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	Introduction

	A week after the Hudson River landing of U.S.
					Airways Flight 1549, on January 21, 2009, six people met in a government
					building in the nation’s capital. The flight data recorder and cockpit voice
					recorder (CVR) had just been recovered from the Airbus 320 and rushed to the
					National Transportation Safety Board headquarters in Washington, D.C. There, in
					the NTSB’s sound lab, a windowless room with metal furniture and fluorescent
					lights, these six people gathered to listen to the CVR for the first time.

	The cockpit recording of Flight 1549 has never been
					released to the public. By law only the investigators and parties to the
					investigation may hear it. The only audio that has been released to the public
					is the Federal Aviation Administration’s’s ground recording of the radio
					communications.

	As these six people—two NTSB officials, an FAA
					official, a pilots’ union safety representative, and representatives from the
					aircraft manufacturer and the engine manufacturer—gathered in this closed room
					in Washington, they did not know quite what to expect. All six wore headphones,
					concentrating intensely, often closing their eyes to better focus on every
					sound, every voice, in this dramatic recorded event.

	My first officer, Jeff Skiles, and I had suddenly
					found ourselves in a crucible, fighting not only for the lives of our passengers
					and crew but also for our own. For three minutes and twenty-eight seconds the
					six in the room heard two men working rapidly, urgently, and closely together.
					They heard a cacophony of automated alarms, alerts, warnings, synthetic voices,
					continuous repetitive chimes, ground proximity warning alerts, and traffic
					collision avoidance system alerts, reaching a crescendo with “TOO LOW, TERRAIN.
					TOO LOW, GEAR. CAUTION, TERRAIN. CAUTION, TERRAIN. TERRAIN, TERRAIN. PULL UP.
					PULL UP. PULL UP. PULL UP. PULL UP. PULL UP. PULL UP. PULL UP—” until the
					recording suddenly stopped.

	The six were thunderstruck. They had never heard
					anything quite like this. They were overwhelmed by the suddenness, the
					intensity, the rapidity, and the severity of this 208-second-long event.

	They sat in stunned silence until finally one of
					the six said, “That guy has been training for this his entire life.”

	He was almost right. In fact, I believe my preparation for the events of
					Flight 1549 began even before my birth. I would trace it back two more
					generations, to my grandparents, all four of whom were born in the nineteenth
					century; all four went to college, which was a remarkable thing, especially for
					women, at that time. My mother was a teacher, my father was a professional, and
					I grew up in an environment in which education was valued, in which ideas were
					important, and in which striving for excellence was expected.

	I was born in 1951, in the heart of the postwar
					baby boom. My father, who’d been a naval officer in World War II, returned from
					his tours of duty carrying oversize reference books filled with specifications,
					drawings, and armaments of ships from all the navies of the world.

	I devoured those military books, as well as stories
					about men like Churchill and Eisenhower, those larger-than-life figures, culled
					from the copies of Life and Look magazines that my grandparents had lovingly collected during
					the war years. This idea of genuine leadership—of
					intense preparation, rising to the occasion, meeting a specific challenge,
					setting clear objectives—was deeply internalized, burned into and ingrained in
					my young mind....

	I became a captain fairly rapidly
					relative to most airline pilots’ careers. After eight years with the
					airlines—starting as second officer, then first officer—I made captain. This
					meant I had a lot of time—twenty-two years—leading a team, trying to inspire
					people every week, urging them to be vigilant and give their best efforts on
					every flight. I observed the way even the most routine actions and the smallest
					words could resonate and have an impact on the morale of a team. I saw that few
					interactions with my coworkers or the public went unnoticed or were completely
					without consequence.

	Living one’s life by the highest professional
					standards is one of the lessons I learned very early in my career. I’d come
					straight from the structured, disciplined environment of military aviation,
					specifically tactical aviation, where the margins for error are much slimmer and
					it is absolutely essential to strive for excellence daily. In the Air Force,
					when you’re flying in a formation of four jet fighters, one hundred feet off the
					ground, at six hundred knots, covering a nautical mile every six seconds, or ten
					miles per minute, success and failure, life and death, can be measured in
					seconds and in feet.

	In that kind of environment, where the highest
					standards are taught and enforced, even the slightest deviation is immediately
					corrected because it is potentially catastrophic. In the airline world, things
					are slightly more complicated: there are many different life experiences,
					motivations, and concerns. Pilots meet the same professional standards; but if
					there are, say, a million ways to get from Point A to Point B, eight hundred
					thousand of them may be right. Or, I should say, right
						enough. So there is a wide range of possible effective choices. While
					we face many of the same risks as in military aviation, these risks may not seem
					as apparent.

	I can describe what worked for me in my years as a
					captain and team leader, but I saw many pilots doing good work, leading
					effective teams, with vastly different skill sets, personality types, and
					outlooks.

	I think most would agree that personal and
					professional reputations ultimately are based upon our daily actions and
					interactions. For thirty years, I exercised vigilance and avoided complacency on
					each flight—because I never knew when, or even if, I might one day face some
					ultimate challenge. Or, put another way, I never knew upon which three and a
					half minutes my entire career might be judged.

	What does this mean in practice? How does this
					translate into other domains? Perhaps it means engaging in a lifelong commitment
					to learning, to expanding one’s mind, and to viewing each day as a cumulative
					process of preparation.

	This dedication to continuous preparation was
					invaluable to me during the events of Flight 1549. I had so deeply internalized
					the fundamental lessons that even in this novel and unanticipated situation, one
					for which we’d never specifically trained, I was able to set clear priorities
					based on what we did know. In seconds, I managed to synthesize a lifetime of
					experience and training to solve a problem I’d never seen before.

	Given the rapid rate of change in
					today’s culture and the constant state of flux in our industries, in our
					economic system, and in this worldwide marketplace of ideas, it is essential
					that we try to understand what it means to be an effective leader in the modern
					world. For me, there is no effective way to cope with the ambiguity and
					complexity so prevalent today unless one has a clear set of values. But do all
					our leaders share this view?

	I’ve often felt that one of the most underrated
					aspects of leadership is the ability to create a shared sense of responsibility
					for the outcome: to inspire those around you to make tomorrow better than today,
					to constantly strive for excellence, and to refuse to accept anything that’s
					barely adequate.

	This means giving of oneself, rising to the
					occasion, instilling a sense of group confidence that yes, together we can
					accomplish what we might never achieve as individuals. It means setting the
					course, charting the path, giving your team the tools, encouraging them to do
					their best, then stepping aside and allowing them to accomplish the goal.

	But among our best and brightest leaders today, how
					widespread is this desire to create a sense of shared meaning?

