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			PREFACE

			On the speaking circuit, I often found my client contacts to be intimidated by the prospect of meeting and working with General Powell. After developing a bit of a rapport over the phone, I’d dramatically sigh and tell them all the good things they had ever heard about the General were wrong. In the stunned silence that followed, I would respond sotto voce, “He’s even better!”

			The historians and analysts will write—and have written—books and articles about General Powell’s legacy and place in history. The world saw him as a military leader, a diplomat, a senior statesman, and an advocate for young people. To friends and family, he was so much more: he was funny and charming, self-deprecating, and practical; generous, gracious, and kind. He was also a song and dance man, a car aficionado, a handyman, a lover of comfort food, a standup comedian, and a storyteller. I can’t keep from smiling when I think of that Colin Powell, the man behind the public persona.

			General Powell was also blessed with a fabulous family. I adore Mrs. Powell, their children and in-laws (Michael and Jane, Linda, Annemarie and Francis), their grandchildren, and their extended family—both those related by blood and those not. No matter how close I have been to the family over the years though, this book does not include their stories. I did my best to protect their privacy through the years of working with the General and will continue to do so. Without a doubt though, I delight in being a part of that extended not-by-blood family and relish every time Michael calls me “Sis.”

			The chapters that follow are not in chronological order. This is not meant to be a historical memoir. Instead, I share a multitude of stories, lessons, and laughs I experienced with General Powell during more than a quarter century at his side. Each chapter is thematic and can stand alone. To give credit where credit is due, this is the same pattern General Powell followed in his book, It Worked For Me: In Life and Leadership. I have included quotes of his throughout the chapters in hopes of sharing his voice.

			In finishing this book, I have come to realize that, in addition to being a tribute to my beloved General, this is also a love letter to all the assistants, aide-de-camps, protocol professionals, event planners, and managers who work tirelessly behind the scenes and beside the officials who make the headlines.

			Without question, I know I was incredibly fortunate to work with, learn from, and have the admiration, support, and love of a truly remarkable and one-of-a-kind individual. I only wish everyone could be so lucky and blessed.

		


		
			

1. 

Beside My General

			“Have a vision. Be demanding.”

			—Colin Powell

			I’m the perfect example of the person who was in the right place at the right time. I had no plan, no grand design. My journey of over a quarter of a century with General Colin Powell began with a gentle nudge from fate.

			To begin, let me describe something that happened several weeks prior to meeting the man I grew to love and whom I would accompany around the world.

			The closest I ever came to being a lady-in-waiting was in April 1996 when I assisted my former boss, Ambassador Selwa “Lucky” Roosevelt, with the annual Washington National Opera Gala. Each WNO Gala is a prestigious black-tie event attended by the most powerful people within government and private industry—the who’s who from Washington and around the world. Besides handwriting the calligraphy for the dinner place cards and helping with the seating for the after-performance dinner, I staffed Ambassador Roosevelt, the Chairman of the Gala. “Staffing” a principal means you are the go-to person the dignitary relies upon. This can require a variety of tasks—anything from “carrying the football” or being the “body man” for the President, to providing the introductions for receiving lines. That night I was the designated guardian angel for Ambassador Roosevelt amidst the glitterati.

			Her exquisite gown had a train, so among my more complicated duties I had to keep it from being tripped over as we progressed regally up the stairs of the Kennedy Center Opera House for the VIP champagne reception. As I was defending Ambassador Roosevelt’s train, while not stumbling myself in my heels and floor-length gown, I recognized Alma Powell just ahead of us. Although her husband was beside her, I only had eyes for Mrs. Powell, thinking of how much I hoped to meet her someday. Everyone else wanted to mingle with the General, but I wanted to meet Mrs. Powell as she exuded elegance, grace, and charm—qualities I admire tremendously.

			I didn’t meet Mrs. Powell that night, but the gala was spectacular and life as I knew it went on.

			A couple weeks later I received a phone call from Pam Ahearn, a dear friend and former Office of Protocol colleague, saying her husband had just left a message: “How fast can you find Leslie? I’ve just learned of a job with her name on it and they need her immediately.”

			The job was with the Washington Speakers Bureau (WSB) working as an event coordinator for one of the most popular speakers on the lecture circuit: General Colin L. Powell, USA (Ret.). General Powell had already finished a wildly successful book tour for his first book, My American Journey, and was in high demand. When the WSB event coordinator who had served him announced she was leaving the company, co-founders Bernie Swain and Harry Rhoads told the General—their golden goose at the time—that they would hire whomever he wanted for the position.

