
There is more in us than we can know. If we can be made 
to see it, perhaps, [we will be unwilling] for the rest of our 
lives to settle for anything less.

Great leaders can have a tremendous influence on our lives. 
Two leaders who have had a major impact on my life and 
whose stories I share with my students are Willi Unsoeld 
and Ernest Shackleton. Both men are highly respected 
leaders due to their ability to inspire others to perform 
at levels higher than they believe possible. Unsoeld was 
a mountaineer who was part of the 1963 American Mt. 
Everest Expedition. He and his partner, Tom Hornbein, 
put a new route up the west ridge of Mt. Everest—a route 
that had never been climbed until 1963 when it was 
climbed very few times due to its extreme conditions and 
verticalness. Unsoeld worked as a climbing guide in the 
Tetons during the 1950’s while he was in school and raising 
four children with his wife Jolene. He served as the deputy 
director of the Peace Corps in Nepal for several years 
during the 1960s.

I met Willi the summer of 1970 while working at North 
Cascades National Park. Willi visited the park and was 
asked to lead a rescue training exercise. He presented a 
scenario where someone would be injured to the point 
where he would need to be lowered down a 60 foot cliff 
to safety. He demonstrated how to tie someone up so they 
could be lowered down. After the demonstration he asked 
for a volunteer to try tying someone up to be lowered 
down. My friend volunteered. Unsoeld looked at me and 
said, “How about letting your friend here tie you up?” I 
agreed and with Unsoeld’s help, my friend tied me up with 
the rope. Then Willi looked at me and simply said, “Go 
ahead.” I asked, “Where?” He said, “over the edge.” My 
reply: “No.” Willi then repositioned himself; I was between 
him and the edge. He put his face about four inches from 
mine (invading my personal space), and reassured me 
that everything would be okay. Willi’s eyes kind of sucked 
you into them. You could not look away. As I voiced my 
concerns and fears he kept inching forward causing me 
to inch backward toward the cliff. Soon my heels were 
hanging over the edge. He could sense my fear and leaned 
over the edge pointing to a small ledge about four feet 
down. He said, “Just get down on that ledge and you will be 
totally okay.” I somehow got down to the ledge and stood 
there with my hands firmly on the top of the cliff. Willi 
looked at the rope system tied around me and shouted, 

“WAIT A MINUTE!” I dug all ten fingers into solid rock. 
He then roared with laughter and told me to go ahead, that 
everything was fine. I leaned back and began to descend. I 
remember thinking, “Hey this rock climbing is not such a 
big deal – it’s easy.” Funny thing was, I wasn’t climbing. I 
wasn’t even rappelling. I was being lowered, which wasn’t a 
big deal. 

 After being lowered about 50 feet I was stopped, no 
more rope left. I looked up and yelled to Willi who was 
leaning out over the edge and asked him, “What do I do 
now?” The wall I was lowered down was relatively smooth, 
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meaning no hand or foot holds. There was 
no way I could climb back up. He said to do a 
pendulum. I asked, “What’s a pendulum”? He 
waved his hand back and forth while moving 
his fingers and said, “Run side to side like 
James Bond.” I knew what to do. 

Getting my body perpendicular to the wall 
and putting one foot behind the other and 
jumping out a bit I swung about four feet to 
the side and stopped. Doing that again I now 
swung about six feet. I kept that up until I got 
to a spot where I could get some hand and 
foot holds to climb up on. 

  Once I had climbed to the top, Willi 
walked toward me and putting his hands on 
my shoulders said, “Scott, that was the finest 
pendulum I have ever seen.” For me it was 
like LeBron James telling some current high 
school basketball player who had just made a 
jump shot that it was the best jump shot he had ever seen. 
At that moment I was officially cool. This world famous 
mountaineer had just told me I did the best pendulum he 
had ever seen. After Willi had 
complemented me, perhaps he 
could sense that I had taken my 
new celebrity or expert status 
a bit too far, rather than saying 
something like, “Well it wasn’t 
that good,” he just upped the 
challenge. He asked what I 
would do if [another ranger] was 
unconscious and couldn’t be 
lowered like I had been. “Well 
just put him on my back,” I 
replied, with much bravado. So 
Willi tied Paul (a 140 pound 
ranger) on my back and once 
again told me to go ahead. It 
wasn’t so easy the second time.

It wasn’t until several years 
later that I fully understood what 
Willi had done for me that day.  
He had taught me that I could 
do something hard, something that 

scared me. Kurt Hahn, the founder of Outward Bound 
once said, “There is more in us than we can know. If we can 
be made to see it, perhaps, [we will be unwilling] for the 
rest of our lives to settle for anything less.” Willi showed me 

that day what was inside of me, and 
though there have been times in my 
life when I have settled for something 
less, at least I know what potential I 
have. 

Willi went on to be one of the 
founders of Evergreen University in 
Olympia, Washington. He taught 
classes in mountaineering and outdoor 
ethics. With a doctoral degree in 
philosophy and religion he stressed 
the spiritual values of wilderness in 
every class he taught. While leading 
students on a winter ascent of Mt. 
Rainier in 1979, Willi was killed in an 
avalanche. Several days after his death 
a celebration of Willi’s life was held 
at the university where close to 800 
students and friends attended. One of 
Willi’s old friends from his days in the 
Tetons, Richard Emerson, attended 

the service hoping to find what he Willi Unsoeld

Ernest Shackleton sometime after the Endurance sank.



called “The central principle to Willi’s life.” Emerson spoke 
with an individual at the service who said he had climbed 
with Willi once. He went on to say, “I didn’t actually climb 
with Willi. He was the shepherd and I was one of his flock.” 
Emerson realized this was the central principle of Willi’s 
life he had been looking for; Willi had been something of a 
shepherd to everyone he taught, led, or guided. 

