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			Introduction


			1. Reasons for writing this book


			It has been a burning ambition for many years to write a book about my observations on our life and times – one that is easy to read and easy to understand. One that evokes thought, reflection and maybe even a change of direction. One that presents a thought process that is easy to follow, makes practical sense and does not require a psychiatrist or a psychologist to edit and re-write it – simply because it isn’t based on “science”! 


			Also, it is not my intention to ramble on about irrelevant or irrational theories made for the sake of effect and illustration. My use of situational experience is authentic and real. What is described here all happened, and each incident had a significant impact on ME, where I was in my life and where I knew I should be heading. These are my life experiences, and my rationale is that we all have our own individual encounters which, whether or not we recognise it at the time, will have a significant effect on who we are. I call that ME (My Experiences), for want of a better description.


			As a professional chartered accountant of many years, working in a profession that often unfairly demanded more than its “pound of flesh”, the action of reflection did not come easily. I found my attempts at reflecting to be at first a rather shallow exercise and I initially concluded that I can’t do it and it serves no purpose. Only once I treated it with the seriousness that the process deserved did I begin to see the many benefits of deep thought, patient unpacking, true evaluation, acceptance and not denial, recognising the truth and trusting. Then I began to feel at ease. It was only at that point that I moved into the peace zone and from there cultivated a sense of happiness. Not happiness in a fluffy sort of way; happiness that brings on contentedness and acceptance. That feeling of “joy”, where worry becomes a bit player. 


			During this journey of discovery, I found that my willingness to engage with people on a more personal and sincere level expanded exponentially beyond mere acquaintance. I wanted to be truly engaged and less self-serving. I still learn, though.


			The process I adopted in some ways opened my mind to the true meaning and importance of good leadership, something I have always had an interest in but viewed only from the perspective of critique and evaluation, particularly bad examples of leadership. My research and reflection confirmed to me that leadership most certainly starts with the self. 


			We are all leaders, and this is not a new phenomenon. At some stage in life, self-leadership will turn up and better you have a response, otherwise someone else will step in and take you on a journey that may not suit you or be of your making. This is where you need to stand up, speak up and then listen. At that stage you know you have grasped the foundations of leading.


			So, my journey focused on a wander through my many examples of good intentions, great outcomes, decision-making fails, situations of guilt and bucketloads of self-delusion. I searched desperately for a connection, a pattern that I could discern and make sense of in a non-scientific way. A way that would provide a clearer understanding of what had happened to ME, and how I had been shaped by those experiences. A way that provided ME with a platform upon which to build the next stage of my life, based on a deeper understanding of ME. 


			Being no ordinary journey, it took me time to get started and underway. The beginning point I found difficult to define because this was not intended to be a story of my life or an attempt to analyse my life – far from it. It was an attempt, though, to pinpoint those key trigger points that regularly crop up in life, in situations; often in those moments of pressure.


			Commonly, I found anger, both acknowledged and not yet acknowledged, to be the starting point. Unresolved anger cascaded down to a lack of patience, an inability or unwillingness to grasp the truth and, as a generality, an absence of trust as a compounding agent. The gap between trust and peace I found to be a lack of forgiveness, something that rose as an almighty barrier to peace and ultimately happiness.


			Only when I had worked through each of my previously dismissed and unaddressed real life-directing moments, was I able to truly see clearly who I was and what life held for ME. 


			During my search for the various linkages to life’s stumbling blocks, I came across a song in a movie, The Greatest Showman. The words in the song, and the emotion that it evoked, just seemed to encapsulate the transition needed to make a change. To be inspired, to take charge and to push forward towards the real ME. 


			“From Now On” starts slowly and softly but with a tone that focuses the mind on what is about to come. The gradual rise in energy and enthusiastic recognition that things need to change becomes overwhelming as the song drags you to the realisation that what was before may no longer be relevant or necessary but, from now on, the change will be emphatic, uplifting and sustainable (even if the circumstances are not perfect and the stage has not yet been fully set!). 


			I soon came to realise that life is in fact full of islands. Some are inhabited habitually and some we reside on temporarily, before moving on. At times we are content with what we have learned; at others we are confused and muddled in our thinking, but we move on. Often, we are neither satisfied nor content with how we have responded. Early in life we “feel” we need to move on. Wrap it up, pack it down and label it – to be dealt with later. 


			The seven islands that I worked from – Anger, Patience, Truth, Trust, Forgiveness, Peace and Happiness – we encounter daily, and mindfully we stack, store and separate our responses to each as we engage with life. Not unlike a game of Jenga, the matrix of responses we develop on our islands is not built for purpose. This we find out at the wrong time, place and circumstance. Just when we are convinced this is the right Jenga piece to extract, the remaining blocks tumble and so the game starts again. Life, though, is not about Jenga pieces, although we tend to stack and deal with life’s issues as if they were. It’s much more than that.


			My reasons for writing this book are many and hopefully not confusing. I firmly believe that the real you will be the real ME, the one that has always been there but just never quite got to make the appearance that it was entitled to make.


