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About the book

In "It Worked for Me," Colin Powell, one of America's most respected

military leaders and former Secretary of State, shares the guiding principles

and lessons that have shaped his life and career. Drawing from his rich

experiences, Powell presents a candid and inspiring narrative that

emphasizes the importance of integrity, leadership, and the power of

personal stories. Through a series of anecdotes and reflections, he reveals

how the principles of hard work, humility, and commitment to service have

been crucial not only in overcoming challenges but also in fostering

effective teamwork and problem-solving. This book is not merely a memoir;

it is a treasure trove of wisdom for anyone aspiring to lead, thrive, and make

a difference in their personal and professional lives. Prepare to be motivated

and enlightened as Powell's insights pave the way for your own path to

success.
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About the author

Colin Powell was an esteemed American statesman, military leader, and

public figure, whose career spanned over five decades and was marked by

his groundbreaking contributions to both the U.S. Armed Forces and global

diplomacy. Born in 1937 in Harlem, New York, to Jamaican immigrant

parents, Powell ascended through the ranks to become the first African

American Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the 1990s and later served

as the U.S. Secretary of State under President George W. Bush. Renowned

for his embodiment of the 'Powell Doctrine'—a military philosophy

emphasizing decisive action and clear objectives—he played a pivotal role

in significant military conflicts and diplomatic efforts. His memoir, "It

Worked for Me," reflects on his leadership principles and experiences,

offering insights that resonate beyond the military and into various spheres

of life.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1 My Thirteen Rules

Chapter One Summary: My Thirteen Rules

On January 20, 1989, when President George H. W. Bush was inaugurated, I

transitioned from my role as National Security Advisor to Army General

Brent Scowcroft. Following my departure from the White House, I returned

to military service, achieving the rank of four-star general and taking

command of the Army’s Forces Command (FORSCOM) at Fort McPherson,

Georgia. Notably, I was the first Black officer to hold this position. Shortly

thereafter, a cover story in Parade magazine unexpectedly coincided with my

announcement as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, leading to

widespread interest in my personal philosophy.

As part of the article, I shared a list of thirteen guiding principles—rules that

I developed over the years, reflecting my leadership philosophy and

approach to challenges. These rules emphasize maintaining a positive

attitude, managing emotions, and making intentional decisions.

1. It Ain’t as Bad as You Think. It Will Look Better in the Morning.

 This rule encourages optimism, emphasizing the importance of a leader's

mindset in resonating with followers. Drawing from military training, I

advocate for projecting confidence even in dire situations, illustrated by a
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motivational scene from the film *The Hustler*.

2. Get Mad, Then Get Over It. Embracing anger as a natural emotion, I

 share the importance of moving past it quickly, reflecting on experiences

with colleagues who challenged my frustrations but taught me resilience and

the need to maintain relationships despite disagreements.

3. Avoid Having Your Ego So Close to Your Position That When Your

 Position Falls, Your Ego Goes With It. Derived from a lesson learned

 early in my career, this principle emphasizes separating one’s self-worth

from job outcomes and advocating for passionate disagreements, while

respecting collective decisions.

4. It Can Be Done. Optimism about achieving goals is vital, but it should

 be balanced with realism and an openness to constructive

skepticism—recognizing when something is genuinely unfeasible.

5. Be Careful What You Choose: You May Get It. Decision-making

 should involve thoughtful consideration of choices and their long-term

implications, cautioning against hasty judgments.

6. Don’t Let Adverse Facts Stand in the Way of a Good Decision. Great

 leaders balance intuition with factual analysis and past experiences,

allowing informed instincts to guide them through tough decisions, as
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exemplified by military commanders like Eisenhower and Grant.

7. You Can’t Make Someone Else’s Choices. You Shouldn’t Let Someone

 Else Make Yours. Taking full responsibility for decisions fosters

 accountability. While seeking counsel is crucial, leaders must ensure that

external pressures do not dictate their choices.

8. Check Small Things. Success hinges on attention to details within an

 organization. Engaging directly with lower-level staff can unearth critical

insights about operational health.

9. Share Credit. Inspiring your team involves recognizing their

 contributions and fostering a sense of ownership over successes, which

enhances morale and motivation while accepting personal responsibility for

failures.

10. Remain Calm. Be Kind. Effective leadership requires maintaining

 composure in chaos and exhibiting kindness to build trust, which in turn

cultivates team cohesion and resilience.

11. Have a Vision. Be Demanding. Leaders must articulate a clear

 purpose that energizes followers, while setting high, achievable standards to

drive progress.
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12. Don’t Take Counsel of Your Fears or Naysayers. While fear is a

 natural emotion, it should not dictate decision-making. Similarly,

skepticism can cloud judgment, and a strong leader must balance these

influences without becoming paralyzed by them.

13. Perpetual Optimism is a Force Multiplier. A leader’s belief in their

 vision and team can amplify efforts and foster a culture of success, as

exemplified by a challenging yet triumphant military march that united and

motivated my soldiers.

Through these thirteen rules, I provide a framework for effective leadership

rooted in experience and an optimistic outlook, aiming to inspire and

motivate those I lead.

Rule
Number Rule Title Description

1 It Ain’t as Bad as You Think. It Will
Look Better in the Morning.

Encourages optimism and projecting
confidence as key to leadership.

2 Get Mad, Then Get Over It.
Advises on embracing anger but
emphasizes moving past it quickly
for resilience.

3

Avoid Having Your Ego So Close to
Your Position That When Your
Position Falls, Your Ego Goes With
It.

Stresses separating self-worth from
job outcomes, encouraging
discussion and respect in
disagreements.

4 It Can Be Done. Promotes optimism balanced with
realism and openness to skepticism.
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Rule
Number Rule Title Description

5 Be Careful What You Choose: You
May Get It.

Highlights the importance of
thoughtful decision-making and
understanding long-term
implications.

6 Don’t Let Adverse Facts Stand in
the Way of a Good Decision.

Encourages balancing intuition with
factual analysis for effective
decision-making.

7
You Can’t Make Someone Else’s
Choices. You Shouldn’t Let
Someone Else Make Yours.

Emphasizes personal responsibility
in decision-making and the
importance of avoiding external
pressure.

8 Check Small Things.
Stresses that attention to detail is
crucial for success and operational
health.

9 Share Credit.
Encourages recognizing team
contributions to enhance morale and
motivation.

10 Remain Calm. Be Kind.
Effective leadership involves
composure and kindness to build
trust and cohesion.

11 Have a Vision. Be Demanding.
Leaders must provide a clear vision
and set high standards to energize
their teams.

12 Don’t Take Counsel of Your Fears
or Naysayers.

Advises against allowing fear and
skepticism to dictate decisions.

13 Perpetual Optimism is a Force
Multiplier.

Belief in a vision and team amplifies
efforts and fosters a
success-oriented culture.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Perpetual Optimism is a Force Multiplier.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine approaching each day with

unwavering belief in your capabilities and the potential of your team.

This mindset, rooted in Colin Powell's principle of 'Perpetual

Optimism,' encourages you to see beyond obstacles and cultivate a

culture of success. When you embrace this outlook, you not only

energize yourself but also inspire those around you to push beyond

their limits. It transforms challenges into opportunities, cultivating

resilience and unity. By believing in the power of optimism, you can

become a catalyst for momentum, driving both your personal and

collective achievements toward unprecedented heights.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2 Always Do Your Best, Someone Is
Watching

Chapter Two: Always Do Your Best, Someone Is Watching

In this chapter, the author reflects on their formative years growing up in the

Bronx, where summers were a blend of labor and leisure. At age fourteen,

they began working at a toy and baby furniture store owned by Jay Sickser, a

Russian Jewish immigrant who recognized their potential. Initially hired for

a simple task, the author quickly formed a lasting bond with Jay, who

encouraged them to pursue education and aspire for greater opportunities

beyond the store.

The author’s work ethic was deeply influenced by their Jamaican immigrant

parents, who embodied hard work and resilience, instilling in their child the

value of doing one's best. They shared a family joke about laziness,

emphasizing a culture that valued hard work over entitlement.

As the author transitioned into adulthood, they gained a union card, joining

the International Brotherhood of Teamsters and securing better-paying jobs

as a helper on soft drink trucks. Despite the challenges, including their

inexperience with truck driving, they remained committed to doing their

best, eventually taking on a role that involved driving a truck through the
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bustling streets of Wall Street, where their drive and youthful optimism led

to unforeseen challenges but also successes.

The subsequent summer presented new opportunities at the Pepsi plant,

where the author accepted a job as a porter and then progressed to a more

prestigious role on the bottling machines, highlighting an important aspect

of their journey: the commitment to excellence, regardless of position or

circumstances. The author made a point of integrating into the workforce,

not just through job titles but by demonstrating diligence and dedication.

In school and sports, the author often found themselves outperformed by

peers, yet their parents emphasized the value of doing one's best without

imposing unrealistic expectations. This reinforced the central lesson that

striving for personal excellence is inherently valuable, regardless of the

outcome. 

The narrative transitions to the author's military career, illustrating how they

applied the same work ethic under varied and often challenging

circumstances, including a demanding assignment in Vietnam. Here, they

had to adapt quickly to changing roles, proving capable of handling

responsibilities beyond their rank—demonstrating that sincerity and hard

work earn recognition and lead to advancement, whether in military or

civilian life.
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The author recounts their diverse experiences in government service,

ultimately achieving high positions like National Security Advisor and

Secretary of State. Throughout this journey, they emphasized the importance

of doing one’s best, regardless of the challenges or the priorities set by

superiors, a philosophy they carried from their early jobs to high-level

government roles.

Even as their tenure involved navigating complex issues, such as

international relations and post-9/11 security measures, the author remained

committed to fulfilling their duties, often accomplishing significant

achievements. However, as the narratives of internal discontent within the

national security team surfaced, the author recognized the need for change

and chose to step away, parting on amicable terms with President Bush.

As the chapter concludes, the author reflects on their experiences and

continues to share their life lessons, particularly emphasizing the nobility of

work—regardless of its nature. They encourage others, especially young

people, to embrace every job as an opportunity for growth and to maintain

integrity and diligence, reinforcing the idea that no matter the circumstances,

one should always strive to do their best because integrity and self-respect

are paramount.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 3 The Street Sweeper

### Chapter Three: The Street Sweeper

In this chapter, the narrator reflects on the importance of humility and

perspective in his life, aided by his supportive family. His wife and three

children play a crucial role in keeping his ego in check, often reminding him

that prestige and rank are secondary to genuine love and humor. A

memorable example of this occurred when his daughter, Annemarie,

teasingly compared him to a GI Joe doll after he proudly donned his new

Army fatigues.

The narrator shares a humbling experience from his post-retirement life,

during which he was recognized as a prominent figure at a large event in

Boston, yet was overlooked by a waitress who initially failed to serve him

due to a missing meal ticket. This incident underscores the value of genuine

service and the reality check that comes from being treated like everyone

else, regardless of status.

He introduces a poignant anecdote about a street sweeper from Philadelphia

featured in a human interest segment on the news. This man, a devoted

husband and father, takes pride in his work, wielding a traditional broom to

clean the streets and provide for his loving family. His singular goal was to
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advance to driving a mechanized street sweeper, and upon achieving that

dream, his joy was evident.

The narrator frequently revisits this story as a source of inspiration, using it

as a measuring stick for success in life. The street sweeper embodies

contentment, fulfillment, and the understanding of what truly

matters—serving the community and nurturing family bonds. In this

reflection, the narrator realizes that, despite his military accolades, the street

sweeper may have achieved a form of success that is more profound and

meaningful. Ultimately, the chapter contemplates the essence of a successful

life, suggesting that true achievement is found in love, service, and personal

satisfaction rather than titles or accomplishments.
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Chapter 4: 4 Busy Bastards

### Chapter Four: Busy Bastards

In this chapter, the author reflects on lessons learned during his tenure in the

23rd Infantry Division (Americal) in Vietnam, particularly from Major

General Charles M. Gettys. Gettys embodied calm and confidence in

leadership, contrasting sharply with the overly busy officers, whom the

author refers to as "busy bastards." This term encapsulates those who

constantly feel the need to be working excessively long hours and generating

numerous ideas, often leading to unnecessary stress and overwork.

Gettys's perspective deeply influenced the author, steering him away from

the "busy bastard" mentality. He emphasizes that true productivity and

quality of work stem from an environment that values balance and personal

well-being over sheer hours clocked in the office. Instead of endorsing a

culture where staff are tethered to their desks late into the night, he

advocated for routine work hours, encouraging his team to engage in life

outside of work, nurturing their personal lives, and taking time to recharge.

The author draws from his own experience, recalling how weekends spent

fixing old Volvos provided him a welcome escape from the pressures of

office life. This hobby not only served as a relaxing pastime but also taught
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him to appreciate straightforward problem-solving processes—contrasting

with the complexities faced in his military and political roles. He shares

anecdotes of how he maintained a similar work-life balance during his

tenure as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and later as Secretary of State. 

Mentorship from Frank Carlucci, who held significant positions within the

Reagan administration, further informed the author’s management style. By

fostering a culture of reasonable hours among their teams, Carlucci and the

author demonstrated that efficiency could be achieved without

overextending staff. An anecdote highlights how a new assistant’s

compulsive need to work late resulted in more unnecessary duties for

everyone, affirming the principle that overwork often leads to diminished

productivity rather than increased effectiveness.

Under Reagan's leadership, the author found a kindred spirit in the

President's own habits of keeping work hours reasonable. Reagan would

escape to Camp David on weekends for relaxation and family time, allowing

his staff moments of respite and renewal as well. Their collaborative

understanding reinforced the notion that a complete life balances work with

personal interests and rests, aligning with military wisdom to avoid needless

exertion.

Overall, the chapter conveys the author's belief that excessive work does not

equate to success. Instead, a well-rounded life involving family and personal
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hobbies is crucial for achieving the best outcomes, both personally and

professionally. He encapsulates this philosophy with a poignant lesson for

young officers: prioritize efficiency and well-being over mere

busyness—"Don’t run if you can walk; don’t stand up if you can sit down;

don’t sit down if you can lie down; and don’t stay awake if you can go to

sleep."
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5 Kindness Works

### CHAPTER FIVE: Kindness Works

In this chapter, the author reflects on the profound impact of kindness

through personal experiences that highlight the importance of treating others

with respect and appreciation. 