	Effective leadership is needed even in good times,
					but it is critically important and more difficult when one is facing seemingly
					insurmountable challenges. Throughout history we have seen leaders like Franklin
					D. Roosevelt or Sir Winston Churchill summoning the strength to rally people
					when the chips were down and morale at its lowest ebb.

	Where do the requisite strength, skills, and
					direction come from? Are they to some extent innate, or must they always be
					learned? How important are teachers and mentors in the process of forming a
					leader’s personality? Do some leaders emerge without any specific training, road
					map, or even ambition to lead?

	The very idea of leadership has long fascinated me.
					How does one lead in a wide variety of situations? How are the experiences of
					leading a team during a life-and-death crisis playing out over the course of
					minutes or hours different from those of rallying an organization slipping into
					a slow, seemingly inexorable decline?

	Is it always necessary to start from a moral
					foundation, a core set of personal beliefs, or is the ability to lead something
					that even deeply flawed personalities can master? No one would dispute the
					brilliance of General Ulysses S. Grant and General George S. Patton and their
					ability to lead men in battle, despite the former’s well-documented drinking
					binges and the latter’s volatility and hair-trigger temper. Clearly, it is not
					always necessary to be universally loved or even admired in order to lead
					effectively. But is it necessary to be respected or trusted?

	Is it possible to be a truly great leader without
					leading an exemplary personal life? And even if one doesn’t live one’s personal
					life in an exemplary way, if one follows a strict professional code that is
					congruent with the values of the organization, is that sufficient to be an
					effective leader?

	In the past couple of years, many people across the
					country have described me as a leader. It’s not always been easy to comprehend
					this new national profile. Most of those who approach me, of course, do not know
					me personally. They know only the public persona. What do they think they see in
					me? Is it simply the narrative of Flight 1549 that has touched them, or is it
					the way I have conducted myself in the public eye since the winter of 2009 that
					has caused some to feel this way?

	Being seen as a role model is not always easy.
					While I’ve been grateful for these opportunities, at other times I have had to
					stretch and grow to meet the new challenges as a public figure. It’s something I
					discuss with my wife and closest friends: How do I live up to these
					expectations? What are the responsibilities of a leader, especially someone
					thrust into that role by events beyond his control?

	For me, and for men like former NASA flight
					director Gene Kranz, the test of leadership came in a crucible event, a near
					catastrophic crisis. But must a leader always be confronted with some great
					challenge or catharsis to develop leadership skills, or can learning,
					observation, and long-term growth alone provide it?

	Since the successful landing of Flight
					1549 on the Hudson River, I have been extremely privileged. I’ve been granted a
					singular opportunity to travel the world and meet hundreds of men and women who
					rank as inspiring leaders and activists in their fields.

	I’ve taken that opportunity to more closely examine
					the ideas, traits, and values I’ve been thinking about, almost constantly, since
					childhood. In writing this book, I have embarked on a kind of personal quest,
					arranging to meet with a number of distinguished Americans, young and old,
					famous and less well known, from fields as diverse as space exploration,
					business, government, education, sports, finance, medicine, and the military.
					They are vastly different types of individuals with varied styles of leadership,
					but all embody the credo of “leadership by personal example.”

	I looked forward to learning from this journey. I
					expected to sharpen my philosophy of leadership and to focus my vision on
					qualities that go beyond the stereotypes. Most of us have the luxury of thinking
					of duty, courage, responsibility, and service above self as concepts in the
					abstract. Yet, for leaders such as those featured in this book, these are not
					abstract concepts. They have real meaning, in real life, with real
					consequences.

	I hope that these stories will stimulate you,
					surprise you, and inspire you. As I put their stories to the page, I thought of
					this collection as a contemporary version of John F. Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage. In these dialogues,
					conversations, and debates, I’ve asked a distinguished group of trailblazers,
					thinkers, and leaders to consider—as I now ask you to consider—some fundamental
					questions: What is the essential nature of leadership? What core qualities and
					characteristics shape our best leaders? What is the nature of loyalty? To whom
					or what do we owe it? And perhaps most important, how can each of us take away
					lessons from these leaders that we can apply to our own daily lives?

			

		

	
	
		
1: Admiral Thad Allen

For the last thirty-something years, I’ve told everybody that my favorite definition of leadership is the ability to reconcile opportunity and competency. It’s kind of like: If not now, when? If not you, who?

Thad Allen, U.S. Coast Guard commandant, was among the millions of television viewers who watched in horror as Hurricane Katrina ravaged coastal areas of Louisiana and Mississippi as well as the city of New Orleans in September 2005. The three-star admiral saw news reports of floating bodies, flooded homes, despondent families, and lawlessness gripping the city, and his mortification turned to anger. He asked other senior Coast Guard officers, “Why isn’t somebody down there being the face of the federal government, standing in front of the Superdome, talking to CNN?”

The next thing he knew, Admiral Allen was in New Orleans, serving in just that role, one for which this son of a Coast Guard chief damage controlman was very well suited.

Looking back, Allen, now retired from the Coast Guard, remembers the depressing and confused scene in Washington just prior to his deployment to New Orleans: “I was at the Pentagon, and they were talking about invoking the Insurrection Act and sending the troops in,” he says. “There was this huge amount of frustration.”

Finally, one week after the Category 3 hurricane with 110 mph winds hit near the Louisiana-Mississippi border, Allen was appointed deputy to Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) director Michael D. Brown. That assignment put him in charge of the Hurricane Katrina search and rescue and recovery efforts in the Gulf. His orders: “Just get to New Orleans and figure out what’s going on. Stabilize the situation.”

A realist, the Coast Guard admiral told his wife, “‘There’s no guarantee this is going to be a success. In fact, there’s every reason to believe this will be a miserable failure and nothing can be done at this point.’ My wife reminded me that for the last thirty-something years, I’ve told everybody that my favorite definition of leadership is the ability to reconcile opportunity and competency. So it’s kind of like: If not now, when? If not you, who?

“‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll go.’”

Leading in Chaos

While many in the federal government were castigated for the slow response to Hurricane Katrina’s destruction, Thad Allen garnered almost universal praise for his leadership in response and recovery efforts along the Gulf Coast. He received similar praise for his command performance during the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010.

In fact, Admiral Allen has served in leadership roles during some of the country’s most recent challenging times. He also commanded the Coast Guard’s Atlantic forces in response to the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, when every U.S. port was considered a target.

Known to his men as “the Schwarzkopf of Connecticut,” Allen worked wonders inside his organization, too. He led the massive effort to update the service’s antiquated command and logistics organizations, another major achievement of his thirty-nine-year Coast Guard career.