			This ME is a beginning. It’s also a process and a journey, and one that may surprise you and hopefully let the real ME breakthrough and leave the Accidental Me behind.


			2. This is ME 


			It’s the title of a song, one that cuts deeply to the core of a world blessed with different types of people, yet a world obsessed with separating the real ME from the ME the world wants and forces me to be. Unfortunately, we live in a world where difference is barely tolerated or understood, where difference can define you and who you are. Never has a song so encapsulated a sense of perspective. Who am I? Why am I different? Why do I not fit in? What are you looking at and thinking? Why is a worldly perspective shaping who I am? Look out because here I come!


			Many of us search for the real ME throughout an entire lifetime and never truly find the peace that should follow. Many sadly never realise a full and true understanding of who they are and what they bring to this world; a world that falls well short of acceptance and understanding. Even more tragically, some find the pressure of an unforgiving world just too much and decide that there is no place for them, so give up fighting to be seen and heard. 


			The world we live in is generally not an accepting one, and at times not even a caring one. Every day it drives a way of life that many find difficult to adapt to. A life that becomes so pressurised and intolerable that it drives many to a life led by the desires and expectations of others. 


			I think of my own early childhood in an old village in Central West Scotland; a place that really had no real reason to be alive and kicking. Its usefulness as an economic hub was long past. A regeneration programme on the back of two large US multinationals was the mainstay of those who call Newarthill home, and that still includes ME.


			


			Those who were employed led a relatively comfortable life by local standards, but sadly many others were not employable. They came out of the local coal mining and steel making industries, their skills old and dated, with most unable to re-invent themselves to a changing employment need. The place was a mess, but somehow the community survived. Many, I would suggest, never had a chance to find the real ME and most found ways to numb the pain of disappointment. 


			It was a place that bred hard exteriors but warm hearts. A warmth that belied the difficulty of life at that time and, as time has moved on, even now, those difficulties became entrenched to the extent that most modern social ailments are all too evident: drugs, alcohol abuse, unemployment. This unnatural scourge, one that can implode a community, leaves many searching for the real ME in those caverns of distress, disappointment, failure and hopelessness, and it is all too evident. Try lifting yourself to a new level of who you want to be from where you are while trapped in sub-optimal circumstance – not easy and for most not possible. 


			I recall as a young man, 17 or so, looking for a path in life, in a career that many of my friends had said would be impossible to follow simply because it was too difficult and I was, with caring wisdom, told I would never make the grade. Wrong post code, they call it now. Not many from Newarthill had that type of ambition at that time. It was way beyond achievable, so why even try? 


			I didn’t take this as a social barrier. I wasn’t smart enough to figure out that social class really was a phenomenon and that it could be a barrier to achievement. But, after many years of reflection, it brought about a fighting spirit, a desire to succeed and not to give in to what were clear barriers to progress, even if invisible. 


			Ringing in my ears I could hear “be careful, it will only lead to disappointment, failure and, in the end, it will have been a hopeless effort”. I think back on the advice that was freely given in typical Scottish brevity as genuinely caring, but it was a barrier that needed to be overcome. My old Granny Brown would say, “It’s above your station in life; don’t get ahead of yourself”. Born in the early 1900s, surviving two world wars and a Spanish flu pandemic, none of that got in the way. As someone who’d birthed seven children at a time when employment was rare and hardship all too obvious, she knew what challenges and hardships were all about. So too my mother’s parents, who raised seven children on meagre resources.


			Exactly how do you be a real ME when circumstances are not in your favour and opportunity to break out is virtually non-existent? Those were times of little in the way of opportunity and even less in the way of support. I listened to their advice, and I pondered it for a while. Termed the “Greatest Generation”, this ancestral age endured hardship and disaster, yet proved to be the foundation of what was to come, not least the digital age we are now part of and from which many benefit.


			However, I was deeply driven to do something that was way beyond what others believed was achievable. I knew no better, but what I did believe in was – ME. I did not comprehend it at the time, but what I was fighting to realise was doing the best I could with what I had, and going as far as my imagination could be driven. I was a Baby Boomer! I had no idea what this was or meant, but it sounded good. Was I privileged, perhaps?


			At the time, though, I was so unsure and so uncertain. Yet, something or someone was driving me to take charge. I heard a great statement later in life as I grew my interest in leadership and outstanding worldly leaders. I can’t recall from whom I heard it or where, but it started with the statement, “Moses was no ordinary child; he was chosen”. Only later did I discover that Acts 7:20 sets the scene! 


			This inspired me to think that we are not mere mortals, no mere happenings here on earth. We are here for a purpose, a reason and a real life. Dr Steven Covey summed it very neatly, if somewhat simply – we are placed here on Earth not by chance but by design – and his encapsulation was a focus to live, to love, to learn and to leave a legacy. I find this well used in leadership books when leaders are asked what it is that drives them and, no matter what a leader says, it very much reduces to finding peace and contentment in those four “Ls”. But before getting there, much soul searching needs to be done. However, I digress, so we will come back to this later.