The narrative begins with the author recounting his tenure as the warden of a

small suburban Episcopal church in northern Virginia. During this time, an

elderly priest, in need of personal support, was welcomed into their

community. The congregation embraced him without prying into his

personal struggles. The pivotal moment of the priest's tenure came during his

farewell sermon, where he imparted a powerful lesson: “Always show more

kindness than seems necessary, because the person receiving it needs it more

than you will ever know.” This message emphasized that true kindness is not

just a matter of courtesy; it requires genuine care and recognition of

another's humanity.

Years later, while serving as Secretary of State, the author had a revelation

about kindness during an unexpected visit to a crowded parking garage

staffed by contract employees, most of whom were immigrants earning low

wages. Curious about their work dynamics, he engaged them in
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conversation, learning that a simple smile and a friendly greeting determined

the order in which drivers were served. Those who acknowledged the

attendants were given priority, highlighting how vital kindness is in

everyday interactions.

The author shared this insight with his senior leaders, reinforcing the belief

that every individual in the organization, regardless of their role, holds

intrinsic value that deserves to be recognized. Acknowledgment and

appreciation, he argued, foster loyalty and motivation among employees. He

emphasized that no job is trivial, and every worker—whether cleaning his

office or advising the President—plays a crucial role in the success of the

organization.

Transitioning from administrative roles to military experiences, the author

draws a parallel to basic training, where initial fear of an intimidating drill

sergeant transforms into loyalty and respect as soldiers recognize the

sergeant's commitment to their growth. Kindness, he posits, is rooted in

confidence and does not equate to weakness; rather, it facilitates

understanding and acceptance when difficult decisions must be made.

Concluding with the proverb, “To the world, you may be one person, but to

one person you may be the world,” the chapter underscores the overarching

theme that kindness can profoundly affect individuals’ lives and shapes the

dynamics of community and leadership. By recognizing and valuing every
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individual, we contribute to a more compassionate and effective

organization.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6 I’m All Caught Up

### Chapter Six Summary: I’m All Caught Up

The chapter begins with a reflection on the author's early military

experiences under Captain Tom Miller, a veteran of World War II and Korea.

As a young lieutenant in Germany during the late 1950s, the author learned

invaluable lessons about leadership and problem-solving. In that era,

mentorship wasn't officially recognized; rather, senior officers simply guided

their junior counterparts while keeping them out of trouble.

One night, as the lieutenants enjoyed drinks at the officers' club, Captain

Miller imparted a crucial lesson about leadership: just when you think

everything is running smoothly, unexpected troubles emerge. He illustrated

this by describing how a seemingly innocuous day can quickly devolve into

chaos overnight, highlighting that leaders must be ready to address ongoing

issues without becoming complacent. Acknowledging that life's challenges

are inevitable, he emphasized that effective leaders are those who

consistently solve problems rather than avoiding them.

Drawing from his experiences, the author recounts his time as a battalion

commander in Korea in 1973, where he encouraged his commanders to

better listen to their troops. The story of SSG Walker, a reliable
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noncommissioned officer, shows how leadership can inspire accountability

within teams. Walker took it upon himself to assure his troops that their

concerns would be addressed, reinforcing the need for open communication

and proactive problem-solving.

The author reflects on his restless nature and preference for engaging

directly with troops rather than staying confined to his desk. His

"walkabouts"—unstructured walks around military installations—allowed

him to discover issues that might not otherwise reach his attention through

formal channels. By fostering an atmosphere where subordinates felt secure

sharing problems, he maintained a strong connection with his team while

ensuring they took responsibility for resolving issues.

He emphasizes the importance of genuinely solving problems rather than

merely managing them. Burying issues or being evasive leads to erosion of

trust; effective leaders face challenges head-on. The author draws a parallel

with a historical anecdote about a poorly handled complaint from a railroad

passenger, illustrating how genuine leadership requires accountability rather

than dismissive reactions. By reiterating his commitment to solving

problems without resorting to perfunctory responses—symbolized by

"bedbug letters"—he conveys the essence of true leadership: caring enough

to take action.

In summary, the chapter encapsulates the philosophy that effective
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leadership revolves around recognizing and solving problems, fostering open

dialogue, and building trust with those you lead. Whether it’s dealing with

unexpected chaos or empowering subordinates to do the same, the

unwavering commitment to addressing challenges is what defines a strong

leader.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7 Where on the Battlefield?

### Chapter Seven: Where on the Battlefield?

After becoming Secretary of State, I received a profound and unexpected

letter from Ambassador George Kennan, the esteemed figure of American

diplomacy. At ninety-seven, Kennan was not just a historical relic; he was a

distinguished diplomat with seven decades of experience. He was one of the

main architects of the Marshall Plan and the author of the "Long Telegram,"

which shaped U.S. policy during the Cold War. His letters carried weight,

akin to receiving wisdom from a modern-day prophet.

Much to my surprise, instead of delving into significant geopolitical matters,

Kennan offered personal advice about my role. He reminded me of the two

primary responsibilities of a Secretary of State: to serve as the President’s

closest adviser on foreign policy and to manage the State Department

effectively. However, he expressed concern that many recent Secretaries had

overstretched themselves by traveling excessively for meetings with foreign

leaders. He argued that modern communication methods rendered constant

travel unnecessary and undermined ambassadors' roles—who are crucial in

maintaining daily diplomatic relationships.

I found Kennan’s perspective aligned with my approach. Although I traveled
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extensively during my tenure, it paled in comparison to the jet-setting habits

of some predecessors. For instance, during my first year, I visited

thirty-seven countries and logged an impressive 149,000 miles. Yet, rather

than lauding my efforts, criticism focused on my perceived lack of presence

on the global stage, particularly from outlets like the New York Times.

Despite being on the road frequently, often spending nearly half my time

away, I had lost the allure of travel. Each trip I undertook was purposeful. I

did engage actively in diplomacy—attending meetings, visiting schools, and

participating in cultural events—but the idea of travel for leisure was long

behind me. I made extensive use of advanced communications technologies

to stay connected with global counterparts, balancing my presence between

Washington and international duties.

Kennan’s argument for limiting travel was compelling; however, it also

sparked debate about the evolving nature of diplomacy in modern times. In a

world where travel occurs in hours instead of days, the visibility of a

Secretary can significantly influence international relations. Thus, there isn’t

a one-size-fits-all strategy for fulfilling the role; each Secretary of State must

determine how to balance presence in Washington with the need for

international engagement.

Drawing from my military background, I likened my role to that of a

commander on a battlefield, where the crucial question is, "Where should the
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leader be on the battlefield?" The answer is to be where one can exert the

most influence. Just as a military commander needs to be close to the

decision-making point to lead effectively, so too must a Secretary of State

balance physical presence and important administrative duties.

Historical examples underscore the necessity of leadership presence during

critical moments. I witnessed firsthand the detrimental consequences of

CEOs being absent during crises—especially during the 2008 financial

crash—while decision-makers faltered in their responsibilities. Conversely, I

emphasized the importance of being present and engaged during pivotal

moments, recalling a crucial press conference during Operation Desert

Storm that helped reassure the public and bolster confidence in our military

efforts.

General George Marshall, despite his great ambitions for leading the D-Day

invasion, understood the importance of his role back in Washington.

President Roosevelt’s gentle reminder encapsulated the essence of effective

leadership: the necessity to be where one can best support their team.

Ultimately, leading effectively—whether on the battlefield, in a boardroom,

or in diplomacy—requires self-awareness, understanding where one can

have the greatest impact, and making strategic choices to serve the broader

objectives of the mission.
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Chapter 8: 8 Spheres and Pyramids

### Chapter Eight: Spheres and Pyramids

In examining organizational structure, a common analogy is the pyramid

shape, where leaders occupy the top tiers and lower ranks descend from

there, typically engaged in the most physical work. Visualize each individual

within the organization as a sphere, starting small at the base and growing

larger as they gain experience and habilidades. As members ascend the

pyramid, their growth journeys along the walls lead them toward the need to

explore beyond the pyramid's confines—into the broader environment that

challenges and enriches their roles.

Leadership within organizations, particularly in military settings, is often

cultivated internally: leaders rise from lower ranks through demonstrated

skill and experience. For example, a young infantry lieutenant, initially

focused solely on managing a platoon of soldiers, spends years honing

specific competencies necessary for military operations. Over time, their

understanding deepens, and their sphere expands, leading to higher ranks

and responsibilities.

As officers advance, they encounter more complexity within their roles.

They might enter advanced military schools or obtain civilian degrees to
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enhance their leadership capabilities. The more senior their rank, the greater

their engagement with the external forces that affect military

operations—such as international relations, political processes, and

economic factors. The higher one ascends—eventually reaching roles like

general—the more strategic and outward-focused their responsibilities

become, including liaising with various military branches and governmental

entities.

Promotion to higher ranks, however, is not guaranteed. Many talented

individuals may remain in their positions without ascending, and factors

such as personal potential, past performance, and even luck play significant

roles in determining who rises to the top. The author recalls a mentorship

philosophy of the "50-50 rule," emphasizing that while past achievements

matter for evaluating candidates, instinct and judgment about potential at

higher levels are equally crucial.

The narrative highlights the weight of responsibility carried by those at the

pinnacle of the pyramid, illustrating that with great visibility come

significant pressures and expectations. Even as leaders look outward to

navigate complex challenges involving international and inter-service

dynamics, they must maintain a connection to the foundational elements of

their organization. Understanding and staying attuned to the lowest ranks is

essential; losing that connection can lead to detrimental decision-making.
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Through anecdotes, we learn about the arduous journey of

leadership—echoing lessons learned about hard work, loyalty, and

dedication. The author reflects on their humble beginnings, emphasizing

satisfaction with each stage of service rather than fixating solely on

achievements like promotions. This perspective serves as a reminder that the

value of contributions within the military pyramid extends beyond just rank;

the collective endeavors of all members are vital to the organization's overall

success.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 9 Potential, Not Just Performance

Chapter Nine: Potential, Not Just Performance

Chapter Nine explores the intricate dynamics of evaluation and promotion

within the military, a system steeped in the necessity of nurturing leadership

from the ground up. In this environment, every soldier is under constant

scrutiny, with evaluations conducted by superiors at multiple levels, shaping

their career paths based on performance. The Army does not hire for higher

ranks from external sources; rather, it relies on developing talent internally,

fostering potential from the early ranks of second lieutenant to positions

such as battalion commander or general.

The chapter highlights the flaws inherent in performance evaluations. While

past achievements can provide a baseline for predicting future success, they

are not definitive indicators. Exceptional past performance could suggest

continued success, but the complexities of human behavior mean that the

potential for future performance is often more nuanced and subjective.

Leaders tend to look for certain qualities beyond mere results: a consistent

track record across various roles, a willingness to learn and grow,

selflessness, confidence, and the ability to earn respect from peers.

However, even high potential can sometimes lead to disaster, as exemplified
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by a tragic case involving an officer who, despite a promising career,

ultimately could not handle the pressures of higher command, tragically

ending his life. This stark reminder underscores the importance of

recognizing that not every promotion is suitable for every individual, as

some may thrive in their current roles without desiring further advancement.

The chapter also highlights specific case studies, such as Colonel Dick

Chilcoat, who, having been overlooked for promotion multiple times,

excelled in a new role under different circumstances. His subsequent rise

through the ranks illustrates the complexity of potential and how it can be

obscured by previous assessments that don’t capture a person’s full

capability.

Ultimately, good leadership involves a thorough understanding of

subordinates—identifying, mentoring, and tracking not only the high

achievers but also those who may seem less promising. The narrative

stresses the need for leaders to be adaptable, recognizing that the potential of

individuals can change over time. Leaders must embrace the unpredictability

of human potential, always recalling that they may eventually work for one

of those they once mentored. This call for humility and attentiveness

encapsulates the essence of effective leadership in the military and beyond.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 10 Trust Your People

CHAPTER TEN: Trust Your People

In the early days of George W. Bush’s presidency, preparations were

underway for his first international trip, a pivotal meeting with the newly

elected Mexican president, Vicente Fox. The agenda included critical issues

such as immigration, border control, drug trafficking, and trade relations.

To ensure he was well-prepared, I invited President Bush to the State

Department for a briefing on Mexico. This would mark his inaugural visit to

the Department as President, a gesture that I hoped would inspire my team.

During a staff meeting, I laid out my unconventional plan: instead of having

seasoned officials deliver the briefing, I wanted two junior Foreign Service

officers from the Mexico desk to lead the discussion. Despite my staff’s

initial skepticism and their inquiries about rehearsals and visuals, I insisted

that the officers should present without PowerPoint slides or prior rehearsals,

believing in their abilities to convey vital information to the President

directly.

Unfamiliar with the officers personally, I trusted that they would rise to the

occasion, utilizing the days leading up to the briefing to prepare thoroughly.

The atmosphere within the State Department was electric, as anticipation
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built around this significant moment.

On the day of the briefing, I welcomed President Bush into the historic

conference room, where prominent leaders had gathered in the past. After

introducing my key personnel and the two junior officers, I stepped back.

The officers delivered an exceptional briefing, engaging the President with

insightful discussions and questions. His satisfaction was evident as he

thanked everyone before departing, leaving the officers undoubtedly

exhilarated by their triumph.

The impact of this event rippled throughout the State Department,

reinforcing my belief that trust is essential in leadership. By placing my faith

in my team, I fostered a spirit of cooperation, loyalty, and diligence among

them. This trust is imperative for effective leadership, compelling team

members to rise and support one another.

Moreover, I emphasized to my Assistant Secretaries the importance of

engaging confidently with Congress. While their reluctance stemmed from

fear of missteps, I encouraged them to embrace the role and communicate

our administration’s positions assertively. By framing congressional

interactions positively, we could reinforce our status as servants of the

people and reassure them that they had my support if challenges arose.

However, I acknowledged that in certain circumstances, decisive action is
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required. Reflecting on the Iran-Contra scandal during the Reagan

administration, I recounted how my team and I acted swiftly to rectify the

situation. After making necessary personnel changes, we fostered a

collaborative environment with those who remained. This commitment to

rebuilding trust was fundamental to ensuring the success of the remaining

years of the Reagan presidency.

Leadership, I learned from a wise sergeant during my officer training at Fort

Benning, hinges on earning the loyalty of your team. They must trust in your

decisions, particularly in times of crisis. It is essential to cultivate trust not

only among leaders but also between leaders and their teams. Ultimately,

leadership demands selflessness, where the leader prioritizes the well-being

and success of their team, thereby forging strong bonds built on mutual trust.

Key Points Description

Context
Preparations for President George W. Bush's first international trip to
Mexico, addressing immigration, border control, drug trafficking, and
trade relations.

