselves. The stories are also knit together by the specific lessons that these people learned as they tried to advance their cause in the face of enormous obstacles. The insights that the five individuals stumbled upon, cultivated, and honed were not radically new or unusually bold; they wouldn’t easily slot into a modern executive’s dashboard to be used in autopilot fashion. They made no pretense of forming some kind of winning playbook for leaders.

No, the insights that these four men and one woman absorbed were often subtle. Early in his presidency, for example, Lincoln discovered the power of mastering his emotions in a specific situation carefully enough to take no immediate action or, in some instances, to do nothing at all. In our own white-hot moment, when so much of our time and attention is focused on instantaneous reaction, it seems almost inconceivable that nothing might be the best something we can offer. But Lincoln came to understand this well, and he and the country benefited from his understanding.

Equally subtle, in 1937, when Carson assumed an editorial position for the agency that became the Fish and Wildlife Service, she quickly realized that her bureaucratic commitments at work and her caretaking responsibilities at home would prevent her from doing nearly as much freelance writing as she hoped. In the wake of this disappointment, she came to see the importance of her work in the “gathering years,” in preparing herself for what she was meant to do in the future, when the larger opportunity arrived. The concept that, at times, the most powerful thing one can do is to invest in oneself, without signs of great outward progress, is another that is difficult for us to grasp today. We’re so keen to arrive right now, to check this or that objective off our lists and move on, that we have trouble realizing that periods of gathering—our strength, tools, and experiences—are as significant as the big, external leaps forward along our paths. Indeed, as the stories in this book demonstrate, the latter rarely happen without the former.

One of the most important threads connecting these stories is that all of these leaders were made. They were not born. Nothing was genetically or divinely ordained about what they accomplished, or how they motivated other people to meet serious challenges. The four men and one woman here became effective leaders by dint of working on themselves: intentionally choosing to make something better of who they were, even in the midst of crisis, and never losing sight of the larger, dynamic stage on which they found themselves. Relatively early in their lives, each came to see his or her setbacks as classrooms in which they could sharpen their skills, improve their emotional strengths, and minimize specific weaknesses. With experience, they learned to detach themselves enough from the immediacy of their circumstances to observe the bigger landscape and their place in it, and to take action—within themselves and in relation to external goals—from this perspective.

The work they did on themselves wasn’t some kind of formal bildungsroman brought to life. No, the self-development work that these protagonists did was generally unnamed and unforeseen. It was often accomplished ad hoc, in response to an obstacle in their way or a new realization. But once learned, the particular skill, aspect of emotional mastery, or powerful insight became a part of the individual leader’s tool belt—to be used and strengthened going forward. And as all five individuals came to realize, the harder they worked on themselves, the more effective they became as leaders.

In my experience as a scholar and executive coach, the concept of leaders being made rather than born is often difficult to appreciate. We live in an age that assumes that individuals of great vision and impact are the result of rare, valuable endowments: all nature, little nurture. Whether these gifts are magnetism, strategic planning, public-speaking abilities, or something else, we tend to assume they’re divinely ordained. (Perhaps this assumption explains some of the very destructive run-up in executive compensation during the last thirty years.) So we search ardently—if vainly—for these haloed men and women, only to find ourselves angry and disappointed when so many leaders from different walks of life turn out to be incompetent, greedy, or worse.

This book eschews such a view. In its place, it features five selected stories of the self-conscious making of effective leaders. Effective leadership is a term much bandied about today. But it’s often used in frustratingly vague, and, at times, self-serving, ways. The best definition I’ve encountered is from the American writer David Foster Wallace. Wallace became famous for his novels, including Infinite Jest, but he also wrote thoughtful essays. In 2000, he published an article in Rolling Stone about the first John McCain presidential campaign. In the piece, Wallace riffed on the broader subject of real leadership, including how the word leader has become a cliché that is so boring our eyes glaze over when we see it. This is weird, he continued, because “when you come across somebody who actually is a real leader, that person isn’t boring at all; in fact he is the opposite of boring.”