I met Admiral Allen in Pentagon City, Virginia, at the offices of the RAND Corporation, where he is a senior fellow. Allen is a large, powerfully built sixty-two-year-old with a neatly trimmed mustache flecked with gray. His ruddy cheeks and well-weathered face mark him as a man who has spent much of his adult life on the sea. Allen was casually dressed for our meeting in a striped rugby pullover over a crisp white dress shirt. The former college football star gave me a very firm handshake. Allen still carries himself with a middle linebacker’s barrel-chested confidence. He speaks in a gravelly voice, and his pale gray eyes are warm and curious.

When you consider the intensity of his experiences and the success he has had in leading rescue and recovery efforts in the most extreme situations, it is no surprise that Allen exudes a high level of self-confidence, but it clearly comes from his strong values, determination, and inner strength. He is also a leader who carefully picks his team and then gives them his complete trust.

“When I said yes, I’d go to New Orleans, the next thought was ‘Okay, we can do that, but how?’” he recalled. “On my way to the airport, I called five people that I knew, to build a cadre around me in New Orleans. And I told them all the same thing. When they answered the phone I said, ‘Find me in New Orleans in twenty-four hours.’ That’s all I told them. And of course it was almost impossible to get to New Orleans at that point.”

Allen flew to Baton Rouge later on the day of his appointment to FEMA. Arriving after dark, he was told that he couldn’t get a helicopter to New Orleans until the next morning because of ongoing rescue operations. “First thing in the morning, I met with the folks from Louisiana, and it was clear that there was not a lot of understanding of what was going on or the magnitude of the situation,” he said.

Allen was mortified after his initial aerial view of the devastation. “As I flew in over New Orleans, I saw it was clearly filled with black water and there were still helicopters buzzing around. This is a week after the hurricane hit. I realized that at the national level, we had gotten this wrong in terms of the problem. We thought that we were dealing with a hurricane, and had it just been a hurricane, that probably would have been okay, but then Ground Zero would have been Bay Saint Louis in Waveland, Mississippi, which is where the eye came ashore.”

Admiral Allen, who currently teaches a course in leadership at George Washington University, told me that, in a moment of crisis, he often returns to the writings of Peter Senge, a scientist and lecturer at MIT’s Sloan School of Management, who wrote of the importance of grasping the unique aspects of each challenge rather than relying on preconceived “mental models” based on ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or past experience.

For Allen, in those chaotic hours of September 2005, Senge’s concept of viewing a situation with a fresh eye was crucial to comprehending the scope of the Hurricane Katrina catastrophe. “It allows you to create a framework to make decisions, even if it’s one that you kind of make up yourself: ‘I see this, and so I think this is what’s going on,’” Allen told me.

The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina was much more widespread and devastating than his superiors had initially grasped, and the response was disorganized, undisciplined, and sorely lacking in resources.

“I realized as I flew into the city that I wasn’t dealing with a hurricane. I was dealing with a weapon of mass effect that had been used on the City of New Orleans without criminality,” he said. “And that became my mental model, my way to orient myself. It allowed me to explain a bunch of things. They had lost continuity of government in the City of New Orleans without decapitation. Usually when you lose continuity of government, you lose your leadership. They hadn’t lost their leadership. They had a mayor and a governor, but forces had been flowing into that city for over a week. Those who’d come to help weren’t working for anybody; they were self-deployed.”

The Coast Guard would save thirty-three thousand people and earn a presidential citation for its efforts, but at that point, a week after the hurricane hit, there was no “scripted, coordinated, or controlled” response from the myriad rescue forces that had descended upon the region. Admiral Allen quickly formed a plan of attack with another much-acclaimed leader of the response, U.S. Army Lieutenant General Russel L. Honoré, “the Ragin’ Cajun” who commanded Joint Task Force Katrina.

“We came up with a way to divide the city into sectors, then take his forces with rubber boats and high-water vehicles, and basically, we decided to go through the city and touch every house,” Allen said. “We called it a ‘Hasty Sweep.’... We provided the capability, capacity, and command and control the [rescue and recovery forces] didn’t have, to allow them to be effective. That was the solution, ultimately, that worked in New Orleans.”

Allen took command of all search and rescue operations, reporting directly to U.S. Homeland Security Secretary Michael Chertoff, who reported to President George W. Bush, because “That’s about the only way you could do that and then make it happen quick enough.”

By the end of the week, the White House team recognized that Allen was the man everyone looked to as the leader along the Gulf Coast, so they made it official. He was named to replace FEMA’s much-criticized Mike Brown as head of the entire federal response.

Sharing the Vision, Providing Context

Once Allen had taken command, he was concerned that widespread criticism of the federal government’s initial slow and disorganized response was damaging morale among those in the trenches who were scrambling to do better.

At that moment, Allen’s military aide—ironically enough, named Katrina—was standing right on his shoulder and she asked, “‘Okay, Admiral, what are you going to do?’ I told her, ‘I’m going to do the first thing that any new commander does.’ And Katrina says, ‘What’s that?’ I said, ‘I want an all-hands meeting.’ She says, ‘Sir, there are four thousand people in this building.’ I said, ‘Find the biggest place you can and get as many people as you can there.’ Turns out there was a big, open area down on the first floor and we got about twenty-five hundred people in it,” Allen said. “I went down, and there was a sea of humanity.”

He noted that one of the similarities between the hurricane and the later BP oil spill was that “the people on the ground who actually had to do the work were having their morale seriously degraded by the reporting in the press on the ineptness... or the public grieving that was going on. Whether it was the perception of a lack of responsiveness of the federal government or BP’s role, the people who were most critical to solving the problem felt they were just getting hammered in the press every day. Whether you were a rig worker working for BP or a FEMA relief worker, all you heard was your organization getting dumped on, and that has a really, really corrosive effect on morale.”

Allen described the scene that day: “I walked in that room and I looked around, and what I saw was twenty-five hundred faces that were almost dragging on the ground. I got up on a desk at the joint field office and grabbed a megaphone.” After explaining that he’d taken command and that he planned on setting up a two-man leadership team for the entire Gulf Coast region, from Louisiana to Florida, “then I said, ‘I’m going to give you an order. Everybody in the room here—you need to listen to me—this is an order. You’re to treat everybody that you come in contact with that’s been impacted by this storm as if they were a member of your family—your mother, your father, your brother, your sister. That’s what I want you to do. And if you do that, two things will happen: Number one, if you make a mistake, you will probably err on the side of doing too much. And number two, if anybody has a problem with what you did, their problem’s with me, not you.’

“At that point there was a collective sigh that probably would have blown the doors off the place—metaphorically—and then people began to weep, because nobody had told them what was important, what was valued, what their roles should be, and that their boss was behind them,” Allen recalled. “In a very simple and direct way, I was able to tell them that.”