			I will be forever grateful General Powell replied that, since they had taken good care of him up till then, he trusted them to find the right replacement. 

			Bernie and Harry then scoured their network throughout the public speaking world; it was just plain good luck that they inquired with my friend’s husband, Rick Ahearn, who was chief of staff to former Senator Jack Kemp, another popular speaker. Although I did not come from the military, Rick believed I was right for the job based on my protocol background and, like the General, I had worked in the Reagan administration. 

			Within two days of the call, I interviewed with Bernie Swain and was offered the job on the spot. Although I was very impressed, I’d always heard one should never accept a job immediately, so I said I’d think it over and let him know by the end of the week. I needed to give the job careful consideration and not be swayed prematurely by Bernie’s offer, no matter how appealing. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was following one of General Powell’s thirteen rules, “You can’t make someone else’s choices. You shouldn’t let someone else make yours.”

			However, when I said I’d think it over, Bernie looked like I’d just stolen his puppy. Seeing his reaction, I asked if I could at least sleep on it and let him know in the morning, and he agreed. 

			Bernie played to win, so when I got home that evening, two dozen beautiful long-stemmed roses awaited with a note that said simply, “Hope you will join us. Bernie and Harry.”

			I was already pretty sure what my decision would be, but that lovely gesture sealed the deal, and first thing the next morning, I called and said yes.

			I had not yet met General Powell, so I was scheduled to visit his office within the next week or so. I had taken the job assuming I wouldn’t actually work much with him directly but through his staff, as surely he was surrounded by an entourage and an extensive bureaucracy. Having grown up in the Washington, D.C. area, I was accustomed to the powerful surrounding themselves with layers of support staff (“straphangers,” to use a common military and government term). In General Powell’s case, I could not have been more wrong.

			There is a condition known as White Coat Syndrome, which describes how certain people’s blood pressure elevates when they see a doctor. I suspect I had the military equivalent—call it a Fatigues Syndrome or a Dress Blues Syndrome maybe. Not coming from a military background, I found being with someone who had held the top military position in the U.S. military (if not in all the militaries of the entire world) intimidating. Although General Powell had been retired a few years by now, in my mind his four stars still sparkled blindingly on his shoulders even on his civilian attire.

			When I arrived for the first meeting, he welcomed me into his small office in Old Town Alexandria, just a few blocks from the Washington Speakers Bureau. I had already been greeted warmly by his staff of four, including Bill Smullen and Peggy Cifrino, his fiercely loyal and tremendously talented Chief and Deputy Chief of Staff, but now it was time to sit down alone with the General himself.

			Later, General Powell and I often laughed about our first impressions of each other. He swore he was warm and encouraging, but to me he was towering and intimidating. I’m certain I was nervous and uncomfortable; he described me as serene and calm. We also argued laughing that although I believed it took me a full year to shed my intimidation, he believed it only took a month. He might have been right. 

			In our final couple of years together, General Powell often teased me that I should write a book. My response was always that I would write a book on protocol someday, as I had done quite a bit of writing on that topic already and had previously even been published in China. Every time I said this, he would roll his eyes, exaggerate a yawn, and say with a laugh, “But you gotta write about me! You want it to sell, don’t you?”

			Time can heal heartache and provide a new perspective. My grief after his death has been overtaken by an overwhelming need to share my General with the world, to share his funny and inspiring stories, his innumerable acts of kindness and diplomacy, and yes, even stories about protocol (if for no other reason than to explain why I was in the room). Historians and pundits will continue to write about General Powell’s accomplishments as a military leader and diplomat. They will debate his decisions and place in history while extoling the example he set for young people and succeeding generations. That’s all fine, but let this, my effort, be a portrait of the person behind the public eye and headlines. Let me share the wonderful man he was, and the man I knew. I am gripped by the feeling that not to do so would be unforgivably selfish.

			I end this chapter as it began, by mentioning former U.S. Chief of Protocol Ambassador Selwa “Lucky” Roosevelt. I was visiting at her home a few months before General Powell died and we were reminiscing about my early days of protocol in the 1980s, when she welcomed me onto her staff at the State Department. Under her wing, I was introduced to the art and science of protocol. She taught me that the formal etiquette of diplomacy sets the stage for nurturing mutual respect between countries, cultures, and leaders. Our lives of service make the world a better place. That vision and knowledge became the foundation of my career serving General Powell. 

