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KRISTELIGT DAGBLAD, STEEN HILDEBRANDT
It’s no accident that the queen’s master of ceremonies, Kim Kristensen, was
chosen as 2009s ‘Danish leader of the year’. Kristensen has extensive experience as a leader and leadership consultant, encompassing both the military
world and civilian life, as adjutant and master of ceremonies for the queen.
He is a phenomenal lecturer and teacher, and now it turns out that he is also
an exceptionally competent writer.
JYLLANDS-POSTEN, ULLA BECHSGAARD
Leadership has always been a practical skill, believes Kim Kristensen. Leadership is intuition, ethics, responsibility, decency and consideration. That is
why it is a discipline in itself. A leader must be able to balance hardcore information from lawyers and economists with his or her own sense of what’s happening ‘on the ground’, supported by HR, union representatives and feedback from customers. That a leader should also have a strong professional
background goes without saying, of course. An excellent, well-written book
that I am happy to recommend.
BERLINGSKE, MICHAEL FAHLGREN
After only a few pages of this book you’ll be reading it with goosebumps on
your arms and a prickling feeling on the back of your neck, because Kim Kristensen describes leadership in a way that is almost unknown outside military
circles – no-nonsense and straight to the point. As a former commander of
the Danish battalion in Helmand Province in Afghanistan, he has often had
to make ultra-fast decisions that rested on a less-than-optimal basis – to put it
mildly. These decisions might mean death and destruction if they were the
wrong ones. Kim Kristensen succeeds in putting these experiences down on
paper in an exemplary manner. Read it before your boss!
BØRSEN, HENRIK ØRHOLST
The book’s strength lies in its author’s ability to make military principles of
leadership relevant to the world of private industry. Kim Kristensen’s book is
very well written, and it is much more than a book on leadership. The reader
also gets a few enjoyable hours in the company of a good storyteller.
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FOLLOW ME!
IN NOVEMBER OF 2007 I took one of the most difficult decisions I
have ever had to make as a leader.
I was heading up the Danish battalion in Helmand Province in
Afghanistan, and as battle group commander I was responsible for the
approximately 2,000 Danish, British, Czech and Afghan soldiers who
were locked in conflict with the Taliban every single day.
The battle was taking place in perhaps the most dangerous
warzone in Afghanistan: the lush, green valley along the Helmand
River, popularly called the Green Zone, and which our British predecessors had quite matter-of-factly dubbed ‘The Valley of Death’.
Unfortunately, the valley lived up to its name. A whole string of fellow
soldiers had been killed or wounded since our arrival in August.
It quickly became clear to me that I needed additional resources in
the form of main battle tanks. The sixty-three-ton tanks with their
night-vision equipment and weaponry would be able to support the
infantrymen deployed in the zone, an area of dense vegetation. I saw
them as necessary reinforcements that could boost our offensive
against the Taliban, saving the lives of many soldiers and Afghans.
Thankfully, there was support back home to meet my request. A
platoon with five tanks landed a couple of weeks later in Kandahar,
intending to drive as part of a larger convoy through the commercial
town of Gereshk and across an important bridge over the Helmand
River towards our headquarters in Camp Bastion.
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A few days before the convoy was due to embark on the 140-kilometre trip, which for security reasons had to be made in a single
stretch – the threat from the Taliban was constant – I was approached by a few worried-looking staff officers.
‘We’ve got a problem,’ they said.
‘What kind of problem?’ I asked.
‘A big one,’ came the reply. ‘We can’t guarantee that the bridge
will hold!’
I took a deep breath and had to swallow more than once while they
explained that the bridge, which had been built during the Soviet
occupation and was one of southern Afghanistan’s main transport routes, was classified as suitable for vehicles no heavier than 45 tons. In
other words, although the tanks would be crossing the bridge one by
one, we would still be well over the maximum weight limit.
‘We can’t let that happen,’ I thought. Of all the news I had been
given day after day by my staff of thirty-seven experts, this information was perhaps the most unpleasant. The pressure on our soldiers in
the Green Zone was enormous. Sending in tanks to support them as
soon as possible was, as I say, a matter of life and death. And now I
was being told they couldn’t cross a bridge without the risk of collapse.
