
Participants in a Canadian Battlefields Foundation Battlefield Study Tour listen to a briefing on Verrieres Ridge

Former combatants recall their experiences during a British army staff ride in 1990: Oberst (ret’d) Hubert Meyer, first 
general staff officer of 12th SS Panzer Division (left); Major-General (ret'd) George Kitching (centre); and Air Vice
Marshal (ret’d) James Edgar (Johnnie) Johnson, commander of a Canadian Spitfire Wing in 83 Group, RAF (right).

■r

Applied History
1944 Normandy campaign 

battlefield tours and staff rides

Stuart Thomson, Mike Bechthold and David Ian Hall

Introduction

Tkese articles look a t the D-Day landings and  the N orm andy Cam paign in term s o f  “applied  
history” -  tha t is, the active s tu d y  o f  these  m om entous military even ts through on site  battlefield  

tours and  s ta f f  rides. All three contributors are experienced battlefield tour gu ides a n d  s ta f f  ride 
leaders: S tuart Thom son has led m any battlefield tours fo r  the British and  South  African A rm ed  
Forces; M ike Bechthold has quietly become one o f  C anada ’s  leading battlefield tour guides, taking  
C anadians, military personnel a n d  university  s tu d en ts , around First a n d  Second World War 
C anadian battlefields in Europe; and  the third contributor, David Hall, has more than  ten  years  
experience leading battlefield tours a n d  s ta f f  rides fo r  NATO a s  well a s the British, C anadian  
a n d  Am erican arm ed forces. The three short p ieces tha t fo llow  are som e o f  their reflections on 
tours they have recently conducted. Thom son d iscu sses  the Norm andy battlefield tour fo r  officers 
on the British A dvance  Com m and a n d  S ta ff  Course. Bechthold shares h is experiences on the  
C anadian Battlefields Foundation s tu d e n t s tu d y  tours, a n d  Hall looks a t recent NATO a n d  British  
Higher Com m and a n d  S ta ff  Course s ta f f  rides tha t he has led on the beaches and  around the 
battlefields o f  Norm andy.

The relevance o f th e  Normandy 
battlefield  tour to  the professional 

m ilitary education o f the British  
armed forces.

Stuart Thom son

D uring  a  Battlefield T our of the  N orm andy 
B eaches w ith  a  group of officers from  the  

S ou th  African W ar College, it quickly becam e 
a p p a re n t  th a t  th e re  w ere  w idely  d iffering  
in te rp re ta tio n s  of h is to ry .1 T hey  w ere very  
knowledgeable b u t their understanding  of events 
in  the  w est during  1943-44 w as based  on study  
in  Moscow during  the  A partheid  period and  the  
last years of the Cold War. Their analysis led them  
to a  view th a t  th ere  w as deliberate delay in  the

West, w ith the  resu lt th a t the  Soviet Army would 
be w eakened th ro u g h  bearing  the  b ru n t  of the  
G e rm a n  o ffen s iv e . By sh o w in g  th e m  th e  
Normandy beaches and explaining the difficulties 
of m ounting  a n d  su sta in in g  a  v a s t am phib ious 
landing th a t, if it failed, m ight p u t the  w ar effort 
back  m onths, it w as possible to offer a  different 
complexion on th e  issue. The link w ith  w inning 
th e  B attle  of th e  A tlantic , th e n  stock-p iling  
equ ipm ent th ro u g h  O peration  Bolero, tra in ing  
ra w  r e c r u i t s ,  b u i ld in g  th e  v a s t  f le e t  o f 
A m phibious shipping, guaranteeing  sea  and  air 
su p re m a c y  in  a n d  over th e  C h a n n e l, a n d  
supplying the Soviet arm ed forces, before gaining 
an d  su s ta in in g  a  secu re  toehold in  N orm andy 
c h a n g e d  th e i r  u n d e r s ta n d in g .2 It w a s  a n  
u n d e rta k in g  on a  vastly  different scale and  
com plexity com pared  w ith  a  c ross-bo rder land  
assault, lighting in three dimensions not ju s t  two.
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This exchange of views and exposure to different 
in te rp re ta tio n  of h isto ric  events enhanced  the  
S outh  Africans’ Professional Military Education.

It is n ecessary  to highlight the  difference 
betw een a  Battlefield T our and  a  S taff Ride and  
explain the advantages and disadvantages of each 
m eth o d  of e n h a n c in g  P ro fessio n a l M ilitary  
E duca tion  (PME). The form er is essen tia lly  a  
guided to u r  of the  Battlefield by a  well-qualified 
leader who im parts knowledge a t the appropriate 
level for the  party  being led. While it is generally 
a  p assiv e  experience  a n  experienced  guide 
should be able to en thuse the s tuden ts  and  draw 
out questions and  discussion  of relevant issues. 
A S taff Ride is a  m ore active experience and  
requ ires a  su b s ta n tia l in p u t from  the  s tu d e n ts  
who present ideas and  lead discussion a t specific 
sites. It requ ires considerable  tim e beforehand  
to s tu d y  th e  issu e s  an d  is norm ally  only viable 
with small groups. There is usually  an  inpu t from 
the  to u r  leader or academ ic to draw  o u t lessons 
an d  m ake relevan t connections to m odern  day 
issues or areas of academ ic and  m ilitary d ispute 
an d  in te rp re ta tio n  of events. The choice of the  
B a ttle f ie ld  T o u r  fo rm a t  a t  th e  A d v an ced  
C om m and and  Staff C ourse (ACSC) is driven by 
p ractical necessity .3 There are  170 s tu d e n ts  on 
each to u r and  less th a n  two days to cover the  13 
stands. So s tu d en ts  are given briefing notes and  
m aps, p lu s  a  p resen ta tio n  on World W ar Two 
and  N orm andy before they travel, while the  tou r 
is led by knowledgeable academ ics. There is no 
real tim e for the extensive preparatory  work th a t 
w ould be necessa ry  for a  successfu l S taff Ride. 
N either w ou ld  it  b e  p rac tic a l to  c o n d u c t a  
m ean ing fu l S ta ff Ride in  two days w ith  all 
studen ts contributing thorough presentations on 
site. However, a  recen t w eek long S taff Ride to 
C rete th a t  brillian tly  covered the  events of May 
1941 w orked b ecau se  th e  20 p a rtic ip an ts  had  
the  tim e to prepare  their papers well in  advance 
an d  th en  th e  ‘tim e to w alk the  g ro u n d ’ before 
delivering their verdict. The academ ic guide w as 
able to  se t th e  very specific p ap e rs  in to  the  
context of the w ar in the M editerranean and  draw 
overall lesso n s.4 B oth form s of to u r are  valid.

