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Preface
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This book is more a homage to the work of others than a presentation of startling discoveries by me. In cases where the work of others has been cited, quoted, or incorporated, I have given appropriate attribution. Some historical content comes from antique books published in the 1800s and no longer in print. More recent findings were integrated with proper deference to the originating experts. My contribution lies in identifying the common threads within the experiences of extreme leaders and extracting the common skills they utilize in extreme circumstances.

I want to extend my gratitude to the great historians who diligently captured the lives and tribulations of notable leaders, providing us with invaluable material to consider (see References). I have relied heavily on their original words, as they reflect the language and context of the times far better than I could. In the case studies, their words and ideas are presented with only occasional editing for readability or added observations. In the body of the book, aside from where citations are made to credit other authors, the content is my original work.

I would also like to thank Dr. David Lady, who inspired me to compile the information collected over the years to create this book, and Geoffrey Wilson, who assisted with the first edition by editing and improving the book’s readability. Thanks also to Eldo Barkhuizen of Reedsy.com for editing this updated version. 
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Extreme situations call for unique measures and exceptional leadership skills. This book delves into those skills, particularly those utilized in extreme circumstances. It aims to guide aspiring leaders and those already in leadership positions in enhancing their leadership abilities, especially in crisis management.

The book features a collection of case studies showcasing extreme leaders and their experiences. While reading all four case studies first is optional, doing so will help you recognize the patterns discussed throughout the book. The goal is to inspire you to search within yourself for your purpose and pursue a Big Vision, as described below.

Effective leadership requires a clear sense of purpose. Joan of Arc, an extreme leader, epitomized this. Known in French as Jehanne d'Arc and preferring the name Jehanne la Pucelle, she famously distinguished between a mere wish and a resolute purpose when asked about her mission to drive the English from French soil and crown Charles V. Leaders possess vision and understand their purpose.

Whether in crises or ordinary times, you can direct your leadership toward good or evil. Both supporters and opponents must scrutinize the morality of a leader's ethics. Studying leadership, even with evil purposes, reveals techniques that worked and those that did not. Common characteristics emerge among leaders in extreme circumstances, regardless of their motives.

Consider Mayor Giuliani's actions immediately after the September 11, 2001, attacks. Hailed for his effective leadership during those horrendous circumstances, Giuliani exemplified extreme leadership with a clear, positive purpose. As you read or listen to this book, consider what made him effective during those critical days and how he has changed in recent years.

On the other hand, Cortes led his followers to invade Mexico, ostensibly to claim it for his monarch and convert its natives but primarily for the nefarious purpose of amassing gold for himself and his sponsors. This book explores the skills used by leaders like Giuliani and Cortes.

Extreme leadership often involves male leaders, as historical opportunities for women in such roles were limited. However, women like Joan of Arc, Mother Teresa, Golda Meir, Margaret Thatcher, and Hillary Clinton have demonstrated exceptional leadership, often with noble purposes. Their contributions are equally significant.

Consider this allegorical tale: A knight errant faces an evil wizard, enduring relentless magic attacks, grave injuries, abandonment, and deprivation. Despite unimaginable hardships, the knight perseveres, exemplifying extreme leadership—committed, focused, unrelenting, and indomitable. These traits define an extreme leader.

Anyone can learn leadership, but extreme situations demand a particular sensitivity to followers' needs, unique courage, and a willingness to accept the consequences. For instance, Eisenhower's D-Day invasion plan carried immense risks. Failure could have destroyed his career and jeopardized the world. He prepared a resignation speech in case of failure, demonstrating the courage to proceed despite uncertainty. This kind of courage is integral to extreme leadership, balancing between the extremes of "doing what must be done" and "damn the torpedoes" – risking everything for the highest stakes against the riskiest odds.

​
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What is a Leader Under Normal Circumstances? 
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Rather than starting with definitions for leader, leadership, and extreme leadership, let us consider the various characteristics that define leaders. Their traits will naturally illustrate the meanings of these words.

