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INTRODUCTION

It is the mark of an educated mind to be able to entertain a thought without accepting it. Aristotle

A framed list of leadership principles hangs on the wall above my computer screen, a constant, tangible reminder of timeless truths that have guided me through some of the most daunting professional challenges of my career. Its not some generic corporate vision statement, though. Its a distillation of insights drawn from an unlikely source: Alexander the Great. For decades, the Macedonian warrior kings audacious campaigns, intellectual curiosity, renowned charisma, and profound understanding of human nature have provided me with models of what to do and what not to do, inspiring and guiding me as a leader.

My journey to understanding leadership hasnt been linear, nor has it been confined to traditional business textbooks and education. It actually began with my lifelong passion for ancient history, especially the military and strategic minds that shaped civilizations. During my early career in the fast-paced world of energy trading, I noticed striking parallels between the strategic battles of antiquity and the fierce competition of modern markets. Money, in many ways, has become our new battlefield, where winners and losers emerge to real and meaningful effect. The debris on the fieldthe consequences of battle and its leadership decisionsis also just as real.

This realization sparked a deeper exploration: If ancient leaders faced such high stakes, what could their fundamental leadership principles teach us about navigating the modern corporate landscape? I discovered that the core drivers of both success and failure on ancient battlefields were remarkably similar to those of todays boardrooms and crisis command centers. The way good leaders motivated their people centuries ago, made decisions under pressure, and rallied their teams to overcome overwhelming odds holds profound lessons. Their leadership wasnt about brute force but a potent combination of knowledge, courage, and strengtha triad Alexander himself embodied. Alexander led from the front, earning the devotion of his soldiers, just as Maximuss unwavering courage and presence inspired fierce loyalty in Ridley Scotts Gladiator. This approach, I have learned, is not just for the battlefield. It is foundational for any leader seeking to navigate chaos with integrity.

This book is a deeply personal and practical guide to crisis leadership, blending Alexanders historical insights with my own real-world corporate challenges. My aim is to share the hard-won lessons from my experiences of leading through major crises and to offer both tactical strategies for decision-making under pressure and emotional insights into surviving the aftermath. Its an honest account that embraces failure, recovery, and the often-unspoken emotional toll that crisis takes on even the most prepared leaders.

The principles Ive learnedoften the hard wayhave guided my executive career through events as diverse and devastating as the September 11 attacks in New York City and 2021s Winter Storm Uri in Texas. These experiences taught me that success in crisis is less about textbook answers and more about continuous learning, the ability to adapt, and a profound understanding of both the strategic landscape and the human element within your team. My journey has been one of constant evolution, moving from being a technically skilled but untested thirty-year-old leader during 9/11 to a more seasoned energy executive capable of navigating the existential threats of Winter Storm Uri twenty years later.

I wrote this book now because, throughout my career, Ive seen too many leaders, often including myself, feel unprepared when true crisis hits. In my view, modern leadership training often focuses too heavily on success without adequately preparing leaders for failure and its difficult aftermath, including the emotional damage that leadership during disaster can inflict. Leaders need to understand that hardship is inevitable, but growth, learning, and resilience are what truly define leadership. This book aims to equip you with the strategic tools and the emotional strength to handle high-pressure situations with confidence and integrity.

The book walks the reader through the three distinct phases that create a complete cycle of leadership development:

 Part IKnowledge and Strength: The Foundations of Leadership. Establishing the necessary groundwork for effective crisis leadership means following Alexander the Greats example of combining intellectual preparation and practical strength. For modern leaders, this means combining preparation, education, and team building to build a firm, integrated foundation.

 Part IIInto the Fire: Confronting Crisis. How do great leaders make decisions in the midst of active crisis? Under extreme pressure and with incomplete information, leaders in the midst of crisis management face a trial by fire where theories are tested against harsh realities. At the Battle of Gaugamela in 331 BCE, Alexander executed a daring tactical maneuver to defeat the Persian army, which vastly outnumbered his forces, by studying the terrain and anticipating enemy movements.

 Part IIIThe Indus Principle: Into New Territories. The aftermath of crisis can be transformation when hard-won wisdom becomes the foundation for future leadership. Focusing on healing, growth, and legacy building in the wake of unforeseen events ensures that leadership and teams do not merely return to normal but evolve into new strength. At the Battle of the Hydaspes in 326 BCE, Alexander commanded a diverse army of Macedonians, Persians, and Indian allies that was very different from the all-European army he commanded when he started the invasion of the Persian Empire.