			As we shared memories, Ambassador Roosevelt used the French phrase “joie de vivre” to describe our shared remembrances. 

			Joie de vivre: an exuberant enjoyment of life. 

			That is exactly how I would describe my many years working with General Colin L. Powell, USA (Ret.). Working with, for, and beside him was an exuberantly joyful time.

			Now, let me share him. 

		


		
			

2. 

From Scratch

			“The troops may whine and moan, but when they meet 
the standard, there’s a sense of pride.”

			—Colin Powell

			In 1996 email was not a thing, or at least not at the Washington Speakers Bureau (WSB). When I started staffing General Powell on the speaking circuit, we communicated by phone, fax, or in person.

			On one of my first days at WSB, I was away from my desk when I heard the receptionist announce my name over the loudspeaker, saying the General was on the line. Waiting. For me. I think I’m usually pretty calm under pressure, but at that moment I was more like a Looney Tunes cartoon character as the papers in my hands flew skyward and I spun on my heels and rushed back to my desk. What he needed turned out to be simple and easily resolved, but out of breath, I almost stood at attention and saluted. 

			In both of General Powell’s books—his autobiography, My American Journey, and his book on leadership, It Worked For Me: In Life and Leadership—he described in great detail how he trained his new aides and assistants. Unfortunately, I had not yet read his autobiography, and he had yet to write his other book. Consequently, those first few weeks were painful, and I frankly did not like him much as I learned his unique management style. 

			Like any young professional, I believed I had strong initiative and was adept at problem solving. I was also exceptionally good at following instructions. I would start each day happy to walk into my little corner of the office to embrace whatever tasks awaited me. 

			But only until I would find a note waiting for me on the fax machine, stating: 

			TO: LL

			FROM: CP

			RE: LOVE NOTE

			Oh, how I dreaded those “love notes.” 

			Each note would contain a long litany of what I had done wrong the previous day, and clear instructions on what to do (and not do) in the future. The worst part about these “love notes” was they were typed entirely in ALL CAPS. Apparently, no one had ever taught General Powell that typing in all caps is the equivalent of shouting. 

			I eventually learned to take them, if not in stride, then at least as the teaching tools he intended. While he was forming me into the aide-de-camp he needed, I slowly realized I had some influence on him, too, and finally I broke him of his all-caps habit. 

			In later years, during many of his Zoomed discussions on leadership, General Powell would regale executives with his “love note” technique of training staff and for comic relief would often pull me over to join him on the computer screen in order to describe my reaction. We always got the laughs we intended before sharing the lesson learned. Any leader will be more effective in nurturing new “recruits” if expectations are outlined early, directly, and explicitly, explaining both the minute details and the big picture needed for success. As the General often said, “If you are going to achieve excellence in big things, you develop the habit in little matters.”

			***

			General Powell’s post-retirement career revolved around his commitment to boards, philanthropic work, and the international speaking circuit. After leaving the State Department, he accepted invitations from Marc Benioff of Salesforce and KR Sridhar of Bloom Energy to join their respective boards. As both companies are based in California, their director meetings required trips to the West Coast several times a year. In addition, he was devoted to his alma mater, the City College of New York, and to its school named after him, The Colin Powell School for Civic and Global Leadership. The General’s dedication to these responsibilities and his paid speaking engagements were the anchors on his calendar around which the rest of his obligations were planned. 

			Part of my job was to minimize his time on the road and keep the “calendar footprint” as small as possible. He always preferred to fly in or drive to the engagement, arrive on site, glad hand (or as he would say, “make his manners”), do the gig, and return home immediately after. That ideal was rarely entirely possible, but he made it clear that part of my mission was to get him back home quickly. I can still hear his voice saying, “There is no hotel, restaurant, museum, nor shopping in the world that would appeal to me more than being in my own backyard in McLean. Your job is to get me back home to Alma as soon as you possibly can.” 