Briefing
Innovation

Colin Powell invites President Bush to the State Department; chooses
junior Foreign Service officers to lead the briefing instead of seasoned
officials.

Trust in
Team

Powell's decision reflects his belief in trusting his team to handle critical
tasks without prior rehearsals or visuals.

Positive
Outcome

The junior officers deliver an exceptional briefing, impressing President
Bush and boosting their confidence.
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Key Points Description

Impact of
Trust

This event reinforced the importance of trust in leadership and fostered
a collaborative environment at the State Department.

Engagement
with
Congress

Emphasizes the need for Assistant Secretaries to confidently engage
Congress, framing communication positively to assert their roles.

Decisive
Leadership

Reflects on the Iran-Contra scandal and the necessity for swift, decisive
action in leadership roles.

Lessons
from
Training

Leadership requires earning loyalty, building mutual trust between
leaders and their teams, and prioritizing team success.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Trust is essential in leadership

Critical Interpretation: Imagine a work environment where every

member of your team feels empowered and valued. When you trust

your people, you create an atmosphere where they are motivated to

take initiative and excel. It's not just about delegating tasks; it's about

believing in their capabilities and giving them the freedom to

showcase their talents. This trust fosters collaboration, loyalty, and

resilience, encouraging everyone to support one another in achieving

common goals. In your journey, remember that by cultivating trust,

you not only enhance your team's efficiency but also develop stronger

relationships that drive success.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 11 Mutual Respect

Chapter Eleven: Mutual Respect

In this chapter, the author explores the critical nature of mutual respect

between leaders and their followers, emphasizing that obedience alone is

insufficient for true commitment and excellence in a team. While leaders

possess formal authority and can enforce compliance through various means,

such as demotion or termination, the author argues that genuine pride in

work and motivation stem from trust and respect on both sides.

The concept of respect is portrayed as essential for fostering a productive

and engaged environment. Leaders must earn respect through their

competence and personal example, as well as by showing understanding and

regard for their followers' well-being. This is especially relevant in

hierarchical settings like the military, where punitive measures for

disobedience are common, but respect is a more effective means of

motivation.

Drawing from personal experiences, the author recounts a situation in 1974,

when troops were hastily assembled for a speech from a Pentagon official.

The frustration felt by the battalion commander was alleviated by the

supportive words of a first sergeant, highlighting the crucial bond of trust
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between leaders and their men. Such moments underscore that while leaders

must enforce order, they can also cultivate loyalty and morale through

understanding and respect.

The author emphasizes the importance of knowing followers on an

individual level. As a lieutenant, meticulous notes were kept on each

soldier's background and performance, underscoring the commitment to

understanding their needs. As responsibilities grew, personal contact faded,

but the author remained informed through staff reports, striving to gather

honest insights about team members' challenges and successes.

This chapter also examines the importance of competence in establishing

respect. Leaders must demonstrate their ability to perform their roles

effectively; otherwise, followers will question their authority and purpose. In

this regard, the author reflects on his time as Secretary of State, where direct

engagement with ambassadors was prioritized to foster relationships built on

mutual trust.

The narrative stresses the critical role of maintaining professional

boundaries—the leader must preserve a degree of separation to fulfill their

responsibilities. Too much familiarity can blur lines, leading to a loss of

respect. Followers require leaders to provide direction and accountability;

thus, familiarity should not compromise authority.
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Finally, the author illustrates that effective leadership hinges on the tangible,

day-to-day interactions between leaders and followers, which are essential

for creating a cohesive team. Recalling a moment from his tenure as brigade

commander, the author shares the disheartening realization that a soldier did

not recognize him. Yet, the soldier’s dedication to their team and the

sentiments of not wanting to let others down illuminated the importance of

collective responsibility and mutual care. 

The chapter concludes with a powerful reminder: as leaders cultivate a

foundation of trust and respect, they can rely on their followers—who will

ensure both mission success and support for their leader in return. A thriving

team is built on the pledge that as leaders take care of their followers, those

followers will, in turn, take care of their leaders.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Mutual Respect as the Foundation of Leadership

Critical Interpretation: Imagine being in an environment where every

interaction is rooted in genuine respect. This chapter highlights how

mutual respect between leaders and followers is pivotal not just for

compliance, but for fostering true commitment and excellence. When

you embrace respect in your life, you create a culture where trust

flourishes, empowering those around you to perform at their best. Just

as the author illustrates through personal anecdotes, taking the time to

understand and cherish the individuals you work with can transform

obligations into a united mission driven by collective pride and

accountability. Let this principle guide your interactions, and you will

inspire a shared passion for success that elevates everyone involved.
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Chapter 12: 12 We’re Mammals

Chapter Twelve Summary: We’re Mammals

In this chapter, the author reflects on the importance of nurturing and

communal learning in both the animal kingdom and human societies, using

the behaviors of mammals as parallels to human development. The author

begins by expressing a fascination with documentaries about mammals,

particularly lions and elephants, illustrating how young animals learn critical

survival skills and social behaviors from older members of their species.

The nurturing of lion cubs provides a perfect illustration of this learning

process. Lion mothers keep their cubs safe in a “box” that expands as they

grow, allowing them to explore and learn essential life skills through

observation and imitation rather than structured teaching methods. This

natural mentorship is crucial; without it, young lions are vulnerable to failure

and even death.

The author then recounts a poignant story about adolescent male elephants

that were removed from their herd and exhibited aggressive behavior due to

the lack of adult supervision. When adult males were reintroduced, they

modeled appropriate behavior, demonstrating the importance of hereditary

wisdom and mentorship in shaping young elephants' understanding of their
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social roles.

Transitioning to human experience, the author highlights how parents serve

as exemplars for their children in the same way animals do within their

groups. He emphasizes the importance of family and community in

providing structure, guidance, and the support necessary for children to

thrive. Just as young animals must learn from their parents, children depend

on their families to instill values, social norms, and the skills essential for

success.

The chapter addresses the alarming trend of modern society drifting away

from tribal connections, stressing that children need to feel they belong to a

tribe or family unit. This sense of belonging fosters resilience and a strong

foundation as they navigate the world. Early education starts from the

moment children engage with their parents, which shapes their cognitive and

social development. The need for structure extends beyond the family, as

community initiatives and educational programs like Head Start can

intervene and provide pathways to success for at-risk children.

An illustrative story is shared about a valedictorian named Jose, whose story

of perseverance underscores the significance of community support and

expectations in overcoming obstacles. The message is clear: persistent

encouragement and belief in children's potential can alter their life

trajectories.
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The author also draws a comparison to military training, illustrating how the

Army shapes recruits into disciplined members of a cohesive unit under the

guidance of drill sergeants. The rigorous training instills a sense of

belonging and cohesion, highlighting that soldiers, like animals and children,

learn best when they are part of a supportive structure.

In a concluding anecdote, the author reflects on a young Hispanic soldier

who confidently presented technical information to high-ranking officers,

facilitated by the nurturing presence of his sergeant. This reinforces the idea

that mentorship and support are vital for instilling confidence and

competence in future generations.

Overall, the chapter emphasizes that both humans and animals necessitate

guidance from their elders to thrive. The examples of lions, elephants, and

soldiers underline the vital role of mentorship, community support, and the

transfer of wisdom across generations in fostering successful individuals.
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Chapter 13 Summary: 13 Never Walk Past a Mistake

### Chapter Thirteen: Never Walk Past a Mistake

In the realm of military leadership, one foundational lesson is the importance

of making on-the-spot corrections. This principle, vital for young military

leaders, serves multiple purposes that resonate beyond the battlefield into

various leadership contexts.

First and foremost, correcting small mistakes—like a soldier failing to salute

or misplacing insignia—demonstrates a leader's attention to detail and

commitment to maintaining high standards within the organization.

Allowing minor errors to slide can spiral into a culture of tolerance for

larger, potentially disastrous mistakes. This proactive approach emphasizes

that no error is too trivial to address, reinforcing a standard of excellence.

Moreover, confronting mistakes head-on nurtures moral courage within

leaders. By addressing lapses in discipline rather than looking the other way

to avoid conflict, leaders show their readiness to uphold standards, creating a

culture of accountability. This not only fosters respect among followers but

also instills confidence in their leader's competence. When subordinates see

that their mistakes are acknowledged and corrected, it strengthens their

belief in the leader’s ability to guide the unit effectively.
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Additionally, consistently correcting errors sets a positive example for other

leaders within the organization, promoting a culture of mutual respect and

high standards throughout the hierarchy. It ensures that mistakes are not

allowed to proliferate or escalate, emphasizing the need to address issues as

they arise rather than assuming others will take responsibility later.

However, this commitment to high standards must be balanced with

common sense. For instance, corrections should not be excessively stringent

in situations where context, such as fatigue after fieldwork, warrants

leniency. Doing so can lead to resentment rather than a culture of learning.

Leaders should strive to frame their corrections in a constructive manner,

turning potentially negative experiences into opportunities for positive

growth.

This principle is familiar to anyone in a position of teaching or guidance,

whether they are educators, coaches, or parents. Just as teachers correct

ingrained mistakes in students, effective leaders must catch and correct

errors early to prevent them from becoming detrimental habits. A leader who

lacks the courage to address minor issues cannot be relied upon to confront

more significant challenges when they arise, underlining the necessity for

vigilance in leadership practices.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Addressing Mistakes Instantly

Critical Interpretation: Imagine you're navigating through your life,

whether in a professional setting or personal relationships, and how

powerful it can be when you choose not to overlook small mistakes.

By addressing those little errors, you foster an environment of

accountability and continuous improvement. Just think about the last

time you saw something that needed correcting but hesitated—did it

not leave a nagging feeling in your conscience? Now, picture yourself

being the leader who, instead of walking past a mistake, engages with

it constructively. You'd not only elevate the standards around you but

also establish yourself as a figure of courage and integrity. This

not-so-small action cultivates respect from peers and encourages them

to follow your example; it strengthens your leadership acumen and

builds a culture where everyone feels able to grow. By embracing this

principle in your own life, you can inspire accountability and help

foster a community where mistakes are seen not as failures but as

stepping stones on the path to excellence.
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Chapter 14 Summary: 14 The Guys in the Field Are
Right and the Staff Is Wrong

Chapter Fourteen Summary: The Guys in the Field Are Right and the Staff

 Is Wrong

In this chapter, the narrator shares their leadership approach, emphasizing a

strong bias towards the frontline personnel over the staff team. Upon

assuming command of a unit, the narrator made it clear that they prioritized

the perspectives and experiences of those directly engaged in the field,

considering their accounts as the "ground truth." This philosophy, though it

may seem radical, fostered a culture where staff members understood that

their primary responsibility was to support and solve problems for field

leaders and their troops.

The narrator's approach often left the staff initially displeased. However, it

created a sense of urgency and accountability among the staff, who came to

realize that their effectiveness was directly tied to the satisfaction of those in

the field. With the knowledge that field commanders could report back to the

narrator, the staff became more proactive in addressing on-the-ground

challenges—recognizing that their role was not solely to serve the

commander but rather to empower the troops in the field.
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However, this dynamic had its challenges. If a field commander raised issues

with the staff, the narrator instinctively sided with the commander, ready to

investigate the situation. Should it turn out that the staff was indeed correct,

there would be serious repercussions for the commander, often leading to

uncomfortable confrontations. This approach ensured that accountability

was maintained, although it often strained relationships.

As time progressed, the staff began to embrace the collaborative mindset

cultivated by the narrator. They learned to work closely with field

commanders to address problems proactively and sought assistance to

improve their reporting processes. The staff became more conscientious,

recognizing the importance of protecting both their own interests and the

integrity of their operations, especially under the watchful eye of the

commander.

Throughout the narrator's extensive experience, they observed that frontline

personnel were correct about 70% of the time, reinforcing the value of their

perspective and the necessity of a collaborative environment in achieving

operational success.
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Chapter 15 Summary: 15 It Takes All Kinds

### Chapter Fifteen Summary: It Takes All Kinds

In this chapter, the author reflects on his experiences leading the 2nd

Brigade of the 101st Airborne Division, illustrating the importance of

understanding and nurturing different personalities among subordinates. He

highlights the contrast between two commanders: one who executed orders

with vigor but sometimes lacked critical foresight, and another who

approached tasks methodically, asking essential questions that often led to

better strategies. The challenge for the author was to harness the strengths of

both leaders while mitigating their weaknesses.

He underscores that achieving harmony with subordinates is crucial;

however, there are instances when a commander must let go of an officer

who, despite being competent, does not align with the desired leadership

style or inspire their troops. This delicate balance of managing personalities

is further illustrated when the author emphasizes the importance of not just

technical proficiency, but the ability to motivate and engage others.

Transitioning into his role as Secretary of State, he recounts his experience

with a talented speechwriter who, though skilled, struggled to capture the

author's voice. The mismatch led to parting ways, demonstrating the need
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for subordinates who can complement rather than overshadow one’s vision.

The author lists the qualities he seeks in subordinates: competence,

intelligence, strong character, moral courage, empathy, and the capacity to

inspire loyalty and fervor. He also values creativity and the ability to

anticipate challenges. A noteworthy anecdote involves a brilliant captain

whose arrogance alienated peers, ultimately leading to disciplinary issues.

This serves as a reminder that talent alone is insufficient for team cohesion.

The chapter introduces notable characters, such as Brigadier General Weldon

"Tiger" Honeycutt, whose unorthodox approach provided a refreshing spice

to the organizational environment. The author emphasizes that a diverse

team, including eccentrics and unconventional thinkers, can lead to

innovative ideas and invigorate the culture.

A significant point raised is the idea that effective leaders are also strong

managers, capable of pushing their teams beyond perceived limits. This is

exemplified through a tank training initiative where one battalion thrived

due to the determination and competitive spirit instilled by its commander,

contrasting sharply with a capable but less inspired counterpart.

The author advocates for creating a positive team atmosphere where hard

work, purpose, and enjoyment coexist. He rejects leadership built on fear

and intimidation, positing that true leaders inspire trust and willingness to
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follow. He concludes that leadership can be cultivated through mentoring

and experience, reinforcing the necessity for ongoing learning and personal

growth in one’s leadership journey.
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Chapter 16: 16 Brainware

### Chapter Sixteen: Brainware

In the realm of diplomacy, information is invaluable—like currency.

Embassies function smoothly only when information flows effectively in

and out; a disruption can render them as helpless as a beached whale.

Historically, U.S. diplomats collected intelligence from their posts and

communicated with Washington via handwritten dispatches, but as

technology evolved—introducing trains, telegraphs, radios, and eventually

the Internet—the State Department had to continuously adapt.