Wallace then went on to define “real”—what I call courageous or effective—leaders as individuals “who can help us overcome the limitations of our own individual laziness and selfishness and weakness and fear and get us to do better, harder things than we can get ourselves to do on our own.” This definition captures a whole lot about courageous leaders—men and women from whom we can learn and draw credible inspiration—including their ability to see the intersection of human agency and larger historical forces and then, from this perspective, to incite others to right action. Consider, for example, Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, which is an extraordinary distillation of the meaning of the Civil War. Here, in 701 words, the sixteenth president connected the history and violence of slavery with the bloodshed of the war, linking both with the transformation the country had undergone as a result of the conflict. He closed the speech by calling his fellow citizens to forgiveness and a new relationship with one another.

Wallace’s conception of effective leaders also explains why they command influence and exercise impact—one-on-one, as well as in groups and institutions:


A leader’s true authority is a power you voluntarily give him, and you grant him this authority not in a resigned or resentful way but happily; it feels right. Deep down, you almost always like how a real leader makes you feel, how you find yourself working harder and pushing yourself and thinking in ways you wouldn’t be able to if there weren’t this person you respected and believed in and wanted to please.



Each of the five people in this book became a courageous leader of the kind that Wallace has described. The authority of these individuals stemmed partly from that granted them by others who recognized their leadership, partly from the experience each accumulated along his or her respective journey, and partly from the commitment and emotional intelligence they each brought to their mission—a mission deemed critical amid the larger moment. All five raised the bar for their followers, moving these people to do better, harder things than they could have accomplished on their own. Two of the individuals in this book, Frederick Douglass and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, found their purpose early in their lives and pursued it with focus and determination for many years. The other three, Shackleton, Lincoln, and Carson, stumbled into their life’s work after following other leads and learning from both success and failure. Once these two men and one woman saw what they had to do, they brought all their strength and self-knowledge to bear on the work at hand.

Many years ago, I made a short film for the Harvard Business School about the lessons that Abraham Lincoln’s life offered for modern leaders. I interviewed a range of CEOs, asking them what they’d learned from the sixteenth president. Their responses were wide-ranging and profound; many continue to influence my work on effective leadership. I was particularly struck by what A. G. Lafley, CEO of Procter & Gamble at the time, said about how leaders are made. He pointed to three main ingredients. The first is an individual’s strengths and weaknesses and the cumulative experience a person acquires walking his or her path. The second is that an individual recognizes a moment has arrived that demands his or her leadership. The third is that the individual has to consciously decide “to embrace the cause and get in the game.”

As we shall see, making oneself into a courageous leader, in the way Lafley describes, is perilous, compelling, and exhausting work that is also some of the most satisfying one can do. Like the months that Shackleton and his crew spent stranded on the ice, the four years of terrible, turbulent civil war that Lincoln found himself at the center of, or the decades of large-scale, untested chemical use that Carson took up in Silent Spring, our own time—the early twenty-first century—cries out for effective, decent leaders. People of purpose and commitment who want to make a positive difference and who choose to rise: first within themselves, by claiming their better selves, and then on the larger stage, by staking out the higher ground.

Are you ready to hear the call to action contained in each of these stories? Ernest Shackleton, Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Rachel Carson have something important to offer each of us right now, as we try to craft lives of purpose, dignity, and impact. Read these stories and get to work. The world has never needed you and other real leaders more than it does now.



PART ONE

Bring the Team Home Alive

ERNEST SHACKLETON’S CHALLENGE
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CHAPTER ONE

No Hope of Rescue

In late October 1915, Ernest Shackleton, leader of the celebrated British expedition to Antarctica, surveyed the crisis unfolding around him. Shackleton had originally planned to sail his ship, the Endurance, through the Weddell Sea to the South American side of the continent, land on the coast, and then march a team of five men, supported by dogs and sledges, to the South Pole and then onto the Ross Sea on the side closest to Australia. Completing this mission would make the explorer the first to cross the entire continent. In the context of other Antarctic expeditions, this achievement held out the promise of enduring fame for Shackleton and glory for Great Britain.

