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FOREWORD

by N.A.M. Rodger



IT IS NOTEWORTHY, AND RATHER SURPRISING, THAT NELSON has never before been presented as a model for modern managers, though other historical heroes have been fashionable subjects for some time. Perhaps writers have been put off by a legend still rather obviously encrusted with fictions. Perhaps they have been deterred by the complexities of the naval world in which Nelson achieved greatness, the difficulty of mastering a lost technology that very few modern writers or readers have encountered. Either way, this is a good time to take courage, for recent historians have done a lot to dispel the Nelson myths and reveal the realities of his remarkable career.


It is worth distinguishing three aspects of Nelson’s life: the heroic, the embarrassing and the mundane. The heroism has always received most attention and many popular biographies of the past looked no further. Unfortunately, much of the heroic legend was indeed legendary, and there is still much work to be done to understand Nelson as a real hero with real achievements that seemed to his contemporaries to be almost incredible, but that were rooted in the practical circumstances of his age and his career. We need to know more about Nelson as a leader, of both officers and men. In particular, we know much too little of the ways in which the great mutinies of 1797 disturbed the discipline of the navy; it is already clear that Nelson’s instinctive sympathy with the common man was a huge professional asset in the post-1797 navy, where every thinking officer could see that discipline had to be rebuilt on a new footing, but few admirals had any idea how to go about it.


The embarrassing aspects of Nelson’s career were more or less ignored by the first generation of biographers, but in more recent times the balance has tipped the other way as he has fallen into the hands of writers interested only in his private life. His professional achievements took place in a remote and difficult world with which these authors do not wish to trouble their readers, or themselves. The result is a genre of trivia that has more to do with certain modern magazines and television programmes than with the realities of Nelson’s life. What we need, and seldom get, are biographers who are able to confront and understand the episodes (not all of them connected with Emma Hamilton) that cast doubt on Nelson’s judgement and even sense of duty. We need an integrated portrait of Nelson the man and the officer that makes sense both of his heroism and of his weakness.


Finally, we must consider the mundane aspects of Nelson’s greatness that have hardly ever been noticed. Admirals have to be managers as well as leaders. A squadron of warships, especially one operating in hostile waters far from support, is a complex organisation and a major management challenge. Military operations present further management difficulties – and an eighteenth-century admiral had very few staff to help him. Nelson was equally outstanding as a manager and as a leader, which was an unusual combination among British admirals of the day. His contemporaries included officers like Lord Keith, who made a successful career as a capable manager of large-scale operations without ever demonstrating any flair as a leader or tactician. Nelson was as good a manager as Keith – but he was a great deal more besides.


Nelson had another quality that was distinctive, though not unique; he went on getting better and better. It is a commonplace of any large organisation that many people rise because they were very good when they started in junior positions. This is how people are identified as potential leaders, because they are very good at their jobs. The problem is that those who make good lieutenants do not necessarily make good captains or admirals. People are promoted beyond their abilities. Those who possess in abundance the qualities necessary for success in junior positions fail to learn or develop the different qualities needed for high command. This has been a frequent phenomenon in the Royal Navy, which has always been better at training junior officers than forming them for high command.


Nelson exemplifies the reverse trend. Stripped of the heroic legend, his early career shows a surprisingly high level of mistakes, some of them serious. His self-confidence matured more quickly than his judgement. As he grew older and more senior, he learnt continually and matured the qualities that he needed for high command. He was a better captain than he had been a lieutenant, and went on to be a better admiral still. In this too he is an unusual and educative model for managers and leaders today.


For all these reasons Nelson’s Way arrives at the right time and on the right lines. It addresses the realities of Nelson’s career, asking pragmatic questions in search of practical answers that can be applied to real careers today. It shows us how much Nelson still has to teach us, and how much we still have to learn from him as well as about him.


N.A.M. Rodger
London and Exeter
June 2005





INTRODUCTION

Why Nelson?



‘It was felt in England as something more than a public calamity. Men started at the intelligence and turned pale, as if they had heard of the loss of a dear friend. An object of our admiration and affection, of our pride and of our hopes, was suddenly taken from us, and it seemed as if we had never, till then, known how deeply we loved and reverenced him.’