			This job was achieved in part by maintaining a certain level of privacy at all times. When the sales agents at WSB wanted to check the General’s availability for a speaking engagement, they knew to ask me to check what I had dubbed the “Secret Squirrel Calendar,” the personal Powell calendar I kept that was not shared publicly. During the four years I was at the State Department with him, one of the phone lines on my desk was what my staff jokingly referred to as “the Bat Phone.” The only one who had that number was the Secretary of State, i.e., my General. My colleagues knew to never answer it in my absence. Whenever I returned to the office, all they had to say was that a call had come in on the bat line and I knew the Secretary needed me. 

			General Powell only allowed those closest to him to know the private number that would go directly to him without first being screened by layers of assistants. Although I rarely used it, just knowing I was one of those who could have was tremendously affirming.

			Over the years, I quickly learned that if he answered the phone with “Whattaya say?” it was a rhetorical question. It also meant he had too much time on his hands in his home office, “the Bunker,” and he was ready to review the “honey-do” list. 

			I knew the only time I was in trouble with the boss was if he began a call with a stern, “Leslie, this is General Powell,” as if I could not recognize his voice immediately. Fortunately, I think he only ever identified each of us by name on the phone like this twice in all our many years together. 

			No matter how much I begrudged his early training, which was like drinking from a fire hose, a quarter century later I’ll admit those painful lessons became ingrained and served us both well. 

			***

			His touchstone instruction when preparing for any event was his oft-stated words, “Make me smart.” He was a good teacher, but also a good student, and never stopped doing his homework. I often surprised contacts within an organization planning a speaking engagement by asking for the company’s annual reports, details about participants and board members, industry trends, and other minutiae seemingly unrelated to the event. When they responded that surely General Powell would have no interest in reading these details, since other speakers never did, I would answer that not only did he read them all, but he would do his own digging to find out even more. Then I’d explain, in case it wasn’t already obvious, that he was not like other speakers.

			On the speaking circuit, he never used a written speech and rarely even referred to notes while on stage. All his advance preparation allowed him to surprise the audience with his detailed knowledge about all aspects of the organization, the industry, and the event. Attendees were always wowed by his performance, and knowing the details was his gift to his hosts. 

			Ah, to see that Cheshire Cat grin spread across his face when he sensed an audience was blown away by his seeming clairvoyance—it was impossible not to find his joy infectious. 

			I’m not sure if it was from his military training or simply because his mother raised him right, but General Powell was a strong proponent for writing thank-you notes. It was his practice after an event to immediately pen a handwritten note of thanks to the head of the company who’d hosted him. Over the years, I lost count of how many times I would hear from my contact that the leadership had rarely, if ever, received a thank you from a speaker before. 

			***

			Whatever my official title to General Powell was under the umbrella of the Washington Speakers Bureau, and later at the Department of State, I was an aide-de-camp for him. I know neither of us ever imagined that from those early days we would fall into step together so naturally. 

			Early on, when I was still a bit intimidated and before I started traveling with him, we did not carry cell phones and were still years away from texting. Every time I arranged the car service to take General Powell from his home to the airport, I would call his driver’s car phone within a few moments of the General’s scheduled arrival. Part of this was to calm a paranoia that I hadn’t scheduled the car correctly, but it was also to assure myself that the General was in the car and no longer my worry. This pattern went on seamlessly (so I thought) for a few weeks and I was relieved I’d established a perfect plan for double-checking my logistics. 

			This was true until one evening when Page Parvez, his longtime local car service driver, answered my call then told me to hold on. Within seconds, General Powell picked up the phone and laughingly said, “All this time I’ve been wondering how Page’s phone somehow always rings within minutes of my getting in the car. I finally figured out it had to be you.” 

			Thus, was born our tradition that every time he got into a car whether he was on my watch or not we touched base with each other. It was a reassurance to make sure we were where we needed to be, and all was right with our world. 

			It wasn’t easy to avoid stressing out over managing someone so well-known and revered. When on the road for official events, I was terrified of missing my alarm in the morning, so I would ask the hotel for a wake-up call, set my cell phone alarm, try to figure out (usually unsuccessfully) how to set the bedside radio alarm clock, and order room service breakfast or coffee to be delivered for a specific time. I apparently have an internal clock of some sort, too, because I’d end up waking up at least ten minutes before all the other alarms sounded off at their scheduled times. Nevertheless, out of an abundance of caution, I set all these safeguards in place to ensure I could call the General with his wake-up call at the proper time. 

			On one of our trips to China, while saying goodnight the evening before the General’s speech, we confirmed I would call him at six the next morning. We had just traveled from the east coast of the United States to Beijing, and jet lag would be playing havoc with our sleep patterns, so a wakeup call would definitely be needed. 