			This was ME at 17. Bright eyed, enthusiastic, painfully awkward and desperately unworldly, trying to overcome my circumstances. I tried, and many times I failed, but I persisted. Driven by something I could not define but determined to be the best I could be, to deal with the demands of an erudite world waiting to close me down and force me to lose focus. Where is your ME? I kept asking myself in less imaginative English – although not bad for a Scot! 


			My starting point in this world was no different to anyone else. Circumstances may vary, location may be distanced, but basically we all need to start somewhere. You might ask yourself, so where then might things have gone wrong?


			What is it that drives me now? What picks me up when I am down? What blew me off track when I didn’t even see it coming? Many factors come into play. Some we see and some quite frankly just blindside us. The accumulation of some successes, punctuated with many outright failures, will have shaped us to the point of perhaps desperation and confusion; maybe to the point of withdrawal. It is at that stage where life and others dictate to you who you are and what path you will travel. And, given the condition you find yourself in, you willingly comply, most probably unconsciously. Even resisting is a form of moulding by a world not particularly looking out for you. 


			All of this gradually takes you away from the true individual you are meant to be. It’s easy to submit and bend: we all do it. Sometimes we do it for protection and sometimes for a pain-free existence. The pattern is often clear on reflection but never at the time, so don’t be alarmed or afraid to look back and revisit those decisions that may have diverted you.


			At this point you may have lost your true ME and adopted the ME that everyone thinks you should be or have defined you to be. Like many things in life, there comes a time when to reset the compass is the right step. It’s not a difficult task; it’s not the cold turkey of an addiction or as demanding as no longer taking sugar in your coffee – nothing as demanding as that! It will, though, demand honesty, accountability, resilience and determination to change, even when all the evidence points to a major lifestyle change and the pain that could bring.


			What it will require is nothing more than looking at some key benchmarks in life. Staging points that will give perspective if honestly considered and faithfully applied to your life. If you are someone who follows the Christian faith, you will immediately be at peace at the chosen benchmarks. 


			If you are of another faith, or right now you are searching for the “meaning of life”, then treat this approach as a stepping stone to a better ME. A ME that you recognise; a ME that you want to challenge; and a ME that you want to give hope to as you move into the next stage of life. Maybe just to pull yourself out of a rut, or maybe to show others that you have a soul that matters and one that is tuned into life through a higher, more spiritual, power, the benefits of which you are determined to explore.


			As I look back over a lifetime in a profession that quite frankly should have been way beyond someone of my social positioning, I now know, although I didn’t know then, that it wasn’t a ME that should have survived. But I did, and I took many knocks along the way. 


			What is difficult for anyone trying to find a true ME is setting aside the self-image formed over many years, many failures and a few noted successes. Typically, we choose to remember, and benchmark, our next moves against our failures and very rarely against our successes. 


			In a professional career of over 40 years, I had tended to rely on my failures rather than my meagre success stories to build ME. Early in my career it occurred to me that this was not sustainable. It was dampening my enthusiasm and restricting my confidence. It took time, though, to get close to anything like the right formulae. I needed to find a new set of building blocks. Ones that would be rock solid when I wanted to go into action.


			After qualifying as a chartered accountant way back in 1980, I now had a foundation to move on, albeit a bit of a wobbly one. Knowing extraordinarily little about life, about people, and even less about my chosen profession, I made a decision, and WOW, was it a decision! Newly married to Carole and hopelessly uninformed about life and the big wide world, “we decided” that two years in Zambia would be a good idea before kids. As I look back on that decision now, I think, “Really? You thought that was a great decision?”


			


			I knew nothing. I justified my decision on not very much, and I convinced my wonderful wife that this was an opportunity of a lifetime based on, quite frankly, not a lot. At one point I needed to back up my story of a good move with some research. Okay, middle of Africa, lots of sunshine (big selling point, when you are proudly born and bred Scottish), wild animals and good work experience. 


			Yes, we bought it and thumbed a lift to Africa. Quite frankly, we had no idea what we were doing or what we were getting into. This decision, though, was that one-in-a-lifetime instance when we got away with knowing precisely… nothing. For some it comes early in life and for others much later, but it will arrive, and you need to recognise it because that will be your turning point in developing your first ME. 


			Life in Zambia wasn’t all bad. We were exposed to many different people. Some good and later great friends; some odd, where curious relationships were formed. It also confirmed that we are not all made from the same cast, even if we have the same Creator. 


			All, though, in some way contributed to developing the ME I wanted to develop, or at least the one I thought was able to take on the world and all its challenges. What a rude awakening as over time I encountered rude people, real people, bad people, scary people, manipulating people, selfish people, false people and even some that up until I was 21 I did not believe existed: untrustworthy people. I just did not know that such people inhabited this earth. I was an individual truly reliant on the goodness of mankind, one who believed that your word was your honour and that you wouldn’t sacrifice that for anything. Well, did I come a cropper, many times. A lesson in life, perhaps. Stay far away from them or be courageous and point out that core weakness in their character.