Just as Alexanders campaigns transformed him from prince to king to legend, your leadership journey can transform you too ... if you have the courage to take lessons from both victory and defeat. By learning from ancient examples and my own very modern experiences, you will come away from this book better equipped to lead with confidence and wisdom while handling the unknown, whether it be new technology, staff turnover, or a major crisis.
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CHAPTER 1

THE ANCIENT AND THE MODERN

There is nothing impossible to him who will try. Alexander the Great

The phone rang, jolting me awake at half-past one in the morning. It was February of 2021. The voice on the other end was urgent, bordering on panicked. Steve, I dont know who you have to call, but if we dont shed more load, were gonna lose the grid in four minutes.

Winter Storm Uri had hit Texas with a ferocity that far surpassed any forecast. At the time, I was the chief commercial officer at Vistra Corporation, the largest competitive power generator in the US, providing essential power resources across Texas and nationwide. Like every power company, we always kept an eye on the weather, but the numbers our meteorologists had given us a week prior, indicating a historic storm, had underestimated its intensity. We had assumed linear load growththat electricity consumption would increase proportionally with temperature drops. Instead, it went exponential, something we had never seen before in our modern records. The demand for power was so immense that it was pulling the frequency of the entire Texas grid down, triggering power plants to trip offline to protect themselves. We were minutes away from a total black starthaving to restore electric power stations to operation without being able to rely on the external networka weeks-long process that would have been an unprecedented catastrophe. The weight of responsibility in that moment was immense. Millions of Texans depended on our decisions.

In those chaotic moments as we scrambled to prevent total collapse, I wasnt consciously thinking, What would Alexander the Great do? However, the core leadership lessons that had been ingrained in me throughout my careermany of them inspired by Alexanders philosophyguided my every move. This unforeseen crisis forced us to throw out our playbook and think differently. We had to think carefully, think quickly, and use logic, anchoring ourselves on a clear hierarchy of principles: Safety had to come first, always. But otherwise, we were without a map.

My connection to Alexander the Great began not in this crisis but during the quiet moments parents treasure, reading to my daughter at bedtime about his conquests. Wed discuss the good, and importantly, the less good, aspects of historical figures. I love sharing my passion for history, and I had a great role model for discussing big ideas in my own father, who often challenged me with deep concepts as a kid. Alexander was a military genius, his tactics studied to this day, but his life wasnt without problematic elements. I think its important to acknowledge this without judging him too harshly through a modern lens. For instance, his ruthless approach to succession and his decisions to eliminate companions suspected of disloyalty would be abhorrent today. Yet from these shadow sides of Alexander, we can extract powerful lessons on what not to do, just as we learn about what we should do from his strengths.

What initially drew me to Alexander, and what remains profoundly relevant for modern leaders, were his education and approach to knowledge. Tutored by none other than Aristotle, Alexander learned critical and logical thinking in a way that was unique for his time. While others might have relied solely on religious omens or superstition, Alexander was taught that the universe can be understood through reason. This philosophical foundation, emphasizing observation and the power of the human brain, was a precursor to the scientific method.

This approach, plus his intellectual curiosity, allowed Alexander to see beyond conventional wisdom. Aristotle, for example, taught Alexander that the Persians were barbarians and not equals of the Greeks. Yet, when Alexander conquered Babylon and observed the sophisticated achievements of Persian culture, he concluded that people who could create such wonders couldnt be barbaric. He recognized the value in their culture and later even embraced Persian customs, integrating them into his empire.

Alexanders multiculturalism and openness to different perspectives are lessons Ive carried throughout my career, actively seeking out diverse viewpoints from colleagues from around the world to gain a more holistic understanding of problems and solutions. When an issue occurs, I can tap into the unique perspectives my colleagues willingly and fearlessly provide, thanks to the trust I try to cultivate in my relationships. These connections are invaluable. For example, in the early stages of the COVID-19 global pandemic, I was able to ask a colleague in China what was happening on the ground. His input was critical to my ability to get ahead of the news cycle and prepare our company before others could begin. In another moment, I was able to ask a colleague of mine from Russia about the probability of Russia invading Ukraine during the buildup to that crisis. His insights were pivotal in preparing my company for the eventual outcome.

