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“The United States Marine Corps . . . is built on a foundation of leadership that instills a discipline to perform under the most difficult of circumstances and environments. No one more epitomizes these qualifications than Sergeant Major Alford McMichael. Read his book, know his story. It is a life lesson on leadership.”


—Dennis Swanson, president of station operations, Fox Television Stations, Inc.


SERGEANT MAJOR ALFORD L. McMICHAEL “. . . represents the epitome of iconic leadership and competence, and his book passes along a lifetime of lessons, observations, and practices invaluable to anyone in a position of authority.”


—Frederick W. Smith, chairman and CEO, FedEx Corporation


“. . . has inspired greatness in each organization he led. Seniors and subordinates alike stood taller, looked sharper, and performed better. If you desire to inspire greatness within your organization, then I highly recommend this book as a unique resource from a great leader.”


—Dale W. Herdegen, lieutenant colonel, United States Marine Corps, Ret.


“. . . is the finest staff noncommissioned officer, of any service, I have observed in forty years of active duty. He is the epitome of what leadership is all about.”


—General James L. Jones, United States Marine Corps, Ret., president and CEO, U.S. Chamber Institute for Energy












“Take one look at him, listen to him speak, watch him act, and you’ll follow him. Why? Because throughout his life and military career, Sergeant Major Al McMichael has proven himself to be a visionary who develops and nurtures ideas to fruition. . . . Anyone who is charged with leading, teaching, mentoring, managing or caring for people should read the inspiring story of Al McMichael in Leadership.”


—Dean Mark Pizzo, National Defense University in Washington, D.C.


There is only one Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps at any one time. It is the highest rank an enlisted Marine can achieve. From 1999 to 2003 the USMC’s 14th sergeant major, and the first African American to attain the position, was Alford L. McMichael. Now, Sergeant Major McMichael shares how the values taught to him around the dinner table and in the hard times of his dirtpoor Southern childhood took him to the top of his field and made him one of the most respected and valued leaders of our time.


This is not a guide that speaks only to military personnel. This is not a guide that only CEOs will cherish. The magic of McMichael’s life lessons is that anyone can relate to and build success from them, because McMichael himself learned them in the most modest of beginnings: growing up in the 1950s with nine siblings in a single-parent, one-story home in Hot Springs, Arkansas. It was the best training he could have received for the Marines, and with down-to-earth practicality and an engaging anecdotal style, McMichael demonstrates how the morals, work ethic, and self-discipline he learned from his mother and grandmother gave him the life skills for groundbreaking success.


Practice dinner table values . . . Find your compass . . . Rely on intelligence over emotion . . . Prepare so you can prosper . . . Impress yourself first . . . Give power to your people . . . Lead from the heart . . . These are among the pragmatic and distinctive nuggets of truth McMichael imparts in Leadership, and whatever your walk in life, they are the foundation for making great things happen. Are you ready to experience the phenomenal results when you ask the best of yourself and those around you?









SERGEANT MAJOR ALFORD L . McMICHAEL enlisted in the United States Marine Corps in 1970 and served his country for more than thirty-six years. He was appointed the 14th Sergeant Major of the USMC on June 30, 1999. In 2003, he became the first sergeant major ever to serve as the sergeant major to the Allied Supreme Commander of NATO. Among his countless other accomplishments he has, most recently, been appointed to the American Veteran Steering Committee, where he is working to improve the quality of life for young veterans of the United States Armed Forces. He and his wife reside in northern Virginia.
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Foreword


MARINE CORPS COMMANDANTS GET to do a lot of interesting things while they are in office. However, one of the most important tasks a commandant has to perform actually takes place before he/she takes office: the designation of the next Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps. The outgoing commandant convenes an informal search committee to identify the top four or five candidates from among all active-duty sergeants major. The commandant-designee then interviews each candidate and selects from among them the next Sergeant Major of the entire Corps.


The best decision I made as commandant happened before I even took office. It was the selection of Alford McMichael (and his wife Rita!) to become the 14th Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps.


Sergeant Major McMichael and I had never served together and did not know each other, but it was very quickly apparent from our initial meeting that this was the Marine I wanted at my side for the important work that needed to be done from 1999–2003. His performance of duty is still, in my view, the standard by which most others will be judged in the future.


