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            Introduction

         

         Standing at the entrance to the Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL (BUD/S) training facility is a six-foot-tall, half-man, half-fish, reptilian monster with bulging black eyes and webbed hands and feet. His gills flaring outward and a long three-pronged trident in one hand, he has a sign around his neck that says SO YOU WANT TO BE A FROGMAN! This Creature from the Black Lagoon challenges every student who walks across the quarterdeck and onto the asphalt Grinder—the Grinder, where for the next six months you will endure hundreds of hours of calisthenics, endless harassment by battle-hardened warriors, and physical and mental pain the likes of which you have never encountered. Add to this challenge hours of bone-chilling ocean swims, miles and miles of soft-sand runs, brutal obstacle courses, and the all-consuming Hell Week.

         Thirty-four years after I started BUD/S training, I would be anointed as the Bull Frog1—the longest-serving frogman and Navy SEAL on active duty. In almost four decades of service, I learned a lot about what it took to be a frogman and to lead frogmen. But I was also honored to lead countless others: Green Berets, Rangers, Air Force pilots, and Special Tactics operators; Marine Raiders, infantrymen, ship and submarine officers, intelligence and law enforcement professionals, civil servants, doctors, researchers, technicians, students and faculty. From midshipman to four-star admiral to chancellor of the University of Texas System, each day, each week, each month, each year, each decade would bring new leadership lessons. Some lessons came easy, others brought great pain, but all lessons were of value. All lessons would serve me well in dealing with the challenges that life presented.

         But leadership, no matter whether you are a midshipman or an admiral, is never easy. Even those who seem to carry the burden of leadership with ease often struggle. Carl von Clausewitz, the great nineteenth-century general who wrote the consummate book On War, once said that “everything in war is simple, but the simple things are difficult.” In 2009, on a return trip to Afghanistan, I was reading a foreign policy magazine. There were two articles in the magazine written by a couple of East Coast academics. The professors explained how the U.S. military just didn’t understand the best way to win the war in Afghanistan. They wrote, rather condescendingly, that if the military would only build roads, they could connect the villages to the districts. Then with more roads they could connect the districts to the provinces and finally the provinces to the capital. Building all these roads would allow the Afghans to prosper and be strong enough to defeat the Taliban. All the military had to do was build roads. Well, no kidding! Why didn’t we think of that? Well, we did think of that! It’s just that when people are shooting at you and trying to blow you up—it’s hard to build roads. And that, dear reader, is the nature of leadership as well. Everything in leadership is simple, it’s just that the simplest things are difficult. It would be simple to say, “Be men and women of great integrity” or “Lead from the front” or “Take care of your troops,” but it is difficult to do. Why? Because we are humans and each of us has our foibles, our weaknesses, and our shortfalls that can affect how we lead. But as difficult as leadership is, it is not complicated.

         In its simplest form, leadership is “accomplishing a task with the people and resources you have while maintaining the integrity of your institution.” A good leader knows both how to inspire the men and women that work for them and how to manage the people and resources necessary to complete the task. But leadership is not just about getting the job done. It is also about maintaining or advancing the reputation of your institution. How many times have we read about a university athletic program that was excelling in athletics but was caught in a cheating scandal along the way? Or a financial institution that made its stockholders a lot of money but eventually collapsed because they violated the law? If as a leader you fail the institution you are leading, then you have failed—period. Once again, leadership is difficult, but not complicated. To do it right doesn’t require a sophisticated chart, a calculus formula, or a complex algorithm, but it does require some guidance.

         So, how do we make the difficult nature of leadership simple? Well, for thousands of years militaries have relied on mottoes, creeds, parables, and stories to inspire, to motivate, and to guide leaders and followers alike. These sayings serve to reinforce certain behaviors. They also provide a memory prompt, a Pavlovian response, and an inspirational surge that helps direct individual actions in the midst of uncertainty.

         Serving in the military, I relied heavily on these sayings to guide my actions. Whenever I had a difficult decision to make, I would ask myself, “Can you stand before the long green table?” Since WWII, the conference tables used in military boardrooms had been constructed of long, narrow pieces of furniture covered in green felt. Whenever a formal proceeding took place that required multiple officers to adjudicate an issue, the officers would gather around the table. The point of the saying was simple. If you couldn’t make a good case to the officers sitting around the long green table, then you should reconsider your actions. Every time I was about to make an important decision, I asked myself, “Can I stand before the long green table and be satisfied that I took all the right actions?” It is one of the most fundamental questions a leader must ask themselves—and the old saying helped me remember what steps to take.