But in late January 1915, pack ice had locked the Endurance about eighty miles from land, holding the ship and her crew hostage to the drifting floes; by October, the currents had carried the boat almost seven hundred miles north and west. The floes—large masses of floating ice, some weighing several tons—alternately broke apart and came back together in the ocean’s mighty swells. Caught in this shifting mosaic, the wooden ship creaked and groaned under the immense pressure. It seemed only a matter of time before the Endurance would succumb and sink.

Toward the end of October, the ice suddenly rose and fell, driving the vessel starboard (rightward) to a thirty-degree tilt. The ship righted itself when the ice loosened some. But in the ensuing days, the floes continued to press on the hull, opening planks on the ship’s sides. Crew members manned the pumps round the clock as they tried to stanch the inflowing water. The captain, Frank Worsley, still hoped the Endurance might break free of the moving pack and sail into open water. But Shackleton was less optimistic and made plans to move the men and supplies onto the ice. “A strange occurrence was the appearance of eight Emperor [penguins],” Worsley noted in his diary on October 26. After issuing a few ordinary cries, he wrote, the birds “proceeded to sing what sounded like a dirge for the ship.”

The next day, the ice intensified its assault on the Endurance, squeezing her like a vise. The vessel was “in her death agony,” wrote the expedition’s surgeon, Alexander Macklin, in his diary. “It was a pitiful sight. To all of us she seemed like a living thing—we had sworn at her and cursed her antics in a seaway, but we had learned to love her as we now realised, and it was awful to witness her torture.” Late that afternoon, Shackleton ordered his men to abandon ship and take refuge in tents on the shifting ice floe. That night, the temperature fell to -15° Fahrenheit (-26° Celsius).

While the men tried to sleep amid the vessel’s cracking timbers, Shackleton paced the ice. He thought about the dying ship. He took stock of his men and options for getting them all home alive. Like other leaders in a crisis, Shackleton understood that achieving his mission depended critically on how he managed himself—mentally, emotionally, and physically. He realized that the path ahead was likely to be long and arduous, and as he later remembered, “an ordered mind and a clear programme were essential if we were to come through without loss of life.”

Early the next morning, Shackleton, his second-in-command, Frank Wild, and expedition photographer Frank Hurley prepared hot powdered milk for breakfast. As the men emerged from their tents, Shackleton gathered them round and announced a new goal: “ship and stores have gone—so now we’ll go home.” He did so “without emotion, melodrama or excitement,” Macklin remembered, even though “it must have been a moment of bitter disappointment” for the leader. He’d “lost his ship, and with her any chance of crossing the Antarctic Continent.” As always with him, Macklin added, “what had happened had happened: it was in the past and he looked to the future.” A day later, in the privacy of his own diary, Shackleton was more candid about the challenge ahead. He knew that circumstances had altered his mission from one of exploration to one of survival. “A man must shape himself to a new mark directly the old one goes to ground,” he wrote. “I pray God, I can manage to get the whole party to civilization.”

From his Antarctic experience, Shackleton knew that one of the most important tools he had in accomplishing his mission was his presence. How he showed up each day in front of his men—what kind of energy he gave off, how determined he looked, even how he carried his body—had a huge impact on the team. He used what we would today call his emotional intelligence to maintain his determination and bravery; when these flagged, he never let his men know.

This is an important lesson for our time. Leaders often forget that all eyes are on them—as they give a speech, sit in a meeting, walk down a hallway, or glance furtively at their smartphone during dinner. This is especially true when the volatility of a situation increases. In these moments, people instinctively look to leaders, searching their words, actions, and body language for guidance. This means that individuals in positions of authority must learn to embody their mission not only in what they say and do, but also in how they show up. When a leader appears assured and levelheaded, others are more likely to respond to the call.

As the forty-one-year-old commander worked to exude confidence, he kept his men’s focus trained on the task ahead. It was no use considering what had been lost or what might have been; the new goal was to get everyone home safely. The morning after abandoning ship, Shackleton announced the team would march across the pack ice toward a former explorer’s base on Snow Hill Island, some three hundred miles northwest. He estimated the men could walk five to seven miles a day. He was sure that when they arrived there, they would find emergency stores cached by past expeditions. From Snow Hill Island, the commander and a smaller party would travel an additional 130 miles west to Deception Island, where whaling ships were known to dock.