Robert Southey, Life of Nelson, 1813


THERE IS NO DOUBT THAT NELSON IS ADMIRED. IN JUNE 2005, 167 ships from 57 nations, and 300,000 people, gathered in Portsmouth to watch a re-enactment of the Battle of Trafalgar. In 2002, in the BBCtv series Great Britons in which viewers voted for their favourites, Nelson was in the top ten. He came second behind Cromwell in having the most portraits hanging in the National Portrait Gallery, and second behind Newton in having the most streets named after him in Britain. There are streets, villages, towns and cities named after Nelson all over the world. Over 1,000 books and over 20 films and documentaries have told his story. Of historical characters and military and naval heroes, only his old enemy Napoleon outsells Nelson in books and popular merchandise. Dozens of statues have been erected in his memory, with his own square in London. Hundreds of public houses up and down the land are adorned with his name and picture, some simply called ‘The Hero’. Every year on 21 October toasts are drunk to ‘The Immortal Memory’ at naval bases all over the world, even by Americans, who numbered among his enemies. The Nelson Society, founded in 1981, and the 1805 Club, founded in 1990, have a large and growing following.


Nelson was certainly a leader. From his early teens he was commanding boats and cutters with up to 20 oarsmen, and from the age of 18 he was in charge of a watch and took command of ships taken as prizes. By 21 he was a captain, responsible for hundreds of men. By his last campaign, he was ordering the destiny of 40 ships and tens of thousands of men. Through his close network of captains, his ‘band of brothers’, he was responsible for the men in battle, but that was only a small part of the story. He was also responsible for feeding them, keeping up their morale, and maintaining their ships in fighting trim, for years at a time.


Why is he still admired as a leader 200 years later? He was widely seen as Britain’s first national hero, great in his own lifetime and jettisoned to stardom by his death at the moment of victory. The outpouring of popular grief at his death was, like that surrounding John F. Kennedy and Princess Diana, something nobody could forget. His series of sea battles ensured Britain’s supremacy of the oceans for 100 years. His approach to naval tactics was not new, but its execution was devastating, and in his battles the enemy was annihilated, not just defeated. In this respect he revolutionised war at sea. With history and biography outselling nearly every other category in bookshops, Nelson’s memory lives on.


Nelson’s story makes a rattling good yarn, with spectacular characters and fast-paced action, over the top in places and larger than life. It comes over as a good story because he wrote it in his letters as he lived it, and the legends are interwoven with the facts because many of them were created in his lifetime. His writing style is vivid and colourful, racy and breathless, peppered with quotations from Shakespeare and the Bible. He gave interviews to the press and leaked his own accounts of battles, competing with his superiors. He was ahead of his time in his media-savvy approach to public relations. He spoke, wrote and even made signals in soundbites, such as the famous ‘England expects that every man will do his duty’. This was not just for his men; it was a message for posterity.


Nelson won the hearts of ordinary people, on land and at sea. He went on tour in England and worked the crowds. He cared about individuals; he remembered the names, faces and characteristics of hundreds of sailors. He visited sailors in hospital. He wrote to their mothers. His death plunged his officers and men, and the nation, into mourning for a classless everyman’s hero who was no patrician, no aristocrat.


Nelson was also a man of the moment. His personal ambition was exactly aligned with the needs of the country. Britain was on the edge after many long years of war and only 22 miles from the enemy. The British people were terrified by the prospect of invasion, especially on the south coast. Naughty children were told that ‘Boney will get you’ and local militia were being raised in every village, reaching a crisis in the summer of 1805. The country needed a hero to unite it against Napoleon. He was at the right place at the right time.


Nelson was clearly courageous. He fought from the front and took part in over 100 battles, skirmishes and assaults on forts and towns, attacking other ships at sea and in port. He was wounded several times in action, undergoing the amputation of his arm (smashed by a musket ball) without anaesthetic and suffering a long and painful recovery. Then he immediately volunteered for active service again. As a commander he had the courage of his convictions throughout his campaigns, and as a manager he had the moral courage to run the fleet as he saw fit. He made the ultimate sacrifice (this was certainly how it was seen at the time) by laying down his life for his country.


Nelson was famous. He was instantly recognisable, with his starspangled uniform, empty sleeve and bejeweled cocked hat. He was mobbed in London, in Portsmouth, everywhere he went. Thousands of cheap souvenirs emblazoned with his image filled the shops after his death. Nearly everyone had their Nelson mug, milk jug or reproduction medal, just as people today collect Manchester United football shirts or team posters.


Nelson’s life and achievements were controversial. He was generous but ruthless, fair but prejudiced, professional but impulsive, revolutionary but conservative, intensely loyal but guilty of seducing (or being seduced by) his friend’s wife. He looks different in all his portraits, and interpretations of his contribution vary in every book written about him. Complex and full of contradictions, no one will ever say the last word. We are both new-generation Nelson fans. As young teenagers we nailed


[image: image]


our colours to Nelson’s mast, fascinated by his inspirational story, his heroic exploits and his immortality, fuelled by his dramatic death at the hour of victory.