			In the dark of night, I was in a very deep sleep when I was jarred awake by the hotel phone ringing beside my bed. My heart dropped when to my groggy “Hello” I heard the General’s laughing voice say, “Ha! Caught you! You overslept, didn’t you?” I was mortified and mumbled apologies while scrambling out of bed, saying I would be ready quickly. I hung up and while grabbing my glasses, glanced at the clock. 

			And I called him right back. 

			“Sir, you’re not wearing your glasses, are you?” I growled. 

			Silence.

			Then, “Uh, no.” 

			“Sir! Put on your glasses. Look at the clock. Now tell me what time it is!” 

			“Uh, hold on. Um… three.” 

			“Right! Goodbye. I will call you at six and not a minute before. Again, goodbye!” 

			We had great fun catching each other when one of us made a mistake. We even kept score. I think all of us try to take pride in doing our jobs well. In my little world though, I had the added incentive to stay ahead of General Powell. Keeping score was too much fun. Plus, I had the reassurance that he was a firm believer in his own saying that “Every organization should tolerate rebels who tell the emperor he has no clothes.” I delighted in being a rebel and telling him when he’d goofed. 

			For the most part, General Powell was punctual, despite an infamous occasion reported by the press when President Bush locked him out of a cabinet meeting for being late. (He was delayed getting to the White House that day due to an international issue in need of tending, of which the President was aware.) 

			Anyone who has worked overseas or with foreign visitors is surely aware of how cultural attitudes towards time vary from country to country, and sometimes from person to person. 

			During our time at the Department of State, standard operating procedure required that whenever high-level dignitaries visited the Department for a meeting with the Secretary of State, a senior protocol officer would greet them upon arrival and provide escort until departure. On extraordinarily busy days, it was not uncommon to have so many visits scheduled that the Chief and Deputy Chief, as well as each of the Assistant Chiefs of Protocol (of which I was one) handled multiple VIP visits throughout the day.

			One day I was assigned to greet three dignitaries, each scheduled to arrive at 1:00 pm. Luckily for me, they each had very different attitudes about punctuality:

			Former President George H.W. Bush always arrived early.

			The Foreign Minister of Israel always arrived exactly on time. 

			Former President Bill Clinton always arrived late.

			Thankfully, each of these notable gentlemen behaved true to form. President Bush arrived fifteen minutes early, the Foreign Minister of Israel arrived exactly on time, and President Clinton fifteen minutes late.

			Thinking of this brings to my mind the children’s fairy tale, “Goldilocks and the Three Bears.” Goldilocks found the bears’ respective bowls of porridge to be too hot, too cold, and just right; their chairs to be too big, too small, and just right; and their beds to be too hard, too soft, and just right. In scientific and academic fields, Wikipedia tells us, the state of being not too much, not too little, but just right is known as being in the “Goldilocks Zone.” This was exactly where my General liked to be. As this was not the case for two out of three of these dignitaries, of course you can imagine me sprinting back and forth across the State Department’s marble lobby in a dress and high heels between arrivals in order to greet and escort each to his respective meeting on behalf of the Secretary. 

			When I started my career in the 1980s, everything seemed more formal and glamourous than now. Formal occasions were more often “black tie,” not the “cocktail” or “business” attire we see now. Even as a very junior protocol officer, there were many occasions when I had to dress very formally to blend in. Any female readers who work in high profile professions may want to take special note of the next few paragraphs for future reference or for a smile of recognition.

			Leslie’s Wardrobe Selection Method

			Like most jobs early in one’s career, my government job’s salary was meager. So I had to add long gowns to my work wardrobe as inexpensively as possible.

			Often when on duty at one of these special occasions, no matter how dressed up I was, my responsibilities required doing things more suited to sportswear and definitely not suited to silk and satin. To maximize my investment, I developed a routine before purchasing anything for work (one which I still follow), and gave the clothing a “stress test” in the changing room. Many dresses, gowns, and pantsuits have been rejected over the years when they failed any of the following criteria:

			
					Can I run in it? I have had to chase motorcades and taxiing airplanes, and I’ve sprinted the length of stages behind the curtains. 

					Can I jump in it? I’ve often had to jump up from a seated position in the back of the room and jump over rain-filled runway potholes in developing countries. 