However, the challenge was not merely technical; changing entrenched

mindsets, or “brainware,” proved to be more complex. Upon taking office as

Secretary of State in 2001, I found the State Department lagging in

technological advances. While I had been involved with technology through

my time on the board of AOL and through my experiences with my son,

Mike, who was FCC chairman, there were significant deficiencies in our

information systems. We had outdated desktop computers, incompatible

networks, and limited access to the Internet, hindering our diplomats’ ability

to communicate effectively.

Another challenge arose from a contentious ownership dispute over
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communication infrastructure between the State Department and the Central

Intelligence Agency (CIA), complicating access to vital information across

various government agencies at our embassies. Congressional dissatisfaction

led to proposed bureaucratic solutions that would not resolve the root issues.

By leveraging the pending OMB office structure—a move Congress

foreshadowed but hadn’t yet implemented—I was able to negotiate with

CIA Director George Tenet to assess which agency should handle our

embassies’ communications needs. Ultimately, it was decided that the CIA

would take the lead, but I retained oversight on setting requirements and

managing performance.

Our efforts initiated a rapid increase in communications capabilities,

allowing us to secure cheaper, faster, and more effective data transmission,

which Congress pleased to see. In addition, we launched an ambitious

upgrade of obsolete computer systems—acquiring over 44,000 new

computers in a remarkably short timeframe, which equipped every desk

within the State Department and at our embassies with internet access.

Yet, the most formidable challenge remained: shifting the culture within the

State Department away from antiquated practices. I initiated this

transformation by demonstrating improved, real-time communication

methods comparable to those in today’s fast-paced businesses, such as

Walmart, where sales data is updated almost instantaneously. I repeatedly

emphasized the urgency of updating our information systems promptly,
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expecting our department to act as swiftly as businesses did in response to

new data.

I took personal initiative by enhancing my own communication capabilities,

connecting with other world leaders, and demanding that our background

notes on countries be kept current—reflecting incidents like new political

leadership almost immediately. Despite encountering resistance, my

advocacy for an email-centric culture aimed at modernizing our diplomatic

practice. I believed that true transformation would occur when staff

recognized the positive impact of rapid communication on their efficiency.

Despite my efforts to transition my contemporaries to a digital mindset, one

notable holdout was Igor Ivanov, then the Russian foreign minister. Our

exchanges frequently highlighted the disparity in our technological

engagement. One day, during a phone conversation about a UN resolution, I

utilized Google to quickly access information that challenged his claims,

showcasing the clear advantages of immediate access to data. While he

struggled to adopt email, he remained adept with cell phones, demonstrating

another facet of technology that facilitated our correspondence without

leaving a digital record.

In the end, even Igor eventually embraced some modern conveniences

post-office. Our evolving communications dynamic, although initially

marred by reluctance, signifies the relentless march towards a more

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


connected, immediate diplomatic world.
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Chapter 17 Summary: 17 Tell Me What You Know

### Chapter Seventeen Summary: Tell Me What You Know

In this chapter, the author emphasizes the critical role of accurate

information in decision-making, outlining a personal philosophy developed

over years in leadership and intelligence. The need for good information is

underscored by the adage that one cannot make sound choices without

substantiated facts, a principle famously echoed by Sergeant Joe Friday from

the iconic series *Dragnet*.

The author reflects on his insatiable appetite for information, always striving

for clarity amid a sea of data, and recounts instances where supposedly

verified facts were later disproven. For instance, during the Gulf War in

2003, intelligence indicated that Saddam Hussein was at a specific location,

leading to a strike that ultimately failed. Similarly, in Somalia, the pursuit of

dictator Mohamed Aidid often revealed the shortcomings of espionage, as

reliable intelligence is rare and must constantly be scrutinized.

A significant bureaucratic dispute arose during the 1991 Gulf War when

intelligence assessments, based on limited satellite imagery, clashed with

General Norman Schwarzkopf’s multi-source evaluations of the battlefield.

Ultimately, the more comprehensive view prevailed, illustrating the
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importance of gathering facts from various perspectives rather than a narrow

lens.

The author introduces four essential rules for intelligence assessments that

ensure clear communication between leaders and their teams:

1. Tell me what you know - Provide confirmed facts from multiple

 sources.

2. Tell me what you don’t know - Acknowledge uncertainties to avoid

 false confidence.

3. Then tell me what you think - Present informed opinions, even if they

 are not backed by solid evidence.

4. Always distinguish which from which - Clearly categorize

 information to avoid confusion.

The chapter's narrative stresses the danger of unexamined assumptions,

using the author's experience with Iraq's purported weapons of mass

destruction (WMD) as a cautionary tale. Despite strong intelligence

suggesting their existence, the failure to communicate doubts resulted in

misleading assertions made in a UN speech, highlighting how crucial open

dialogue about uncertainties and assumptions is in high-stakes

environments.

Through a discussion of the complexity of intelligence, the author illustrates

the tension between verified facts and subjective opinions. He values

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


instincts and hunches, cautioning that while they can be pivotal in

decision-making, the responsibility ultimately lies with leaders who must

interpret these insights within the broader context of situational awareness. 

The chapter culminates with a personal anecdote about a friend, Major

General Butch Saint, who was reprimanded for presenting uncomfortable

truths, reinforcing the importance of honesty and integrity in reporting and

decision-making, regardless of the potential fallout.

In summary, this chapter serves as a profound reminder of the importance of

diligence in gathering and verifying information, encouraging a culture of

transparency and accountability within the intelligence community to

support effective leadership.
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Chapter 18 Summary: 18 Tell Me Early

### Chapter Eighteen: Tell Me Early

This chapter opens with an anecdote from the military, illustrating the

importance of timely communication during crises. A newly minted second

lieutenant, inexperienced and eager, oversees his first airborne drop. As he

gives the order to release supplies, a series of mishaps unfolds—a parachute

fails to deploy, causing chaos as chutes collide and equipment crashes to the

ground. This leads to devastating fires and a rapidly escalating disaster. In

desperation, the lieutenant asks a veteran sergeant if they should notify

higher command, to which the sergeant responds pointedly that keeping such

a disaster secret is futile.

The author relates this story to highlight a recurring theme in leadership: the

necessity for early notification of problems. His personal rule for

subordinates is straightforward: inform him about issues as soon as they

arise. He emphasizes that bad news does not improve with time; rather, early

awareness enables leaders to find solutions and guide their teams effectively.

He takes care to clarify that while he seeks all incoming data, he does not

rush to conclusions before fully understanding the situation.

The chapter then segues into a critical example from recent history—the
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abuse of prisoners at Abu Ghraib in Iraq during 2003. Soldiers subjected

inmates to inhumane treatment, capturing horrific images that would later

come to define a national scandal. When a soldier courageously reported the

incidents up the chain of command, investigations were initiated. However,

the gravity of the situation was lost on senior leaders, including Secretary of

Defense Donald Rumsfeld and President Bush. The implicated parties at the

top were not made aware of the full extent of the abuses, and for months,

key visuals that could have prompted immediate action remained unseen.

When the story broke on CBS’s *60 Minutes* in April 2004, it sent

shockwaves through the nation; the public was horrified by what American

soldiers had done. The lax communication up the chain of command became

glaringly apparent, resulting in delayed responses to a massive ethical crisis.

The narrative posits that if earlier warning had been communicated, leaders

would have had time to craft a strategic response instead of being caught

off-guard when the media revealed the atrocities.

In closing, the author reinforces his philosophy: leaders must encourage their

teams to communicate openly about problems, however daunting. The rule

is simple—no surprises. When issues are brought to light early, they can be

tackled collectively, pooling diverse insights to resolve them before they

escalate into unmanageable crises. Ultimately, he argues, timely notification

is not only a matter of professional protocol but a vital life lesson.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 19 Summary: 19 Beware First Reports

### Chapter Nineteen: Beware First Reports

The chapter opens with the infamous headline from the Chicago Tribune on

election night in 1948, which prematurely proclaimed Thomas E. Dewey's

victory over President Harry S. Truman. This iconic mistake serves as a

cautionary tale about the dangers of acting on first reports without proper

verification.

The narrative shifts to a more personal account from the author’s time as

President Reagan’s National Security Advisor. On July 3, 1988, he received

news that the USS Vincennes had shot down what was initially reported as

an attacking Iranian F-14 fighter jet. Sensing something was amiss, the

author exercised caution in conveying this news to President Reagan. His

instincts proved correct when it later emerged that the Vincennes had shot

down an Iranian Airbus passenger jet, resulting in the tragic loss of 290

lives. The mistake stemmed from a failure to critically assess the first report

about the aircraft’s nature and intent.

The author recounts a similar situation in March 2003, during the Iraq War,

when early intelligence suggested that CIA operatives had located Saddam

Hussein at Dora Farms. Despite the confidence expressed in these initial
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reports, subsequent assessments cast doubt on Hussein’s actual presence,

and the attack launched based on the faulty reports ultimately achieved little.

Another critical example presented involves the political unrest in Tbilisi,

Georgia, in November 2003, where flawed reports emerged claiming

Russian Spetsnaz forces were intervening to quash government protests. The

author, having a credible source in Igor Ivanov, Russia's foreign minister,

instinctively sought confirmation before acting on the first report. Upon

verifying Ivanov's denial of the intervention, panic was averted, and the

unrest ultimately led to the "Rose Revolution," resulting in democratic

elections.

The author highlights the unpredictability of first reports, acknowledging

that they can range from entirely accurate to totally misleading. To navigate

this uncertainty, he shares a mental checklist developed from years of

experience, querying whether the report makes common sense, fits within

the broader contextual landscape, and how it can be confirmed. He

emphasizes the importance of weighing potential risks against the urgency

of response to determine the appropriate course of action.

Finally, he reflects on the challenges posed by clever adversaries who may

manipulate information. With a reminder of historical instances where

misinformation has thwarted effective decision-making—like Hitler’s

dismissal of early warnings prior to D-Day—the chapter concludes with the
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wisdom of taking a moment to breathe and carefully assess first reports

before rushing into action.
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Chapter 20: 20 Five Audiences

### Chapter Twenty: Five Audiences

The 1991 Desert Storm conflict marked a pivotal moment in media history

as the first war extensively covered by 24-hour cable news channels,

particularly CNN. With live reports from the front lines, the event captured

global attention and demanded an immediate response from military

leadership. As Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, I, alongside Secretary

of Defense Dick Cheney, faced the dual responsibility of providing accurate

information to the press while safeguarding sensitive military operations.

Throughout Desert Storm, I adhered to the principle that the media’s role in

informing the public required me to communicate transparently about our

actions. Despite the natural friction between media desires for detailed

coverage and operational security, I believed we struck a commendable

balance, even as we faced some public criticism. Popular parodies, such as a

skit from *Saturday Night Live* featuring Cheney and me, illustrated public

awareness of the tightrope we walked in our communication strategies.

In preparing for press appearances, I recognized I was addressing five

distinct audiences, each with unique interests:
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1. The Reporter: While the reporter asks questions, they are merely the

 conduit through which I communicate. Respect for their role is paramount,

as disparaging them can undermine my credibility.

   

2. The American Public: Citizens, particularly those with family

 members serving in combat, are my primary concern. They seek confidence

in our military strategies, along with honesty in communications.

   

3. Foreign Political and Military Leaders: With troops from over 190

 nations involved, the world was watching closely. My statements would

impact their domestic narratives, adding a layer of complexity to every

message I crafted.

   

4. The Enemy: Statements made during press conferences could be used

 strategically against us. As such, I needed to remain guarded and evasive

regarding sensitive information to avoid giving the enemy an advantage.

   

5. The Troops: The soldiers, who are directly affected by my words,

 deserve clarity and honesty. Trust is paramount, and it is crucial that I never

compromise that trust with miscommunication or spin.

For senior leaders—military or otherwise—understanding your audience is

essential. In this context, earlier experiences equipped me with practical

insights; a notable episode involved assigning Lieutenant General Cal Waller
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as a spokesperson. Although he was distinguished in his military career,

Waller had limited press experience. During a press briefing, he

inadvertently suggested that our forces would not be ready to launch

operations until mid-February, conflicting with established timelines. The

ensuing media frenzy highlighted the risks of miscommunication under

pressure. Fortunately, we managed to mitigate the situation quickly.

In a more personal gesture, I penned a note to Waller with key lessons on

managing media interactions that I had amassed over the years, which

proved useful beyond just this one incident. These guidelines emphasized

control over the narrative, remaining clear without oversharing, and the

necessity of crafting responses that align with intended messaging. 

As I grew in my role, I learned several additional rules that aided my

effectiveness in the media realm: limiting interviews to thirty minutes to

maintain clarity, avoiding meals for on-the-record discussions (which could

lead to relaxed, careless remarks), and remaining composed and direct,

especially when faced with aggressive questions. 

A memorable lesson learned early in my career was epitomized in an

encounter with journalist Sam Donaldson during a television interview.

After successfully answering questions, I felt triumphant, only for

Donaldson to impart that, in the world of journalism, the interviewee is

always at risk, while reporters never truly lose. This served as a vital

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


reminder that every interaction with the press requires vigilance and

composure—a sentiment I carried with me throughout my career.
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Chapter 21 Summary: 21 What I Tell My New Aides

### Chapter Twenty-One: What I Tell My New Aides 

In this chapter, the author shares the essential guidance he imparts to new

aides in his front office, ensuring they understand his expectations and work

dynamics. He recognizes that new staff often feel anxious and eager to

please, so he establishes clear rules to help them navigate their roles

effectively.

The first piece of advice emphasizes open communication: aides should feel

free to ask for clarification on any instructions they find unclear. This

practice not only fosters understanding but also guarantees the author can

reflect on his own clarity if confusion arises.

Next, he underscores the importance of maintaining integrity in

communication and documentation, advising aides never to sign his name or

misuse money on his behalf. He recounts lessons learned early in his career

from former mentors, such as John Kester, who stressed that a signature

carries legal weight, reinforcing a culture of accountability.

He warns against the "General Wants" syndrome, where minor casual

remarks could escalate into excessive spending decisions, urging aides to
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clarify his true needs before acting on them. The author believes that

effective feedback is crucial, and while he encourages candid exchanges, he

prefers that such discussions remain confidential to maintain trust.

Balancing personal and professional lives is another key topic; he insists that

family matters, particularly regarding his wife Alma, should not intrude into

office operations. Alma manages their home life while he oversees his

professional responsibilities, illustrating a clear boundary that has helped

their marriage thrive.