			Zambia was a life learning experience and one I would not trade. The locals are fantastically friendly, very casual and easy going. But poverty prevailed and it was so apparent. The ruling governing party struggled to deliver enough economic opportunity and growth to satisfy the needs of the country. Failed socialist policies and a Far East influence was a horrible mix for the locals. The odd international brand manufacturer appeared on a low scale, barely a presence. 


			Mining was massive, mainly copper, but the international dollar price of copper was nowhere near where it had to be to give the country hope of a sustainable future. All of this reflected in what was available to purchase at the counter: basically nothing. Foreign currency was scarce and imports minimal. 


			The IMF or the World Bank were never far away as a lender of last resort and handouts were par for the course. These circumstances far exceeded anything I had been taught about economics during my studies – it was like a new world, an olde world that had been left behind; but people still made the best they could out of their circumstances. I have nothing but admiration for the inventiveness and resilience of the Zambian people.


			We arrived in Ndola, Zambia, just before an attempted coup in 1980 and went straight into six months of a 6pm to 6am curfew. But we made the best of it, along with the expat community we were now part of. After the curfew period, the country opened up to us and we travelled, between working, to game reserves, driving dirt roads for miles: dust, not a google map in site and somehow we didn’t get lost! 


			


			An aerial view of the impressive Victoria Falls will linger forever. A walking safari in the Luangwa Valley for seven days was breathtaking – despite a near fatal charge by a very upset bull elephant. We had a game ranger who could tell you everything about an animal by examining a mountain of poop! I learned a lot from that, and it came in handy later in my career when I had some difficult people to interact with. But, if I had to do it again, I think I would be a bit better prepared and organised. 


			South Africa later followed, from 1982 to1986, firstly Durban and then a relocation to Pietermaritzburg, about 56 miles inland. Although shaped by a grotesque set of community separation laws that I didn’t understand, I still felt a need to explore and examine this fascinating country. 


			At that time, a dash of naivety and adventure was still a good launching pad. Our special family accepted it and stood back in awe of the enthusiasm – or they thought we were nuts – I’m not sure which prevailed! We did it and we struggled but, as I reflected, we learned about ourselves. Carole and I grew in our view of who we were and what we wanted to be part of and where we wanted that growth to be. 


			Sadly, it was not an ideal environment for a young family; the mid-eighties in South Africa were extremely volatile. As beautiful a country as it is, with wonderful people, the turmoil was tangible and the poverty pervasive. Political change was needed, and it was imminent, although not without the ritual of warfare. Stubbornness and inflexibility played its part in what was, in hindsight, a juxtaposition playing out. For now, the old country beckoned, and we returned to Scotland in July of 1986. We had swelled from two to four, with Gary and Gillian now well-travelled and well-versed in handling relocation. 


			


			Sadly, my romantic notion of a return to Scotland was just not working. The lure and pull of Africa proved impossible to deny. Was it what I really wanted to do? At the time, the idea of challenge and opportunity still resided deep within me, challenging me daily and making life extremely uncomfortable. In the early 1990s, opportunity was once again scarce in Scotland – and in the rest of the world, I might add. The enjoyment of life in the cold north had retreated from my psyche after five years and Africa beckoned. There was more to life, not only for ME but for my family, whom I desperately wanted to have the best.


			Even although our return to South Africa was idealistically to make a difference in the dawn of a new democracy in 1991, I did recognise the privileged position that I pivoted from, being part of a large prestigious professional organisation with a global footprint. My idealistic notion that democratic elections would put everyone on an equal footing and that everyone, regardless of creed or colour, would have an equal opportunity in life really was misguided and naive. It is what I wanted to believe, though. It was the ME that I wanted to become: involved, committed and making a difference; to be part of a unique opportunity to make significant change. To be on hand, to be part of a change revolution that was excitedly unwinding. The world had expectations, and I was in the midst of a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to be involved. 


			Our return to South Africa started to find traction in early 1991 and before we had time to further ponder life in the cold north, we arrived in East London on the east coast of South Africa in mid-1991. In this beautiful coastal city overlooking the Indian Ocean, life was good and relaxed and a million miles away from the stress and strain of Glasgow. 


			


			East London, with its coastal living, was again a whole new world, a whole new learning experience, something I had never imagined. We made many friends and enjoyed life. Being an avid runner, I found a running club to connect with, Oxford Striders. Along with other running families, some local and some imports – like myself! – we settled well.


			Our friendship circle grew, and we were content. But once again, as time moved on so did the needs of a growing family and my itchy feet! It was after completing a very different type of project – outside of my normal modus operandi – I was invited in the first half of 1994 to have a look at moving to Johannesburg. Life on the Indian Ocean was good, but was it final or a staging post? 


			It was now mid-1994. We had moved from the idyllic coastal town of East London to the centre of business and commerce in South Africa, Johannesburg. It wasn’t a unanimous decision to move, but it was an essential move for many reasons. This was all happening at a time when Carole’s mum Ann was seriously ill and the pressure on both of us, but particularly on Carole, was intense. 