The trek across the broken ice would be difficult for a group hauling two of the ship’s three lifeboats, food supplies, and other stores. But Shackleton was in a hurry to get his team moving, partly to improve the men’s morale. “It will be much better for the men in general to feel that even though progress was slow,” he noted privately, “they are on their way to land, than it will be simply to sit down and wait for the tardy north-westerly drift to take us out of this cruel waste of ice.” A second reason of Shackleton’s for taking action now was to avoid damage to the lifeboats; this might occur if the men waited for open water and ended up sailing in choppy seas amid shifting icebergs.

On October 30, 1915, three days after evacuating the Endurance, the men set out for Snow Hill Island. Some hauled the lifeboats, others drove dog teams pulling supplies. The long, plodding caravan headed away from the ship and the site the men called Dump Camp. The team moved at a crawl, owing to their heavy loads and the difficulty of moving across uneven ice—a landscape defined by jagged ridges and huge blocks as far as the eye could see. After two tedious hours, the men had traveled only a mile. They were exhausted. The next two days were worse, and on the third day, November 1, Shackleton called off the march.

The twenty-eight men had traveled less than four miles toward their destination. The commander knew that at the current pace, their supplies would give out long before they reached Snow Hill Island. He ordered the men to move their gear to a solid ice floe not far from the battered ship. Shackleton planned to have the men camp there while he considered his next move.

On November 21, 1915, the commander saw what remained of the Endurance sinking through the ice. “She’s going, boys!” he shouted, and the men quickly clambered out of their tents to watch. “There was our poor ship a mile and a half away struggling in her death-agony,” a crew member recorded in his diary. “She went down bows first, her stern raised in the air. She then gave one quick dive and the ice closed over her forever.” A strange silence fell over the camp. With the ship gone, the men could see nothing but ice, extending endlessly in all directions. There was no line on the horizon, no sign whatsoever of the outside world. Without the Endurance, one man wrote, “our destitution seems more emphasized, our desolation more complete.” Shackleton himself was stunned by the ship’s sinking. He recorded the event only briefly in his diary, adding, “I cannot write about it.”

The leader knew there was no hope of rescue. Not only were the men seven hundred miles northwest of where he’d originally planned to build base camp, but he’d also told family and colleagues not to expect any communication from him before early 1916. The leader understood that he’d have to get the crew to safety on his own, and he knew how difficult this would be.

Shackleton had been to Antarctica twice before. The first time, as a member of the British National Antarctic Expedition (1901–4), he’d come close to death—a result he attributed as much to the team’s weak commander as to the continent’s harsh conditions. The second time, he’d led his own expedition (1907–9). His crew hadn’t achieved its objective of discovering the South Pole, but he’d learned a great deal about himself and his authority. He knew that cohesion, including the men’s faith in themselves and their leader, was as important to survival as adequate nutrition. Shackleton also understood that as the head of the expedition, he was responsible for these elements. Now, in 1915, against extraordinary odds, he had to advance his mission and keep his men believing they could achieve it with him.

How exactly was the explorer going to accomplish his goal? How was he to keep his own courage and confidence levels high to feed those of his men? In November 1915, as the Endurance sank and the ice closed over her, the answers to these questions were anything but clear. What Shackleton did know was that he was committed to bringing all his men home alive, and he was willing to do whatever it took to accomplish this. In the midst of disaster, he’d made a conscious choice to lead. He was all-in, and his story offers up key leadership lessons for moments when disaster strikes.


CHAPTER TWO

Shackleton’s Early Life

Shackleton was born on February 15, 1874, in County Kildare, Ireland, the second child and first son of Henry and Henrietta Letitia Sophia Gavan Shackleton. Ernest grew up in a solidly middle-class family. As a boy, he devoured adventure magazines, enthralled by the idea of man mastering nature. He also loved poetry, especially the heroic strains of Robert Browning. (When he was a sailor, Shackleton would wile away the hours off duty reading poetry in his cabin. “Old Shack’s busy with his books,” shipmates commented.)