Punctuality is paramount to the author, who believes it reflects seriousness

and respect. He shares anecdotes underscoring his commitment to being on

time, stressing that meetings should start as scheduled. Effective time

management extends to decision-making processes as well; he advises aides

against rushing into decisions, advocating for thorough analysis before

acting.

Another critical point is the preference for written communication. The

author values well-prepared documents that allow for deeper analysis and

clarity during discussions. He considers efficient correspondence essential

and expects aides to take great care in their written communications.

The chapter concludes with a candid acknowledgment of the potential

challenges of working closely with him. He admits that his attention to detail
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may initially overwhelm new aides, but reassures them that over time, they

will find a comfortable rhythm together. His ultimate goal is to cultivate a

tight-knit team that supports one another and operates effectively within the

office framework, minimizing the likelihood of issues arising. 

Through these established rules and expectations, the author aims to create a

productive, unified work environment where mutual trust and respect

flourish, ultimately leading to success in their collective efforts.
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Chapter 22 Summary: 22 One Team, One Fight

Chapter Twenty-Two: One Team, One Fight

In this chapter, the author reflects on the unifying philosophy of "One Team,

One Fight," popularized by General George Joulwan during his tenure as the

commander of Southern Command. This slogan served as a motivational

mantra, emphasizing the importance of teamwork in the military. The ethos

promotes the idea that success requires collective effort, where every

member of the armed forces believes in their individual capabilities while

understanding their vital role within the larger team.

As Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the author endeavored to embody

this spirit, recognizing the delicate balance between the roles of service

chiefs—who run their respective military branches—and their duties as part

of a cooperative advisory body. To instill this collective mindset, he

commissioned a manual that highlighted the necessity of unity in achieving

victory, likening the armed forces to a team where each member contributes

to the ultimate success of their mission.

Transitioning to his time at the State Department, the author notes that it

comprises Foreign Service officers (the diplomats and ambassadors

representing U.S. interests abroad) and the Civil Service, which includes
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dedicated support staff. Each year, the State Department celebrates Foreign

Service Day, honoring the contributions of these diplomats. However, the

author aimed to bridge the divides between both communities,

acknowledging that a cohesive force requires mutual recognition and

respect.

In an attempt to foster collaboration, he renamed Foreign Service Day to

Foreign Affairs Day and extended the invitation to retired Civil Servants,

despite some initial resistance from the Foreign Service community who felt

their significance was being diminished. Ultimately, the event was a success,

showcasing a strong turnout and further reinforcing the unity that "One

Team, One Fight" embodies.

The author concludes by emphasizing the critical role of effective

communication in leadership. Strong leaders convey a sense of shared

purpose, steering the organization away from fragmentation and toward a

common goal. He warns against the dangers of organizational disunity,

likening disjointed teams to "warring tribes," which ultimately leads to

failure. Through commitment to a unified mission, teams not only succeed

in their objectives but also strengthen their foundation for future challenges.

Key Point Description

Unifying
Philosophy

"One Team, One Fight" promotes teamwork in the military,
emphasizing collective effort for success.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Key Point Description

Leadership
Role

The author aimed to embody this spirit as Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, balancing service branches with cooperative duties.

Unity Manual A manual was commissioned to highlight the importance of unity in
achieving victory, likening the armed forces to a cohesive team.

State
Department
Dynamics

The author recognized the need to unify Foreign Service officers and
Civil Service staff for a cohesive force.

Foreign Affairs
Day

Renaming Foreign Service Day to Foreign Affairs Day aimed to
include retired Civil Servants, promoting unity despite initial
resistance.

Importance of
Communication

Effective communication in leadership fosters a shared purpose and
prevents organizational disunity, which can lead to failure.

Conclusion Commitment to a unified mission strengthens teams for future
challenges while achieving objectives.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 23 Summary: 23 Compete to Win

### Chapter Twenty-Three: Compete to Win Summary

Competition is an inherent aspect of human life, reflecting a deep-seated

need to test oneself and others across various fields, including the military

and business. War itself embodies the culmination of competition,

encompassing purpose, preparation, determination, and execution. While

winning is desirable, the journey of developing skills and capabilities is

equally vital.

The chapter draws upon personal experiences from the author’s military

career, particularly during his command of the V Corps in Germany in 1986.

The corps engaged in prestigious international competitions: the Boeselager

competition, which aimed to identify the best NATO cavalry troop, and the

Canadian Cup for the top tank platoon. Preparing for these competitions

required considerable effort, placing the best leaders and resources into

training the designated units, sometimes at the expense of others. Despite the

potential drawbacks of competitive focus, the author prioritized winning,

leading to the unprecedented success of his corps in both events.

An earlier experience as a battalion commander in Korea highlights the

importance of preparation in competition. A soldier unprepared for the
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“Soldier of the Month” competition left feeling disheartened, prompting the

author to establish a principle: no soldier should face any competition

without adequate preparation. This commitment to rigorous training paid off

as his battalion began winning the competition consistently, until others

caught on.

The chapter also introduces a surprising element of unexpected victory

through a story about Pee Wee Preston, a small soldier who was part of a

boxing team within the 101st Airborne Division. Although initially secured

as a filler due to his size, Pee Wee was determined to represent his brigade.

Despite being underprepared for an actual fight, he showcased resilience in

the ring against a trained opponent, ultimately winning through sheer

tenacity and an unexpected advantage where the opponent panicked as the

match progressed.

The chapter concludes by emphasizing that competition can foster growth

and improvement. Regular, constructive internal competitions within

military units not only sharpen skills but also boost morale and camaraderie.

Without engaging in such competitions, individuals risk stagnation,

becoming dull and unfocused both mentally and physically. Through both

structured and spontaneous competitions, there lies the potential for growth,

character development, and unexpected triumphs.
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Chapter 24: 24 Swagger Sticks

Chapter Twenty-Four: Swagger Sticks

In this chapter, the author reflects on the command structure and leadership

styles developed over his thirty-five years of service, particularly critiquing

the clichés associated with military authority. The phrase "That’s an order!"

often conjures images of blustering generals, but the author emphasizes that

effective leadership rarely resorts to such harsh commands.

The chapter introduces General David Shoup, a notable figure who served as

the Commandant of the Marine Corps in the early 1960s. Shoup recognized

that some outdated traditions, like the carrying of swagger sticks—an

emblematic item used by officers, reflecting a bygone era of British

colonialism—had lost their relevance. These sticks were once used as tools

for direction and signaling, and while they remained popular in some

military circles, they were increasingly viewed as unnecessary artifacts.

Instead of simply abolishing the practice with a blunt order, Shoup displayed

his leadership wisdom by issuing a more tactful instruction: officers were

permitted to carry swagger sticks if they deemed it necessary. This clever

approach allowed the tradition to fade naturally, as officers quickly

recognized they did not truly need them. Shoup's method showcased the
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strength of a leader who understands the importance of engaging with their

team and fostering a culture of self-awareness among his ranks.

The author concludes by asserting that every organization carries its own

“swagger sticks”—outdated practices that, rather than being eradicated

through force, can often be let go through thoughtful leadership that reveals

their irrelevance. This chapter serves as a reminder that impactful leadership

lies not just in authority, but in the ability to inspire, engage, and guide

people toward a shared vision without the need for unnecessary bravado.
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Chapter 25 Summary: 25 They’ll Bitch About the Brand

### CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: They’ll Bitch About the Brand

Reflecting on my early experiences as a junior officer, I recall a significant

initiative aimed at improving troop morale among young soldiers while

addressing issues related to alcohol consumption. The controversial idea of

installing beer machines in barracks arose, suggesting that easy access to

beer might provide a controlled environment for soldiers to drink

responsibly at home. However, senior sergeants raised valid concerns,

warning that such access could lead to excessive drinking, rowdy behavior,

and potential brawls among soldiers.

Despite the enthusiasm from the troops for the beer machines, the decision

was ultimately postponed, resulting in some grumbling among the ranks.

This leads to a critical insight I gleaned from my experienced sergeant:

simply providing a solution doesn't guarantee the end of discontent. Instead,

it could shift the focus of complaints to trivial matters, such as preferring

certain beer brands—especially when the individuals making the complaints

are inebriated. Thus, the machines were never installed, and the military

continued its efforts to maintain a safer environment by limiting alcohol

access among soldiers.
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This lesson proved instrumental, emphasizing the importance of thoroughly

evaluating solutions by considering their long-term consequences. The

principle applies not only to military life but also to broader societal issues. 

To demonstrate this, I draw a parallel to the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003.

The swift capture of Baghdad and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein were

initially seen as a tremendous success, signaling the dawn of freedom and

stability for the Iraqi people. However, this triumph was grounded in wishful

thinking, overlooking critical questions about the impact on Iraq's diverse

and historically fractious society. The reality was far more complex, with

long-standing sectarian divisions resurfacing in the wake of newfound

freedoms, leading to persistent conflicts and instability.

This experience underscored another vital lesson: the value of surrounding

oneself with experienced individuals—figurative "sergeants"—who possess

real-world insight, rather than solely relying on theoretical big ideas from

high-ranking officials. Prior to the Iraq invasion, a greater emphasis on input

from people with firsthand experience in the region could have profoundly

altered U.S. strategy and its subsequent effects.

Ultimately, the struggle over "brands"—whether referring to beverages in

the barracks or the multifaceted identities in Iraq—remains a reminder of the

complexities underlying simple solutions and the importance of grounding

decisions in reality rather than optimism.
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Chapter 26 Summary: 26 After Thirty Days, You Own
the Sheets

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: After Thirty Days, You Own the Sheets

In the past, before the advent of computerized management systems, the act

of taking command of a rifle company was a deeply personal and detailed

experience. Each piece of company property, from rifles to bedding, was

meticulously recorded in a company property book, a handwritten ledger.

When a new commander took over, they would conduct a thorough

inventory with the outgoing commander to account for every item. If

anything was missing, it fell to the outgoing commander to find and

reconcile these discrepancies, often through a formal process known as a

“Report of Survey.” Once the new commander signed for the property, they

had a thirty-day grace period to identify any missing items. After this

window, which often led to informal aphorisms like, “After thirty days, you

own the sheets,” any further discrepancies became the new commander's

responsibility.

This approach to accountability emphasized clarity and personal

responsibility—there was no room for excuses or blame. Once you took

command, it was your duty to address any issues that arose, reinforcing a

culture of ownership.
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For larger organizations, a more complex method described as the “Three

Envelopes Construct” was employed. In this system, the outgoing leader

provided three envelopes to the incoming leader, each containing advice for

handling future challenges. At first, the new leader would embrace the role

with enthusiasm. However, as difficulties emerged, they would open the first

envelope, which advised them to “Blame me,” encouraging complaints

instead of taking responsibility. If the situation did not improve, they would

resort to the second envelope, which suggested, “Reorganize.” Although this

might temporarily distract everyone with a reshuffling of roles, it rarely

solved the underlying problems. Eventually, feeling overwhelmed, the new

commander would resort to the third envelope, which advised them to

“Prepare three envelopes,” signaling that passing the buck was a cycle likely

to repeat.

Interestingly, politicians often operate outside these guidelines; they tend to

shift blame onto their predecessors indefinitely, especially if the situation is

complex. However, for those in a line position—such as military

commanders—the expectation is clear: assume your predecessor managed

well, and whether or not they did, it was time to move forward decisively,

remembering always that, “You now own the sheets.” 

This chapter encapsulates the essence of leadership accountability and the

inevitability of facing one’s challenges head-on, emphasizing a culture of
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ownership in an organizational structure.
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Chapter 27 Summary: 27 Mirror, Mirror, on the Wall

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Mirror, Mirror, on the Wall

In this chapter, the author reflects on the importance of self-examination and

honest evaluations, both personally and within organizations. While

individuals may struggle with acknowledging their weaknesses, they often

find that family and friends are more than willing to point them out. The

chapter emphasizes that while self-assessment can be uncomfortable, it is a

fundamental aspect of growth and improvement.

The author discusses the complexities of self-examination in organizational

settings, where power dynamics and interpersonal relationships can hinder

open communication. For an organization to thrive, it must foster an

environment conducive to honest evaluations, challenging both leadership

and team members to confront uncomfortable truths to move forward

effectively.

One pivotal moment in military history serves as a case study: the aftermath

of the Vietnam War. The author describes a period of critical reform where

the Army had to reassess its strategies, structures, and training methods amid

a backdrop of national turmoil. As the draft was abolished and the military

shifted toward an all-volunteer force, the Army faced challenges in training
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recruits who often were undereducated or had behavioral issues.

Central to the Army's turnaround was the implementation of the

After-Action Review (AAR) process, a groundbreaking technique first tested

at the National Training Center (NTC) in Fort Irwin, California. This vast

training ground not only allowed units to engage in realistic combat

simulations against a skilled Opposing Force but also provided a rich ground

for comprehensive AARs. These reviews served not to assign blame but to

holistically analyze the performance of the unit and each individual

involved.

AARs offered an opportunity for rigorous reflection, where the specifics of

the battle were dissected and compared against pre-established plans,

allowing leaders to identify mistakes without the fear of punishment. The

aim was collective improvement rather than individual criticism. Each unit

would then communicate their findings back to their soldiers, ensuring that

even junior members could benefit from the lessons learned.

Throughout the chapter, the author draws parallels between AARs in the

military and similar processes in other high-performing organizations, such

as NFL teams, showcasing their universal applicability. High-functioning

entities recognize that accountability and transparency foster better

performance, while those that shy away from introspection risk stagnation

and failure.
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The author illustrates this philosophy with a personal anecdote from his

tenure as Secretary of State, where criticism from Congressman Henry

Waxman prompted an internal review of a misleading report on terrorism

incidents. Instead of defensiveness, the author encouraged an AAR approach

among his staff to uncover mistakes and improve the accuracy and reliability

of the report. This led to correcting significant errors and fostering a culture

of collaboration and trust within his team.

The chapter concludes with a call to action for all organizations, highlighting

the necessity for open communication, unified goals, and a commitment to

truthfulness. It stresses that successful groups must cultivate a culture of

introspection to avoid hidden problems that may later resurface. In this way,

high-performing organizations maintain their focus and adapt continuously

to ensure long-term success.
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Chapter 28: 28 Squirrels

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Squirrels  

In early 1988, shortly after becoming President Reagan’s National Security

Advisor, I entered the Oval Office to discuss a pressing issue involving a

dispute between the State and Defense departments, complicated by

competing interests from the Commerce and Treasury Departments and

Congress. However, as I articulated my concerns, I noticed President Reagan

gazing out the French doors at the squirrels he’d fed that morning instead of

focusing on the details of my quandary. After a fleeting moment, he shifted

his attention back to me, imparting a subtle yet profound lesson: while he

valued my insights, he preferred I handle problems myself unless they

explicitly required his intervention. 