Emerson wrote, “As the celebration unfolded, a central 
fact became clear. It was not that we all knew Willi, his 
legend alone would make that so. Rather, it was the fact 
that Willi knew everyone of us. Up close, in a personal 
way, we had each been singled out as the soul object of his 
concern.” When I read Emerson’s statement, I realized that 
I too had been singled out as the sole object his concern. 
Several years ago, I met a lady who had been one of Willi’s 
students and told her of my experience with him. Her 
eyes teared up and she said, “He did that for every one 
of his students every day!” That is leadership: Christ-like 
leadership.

Another great leader was Ernest Shackleton, the famous 
explorer who led the 1914 Imperial Trans-Antarctic 
Expedition which had the goal of crossing the Antarctic 
continent overland from west to east. It would be 

Shackleton’s third Antarctic expedition. The ship used for 
the expedition was called The Endurance, named after 
the Shackleton family motto, Fortitudine Vincimus, “By 
Endurance We Conquer.”  The ship was slowed down by 
unexpected pack ice. Just one day’s sail from its destination 
at Vahsel Bay, the Endurance got stuck in the ice. The ship 
was eventually crushed by the ice leaving Shackleton and 
his 27-man crew to survive on the ice pack. After about 14 
months, they were able to launch three small life boats and 
sail to the uninhabited Elephant Island.

 In order to secure a rescue for his men, Shackleton 
and a small group set out on a 16 day sail across the most 
treacherous waters in the world in a 22-foot-long lifeboat 
to South Georgia Island where there was a whaling station 
and a chance of rescue. Four months after leaving his men 
on Elephant Island, Shackleton was finally able to initiate a 
successful rescue.

Does the title of Shepherd 
fit your leadership?



W O O D  |  3 3

The following are statements about Shackleton by his 
men and those who have written about his leadership:

“In ordinary situations, Shackleton’s tremendous capacity 
for boldness and daring found almost nothing worth of its 
pulling power; he was a Percheron draft horse harnessed 
to a child’s wagon cart. But in the Antarctic – here was 
a burden which challenged every atom of his strength” 
(Lansing, 13).

“Shackleton was the greatest leader that ever came on 
God’s earth, bar none” (Ibid, 13).

“For scientific leadership give me Scott; (Scott was the 
second to lead a group to the South Pole), for swift efficient 
travel, Amundsen; (Amundsen, a Norwegian was the first 
to lead a group to the South Pole), but when you are in a 
hopeless situation, when there seems no way out, get down 
on your knees and pray for Shackleton” (Ibid, 14).

“Shackleton made his men want to follow him. In the 
process, he changed the way his crewman saw themselves 
and the world. His work continued to inspire them for as 
long as they lived, and to inspire others around the world 
long after that. There is no greater tribute to a leader. His 
tools were humor, generosity, intelligence, strength, and 
compassion” (Morrell and Capparell, 12). 

“The Boss, as his men called him, built success on 
a foundation of camaraderie, loyalty, responsibility, 
determination, and-above all-optimism” (Ibid, 4).

“Shackleton was an average person; he taught himself 
how to be an exceptional one. He rose above his peers and 
earned the unfailing loyalty of his men. His story is, in its 
essence, an inspirational tale about unleashing strengths 
in individuals that they never knew they had in order to 
achieve goals-from the small to the miraculous” (Ibid, 10). 

How do we, as teachers, measure up to the leadership 
examples of Willi Unsoeld and Ernest Shackleton? How 
well do you single students out as the sole object of 
your concern? How does the title of Shepherd fit your 
leadership? Do your students experience your love and 
concern for them as individuals daily? What passion or 
drive do you have which challenges every atom of your 
strength? Are you the type of leader who your students 
look to and pray for help from when they are challenged 
beyond their own strength? What unimaginable goal 

are you seeking to pursue? Finally, what attributes of 
leadership forms your foundation as a teacher and leader?

In the book, Outdoor Leadership, John Graham presents 
a definition of leadership which describes the leadership 
styles of Unsoeld and Shackleton, and for that matter any 
great leader. He states, 

“Leadership is not a science to be picked up in one 
book or course, but an art to be learned over time. It’s not 
simply a set of rules to be followed, but an ability to build 
relationships. It’s not merely skills and techniques, but 
a subjective blend of personality and style. Leadership 
involves not only the body and mind, but the spirit 
and character as well: good leaders have the intuition, 
compassion, common sense, and courage it takes to 
stand and lead. Good leaders sometimes tell people what 
to do, but leadership is not just giving directions – it’s 
liberating people to do what’s needed in the best possible 
way. Good leaders don’t depend on their position to give 
them authority; they depend on earning trust. They don’t 
mandate good performance from those they lead; they 
inspire it. Leadership is the capacity to move others toward 
goals shared with you, with a focus and competency they 
would not achieve on their own” (11).  t
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