At sixteen, Ernest convinced his parents to allow him to go to sea, and the elder Shackleton found his son a position as a ship’s boy on a merchant vessel. The lowest-ranking member of the crew, the teenager spent his time scrubbing decks and polishing brass railings. After this voyage, the ship’s captain wrote that the young sailor was “the most pig-headed, obstinate boy I have ever come across.” But Shackleton was also attentive and observant and soon had a rising career in the merchant marine. By age twenty-four, he’d attained the rank of full master, which qualified him to command a commercial vessel. Unlike in school, where his performance had been consistently below average, at sea, supervisors praised his intelligence and skills, noting “his brother officers considered him to be a very good fellow.”

Among other seamen, Shackleton developed a reputation for not flaunting his rank. He was a “departure from our usual type of young officer,” a colleague observed. “He was contented with his own company—at the same time he never stood aloof in any way, but was eager to talk—to argue as sailors do.” Shackleton usually spoke in a quiet drawl, intimate in voice and manner. But with subjects that engaged him, the same colleague remembered, “his features worked, his eyes shone, and his whole body seemed to have received an increase of vitality.” Regardless of his energy level, the seaman concluded, Shackleton was “very human, very sensitive.”

As he scaled the maritime ladder, the young man grew restless. He complained that he needed an “opportunity of breaking away from the monotony of method and routine—from an existence which might eventually strangle his individuality.” In March 1900, at age twenty-six, he saw such an opening when he learned about a proposed expedition to Antarctica. Shackleton knew the son of the principal benefactor of the enterprise and, through this connection and subsequent interviews, won an appointment as a member of the National Antarctic Expedition (NAE), which set sail aboard the ship Discovery in 1901.

The ambitious mariner had another reason for wanting to join the voyage. In 1897, he had met Emily Dorman, the daughter of a prosperous London solicitor. He was immediately smitten with the tall, attractive, soft-mannered woman. Determined to win her hand, he sought a pathway to fame, fortune, and social status; the NAE appeared to be such an opportunity, and he grabbed for it with both hands.

At the turn of the century, Britain was one of many countries engaged in a fierce competition to discover the South Pole. In 1895, after the Sixth International Geographical Congress had declared that developing a better understanding of Antarctica was the most urgent scientific issue of the era, many nations launched expeditions to the southernmost continent. In 1899, for example, Norwegian explorer Carsten Borchgrevink became the first man to winter in Antarctica. He returned to Europe in 1900, suggesting that the region might be an economic prize, complete with enormous fishing stocks and mineral stores. Other explorers quickly followed in the name of science, commerce, and nationalism. For these men, the combination of international rivalry, scientific discovery, patriotism, and high-risk adventure was a seductive elixir that held out the possibility of glory and national honor.

But as this global competition intensified, Britain suffered from several disadvantages. None of the members of the NAE, including its commander, Major Robert Falcon Scott of the Royal Navy, had any previous polar experience. As important, previous Norwegian expeditions had used dog teams and skis to move efficiently over ice, yet few British explorers were practiced at either form of transport. As a result, many of the country’s expeditions to the South Pole ultimately relied on man-hauling, in which crew members tramped across the ice pulling supply-laden sledges. Proper nutrition had also proven to be a serious problem; on past expeditions, British leaders frequently rationed food inadequately and relied primarily on a diet of canned foods. Without fresh meat or produce, many explorers suffered from scurvy, a condition that resulted in bleeding gums, swollen joints, and skin damage, and which, we know today, was caused by vitamin C deficiency.

Despite the challenges, the NAE arrived on the Antarctic coast in early 1902. Even at its most temperate, Antarctica was (and is) a forbidding place. Temperatures at the South Pole average about -20° Fahrenheit (-28.8° Celsius) in the summer and about -76° Fahrenheit (-60° Celsius) in the winter. The lowest recorded temperature on earth, -128.6° Fahrenheit, which is -89.2° Celsius, belongs to Antarctica. Strong, cold winds and constantly changing conditions added to the dangers, creating an environment in which there was literally no margin for error. Scott and his men knew this before they left Britain; they understood it even more clearly once they had spent a winter at base camp.