This resonated deeply with me as it underscored Reagan's leadership

style—he believed in delegating authority and trusted his team to act

responsibly. While this generally served him well, it also led to significant

challenges, notably during the Iran-Contra scandal. 

Later that same year, I brought another critical military decision to Reagan's

attention: U.S. naval forces were engaged with Iranian gunboats in the

Persian Gulf, and my request was to pursue those boats beyond Iran's
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twelve-mile territorial limit. Reagan, confident in our judgment, approved

the course of action without hesitation. This interaction demonstrated his

readiness to make key decisions when necessary but also his preference for

those issues to be managed at lower levels whenever possible. 

My time with Reagan taught me the importance of cultivating mutual trust

and accountability within teams, which became a cornerstone of my

leadership philosophy in subsequent roles. Drawing from my military

training, I maintained an efficient organizational structure with manageable

communication lines, ensuring that responsibility did not become diluted by

bureaucracy. For instance, I insisted on being the singular deputy to National

Security Advisor Frank Carlucci, streamlining command and avoiding

redundancy, a practice I continued as I rose to the position of Chairman of

the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

When I later became Secretary of State, I favored a lean administration,

aligning with my belief that management of foreign policy and departmental

administration should not be detached; they are inherently interlinked.

Despite the push for expanded staff positions by subsequent secretaries, I

believed in empowering senior line subordinates to assume direct

responsibility for substantive issues, enhancing efficacy in leadership.

Reagan exemplified how leaders need a broader view beyond the immediate

challenges. An illustrative moment occurred when his economic team
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expressed concern over Japanese investments in iconic American properties,

fearing both economic and security implications. Calmly, Reagan responded

that he was pleased they recognized sound investments, reflecting his

overarching optimism about America's resilience. 

In retrospect, this chapter invites readers to appreciate Reagan's unwavering

belief in American strength, which would likely extend to current economic

conditions. Just as he once spread nuts for the squirrels, he would have

welcomed international investments as signs of confidence in the American

market. Through Reagan’s lessons, I learned that leadership is not only

about addressing immediate crises but also about nurturing an accountable

and agile team capable of meeting challenges with strategic foresight.
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Chapter 29 Summary: 29 Meetings

### CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: Meetings

In this chapter, the author reflects on the diverse meetings he attended

throughout his career in government, highlighting their varying degrees of

effectiveness and relevance. Starting with a recollection of his time as

assistant to Secretary of Defense Cap Weinberger, he recalls organizing

chairs for the daily “LA/PA” meeting, which focused on hot media topics

and legislative updates. This informal gathering lasted about thirty minutes

and served as a practical start to the day, allowing the Secretary and his team

to align on pressing issues.

In contrast, the Armed Forces Policy Council meetings, chaired by

Weinberger, were formal and infrequent gatherings, often devoid of

significant substance. While these meetings served as a valuable opportunity

for attendees to assert their presence to their teams, the lack of genuine

discussion necessitated extensive pre-meeting preparation for Weinberger.

Similarly, the author draws parallels to cabinet meetings across four

administrations, stating that they lacked structure and often devolved into

unproductive sessions where only select topics were superficially discussed.

As the National Security Advisor, the author adopted a modified version of
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the “LA/PA” model, calling his morning meetings “Morning Prayers.” These

gatherings were capped at thirty minutes and aimed to foster a sense of team

cohesion, ensure everyone's concerns were heard, and maintain morale. He

shared an anecdote about a conversation regarding popular culture,

illustrating the importance of connecting with the average American amid

serious political discussions.

When serving as Deputy National Security Advisor, the author convened

more formal "Decision Meetings," which involved various agency

representatives and aimed to present recommendations for the President.

These meetings operated under strict rules and a clear agenda, allowing for

spirited debate while ensuring all positions were accounted for before

making final recommendations. The process restored credibility to the

National Security Council following the controversies of the Iran-Contra

affair.

In discussing various types of meetings, the author details the “Tank

Meetings” of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, where he preferred a more casual,

agenda-less format to encourage open dialogue. He also valued informal

gatherings with close associates at the end of the day, recognizing the human

need for connection and support. Ultimately, the chapter underscores the

importance of effective meetings—structured and informal alike—in

fostering communication, collaboration, and problem-solving within the

complexities of governmental operations.
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Chapter 30 Summary: 30 The Indispensable Person

### Chapter Thirty: The Indispensable Person

In the cramped and sweltering heat of Washington during the Civil War,

President Abraham Lincoln sought refuge at a telegraph office just north of

the city. Here, he received urgent updates from the battlefield, relying on the

telegraph—a revolutionary advancement in telecommunications that would

eventually evolve into modern communication technologies like the Internet.

One evening, a grim report arrived: Confederate cavalry had ambushed a

Union camp near Manassas, capturing a brigadier general along with a

hundred horses. As Lincoln absorbed the news, he slumped back in his chair

and lamented, “Sure hate to lose those one hundred horses.” 

When the telegraph operator pressed him about the brigadier general,

Lincoln's response was instructive: “I can make a brigadier general in five

minutes, but it is not easy to replace one hundred horses.” This incident

illustrates a pivotal leadership lesson: valuing the tangible resources that

sustain an organization is vital, often more so than individual positions. 

Years later, as I ascended to the role of brigadier general myself, a framed

version of Lincoln’s quote became a fixture over my desk. It served as a

constant reminder of the importance of managing those “horses”—the
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essential people and resources—that drive an organization forward. In a

welcoming speech to my class of new brigadier generals, Army Chief of

Staff General Bernie Rogers underlined this concept with grim humor,

suggesting that if we all perished in a plane crash, the next fifty-nine leaders

would be just as effective as us. This perspective on leadership stressed the

necessity of not allowing any individual to become irreplaceable.

During the preparations for Operation Desert Storm, I found myself faced

with the illness of General Norman Schwarzkopf, a critical figure in the

mission’s success. Acknowledging that his role could not be left vacant, I

identified General Max Thurman as a capable replacement. Max had

previously commanded the operation in Panama that ousted the dictator

Manuel Noriega, showcasing strategic brilliance and leadership.

Unfortunately, after his successful tenure, Max was diagnosed with cancer,

which ultimately impeded his ability to continue in his role. 

Despite Secretary of Defense Cheney's hesitance to relieve Max from

command, I emphasized that prioritizing mission needs over individual

capability is essential for effective leadership. Max, ever the soldier,

understood that sometimes, sacrifices must be made for the mission's greater

good. Ultimately, he succumbed to cancer, but the poignant lesson remained:

in leadership, we must be prepared to adapt and move forward, regardless of

personal attachments.
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Reflecting on my own early career as a lieutenant in Germany, I recalled a

rigorous combat readiness exercise where I found myself thrust into

command after my superior, Captain Bill Louisell, was suddenly removed

from the scenario. Thanks to Bill's dedication to my training and clear

communication, I was able to lead our unit effectively through the night and

complete the exercise. Bill’s foresight in mentorship exemplified the

importance of succession planning.

Regrettably, my experiences have revealed that too many leaders believe

they are indispensable, creating an environment where they fail to prepare

others for leadership roles. This insecurity often leads to stagnation, as these

leaders neglect their responsibility to assess and prune underperforming

members of their teams. The best followers are acutely aware of any

underperformance and often withhold their own efforts, waiting for decisive

leadership to rectify the situation.

When a leader successfully addresses issues within the team—removing or

repositioning those who are not contributing effectively—a renewed energy

permeates the organization. Productivity rises, and morale improves. Even

valuable members can lose their edge; thus, leaders must be prepared to act

for the team's overall well-being. Swiftly making personnel

adjustments—whether through retraining, reassignment, or termination—is

not just a favor to the individual struggling; it is essential for the health and

dynamism of the entire team. By embracing this mindset, leaders can
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cultivate environments where everyone is motivated to achieve and

contribute toward collective goals.
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Chapter 31 Summary: 31 Time to Get off the Train

Chapter Thirty-One Summary: Time to Get off the Train

In this reflective chapter, the author shares insights from his military career,

particularly through the lens of an exchange with Colonel Frank Henry, a

respected comrade from the 101st Airborne Division. Colonel Henry, proud

of his achievements but realistic about career progression, famously

remarked that he anticipated one day being told it was time to "get off the

train" of military service—a metaphor for recognizing when to transition

from a position.

Larry King, a prominent television host, later echoed this idea during his

own retirement announcement from his long-running show, illustrating the

broader relevance of understanding when to move on. Embracing this

philosophy, the author aimed to focus on doing his job effectively rather

than obsessing over career advancements, checking repeatedly with military

leaders if he had reached "his station." His persistence bore fruit when he

achieved the rank of lieutenant colonel, a milestone that significantly

elevated his life prospects.

Despite his family's initial confusion over his Army career, the author

ultimately found reassurance in the potential for a comfortable pension to
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ensure a secure future. Following strict military regulations regarding

promotions, he was elevated to the rank of lieutenant general in 1986, taking

command of the V Corps in Germany. Shortly thereafter, he received a letter

from General John Wickham, the Army Chief of Staff, outlining the

expectations attached to his new role and emphasizing the importance of

eventual retirement after a specified tenure unless promoted further.

However, his career path took a detour when he was appointed to important

civilian roles in the White House. Despite the prestigious nature of these

positions, they disrupted the traditional military advancement pattern,

leading to a pivotal conversation with General Carl Vuono, the new Army

Chief of Staff. The author expressed a desire to remain in the Army despite

the non-military jobs he had held. Vuono’s assurance that a four-star position

awaited him brought immense joy, reinforcing the notion that the Army

remained his first allegiance.

As transitions unfolded at the end of President Reagan's term and the

beginning of President-elect Bush's administration, the author navigated the

expectations of new leadership while maintaining his commitment to

military service. His experiences led him to observe that many people,

particularly in politics and senior positions, fail to recognize the necessity of

stepping aside. This introspection extends to Congress, where long tenures

can hinder opportunities for younger, emerging leaders.
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The author concludes with a powerful message about service: embracing the

need to move on, serve selflessly, and look forward to new journeys rather

than clinging to the past. He encourages readers to accept the end of their

current roles gracefully, taking the time to reflect on what lies ahead while

ensuring they don’t overstay their welcome on the "train" of their careers.
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Chapter 32: 32 Be Gone

### Chapter Thirty-Two Summary: Be Gone

Exiting a position—especially one of leadership—is often fraught with

nuances that go beyond merely knowing when to leave; it involves

understanding how to exit gracefully. The military has a tradition where

departing officers write “ppc” (pour prendre congé, meaning “to take leave”)

on their business cards and post them publicly, signifying an

acknowledgment of their departure. In contrast, the civilian world often sees

leaders clinging to their former roles, maintaining honorary titles and

privileges without the associated responsibilities.

In the military, transitions are swift and clear-cut. An outgoing commander

participates in a change-of-command ceremony, receiving a medal and

formally handing over responsibilities before leaving the field. This ritual

includes packing up and driving away, deliberately avoiding looking back,

symbolizing the end of their term. The expectation is that once you’ve

stepped down, you should refrain from interfering with your successor,

regardless of how difficult the transition may seem. Initial calls from former

colleagues lamenting about the new leader are often insincere, and such

sentiments typically fade quickly.
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The author reflects on personal experiences transitioning from leadership

roles, emphasizing the importance of thorough preparation as a successor

while keeping the turnover period brief. While some communication can be

beneficial, too much interaction with predecessors can breed resentment or

foster unhealthy dependencies. Notably, the author’s smooth transitions

from Madeleine Albright to Condoleezza Rice as Secretary of State

exemplify this principle. Albright offered insights without intruding, and the

author maintained a respectful distance while in office.

In the event of a leadership change resulting from incompetence or

misconduct, the new leader faces a particularly sensitive situation. They

must act quickly and decisively but refrain from disparaging their

predecessor, who is already facing the consequences of their failures. In

navigating such transitions, maintaining dignity, respect, and

professionalism is paramount, closing the chapter on one leader’s tenure

while granting the new leader the opportunity to begin anew without

unnecessary baggage.
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Chapter 33 Summary: 33 The Powell Doctrine

Chapter Thirty-Three: The Powell Doctrine

In this chapter, General Colin Powell reflects on the formation of what has

come to be known as the Powell Doctrine, a conceptual framework for

military engagement that emerged following the Gulf War in the early

1990s. Though this doctrine lacks a formal definition in military manuals, it

encapsulates principles that Powell believes are crucial for effective military

strategy and action.

The Powell Doctrine advocates for the use of decisive military force rather

than overwhelming force to achieve clear political objectives. Following the

successful execution of military operations in Panama and Desert Storm,

Powell argues that while many equate his doctrine with the idea of using

overwhelming force, he prioritizes achieving decisive outcomes without

unnecessary destruction. This philosophy emphasizes that military power

should serve political ends, staying prepared to employ force only when

political solutions have failed.

Central to Powell's framework is the necessity of clear political objectives.

Without a well-defined goal, decisions about troop deployment and military

action cannot be effectively made. In earlier conflicts, Powell illustrates the
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importance of this principle with examples from the Gulf War and

operations in Somalia and Haiti. For instance, during Desert Storm, the

political objective was clear: eject the Iraqi army from Kuwait. The

overwhelming force used was a calculated decision to ensure a swift and

successful outcome, while subsequent operations like the U.S. involvement

in Somalia faced issues due to ambiguity in objectives.

Powell further contends that military leaders must plan

comprehensively—from the outset of an operation through its

conclusion—and maintain public support for military actions, as it’s critical

for sustained efforts. He emphasizes that in moments of crisis, leaders often

must rely on innate judgment and immediate decision-making rather than

rigidly adhering to guidelines, as the need for military intervention can arise

unpredictably.

Moreover, the chapter draws parallels between the Powell Doctrine and

earlier military philosophies, such as the Weinberger Doctrine, which

outlined specific conditions for military engagement. While sharing some

similarities, Powell refrains from establishing fixed rules, asserting his

principles should serve as strategic guidelines in decision-making processes.

In the course of history, Powell points out that sufficient military force must

be balanced with diplomatic endeavors to preempt conflict. He notes that

when diplomacy fails, clear objectives become foundational for military
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action to avoid protracted and ambiguous engagements, as seen in Iraq and

Afghanistan, where early successes were marred by a lack of structured

plans for post-conflict stabilization.

