Lest We Forget

Every year, countries around the world pause to remember the bravery and courage of
those who preceded us—the thousands of men and women who fought and died for the
freedoms we take for granted. For as long as I can remember, I have been intrigued by
the wars of old. My great grandfather walked among a band of brothers who sacrificed
their all to defend the liberties we have today. A resilient, brave man, he grew up on the
rugged landscapes of rural South Africa. He joined the military as a young man and
worked his way up to become one of the elite Spitfire pilots of his time. He fought hard
with toughness of spirit, eventually being shot down over Italy. He was held a prisoner
of war for several years before being released.
There are many similar stories of men and women who sacrificed all—their lives—to
liberate those of others: you and me. Their broken bones lie peacefully within the rich
earth of foreign fields. Their rendezvous with death never once held them back from
forging ahead. Against grim conditions, their fortitude and strength of character was
unequalled. Their calls for freedom can still be heard within the concealed dust, not by
their fellow man, but rather the partridges and humming birds that have made their
final resting place home. Lest we forget.
Imagine for a moment being at Omaha beach during the invasion of Normandy in 1944.
Imagine being one of many soldiers cramped like smelly sardines in a landing craft. The
engine fumes consume your nostrils. Your face and lips are caked by sea salt from the
ocean spray. Your heart is pounding. Looking up, you feel the warmth of the sun’s rays
stroke your cheek. As you close your eyes to savour the moment, you vainly wish that
the rays of sunshine were traded for the hands of the one you love back home. You are

seconds away from jumping out of the craft. As projectiles whizz over your head, you
hear your sergeant shout: “Come on lads. Let’s give them hell, for king and country.”
What do you think would be going through your mind at that precise moment? Do you
think you would be entertaining a logical thought on whether what lay ahead was a
good idea? Never. You would respond instantly with your heart and not your brain. The
respect you have for the hardened sergeant who had led you through so many battles
would have made you leap into the water with the courage of a roaring lion. This is
leadership.
Of how many organisational leaders can you say, “Lest we forget?” People, who have
inspired you to great action, people who have seen, with X-ray vision, your dormant
strength. Of how many leaders can you say, “They have ignited within me a flame that
has turned into a raging fire?” To be a leader is to serve, to sacrifice your needs for those
of another. It’s to steer clear of self-preservation, to tread on ground where no foot has
trod before. It’s to actively listen, to touch a soul. It’s about standing up, shoulders back,
and calling others to a dream, an ideal, and a fight.
Are you a leader or is it just a figment of your imagination? Do you truly comprehend the
privilege and responsibility of being put in charge of another, or is it a right to you, a
means to further expand your swollen ego? What makes you believe you have the
prerogative to tell another what to do? Is it your title or your training? Neither of these
matter to me, for if I decide to follow you, it’s an act of my will. I watch your every move
to see how you behave, like a falcon scanning the mountain slopes for easy prey. I reflect
on how you walk, how you talk, and how consistently you follow through on your
pledge. I look for the sparkle in your eye, the tone in your voice, the passion of your soul.
If I detect something worth following, I will guard your back right into the valley of
death. If not, I will merely comply and bide my time until I cross paths with the one I am
called to pursue.
Mining is a management centric industry. Although there are pockets of leadership
aptitude, the general predisposition is weighted towards organising, planning, and
controlling. I am, however, excited to see a groundswell of new leaders emerging from
the dust, mining people who are far more interested in serving others than serving
themselves.
Lean thinking and leadership are intertwined like rope. They are twisted together from
the start and can never be separated. Their embrace gave birth to a revolution, an
uprising still to be seen in our beloved industry. We cannot engender a vision of the
future, a workplace without waste, or an ability to challenge the status quo without the
enduring qualities of leadership. Lean not only captures the minds of people but also
their hearts. It’s the heart that will go places the mind has never conceived possible—a
striving towards perfection where the line between who I am and what I do is
unrecognisable.
“Leaders should lead as far as they can and then vanish. Their ashes shouldn’t choke the fire they
have lit.”
H. G. Wells