What distinguishes an effective leader from someone simply in a leadership position? It is not just a matter of titles. A person is not a leader until they have led, until they have faced and overcome challenges. Someone might have 'leadership potential,' but they need to be tested to claim the title of leader truly. An ordinary leader will exhibit characteristics such as the following:

A Leader Steps Forward Willingly When Opportunity Arises or Simply Takes Charge 

Becoming a leader starts with being placed in a leadership role or by creating that role oneself. Being placed in a leadership role is often an honor bestowed by someone in power upon someone who has demonstrated qualities such as presence, personality, loyalty, a positive mental attitude, or simply a willingness to volunteer. Other times, a person steps forward and announces their intention to lead.

To truly become a leader, a person in a leadership position must make a difference—not just attempt to make a difference but achieve it. Holding a leadership position alone does not make someone a leader; a leader earns the title through accomplishments while in that role. Most leaders learn to become true leaders through experience, often via trial and error (or trial and success).

Leaders who try but fail repeatedly may lose their following and leadership positions. However, those who learn from their failures gain valuable lessons. They may find new leadership opportunities, or they may choose to stay and fight through the issues. The key is to never let failure be the end of the road.

Often, even those removed from a leadership position due to failure can rise again in another leadership role and become excellent leaders because of the lessons learned from those failures. Abraham Lincoln is a prime example; see the following table. Fehrenbacher, 1992)



	YEAR

	FAILURES or SETBACKS

	SUCCESSES


	1832

	Lost job

Defeated for state legislature

	Elected company captain of Illinois militia in Black Hawk War


	1833

	Failed in business

	Appointed postmaster of New Salem, Illinois. Appointed deputy surveyor of Sangamon County


	1834

	
	Elected to Illinois state legislature


	1835

	Sweetheart died

	

	1836

	Had nervous breakdown

	Reelected to Illinois state legislature (running first in his district) 

Received license to practice law in Illinois state courts


	1837

	
	Led Whig delegation in moving Illinois state capital from Vandalia to Springfield

Became law partner of John T. Stuart


	1838

	Defeated for Speaker

	Nominated for Illinois House Speaker by Whig caucus. Served as Whig floor leader.

Reelected to Illinois House (running first in his district)


	1839

	
	Chosen presidential elector by first Whig convention


	1840

	
	Argues first case before Illinois Supreme Court Reelected to Illinois state legislature


	1841

	
	Established new law practice with Stephen T. Logan


	1842

	
	Admitted to practice law in U.S. District Court


	1843

	Defeated for nomination for Congress

	

	1844

	
	Established own law practice with William H. Herndon as junior partner


	1846

	
	Elected to Congress


	1848

	Lost renomination

	Chose not to run for Congress, abiding by rule of rotation among Whigs


	1849

	Rejected for land officer

	Admitted to practice law in U.S. Supreme Court. Declined appointment as secretary and then as governor of Oregon


	1854

	Defeated for U.S. Senate

	Elected to Illinois state legislature (but declined seat to run for U.S. Senate)


	1856

	Defeated for nomination for Vice President

	

	1858

	Again defeated for U.S. Senate

	

	1860

	
	Elected President




A leader leads even when not in a formal leadership role—being willing to take charge, accept responsibility, and be capable of managing any situation responsibly whenever the opportunity arises. Most leaders have an internal drive to lead; they want to take charge out front. Others prefer to follow, which is perfectly fine because only one can lead, and not everyone is cut out for the stresses of leadership. Some would just as soon stay back and observe what others do. As the adage goes, "Lead, follow, or get out of the way."

	
Audie Murphy, a fifth-grade dropout from a poor family in a small Texas town, faced rejection from the U.S. Army, Navy, and Marines due to his young age, short stature, and underweight condition. Finally accepted into the Army as a private, he had to fight for the chance to see combat. Once in battle, he emerged as a World War II hero—the most decorated soldier, earning the Medal of Honor. After the war, he successfully transitioned to become a movie star despite starting out as a follower.




The only person who will never lead is the one who stays home and avoids any opportunity to become more.

A Leader Has Wisdom

Willingness to lead is often mistaken for leadership wisdom. An eager individual who aspires to lead will readily volunteer whenever the opportunity arises, initiating the process of gaining experience. Consequently, a 'new' leader may exhibit energy and strong organizational skills, which can sometimes be misinterpreted as effective leadership. 