Overall, the chapter articulates the Powell Doctrine as a reflection on past

military engagements, illustrating that successful military operations demand

a combination of decisive power, clear objectives, and the wisdom to

transition from conflict to stable governance, ultimately emphasizing

restraint as a powerful aspect of strategic leadership.

Key Concepts Description

Powell Doctrine A framework for military engagement formed post-Gulf War
emphasizing decisive over overwhelming military force.

Clear Political
Objectives

Essential for effective military strategy; decisions should be based
on well-defined goals.

Military
Performance

Examples from operations in Panama, Desert Storm, Somalia, and
Haiti illustrate the impact of clear objectives on military success.

Public Support Comprehensive planning and maintaining public backing are crucial
for sustained military efforts.

Judgment in
Crisis

Leaders must rely on their innate judgment for immediate decisions
in unpredictable situations.

Comparison to
Weinberger
Doctrine

Shares similarities with earlier military philosophies but emphasizes
flexible strategic guidelines over fixed rules.

Balance with
Diplomacy

Stresses the importance of diplomatic solutions to preempt conflict,
ensuring military action is a last resort.
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Key Concepts Description

Avoiding
Protracted
Engagements

Clear objectives are vital to prevent ambiguity in military
engagements, as seen in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Transition to
Stability

Successful military operations require transitioning from conflict to
stable governance, emphasizing restraint.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Critical Thinking

Key Point: Clear Political Objectives Are Essential

Critical Interpretation: Imagine embarking on a journey without a

destination; it’s easy to get lost and frustrated. The Powell Doctrine

teaches us the critical importance of having clear objectives in all

aspects of life. It inspires you to define your goals, whether in your

career, personal endeavors, or even relationships. When you set

specific, achievable targets, you create a roadmap that guides your

decisions and actions. This clarity empowers you to focus your efforts,

reassess your strategies when challenges arise, and ensure that your

actions align with your ultimate aspirations. Remember, just like in

military strategy where objectives must guide actions, in life, your

goals should be your compass, steering you toward success with

purpose.
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Chapter 34 Summary: 34 The Pottery Barn Rule

In Chapter Thirty-Four, titled "The Pottery Barn Rule," the author reflects on

 military strategy and the complex consequences of war, drawing from the

lessons learned during his tenure as the U.S. Secretary of State amid the Iraq

crisis. He likens the aftermath of military action to the experience of a

soldier who, having taken a strategic position, must prepare for the uncertain

dynamics that follow. 

On August 5, 2002, the author meets with President George W. Bush to

discuss the impending military action in Iraq. He emphasizes the critical

importance of understanding the potential ramifications of

war—highlighting that while the U.S. military could easily defeat Saddam

Hussein's weakened regime, the challenges of post-war stability would be

significant and unpredictable. He introduces the concept of "If you break it,

you own it," a phrase that succinctly captures the burdens of leadership and

responsibility that accompany military intervention. The author stresses that

if the government is dismantled through force, the invaders are left to

manage the subsequent chaos and insecurity that ensues.

Despite the author’s recommendations for diplomatic solutions and further

engagement with the United Nations regarding Iraq's compliance with

weapons of mass destruction (WMD) resolutions, the administration, guided

by figures such as Vice President Dick Cheney and Secretary of Defense
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Donald Rumsfeld, ultimately decides on military action. After much

deliberation, a UN resolution is approved, but the urgency and tensions lead

to war in March 2003. The coalition's rapid victory results in a triumphant

declaration of "Mission Accomplished.” However, this victory quickly

transforms into a period of chaos as the anticipated stability fails to

materialize.

The author critiques the decision to disband the Iraqi army and marginalize

Baath party members, arguing that this move eliminated critical structures

necessary for maintaining order and contributed to the rise of a violent

insurgency. He observes that while the initial military objectives were

accomplished, the lack of a coherent plan for governance and security

oversight left the Iraqi population feeling vulnerable and in turmoil,

undermining the aims of the invasion.

As time passes and the situation deteriorates, the U.S. government

recognizes the need for a strategic surge of troops in 2006 to stabilize the

country. Reflecting on these experiences, the author highlights the need for

leaders to anticipate the consequences of their actions and to be prepared

with plans that are flexible and responsive to evolving situations.

Ultimately, he articulates a profound lesson for leaders: when contemplating

actions that have the potential to cause disruption, it is imperative to

consider the ownership of responsibility and have contingency plans in
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place. He concludes with a reminder that execution and adaptability are

essential for successful outcomes, emphasizing that leadership demands

constant vigilance and a willingness to adjust plans as conflicts unfold.

Through this chapter, readers grasp the intricate balance of strategy,

responsibility, and the unpredictable nature of war, particularly in the

context of Iraq.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: If you break it, you own it

Critical Interpretation: When you confront challenges in life, whether

personal or professional, remember that every action has

consequences. The ‘Pottery Barn Rule’ serves as a powerful reminder

that with ownership comes responsibility. Embracing this principle

can inspire you to approach decision-making with mindfulness and

foresight, encouraging you to contemplate the potential impacts of

your choices. By understanding that you must own the outcomes of

your actions, you instill a sense of accountability within yourself,

prompting deeper thought and preparation before taking decisive

steps. This mindset fosters not only personal growth and resilience but

also enhances your capacity to lead and inspire others in navigating

their own complexities.
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Chapter 35 Summary: 35 February 5, 2003: The United
Nations

Chapter Thirty-Five Summary:

On February 5, 2003, Colin Powell delivered a pivotal speech to the United

Nations, presenting the case for military action against Iraq, primarily

focusing on allegations regarding the country’s development of weapons of

mass destruction (WMDs). This speech, which many consider a defining

moment in Powell's career, has haunted him since. Despite it being years

later, he continues to grapple with the implications of his statements,

acknowledging that the misrepresentation of intelligence surrounding Iraq's

military capabilities became a blot on his legacy.

In the lead-up to the speech, President George W. Bush had become

convinced that war with Iraq was imminent, despite the absence of a

National Security Council meeting to formally decide on military action.

Compelled to justify this impending action to both the American public and

the international community, President Bush demanded a clear presentation

of evidence highlighting Saddam Hussein's threats to global safety,

particularly in the post-9/11 environment.

Central to the narrative was the National Intelligence Estimate (NIE), a
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document asserting that Iraq was reconstituting its nuclear weapons program

and possessed significant stockpiles of chemical weapons. However, the

details presented often relied on shaky circumstantial evidence, which many

analysts, including those at the CIA, were skeptical about.

As Powell’s team prepared for the presentation, they encountered a

significant hurdle. The initial draft of the case presented to them was

incoherent and failed to align with the NIE. It was later revealed that this

unsatisfactory document had been produced under the direction of Scooter

Libby, Vice President Cheney’s chief of staff, rather than the National

Security Council. This led to a scramble; Powell’s team worked with CIA

officials to create a polished case in just four days, completely reworking the

presentation with the goal of ensuring its credibility.

On the day of the speech, Powell laid out the case before the Security

Council, making a compelling argument but ultimately citing evidence that

would later be debunked. The invasion of Iraq commenced soon after, but no

WMDs were found, a revelation that has since been seen as one of the

greatest intelligence failures in U.S. history.

Powell reflects on the ramifications of that day: While his speech initially

garnered overwhelming support, including murmurs of agreement from

foreign allies, it also led to widespread skepticism and criticism once the

facts unraveled. He acknowledges his confusion and frustration with the
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flawed intelligence and the lack of accountability, leading him to continually

reevaluate his role in the incident. His failure, in his assessment, was not just

about the misjudgment of intelligence, but about his inability to detect

troubling signs in the evidence being presented.

In recounting these events, Powell strives to set aside personal

embarrassment and reflect on the lessons learned. He advocates for

resilience in the face of failure, emphasizing the importance of moving

forward and not succumbing to past mistakes. He expresses a solemn

gratitude to the troops involved in the Iraq War and underscores the

necessity to remember the lessons gleaned from this deeply impactful

chapter in history, particularly regarding intelligence assessments and the

consequences of military intervention without solid proof.
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Chapter 36: 36 Parsley Island

### Chapter Thirty-Six Summary: Parsley Island

In the realm of leadership, effectively solving unexpected problems is

crucial, especially when the stakes involve international relations. This

chapter recounts a crisis that emerged unexpectedly in July 2002 when U.S.

Secretary of State faced an urgent situation called by the newly appointed

Spanish Foreign Minister, Ana Palacio. Unfamiliar with the details, he

quickly learned about the conflict surrounding an inconspicuous piece of

territory known as Perejil, or Parsley Island, located just off the coast of

Morocco.

For over four hundred years, Perejil had been recognized as Spanish

territory, but Morocco disputed this claim. The crisis escalated when a small

group of Moroccan guards seized the island, planting flags and drawing

immediate attention. The response from Spain was swift; they mobilized

naval forces to reclaim the island, setting off a diplomatic whirlwind

involving NATO and the European Union, both of whom were reluctant to

take a strong position. 

As the Secretary of State delved deeper into the situation, the urgency

became apparent: Spain wanted to ensure its soldiers—the Spanish
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Legionnaires—could return safely, but the Moroccans poised on the beach

presented a potential flashpoint for renewed conflict. Recognizing the

severity of the moment, he took on the role of mediator, initiating a series of

calls to both Palacio and Moroccan Foreign Minister Mohamed Benaissa,

striving to reach a peaceful resolution.

Facing the challenge of drafting a binding agreement to finalize the peaceful

status quo, the Secretary navigated various political hurdles and last-minute

objections, particularly over the nomenclature of the island. After much

improvisation, including confirming the geographical coordinates to bypass

the naming dispute, he ultimately crafted a brief agreement.

Complications arose when Moroccan King Mohammed VI was unreachable

for approval, leaving the resolution hanging in the balance. Tapping into his

relationship with the king, the Secretary pressed for a quick consent,

emphasizing the longstanding friendship between the U.S. and Morocco.

After a tense exchange, the king granted his approval, allowing the

document to be executed in time. The Legionnaires departed without

incident, securing a peaceful outcome to an otherwise ridiculous

confrontation.

This episode underscored the enduring role of the United States as a

stabilizing force in global affairs, despite its own domestic challenges. The

conclusion highlights the importance of international trust and cooperation,
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with the Secretary reflecting on how even small incidents can have larger

implications in the world stage. The chapter wraps up with a light-hearted

acknowledgment of the absurdity of the situation, reinforcing the humorous

camaraderie developed between the key players involved.
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Chapter 37 Summary: 37 Pizza and Milk

### CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN: Pizza and Milk

Student exchange programs play a crucial role in broadening the

perspectives of young people. By sending American students abroad, and

conversely bringing foreign students to the United States, these programs

enrich cultural understanding and cultivate a deeper appreciation for diverse

global citizenship. The late Robin Cook, who was the UK Foreign Secretary,

and I collaboratively initiated such a program in 1997, called America’s

Promise, which aimed to mentor and uplift underprivileged youth.

This initiative allowed for reciprocal exchanges—sending American high

school students to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office in London while

welcoming British students to my office. These interactions offered valuable

insights into the workings of a complex government structure and allowed

the students to make personal connections. For instance, on their last day in

Washington, I facilitated heartwarming phone calls between the students and

their mothers back home, sharing joyful moments that showcased the

warmth of international relationships.

Under Robin’s successor Jack Straw, I suggested we expand the program’s

reach by including students from less privileged backgrounds. The result
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was profound. Two boys who had faced significant challenges—including

legal issues and substance abuse—were sent to experience American life.

Their two-week journey included visits to iconic landmarks and meetings

with influential figures, culminating in a memorable encounter with

President Bush. The President shared his own story of overcoming

addiction, an experience that deeply resonated with the boys, altering their

perceptions of their own futures.

The State Department’s Youth Ambassadors (YA) program further

exemplifies these initiatives, first established in Brazil and later expanded

throughout Latin America, allowing high school students to experience life

in the U.S. In winter 2002, I met a group of Brazilian YA students who were

initially apprehensive, especially as they experienced snowfall for the first

time.

Months later, during a visit to Brazil, I sought to learn about their

experiences. The students recounted a series of amusing anecdotes that

highlighted cultural differences. One boy shared how his classmates mocked

him for putting ketchup on pizza while another expressed shock at the

American practice of serving milk with the dish. These seemingly trivial

moments represented deeper cultural contrasts that had a lasting impact on

their perspectives.

A significant story emerged when a young girl recounted a dining
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experience in Chicago. After a fun day of sightseeing, the group found

themselves unable to pay their bill at a restaurant due to their unfamiliarity

with the currency. They panicked at the thought of repercussions, yet the

waitress reassured them with kindness, explaining that the restaurant would

cover the bill. This act of generosity left a profound impression, illustrating

that American hospitality could transcend mere transactional interactions.

Another student shared a moment on a flight home when a fellow passenger

politely apologized for brushing against her—a simple courtesy that struck

her as extraordinary. These small yet meaningful gestures from everyday

Americans shaped the students’ memories more than any high-profile

meeting could.

As these young ambassadors returned home, they carried with them stories

of goodwill that resonated in their communities. Though none achieved

immediate fame or power, one student, Casio, took inspiration from his

experience to start a language school in his hometown, highlighting the

transformative impact of his time in America. 

The YA program not only fosters international goodwill but also represents a

collective achievement for both the State Department and the American

people. The program empowers young ambassadors to spread positivity and

understanding, affirming that enriching experiences can lead to significant

personal development and community impact. By providing meaningful
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interactions, we enable youth to embody and promote the ideals of kindness

and empathy, creating ripples of change that extend far beyond national

borders.
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Chapter 38 Summary: 38 Cousin Di

### Chapter Thirty-Eight: Cousin Di

In this chapter, the author reflects on his complex identity shaped by his

Jamaican heritage and British connections. Born in New York to Jamaican

parents who were proud of their British roots, he felt a deep connection to

both cultures. This duality was reflected in his name, Colin, which takes

different pronunciations in the UK and the US, further highlighting his

background.

As the narrative unfolds, the author recounts his journey through significant

moments in his life, including receiving an honorary knighthood in the UK

after the First Gulf War. This honor came with a private ceremony at

Buckingham Palace with Queen Elizabeth II, where she presented him with

the award in a discreet and personal manner. After the ceremony, the author

humorously recalls his wife's reaction upon being called "Lady Powell" and

her request to visit Harrods, which marked a shift in their lives.

The chapter also details his fond memories of Princess Diana, whom he met

at various events. Their initial encounter at a luncheon in Washington D.C.

provided a glimpse into her charming personality, free from the restraints of

her public role. The author humorously navigates the speculation about their
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genealogy, alluding to a distant connection through the Earl of Coote.