A ttendance  a t  th e  ACSC is a  m ajor p a r t  of 
th e  co n tin u o u s  education  of B ritish  officers 
th ro u g h o u t th e ir  careers. It p rep ares  selected 
officers for sen io r ra n k  an d  n eeds to develop 
th e ir  abilities beyond th e  core skills of th e ir 
previous single service life. The officer corps of

o th e r NATO allies have s im ila r ed u ca tio n a l 
opportunities. US Congressm an Ike Skelton was 
passionate ly  of th e  opinion th a t  officers m u s t 
have tim e to s tudy  their profession, to th ink  and 
d eb a te , a n d  to  an a ly se  th e  le sso n s  of p a s t  
cam paigns.5 So th e  ‘education ’ p a rt  of PME is 
very m u ch  focused on im proving the  ability to 
synthesise and  analyse m aterial and apply these 
skills to all a sp ec ts  of th e ir  jobs. The ta sk  of 
th is  paper is to show  the relevance of a  historical 
B a ttle fie ld  T o u r by  sh o w in g  th e  p ra c tic a l  
ap p lica tion  of s tudy ing , u n d e rs ta n d in g  and  
applying th e  lessons learned  from  N orm andy. 
M odem  British officers are faced w ith the  reality 
of a lm ost c o n s ta n t deploym ent to every corner 
of the  world, and  frequently  in  ‘coalitions of the  
w illin g .’ R ecen t ex a m p les  a re  Kosovo a n d  
M acedonia, E as t Timor, A fghanistan  an d  Iraq. 
M any are ‘Jo in t’, th a t  is involving m ore th a n  one 
service, an d  ‘C om bined,’ th a t  is involving m ore 
th a n  one country , som e of w hom  m ay n o t be 
fo rm a l r e g u la r  a llia n c e  m e m b e rs . All a re  
‘Expeditionary’ and  some are undertaken  a t very 
sh o rt notice, su c h  a s  S ie rra  Leone a n d  th e  
Congo. For th e  p lann ing  staff, any  help and  
guidance gleaned from earlier cam paigns, whose 
lessons have been studied, is gratefully accepted.

Among cam paigns th a t are stud ied  a t ACSC 
are  V ietnam , th e  Falklands, the  Gulf W ars, and  
m any aspects of World War Two. The Staff Course 
v isits to N orm andy are  therefore in serted  into a 
cu rricu lu m  th a t  includes academ ic and  staff 
work study  of cam paign planning tools, estim ate 
processes, essays th a t analyse o ther cam paigns, 
ro le  p lay in g  in  a  ‘T h e a tre  W ar G am e’ a n d  
pa rtak ing  in  sem inars  on the  ‘Realities of W ar’ 
w ith  v e te ran s  of earlier cam paigns.6 S tudy  of 
Norm andy, however, is of huge value to  officers 
a t  JSC SC  for th e  reaso n s  th a t  it w as ‘J o in t ,’ 
‘C om bined’ an d  ‘E xped itionary ,’ all re levan t 
today . A sp ec ts  of d ire c t re levance  c o n cern  
lead e rsh ip , p lann ing , logistics, in telligence, 
c o m p a t ib i l i ty  o f e q u ip m e n t ,  t r a in in g ,  
c o m m u n ic a tio n s , d o c tr in e , th e  n a tu r e  of 
com m and and  th e  links betw een g rand  strategy 
and  operational level of war. Thus, the  s tu d en ts  
travel to France with considerable understanding 
of the  key issu e s  th a t  d icta ted  the  su ccess  or 
failure of the  Norm andy cam paign. The tra in ing  
objective of the  to u r  is ‘to  analyse p a s t  m ilitary  
cam paigns to determ ine lessons th a t  could be 
ap p lied  to  fu tu re  S ingle-Service, jo in t  a n d  
com bined operations.’7 Some of these  issues will

be illu s tra ted  w ith  reference to th e  s ta n d s  th a t  
are visited.

The to u rs  are led by academ ics who have 
b u i l t  u p  c o n s id e r a b le  k n o w le d g e  o f th e  
N orm andy cam paign  over m any  v isits  b u t  who 
are also aw are of how the  visit fits in to  m any  
o ther aspects of the course th a t  they  help design 
and  teach .8 Hence while they do describe the key 
h isto rica l events a t each  site, a s  m u ch  tim e is 
sp e n t in  developing issu e s  like deception  or 
logistics or leadership, a s  relevant today as they 
were then . Indeed, m any  of th e  s tu d e n ts  will 
spon taneously  give m odern  exam ples th a t they  
them selves have w itnessed in  recent campaigns. 
The level a t which academ ics pitch their delivery 
is  g e n e ra lly  b e tw e en  G ra n d  S tra te g ic  a n d  
Operational, ra ther th an  Tactical. In other words 
they  link  the  Political decision m aking  a t the  
Alliance level to the  S trategic m ilitary goals and  
th en  down to the  Operational p lans th a t achieve 
th e  overall aim . T his re in forces teach in g  in  
earlie r segm ents of th e  course, su c h  as  B ritish  
G overnance and  B ritish  Defence Policy, w here 
th e  s tu d e n ts  s tu d y  how  policy is m ade and  
p rom ulgated . T actical detail is u se d  to  give 
relevan t exam ples of how  well tra in ed  leaders 
adap t to the  inevitable ‘fog of w ar’ th a t  develops, 
as  the  w ell-rehearsed p lan  does no t survive first 
contact with the enemy.

The D-Day p lan  w as th a t  necessary  artillery 
su p p o rt to th e  in fan try  in  th e  first m in u tes  of 
the  invasion would come from specially adapted  
duplex-drive ta n k s  th a t  w ould swim ashore. 
Sadly, in  th e  event, the  ta n k s  for O m aha beach  
w ere lau n ch ed  far too far o u t in  unseasonab ly  
ro u g h  c o n d it io n s ,  a n d  in  a t te m p t in g  to  
cou n te rac t strong  lateral tides th a t  sw ept them  
e a s t of th e ir  designated  land ing  a reas, they  
altered  course across the w aves and  m any were 
overw helm ed an d  sa n k .9 Hence, the  in fan try  
sto rm ed  ashore  w ithou t artillery  su p p o rt and  
su ffe re d  g rievously . How ever, a s  v isib ility  
im p ro v e d , in d iv id u a l  d e s t r o y e r s  m oved  
perilously  close in shore  a n d  began  firing on 
G erm an gun and  trench  positions th a t had  been 
im pervious to direct fire from  the  in itial naval 
gunfire a ssa u lt an d  from  earlier bom bing ra id s 
t h a t  p re c e d e d  th e  f i r s t  w ave of in f a n try

A battlefield tour group receives a briefing on Omaha 
Beach near the spot where Brigadier General Norman Cota 

rallied his men to fight their way up and over the bluffs in
order to get off the beach.

lan d in g s .10 A m brose quo tes m any  occasions 
w hen  v e te ran s  claim ed th a t  th is  w as the  only 
artillery support th a t they  had  all day. Basically, 
the  cap ta in s followed their Com m ander’s in ten t 
and  used  their initiative to achieve the  aim. Also 
on O m aha beach , B rigadier G eneral N orm an 
Cota, so m em orably played by Robert M itchum  
in  The L o n g est D ay, ra llie d  th e  d isp ir ite d  
survivors of the initial assau lts  and led them  over 
the sea wall, across the swampy field full of m ines 
a n d  u p  th e  B luffs to  in filtra te  th e  G erm an  
tre n c h e s .11 The essen tia lly  s ta tic  n a tu re  of the  
G erm an defences w as soon appreciated and  th is 
enabled well-led and  mobile A m erican troops to 
begin ‘rolling u p ’ the  defences. At the  east end of 
the  beach  L ieu tenan t H arry Spau ld ing  did the  
sam e by u sing  the  cover afforded by grass  fires 
s ta rted  by rockets th a t fell short. The alternative 
w as to be cu t to pieces on the beaches. Once one 
led, o thers  followed. The n a tu re  of leadersh ip  is 
a  m ajor p a rt of PME a t the  College and  s tu d en ts  
study the contrasting leadership styles of military 
figures from  the  p a s t  in  o rder to lea rn  lessons 
th a t  m ay be applicable today.