It was a textbook case of a leader taking charge of an organization dangerously spiraling out of control. And in a broader sense, this was a leadership moment for which Allen, like me and like so many others thrown into challenging situations, had been preparing his whole life. Thad Allen, who was born while his father was “underway” in a Coast Guard cutter, was groomed to be a man of action.

“I think I’m the only enlisted brat that ever became the commandant,” he noted.

“That probably gave you a different perspective on the service,” I said.

“Everybody says to me, ‘You must have gone into the Coast Guard because your dad was in the Coast Guard,” Allen replied. “And frankly, the reason I went to the Coast Guard Academy is, I thought I was too small to play Division I football. I walked on the varsity in my freshman year and I was a captain my senior year. As a result of all that, I ultimately became the commandant. So I tell everybody, if I’m ever going to write an autobiography, I’m going to call it Accidental Admiral.”

Like mine, Allen’s formative years had been shaped by parents who’d struggled through financial hardships and World War II, so I asked him if he felt a strong obligation to serve his country.

“Early on, I went to the academy and my goal was to spend five years, serve my commitment, and get out,” he replied. “And frankly, I was a handful early on. I had a bad temper. It was exacerbated by the fact that, in my junior year at the Coast Guard Academy, my older brother died from an overdose of heroin in Tucson, which significantly impacted my dad and almost led me to leave the academy. In fact, I ultimately stayed at the academy because I thought if I left after that, it would just break my dad’s heart. That’s probably another reason I’m still around and ended up doing what I was doing.”

Allen came to love the Coast Guard, from its history to its unique Principles of Operation, which include the principle of on-scene initiative, a vital part of his approach to leadership. It means “if you’re there, you have the capability, you should do something,” he said. “Also, we have the principle of restraint. We are not an overwhelming military force, we deal with our fellow citizens, and you need to treat them with respect when you go on board a boat.

“One of the things we are really good at—and this is an ‘Allen-ism’—is being bureaucratically multilingual,” he added. “We can talk military to military, we can talk incident command system to local fire chief, we partner across the federal agencies, we can work with state and local governments. We are really good at partnering and collaboration.”

When individuals, departments, or organizations act in isolation without regard to their impact on others, it is known as a silo mentality. I noted that Allen seemed to be a leader who specialized in breaking down silos and organizing a united front when faced with chaos. He agreed, and then mentioned an early experience that helped form his approach to leadership under fire.

The “pivotal event” in his Coast Guard career came immediately after his graduation from the Coast Guard Academy, and ironically enough, it was a seminal aviation accident that many of us in the airline industry have used as a teaching example for years, one that eventually caused my profession to change the way we teach cockpit leadership.

Eastern Air Lines Flight 401, a wide-body jet flying from New York City, crashed into the Everglades about eighteen miles short of the Miami International Airport runway, on December 29, 1972. One hundred and one people were killed immediately. Two others died of injuries later. Seventy-five people survived, thanks to rescue efforts by airboaters who’d been nearby and the swift arrival of the Coast Guard, including twenty-three-year-old Thad Allen, who was assigned to the Coast Guard air station at Opa-Locka.

“I actually ended up getting on the first or second helicopter to arrive on the scene,” said Allen. “I was in the wreckage for about twenty-four hours, hauling survivors, bodies, doing whatever needed to be done. There were about six of us who got in, and then they couldn’t bring anybody else in, so we were the first ground team that was there. So, yeah, that was a pretty substantial event in my life.”

Allen said the experience of being involved in a massive rescue operation under such horrific conditions—some rescuers sustained burns from jet fuel burning in the swamp—taught him the value of first responders and clearheaded crisis leadership at a very young age.

Taking the Initiative

Flight 401 had a major impact on my life as well as on that of Thad Allen, who considers it his introduction into the sort of crisis leadership that marked his thirty-nine-year career in the Coast Guard. Nearly a year later, he was on watch at the Coast Guard Rescue Coordination Center in San Juan when a call came of an engine fire on another passenger airliner flying from San Juan to Miami. The plane had turned around, but there were concerns that it might go down before making it to San Juan. Based on what he’d seen with Flight 401, Allen went into action.

“I remembered all the things that worked and didn’t work, so I immediately started doing a bunch of things that I thought I needed to do,” he said. “I knew on the flight path back in they may not make it in. That’s why I positioned two cutters at five-mile intervals off the beach in case they had to go in the water. I diverted a jet fighter from Roosevelt [Roads] Naval Air Station that flew escort. I recalled the public health doctors. I established a triage point at a local gym. I’d never had any formal response training like that, but as a result of the Miami incident, I did the things I needed to do.”

Thankfully, that plane made it back to San Juan and landed without incident, and Allen later created a formal situation plan for handling similar crises. He was establishing himself as a leader in crisis management and emergency rescue and recovery operations, which appealed to his competitive spirit.

“Being an athlete, for me it was almost like a competition. Nobody was going to launch a helicopter quicker. If they were there, I was going to get to them,” he said. “This ultimately spilled over into how we did search planning. You do the calculations for the wind, and sea currents, and whether or not you’ve got a person in the water or a boat, how long does it go downwind, so I got involved a lot in developing the search planning doctrine.”

In Harm’s Way

In his first three years with the Coast Guard, Allen learned many of the “blocking and tackling” fundamentals of his tradecraft, but he continued to always try and learn as much as possible to make him a better leader. This commitment to continuing to invest in yourself, to constant improvement and lifelong learning, is something that I value greatly.

In the winter of 1980, Allen faced one of the most difficult choices a leader can face: whether to put his people in harm’s way in order to save others in danger. A three-hundred-foot barge containing nearly three million gallons of fuel oil was grounded with two crew members aboard in a blinding blizzard and heavy surf at the entrance to the Brigantine National Wildlife Refuge in Great Bay, near Mystic Island, which is north of Atlantic City, New Jersey.

“It was certainly a life-and-death situation, and had it gone south I would have been held accountable, there’s no doubt about that,” said Allen, who was then stationed in Atlantic City. There were fifteen- to twenty-foot waves breaking over the barge, threatening to wash the two crew members overboard. A helicopter had been sent in to attempt the rescue, but due to the blizzard, it was forced to land before reaching the barge.

The water was too shallow for a Coast Guard cutter, but guardsmen from Long Beach Island were able to get close enough to see the barge in the blizzard. One of them, Matthew Greer, called in to Allen on the radio and said they thought they could get into the bay and rescue the crew members in a smaller rescue boat.