What is truly essential, however, is leadership wisdom. A seasoned leader possesses deep insights into the environment, people, and subject matter expertise crucial for success. This wisdom typically develops from extensive experience gained in challenging situations. Yet, leadership wisdom only manifests with initial willingness to lead. Combining wisdom and willingness is vital but not sufficient for successful leadership—it also requires motivating followers.

A Leader Motivates

A leader motivates others to achieve an overarching vision, often defined by a series of goals known as their Big Vision, representing the ultimate purpose. Motivation stems from these articulated goals, especially when leaders gain agreement from their followers. Creating positive motivation is a skill anyone can learn, but not everyone can master it. Based on my experience, the following factors significantly influence motivation and foster commitment:

	Belief in the goals: A team must believe in the worth of its goals. Teams will willingly make sacrifices against overwhelming odds for causes they believe in, no matter how difficult or risky. A leader must exert significant effort to communicate, ensure understanding of, and secure acceptance of the goals among the followers.

	Energy: Motivation requires energetic leadership. The leader's enthusiasm fuels motivation. A lethargic environment fails to inspire or motivate.

	Commitment: Consistent leader commitment to the mission is crucial. Followers notice and mirror the leader's level of commitment. For instance, leaders should avoid asking people to work late every day while leaving early themselves.

	Inclusion: Team members must feel like insiders, receiving all information and feedback—both positive and negative. Trust, loyalty, and fair treatment sustain inclusion and commitment. Communication must be comprehensive and timely.

	Recognition: Individuals crave recognition, both individually and as team members. Effective leaders celebrate successes and unite everyone during impending failures. Leaders should celebrate achievements at every opportunity, fostering a culture of extraordinary effort. This recognition acknowledges individual and team contributions and makes everyone feel valued and appreciated. However, leaders should be mindful not to single out individuals for recognition when others have made equal sacrifices without acknowledgment. 

	Rewards: Teams need to believe there will be a payoff for success, whether material (like promotions) or non-material (such as pride in achieving a noble cause). Celebrating success at the mission's end is vital for overall follower satisfaction. The promise of rewards motivates the team and gives them hope for a brighter future, reinforcing their commitment to the mission.


Experience and the history of extreme leaders have demonstrated that job security, good pay, and comfortable working conditions are not essential for achieving high motivation. Some of the greatest accomplishments have been realized under the most adverse conditions. For instance, Neil Armstrong, Mike Collins, and Buzz Aldrin's mission to the moon and Columbus's accidental discovery of the Americas instead of a new route to the Far East highlight how people are willing to sacrifice for a cause they believe in.

The strongest motivation arises when extreme leaders empower their followers with authority and responsibility to develop initiatives and plans that align with the Big Vision. While the extreme leader and senior leaders may establish the Big Vision and outline key goals,  handing the goals over to the followers achieves maximum buy-in. Leaders provide guidance and resources as needed, intervening only to maintain focus if necessary. Leaders encourage ownership and commitment by delegating the task of refining goals and devising initiatives, schedules, and deadlines to their followers. Followers who contribute to the planning process are more likely to dedicate themselves fully to executing the plan.
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A Leader Is Willing to Take Risks

A leader possesses courage and is willing to take risks to drive change. Those in leadership who avoid risks will eventually be seen as ineffective. Leaders who take calculated risks and succeed are often celebrated, while those who take risks and fail may still be acknowledged for their bold attempts.

Furthermore, leaders who spend excessive time assessing risks often falter, just as those who act hastily without adequate assessment. Successful leaders operate within a spectrum, finding a reassuring balance between having sufficient information and acting decisively despite uncertainties.

	
General George S. Patton leaned towards one end of the spectrum, often making swift decisions with limited information, although he faced constraints such as the pace of his tank's fuel supplies. In contrast, General Bernard Montgomery, according to General Patton and sometimes General Eisenhower, took a more cautious approach, meticulously assessing risks and planning missions at what Patton perceived as a slower pace. Despite their differing styles, Patton and Montgomery emerged as victorious generals during the war. They achieved this success by operating within the bounds of reasonable risk-taking.