At Pointe du  Hoc, th e  a s sa u lt  team  of US 
R angers arrived late  w hen  they  m istook the  
nearby  Pointe du  la  Percee for their target in  the  
m urky  conditions, u n aw are  th a t  strong  la te ra l 
tides had  diverted them . The heavy naval gunfire 
ag a in st Pointe du  Hoc h ad  ceased  a s  p lanned , 
th e  com m and being unaw are  th a t  it w ould be 
20 m ore m inu tes  before the  R angers eventually
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Pointe du Hoc as it appears today. Left: The view along the stretch of coast assaulted by the US Rangers on D-Day. 
Pointe du Hoc is visible at the top of the photo as is the memorial to the Rangers. Right: A view of the cliffs at Pointe du 
Hoc taken from the bottom. The magnitude of the task undertaken by the Rangers can more fully be appreciated from 
this vantage point.

gained their target. G erm an defenders recovered 
from the  concussion  of th e  bom bardm en t and  
began  firing on the  R angers or lobbing ‘potato  
m ash e r’ grenades over the  cliff. As they becam e 
aw are of the  R angers’ difficulties, USS Satterley  
and  HMS Talybont, moved very close in  and  gave 
covering fire th a t  kep t th e  G erm ans away from 
the  cliff edge sufficiently long to  allow R angers 
to scale the  cliffs and  achieve th e ir  objective.12 
This exam ple of one service u n d e rs ta n d in g  the  
problem s of ano ther and  quickly u sing  initiative 
to achieve th e  overall operational aim , w hen 
in itial p lan s  fail, is an  in tegral p a rt  of m ilitary 
education  a t the  college. One R anger also u sed  
his initiative by firing his light m achine gun  from 
the  top of a  swaying London Fire Brigade ladder 
in  h is  land ing  craft th a t  could n o t be placed 
ag a in st th e  cliff. He diverted th e  G erm ans and  
su rv iv e d !  H ow ever, a  s e r io u s  f a i lu r e  in  
in te llig en ce  h a d  failed  to  n o tice  th a t  th e ir  
objective, th e  large calib re  g u n s  th a t  could 
th r e a te n  th e  la n d in g  b e a c h e s ,  h a d  b e e n  
w ithdrawn inland until fully protective casem ates 
were completed. Rangers used  their initiative and 
found th e  gu n s in  an  o rchard  two kilom etres 
in land  an d  disabled th en  w ith sa tche l charges, 
before falling back  and  defending the  perim eter 
a ro u n d  Pointe du  Hoc to deny the  G erm ans a 
salient dividing the landings on U tah and O m aha

beaches. S tu d en ts  are  quick to u n d e rs ta n d  the  
im plications of renew ed G erm an occupation  of 
th is  h igh g round  betw een barely  estab lished  
footholds on the  US beaches. In bo th  cases, the  
in itial p lan  h ad  come u n s tu c k  b u t  well tra ined  
m en  u s e d  th e i r  in it ia t iv e  to  a c h ie v e  th e  
com m anders’ in ten t. This is som eth ing  th a t  is 
second n a tu re  to today’s m ilitary, and  s tu d y  of 
N orm andy reinforces the  value of individual 
initiative an d  flexibility of decision-m aking.

A nother exam ple concerns logistic support. 
M odem  officers are well acquainted with the  oft- 
s ta te d  view th a t  ‘S tra teg y  is for a m a te u rs , 
logistics is for p rofessionals.’13 M anifestly the  
invasion  w ould fail if th e  in itial im petu s  of th e  
landings w as not susta ined  w ith huge quantities 
of fuel, am m unition  and  fresh  supp lies of m en 
an d  m ateriel, delivered in  a  tim ely m anner. The 
Dieppe raid  of 1942 had  show n th a t  attem pting  
to take a  heavily defended port by direct assa u lt 
w ould be su icidal and  th a t, in  all probability, 
th e  p o r t  f a c i l i t i e s  w o u ld  b e  d e s tr o y e d . 
G uaran teed  logistic su p p o rt w as therefore the  
‘centre of gravity’ of the  whole invasion effort and 
C hurchill w ould n o t coun tenance  an  invasion 
w ithout a  p lan  for logistics. L ieutenant-G eneral 
F rederick  M organ p resen ted  h is  outline p aper 
for Overlord to the  Chiefs of S taff Com m ittee on
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15 J u ly  1943 th a t  d iscussed  th e  problem  of 
logistic supply. After accepting th a t  it would be 
necessary  to ‘m ain ta in  a  high proportion of ou r 
forces over the beaches’ un til port facilities could 
be restored, he  sta ted  tha t, ‘th is  operation is no t 
to be contem plated un less th is problem  of cross
beach m aintenance and the provision of artificial 
a n c h o ra g e s  sh a ll have  b e e n  so lv ed .’14 The 
so lu tion  w as th e  co n stm c tio n  of two M ulberry 
h a rb o u rs  a t  O m aha an d  A rrom anches and  the  
Pipe Line U nder th e  O cean (PLUTO) a t Port-en- 
B essin. By the  tim e th e  ‘g rea t s to rm ’ of 19-22 
J u n e  h ad  destroyed the M ulberry a t O m aha and 
dam aged th a t  a t  A rrom anches, th e  A m ericans 
h a d  a lread y  b e g u n  th e  p rac tic e  of lan d in g  
supp lies d irect onto the  firm  sa n d  on O m aha 
an d  w aiting for the  tide to  float off the  landing  
c ra f t. U n o rth o d o x  p ra c t ic e  a n d  in it ia t iv e  
increased  th e  tem po a t w hich  logistic supp ly  
reached  the  troops. S tuden ts  today u n d ers tan d  
the  concepts of ‘centres of gravity’ and  m any will 
qu ick ly  m ak e  th e  co n n e c tio n  w ith  log istic  
problem s in  the  2003 invasion of Iraq an d  the  
need  to su s ta in  tem po. Indeed som e have first 
h an d  knowledge.