“We’ve got these Coast Guard rescue surfboats that can actually roll over, come back up. It’s a forty-four-foot motor lifeboat,” Allen said. “At that moment, I had to figure out whether or not I was going to intervene or say, ‘Don’t do it because of safety reasons.’ But he was on-scene; he was in control of the boat. I didn’t think it was up to me to make a surrogate call. I had to let him make the decision on-scene, and it was just killing me because I didn’t think there was any possible way you could get to that barge.

“The next thing I hear on the radio is ‘We’re going in.’ Then there was silence for thirty-five minutes. It was just torture for thirty-five minutes,” he recalled. “The next thing I heard on the radio was ‘We’ve got ’em. We’re coming through the surf line.’”

Four of the five Coast Guardsmen involved in the rescue of the two barge crew members had to lash themselves to a rail of their surfboat before wading through the rough seas to reach the two men on the barge. On their return trip to the Coast Guard cutter, the rescue boat was nearly swamped and almost flipped over several times.

“I put them up for the Coast Guard Medal, which is the highest medal you can have for noncombat action. You can also ask for an additional designation of ‘extraordinary heroism,’ and if they get that, it’s an additional ten percent on their retirement. They all got it,” Allen said. “I wrote the words of those citations myself.”

Crucible Events

Allen’s Coast Guard career had a remarkable number of these tests of leadership, these crucible events that serve as tests of your innermost core, trials by fire from which leaders like Thad Allen seem to emerge stronger, more purposeful, and more focused than ever before on their missions in life.

My first officer, Jeff Skiles, and I experienced much the same thing during Flight 1549 when we were suddenly forced to fight for our lives and those of our passengers and crew. This was a cathartic experience for us; one of those life-changing events that force change upon you in such a way that you have an entirely different perspective on everything that follows.

Sometimes, as Allen noted, these events don’t change you right away, but over time their influence has an effect on how you respond and react as a leader. He recalled finding himself once again at the center of a series of challenging events in the summer of 1999, just one week after being assigned to Miami as a rear admiral in charge of the Coast Guard’s southeast region.

The Coast Guard normally is held in high public esteem, but that June it was embroiled in controversy and criticism. A 1995 accord allowing immigrants from Cuba to claim legal residency if they were able to reach the U.S. shore led to wave after wave of “boat people” trying to make the dangerous voyage between their island and Florida’s coast. Many were desperate and willing to turn to violence if anyone stood in their way. The U.S. Coast Guard found itself in one confrontation after another because they were supposed to turn back these illegal immigrants.

On June 29, a Coast Guard crew stopped a rowboat of six migrants off the coast of Surfside, just north of Miami Beach, by dousing them with a fire hose. Some of them continued to try and make it to shore, and they were sprayed with pepper spray. A television crew in a helicopter captured the confrontation between the Coast Guard and the “Surfside Six” on camera, igniting public outrage. Demonstrators supporting the Cuban immigrants shut down I-95, the primary transportation corridor in South Florida.

Allen promptly issued an order that pepper spray should be used only if there was a threat to the safety of officers or individuals, and that a fire hose should not be turned on anyone unless they were part of a violent crowd.

“We had fifteen hundred people protesting outside the Coast Guard base, which never happens to us,” Allen said. “Then, in July of ’99, we had a patrol boat collide with a Cuban boat. It flipped over and we had a woman drown.”

Those events convinced Allen that the Coast Guard needed to take a less confrontational approach to the Cubans trying to reach the United States. On Thanksgiving Day 1999, his new philosophy was put to the test when his dinner was interrupted by a call from the command center. The Coast Guardsman on the phone said that one of their crews had been stopped at sea by two fishermen who had with them a five-year-old Cuban boy they’d found adrift in an inner tube.

The standard procedure in such cases was to keep the immigrants offshore and interview them to see if they had a “credible claim of persecution” in their own country. If the claim seemed legitimate, they were allowed to enter the United States. If it did not seem credible, they were returned to Cuba. That was the policy, Allen said, but he wasn’t sure it applied to a five-year-old floating alone in an inner tube in Miami Bay.

“Okay, he’s five years old. Does he speak English?” Allen asked his Coast Guard crew leader.

“No.”

“What’s his condition?”

“He’s dehydrated and he’s a little hypothermic.”

“So, you had to make a critical decision here, but little did you think that it would lead to an international crisis and political upheaval lasting more than a year,” I said.

Allen ordered the boy to be brought in to see a doctor, and he decided not to check first with his superiors in D.C., because he didn’t want to take a chance that they might send the boy back to Cuba.

The boy was Elián Gonzáles, whose mother had divorced his father and fled Cuba with her boyfriend and Elián. They’d tried to make it to the United States with a large group of immigrants on an overcrowded boat. The boat had capsized. The mother and ten others had died. Elián was initially placed with his father’s relatives in Miami. His father demanded that his son be returned to Cuba.

The matter set off controversy and conflict in the Cuban-American community and inflamed anti-American sentiments in Cuba. After a federal appeals court ruled in favor of the father, federal agents had to take Elián from his Miami relatives at gunpoint and return him to Cuba in June 2000.

“That year in Miami was a tumultuous year,” said Allen, practicing the art of understatement.

In this series of crucible events, Allen found himself at odds with Coast Guard policies that allowed for harsher treatment of seafaring immigrants than he believed necessary or humane. He chose to stand up for what he felt was right, even though it meant possibly incurring the wrath of his superiors.

As an airline pilot for more than thirty years, and a captain for twenty-two of those years, I know firsthand how important it is in every organization to have people with the integrity and courage to do what is right, and to resist what I call the “drift toward expedience,” which is the tendency to cut corners due to production pressures. Airline captains know that we owe it to our passengers and crew to be the conscience of the industry.

Team Building

The crucible events in Allen’s career forged his values and principles and his very approach to leadership. They also gave him the opportunity to see how those around him responded in times of crisis. Over time, he surrounded himself with those who impressed him, making them part of his leadership team.

One of those was “a brand-new, green lieutenant straight out of graduate school” who was serving as his public affairs officer in Miami during the Cuban immigrant crises. That young man held the rank of commander in 2005 when Allen called and asked him to join his team in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina.

“Turns out he was just pulling into the driveway of a brand-new house, after a transfer with his family and three kids, and he got right out of the car and left for New Orleans,” Allen recalled. “Another one I took was a guy who ran my command center in the Atlantic area after the September 11, 2001, attacks. He had been a former flag aide, but he was a search and rescue planner like I was, and I knew he could run operations.”

Allen spoke of his group of “core leaders” or “cosigners,” a trusted crew he could rely upon to follow his plan, act out his orders, and make decisions that matched up with his values and principles. “Early on I called the people who went with me to New Orleans ‘Dogs That Hunt,’” he said. “You know the expression ‘That dog don’t hunt.’ If you’re going to go to New Orleans with that assignment, you’d better have dogs that hunt. So I grabbed people from my past that I knew could do anything under any conditions.”