Their friendship deepened through shared charitable events, where Diana's

struggles with celebrity life became evident. The author recalls how they

practiced dancing together for a charity gala, showcasing a connection

beyond their public personas. However, the conversation turns somber as the

author reflects on the tragic circumstances surrounding her death in Paris. It

serves as a critique of the invasive nature of media, which often exploits

celebrity culture, creating dangerous environments for those in the public

eye.

He muses on the challenges of maintaining a balanced life in public service,

advocating for kindness and discretion in handling fame. The chapter ends

on a cautionary note about the perils of celebrity, urging a mindful approach

to public life that prioritizes genuine connection over notoriety. Ultimately,

the author emphasizes the importance of using one's influence for good

while remaining grounded amidst the chaos of public attention.
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Chapter 39 Summary: 39 Speaking Is My Business

### CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE: Speaking Is My Business

For much of his life, the author has been a professional public speaker, a

skill he honed as an Army officer. From his early days teaching troops, he

learned to engage an audience and make even the most mundane topics

interesting. In 1966, he became an instructor at the Infantry School at Fort

Benning, where he mastered the art of effective communication in what was

often a difficult environment, particularly when he had to teach about filling

out tedious Unit Readiness Reports to soon-to-be commissioned officers

returning from intense field exercises.

To capture their attention, he employed various strategies, including humor

and light-hearted props, such as a rubber chicken, to break the monotony and

keep his audience engaged. He remembers how some of these students

would later recount their experiences, illustrating the lasting impact of his

unconventional methods.

His teaching career not only involved instructing military personnel but also

collaborating with notable figures like Marine Lieutenant Colonel P.X.

Kelly. Over the years, he cultivated his public speaking abilities, which

became a central part of his life after stepping away from government
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service in 1993. He chose to build a career as a speaker rather than pursuing

corporate positions or academic roles, valuing the flexibility and excitement

it offered.

Public speaking opened doors to varied new experiences and required the

author to constantly adapt his presentations based on the specific needs of

diverse audiences—ranging from business leaders to students. He

emphasized the triple responsibility of a speaker: to the audience, the

represented organization, and to oneself, ensuring authenticity and

accountability in his words.

Each of his speeches followed a structured pattern beginning with personal

anecdotes, often including stories about his family, which humanized him

beyond the formal military persona. This approach fostered a deeper

connection with audiences and addressed significant topics such as

leadership, the evolving global landscape, and contemporary issues, ending

on an uplifting note to inspire those present.

He shares memorable speaking experiences, including delivering a surprise

speech for the Bradford White water heater company, showcasing the

leadership qualities of Bob Carnevale, and addressing the International

Housewares Association about their industry's indicators of economic

trends. Moments from conventions and engagements reveal his passion for

connection and the genuine stories behind businesses, emphasizing values
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like quality and community.

The author reflects on the positivity he finds traveling across America,

witnessing the resilience, innovation, and determination of its people. He

remains optimistic about the nation's future, energized by the stories and

experiences shared with various audiences, reinforcing his belief in the

American spirit. Through his speeches, he not only imparts lessons but also

gathers hope and faith in the collective endeavor of Americans working

towards success.
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Chapter 40: 40 On the Road

### Chapter Forty: On the Road

In this chapter, the author reflects on his extensive travel experience, which

averages two to three days a week across various domestic and international

destinations. Traveling alone is the norm for him; his partner, Alma, often

stays behind as she is well-acquainted with his travel routine: arriving,

delivering speeches, and departing without leisure time. Though he views

these excursions primarily as work, he appreciates the unique experiences

they offer, contrasting them with life in Washington.

Much of his time is spent navigating airports, planes, and hotels, where he

finds joy in people-watching. He observes the hustle of everyday Americans:

mothers managing their children, older individuals adapting to technology

like smartphones, and the reality of an aging population displayed through

the increasing number of wheelchairs at airports. The author's gratitude

extends to the hard-working cleaning staff, many of whom are immigrants,

recalling his own humble beginnings in a bottling plant.

Despite the frustrations of security procedures, which include a humorous

yet troubling incident where a false positive alarm caused a lengthy delay, he

maintains a respectful attitude toward the process. His travel experiences
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often involve cramped planes and the bustling atmosphere of airports, yet he

holds a deep appreciation for the professionalism of airline staff.

Traveling between Washington and New York on the Acela train is a

welcomed change, providing comfort and speed without the hassle of TSA

screenings. Although he prefers business class, Alma enjoys the extra perks

of first class—their playful banter about this highlights their enduring

relationship.

To enhance efficiency, he opts for a standard sedan rather than ostentatious

stretch limousines, valuing comfort over luxury. His hotel preferences lean

toward simplicity; he avoids overbearing service, opting for practical

accommodations from Days Inn to Ritz-Carlton while using an

alias—Edward Felson—while checking in. His ideal hotel room is equipped

with basic amenities, such as a user-friendly radio, clear shower controls,

and readable labels on toiletries, reflecting his desire for straightforward

functionality over luxury.

Despite his occasional grievances regarding the complexities of modern

hotel amenities, he cherishes the opportunity to engage with diverse

Americans during his travels. From schools to charity events, these

experiences fuel his passion as he connects with communities across the

nation, reminding him of the vibrancy and resilience of American life.
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Chapter 41 Summary: 41 Gifts

Chapter Forty-One: Gifts

In this chapter, the author reflects on the numerous accolades, keepsakes,

and gifts received throughout his military and political career. As individuals

progress in rank within the Army, they accumulate plaques, certificates, and

signed photographs from senior officials, which often take up more wall

space than paint or wallpaper. By the time he reached the rank of colonel,

the author had amassed a considerable collection of such memorabilia.

A retired brigadier general, a frequent visitor to his office, humorously

shared his plans to discard his collection by burning the plaques in a cozy

cabin during winter nights. In contrast, the author chose to preserve most of

his awards, placing them in an archive at the National Defense University in

Washington. Alongside these were various artistic creations, including a

dark granite slab bearing a dedication, humorously likened to a pet

headstone.

One of the most cherished military traditions discussed is the distribution of

challenge coins, which bear the crest and motto of a unit. Initially rare, these

coins became a staple in military culture by the 1980s, with every soldier in

the 101st Airborne Division expected to carry one. The author humorously
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recalls the moment of embarrassment that awaited any trooper without their

coin when challenged. However, as his personal collection grew excessively

large, he began to question the purpose of such gifts. Despite his

reservations, he still distributed coins to wounded GIs, offering them a token

of appreciation.

As the author advanced in government, he began receiving gifts from foreign

leaders, each of which was influenced by strict regulations that limited both

the value of gifts and the ability to keep them. Unique gifts like an

intricately shaped vodka bottle from Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov

were given, yet the author faced restrictions that often resulted in these items

being placed in government storage. He expressed fondness for practical

gifts, particularly clocks, watches, and writing instruments.

Throughout his encounters with leaders across the globe, he received a

variety of gifts that reflected respective cultures and customs. For example,

portraits depicted through the lens of an artist's cultural background

showcased his likeness from various perspectives—from looking like a

samurai in a Japanese painting to resembling Dracula in a Romanian

rendition. Additionally, several gifts, such as a shotgun from President

Gorbachev and lavish ties from Prime Minister Berlusconi of Italy, were

notable for their uniqueness and the stories behind them.

Arab leaders were especially generous, often presenting gifts that exceeded
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the set price limits, reflecting their cultural values of hospitality and

friendship. The author narrates an amusing incident involving a gift of a

1995 Jaguar following a casual conversation about a beloved car, which he

eventually decided to regift to avoid media scrutiny.

Continuing this theme of international diplomacy, the chapter recounts past

interactions where gifts were exchanged between the author and leaders in a

spirit of good mutual respect and brotherhood. Reflecting on these

experiences, he acknowledges the joy and fond memories that many of these

items bring, combined with the opportunity to share American culture with

foreign friends through thoughtful and meaningful gifts, solidifying personal

connections across the world.
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Chapter 42 Summary: 42 Best and Worst

### Chapter Forty-Two: Best and Worst

In this chapter, the author reflects on the nature of success, failure, and the

myriad influences that shape an individual’s life. Frequently asked about his

best or worst job, most significant mentor, or greatest achievement, he

refrains from providing singular answers. He argues that highlighting one

experience or person oversimplifies a complex tapestry of interactions and

experiences that define who we are. 

The author illustrates this point through personal anecdotes about pivotal

figures in his life—not just his family and mentors, but also those whose

harshness or indifference propelled him toward growth. He emphasizes that

we are shaped by an array of influences, both good and bad. The author

recalls his supportive parents and inspirational teachers, such as Miss Ryan,

who held high expectations and encouraged his commitment. He also

mentions Colonel Harold C. Brookhart, who guided his early military career

and prepared him for the challenges ahead. 

Key to the chapter is the concept of resilience fostered through adversity.

The author highlights how experiences with bullies and skeptics provided

learning moments essential for personal development. He recounts an early
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military lesson from Captain Miller, illustrating how constructive criticism

can occur even amid fear. As a young black soldier, he chose to focus on his

identity as an American soldier, advocating the perspective that his race

should not define his capabilities.

Moreover, the chapter emphasizes the significance of early influences,

particularly the nurturing bonds formed in infancy, such as that of a mother’s

voice, which shapes a child’s language and values. The author reflects on a

moment during a speech at a Japanese high school, where a brave student

admitted her fear of failure, resonating with the universal uncertainty we all

face. He reassures her and the audience that fear and failure are inherent

parts of life; the key is to acknowledge them, learn from them, and move

forward.

Ultimately, the author stresses that success is rarely a solitary achievement.

He cites Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps as an example of someone who

attributes his success to the collective support of family, coaches, and peers,

reinforcing the idea that while we might swim alone in a lane, our victories

stem from a community of influence. Through this chapter, the author

conveys that life's journey is not defined by individual highs or lows but

rather by the cumulative experiences that shape our identity and fortitude.
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Chapter 43 Summary: 43 Hot Dogs

### Chapter Forty-Three Summary: Hot Dogs

In this chapter, the author reflects on the vibrant atmosphere of New York

City, highlighting his fondness for leisurely walks along Park Avenue and

Fifth Avenue during the beautiful spring and fall seasons. He finds joy in

observing a diverse tapestry of people, capturing the essence of America as a

melting pot of cultures and backgrounds. This sentiment is echoed in a

poignant anecdote about a Japanese billionaire who, despite his travels to

cosmopolitan cities like Rome and Paris, affectionately favors New York for

its openness and the connection it fosters among its residents.

The author’s nostalgic memories are stirred by stops at a Sabrett hot dog

cart, where he indulges in the iconic "dirty water dogs," a cherished part of

his youth that once cost only ten cents. Even during his tenure as Secretary

of State, the hot dog remained a staple of his routine, though he was often

surrounded by bodyguards. A humorous moment arises when a startled

vendor mistakenly fears for his own safety amid the protective detail,

leading to a lighthearted exchange.

Years later, post-public office, the author visits a hot dog stand and is

recognized by the vendor, who refuses payment, expressing gratitude for the
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opportunities America has provided him as an immigrant. This interaction

evokes deep feelings of gratitude and pride as he reflects on his parents' own

immigrant journey nearly a century earlier.

The chapter also recounts a photo opportunity during the endorsement of

Mayor Mike Bloomberg that underscores the author’s belief in relatable,

down-to-earth experiences. Opting for a casual hot dog purchase instead of a

fancy restaurant setting, the event is captured in a light-hearted yet effective

manner, though Bloomberg’s request for a toasted bun momentarily deviates

from the genuine “man-of-the-people” vibe.

Further emphasizing food as a bridge for diplomacy, the author recounts an

encounter with Hu Jintao, then Vice President of China. After Hu's official

visit, the author warmly invites him to experience New York more

authentically. He conveys his desire to minimize formalities, suggesting they

enjoy Broadway, Chinatown, and, importantly, hot dogs from street vendors.

The notion of “hot dog diplomacy” illustrates how shared, simple

experiences can foster personal connections that endure through political

climates.

In conclusion, the chapter packs significant insights about the camaraderie

that can be built around something as humble as a hot dog, reinforcing how

monumental relationships can arise from casual interactions over food,

reminiscent of how U.S.-China relations began with a Ping-Pong match. The
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author leaves readers with a smile, recalling moments that transcend formal

diplomacy, making the case for the soft power of human connection through

shared meals.
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Chapter 44: 44 The Gift of a Good Start

### Chapter Forty-Four: The Gift of a Good Start

In this chapter, Colin Powell reflects on his early education and the profound

impact it had on his life. As the former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,

Powell often encountered foreign military leaders who assumed that

attending prestigious military academies like West Point was the only path to

success. He surprised them by revealing that he never attended West Point;

instead, he was a proud graduate of the City College of New York (CCNY),

a school that symbolized opportunity for all.

CCNY, founded in 1847 as the Free Academy, was America’s first fully

open college, aimed at providing education to the children of immigrants

and lower-income families. Powell emphasizes that education was the key to

social mobility, and he belonged to the first generation who could access

such opportunities. He recounts his own journey, which included struggles

with poor grades and a lack of access to elite high schools. Despite not being

an academic star, he persevered, ultimately finding his passion for the Army

through ROTC at CCNY.

Graduating with modest grades just above the minimum requirement,

Powell's journey came with the acknowledgment of a moral duty; he
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understood that education was a privilege that should be available to

everyone, regardless of background. With time, Powell became one of

CCNY's most celebrated alumni, and his commitment to education led to the

founding of the Colin L. Powell Center for Leadership and Service at the

college.

Years later, visiting CCNY, Powell was moved to see the bright, ambitious

students at the Powell Center, many of whom came from disadvantaged

backgrounds similar to his own. He realized that the mission to support

youth education and development was not only personal but a societal

imperative. 

Powell emphasizes a broader commitment to youth education through the

America’s Promise Alliance, which he founded at the request of President

Bill Clinton. This initiative aims to ensure children have access to caring

adults, safe spaces, healthcare, a quality education, and opportunities to

serve their communities. He argues that every child should have the chance

to succeed and that public education should be a national priority.

The chapter closes with an inspiring message to young people: it is not

where you start in life that matters, but where you end up. Powell recalls a

poignant interaction with a group of youth, highlighting the importance of

mentorship and support systems for those who may face familial neglect. He

stresses that the responsibility to empower future generations rests on
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everyone, shaping a collective commitment to provide every child the gift of

a good start in life.
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