Having both pursued careers in teaching and consulting in leadership and management, and having worked together for years without realising our mutual interest in Nelson, we have often reflected on Nelson’s way of leadership. We have both trained and consulted to business executives who face the same questions as Nelson, helping them to come up with their own answers.


Nelson’s Way differs from other Nelson books because our focus is on the challenges facing today’s leaders. Leadership lessons and their applications are therefore the key theme of the book. We also show how the echo of Nelson’s leadership still reverberates on the themes confronted by contemporary leaders. There is no substitute for a well-proven example, and there is still so much we can learn from Nelson.


Nelson was much more than an exemplary naval commander. Although in singular circumstances, he speaks to us of universal ideals and common challenges. Each chapter in Nelson’s Way deals with a phase in his life, delineated by major events. In telling the story of his life, we articulate the virtues that he practised and the ideals he held before him. These are universally recognised and, we believe, help explain Nelson’s lasting appeal, as values to which we can all aspire.


But ideals alone do not explain either his genius or his popularity. He faced practical challenges common to all who take up leadership roles. His responses to these challenges were his own, and may not be appropriate for everyone. But these challenges must be answered by every leader, consciously or not.


In Nelson’s Way we ask these key questions of every reader who is, or who aspires to be, a leader. Nelson’s answers, as he practised them, constitute Nelson’s Way, but any leader has to answer these for him- or herself:


[image: image] Why be a leader? What motivates you to take this challenge? Nelson wanted heroism, fame and glory: what are you looking for?


[image: image] Do you have to be an expert to be a leader in your field? Do you need a vocation? All naval officers had to climb through the ranks and Nelson had to know his business inside out. But do you? And is it the most necessary feature of leadership in your context?


[image: image] Do you want to lead from the front and be always visible and courageous? Nelson did, inspiring his officers and men by taking the flak. But there is much to be said for quiet leadership, behind the scenes. Which is your approach?


[image: image] How do you handle your public and private life, balancing love and duty? Nelson wore his heart on his sleeve with his great passions for both his romantic interest and his career. How do you achieve your work/life balance?


[image: image] Why be a team player? Is it necessary and more effective to share leadership? Nelson thought so, in terms of the trust he invested in his ‘band of brothers’ and the loyalty he inspired. To what extent are you prepared to share ideas and plans, and devolve authority and initiative to your team?


[image: image] Can leaders be managers too? Is it important to be a good, diligent administrator and resource manager as well as a visionary leader? Nelson was; it was essential for winning battles. Can you be both, in the context in which you work? Do you think it’s necessary?


[image: image] Why should others follow you? Nelson’s officers and men were inspired by him and were convinced he would lead them to victory and to glory. Are your team members following you because they have to or because you are inspirational? Are you consciously helping them achieve their potential?


[image: image] What will be your legacy? For Nelson it was naval supremacy for over 100 years and a tradition of professionalism, heroism, teamwork, inspiration and glory. What will you leave behind as the mark of your leadership?


We hope that the story of Nelson is able to prompt you to answer these questions for yourself and that it will provide leadership lessons for you. And you may choose not to lay down your life in the attempt!





1

HEROISM

The making of a legend, 1758–1770s



‘Difficulties and dangers do but increase my desire of attempting them… this presaged my character.’


Nelson
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The most famous naval signal ever transmitted, as much for posterity as for the encouragement of the sailors on 21 October 1805 – a famous Nelson soundbite. ‘Nelson’s Signal’ by Thomas Davidson, undated.





IT WAS SIX IN THE MORNING OF 20 NOVEMBER 1777 WHEN THE frigate Lowestoffe, commanded by Captain William Locker, was patrolling the American coast and sighted two sails to northward. The frigate gave chase, and after four hours fired a cannon and ten doubleshotted swivel guns at one, the Resolution brig, an American privateer on its way to North Carolina. Outgunned, it offered little resistance and its consort, a schooner carrying gunpowder for the American colonies, escaped. In the afternoon, as the brig was brought close by, a fierce storm blew up, threatening to engulf both the Lowestoffe and its prize.


Driving rain, gales and heavy seas smashed into both vessels, and Captain Locker called on the First Lieutenant, Charles Sandys, to board and secure the prize. Sandys, a commissioned officer of four years’ standing, had already shown himself to be an incompetent officer, described as ‘vulgar’ and a ‘dolt’ and ‘bringing discredit on the naval service’. He was also a drunkard, liking ‘a cup of grog as well as ever’.