That just couldn’t be right!
My first impulse was to ask my staff, and the engineering specialists
they had consulted, to take another look at the situation. Was it possible they had overlooked something? Maybe their analysis was
wrong?
It was wishful thinking, perhaps largely motivated by the desire –
common among leaders in high-pressure situations – to buy myself
some time. They were well aware of the enormous responsibility on
their shoulders, so naturally they had already been thorough, and the
message remained the same: ‘We can’t guarantee that the bridge will
hold, commander.’
In war there are rules dictating what a leader can and can’t do. But
if needs must, he or she can choose to waive them. In practice, this
means that I could have decided to make an emergency reclassifica-
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tion of the bridge in light of the operative urgency, ordering the tanks
to drive over it as originally planned.
The problem was that we weren’t talking about a few extra tons.
We were right up against the edge of what was possible.
That was the situation. There was no more advice to be had from
my staff. There was no way round it. I had to make a decision.
Finding an alternative route, if that were even possible, would have
been time-consuming, logistically challenging and very risky. It would
increase the likelihood of an attack by the Taliban. If I decided that
the tanks should ‘wade’ (or swim) across the powerful Helmand River,
they might be swept away by the current. Moreover, the soldiers in the
warzone were in desperate and immediate need of them.
On the other hand, if the bridge collapsed the consequences would
be catastrophic. First and foremost, of course, it would be disastrous
for the team in the individual tank, who would most likely be killed,
and devastating for their relatives.
It would also be a major national scandal. There had been some
opposition in certain military and political circles to deploying tanks.
Just imagine the fallout if they went crashing through one of the country’s most important bridges before they had even made it to their
destination. It would put my decision in a very bad light. They might
justifiably ask whether we had reconnoitred the area at all, and it
would cast a dark shadow over the Danish military presence in Afghanistan – maybe even over the Danish armed forces as a whole.
Moreover, a collapsed bridge would be a catastrophe for the area.
If we cut off a major transport route and paralysed the infrastructure
in southern Afghanistan, it would be difficult for people to transport
their goods. It would cause an uproar and could easily trigger unrest.
And for me, personally? When you’re in a leadership position
during a time of war, you have to take decisions every day that could
mean the loss of human life. This was a decision that – if it went wrong
– would forever overshadow everything else in my career, no matter
what I had done before and no matter what I did next.
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My mind raced. I thought about the soldiers in the tanks. I thought
about the soldiers in the valley. I thought about their loved-ones. I
thought about the potential political consequences – national and
international. I weighed up the pros and cons – and then I made my
decision:
‘We’re driving over the bridge!’
All possible precautions were taken. The whole thing was planned
down to the tiniest detail, as military operations always are. The
bridge would be crossed at the dead of night, to minimise the threat
from the Taliban. The tanks would cross one at a time, driving at a
consistent, low speed. They mustn’t turn and they mustn’t come to a
sudden halt.
The operation was a success! The bridge held! On 12 November
2007, a little before six o’clock, the convoy – with the five tanks at its
head – arrived at our headquarters in Camp Bastion. It was a relief, of
course. But I was even more pleased when the tanks proved their value
just a week later, when they were first deployed. They made exactly
the impact – for the remainder of that year and the next – that our
analysis had predicted they would.
Why did I choose to start the book with this story?
Because it highlights the fact that, as leaders, we have final responsibility. I have met many dynamic and talented leaders in the worlds of
business and industry, sport and culture, and in local authorities whose
mindset is clearly orientated towards consensus. When a decision has
to be made, they always prefer to reach an agreement. They are used
to decisions being taken after extensive group discussion; everybody
has to be involved, and there must be agreement about the issue in
question.
This is all perfectly fine. I have great respect for involvement and
group work, often using these methods myself, but I firmly believe that
when it comes to making serious decisions, enough is enough. There
can only be one person in charge. What I feel is lacking with many
leaders is the courage to stand on the front line and say, ‘Follow me’.
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