A Leader Must Know How to Innovate

A leader must be innovative, especially when the team encounters challenges or faces imminent deadlines. In these critical moments, a leader's experience and wisdom are crucial for finding solutions and ensuring success.

Moreover, a leader understands how to foster creativity within the team and from external sources. Skillfully conducting brainstorming sessions often yields valuable insights and improvements, even when conducted spontaneously under pressure. The leader knows when to initiate and conclude a brainstorming session, how to guide the discussion effectively, and how to refocus the team afterward to integrate new ideas into the existing strategy. However, the leader always bears responsibility for the decisions made, regardless of the idea's origin.

A Leader Sets the Example and Sets the Bar

A leader not only sets high expectations and goals for others but also actively contributes to the effort. A good leader does not merely oversee the execution of the plan; their efforts set the standard that others are expected to meet or exceed.

	
When Joan of Arc led her armies into battle, she rode out in front of them carrying a banner that symbolized their mission—to drive the English from French soil. Similarly, General Patton could often be found at the forefront, personally inspecting his troops and field commanders. Being with the soldiers at the front is what followers expect of a great leader.




Effective leaders do not delegate all difficult tasks but instead retain some challenging responsibilities for themselves to demonstrate they are not exempt from what they expect of others. Good leaders are willing to perform any task they delegate to their team.

A strong leader actively contributes to the team's efforts while maintaining a balanced perspective on the overall endeavor. They step in when necessary, working alongside their team to push forward. A good leader strives to avoid signaling superiority over any team member; teamwork thrives on equality. Egos have no place in a team-driven effort.

A Leader Provides Rewards

In addition to the effect of rewards on motivation described earlier, a leader often gains initial commitment through promises of "loot"—something valuable to be gained at the end. Cortes, for instance, offered his men a share of the gold he expected to find. This "loot" is not always material; it can be the satisfaction of doing something good for others. General Patton promised his men victory by "making the other dumb bastard die for his country." Rewards can also be the mental satisfaction of accomplishing the goals set by the team. A sense of accomplishment can be profoundly satisfying.

	
When I was young, I spent my summer breaks working at the Smith family dairy farm outside the small town where I grew up in Illinois. Reflecting on those times later, I realized the work was incredibly fulfilling. The labor was physically demanding and exhausting, with days starting at 3:30 AM and ending at 10:30 PM, six days a week. Financially, it was minimally rewarding, paying only $40 per week (about $0.50 per hour, equivalent to $5.00 per hour in 2024). Despite these challenges, I recalled the experience as fulfilling because, at the end of each day, I could see the tangible results of my efforts—the stack of hay bales, the silo full of silage, the hundreds of gallons of milk harvested, the cows fed, and so on. This immediate feedback was extraordinarily satisfying. It motivated me to rise to the challenge day after day and never tire of the work.




A good leader understands that seeing the results of one's efforts is highly motivating. Therefore, they will highlight small successes as often as the large ones, expressing appreciation and fostering a sense of fulfillment and pride in a well-done job.

A Leader Maintains a Positive Attitude and Is Visible

Leaders maintain a can-do attitude and stay visible to their followers, superiors, and associated third parties. Norman Vincent Peale's 1952 book The Power of Positive Thinking popularized this concept, which continues to influence people today (Peale, 1996).

––––––––
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“Formulate and imprint a mental picture of yourself succeeding indelibly in your mind. Hold this image tenaciously and never allow it to fade. Your mind will work to develop this picture. Do not create obstacles in your imagination” (Peale, 1996).




Positive-minded individuals are effective, whether they are leaders or followers. Success in either role often stems from a foundation of positive thinking.

Other Leaders’ Positive Characteristics

In his book The Art of the Leader, Dr. William A. Cohen identified several personal strengths of leaders. These strengths, which also apply to extreme leaders, include the following (Cohen, 1990, pp. 79–86):

	Strength of Mind: Demonstrates self-control, self-confidence, courage under stress, and healthy instincts derived from hands-on experience.


	Firmness: Holds stable views rooted in consistent thought, reflection, and proven principles. This firmness is balanced with caring, fairness, dependability, and trustworthiness.