Deception is the  las t example. Double Cross 
used  tu rn ed  G erm an agents to feed inform ation 
to  the ir erstw hile m aste rs  in  G erm any. It w as 
im p o rtan t th a t  ‘rea l’ in form ation  w as released  
a s  well a s  deception. Hence agen t GARBO w as 
allowed to feed som e detail th a t  p inpo in ted  
N orm andy as a  probable landing site ju s t  before 
th e  la n d in g s .  B u t  a lo n g  w ith  t h a t  w a s  
overw helm ing signal traffic evidence th a t  the  
bog u s F irs t US A rm y G roup in  S o u th  E a s t 
England was poised to a ttack  the  Pas de Calais.15 
The whole of O peration Fortitude w as u sed  to 
reinforce in  H itler’s m ind  th a t  even w ere a 
land ing  to occur in  N orm andy, th e  m ain  effort 
w ould follow acro ss th e  sh o rt rou te  to Calais, 
Paris and  Germ any. So successful w as th is  th a t 
the G erm ans believed the  Allies had  89 Divisions 
ready to a ssau lt so th a t weeks after the  landings 
in  Norm andy they expected the  next assa u lt.16 A 
sim ilar deception w as u sed  by th e  Coalition in  
th e  1991 G ulf War, w hen  th e  positioning of US 
M arines offshore a t Kuwait tied down four Iraqi 
divisions while the  actual a s sa u lt sw ept around  
Iraqi positions in  a  classic  left hook. There is 
no th ing  new  in  deception, a s  S taff Colleges the  
world over discover from  th e  s tu d y  of S u n  Tzu, 
b u t  in  1999 M ilosevic a lso  u se d  decep tion  
brilliantly against NATO in Kosovo. A Battlefield

T our of N orm andy can  draw  o u t the  e te rnal 
lessons of the  value of a  deception p lan  and  
s tu d e n ts  will often give exam ples to w hich they 
have been party.

By draw ing  som e th re a d s  to g e th e r it is 
possib le to argue th a t  a  Battlefield T our w orks 
well for several reasons. Firstly, it m u s t be led 
by e n th u s ia s tic  an d  w ell-prepared to u r  guides 
w ith the  depth  of knowledge to provide the  right 
level of c o m m e n ta ry . As p ro v id e d  b y  th e  
academ ics a t JSCSC, it sits a t  the  right strategic 
an d  operational level an d  fits neatly  in to  m any 
o th e r  a s p e c ts  of th e  p ro fe ss io n a l m ilita ry  
education  being tau g h t on the  ACSC. Secondly, 
th e  s tu d e n ts  have  co n s id e rab le  f ir s t  h a n d  
knowledge of recen t cam paigns and  can  readily 
bring to bear their experience to th a t of the events 
in  Normandy. Thirdly, the scale of Normandy and 
recen t opera tions m ay well be different b u t  the  
e s s e n t ia l  e le m e n ts  o f p la n n in g , lo g is tic s , 
leadership, m ission com m and and so forth today 
are  m u ch  th e  sam e. T h a t said  th e  size of the  
Coalition force in  Iraq  in  2003 w as sim ilar to 
th e  troops landed  on D-Day itself. The b e s t 
s tu d e n ts  find th e  even ts  of N orm andy very 
sobering an d  they  gain  m uch  food for thought. 
Finally, the  to u r  alw ays validates very well in  
s tu d en t critiques, and  m any stu d en ts  com m ent 
th a t  they  are  ‘insp ired  by having been  th e re ’ to 
read  an d  th in k  m uch  m ore ab o u t th e  n a tu re  of 
com m and and  leadersh ip  an d  th e  im portance 
of p lanning. Those s tu d e n ts  visiting N orm andy 
are  ta sk e d  to ‘investiga te  th ro u g h  p e rso n a l 
inspection , th e  m ajor m ilitary  lessons to be 
learned  from  O peration O verlord.’17 Nothing is 
m ore valuable to th is  end th a n  to allow stu d en ts  
from each  service to see with their own eyes the  
p rob lem s of achieving th e  desired  end. The 
difficulties of terra in  and  visibility, the  problem s 
of m anoeuvre in  bocage country , the  problem s 
of close a ir support in  a  confused battlefield, the  
difficulty of line of sight com m unications and  so 
fo r th ,  a ll  a d d  d e g re e s  o f r e a l i ty  a n d  
understanding th a t cannot always be understood 
through the  w ritten or spoken word alone. Above 
all, the  s tuden ts  see the  difficulty of blending the 
sep ara te  operational skills of land, sea  an d  air 
pow er an d  learn  to apply lessons learned  from 
N orm andy to c u rre n t operations. As such , it is 
possib le to argue  th a t  th e  m ethod of guided 
B a ttle fie ld  T ou r, u s in g  h is to ry  to  f u r th e r  
Professional Military Education, is both  valid and 
stimulating.
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Af te r  m ore  th a n  60  y e a rs  th e  B a ttle  of 
N o rm a n d y  s t i l l  c a p tu r e s  w o r ld w id e  

a tten tion . The recen t com m em oration of the  
D-Day an n iv e rsa ry  com pelled th o u s a n d s  of 
people to m ake a  pilgrim age to the  Overlord 
b eaches  to  h o n o u r the  sacrifices m ade in  th e  
nam e of freedom. Sadly, th is  type of a tten tion  is 
f le e tin g , p r im a r i ly  c e n t r e d  u p o n  m a jo r  
anniversaries and  o ther notable events, su ch  as 
the  passin g  of m ajor figures or th e  release of a 
new  book. W h at c a n  be done  to  ra is e  th e  
c o n s c io u s n e s s  of th e  p u b lic ?  O b v io u sly , 
education is the  answer, b u t  in  w hat form ? This 
article is ab o u t a  program  ru n  by th e  C anad ian  
Battlefields Foundation th a t h as  been educating 
C anad ian  un iversity  s tu d e n ts  for th e  p a s t ten  
years. It is a  program  th a t  h a s  taken  s tu d en ts  to 
explore the C anadian battlefields of the  F irst and 
Second World W ars and  provides them  w ith  an  
experiential learning opportunity  th a t cannot be 
gleaned from  books. These to u rs  aim  to give 
s tu d e n ts  a  deeper u n d e rs ta n d in g  of events on 
the  battlefield  and  th e ir  re la tionsh ip  to topics 
su ch  a s  com bat effectiveness, the  im pact of w ar 
on society, an d  even the  question  of n a tio n 
b u ild in g . T h is  a rtic le  will a lso  explore  th e  
concepts an d  m ethodologies b eh ind  th is  very 
successful program .