					Can I bend low in it? This is a real necessity when picking up accumulations of gifts and whatnot to carry to the car or plane. 

					Can I get in and out of a car quickly and gracefully in it? Staff cars are often less than comfortable and stretch limousines (or, as the General called them, “awful prom cars”) are absolutely the worst of all. And finally, 

					Can the outfit be packed into a suitcase without being unpacked later horribly wrinkled? With constant travel issues, prep time is often limited. 

			

			Like the swan gliding on the surface of a tranquil lake, it’s best to appear calm and graceful on the surface even if the mission requires paddling for dear life underneath. 

			Many years ago, on an international trip to Asia, we had to stop first for an event in York, England, and our baggage didn’t make it onto our connecting flight out of London. While our bags were easily traceable and the airline had no problem delivering them to our hotel, they did not arrive in time to prepare for the black-tie event the night of our arrival. 

			If you are a world-renowned and beloved senior statesman like General Powell, you will be forgiven for showing up at a black-tie event at the castle of a minor nobleman looking like you slept in your suit (which he had) crossing the Atlantic Ocean. 

			But as the classic aide-de-camp and spear-catching assistant, my looking like something the cat dragged in would not be so readily forgotten or forgiven. Thankfully, with a little sleight of hand I fit in with the castle crowd far better than he did. My silk blouse and black tailored slacks worn without my wrinkled blazer were dressed up sufficiently with the twinkly jewelry stashed away in my carry-on luggage (as one should never ever pack jewelry in checked bags). After a few moments in front of a mirror to add a little extra magic, I transformed myself into someone who would blend in with the dinner’s elegantly dressed guests, unlike my notably rumpled General. 

			Like a chameleon fading into its surroundings, I was wallpaper: there to help and enhance the setting or situation, but in the background and mostly ignored. I was happy in the shadows, not distracting from the important and sometimes historic work taking place around the General.

			Our awkward beginning may have required some painful love notes, but over the years, we made each other smart by developing tricks of the trade that served us both well. 

			And we had fun. 

		


		
			

3. 

Stagecraft

			“Trust is the essence of leadership.”

			—Colin Powell

			There is a terrific old Far Side cartoon depicting a herd of sheep at a cocktail party while in the background a dog stands in the doorway about to enter the room. A sheep in the foreground says to his buddy, “Henry! Our party’s total chaos! No one knows when to eat, where to stand, what to… Oh, thank goodness! Here comes a border collie!”

			Event planners, advance teams, and protocol professionals know the importance of keeping the boss (whether as the honored guest or the host) smart, well informed, moving, and on schedule. We are the elves behind the scenes working the magic, the conductors keeping the trains on time, and sometimes, yes, the border collies herding the sheep. 

			Over the years, General Powell and I established a way of communicating that would do any professional baseball catcher proud. For VIP cocktail receptions, we’d enter the room, and I would immediately fade into the crowd but within his line of sight. I could pass him a drink and take it from him before anyone noticed. To discourage people from swarming him or trying to grab and spin him (which he hated), I would run interference and body block or distract. He was a master of working a room and could successfully greet everyone in the room quicker and more gracefully than it took to wait for someone to introduce him. Though I stayed in the background, I was always positioned to read the expression on his face or his hand gestures and so know the need of the moment. Like the spies in old Cold War movies passing palmed messages, I could easily slip him small notes with scribbled last-minute updates as needed.

			If someone caught me doing this, usually it was with incredulity that we could communicate so smoothly and with so little notice. We had it down to a well-rehearsed dance and with a nod of my head I could get him to follow me without anyone else being aware. Even when I was out of his field of view he’d still know where I was, as if he had eyes in the back of his head. When the time came to transition to the next event on the agenda or move somewhere else, he knew it was time as soon as I shifted positions and caught his eye. Whenever my contacts within the organization hosting the event were overwhelmed with the task of moving the guests from one event (e.g., a VIP reception) to another (e.g., the dinner), I would whisper reassurance to them that when they were ready to get the multitude to the next venue I’d simply signal the General to proceed and the crowd would follow. 

			And it was true. No matter how frustrated my counterpart might become while trying to herd the masses, once the word was given, I could turn the General into the Pied Piper of the room with a simple gesture, and everyone followed dutifully behind. With the host of the event acting as his escort, the General’s movement would break the impasse.