         But there are other mottoes and sayings that have equal power. The Army Rangers’ Sua Sponte (Of Your Own Accord); the British Special Air Service motto, Who Dares Wins; and the SEAL mantra, The Only Easy Day Was Yesterday; all these sayings have a storied history that drove leaders at the time to make certain profound decisions. They inspired action in the heat of battle and served to strengthen the leader’s resolve and to motivate the troops.

         These sayings are not just words, they are words born of experience, trial by fire, and most written in blood. Words worth remembering as we try to shape our response to a problem.

         In this book I have collected eighteen of these sayings that have guided me throughout my career: mottoes, parables, creeds, and stories that have served me well when I was starting a new assignment or had a particularly difficult leadership challenge.

         The eighteen chapters are a mix of Personal Qualities and Professional Actions. Every leader must have certain qualities that they exhibit in their personal life if they hope to lead well. But a strong character alone is not sufficient for success. As a leader you must take actions to build a plan, communicate its intent, inspect its progress, hold people (and yourself) accountable. Together, qualities and actions are the building blocks of great leaders.

         The road to becoming the Bull Frog was not easy. No road to the top ever is, but I hope you will find wisdom in these pages that will make your road to the top much easier to travel.

         
            1 For the first year, I shared the award with my good friend Commander Brian Sebenaler, until his retirement in 2012.
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            Death Before Dishonor

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The most tragic thing in the world is a man of genius who is not a man

of honor.

               —George Bernard Shaw

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         Honor. It sounds a bit quaint in today’s vernacular. A gentleman’s honor. A lady’s honor. To honor thy mother and father. The Honorable Judge so-and-so. But for thousands of years, honor has had meaning. It has had value. It was—and still is—considered paramount to who you are. Do you honor your family by being a man or woman of virtue? Do you honor your country by serving in times of need? Do you honor your faith by being pious and reverent?

         Legend has it that the phrase “Death Before Dishonor” began with the Greek Stoics who were prepared to die rather than compromise their values. Later, Julius Caesar is quoted as saying “I love the name of honor more than I fear death.” The samurai of Japan were steeped in the tradition of honor and always prepared to die rather than dishonor their service to the emperor. And in modern times, the United States Marine Corps has unofficially adopted the saying “Death Before Dishonor” after legendary Marine sergeant John Basilone had the motto tattooed on his left arm.

         Unfortunately, over the millennia there have been men and women who cloaked themselves in “honor” only to be as unscrupulous and as vile as any humans in history. But true honor—doing the right thing for the right reasons—is the foundation of great leadership. With it, your colleagues will follow you through the trials and hardships of your quest. But without honor, nothing you accomplish will be of lasting value. And if you dishonor your company, your family, your country, or your faith, then your legacy of leadership will forever be tainted.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As I approached the podium in the Great Hall of the United States Military Academy, I couldn’t help but be impressed by the cadets standing before me. Immaculately attired in their gray mess dress uniform, replete with brass buttons and gold stripes, here were America’s finest: young men and women who had volunteered to join the Army during a time of war, knowing that by raising their hands they were likely to find themselves in conflict during their years of service.

         Around the room were reminders of the remarkable soldiers that had gone before them: Grant, Pershing, Eisenhower, Patton, and MacArthur. The symbols of America’s commitment to the values of Duty, Honor, and Country hung from the walls.

         It was 2014, and as the commander of the United States Special Operations Command, I had been invited to be the guest speaker at the 500th Night event, a gala that marked the last five hundred days before the West Point juniors graduated. Being neither an academy graduate nor an Army officer, I was quite honored to have the opportunity to address them. I entitled my remarks “A Sailor’s Perspective on the Army.” Having spent the past twelve years of war serving alongside some remarkable soldiers, I thought I could provide a little perspective to the young cadets. A perspective not colored by my service uniform.

         I began by making it clear that the Army they were joining was not the Army of the Hudson, the Army of the history books, or the Army portrayed on the countless murals across campus. This was today’s Army, with today’s problems, with today’s soldiers, soldiers who were in need of real leadership. Leadership sounds simple in the books, I offered, but it is quite difficult in real life. Leadership is difficult because it is a human interaction, and nothing is more daunting, more frustrating, more complex than trying to lead men and women in tough times. Those officers who do it well earn respect because, unfortunately, doing it poorly is commonplace.

         I had chosen those last words carefully because earlier in the day I had passed by the Cadet Honor Code, which is etched in glass set in a stone wall that adorns the academy grounds. The code is simple but incredibly powerful. It says:

         “A cadet will not lie, cheat, steal, or tolerate those who do.”

         Below the Honor Code is the mission of the United States Military Academy. The mission of West Point is not to produce Pattonesque geniuses, four-star generals, or presidents of the United States. The mission is to produce “leaders of character.” And the Honor Code provides the foundation of that character. The code beckons young men and women who aspire “to live above the common level of life.”