The co n d u c t of th is  to u r  is d ifferen t in  
em phasis  an d  execution from  o ther battlefield  
to u rs  w hether they  be m ilitary  or civilian. It is 
intended to provide Canadian university students 
w ith a  hands-on  learn ing  experience. Each tou r 
ta k e s  a  g ro u p  of a b o u t a  dozen  C a n a d ia n  
university  s tu d e n ts  to Europe to visit C anad ian  
battlefields of the F irst and  Second World Wars. 
The em phasis  is generally on the  battlefields of 
N orm andy, Dieppe an d  Vimy Ridge, b u t  o ther 
a reas  visited by specific to u rs  include the  Ypres 
Salient, England, the  Scheldt Estuary, Sicily and 
Italy to nam e a  few. E ach  to u r  is led by  an  
experienced military historian, and  the  tou rs  are 
m ore th a n  sim ple w histlestop excursions where

the  s tu d e n ts  are  w hisked  a ro u n d  to see the  
sights. Prior to leaving Canada, the  s tu d en ts  are 
asked  to com plete background  readings and  be 
p repared  to lead d iscussions on various topics. 
Once on the battlefields, the students are engaged 
in  soph istica ted  d iscussions covering a  wide 
range of topics ranging from w eapons and tactics 
u sed  on th e  battlefield, the  operational conduct 
of larger form ations an d  the  stra teg ic  conduct 
of the  war. As well, the social aspects of the  w ars 
are explored. Q uestions su ch  as who fought our 
w ars, an d  w h a t w as th e  cost to society are  
discussed along with notions of service, sacrifice, 
m em orialization an d  com m em oration. These 
issu e s  are  b ro u g h t to life th ro u g h  visits  to  the  
battlefields an d  cem eteries a s  well a s  th ro u g h  
d iscussions w ith  ve te rans  an d  locals w ho lived 
th ro u g h  th e  w ars. T hrough  d isc u ss io n  an d  
a rg u m e n t, o b se rv a tio n  a n d  re flec tio n , th e  
students come to gain an  understanding of events 
no t accessible in  the  w ritten  record. To say  th a t  
the  tou rs have had  a  profound effect on s tuden ts  
is an  understa tem en t. The lessons learned from 
th is  to u r  can  be applied  to en rich  battlefield  
touring  in  general for b o th  m ilitary  and  civilian 
audiences, and  are applicable w hether exploring 
the  battlefields of Norm andy, G ettysburg or the  
Som m e. In  a d d itio n , m an y  of th e s e  sam e  
techniques and  principles can  be used  to enrich 
classroom  learning.

The s ta ted  p u rpose  of th e  CBF to u rs  h a s  
been  to allow “young m en  an d  w om en from 
C a n a d a  [to] v is it a n d  lea rn , on  th e  a c tu a l  
b a t t le f ie ld s ,  w h a t  th e  y o u th  o f C a n a d a  
con tribu ted  to th e ir freedom .”18 In general, th is  
cap tures the spirit of the tours, b u t no t the actual 
accom plishm ents. The C anad ian  Battlefields 
Foundation w as originally formed in  1993 as the 
Canadian Battle of Normandy Foundation to help 
preserve the  m em ory of C anad ian  soldiers and  
th e ir  p a rt  in  freeing F rance from th e  ty ranny  of 
Nazism . The im p e tu s  for th is  cam e w hen  a 
sp ec tacu la r new  m u seu m  w as opened in  Caen 
called Le M emorial. This m u seu m  m arked  the  
l ib e ra tio n  of N o rm an d y  by  th e  A llies, b u t  
incredibly, m ade no m ention  of the  role played 
by C anada. This, com bined w ith  a  significant 
Am erican presence in  bo th  the  m useum  and  the 
su rro u n d in g  a rea , led a  g roup of C an ad ian  
veterans to form the CBF to see th a t C anada w as 
g iv en  p r o p e r  r e c o g n i t io n  fo r i t s  
accom plishm ents. The CBF w as also se t u p  to 
rem ind C anad ians  of th e ir co u n tiy ’s role in  the

conflict, p erpetuating  the  m em ory and  deeds of 
those who participated , while bo th  encouraging 
and  supporting C anadian university s tu d en ts  in  
program m es for the study  of w ar and  peace. One 
o f th e  m a in  p ro g ra m s  of th e  CBF is  th e  
sponso rsh ip  and  adm in is tra tio n  of the  an n u a l 
battlefield s tudy  tours.

The com position of the  groups h a s  been  one 
of the  s tren g th s  of the  s tu d y  to u rs . A na tiona l 
c o m p e t i t io n  is  h e ld  e a c h  y e a r  to  s e le c t  
pa rtic ip an ts . It is open to C anad ian  m en  and  
w om en who are cu rren tly  a ttend ing  university, 
in  e ither u nderg radua te  or g radua te  program s, 
or those who have recently  g raduated . This h a s  
re su lted  in  th e  selection  of can d id a te s  from

have n o t been  exposed to a  m ilitary  w ay of 
thinking. This mix of people h a s  created  a  range 
of experience an d  perspectives th a t  benefit the  
group as a  whole.

The p rim ary  aim  of th e  s tu d y  to u rs  is to 
educate  th e  p a rtic ip an ts  on the  C anad ian  role 
in  th e  w ars. T his learn ing  tak es  place on m any  
levels. Preparatory readings are assigned and the 
s tu d e n ts  a re  req u ired  to  p rep a re  two b rie f  
p resen ta tio n s  before they  leave hom e. The first 
p resentation deals w ith a  particu lar event, battle 
or o ther s im ilar topic. The in tended  p u rpose  of 
th is w as to decentralize the  teaching load, b u t it 
h as  also had  an  unexpected emotional effect. The 
s tu d e n ts  often choose topics a b o u t w hich  they

Left: The 1995 CBNF group receive a briefing on a bunker in the Courseulles-sur-Mer sector of Juno Beach. I to r: Lee 
Windsor, Dough Cadot, Lisa Mullins, David Kelly, Jeff dayman (sitting), Naomi Chosen, Serge Durflinger, John Rickard, 
Terry Copp and Trevor Rehel. Right: Laura Crawford, a student on the 1999 CBNF tour, stands atop Point 147 and 
briefs her group on the successful penetration of the Gothic Line by the Perth Regiment.

across C anada, of bo th  genders, and  ranging in 
age from 18 to 45. A nother valuable dynam ic in  
th e  group h a s  been  the  p resence  of m ilitary 
personnel. These m en and  wom en are generally 
serving part-tim e in  the Reserves while attending 
civilian universities, though some have also come 
from the Royal Military College of C anada (RMC). 
The interaction betw een the  civilian and  military 
p a rtic ip an ts  in  th e  group h a s  been  very usefu l 
because each group brings a different perspective 
th a t  he lps to en rich  the  learn ing  experience of 
th e  other. For exam ple, the  soldiers often have 
a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of m ilita ry  c u ltu re  a n d  
regim ental tradition th a t  is no t possessed by the 
civilians while the  soldiers often benefit from the 
views and  opinions expressed  by civilians who

develop a  p roprie tary  in terest: for in stan ce  a  
ba ttle  in  w hich th e ir  g ran d fa th e r participated , 
or in  w hich  th e ir  reg im ent w as involved. The 
passion  developed by the s tu d en t in  researching 
the  topic is often infectious w hen  the  topic is 
p resen ted . T his m akes the  p resen ta tio n s  m ore 
m eaningful for the  group as a  whole. The second 
presen tation  is m uch  more emotional. S tuden ts  
are  asked  to resea rch  a  soldier killed in  ba ttle  
and  m ake a  sh o rt graveside p resen tation  abou t 
h is  life an d  dea th . It is u p  to th e  individual 
s tu d e n t who they  pick to ta lk  about. It is often 
som ebody  th ey  a re  c o n n e c te d  to, w h e th e r  
geographically, th rough  a  regim ental affiliation 
or so m etim es it  is a  fam ily m em ber. D oug 
D e la n ey  re la te d  one  s u c h  o c c as io n : “T he