			What an amazingly courageous and strong woman, wife and mother she is. How she dealt with her mum’s illness, three young children and a move to a major city 14 hours’ drive away was nothing short of inspiring. Within weeks of Ann’s passing and Carole’s return home after a short visit home to be with her father and siblings, we were moving. 


			This was a move that thrust many pressures into our life, some of which we dealt with well and others of which, on reflection, I got hopelessly wrong. This is the point at which I feel the real ME would have been best placed to make an appearance, to show up and take charge. Not that I felt at a loss. I was coping well and motivated, but I do now believe that aspects of my life could have been presented better and might have helped me to understand people better, to be a better husband and father while getting to grips with a new environment that was beginning to shape.


			It was only after much reflection I developed a clearer picture in my mind of what my focus should have been, rather than what it was. Self-development and advancement are all well and good, but at what compromise or damage to others? I now know that some fundamentals do give a much clearer perspective of who we are and what our focus should be. 


			I realised – probably quite far into my personal, working and social life – that you are the sum-total of your decisions over many years. Individually, decisions can seem quite innocuous, almost insignificant. Add them up over many years and you will see that each decision is but a foundation for the next.


			Recently, this misguided notion of a democracy for all has returned, 35 years on. My disappointment is once again surfacing and impacting ME. I was truly uninformed and unaware then, and once again, 35 years on, I have reached a point of – this time informed – disillusionment. 


			Although 35 years ago I was enthusiastic, ambitious, determined and uninformed, I built my future based on hope. Today, I still retain that deep desire, but I am flagging when hopes are dashed by foolish and selfish leadership from those who popularise politics for self-gain, while leaving many on the sidelines, unable to be part of a country they call home. This, though, is now a digression and a distraction, but unfortunately so very real for many who now live with the consequences of what has happened.


			


			In the pages that follow I will walk through those fundamentals, or islands as I have referenced them, and if you take the time to read and reflect on each and recall the times you succeeded or perhaps failed to grasp the importance of key individual decisions, you may see a pattern over time, where that one decision was the start of something good or the commencement of a long painful journey that could have been avoided. 


			Finding the real ME is what we are trying to do here, as well as to understand where it began, or perhaps where it all went wrong. But most of all to ask, “What can I do now?” It is never too late to turn around and say, “Help ME, please” – to lead a better and more satisfying life, connected to those in life who are most important.


			A good deal of honest introspection will be needed and a desire to recognise that change will be for the better, that life does have so much to offer, with a measure of realism. Given that we tend to ignore reality for our own vision cast of who we think we are, our perceived role in life and how life expects us to respond, this then could well be a very demanding stand that you will need to take. 


			I was shaken to my socks when I benchmarked my perception of ME against what I deep down knew about ME when I was faced with a family tragedy of mammoth proportions at a time in my life when everything was very comfortable. Life does have a habit of pulling the rug from under without warning. Don’t be surprised, though. Take the hard road, deal with the tough questions and be honest, at least to yourself. Who else really cares, you might ask? Well, God does, and your family does, and so should you.


			


			The biggest challenges faced in rebooting the ME that you should be, are often the material things in life. In fact, this is almost always what gets in the way. They are a distraction, an immense distraction. The mess of money, wrapped into relationships, aspirations unmet, career and social pressures presents a mixed bag of oddities that do not fit together in any order. They often end up presenting the jigsaw picture with the proverbial missing piece. How many times has that happened?


			My own focus, after many failures, switched away from the jigsaw of life and the missing piece to one that recognised seven key islands: Anger, Patience, Truth, Trust, Forgiveness, Peace, Happiness. Together, they provide a more satisfying inner peace and a clearer vision of what might be ahead. Islands that, once we understand how they impact everything in day-to-day living, become a sanctuary during a time of analysis and reflection when life gets way too tough. 


			Take your time over this read and take time to reflect if something resonates with you. It’s not a novel, so there is no ending. In fact, it should be more of a beginning, a new path to follow and a new perspective on life and who you really are or should be or want to be.


			3. Island Life


			As I sifted through my life’s experiences and, more particularly, as I sensed the impact of the spread of the ubiquitous COVID-19, I realised that much of what we do and relate to is synthesised through these seven themes or islands of retreat. From there generally comes a conscious or an unconscious decision on a way forward. We adopt that as our outcome; we conclude and move on: all done very quickly and in the belief that things have been dealt with never to return. 


			Whether the matter has been appropriately dealt with or not at the time is not what we consider essential. Only later, on reflection, when something previously dealt with, or not, makes an unwelcome return, do we revisit what happened and reconsider. Again, it is often revisited reluctantly.


			All too often we rely too much on one of the islands to draw a conclusion and, for some reason, no matter how hard we try, the outcome is not sufficient because it didn’t fit the circumstances in the long run. A decision emanating from one island alone is fraught with ramifications and these ramifications will most probably affect you, where you go and how you get there; all of which have a binding impact on who you are. That ME you want to be has now gone off course and got a whole lot more difficult to redirect. 