         To live above the common level of life: to be noble when others may be unprincipled, to be honorable when others may be shameless, to be men and women of integrity when others may resort to dishonesty. What I found in leading and being led by great officers from all branches of service was the importance of character and having a personal code of honor to help guide you through the difficult times.

         It is easy when we see generals fall, when their foibles are made public and their failures of character are laid bare, to believe that that code is nothing but hollow words to inspire impressionable young men and women. It is easy to get jaded by the ugliness of life and to become cynical when those we held up as heroes stumble. But make no mistake about it, if you want to be a great leader you must have a personal code of conduct that provides an anchor for your decisions and your actions. An anchor that tethers you to a good place of return when you go astray. And most of us will go astray at some point. We are all human. We make poor decisions. We act stupidly. We have regrets. But nevertheless, we should all strive—and strive mightily—to be honorable.

         When I joined the SEAL Teams in 1978, all the operators were Vietnam vets. They were tough, salty, irreverent, and at times insubordinate, but there was still a sense of nobility to them that shaped their character. Even though they had endured a difficult, nasty war that at times tested their humanity, they understood the need to be men of integrity, men of honor.

         And, like their Vietnam forebears, today’s SEALs are not without their dark shadows, but the standard of conduct is still exceptionally high. In 2005, the modern SEALs codified that standard of conduct in the Navy SEAL Ethos, which reads in part:

         
            I serve with honor on and off the battlefield…Uncompromising integrity is my standard…My word is my bond.

         

         The SEAL Ethos mirrors the code of conduct of so many other military units. The Army Ranger Creed says, “I will always endeavor to uphold the prestige, honor, and high esprit de corps of my Ranger Regiment.” Similarly, the Green Berets’ creed says “I pledge to uphold the honor and integrity [of the Green Beret] legacy in all that I am—in all that I do.” Marine Raiders: “I will uphold the honor of the legacy and valor passed down to me. I will do the right thing always…I will not bring shame upon myself or those with whom I serve.”

         But of course, it’s not just the military. The Girl Scout Law says, “I will do my best to be honest and fair…[and] make the world a better place.” The Boy Scouts’ oath says, “On my honor I will do my best…and [be] morally straight.” And I believe the original Hippocratic Oath captures the importance of a creed better than any other. The final paragraph of the Hippocratic Oath says, “So long as I maintain this Oath faithfully and without corruption, may it be granted to me to partake of life fully…gaining the respect of all men for all time. However, should I transgress this Oath and violate it, may the opposite be my fate.”

         There are always examples of successful people who lack scruples, who have no moral compass yet have made billions of dollars and driven their industries to new heights. But more often than not, that lack of integrity, doing wrong instead of right, can manifest itself in a toxic work culture, a failed business, or a personal tragedy.

         If you violate your oath, your code of conduct, the basic decency with which you should live your life and run your business, then eventually you will lose the respect of the men and women you serve, and the opposite becomes your fate.

         Doing what is right matters because, when exhibited by a leader on a daily basis, it develops the culture of the institution, and it develops the next generation of leaders. If you are a person who lacks character, then the culture of the organization will reflect that, and you will be setting up the next generation of leaders for failure.

         I often hear that it’s hard to know the right thing to do. No, it’s not! You always know what’s right, but sometimes it’s just very hard to do it. It’s hard because you may have to admit failure. It’s hard because the right decision may affect your friends and colleagues. It’s hard because you may not personally benefit from doing what’s right. Yeah, it’s hard. That’s called leadership.

         Having a set of moral principles and being a person of integrity are the most important virtues for any leader. In the simplest terms it follows the West Point Honor Code: Don’t lie, cheat, steal, or tolerate those that do. This means be honest with your workforce, your customers, and the public. Be fair in your business dealings. Follow the Golden Rule: Treat others as you would have others treat you. If this sounds a bit Pollyannaish or like you’re in Sunday school, so be it. Being a person of high integrity is what separates the great leaders from the commonplace.

         After thirty-seven years as a Navy SEAL, I am too mindful of my own shortfalls to be overly self-righteous in telling the reader how to behave. However, in spite of my many stumbles along the way, I always found that having a set of principles helped me during the most challenging times of my life and my career.

         Before you can master any of the other axioms of wisdom, you must first strive to be men and women of honor and integrity. That is what sets the great leaders above the commonplace. It will not be easy. It never is. But it is also not complicated.

         
            It’s Simple:

            
	Be fair and honorable in your business dealings. It’s the only way that you and your employees can leave a legacy to be proud of.

               	Never lie, cheat, steal, or tolerate those who do. The culture of your organization starts with you.

               	Own your lapses in judgment. It happens to everyone. Correct the problem and return to being a person of good character.
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