Above: M. Vico, who lived in the Abbaye d’Ardenne during 
the war, tells the CBF group the story of the Canadian 
soldiers murdered there in June 1944. Inset: The Abbaye 
d’Ardenne.

highlight of the  day occurred a t the Cassino War 
Cem etery. It w as th ere  th a t  one of o u r group, 
Addy Poulette, found h e r  grandfather, Louis 
Brooks, a n  RCR solider killed in  action  a t the  
H itle r L in e ....S h e  did s u c h  a  b e a u tifu l job  
honouring him  and telling his story ... .At the  end 
of he r trib u te .. .[she broke down]. I’m  pretty  su re  
the  re s t of u s  joined he r... .It w as a  very powerful 
an d  m oving m om ent. T hough sh e ’d never m et 
him , you could tell h e r  affection for h im  ra n  
deep.”19 Another requirem ent is th a t the studen ts 
keep a  journal. E ach day they  are to record then- 
experiences, though ts , em otions and  any th ing  
else they  have learned . At th e  end of the  trip, 
th is  jo u rn a l is to be subm itted  as  a  record  of 
their journey. Some of th e jo u rn a ls  take the form 
of a  sim ple day-by-day log of events, b u t  m ost 
are m uch more elaborate encom passing detailed 
w r i t te n  e n tr ie s  a lo n g  w ith  p h o to g ra p h s ,  
drawings, poetry and  other m aterial the studen ts 
th in k  is im portan t. In read ing  th ese  jo u rn a ls , 
the  one com m on th read  is the  dep th  of em otion 
experienced by all the  s tu d e n ts . Typical is the  
reaction  of Diane Tom as upon  h e r first visit to a 
C anad ian  w ar cem etery. “I knew  it w as going to 
be moving, b u t as  soon as I saw  it a  feeling came 
over m e w hich  I don’t  th in k  I can  describe in  
w ords. My first reac tion  w as sim ply to cry as  I 
looked u p o n  th e  row after row of headstones,

a n d  I s im p ly  co u ld  n o t  s to p .”20 A s im ila r  
response  w as recorded  by Lee W indsor of h is 
r e a c tio n  to  a  c e re m o n y  to  re m e m b e r  th e  
C anad ian  soldiers executed by  th e  12th SS a t 
th e  Abbaye d ’A rdenne. “In 1939 we em barked  
on a  m ission  to c leanse  E urope of th e  Nazi 
d isease th a t  infected it. These words would have 
seem ed a  little idealistic and  sim plistic to me, a t 
least until 7 Ju n e  1995. On th a t day we gathered 
in  th e  garden  a t  the  Abbaye. In th a t  d a rk  and  
quiet co m er of the  com pound th a t  w as once a  
G erm an com m and post, we paid  hom age to 18 
of m y d ear coun trym en  who were viciously and  
b r u ta l ly  m u r d e r e d  b y  K u r t  M e y e r’s SS  
henchm en. As their nam es were read off, I fought 
to  h o ld  in  te a r s  a n d  keep  m y legs s te a d y  
undernea th  me. One of the last nam es to be read 
w as L ieu tenan t Thom as A lbert Lee W indsor, an  
a rm oured  soldier of the  Sherbrooke Fusiliers. 
The tea rs  escaped.”21 These excerpts capture  the 
essence of th is  tour. This trip  is a s  m u ch  a  
pilgrim age a s  a n  ed u ca tio n a l endeavour. In 
addition to learning a  great deal abou t the  wars, 
m any  of the  p a rtic ip an ts  are  extrem ely moved 
by their experiences. When they retu rn  to C anada 
to  c o n tin u e  th e i r  s tu d ie s  o r s h a re  th e i r  
know ledge, n o t only are  they  ed u ca ted  an d  
in te rested  in  the  sub jec t b u t  it is also a  topic 
about which they are passionate. This is a  quality
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th a t  comes th rough  clearly in  their writings and 
p resen tations, and  is often contagious am ongst 
the audience.

The m ajor advantage a  s tu d y  to u r  su ch  as 
th is  h a s  over a  sim ilar topic being tau g h t in  the 
c lassroom  is the  ability to s ta n d  on th e  sam e 
ground where a  particular battle  took place. This 
is fully tak en  advantage of du ring  th e  course  of 
th e  tour. W hen exam ining a  specific battle , the  
day u sua lly  s ta r ts  off w ith  a  brief background  
lecture . The group th en  se ts  off a n d  begins to 
follow the  events on the  g round . For example, 
w hen  looking a t  the  D-Day land ings a t  J u n o  
Beach, the group sta rts  in St. Aubin-sur-M er and 
proceeds th ro u g h  each  of th e  coasta l tow ns 
liberated  by the  C anad ians  on the  6 th  of Ju n e . 
At each  stop  a  detailed explanation  of events in  
th a t  secto r is given while poin ting  o u t specific 
fea tu res  th a t  played a  role du ring  the  battle . A 
p a s t participant, C hristopher Evans, h a s  sta ted  
th a t , “The o p p o rtu n ity  to  s tu d y  th e  a c tu a l 
battlefields w as of incredible value in  helping me 
b e tte r  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  events th a t  took place. I 
have a  new  and  m uch  improved u n ders tand ing  
now  of the  im portance  of te rra in  a n d  how  it 
d ic ta tes  the  w ay a  ba ttle  is fought. The concept 
of reverse slope, hu ll down, the  positioning of 
a n ti- ta n k  w eapons v e rsu s  likely avenues to be 
taken  by arm oured vehicles, all of it becam e clear 
d u r in g  th e  th re e -w e e k  p ro g ram . I’ve re a d  
h u n d red s  of books and  stud ied  m aps, w atched

d o cu m en taries  b u t  n o th in g  can  rep lace  the  
experiences of being th e re  an d  seeing it for 
yourself.”22 Interw oven w ith the  tac tica l level 
d is c u s s io n s  is a n  a p p re c ia tio n  of w h a t is 
concurrently  taking place a t the  operational and  
s tra teg ic  levels. An im p o rtan t a sp ec t of th is  
p ro ce ss  is th e  in te ra c tio n  b e tw een  people. 
Q u e s t io n s  a n d  d i s c u s s io n s  a re  a lw a y s  
encouraged as a  way of intensifying the  learning 
experience.