On November 2, some six weeks into spring in the southern hemisphere, Scott, Shackleton, and colleague Edward Wilson set off from base camp for the South Pole. From the beginning, their journey was marred by logistical and other difficulties. Man-hauling sledges weighing up to five hundred pounds across uneven terrain in subzero temperatures—for as many as ten hours each day—sapped the men’s strength and confidence. Inadequate clothing, gear, and food stocks also greatly hindered progress. Further exacerbating the explorers’ troubles were frequent clashes between Scott and Shackleton over routes, supplies, and traveling speeds. By late December, the three men were undernourished and dispirited.

On December 30, when the team reached 82°17'S, about five hundred miles north of the South Pole, Scott gave the order to turn back. Hungry, physically debilitated, and strained by interpersonal tensions, the three men almost died on the return trek. Shackleton suffered from breathlessness, a wracking cough, and chest pains; on a few occasions, he could not walk and had to be pulled on one of the sledges. Sheer willpower pushed him on. On February 3, 1903, the polar party made it back to base camp. They had gone a much shorter distance than they had hoped and failed to claim the Pole, but they had traveled farther south than any previous expedition.

In 1905, Scott published an account of the trip, titled The Voyage of the Discovery. The book portrayed Shackleton as an invalid who was all but responsible for the expedition’s failure to reach the Pole. Shackleton was furious at what he regarded as Scott’s fraudulent account. Determined to prove the naval commander wrong and rehabilitate his reputation, Shackleton began planning his own Antarctic voyage.

To do this, he needed both scientific support and aristocratic patronage. The expedition would cost at least £30,000 (almost $4 million today), but could easily run much higher. To win approval from the experts, Shackleton reached out to the Royal Geographical Society (RGS), an organization founded in 1830 to advance geographical science. To solicit financing from London elites, he used family connections, writing letters and paying personal calls. By 1907, he’d raised the necessary money, secured a vessel, the Nimrod, and selected his crew. The expedition set sail from Britain that summer.

The voyage took two years, and it made Shackleton a national hero. Although the explorer and his three companions—Frank Wild, Jameson Adams, and Eric Marshall—did not reach the South Pole, the foursome succeeded in trudging to within one hundred miles of it, reaching 88°23'S in early January 1909. This was the farthest south any man had ever been.

By that time, however, the men were plagued by hunger, frostbite, and what may have been scurvy. Shackleton realized that if they pushed on to the Pole, they would indeed discover it, but would probably not survive the return trip. He knew another explorer was likely to reach the Pole and claim the prize before he could return to Antarctica, but nonetheless, Shackleton made the wrenching choice to turn back. “Better a live donkey than a dead lion,” he later wrote his wife.

Still, he was terribly disappointed. As the leader and his exhausted companions tramped northward, Shackleton tried to console himself. “Whatever [our] regrets may be we have done our best,” he wrote in his diary. “Beaten the Southern Record [set by Scott in 1902] by 366 miles, the North by 77 miles [set by Robert Peary trying to reach the North Pole in 1906]. Amen.”

As the four men dragged themselves 650 miles north to base camp, they knew they were marching for their lives. Shackleton was often short of breath, dizzy, and, at times, nearly unable to keep going. But he remained focused on the group’s survival, turning vigilant attention to each of his companions’ well-being. Several weeks into their return trek, he noticed Frank Wild was especially weak with hunger. The commander, Wild recorded in his diary,


privately forced upon me his one breakfast biscuit and would have given me another tonight had I allowed him. I do not suppose that anyone else in the world can thoroughly realise how much generosity and sympathy was shown by this; I DO by GOD I shall never forget it. Thousands of pounds would not have bought that one biscuit.



By February 27, 1909, the party had trudged to within thirty-three miles of their destination. But Adams and Marshall were too weak to go any farther; Shackleton and Wild set out for help. The two walked for thirty-six hours, and on March 1, they were reunited with members of the larger expedition, many of whom had given up the polar party for dead. Shackleton, who had hardly slept in fifty hours, quickly organized and then led a group to rescue Adams and Marshall out on the ice. Within two days, all of the men were safely back in base camp, and on March 4, 1909, the commander and his crew set sail for home.