Accounts of what happened next vary. One report said that Sandys tried to reach the prize but was driven back by the furious waves, and another version maintained that he never left the frigate, rummaging around below decks for his sword. But whatever the case, Sandys flunked the job and Locker stormed around the deck in consternation, shouting above the din of the waves: ‘Have I no officer in the ship who can board the prize?’


The ship’s boat had already been launched and was pitching and tossing in the waves as the storm worsened. The ship’s master stepped forward to the job, but young Second Lieutenant Horatio Nelson, newly promoted and just 19 years old – but looking about 16 – stopped him. ‘It is my turn now,’ he recorded in his memoirs, ‘and if I come back it is yours.’


Meanwhile the brig was shipping a great deal of water, and other observers described how Nelson’s small boat ploughed through mountainous waves, one of which took him right over the deck of the prize and across the other side, ‘out again with the scud’. But Nelson finally made it, clambered on board and hoisted the navy’s colours. The weather continued so foul that the prize separated, despite Nelson’s attempts to follow Locker’s orders by keeping it under the frigate’s stern. The captain feared that the prize – and Nelson – were lost, but four days later both the frigate and the brig made it back to Port Royal, Jamaica.


The prize was worth good money to be taken into the service, but there was much more value in its capture than mere cash. Locker and Nelson learned from the Americans that the French at St Nicholas Mole (from where the brig had embarked) would soon enter the war in aid of the rebellious colony and against Britain. A fleet carrying thousands of soldiers was about to arrive on the north coast of Haiti.


Looking back, Nelson was to reflect that the incident ‘presaged my character’ by demonstrating ‘that difficulties and dangers do but increase my desire of attempting them’. The story – one of many – became another of Nelson’s canonical feats of heroism and courage, inspiring one of the stirring paintings that were engraved, published and sold in vast numbers after his death. Junior officers corroborated the event, though it was barely mentioned in the ship’s log, but Nelson made it into an epic tale, part of the legend.


This and other possibly apocryphal stories were ‘manufactured’ for the creation of the persona. They increased in the telling by shipmates, relatives and friends, who dined out on the stories. Mythology has been described as the continual bane of the Nelson student, difficult to expunge because so much of it was created by contemporaries to whom we might otherwise look for authoritative accounts of events. Over 200 years later we are still doing it – a picture of the heroic feat described above illustrates our cover.


[image: image]


Nelson may have wanted to be a hero from the beginning, but he had a tough start. Joining his uncle’s ship as a homesick 12-year-old on a cold March day in 1771 in metropolitan Chatham in Kent, the weakly provincial boy searched for a friendly face. There were none, and Uncle Maurice was nowhere to be found. Miserably pacing the deck of this strange, smelly, heaving wooden world, he must have asked himself if he had made the right choice.


Horatio Nelson was born at Burnham Thorpe in the county of Norfolk on 29 September 1758. His was a middle-class clergyman’s family and he was the sixth of eleven children, living in a quiet, coastal setting. The only possible indicator of the potential for later fame and fortune came with the family’s connections to the powerful Walpoles. Nelson’s mother was the grand-niece of Sir Robert Walpole, the first British Prime Minister. Nelson knew death from a young age, with a number of siblings dying in childhood or as young adults, and his mother died when he was only nine. It was a difficult childhood, with a strict, disciplinarian father, freezing cold winters, a succession of inhospitable boarding schools and few home comforts for a fairly poor family with many mouths to feed.


It was against this background that Nelson jumped at the idea of going to sea, with his late mother’s brother, Captain Maurice Suckling. Once Nelson had persuaded his father to write, Suckling responded with a robust acknowledgement of the cheapness of life and the ever presence of death in the mid-eighteenth century:


what has poor Horatio done, who is so weak, that he, above all the rest, should be sent to rough it out at sea? But let him come, and the first time we go into action, a cannon ball may knock off his head and provide for him at once.


Nelson, though still a young boy, wanted to take part in the wars that had been a constant backdrop to his childhood. He wanted to follow in the footsteps of brave Uncle Maurice, who told stirring stories of high adventure in the Seven Years War in the magical West Indies. He would not see his home again for ten years.