A n o v e l a s p e c t  o f th e s e  t o u r s  is  th e  
opportun ity  for the  s tu d e n ts  to p artic ipa te  in  
TEWTs (tactical exercises w ithout troops) w here 
they  are  given a  tac tica l problem  based  on a  
h isto ric  ba ttle . TEWTs are  regularly  utilized by 
th e  m ilitary  to tra in  officers in  th e  conduct of a 
battle , b u t  th e  in ten tion  here  is to force the  
s tu d e n ts  to th in k  abou t a  ba ttle  from  the  inside 
o u t in  o rder to  b e tte r  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  decision
m aking  process, a s  well a s  the  p re ssu re s  and  
lim itations encountered in  an  ac tual battle. The 
s tu d e n ts  a re  b ro k en  u p  in to  sy n d ic a te s  or 
com m and g roups of 3-4  people to w ork on a 
so lu tion  to the  problem .

The exercise begins w ith a  briefing where the 
tac tica l s itu a tio n  is explained as  it existed on 
the  eve of battle. The briefing includes the  sam e 
in fo rm atio n  a  co m m an d er w ould  have h a d  
access to  p rio r to  th e  battle : o rders  for the  
upcom ing operation, the  existing tac tica l and

This garden in the Abbaye d Ardenne is a tranquil place today, but in June 1944 it was an execution site. The memorial 
at the left commemorates the Canadian soldiers murdered here.



The next s tep  is to take  th e  group o u t onto 
the  battlefield  to do a  reconnaissance  of the  
terra in . S tops are  m ade a t key locations to gain 
a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  of th e  in te rp la y  of th e  
topography, b u ilt-u p  areas, roads and  o ther 
features. Following this, the  syndicates are given 
tim e to  fo rm u la te  th e ir  p la n s . D uring  th is  
p ro c e ss , c o m p lic a tio n s  a re  th ro w n  a t  th e  
s tu d e n ts  in  the  form  o f ‘breaking  new s’ th a t  will 
im pact, an d  p robab ly  u p se t, th e ir  p lann ing  
process. T his inc ludes  chang ing  o rders  an d  
updating  inform ation regarding th e  m ovem ents 
of n e ig h b o u r in g  u n i ts  a n d  en em y  fo rces . 
T h ro u g h o u t th e  TEWT, th e  h is to r ia n /g ro u p  
leader plays th e  role of um pire. He answ ers any 
questions the syndicates might have, clarifies any 
m is u n d e r s t a n d in g s ,  a n d  p e r h a p s  m o s t  
importantly, tries to keep the  scenario w ithin the 
realm  of the  possible. For instance, the  s tu d en ts  
often w ant to use  their tanks and tan k  destroyers 
a s  th e  focal p o in t of th e ir  p lan , freq u en tly  
deploying them  right a t the front, or even beyond. 
T h is  w as in c o n s is te n t  w ith  ex is tin g  A llied 
doctrine and  w ould generally n o t occur. The

s tr a te g ic  s i tu a t io n ,  c o m p o s itio n  a n d  th e  
disposition of h is own as well a s  friendly troops, 
allocation of divisional, corps and  arm y support, 
a n d  las tly , expected  enem y s tr e n g th s  a n d  
intentions.

Top left: Lieutenant-General Charles Belzile, a former 
president of the CBNF, talks to students on the 2000 tour 
during a TEWT in Normandy. Left: Group leader Marc 
Milner points out locations on a map. Above: Denis 
Whitaker, a veteran of Dieppe and Normandy, provided 
valuable personal experience to students on the CBNF 
tour.

s tu d e n ts  need to be told th a t  if they, acting a s  a  
b a tta lio n  or com pany com m ander, gave th is  
order to a  ta n k  com m ander, he would probably 
tell you to ‘shove it u p  your a rse ’ and  refuse to 
obey.

Once th e  p lann ing  p rocess is com plete, the  
s tu d e n ts  are  asked  to explain  th e ir  in ten tions. 
Once all th e  p lan s  have been  p resen ted , the  
h isto rian  provides a  phase-by-phase account of 
th e  a c tu a l  b a tt le  a s  it  u n fo ld e d . M in im al 
em phasis  is placed u p o n  critiqu ing  th e  p lans 
devised by the  s tu d e n ts  a s  w ould occur in  a 
m ilitary TEWT. There is no proper solution other 
th an  w hat actually occurred. In th is exercise, the 
focus is on the  process, n o t the  outcom e. The 
u ltim ate goal is to be tte r replicate the  chaos and 
com plexity of ba ttle  in  a m ore tangible form. It 
is one th ing  to  read  ab o u t a  b a ttle  and  p ass  
ju d g em en t from  the  com fort of hom e, b u t  the  
in te n t of th ese  TEWTs is to in troduce  som e of 
th e  com plexity com m anders face in  the  field -  
lim ited and  often conflicting information, the fog 
of war, finite resources, tim e co n stra in ts , the  
in fluence  of geography a n d  a  h o s t of o th er 
factors. T hough the  s tu d e n ts  are  generally well 
rested  and well fed, they do not have to fear being 
sho t or cap tu red  and  a t  the  end of the  day will 
re tu rn  to a  com fortable bed, the  exercise does 
im p art som e lessons th a t  can n o t otherw ise be 
tau g h t. It d em o n stra tes  th a t  com bat is n o t a 
sim ple endeavour an d  th a t  exp lanations and  
ju d g em en ts  of p a s t b a ttle s  are n o t a s  c u t and  
dried as  they  firs t appear. W hat m ay be an  
obviously bad decision examined with the benefit 
o f 2 0 / 2 0  h in d s ig h t  m a y  b e  e n t i r e ly  
understandable  given the specific circum stances 
in  w h ic h  th e  d e c is io n  w a s  m a d e . K elly  
D eschenes, a  m em ber of the  Reserves and  a  
s tu d e n t a t RMC, found the  TEWTs to be an  
excellent experience. “As an  officer, I have taken  
p a r t in  a  n u m b er of TEWTs. However, these  
TEWTs are  generally  carried  o u t in  a  vacuum : 
the  conditions are next to ideal. In today’s TEWT 
we were n o t allowed to ‘forget’ th a t  the  troops 
w ere tired , th a t  som e equ ipm ent w as m issing, 
th a t casualties had  strained morale and strength, 
etc. We had  to take all those factors into account 
w hen m aking our plans. It only m ade the exercise 
m ore realistic , m ore va luab le .”23 Ja m e s  Wood 
found th a t  th e  exercise gave him  a  different 
p e rsp e c tiv e  on  e v e n ts . “O u r TEW T of th e  
Bretteville defence h a s  left me with a  d isdain  for

those  who w ould criticize m ilitary com m anders 
after the  fact. These m en  bore w hat m u s t have 
been  c ru sh in g  responsibility: w h a t righ t do we 
have to pass  judgem ent on their actions w ithout 
w alking a  mile in  th e ir shoes?  There is a  place 
for h is to rian s  to exam ine and  scru tin ize  the  
decisions m ade by th ese  com m anders, b u t  no t 
to  a tta c k  them  personally  for th e ir  failings and  
m istakes. It is a  fine line .”24 A b o n u s  of these  
TEWTs is th a t  s tu d e n ts  have a  great deal of fun  
participating in these scenarios. It is an  atypical, 
non-lecture learning experience th a t m any of the 
s tu d e n ts  po in t to a s  one of the  highlights of the  
s tudy  tours.