What I admire about him is his selflessness, professionalism, and his compassion. For him, being a Marine has not been a job but a privileged calling; and he has lived each day of his remarkable career as though it might be his last, to be savored and treasured for eternity. He is fortunate in that he also looks like a Marine Corps recruiting poster, “right out of Central Casting” as Marines say in describing a Marine who is “squared away.” Forget the fact that he was the first black Marine to be appointed to this post; he took on the role so immediately that all Marines quickly came to the conclusion that this was a leader to be admired, emulated, and followed . . . and that’s exactly what all Marines did.


Sergeant Major McMichael will tell you that being fair and consistent are two of the most important attributes to being a good leader. He will tell you that deflecting credit toward others is another. But he also will be equally quick to point out that holding high the standard of achievement is also very important.


One of Sergeant Major McMichael’s most satisfying moments came when the Marine Corps took the decision to rebuild all of our on-base housing units, starting with those for the most junior enlisted Marines. He figured importantly in this issue, just as he did in the decision to modernize the Marine Corps “utility” field uniform and combat boots in such a way that it saved out of pocket expenses for the Marines, yet gave them much better products. Not surprisingly the other services quickly followed suit in imitation.


Sergeant Major McMichael could have retired in the summer of 2003, something that each of his 13 predecessors did at the end of their tours. I asked him to take on another unique assignment in becoming the very first sergeant major of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) Allied Command Operations in Mons, Belgium. He and his wife, Rita, accepted and he set about bringing his unique skills to the world’s most important alliance, a position that required exceptional political and military skills. Suffice it to say that in a short time he persuaded several nations to create Noncommissioned Officer Corps, where there had been none before, in their regular military establishments.


Leadership is the art of influencing people to do things they might not otherwise do in achieving desired goals. The more senior the leader, the more difficult the challenge. But not so for Al McMichael. The more senior he became, the more he came into his comfort zone because results never were about him—they were always about others.


Read this book carefully. It was written by a man who was raised on a dead-end street in Hot Springs, Arkansas. He had a mother, nine brothers and sisters and a grandmother, who never let him believe that a dead-end street meant a dead-end life. His family conferred upon him a gift—the motivation to rise to his full potential. He became a leader; he became a sergeant major of Marines, and a sergeant major of the operational troops of NATO.


We are all the better for his success, and we owe both him and Rita a debt of thanks for sharing a remarkable story with us.


—GENERAL JAMES L. JONES, USMC, RET.





Introduction


IGRADUATED FROM THE GREATEST leadership institution on earth with the highest honors. All it took me was thirty-six years of study, home and abroad.


Whatever my mother, Miss Rosa, my grandmother Miss Ida, and two older sisters, Ida Mae and Ruby, failed to teach me about leadership, the United States Marine Corps covered many times over. This is a book of principles and lessons, some of them learned at home in times far different than these. Others were developed, honed, and put into practice all over the world in a variety of leadership positions including the fourteenth Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps.


The fabric that binds all these ideas together was woven at the dinner table in a small house on Helm Street in Hot Springs, Arkansas, in the 1950s and ’60s with my grandmother at the head and my mother in the kitchen. These are values and fundamental concepts about compassion, commitment, honesty, integrity, and good old-fashioned discipline. No one can lead well without first truly caring. The test often comes when the only eyes in the room are ours, with no one else there to measure, applaud, decry, or defend our actions.


The book is divided into ten principles, each one explained through anecdote and example.


Walk the Walk provides a map of the road that led me to follow my brother, Sherman, into the Marine Corps. What started out as a short-term escape turned into a long, unique military career.


Practice Dinner Table Values lays out the propositions driven into me growing up by two of the strongest women I have ever known inside or outside of the military. Not even the Marine Corps could have created the lessons in functional leadership taught day after day in words and actions throughout my childhood.


Impress Yourself First is an idea I learned from my grandmother’s flawless example. Though she worked as a domestic and cleaned a classroom on the fourth floor of Hot Springs High School, Ida never felt beneath any person for even a day in her life. She set her standards high and lived her long life by them.


Rely on Intelligence over Emotion is the story of my experiences growing up in Hot Springs, Arkansas, as the Civil Rights movement rolled through the country and nearly unhinged parts of the south. It also covers my first introduction to racial extremes in the Marine Corps as the Vietnam War came to a close.


Prepare So You Can Prosper speaks to the hallmark of my career. Even before I knew what I was doing, I built systems and processes to navigate life. I knew instinctively the advantages and freedom that thorough preparation brought to my life.


Lead from the Heart is the application of compassion even in the highly charged world of the United States military. Sometimes issues of courage and honor are defined by the decisions we make when the written rules don’t match the circumstances.