With tongue in cheek, Allen called his crack crisis team the “Deployable Operations Group,” or DOG. They were like destiny’s children, the right people with the right skills at the right time—time after time after time. Their search and rescue efforts in New Orleans proved to be simply a prelude to even greater challenges by land—in Haiti, after a 7.0 magnitude earthquake—and by sea, on the Gulf Coast after the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig explosion.

Because the Coast Guard has cutters always patrolling off Haiti and Cuba, Allen’s people were the first to arrive at Port-au-Prince after the January 2010 earthquake. Once again the veteran crisis commander stepped into the leadership role while others pondered what to do. The scale of the destruction and the inaccessibility of Haiti because of damaged harbors and airfields were mind-boggling even to many veteran responders, but for Allen it was “been there, done that.”

As in New Orleans, he noted, this was a natural “weapon of mass effect” that had made it all but impossible for local governments to respond. President Obama called together his cabinet members and issued marching orders: “You guys get on this thing and you give it your full attention and you make this work,” as Allen recalled.

“And we did. And it worked,” he told me.

Always an innovator, Allen came up with a plan that put a senior FEMA official and a Coast Guard admiral in charge of the rescue operation with a command-and-control communications structure based on the grounds of the American embassy in Port au Prince.

The vast extent of the devastation and the fact that it was on foreign soil proved to make this mission even more complicated than New Orleans, Allen admitted. With only one airport runway open and relief supplies and teams coming in from all over the world, someone had to maintain order and control the airspace. Once again, Allen stepped up.

“You’d have the vice president of Bolivia taking off with a planeload of relief supplies, and they’d be in midair calling and saying they want clearance to land. You can’t turn them around, so the question is, how are you going to equitably handle the landing slots, given that it was an international response,” he said.

“We sent some Coast Guard people over, and they started managing a landing-slot vetting process on how to sequence not only who got in but also the logistics. If you send five planeloads of water and you don’t have any people or trucks, you can’t get the water from the airport. We had to have a way to get the supply chain flowing.

“Bottom line, while the long-term issues for Haiti are huge, our response down there was pretty damned effective,” he noted. “The first twenty-four hours after the earthquake, there were about twelve or thirteen landings at the airport. And at the height of the operation, on our busiest day, we did a hundred and sixteen landings.”

Preparation Meets Opportunity

Great leaders learn from every experience, both failures and successes. Many of these leaders talk about how they help their people thrive and experience success. For Admiral Allen, the lessons learned during the response to the earthquake would prove to be essential in managing the Deepwater Horizon disaster in the Gulf of Mexico just a few months later.

The unprecedented oil spill that followed the April 2010 explosion on an offshore platform operated by BP (formerly British Petroleum) flowed unabated for three months, with a twenty-four-hour-a-day underwater camera feed watched by millions of horrified viewers. When BP’s efforts to lead the cleanup drew heavy criticism, Admiral Allen was dispatched by the president of the United States to take command, thirty-seven days into the disaster.

“The biggest thing with the oil spill was to control the well. You can talk about oil in the water, you can talk about cleaning up the oil, but until we got that well capped,” he said, “we had an indeterminate, omnidirectional threat that was releasing a major oil spill every day: huge amounts of oil coming to the surface and then going in different directions based on the wind. We didn’t have a large, monolithic spill; we had hundreds of thousands of patches of oil from Port Saint Joe, Florida, to southwest Louisiana, and there was not enough equipment in the world to defend that amount of coastline.

“As I was focusing all my efforts on getting the well capped, BP went out, trying to ameliorate the economic impact, and established what they called a Vessel of Opportunity Program,” Allen recalled. “They started hiring local shrimp boats to use in the response. Well, it was a nice concept. The problem is, everybody showed up. At one point, we had close to ten thousand vessels on retainer, and there was nobody to organize it.”

Organizing the Troops

An avid student of history, Allen immediately drew the parallel to one of the defining moments in the birth of the United States: “I made the analogy to the guys that showed up at Concord before the Revolution,” he said. “They showed up with commitment, passion, and resources, but some of them had a musket and some only had a knife. You had to form them up, teach them how to march and how to beat the British. I didn’t have time to do that, and so there was a huge issue on what to do with this floating militia.”

At one point, within a one-mile radius of that well site, Allen was trying to control thirty-five vessels and twenty-two remotely operated vehicles. “I have a picture of one of the offshore supply vessels, looking out the bridge, and you cannot see water. All you see is vessels. I could not convince everybody about how dangerous that was. And the fact that we didn’t have a major midair or major marine casualty was extraordinary.”

As if the problems at sea weren’t enough, there were also looming dangers in the airspace above the Gulf. “We’d had eight near midair collisions in the first five weeks, with the helicopters going to the rigs, spotter planes for the burning and the skimming. The National Guard was flying out there because the governors wanted to know what was going on, and we had press in their planes,” he recalled.

Allen called upon his experience in asserting control of the only airstrip and its airspace in Haiti and came up with a plan. Then he boldly took it right to the Man while flying to Pensacola with President Obama aboard Air Force One.

“The president was talking to some folks, I was sitting in a chair just outside this meeting room, thinking about what I’d seen that day, and somebody bumps into me, and I look up and it was the president,” he said. “The president sits down. He’s going back that night to do the address from the Oval Office, so he’s feeling no small amount of pressure. He asked, ‘Do you have enough resources?’ I said, ‘Mr. President, this is not a matter of resources.’...

“Then I said, ‘Do you know what I think I need to do, Mr. President? I think I need to take control of the airspace. I need to unify all the surveillance activities—bring them to one point, integrate it, and then come up with a way to send these vessels and coordinate everything. I can’t do that unless I have a true operational picture. I can’t do it unless I take control of the airspace.’

“President Obama looked at me and said, ‘Okay, do what you’ve got to do. But just remember this: There are no do-overs.’”

Allen replied that he understood.

He offered a wry smile at the memory of the conversation on Air Force One. “That was pretty direct guidance,” he said.

“Sure was,” I said. “‘Don’t screw it up.’”

At four the next morning, Allen typed for two hours before sending out a fifteen-page e-mail. Then he called all the government and military officials involved in his takeover of the airspace over the Gulf. “We took the airspace,” he said. “And from then on, everything just started getting better and better in this response.”

The similarities between the challenges of the Haiti earthquake and the Gulf oil disaster were actually few and far between. One of the most striking differences was that there was a very clear-cut villain identified in the Gulf—BP—and the animosity directed toward its workers was making Allen’s job more difficult because he needed them to fix the well.