	Sound Decision-Making: Merges thoroughness, quickness, and decisiveness to form a robust decision-making process. A proficient decision-maker in a crisis is an asset, adept at averting unnecessary risks and errors with swift and effective responses.

	Knowledge: Possesses knowledge of opponents, current issues, and the virtues, strengths, and weaknesses of those under their command.

	Creativity: Shows the ability to devise new solutions to old problems or innovative solutions to new challenges.

	Endurance: Demonstrates the ability to endure prolonged efforts bolstered by meticulous preparation. This resilience is critical in professional settings to ensure tasks are completed thoroughly and diligently.

	Staunchness: Resilient in recovering from severe setbacks, bolstered by mental and physical fitness.


In Dr. Cohen's list above, many traits are driven by the wisdom of experience. Items one through four and seven depend heavily on experience. Item five might also benefit from understanding what has worked or failed in the past.

Dr. Cohen also wrote that leaders need to be willing to take charge, accept risk, and responsibly manage the power delegated to them. Leaders must know how to set high expectations and goals for others.

To his list, I would add that leaders with honorable purposes need honesty, integrity, trustworthiness, ethical behavior, and honor. These additional traits are important in life and essential for leaders under both normal and extreme circumstances. Leaders often have to make unpopular decisions, such as separating ineffective or dissenting followers or going against their followers' passions. However, based on their wisdom and experience, these decisions are often necessary for the greater good.

In these cases, if leaders have the respect of their followers and are known to be honest, ethical, earnest, honorable, and transparently sincere, then their followers will accept tough decisions. The role of followers in supporting the leader's tough choices is crucial. Usually, when tough decisions are made, the followers already know in their hearts that they are necessary. Without the respect of followers, making hard decisions can break down morale and destroy motivation.

Leaders Learn to “Win Friends and Influence People”

In his groundbreaking book How to Win Friends and Influence People, Dale Carnegie wrote that a leader’s job often involves changing people’s attitudes to influence their behavior. Some of his suggestions for accomplishing behavior changes include the following (Carnegie, 1936):

	Begin with praise and sincere appreciation.

	Address people's mistakes indirectly.

	Discuss your own mistakes before criticizing others.

	When giving instructions, it is often more effective to ask questions instead of issuing direct orders. This encourages participation and engagement, which can lead to better communication.

	Allow the other person to save face.

	Praise even the slightest improvement and acknowledge every progress.

	Give the other person a fine reputation to aspire to.

	Use encouragement and make faults seem easy to correct.

	Make the other person feel happy about doing what you suggest.
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The characteristics mentioned above form the foundation of effective leadership. These are learned skills—you do not have to be born with them. Understanding these skills is not enough; anyone aspiring to be a good leader should actively practice them while seeking opportunities to step forward and lead.

If good leaders possess these traits, what characteristics do non-leaders exhibit?

​
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Non-Leader Behaviors
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Non-leaders come in various types. Some prefer to be followers because they believe they lack leadership ability. Others may know from self-evaluation or experience that they do not possess leadership skills. Fear of potential failure or the desire to avoid the stress that comes with leading also deters some individuals. There are many reasons for not wanting to be a leader. However, not being a leader and unwillingness to be a dedicated follower can create problems for the team.

Too often, those who resist being led or refuse leadership become critics of those who lead. Some may be indifferent or complacent about the level of commitment around them, while others might be malicious or attempt to undermine efforts. Often, they are jealous of the privileges that come with leadership without being willing to make the corresponding sacrifices. When such behavior is identified, it is important to take action. Those who are indifferent, overly fearful, jealous, or disruptive should be removed from the organization as soon as they are identified. This proactive approach empowers the team to maintain a healthy and productive environment.
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Warning: Failing to remove disruptive forces from an organization promptly can often lead to the project's failure and its leader's downfall.




Non-leaders/Non-followers Avoid Risks

A non-leader/non-follower demands job security and guaranteed pay, avoiding risk regardless of the endeavor's success or failure. They are strong advocates of seniority and oppose pay-for-performance unless it is above their guaranteed pay and requires minimal effort.

Non-leaders/Non-followers Seek Definition

A
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