The historical record is silent on how Shackleton grappled with his failure to achieve a burning ambition. What is clear in hindsight is that, in the life-threatening conditions of the Antarctic, the explorer had relied not only on courage and a steely will, but on the consistent responsibility he felt for his men’s survival. Shackleton understood that in moments of great turbulence when the stakes are high, the fate of a particular enterprise comes down—briefly and critically—to the energy and actions of the individual leader.

This is a key lesson for leaders today, who have to own the power of their agency in the midst of volatility and then act from this place. We all have witnessed examples of such leadership in emergency situations: firefighters rushing into a burning building to rescue people trapped inside; an amateur sailor caught in an unexpected storm; or a parent whose child is taken violently ill. The individuals in each of these situations know they must act decisively because a great deal hangs in the balance. In these moments, they have no hesitation, no thought of turning back. They realize they must move forward—into the turbulence. And as they do, they often work from previously unknown reserves of fortitude and resilience.

In 1909, Shackleton returned to Britain, where he was knighted, enjoying widespread fame as the man who had come closest to the Pole. Inspired by this feat, Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen resolved to lead his own expedition to discover the South Pole. And two years later, on December 14, 1911, he and four companions did just that. Amundsen’s meticulously planned journey, which relied on well-trained sled dogs and expert skiers, went so well that he and his team arrived back at base camp ahead of schedule and without anyone’s suffering significant injury or illness. When Shackleton learned of the Pole’s discovery, he was impressed. For his part, Amundsen credited the leader of the Nimrod expedition with showing him “what one man’s will and energy can accomplish.”

In 1911–12, Amundsen was not the only explorer trying to discover the South Pole. A British expedition, led by Shackleton’s nemesis, Robert Falcon Scott, was also trying to be the first to reach it. Scott and his polar party took a different route south to the Pole than Amundsen and, once again, relied on man-hauling. In January 1912, when Scott and his four companions reached the South Pole and saw the Norwegian flag planted there, they realized they had been beaten. Bitterly disappointed, the British polar party turned north for the long march back to base camp. By now, they were malnourished and weak; bad weather also slowed their progress. By mid-March, two of the five men had perished. Debilitated and hungry, Scott and his two remaining companions marched on; by March 20, they were just eleven miles south of a food depot when a severe blizzard trapped them in their tent. The three men died there. Their bodies were discovered eight months later.

In early 1913, news reached Britain that Scott and his teammates had died on the return journey from the Pole. In one year, the explorer had lost as many men as all the expeditions to Antarctica in the previous fifteen years combined. Nonetheless, the British press and public made him a martyr; virtually overnight, the dead captain became a national hero. For Shackleton, who had experienced firsthand what he saw as Scott’s vacillating and often irresponsible leadership, and who himself had not lost a man in Antarctica, the lionization of his former rival was a difficult pill to swallow. He understood all too well that Amundsen’s discovery of the Pole and the heroism accorded Scott by the public had eclipsed Shackleton’s own achievement and, with it, his dreams of enduring fame.

Perhaps this injury rekindled Shackleton’s interest in heading south again. Perhaps it was his desire to make a bold, patriotic gesture. Then again, it may have been the innate restlessness that the explorer always experienced when he was not on the ice. Whatever the impetus, Shackleton began contemplating another journey—this time across the southernmost continent. “The discovery of the South Pole will not be the end of Antarctic exploration,” he had written in the London newspaper the Daily Mail. “The next work [is] a transcontinental journey from sea to sea.” Now, in late 1913, Shackleton nursed his wounded pride and made plans to lead a new expedition.

It was a daring proposition. As Shackleton explained to the Royal Geographical Society in early 1914, “there is not one person in this room tonight, and there is not one individual who is under the Union Jack in any part of the Empire, who does not wish the British Flag to be the first national flag ever carried across the frozen waste.” The explorer also had personal reasons for going south again. “I feel much older and a bit weary,” the thirty-nine-year-old explained to Elspeth Beardmore, wife of a former patron, “but perhaps the Antarctic will make me young again.”
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