Perhaps being alone in the world from an early age accounts for his later obsession with duty and single-minded attention to his goals. He never forgot these initial days on his first ship, when no one was expecting him and everyone ignored him. He was still a small boy, missing his mother, and was to feel his loss for the rest of his life. Even past 40, he wrote, ‘the thought of former days brings all my mother to my heart, which shows itself in my eyes’. Unused to women and without female company for many years, Nelson was vulnerable to the charms of a succession of women, some highly respectable, many dubious. Lonely and isolated, his levels of ambition reached unreasonable proportions, perhaps as a substitute for love and domesticity. He was not a settled nor a satisfied man. Happiness was always brief and interrupted.


Early tales of heroism


The second half of the eighteenth century was an age of exploration. On a voyage to the Arctic, legend describes how the young Nelson, aged 14, ran off over the ice and tried to attack a polar bear. As was to become usual with him, he went too far. The musket misfired and the bear, around seven feet tall, turned to attack him. Why did he do this, his concerned but annoyed captain asked. ‘Sir, I wished to kill the bear that I might carry the skin to my father.’


This story was possibly invented or at least exaggerated, as only one in ten logs and diaries of the expedition mentions it at all, but it has a long vintage in Nelson lore. Nelson did not refer to it in his own account of his exploits, and the story was told some years after the event by one of the captains:


As a proof of that cool intrepidity which our young mariner possessed… notwithstanding the extreme bitterness of the cold… young Nelson was discerned at a considerable distance on the ice, armed with a single musket, in anxious pursuit of an immense bear.


But it does give us a clue to the early motivations of the heroic impulse. He wanted to please his remaining parent, he wanted others to be proud of him, and he wanted to collect trophies to attest to his heroism for all to see. These motivations remained with him throughout his life. Doing things that no one else would dare became his trade mark.


This kind of story captured the imagination of a less cynical age, at a time when bravery and physical courage were almost a daily requirement. We should not forget that Britain had been at war for much of the century, and fortunes and reputations were made through war, exploration, discovery and outright piracy. These stories were told by people anxious to be associated with Nelson. They hoped to profit by connection to the man, but they were also reassured and enthused by the idea of heroism, which fitted the spirit of the age so well. All naval and military personnel were subject to this expectation, but Nelson was to take it to heart more than others. Heroic deeds might lead to fame and fortune; but for Nelson, being a hero was most important. The fame came with the heroism though the fortune was elusive, materialising only after his death.


Many commentators date Nelson’s specific and identifiable ‘discovery’ of heroism to a form of epiphany experienced during a long and feverish illness on a voyage in the tropical East Indies. His moods could always be volatile. In a black depression, hovering between illness and recovery, even life and death, Nelson’s mind wandered. Concerned that he did not have enough patronage to succeed (although he had benefited considerably from Uncle Maurice’s influence), and frustrated with his poor health, he described a dramatic change of heart.


After a long and gloomy reverie, in which I almost wished myself overboard, a sudden glow of patriotism was kindled within me, and presented my king and country as my patron; my mind exulted in the idea. ‘Well then’, I exclaimed, ‘I will be a hero, and confiding in providence, I will brave every danger.’


However doubtful this story, fever-induced visions resulting in life-changing experiences are not unknown. But few of the worldwide pantheon of heroes before or since can pinpoint so exactly the moment of their decision to be a hero, if this is indeed what was happening here. Perhaps Nelson exaggerated the story, or it was embellished with the advantage of hindsight. Nonetheless, a country at war – as Britain was for most of Nelson’s life – calls for an emotional response and commitment beyond personal careers. A transcendent sense of purpose, expressed as patriotic service, is essential for any warrior setting out for glory into the uncertainties of war.


How did Nelson consciously develop himself into a hero? It was through his commitment to the cause, his impressive and well-communicated achievements, his long-term and well-maintained relationships with key superiors, peers and anyone who would help spread the message. Even his disasters helped in the hero-creation process, turning the loss of the sight of his eye and his right arm to his advantage, as part of the heroic branding. When his ship was challenged in the Baltic for identification he pointed to his missing arm: ‘I am Lord Nelson. See, here’s my fin!’ He wrote thousands of letters (including hundreds designed as ‘press releases’), had his portrait painted and was sculpted an estimated 40 times, with all his medals and decorations – which he enjoyed showing off – so that even those who had never seen him knew what he looked like.


Nelson’s rise to fame as a ‘pop hero’ also coincided with the emergence of a mass media and mass production of souvenirs or ‘merchandise’. Combined with his carefully engineered press coverage was his presence at ceremonies and civic receptions around Britain, and public gestures giving away swords and medals and a summary of his heroic deeds to date, all well reported in the press. He gave interviews to journalists even on his short final leave in England before Trafalgar. Even Napoleon had a bust of Nelson in his dressing room at the Tuileries, and was to copy and adapt Nelson’s famous Trafalgar signal. Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.