			We all live on islands. We don’t know it, but we do. For much of our lives we have believed these islands to be separate and remote, and we tend to deal with them as unrelated. We conclude that one has no impact on the other, if we can just keep our connection to them separate and discreet. 


			What we gather and call our life experiences, our learnings and failings, are often tempered by how we have coped with each of the individual islands in relation to that matter. Control of Anger, Patience, Truth, Trust, Forgiveness, Peace and Happiness. These are tough little nuggets to break down, understand and extract life’s goodness from. They also tend to be the very things we shy away from or fail to deal with in those moments that matter in life.


			To be fair, this is not a process through which perfection will ever be achieved. But then again, perfection is not a requirement in order to be at ease with yourself. A small shift in outlook and approach to life might just be enough to reset the dial. To be more at ease and to be more comfortable with aspects of living that have caught up with us and have perhaps become overwhelming. Looking through and linking the islands is a far better way to deal with a life matter, no matter how big or small, but one that is important to you. It will have an immediate impact and, I would like to think, for the better. 


			The seven islands’ activities are not rigid and unwavering – we are not perfect, remember! We are, though, realistic and, when viewed as a guide, a direction finder, then purpose becomes more of a feature and most probably, on reflection, a benefit. If you achieve nothing more than a reassessment of what is important in your life, then that will have been a great success. 


			So, read on and catch the wave. Blast the islands, and kick up a storm as you take on the challenge of refining who you are and find that real, authentic ME rather than the Accidental ME.


			SECTION 1


			Chapter 1


			Anger will ruin a good time … try a bit of humility


			We all have bouts of anger, some more than others. Some have a lot to do to keep their anger in check; others can manage it and be at ease with channelling it. Of the seven islands to work through so as to understand who the real ME is, this is probably one of the most difficult emotions to master. That said, it is normal, and it is essential in the right proportion, particularly when we need to get things done or push through tough times. 


			There is no need to be afraid of it, but it does need to be handled well. We all know of someone in our family or our work life who has a very short fuse. At times it is baited for fun, and we all get a great laugh out of it. But in the wrong hands, at the wrong time, it can bring misery and worse.


			If you examine your own anger check points, you might be surprised at just how many times you resort to anger rather than patiently pursuing alternatives to achieve an outcome. It’s easy to get angry, but people don’t like it and they often respond in fear. You can, very quickly, get your own way. It’s the way of the underworld and it heaps misery on those who are not able to cope with anger and have no natural response other than fear or compliance. Many find anger such an easy default that their life becomes conditioned to being angry, looking angry, even personalising it as a characteristic trait; often to the point that others are well able to label them subconsciously as not to be challenged, lest the angry demon make an appearance. 


			


			Until you understand where anger fits into your life, you will not be at ease with yourself or, indeed, with anyone or anything else. You will continue to default to the line of least resistance to achieve an outcome. But, at the same time, you are likely to become more isolated without realising it. Many wars have been started in a fit of anger, many marriages lost, many lives taken, and all because we could not pull back and interpose reflection before pulling the “trigger”. 


			The bullet can’t be taken back after it has been fired and even a near miss is as good as a direct hit when words are involved. The tumble and the fall after that is often irretrievable. Many examples in life have brought about misery because of anger and impatience. Letting this dominate your thoughts and then releasing it at the wrong time, and in the wrong way, brings regret and anxiety. 


			I have always considered myself an easy-going kind of person. However, in reality I was at times the walking angry man, I just didn’t know it. I would suppress my anger and then unknowingly release it over time. Well, you might think, at least you didn’t start a war! Yes, that is right, but I did myself no favours by harbouring those pent-up feelings of frustration and tension. Without knowing it, I probably vented my anger in other ways. Subtle, destructive, in ways that were wholly unacceptable. That is sad, and I berate myself for such immature behaviour, even as an adult.


			Thinking first of the likely consequences and outcomes, take time to ask, “Why am I acting this way?” Choose to deal with the matter in another way. Remember, walking away is equally a victory, often of common sense. Much unhappiness comes from anger released in the wrong way. And conversely, much happiness comes from dealing with anger the right way. 


			


			The challenge here is to recognise and deal with what might be the one thing that is hindering the release of the real you and at the same time to move towards what will help you better understand “you” in a way that will bring out the best in “you”. Unhappiness comes from harbouring anger and this needs to be recognised and understood. 


			So, how do we know, apart from the obvious, that anger is a clear and present danger? 


			•	Clenching your jaws or grinding your teeth


			•	A headache from tension


			•	Stomach cramps can be manifest 


			•	Shaking or trembling


			•	Confusion and irrational thinking


			•	Boundless energy and nowhere to direct it


			Emotionally:


			•	You may feel that you want to get away from the situation


			•	You may become easily irritated


			•	You could become sad or depressed


			•	Feelings of guilt could start to set in


			•	Resentfulness may take hold of you


			•	Anxiety for no apparent reason kicks in


			And you may notice that:


			•	You are rubbing your head


			•	You are clenching your fists, and you want to lash out


			


			•	You are pacing up and down to rid yourself of frustration that is building inside you.


