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I fell in love with War and Peace at age 17 and have returned to it every decade since. It is a story of normal people in abnormal times, love and passion, childhood and old age, courage, cowardice and confusion. Its backdrop is the surge of a million people from west to east Europe, and their subsequent rout and dissolution from east to west in the remarkable year of 1812. Three families live out the normal rhythms of life in the midst of this chaos. 

At age 17 I was captivated by the young heroes as they fell in love or joined the army to fight the French enemy. Recently at age 57, I was struck by the patterns of leadership and the spirit of a deeply wounded nation unwilling to submit to its uninvited invader. Leo Tolstoy’s theory of leadership and heroism is on first reading a sidelight to the main plot line of the key families’ lives. But it is woven throughout the story, and the sage of Russia has some remarkable insights into his country’s spirit and the fuzzy nature of leaders. 

“We need only penetrate to the essence of any historic event to be convinced that the will of the historic hero does not control the actions of the mass but is itself continually controlled.”

“To study the laws of history we must completely change the subject of our observation, must leave aside kings, ministers, and generals, and study the common infinitesimally small elements by which the masses are moved.” 

For Tolstoy, the best leader is the anti-hero who listens, understands the spirit of his people, feels the trends and momentum of great events, and gently nudges his team in harmony with those movements of history.