Nelson’s heroism was also closely geared to the needs of the navy and the objectives of national defence in wartime; as Joseph Conrad wrote, Nelson ‘brought heroism into the line of duty’. He was not a rebel without a cause nor a hero of romantic fiction but a hero doing a much-needed job, playing a leading role in defending the country against Napoleon. In a defensive rather than aggressive role, Nelson can be seen as a different kind of hero from the seadogs of the Elizabethan era, such as Drake, Raleigh and Grenville, who were more in buccaneering and privateering mode. Nelson, as an ‘official hero’ – at least by the time of his death – inspired generations of future leaders, creating committed followers to polish the image. Dying in action, a sacrifice in the hour of victory, secured him at the apogee of heroism. Surviving two centuries, his is still a contemporary image, providing leadership lessons transcending time, place and context.


Nelson’s heroism was a sign but not the measure of his greatness. There was much more than this: his dedication, his ability to inspire, to manage, to win loyalty. However, the conscious manufacturing and manipulation of the image, the communication of the heroic message, the showmanship, the public relations in an early form, the spin that he successfully employed to build the living legend, the narcissism – these were also part of the story. The successful creation of a persona is not just about being a hero, but making sure that everyone knows.


This included publicising his own version of events, as at the Battle of Cape St Vincent. Despite playing a prominent part in the battle, his name was omitted by his admiral from the official dispatches. Arguably, the popular mythology of that battle today is more Nelson’s side of the story than the official version, especially as most accounts are to be found in Nelson biographies. Would that have been the case if Nelson had not written such eloquent and effective reports? Or would his role in the battle have received so much attention if he had not broadcast it so effectively? Surely not. He instinctively appreciated the importance in leadership of symbolic gestures and stories. If his superiors failed to appreciate them, Nelson certainly did not.


How Nelson remained focused on his ambition to be a hero and rise to the top of his profession, through unemployment, illnesses, wounds and defeats, is all part of the story. Obsessive, slightly crazy, restless for glory, he jumped at every opportunity to carry out some new aspect of his perceived duty. He was, of course, egged on by the public, who desperately needed a heroic figure to set against the enormous presence of Napoleon. Nelson and Napoleon – who could ask for more larger-than-life hero and villain characters?


One reason for Nelson’s willingness to plunge himself into danger was the role of religion and spirituality in his life. His father, a country vicar, brought him up to believe that it was the poor parson’s family who enjoyed privileged communion with God, not the wealthy landowners who held temporal, but not spiritual, power. Nelson’s belief that God was on his side, and would help him overcome any hardships, came to play a major part in his leading-from-the-front mentality.


His commitment to the heroic image meant that dying a martyr’s death at the moment of victory was an outcome to be envied, not avoided. In the meantime, God was somehow protecting him, leading him to his destined sacrifice. The echoes of Christian archetypes are hard to avoid.


Nelson described his protection by the Almighty when writing in his journal, and there is no reason to doubt its authenticity and sincerity:


When I lay me down to sleep, I recommend myself to the Care of Almighty God. When I awake I give myself up to His direction, amidst all the evils that threaten me, I will look up to Him for help, and question not but that He will either avert them or turn them to my advantage. Though I know neither the time nor the manner of my death, I am not at all solicitous about it because I am sure that He knows them both, and that He will not fail to support and comfort me.


As we shall describe throughout this book, Nelson built on a series of heroic exploits to win the hearts of his men, his officers and the people of Britain at a time of great fear and threat of invasion. With only the strength and reputation of the navy as protection, Britain fought against most of Europe, with Napoleon at the height of his powers. The British needed to focus on a hero to rally their spirits and morale. There were other gallant officers at sea and others who had won major fleet actions – but none had Nelson’s personality, his commitment, visibility, courage and ability to inspire.


Nelson’s Way


Heroism


The approach to leadership exemplified by Nelson involves a transcendent sense of purpose and a level of ambition that can only be described as obsessive. Behind the romantic image of the hero and the elegant and persuasive prose, Nelson took determination and persistence to almost ruthless extremes, overcoming political obstacles, personal hardships, tactical errors and mortal dangers.


This leadership style is not for the faint-hearted. It means a 24/7 focus, to be pursued at all costs, to the point of being seen as unconventional, hyperactive and unable to relax until the objective has been achieved. In Nelson’s case, there was no other way.