			•	Your tone of interaction in conversation takes on a form of sarcasm. 


			•	You have lost your sense of humour and have started acting in an abusive or abrasive manner.


			•	Cravings can begin to take on an importance not usually present.


			•	The obvious and most apparent, you begin to shout, scream or cry.


			Displays of anger can be interpreted as a need to dominate or perhaps give the impression of being more in control than you really are. This is never a very stable position from which to connect with people or lead others. I have found many in leadership positions who have used bluster and intimidation to get their way, only to find that it makes no lasting impression and indeed the opposite prevails. Try to lead a team where your anger is the only persuasion that gets things moving, where everyone just nods and complies; it’s not a sustainable leadership style. 


			Although I reference leadership and leading people many times in this book, often the most important person to lead first is yourself. We may not always find ourselves leading groups of people or leading in organisations, but the principles and the islands to be worked through are equally applicable.


			My point is that anger is an emotion that will rise and fall and how it is dealt with will affect not only you but everyone else who might be in touching distance. Better you recognise it, understand how it is affecting you (and others) and find a way to channel it into a powerful good and not a negative lasting impression. 


			Who you are, how others perceive and see you, could very well be affecting you and you don’t even know it, while at the same time you have no idea that it is holding you back. Remember, not everyone is honest enough or brave enough to challenge and correct. If only we were. 


			So, what can be done to deal with waves of anger that become so overpowering that the release is not always pleasant? Rage, that is another aspect, but I view that as extreme and as quickly as it rises it can subside. Anger, though, can simmer and be destructive. So, what can be done to come to grips with the potential destructiveness of anger.


			Try bringing a bit of humility into your life. Perhaps you have never really thought that was an option. Most people are just too downright unforgiving (and we will deal with that later). I have found that a bit of humility goes a long way to diffusing anger and improving relationships. 


			Even more profound is the effect humility has on your own sense of well-being and physical condition. Anger, particularly pent-up anger, has an overwhelmingly negative impact on your physical state. Stress, tension and anxiety are killers, make no mistake. Humility goes a long way to dealing with the effects of strained relationships and situational stress.


			I am sure we all have a definition or example of humility in action. Humility is not about being weak and submissive. It is about being supportive, interested, caring and learning about others. It is a building block to personal and group leadership, be that small groups of diverse people or large multinational corporates. 


			


			Being a leader, and that can be just leading yourself and setting an example, is not easy. It can be confusing, stressful and way too demanding for the impact it has on your very being.


			So why humility, you may ask? Is there no other option? Perhaps, but it is something you have to choose to do. It doesn’t choose you. A decision and appropriate actions need to be engaged and followed through. What humility allows you to do is to use your influence, no matter your status in life, be it within a group of people or an organisation that you lead.


			A short definition I have referenced in recent years goes like this. Humility is:


			the choice to forgo your status and use your influence for the good of others. To hold power in the service of others.


			Try building on that in your daily life as you feel challenged to drive through your career ambitions, agenda, strategy or expectations of returns from those you are leading. This now takes real courage and faith to engage with. It is much better than driving others with your anger and frustration. To some, it comes quite naturally. Some great leaders have humility in abundance. Jesus was a prime example of humility, and an exponent of the art. Nelson Mandela was another example. He viewed the world through his eyes and people responded to the humility through which he engaged them.


			Martin Luther King Jnr, an activist for civil rights, is another example. He had no structural corporate power with which to drive his vision. People warmed to his leadership through persuasion and his pointing out the obvious. He directed thinking as an original thought leader, who was convinced that what was going on in his world was not right. In his humble way he changed the lives of many through influence and persuasion and seeing the bigger picture. 


			You see, people gather around a cause if they feel affected or driven by the potential outcome. Like-minded and driven people get behind someone who offers a way forward, a new alternative; not someone prone to anger and displeasure when the end game can’t be seen or achieved. Every leader, and you can apply this to personal leadership, is in the business of persuading. People follow when they are inspired, and inspirational leadership counts. People do not willingly follow angry leaders.


			So then, what persuades and inspires? That is not so easy to define and sometimes persuasion can defy definition. I struggled to find a compelling definition that encapsulates all aspects succinctly, but eventually I came across a simple and logical methodology that makes sense and can be used as a basis for discussion. This is not original thinking on my part, so I use the following with all credit going to a talk I viewed many times on video by Dr John Dickson, who presented at a leadership conference I later attended in Chicago.


			The Greek philosopher Aristotle looked at Logos, Pathos and Ethos as an available means of persuasion. I have reduced this down to the acronym LPE to help recall. The component parts will, I believe, take a bit of study before the rationale of the process of persuasion sinks in. So, consider persuasion as the clear link between the three constituent parts of:


			L, which stands for Logos, which is Greek for logic or reason (and not to be mistaken for the more modern identification of a Logo!). Any persuasive argument needs to have some form of logic and by deduction needs to be true. 