Rebuild What You Tear Down has universal application across age groups, businesses, and personal interactions of all kinds. The value of a human being is not diminished by any one single flaw, any more than a $100 bill is less valuable once it is no longer brand-new.


Give Power to Your People deals with the seemingly paradoxical notion that to enhance prospects for yourself and the organization often means a release to others of the very power most people think defines their strength.


Expect Excellence shows how the difference between good and great is often far less than it appears. Great leaders never settle for good when excellence is possible.


Foster Functional Leadership explores the practical application of these principles in real-life situations from high-level leadership positions around the world.


The final chapter, Find Your Compass, focuses on the difference old-fashioned leadership can make today both globally—and on an individual and community level.


Good leadership demands action. It entails developing insight into human nature, an inherent respect for those under our command, and plain hard work. Whether in full view of the culture, or the quiet of our own homes, the chance to lead well is there for all those who choose to do so.


My hope is that this book will provide an inside view into one man’s journey through the halls of the greatest leadership-training program in the world. And that from my personal experience, others will learn some of the principles of strong leadership that I discovered along the way and put them into practice.
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Walk the Walk: The Lost Art of Leadership


THE BLACK-AND-WHITE TELEVISION SAT on top of a tall, black oak table just inside the front door and to the right. The one-story house had brown, faux brick siding and a porch that wrapped around the front. In the shadow of the Great Depression, my grandfather paid $800, a fortune at the time, for house No. 9 on Helm Street in Hot Springs, Arkansas, in the early 1930s. He was tagged with a thirty-year mortgage and monthly payments of three dollars.


I was born on February 24, 1952, and until I was five years old, Helm Street was a dirt road. Our plumbing was outdoors. The kitchen sink was simply a bucket where dishes were washed. The icebox was just that: a box where we put the ice from the ice house around the corner. The living room couldn’t have been more appropriately named because that’s where we lived.


Every day started in that room. It was the last stop before everyone left for school. My mother stood near the door, checked our hair, and made sure we had lunch money, our books, and all our homework. It was like a military inspection. We’d fall in, go through guard mount, and march out the door in an order determined by age, oldest to youngest. And every night ended there with us all in front of the boulder-like, twenty-four-inch Zenith television in its black-framed box.


But in 1969, that room and the television were my connection to a world beyond my imagination and to my only brother who had left home the year before. Named after our grandfather, Sherman was eighteen months older and just a grade ahead of me in school. Our lives had been intertwined to a degree unusual for even the closest of siblings. We were the men of a house dominated by women, a mother and grandmother, followed by two older sisters, ten of us children in all, and not even a photograph of a father.


Our family raised a large amount of the food we ate, my siblings and I hauling hundred-pound bags of feed to the backyard where we kept all the animals—a cow, chickens, rabbits, geese, and goats. By the time we kids were in middle school, there wasn’t a teacher anywhere who could tell us more about the cycle of life in animals or the mating processes and patterns of rabbits. We helped our grandmother, Ida, grow most of the vegetables we ate, and we executed the commands of our mother, Miss Rosa, around the house.


By the time Sherman, who was then seventeen, told me he was going to drop out of our high school following his junior year, the dark clouds of a culture in transition had started to slowly edge into Hot Springs.


A gambling and entertainment mecca that rivaled Las Vegas just a decade earlier, Hot Springs was changing. Two groups with different agendas but a common cause—Baptists and gambling operatives from Nevada—worked hard to close down the casinos that had effectively kept Hot Springs in a time warp. Although the Civil Rights Act of 1964 allowed all African-Americans the right to enter theaters from the main street and go through the front doors of restaurants to order food, the racial and political tension rising from the streets of Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles were of a nature and intensity beyond anything we experienced in our home town.


Still, it was amid both the pain of assassination—first Dr. Martin Luther King’s on April 4, 1968, then Robert Kennedy’s on June 5, 1968—and the political turmoil in Chicago that Sherman chose a road that forever took him out of Hot Springs and into a conflicted and rapidly changing world.


He had been a cornerback on the last football team at Langston, the city’s all-black high school. That fall, 1968, Langston and Hot Springs High, where former president Bill Clinton attended, were to be integrated at a new facility outside of town. The new school would be called Hot Springs High School. Langston would cease to exist, becoming instead a middle school.


“I’m not going to that school,” Sherman said. “I’m not doing that. I grew up at Langston High. I’m done with school.”