Heroes are legendary figures, endowed with great strength or ability, and admired for noble achievements and qualities such as courage and bravery. They are grand, noble, potent, impressive, epic, victorious and celebrated. They need to be role models, an ideal type in their chosen field. Their job is to lead others, being both courageous and magnanimous. They come to the fore when they are needed, especially in a crisis.


To be a hero as a leader you need to be talked about for specific achievements and qualities. You need to be outstanding in your chosen area – be it ideas, execution, relationships or any other way of making progress – and to be known for this. As in heroic verse and in the way of heroes of ancient times, you need to be dramatic, colourful and famous.


No organisation can cope with too many heroes in this full-blooded sense, with their tendency to be egotistical and larger than life; nor is everyone cut out for heroism. But most companies could do with more leaders who are inspirational, exciting and vibrant. Heroic qualities can be identified in existing and potential staff, through looking for determination, energy, outstanding achievements both at and outside work, courageous tendencies from a young age, being looked up to by others, and being fond of self-publicity.


Do candidates for jobs in your organisation bring articles about themselves to show you? Are they outstanding in their field? Do they support particular causes? Most importantly, will other people see in them the qualities they most admire in themselves? They could be heroes!



Leadership comments



John Adair


Nelson has always been a great hero of leadership writer John Adair and features prominently in his book Great Leaders. ‘Nelson is as close as we’ve had to someone with a touch of genius for leadership,’ he maintains. ‘As with anything else, it is by studying those with genius that we progress our knowledge of leadership.’ As he goes on to explain, ‘We should, by using modern understanding, be able to identify universal principles of leadership exemplified in Nelson’s career.’


And this is what he has done. Adair has used Nelson’s leadership lessons extensively in the hundreds of leadership programmes he has delivered across the world and in many industry sectors, in the military and in civilian life, emphasising Nelson’s heroism, his achievements and qualities, his iconic status as a role model, his emergence at a time of need, his commitment to his chosen cause.


Adair sees a fundamental of heroism as the need to have great ability, and thus he talks of Nelson’s ‘authority of knowledge – he had strong mastery of his trade’. Courage had to be there too, but physical courage was almost taken for granted: ‘Nelson got used to battle from a very early age. Professional soldiers get used to it, and carry on as normal. Conditions that we would find extraordinary – cannon balls and splinters flying about – were something he was quite used to.’


In identifying and training leaders, Adair emphasises the existence of courageous tendencies from a young age, and evidence of volunteering for independent action at time of need, as a vital part of heroism. ‘The primal act of leadership is leading from the front in action,’ he comments. ‘Nelson advertised himself – he enjoyed a touch of the heroics.’


As Adair explains, for you to be a hero, people have to tell stories about you. You have to be at least a bit of a celebrity. Thus, officers and sailors told stories about Nelson, such as ‘even at Merton – his home – he would come down to breakfast in full uniform. There is a pleasing touch of vanity about him – it makes him human.’ They told stories about his ‘patent bridge for boarding first rates’, his courage during the amputation of his arm, the way he turned a blind eye at Copenhagen. Nelson represented their own values in these colourful episodes. ‘What stories do people tell about you?’ Adair asks those in his leadership classes. ‘Nelson virtually invented personal PR,’ he maintains.


Another vital aspect of heroism that Adair learned from Nelson was ‘that he was an extraordinarily good manager – he found the energy and commitment to do all the paperwork early in the day so he could devote the rest of the day to leading’, to acts of heroism that were real and genuine. As Adair reminds us, ‘The navy was the biggest organisation in Europe – it took a lot of work to run it!’ In teaching leadership, Adair emphasises both heroic and apparently non-heroic aspects.


Nelson’s respect for his officers and men, his understanding of their values and ability to build their trust, meant he had to be in touch with them. For this he used the mechanism practised in the navy that ‘any sailor could present a petition to the Admiral at any time – he didn’t have to go through a bureaucratic rigmarole’. Adair talks of this technique being used by Peter Davies when he took over as CEO of Sainsbury’s: ‘He invited anyone in the company to email him directly.’ The thousands of letters that Nelson received and answered show his amazing ability as a communicator.


Being a role model was key to Nelson’s ability to inspire, another fundamental of being a hero. ‘All these men pent up on ship built up huge corporate emotion – he was a lightning rod to redirect this energy.’


The model of leadership presented by Adair takes a holistic view. ‘If we were to compare Nelson with other heroes such as Montgomery, in the three roles of leader, colleague and subordinate, he would score high on all three.’