			


			P, which stands for Pathos, which represents the emotional part of any persuasive argument. Many great leaders, and particularly those who have been humble in their approach to leadership, are very convincing story tellers. Story telling naturally evokes emotion.


			Martin Luther King created many scenarios but “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere….” tells a story. And Nelson Mandela: “For to be free is not merely to cast off one’s chains, but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others…” Both were great leaders who had an ability to create an emotional element in their call to follow.


			But most of all, to be persuasive, the call needs to carry Ethos (Greek for character). Any persuasive call needs to carry with it a spirit of character and have an ethical appeal. The embodiment of morality should ring loud and clear in any leader’s drive to achieve, lead and direct. I reached into a bit of philosophy in this regard but, not to get too deep, according to Aristotle:


			We believe in good hearted people to a greater extent and more quickly than we do others on all subjects in general, and completely so in cases where there is not complete knowledge but room for doubt. Character therefore is the most compelling factor in persuasion. 


			You may have to read this quote many times, but eventually it will kick in. Every leader is in the business of persuasion, whether you like it or not. You may find that very frustrating at times, so don’t get upset or angry if people are not “getting it” or you think they are not listening; it can take time.


			


			In the early part of my career as a chartered accountant I had the privilege of being seconded by Deloitte to serve as an assistant to the Provincial Electoral Officer (PEO) of the Eastern Cape of South Africa in 1994. The PEO was responsible for delivering a totally inclusive election in South Africa in the Eastern Cape, a region that covered 169 000 square kilometres (about the size of the UK), a population of around 6 million, and many parts of the province inaccessible by road. This was the first inclusive democratic elections in South Africa and there was no room to miss the deadline of 27 April 1994. There was no back up plan if things did not go well: it had to work. 


			Early on, it was quite clear that bureaucracy was not going to be the winning strategy and that some flexibility in delivery was going to be needed. My role was to assist the PEO to deliver a credible result in the Eastern Cape. No specific brief was given, because quite frankly there was none that could be given other than it’s your role to “assist”. 


			Not for one minute did I think that this under-equipped Scottish CA was anything like qualified to “assist”. Indeed, I was so under equipped that my stock answer to any query was, “We are up and running,” and a thumbs up! That kept the beasts at bay while I stumbled from one task to another. I soon realised that all I had learned as a CA was that debits must equal credits, but that this explained nothing to me about what people can do, will do, won’t do and are prepared to fight for, literally! 


			Those driving the election administration process were functional career civil servants and bureaucrats to boot! We have all at some time or another experienced bureaucracy, if not a civil servant. Both are equally unforgiving and not prone to flexibility. Indeed, ask for flexibility and you get a resounding, No! often followed by a scowl on a good day, but more than likely an angry stare for your efforts.


			As if that were not enough, and without giving a detailed lesson on the history and geography of South African politics pre-1994, because it was an utter mess, everyone who was able to “assist” was drafted in and allocated a task in the process of delivery of a credible election result focused on 27 April 1994. 


			I quickly sussed that the best I could do was to observe, encourage (the new buzz words are “be a coach”), suggest and, where things were about to completely collapse, interpose a potential strategy that could possibly work and see how the group grasped the idea. Observation was critical and essential.


			Let me explain further about who we were dealing with here in terms of individual groups of people. I mentioned civil servants and bureaucrats and, yes, that was the generic description. They were the professionals; they had done this all before in local elections and perhaps, to a much smaller scale, in a pre-1994 general election for a white minority government. This, though, was the first time every eligible adult over the age of 18 could vote in South Africa. 


			Within the Eastern Cape there were three separate pre-1994 recognised territories (countries to the existing South African government; two unrecognised bureaucracies to the rest of the world) Ciskei and Transkei, and of course South Africa. Each had its own “government” and each supplied personnel to run the 1994 elections. So, not only did we have a bunch of civil servants fired up and ready to go, we also had different regimes with variations on process and protocol, led by a highly emotional, old school and old regime PEO. This was literally the stuff of nightmares! Anger was always around the corner to move the process along.


			


			I said I was seconded, and that is actual and factual. There was also a call to arms (in context of course) made by the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) for academics and clergy to support the effort of the government to deliver the first democratic elections in South Africa. They came in droves. Professors, pastors, lecturers, administrators… it was chaos! Not to panic, but this was a challenge. I was nowhere near equipped to deal with the process. We had a “hotchpotch” of very enthusiastic people brought together with a purpose, but little in the way of organisational or leadership skills to support the effort. Talk about a challenge!


			I was quite frankly overawed and not sure if this was going to work at any level. Every so often we would have a visit from one of the IEC commissioners from HQ in Johannesburg, swooping in like a seagull before flying back to issue an update on readiness. “All okay,” they would ask. “Up and running,” we would respond! 


			If only they’d known! The reality of the situation was disparate groups of people, little or no procedural direction, mistrust, a goal with a purpose but no readily discernible plan on how to achieve the desired outcome and a rapidly growing sense of disillusionment after initial euphoria.
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