“I was telling the press, because they kept asking me about Hurricane Katrina, there’s no similarity between these events,” he said. “The biggest thing about this is that we have a well that’s out of control five thousand feet below the surface, where we have no human access to the site. And I told everybody, it’s closer to Apollo 13 than it is to Hurricane Katrina, so let’s throw everything on the table. How are we going to fix this?

“Everybody wanted to kill BP. I’ve got senior officials pillorying BP publicly. I need BP to fix the well, and they need their workers to be well motivated. So I was actually going out to the rigs and talking to people on the rigs about how important their jobs were, almost the same as I did with the FEMA employees after Hurricane Katrina.”

Leadership Assessment

Given Admiral Allen’s incredible experiences in managing crises and finding solutions amid chaos, I had to get his assessment of the failures in leadership during the Gulf oil debacle. I asked him to talk about BP and their organizational culture, especially in terms of safety, and the kind of leadership that they exhibited. “If you’d been the CEO of BP, what would you have done differently?” I asked.

The retired admiral said he’d discussed that same question in independent conversations with former BP chief executive Tony Hayward, his replacement, Bob Dudley, and BP’s chairman of the board, Carl-Henric Svanberg. Allen said he told Hayward and Dudley that they did very well as leaders of an oil and exploration company, but “when it comes to setting up a claims process for the Gulf Coast citizens, dealing with oil removal on the beaches, dealing with the media—you suck.”

Allen said that large corporations like BP aren’t set up to do “personal transactions. You don’t have the competency, the capability, and the capacity inside the company to do that. When something happens, you need to acquire it. And as I’ve told Tony and Bob Dudley and everybody else, you can’t outsource core values, empathy, and compassion to a third party. Your company is not involved in dealing with the customers and stakeholders every day at that level. So you’re not going to be as well equipped to deal with it from a media—or leadership—standpoint as you might otherwise be, because you don’t deal with the public every day in drilling for oil.”

Staying in Control

Like most of the other leaders I’ve spoken with, Allen believes it is critical to be in control of yourself and your message at all times. “When you’re at the top of the organization, you can’t be having mood swings and acting out like Tony Hayward did when he let his emotions get the best of him,” Allen said. “If you’re in a leadership situation in a very large, complex event, there’s very little room for error publicly in what you say and how you act; it’s a very unforgiving environment.”

Allen did not find fault with Tony Hayward’s saying that he wanted his life back—a statement that drew scathing criticism—but he did fault him for stating that publicly after so many lives had been lost and so many other people were suffering hardships because of BP’s mistakes.

“Frankly, when Tony Hayward said he wanted his life back, he was absolutely right. There’s nothing wrong with that. He was feeling normal. I mean, there were some times when I wanted my life back too. But it was one of those cases where you don’t have the luxury of appearing to be too ‘human,’ to the point where it appears to be a fragility issue with your leadership skills, and then it becomes a confidence issue with the public.”

“Or lack of empathy,” I noted.

“He had no margin for error. And Tony, who is from a working-class family, and is a geologist who worked his way up through the organization, he’s actually a nice guy. I still stay in contact with him. But put in that situation, there is no margin for error,” Allen repeated.

Allen also faulted Carl-Henric Svanberg, the chairman of the board of BP, with not understanding how to communicate effectively during the crisis situation. Once, when Allen met with Svanberg in the middle of the turmoil, the BP board chairman told him, “We want to do the right thing. We’re trying to do the right thing. We care about the little people,” Allen recalled.

“And I thought, That is the wrong way to say that. I understood it was a translation issue from his own language to English. And I was going to tell him, ‘Do not say that publicly.’ We got off on another topic, and I forgot about it—and sure as you’re born, the next day he said that to the press.”

Svanberg’s “little people” remark ignited yet another media firestorm and once again made BP seem both patronizing and wholly out of touch with the human cost of its man-made environmental disaster. But Allen blamed himself for not stepping in to alert Svanberg to the dangers in his choice of words.

“That was a leadership failure on my part,” Allen acknowledged. “And frankly, I told him later on that I thought that that was a leadership failure on my part. I felt terrible afterward because I knew immediately he shouldn’t say it, and I just got distracted and never got back to it.”

Given all that was going on, Allen can be forgiven for his failure to communicate, but the incident does highlight how important it is for leaders to express their concerns readily in such situations.

Allen found fault with BP’s reliance on a “single-point-of-failure device” without a secondary containment system on its deepwater well.

“The same things have happened in other industries—mine included,” I told Allen. “The way I put it is that you cannot define safety solely as the absence of a lot of recent accidents and incidents. I think the Gulf oil spill will be seen as a leadership failure and a safety culture failure more than a technical failure. Because they had not had a lot of blowout-preventer failures, they thought it would always save them.”

The admiral noted that the “blowout preventer was not constructed with the remote sensing and redundancies you see in the aviation community, which they’re going to require now. This is a no-brainer.”

Striving for Excellence

My conversation with Thad Allen had touched on many crucial points, including seeing the unique aspects of each challenge, building upon experiences, learning from mistakes, leading by example, taking responsibility, articulating a vision of the mission and its goals, controlling the message, building your team, and trusting them to do the job right.

I told him that he seemed to be a leader with a firm set of values that helped him navigate each and every challenge. I’ve been much the same way, but the importance of strong values and knowing who you are was brought home to me by an experience I’d had just two days after the landing of Flight 1549 on the Hudson.

I’d finally returned to San Francisco, but the press was waiting at the airport. The NTSB and my employer did not want me speaking to the press at that point, so they took me down the jetway’s stairs to the tarmac and into a van. One of the airline agents who was meeting the flight intercepted me in the jetway and handed me a greeting card that he and his wife had picked out. The card said “Congratulations” and “Thank You” and then it closed with this memorable line: “When your values are clear, your choices are easy.”

“Yes,” Allen said, nodding. “It allows you to exclude a lot and narrows the field.”

Admiral Allen seemed to have a very good handle on who he is and how he works best. I’d been impressed too with his ability to learn from each situation, to devise fresh approaches, and to constantly evaluate to see what worked, what didn’t work, and what he needed to do to build upon his strengths so that he could be a better leader. “Where did this striving for excellence come from?” I asked him.

“Early on, I was extremely competitive in an athletic sense. I’ve always been competitive in a way that I’d almost treat everything as if it’s an athletic challenge. If somebody’s lost at sea and we don’t know where they’re at, it’s like somebody threw down a challenge,” he said. “I wasn’t the most talented athlete on the field, but I think I worked harder than everybody else. You translate that over, and I take almost everything as if it’s an athletic competition, except, in these situations, if you win, somebody lives.”