‘He was extraordinary in that he could win eminence and glory without arousing the envy of his colleagues and seniors,’ Adair adds. ‘Like Haydn and Mozart – Haydn recognised that Mozart, the younger man, had the edge on him, had a special kind of genius.’


There are also words of warning for modern-day followers of Nelson, according to Adair. ‘Unless you are of Nelsonian stature, the focus on personal glory would be a mistake,’ he advises. There is much to be said for quiet heroism, for promoting team spirit, for being genuinely respected by a small circle. Especially because, unlike in the Nelsonic context, it is challenging to keep exceeding previous acts of glory, sustaining it right to the end. Perhaps this is the greatest challenge of being a hero – being consistent, keeping up the legend, which can be so easily lost. Many leaders have subsequently lost the plot – and lost respect.


Leadership lessons


Heroism


[image: image] Why do you want to be a leader? There are many good reasons for taking on this role, and heroism may have little to do with it. But even on a small scale, to be admired and respected is important for most leaders.


[image: image] Decide if you want to be a hero as a leader and be honest with yourself – have you got the energy and commitment for it?


[image: image] Then volunteer for tough but high-profile assignments, which give you opportunities for independent action.


[image: image] Be an excellent communicator – you can’t be any kind of leader without it, and certainly not a heroic one. Get a good PR person onto it if you can’t do it yourself.


[image: image] Spread the word about your achievements with stories that will be repeated, to inspire others and remind them of the values they most admire. It is not enough simply to sing your own praises.


[image: image] If you want to be a hero, be a real one, showing genuine and robust heroic qualities – courage, passion, loyalty – not just the spin.


[image: image] Choose a profession or organisation where you can rise to the top with prestige and honour, and which is congruent with your own values. Start by being a hero to your peers.


[image: image] Identify and represent important values that can earn trust and respect – and fame.


[image: image] You can’t be the heroic leader all the time, so you have to be good at what you do and be a good manager as well.


[image: image] Have deep and unshakeable faith in what you do and feel good about it.


[image: image] Keep it up right to the end!





2

VOCATION

Learning the ropes, 1771–1793



‘I returned a practical seaman… with a saying common with the seamen, “Aft the most honour, forward the better man.”’


Nelson





[image: image]


A painting started when Nelson successfully passed his lieutenant’s examination and completed when he was promoted to captain. The fort of San Juan in Nicaragua, one of his first engagements, was added in to the background. ‘Captain Horatio Nelson’ by John Francis Rigaud, 1781.





ON 9 APRIL 1777, A NERVOUS YOUNG NELSON APPEARED AT the Navy Office in London wearing his best uniform to sit for his examination for lieutenant. Clutching the journals of his voyages and certificates of service from his different captains, Nelson headed for Seething Lane and Crutched Friars. A lieutenant’s commission – which hopefully would soon follow if he passed the examination – would be issued at the Admiralty, but the job of examining candidates was delegated to the Navy Board, partly because the ships’ books used to corroborate claims of service were stored there.


The examiners would be looking for evidence of Nelson’s ability to handle a ship and his eligibility for a lieutenant’s commission. They were unlikely to ask him about naval warfare, strategy, tactics, combat training or how promising he might be as a leader. If the examiners had connections with the candidate, there may be just a few simple questions. It was unlikely to be a walkover, however. There were many middle-aged midshipmen who had repeatedly failed their examinations.


So Nelson had swotted up on his knowledge of seamanship and navigation, but he was more worried about the fact that he was only 18 while a commissioned officer was supposed to be at least 20. He looked even younger, too – what if one of the examiners made a point of enquiring about his age? And what about the six years of sea service he needed, when one of these had been with a merchant ship?


His nervousness must have been allayed, nevertheless, by discovering that next to the two strangers in the examination room, Captains John Campbell and Abraham North, resplendent in full-dress uniforms and sat behind a large table, sat none other than the Comptroller of the Navy Board himself, Captain Maurice Suckling – Nelson’s uncle.


Nelson’s brother William later denied that patronage had played a role, suggesting that Uncle Maurice did not reveal his relationship with the candidate until after Nelson had successfully passed the examination. According to William, Suckling said, ‘I did not wish the younker to be favoured. I felt convinced that he would pass a good examination, and you see, gentlemen, that I have not been disappointed.’ It is now thought that the connection between Nelson and his uncle would have been obvious from Nelson’s documents. The other examiners would have seen that Nelson’s first ship was Suckling’s Raisonable and drawn their own conclusion – this is how most aspiring young officers gained their entry point into the service.
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