The Modern Leadership Crisis

In todays volatile world, many leaders, sometimes including me, feel profoundly unprepared when a real crisis hits. The sheer speed, scale, and complexity of modern disruptionswhether natural disasters, market disruptions, or unforeseen global pandemicscan feel overwhelming. When times are good, we tend to live with what cognitive scientists call an optimism bias: the belief that those good times will last indefinitely. The economic boom of the 1990s, for instance, fostered a sense that major disruptions were a thing of the past. Then 9/11 happened, and the unthinkable became reality.

Whats often missing from modern leadership training is not just cultivating the ability to respond to crisis but preparing for failure and providing guidance for the aftermath. We focus on success and rarely acknowledge the unspoken emotional damage and personal toll of high-stakes decision-making. This book addresses these gaps head-on, aiming to normalize the fact that leadership in crisis is rarely perfect but always transformative.

Years before Winter Storm Uri, I was a thirty-year-old vice president at TXU (currently Vistra Corporation) in Dallas, Texas, when 9/11 happeneda moment of crisis I was vastly unprepared to lead through. I was in charge of energy trading for the Northeast region, buying and selling power and natural gas throughout the Northeast in ways similar to how Wall Street traders buy and sell stocks. Cantor Fitzgerald, which then occupied the 101st to 105th floors of One World Trade Center, was my companys broker. My team had relationships with Cantor Fitzgeralds employees and direct phone connections to their offices as the attack unfolded. It was horrifying to experience.

At that time in my life, I was technically skilled as an engineer, but my leadership was largely untested for a crisis of that magnitude. There was no playbook to consult, and I learned painful lessons about accepting impossible assignments and failing to speak truth to power.

At thirty, filled with youthful confidence, I had taken on a task others deemed impossible, believing my team and I were that good. The task was to make money for the company by speculatively trading gas and power in a region of the country where we had limited experience, a small regulatory presence, and at least in those days, no power plants. In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, as we were working to hit our financial objectives, my team was also trying to locate the last voice recordings left by their friends at Cantor Fitzgerald to send to their families. I was too naive and green to recognize that my teams heads were not in the game. I had yet to learn when to prioritize people and when to de-risk. I kept driving my team forward, pushing them too hard, much like Alexander underestimated the emotional and physical limits of his troops at the Hyphasis River (now called the Beas River) in India.

In 326 BCE, the mutiny on the banks of the Hyphasis marked a pivotal historical turning point in Alexander the Greats campaigns, revealing an unbridgeable gap between his ambition and his armys exhaustion. Through his brilliant leadership, Alexander had conquered territory spanning from Greece through Persia and India, essentially the known world at the time. And he had a vision to push even deeper into the Indian subcontinent. His goal was to conquer the rich and powerful kingdoms beyond the Ganges River.

At the Hyphasis, however, Alexanders troops, weary from nearly a decade of continuous warfare, reached their breaking point. The monsoon rains, dense jungles, foreign diseases, and fierce resistance from Indian kingdoms took a significant toll on morale. (Not to mention that the elephants the Persians used in battle terrified the horses!) The men longed for home and rest.

The troops staged a strike, refusing to march further east. Coenus, one of Alexanders trusted generals, spoke on their behalf, urging Alexander to abandon his plans. He told Alexander that the soldiers spirits were broken and their bodies spent. Coenus, a brilliant military leader in his own right, emphasized that a wise leader knew when to stop and consolidate rather than stretch resources and morale to the breaking point. Despite Alexanders initial fury and disappointment, Coenuss speech clearly resonated. Alexander was forced to concede and retreat.

For the first time in his career, Alexander the Great, who had conquered the mighty Persian Empire and never known defeat, faced resistance not from his enemies but from within his own ranks. Though he withdrew with dignity, erecting twelve massive altars to mark the eastern boundary of his empire and to commemorate his gods and achievements, the Hyphasis Mutiny exposed the limits of imperial ambition in the face of human endurance.

The mutiny at the Hyphasis River underscored a fundamental truth: Even the greatest military commander cannot rule without the will of their people. It was a dramatic moment in history that forced Alexander to face the reality that conquest has limitsnot just geographic but human.