“That’s a weighty definition of success,” I said.

“That becomes your motivator to be as well trained and as effective as you can be,” he said, noting that he often stayed up late at night reading background materials to make sure he fully understood each challenge he faced.

“During the hurricane and then during the oil spill, I needed to acquire information rapidly, digest the information, and try and understand what was going on intellectually,” Allen explained. “Part of all of this, too, is being able to see through the data glut and pull out what you need. During the oil spill I was looking at three or four hundred pages of content a day that I had to wade through and somehow make sense of, and then still be able to make decisions.”

Allen said that his successes have been built upon his processes for preparing himself, building his knowledge base, assessing each situation thoughtfully, and then coming up with fresh mental models and methods for achieving clear-cut goals.

“You’ve got to do the preparation up front, rather than just go out there and start acting,” he said. “I’ve always tried to put one of those frameworks around everything I do in life. And I think it starts from getting ready to play the next week’s opponent and all that necessary athletic preparation.”

“Are you a perfectionist?” I asked.

“No,” Allen said.

“Are you an optimist?”

“Yes,” he said. “Colin Powell says optimism is a force multiplier. I always believe that you’re in control of events. I mean, you can’t control everything, but you have a great deal to do with what happens. People can do a lot of things to you, but they can’t mess with your mental attitude. You own that and you control it. And being optimistic is part of it. Peter Senge would say, when something happens and your emotions get carried away, you go to an emotional basement. The question is: How do you bring yourself out of the basement when you need to?”

I asked Allen how he instills the same values, the same drive for excellence, and the same optimistic approach in those he leads and mentors.

“A lot of it has to do with storytelling and passing it down intergenerationally by saying, ‘Listen, I wasn’t much different from you at a certain point.’ I think the big deal is to put yourself in situations early on where you can start practicing this stuff, where you can make mistakes and they aren’t life- or profession-ending decisions if you do make a mistake. I tell everybody, ‘The only way to get good at this is by doing it.’”

The Nature of Leadership

When teaching his George Washington University course Leadership in Complex Organizations, Allen asks his students to focus on “this notion of personal mastery and how you build this body of work, looking at your life and your profession as a craft, almost like an artisan does, and how you do that over a lifetime.”

Allen and I agreed that you should master your craft and then master yourself.

“I know I’ve had a good class when I’ll get about twenty minutes into the theory and somebody raises a hand and then I don’t have to say a word the rest of the class because they are all talking to each other and talking to me,” he said. “As I walk out, I tell my graduate assistant, ‘We had a good class tonight because they taught it.’”

One of Allen’s basic tenets in his class on leadership is borrowed from our mutual friend Warren Bennis, who is an author and a pioneer in leadership studies as well as the founder of the Leadership Institute at the University of Southern California. Allen and I both admire Bennis’s ideas on leadership, and I particularly like his saying that “When leaders treat followers with respect, followers respond with trust.”

Allen and Bennis agree that failure offers some of the best lessons of leadership and that, as Bennis has written, “managers do things right and leaders do the right thing.” Allen also agrees with Bennis on the question of whether leaders are born or made. The retired admiral definitely feels that all leaders are made and shaped by specific challenges and experiences. “I think when something happens and you have a great demonstration of leadership, it has to do a lot with subject matter expertise, how long you’ve been working the blocking and tackling,” he said. “I’m not sure you could come up with an equation that says if you do this, then that happens. I do believe that everybody can be a better leader. It doesn’t matter who you are or what you’re doing, you can be better.”

Great leaders are great learners, Allen added. “If you have insatiable curiosity, you’re into lifelong learning, you keep an agile, flexible mind, you’ll be resilient and you can adapt. If you have something that comes along that you’re not accustomed to, you can usually do pretty well as long as you keep that portfolio growing and building as you go through life.

“You’ve got to build a body of personal and professional expertise that allows you to fly a plane, do the search planning, or whatever it is. Then you’ve got to continually refresh your knowledge. You’ve got to put yourself in situations where you can make decisions under conditions of uncertainty with incomplete information, have that feedback loop come back on whether you did good or bad, and then keep getting better at it by doing it.”

“If our roles were reversed today,” I asked, “what question have I not asked that you think would be an important one to ask?”

Allen paused—then deadpanned, “Our roles would never be reversed, because I decided that I could swim better than I could fly—and I never became a pilot.”

We shared a long laugh. “I don’t know, the water temperature that day was thirty-six degrees Fahrenheit, close to zero Celsius,” I said.

“You don’t know it, but I was in direct contact with those guys who were in the Coast Guard boats right outside, because we were there right after the ferries, and we got about fourteen of your folks. No, I was completely involved that day. I was on the line with Secretary Napolitano at the other end....

“But to answer your question, throughout my entire career is this thought about being able to reconcile opportunity and competency. And it’s really less about being a leader and more about being as good a person and getting as much out of life as you can. Because the more you do that, the more you’re going to have a rewarding life and career. It’s going to mean a hell of a lot more to you and the people around you if you do that. There’s an intrinsic value to doing this without saying, ‘Ultimately, I’m going to become the president of the United States, or commandant of the Coast Guard, or pilot on an airplane.’ There’s intrinsic value in intellectual wellness—it’s almost like physical wellness—and I think that everybody should probably strive to do that. If you’re going to be on the surf walking around, you’d better have as much fun while you’re doing it and try and get as much done as you can.”

“We were talking about your parents, members of the Greatest Generation, and their values,” I said, “and you said that for a while those values were not as apparent in society. But now, because of this economic downturn the last several years, that some of those core values might be embraced once again.”

“Yes,” Allen said. “I think we have a tendency to question—when you have successive generations in which life is apparently easier—whether or not lessons are being lost. Two things lead me to believe that probably is not going to be the case. I do think we’re going to be in for a period of financial austerity, and that’s going to test everybody even further. I don’t think we’re going to fall back to what was the equivalent of the Great Depression, but we certainly are facing the possibility that a future generation may not be as well off financially and economically as the one that came before it. It places a significant premium on people who are in leadership to have a conversation about what that means and how you deal with that so we don’t—as a society—go to the basement, if you will.”

Allen said that while leading the Coast Guard, and particularly when visiting the wounded young servicemen and -women in our nation’s Veterans Administration hospitals, he’d seen other signs that the current crop of young people are made up of the “right stuff.”

“As commandant of the Coast Guard, I tried to get over about once a quarter and walk through the wards at either Walter Reed or Bethesda, talking with the wounded warriors who were coming back from overseas,” he said. “You only do that once or twice, and you understand that there’s nothing wrong with this generation. Their ability to sacrifice, lead, serve, and everything else—yes, we’re in pretty good shape.”
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