I looked at my brother. The words didn’t match the person I had known all my life. How could anyone just stop going to school?


“How can you not go to school?” I asked. “How could that thought even enter your mind?”


In those days, you could drop out of high school and join the United States Marine Corps. That’s exactly what Sherman did in the summer before his senior year.


On August 21, 1968, a Marine became the first African-American soldier awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor. A day later, as street clashes between demonstrators and police brought chaos to the Democratic National Convention, I started going to school with white people for the first time, and my brother prepared for war.


For all the changes I was going through, Sherman’s transformation would be of a whole other magnitude.


When Sherman returned home from basic training four months later, he had muscles in places I had never seen muscles before. He had become a daredevil, fearless. But I still couldn’t understand anything about why he chose the path he did. Why would he want to leave something so good, the life we had together as brothers in a family that had defined our entire lives?


I remember going to school one day when my brother was home on leave, and a kid telling me Sherman had been in a fight at a club the night before.


“Man, he hit this guy with one punch,” said the boy, “and that guy went straight down to the floor.”


My brother?


When Sherman left for Vietnam, I struggled to process that reality. Not even integration had as much impact on me as my brother going off to war all the way on the other side of the world. I thought about him all the time. I wrote him letters. I told him about my car, my girlfriend, what was happening at school and around town. Every night I prayed he’d be safe.


I understand now what parents and loved ones go through when their sons, daughters, husbands, and wives are in harm’s way.


I was a seventeen-year-old kid looking up into the heavens and praying for the good Lord to watch over my brother. Every night I made sure I was home with a seat in front of that television in our living room to watch Walter Cronkite on the CBS Evening News. It was as if I needed to see that Vietnam footage to make sense of the path my brother had chosen.


I remember thinking back then, Isn’t the military for men? Don’t you have to be a grown man to be a soldier? My brother was a boy, just like me. Men looked like those fathers down the street heading off to the Reynold’s Aluminum plant with their lunch boxes. Even with all those new muscles, to me, Sherman was still just a boy.


I’d swear that I caught a glimpse of him in the background of one of those Dan Rather reports, or in the film clip that went with the day’s war story.


I know now that I never did see him.


Later on, when he came home briefly after thirteen months in Vietnam with a Purple Heart for having been wounded and other combat commendations on his chest, I knew he was no longer a boy. And to one degree or another, neither was I.


I remember when we first found out from the Marines that he had been wounded. There were no computers, cell phones, or phone cards at the time as a way for him to get in touch. We had no idea if he would make it back home, and if he did, how or when he would arrive.


When we finally got word that summer, I went to pick him up at the Little Rock bus terminal. I remember being proud to drive him around, though I still couldn’t understand how he could tell grown men what to do. He had left as a private first class and now he was a corporal. He came home from the war with amazing stories of places and people, life and death. And he was listening to Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and all kinds of music that was as new and foreign to me as the war itself.


I still had no desire to follow Sherman into the military, much less the Marine Corps. But as my own graduation neared, I also knew I couldn’t stay at home if I was going to grow into the man I wanted to become. I didn’t know exactly what that looked like at the time, but I knew it didn’t look anything like Hot Springs, Arkansas.


The Marine Corps recruiter pulled me over one day as I sat on the fence trying to decide what to do. I’ll put in my time, I thought. Then I’ll head off to college.


“You’ll never make it in the Marines,” Sherman told me when he found out my intentions.


But I enlisted in the United States Marine Corps anyway and arrived at the recruit depot in San Diego on August 27, 1970. It was two months after U.S. ground forces were pulled out of Cambodia, almost three weeks to the day before Jimi Hendrix died of a barbiturates overdose in London, and a little more than a month before Janis Joplin was found dead of a heroin overdose in Los Angeles.


In October, President Richard Nixon announced that as many as 40,000 troops were to be sent home from Vietnam. I had been given orders to be part of a Christmas replacement. We had gone through the battalion staging process, which was the last phase of training before the flight to Southeast Asia.


By December, the world was continuing to twist and turn. The United Nations General Assembly voted to support the isolation of South Africa over apartheid. Later, the north tower of the World Trade Center would become the tallest building in the world.


Then, as I prepared for Vietnam, my orders changed to Hawaii. Apparently so many Marines had been lost to drugs and other problems in Hawaii that we were diverted there to fill in.