			Of all the gestures, signals, and signs we had between us, the best of all was the ear tug. Shortly after the General took to any stage, he at some point would very subtly and gently tug at his ear like Carol Burnett in her old television shows, a gesture likely unnoticed by most people watching. Of course, for the big nationally televised events such as the annual National Memorial Day concerts, his children and grandchildren and other loved ones appreciated the gesture as well, but it was a gesture I cherished each time he appeared on the speaking circuit: Once he took center stage or stood behind the lectern, as soon as he and I made eye contact in even the most crowded room, he would touch his ear, confirming he had spotted me; I would respond in kind, and we would both know it was now “show time!”

			Watch old recordings of speeches and concerts, look for the ear tug and know it still makes me smile and always will. 

			***

			On the speaking circuit before the start of the coronavirus pandemic, an event usually included a photo opportunity with the General for VIP guests. If I had a dime for every photo-op I’ve staged over the years, I would surely have collected enough to take a very nice (and very long) vacation in some lovely corner of the world. 

			For the most part, General Powell did not mind photo-ops, provided they were done his way. (As I always said, “Once a General, always a General.”) His rules usually made perfect sense. Many a group after an event would admit that, once they’d mastered his “four-star” rules, they planned to use them from then on, as these rules made things flow much more smoothly. Whenever I met professional photographers who had photographed the General before, they, too, would reassure me that the General’s rules were the best:

			From the left: Guests were to be always, always, always lined up beside him just outside of the camera shot, receiving-line style, coming to him from his left and exiting to his right. Imagine you are General Powell and in receiving each guest, you naturally extend your right hand to shake the hand of the guest and then you and the guest (while shaking hands) face the camera and smile. Once the picture is taken, you can gently pull the guest to exit from your right and you are ready for the next guest. My rule of thumb was to allow 30 minutes for 100 pictures (which with couples meant 200 individuals). Sometimes, if I had a particularly good photographer and several assistants to manage the line, the General and I could successfully run over 300 individuals through a photo-op in a half hour. 

			Individual photos not group shots: Don’t ever let anyone tell you taking group shots is faster. It is always easier and quicker to do individual photos than small groups. No matter how sophisticated a group is, getting small groups of people into place is like shoveling fog. 

			Just shoot: Never ever let the photographer count to three. What an easy way to waste time. 

			Over the years and the thousands of speeches the General gave, stagecraft became a second language to us both and we became experts on elaborate productions involving platforms and risers, image magnification screens, speakers, piping and drape, house lights, microphones, spotlights, and all the other equipment and accoutrement that go into the creation of an event. We could differentiate between organizations that used skilled teams to handle the logistics and those that just “winged it.” When the event teams seemed to need assistance (or said assistance was welcomed), the General told his hosts, “Just let Leslie show them how,” and off I would go, in command. 

			Regardless, the smartest bear in the woods (i.e., General Powell) knew from experience what worked best in all aspects of stagecraft— and I always try to pass along this knowledge to anyone who will listen or read: 

			Lavalier microphones: Keep in mind a lavalier microphone is most effective when positioned as close to the speaker’s mouth as possible. At a Latin American business conference for an international bank, General Powell was seated on stage for a fireside-chat style discussion with the host of the event, the leader of the bank. The General’s lavalier microphone was perfectly positioned towards the top of his tie and therefore, right under and close to his mouth. Unfortunately, the international banker positioned his on his lapel, but on the opposite side from which he would turn his head when asking a question. As a result, although the audience could easily hear the General’s side of the discussion, they couldn’t hear the banker posing the questions. The poor banker came across as an overwhelmed novice. The General, by contrast, appeared clearly in charge and the one the audience could choose to follow. 

			Image magnification (IMAG) screens: Big rooms that accommodate large crowds can benefit from IMAG screens, but proportions can make a big difference. Too often screens are not large enough to be as effective as they should be. It’s frustrating when people in the back of a room can’t see. General Powell liked to use IMAG screens to his advantage by maximizing his facial expressions, knowing a look was worth a thousand words. 

			Interpretation equipment: Always, always, always make sure headsets being used for interpretation are functional well in advance. Having a principal on stage struggling with a broken piece of equipment is embarrassing for everyone. Also, make sure instructions on how to use the equipment are clear. 

			Stage speakers: Microphones are often passed through an audience for asking questions of those on stage. It’s easy to forget that the speakers meant to project what is
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