That human lesson that Alexander painfully learned was one I likewise learned in the chaos and collective agony of 9/11. As I mentioned previously, one of the energy brokers we used to facilitate business at that time was Cantor Fitzgerald, which had offices on floors 101 to 105 of One World Trade Center, above the point of impact by the first plane. We had developed close relationships with the Cantor Fitzgerald team throughout the years, and my team was distraught after hearing that our colleagues had to go up to the roof of the building to avoid the flames below. You could hear the shock in the room as the first tower fell. We knew what it meant for the people on the roof.

My team did not strike in the classical sense, but their understandable emotional reactions to the horrifying events in which wed lost our colleagues and friends created resistance that meant we couldnt achieve our objectives. I didnt recognize this, nor did I realize I needed to step back, de-risk the companys financial exposure, and prioritize the human side of the equation, allowing my team to heal. De-risking the companys position would mean closing out any open energy positions to eliminate the financial exposure to moving prices, then reassessing as both the situation and peoples anxiety calmed. Instead, we maintained existing energy positions and continued to look for new opportunities at a time when we did not have the strength to support the effort. This failure became one of my most transformative leadership lessons. It still causes me pain to this day, but I try to see the gift in what that horrible time taught me.

In the Harvard Business Review, professor of organizational behavior Gianpiero Petriglieri reflects on the value of leaders who can hold, or contain and interpret, the events and experiences of crisis:1


People never forget how managers treated them when they were facing loss. And we will remember how our institutions, managers, and peers, held us through this crisisor failed to. We also see the consequences of past failures of holding, in those institutions struggling to mobilize an already depleted pool of resources. It is tempting to resort to command and control in a crisis, but it is leaders who hold instead that help us work through it. And it is to those leaders, I believe, that well turn to when time comes to articulate a vision for the future.



The personal toll of crisis, particularly the emotional damage, is something leadership books rarely discuss. When Winter Storm Uri descended upon Texas, it was unlike anything seen in modern times, quickly becoming a defining, almost career-destroying challenge for me and my company. I literally remember coming home and saying to my wife, Well, its been a good run. The storm hit with far more intensity than projected, and things quickly began to fall apart.

The demand for power as the storm worsened and temperatures plummeted created a load so immense it began to pull down the frequency of the grid, causing power plants to trip offline to protect themselves. This created a cascading series of outages. The Electric Reliability Council of Texas (ERCOT), the organization responsible for balancing the operations of the electrical system, made the critical decision to aggressively shed load, leading to chaotic, rather than controlled, rolling outages. This desperate measure prevented total collapse. It also created, essentially, a state of anarchy: ERCOT didnt know what critical infrastructure it was shutting off. We had to coordinate rapidly to ensure power plants didnt lose critical water supply or natural gas connections. It was an adrenaline-filled, horrifically stressful situation.

By the next evening, the situation had worsened. Because of gas production freezing and the strong use of natural gas by power plants, the gas system began to show signs of physical stress. Gas pressures were critically low, gas prices were skyrocketing, and all our initial assumptions turned out to be wrong. We had to throw out the operating principles wed relied on for twenty years. I remember pulling my team into a huddle and making a stark directive: I dont care if the gas is $400, you have to buy it. We have to buy all the gas thats out there. Forget about the price. Stop looking at the price. Just buy it. It was simply what needed to be done.

This crisis demanded unprecedented solutions and extensive coordination with external partners, including state and federal governments. We had fuel oil trucks rolling behind snowplows, worked with government officials to instruct liquefied natural gas exporters to stop exporting and thus keep gas in Texas, and negotiated with the Occupational Safety and Health Administration for hours exceptions for essential workers. To maintain power output, decisions were made to allow power plants to temporarily exceed normal emission limits. It was about saving the population from freezing. We had to map the entire chain, from power plants needing gas to pipelines needing electricity, making real-time, split-second decisions to save the system.

The financial toll of the storm was immense. Vistra lost an astounding $2 billionyes, billion with a Bin a single week. But that was only part of what made the storm so devastating. Cities across the state, such as San Antonio, suffered massive losses, with some even going bankrupt because of the exorbitant costs. Some natural gas utilities also took huge hits, having
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