I arrived as a PFC—private first class—one automatic promotion above private. Suddenly it was as if my training was over. I was made part of a unit, and I would perform every minute of every day for the next two years. This was the “spit and polish” Marine Corps everyone knows from the movies.


At the time the nation was still at war.


So were the officers in Hawaii.


No breaks, excuses, not even an inch of latitude were allowed. Perfection was the only standard. Anything else was failure.


It didn’t take me long to appreciate the benefits of the Marine Corps’ rigid structure. All you had to do was follow orders exactly as they were delivered. No freelancing, no second-guessing.


Sherman and I had grown up in a house run exactly the same way by two exceptionally strong women. My mother, Miss Rosa, operated as the drill sergeant while my grandmother, Ida, was the four-star general in charge. I became a very good Marine because the role was very clear to me.


What I didn’t know was that Sherman had found his way to Hawaii as well. After Vietnam, my brother was stationed at Quantico, the Marine base in Virginia. When the Marine Corps asked him to reenlist, Sherman had the ability to choose his next duty station. As a decorated combat veteran, he took orders to Hawaii.


As I was processing in after arriving in Oahu, the first sergeant asked me if I had any relatives in the Marines Corps.


“Yes, sir,” I said. “I have a brother.”


“What’s his name?”


“McMichael, sir.”


Sherman’s first name never even crossed my mind. After nearly six months of mind-shaping training, I had truly become a Marine.


THE MARINE CORPS WORKS its people hard physically, but even harder mentally. No way can a person go through a complete cycle of recruit training and have the same civilian mind-set he or she had the first day they walked off the bus. We are taught to think like Marines, and among other things that means nothing is impossible. If you are tired at three miles, then you are conditioned to believe that you have five more miles in you.


I had been taught how to reach down into places inside me and find whatever I needed—even when I knew there was nothing else to get. There were times when I could hear the voice of my grandmother, a woman who could outwork any man on his best day, saying, “When you think it’s good, make it better. When it seems impossible, make it a possibility.”


The next thing I knew, my brother walked down the stairs. He was the duty NCO, which means he was responsible for the daily operation of the command in the absence of the commanding officer. Noncommissioned officers come from the ranks of enlisted Marines, whereas commissioned officers come from a college Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) program, Officer Candidate School, and the Naval Academy.


I hadn’t seen him in a long while. And yet, there he was. This was the same guy who used to sleep in bed with me, the same guy who used to eat my food, wear my clothes, and take my things to make me cry.


But this was the Marine Corps. His uniform was Marine perfect. He had spent more than a year fighting a war in jungles, and he had felt the sting of shrapnel entering his body. He had medals, experience, and rank. We might as well have been strangers.


“I’m glad you are here,” he said matter-of-factly.


Then I was immediately transferred to the Naval Communication Station fifty miles away in Wahiawa at the far end of Whitmore Village, down a road that ran through Dole pineapple fields. We belonged to the same command, but I very quickly found out that’s about all we still had in common.


When I finally figured out the phone system, the first call I made was to Sherman.


“Hey, how are you doing?” I said when my brother answered the phone.


“Who is this?”


“It’s me, Al.”


“Are you an NCO?”


“No.”


“If you’re not an NCO, then I don’t talk to you.”


He hung up the phone.


In a little over those two years, my brother had been around the world. At that moment I wasn’t sure whether he had come back. But I thought, Okay, I’ll show him. If he’s good enough to be a sergeant, then so am I. It’s no big deal.


We were no longer throwing rocks at old wine bottles floating down the river in Hot Springs, trying to be the first to break one anymore, but I could get my arms around a little brotherly competition. From that day on I never turned back.


In some ways, neither did Sherman.


IN THE THIRTY-SEVEN YEARS from that day in Hawaii, I have been to every major country on earth and experienced leadership from every angle and approach. I have seen leaders with no fancy titles to generals, senators, cabinet members, even presidents who could have used some time at the knee of my grandmother. I have learned more about human nature in all its beautiful and twisted forms than I could have reasonably expected had I not followed Sherman into the Marine Corps.


I also learned that real leadership is a lost art.


This concept I’m referring to is that old-fashioned, fundamental, old-school leadership where those in charge walk the walk, talk the talk, and still have the confidence and integrity to lead from the heart.


Plenty of people in high places give orders and issue edicts designed to make their subordinates jump. I’ve seen it every day in the Marine Corps. And in business, politics, even academia, managers, officers, and professors still use the time-worn tool of fear to manipulate people into action or to prevent them from acting at all.
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