As m uch  a s  the  CBF S tudy  T our is ab o u t 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  so ld ie r’s experience an d  
trying to come to term s w ith w h a t happened  on 
th e  battlefield , the  to u r  is also a n  exercise in 
nation-building. This m ay sound overly dram atic 
or even jingoistic, b u t the reality is th a t Canadian 
schools a t  all levels do a  poor job  of linking the  
events of th e  p a s t  w ith  th e  realities of today. 
C anada h as  a  proud history and  there are m any 
sto ries th a t  need  to be rem em bered  an d  told. 
The field of military history in  particular is poorly 
represented. The you th  of C anada today need to 
know  th a t  an  entire  generation  w ent off to fight 
to preserve th e  freedom  th a t  we enjoy today. It 
w as alw ays th e  hope th a t  the  s tu d e n ts  who 
partic ipa ted  in  th is  to u r  w ould be energized by 
th e ir  experience. W hat they  learned  on the  trip  
w ould insp ire  them  to read  m uch  m ore. Even 
m ore im p o rtan t w as the  hope th a t  they  would 
p a s s  on  th e i r  e x p e r ie n c e  to  o th e r s  in  a  
m eaningful way. S tu d e n t jo u rn a ls  show  quite 
clearly th a t they recognize the im portance of this. 
A ndrew  Godefroy s ta ted  th a t, “S tand ing  in  the  
quiet grove [in the  C anad ian  cemetery], s ta ring  
a t  row  after row  of dead  m en  m y own age, the ir 
lives c u t sh o rt by th is  tragedy, I w as m ade 
painfully  aw are th a t  m y freedom  w as n o t free. I 
can  only m ake su re  th a t  I m ake every effort to 
teach others w hat I saw  here today. We were given 
th e  o p p o rtu n ity  th is  su m m e r to  experience 
som ething th a t  way too few C anad ians will ever 
see. We now  have to tak e  th is  knowledge and  
p u t it to good use. I feel I owe a t least th a t  m uch 
to those  who fought an d  died for m y fu tu re .”25 
S h aro n  Roe offered a  s im ilar verd ict on h e r 
experience. “I can  honestly  say th a t it w as one of 
the  m ost profound experiences of m y life. We 
co u ld  a ll r e a d  a b o u t  w a r  b u t  s e e in g  th e



Arlene Doucette, a student on the 2000 CBNF Tour, sketches out a map for her briefing on the Dieppe landings.

battlefields an d  graves m ade it m ore real. It is 
o u r duty , to keep these  lessons alive. We m u st 
teach  the  next generation w hat we have learned 
so th ese  sacrifices will n o t be forgotten .”26 To 
d a te ,  t h a t  s e e m s  to  b e  h a p p e n in g .  A n 
overwhelming m ajority of the alum ni from these 
trips are m aking direct use  of their experiences. 
M ost h a d  an  in te res t in  m ilitary h isto ry  prior to 
being accepted on the  tour, b u t  u p o n  re tu rn in g  
hom e a  significant n u m b er have changed  th e ir 
career p a th s  to take advantage of the knowledge 
an d  experience gained on the  tour. O ut of the  
122 s tu d e n ts  who have partic ipa ted  to date, a t 
least 15 are working on Ph.Ds in  m ilitary history, 
and  a n o th e r 25 have com pleted or are  in  the  
process of com pleting a  M aster’s degree. Also, a 
m ajo rity  of th e  re m a in d e r  have  u se d  th e ir  
experiences on the  to u r  to p re se n t lectu res, 
l e s s o n  p la n s  a n d  o th e r  e d u c a t io n a l  
opportun ities. Of p e rh ap s  m ore far-reach ing  
po ten tia l a re  those  to u r  a lum ni who go on to 
teach  a t the  prim ary and  secondary school level. 
Jeff Rivard, a  grade 10 teacher in  south-w estern  
Ontario, regularly u ses  his experiences from the 
to u r  to enrich  h is teach ings on the  F irs t and  
Second World W ars. He s ta te s  th a t, “despite  all 
th e  excellent w ork being done [by academ ics in 
m ilitary  history] today, only 1 per cen t of it is 
read  by th e  general public. I ...d id n ’t  w an t to 
spend the  res t of m y career focussing on that. In 
h igh school I d idn’t  have the  advantage of being 
exposed to the  w ars in  dep th ... .1 w anted to share 
our efforts w ith as  m any s tu d en ts  as possible.”27 
Overall, th is  is a n  excellent dividend on the  
investm ent by the  CBF.

These study  tou rs have had  a  dram atic effect 
upon the s tuden ts  who have participated. To say

it h a s  changed the  lives of those who have taken  
p a rt is n o t hyperbole. Trevor Rehel s ta tes, “P u t 
quite simply, I don’t  th in k  any  other experience 
in  m y life h a s  affected m e quite a s  m uch  a s  th is  
trip  has. The m em ory will la s t  forever in  m y 
m in d .”28 L isa  G o o d y ea r s h a r e s  a  s im ila r  
sen tim ent. “To say  th a t  th is  w as a n  experience 
of a  lifetime does n o t seem  enough. T his trip  
h a s  m ean t m ore to m e th a n  anyone can  really 
u n d e rs ta n d . I have finally becom e a  p a trio t of 
my own country .”29 Denis D ubord com m ents on 
the im pact th is experience will have on his future. 
“The s tu d y  to u r  served to rem ind  m e th a t  the  
s tu d y  and  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of m ilitary  h isto ry  is 
far from  a  sim ple or strictly  academ ic p u rsu it. I 
th in k  all th e  partic ipan ts  of the  s tudy  to u r have 
been invaluably and  incalculably enriched. O ur 
academ ic, professional and  personal lives have 
been  indelibly affected. U ndoubtedly, I shall be 
a  b e tte r  m ilitary  h isto ry  s tu d e n t, researcher, 
w rite r  a n d  te a c h e r  th a n k s  to  th is  p iv o ta l 
experience.”30

The CBF battlefield  s tu d y  to u rs  have given 
s tuden ts  a  un ique opportunity to learn about the 
role played by C anada  played du ring  the  two 
world w ars. Perhaps ever m ore im p o rtan t th a n  
the  knowledge gained on the  trip  is the  fact th a t 
m any  of th e  s tu d e n ts  have been  energized by 
th e ir  experience. They have been  m otivated to 
learn  m ore a b o u t the  topic an d  to sh a re  w h a t 
they  lea rn  w ith  o thers. To date  a  to ta l of 122 
s tu d e n ts  have participated  in  the  tour. B u t it is 
safe to say th a t the experience gained on the tours 
h a s  touched  a  far g rea ter num ber. This is a 
lesson  from w hich we all can  learn.


