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Preparing for higher comm and: 
The British approach to  the  

Normandy cam paign sta ff ride

David Ian Hall

In  mid-May, ju s t  before the  official cerem onies 
to m ark  the 60 th  anniversaiy  of D-Day began, 

I had  the privilege of being a  consultan t h istorian 
on a  NATO HQ’s staff ride in  Normandy. The HQ 
of the  NATO Rapid Deployable Corps -  Italy 
(NRDS-IT) exam ined the  D-Day invasion and  a 
n u m b er of th e  key b a ttle s  in  th e  N orm andy 
cam paign . T heir s ta ted  aim  w as “to provide 
th rough  m ilitary historical example, a  practical 
focus for the study and analysis of high command 
a n d  th e  p la n n in g  a n d  c o n d u c t  of fu tu r e  
c a m p a ig n s  a n d  m ajo r o p e ra tio n s , w ith in  a  
com bined and  jo in t contex t.”

EAGLE TOUR 04 w as th e  exercise nam e 
given to the  NRDC-IT battlefield s tudy  to u r  and  
it w as aim ed a t bo th  sen io r an d  ju n io r  staff 
o f f ic e rs . In  to ta l ,  80  o f f ic e rs  fro m  th i s  
m ultinational HQ, including two m ajor-generals, 
took part. For three veiy active days, we travelled 
a ro u n d  N orm andy en thusiastica lly  engaged in 
“applied m ilitaiy  h isto ry .”

The itin e ra ry  in c luded  a  n u m b e r  of the  
fam iliar a n d  a  few of th e  n o t so fam iliar sites:

• Pegasus Bridge (site of the glider landings
by M ajor J o h n  How ard an d  th e  2nd  Ox & 
B ucks Light Infantry in  the early h ou rs of 6 th  
J u n e  - an  operation  w hich  Air M arshal Sir 
T rafford  Leigh-M allory describ ed  as  “the  
finest flying in  th e  w ar”).

• Sw ord B each (Q ueen sector, w here the 
3 rd  B ritish  Infan try  Division landed).

• G e rm an  S tro n g  P o in t ‘H illm an ’ (the 
r e g im e n ta l h e a d q u a r te r s  of th e  7 3 6 th  
G renadier Regiment u n d er Colonel von Krug, 
located beh ind  Sword B each).

• A rrom anches (the site  of Port W inston, 
the  B ritish  M ulberry h a rb o u r).

• L o n g u es  B a tte ry  (a m a jo r  G e rm a n  
C oastal Battery, p a rt of the  A tlantic Wall).

• O m aha B each  (where th e  1st an d  2 9 th  
US Infantry Divisions landed and  suffered the 
h ig h est c a su a ltie s  of all the  Allied a s sa u lt 
forces on D-Day).

• Pointe du  Hoc (which w as assau lted  and  
occupied by the  US Rangers, again w ith very 
high casualties).

• A m freville  (overlook ing  th e  L ine of 
D ep artu re  for O peration  Goodwood, 18-20 
J u ly  1 9 4 4 , th e  B r i t is h  a n d  C a n a d ia n  
arm oured  a tta c k  eas t of C aen beg inning  on 
18 July).

• La Petit Chapelle (Mortain - w here Allied 
a ir  power, m ain ly  RAF an d  RCAF Typhoon 
rocket-firing  fighters defeated  th e  G erm an 
counter-attack , O peration Luttich, beginning 
on 7 August).

• S t. L am b ert-su r-D iv es  (w here M ajor 
David C urrie of the  2 9 th  C dn Arm d Recce 
Regt w on a  V ictoria C ross in  b itte r  fighting 
in  the  Falaise Pocket on 18 A ugust 1944).

• an d  lastly, th e  Polish M emorial a t M ont 
O rm el (where the  Polish A rm oured Division 
fought to seal the  neck  of the  Falaise Pocket 
in  A u g u s t  1 9 4 4 , th u s  c o m p le tin g  th e  
e n c irc le m e n t of th e  G e rm a n  fo rc e s  in  
N orm andy an d  the  end of the  cam paign.

I have described the  outline of the  NRDC-IT staff 
ride in  som e detail b ecau se  it w as b ased  on the  
N orm andy com ponent of th e  very successfu l 
B ritish  H igher C om m and an d  S ta ff C ourse  
(HCSC) sta ff ride. The HCSC sta ff ride is ru n  
annually  on a  fully jo in t b as is  an d  over the  las t 
few years it h a s  established itself a s  the  prem ier 
staff ride conducted  in  th e  B ritish  arm ed forces 
today.

One sligh t d ep a rtu re  from  the  HCSC Staff 
Ride form at w as th e  desire of th e  HQ NRDC-IT 
to hold formal rem em brance services, including 
the  laying of a  w reath, a t a  num ber of the  various 
national cemeteries and memorials in Normandy. 
The NRDC-IT visited  the  C om m onw ealth War 
Graves Com m ission Cem etery in  Ranville (near 
Pegasus Bridge), w hich con ta ins som e 2,151 
graves. They also visited the  G erm an cem etery 
a t La Cam be (21,300 graves) and  the A m erican 
Cemetery behind O m aha Beach a t Colleville-sur- 
M er (9,387 graves). A w rea th  w as also laid a t 
the  Polish Memorial a t M ont Ormel. At each  site
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an  officer representing th a t particular nation gave 
a  sho rt speech before a  w reath  w as laid, a  prayer 
said  and  a  m inu te  of silence observed.

Perhaps, no t surprisingly, all of the  speeches 
w ere veiy  different yet equally appropria te  for 
the place and the occasion. One speech, however, 
s tru c k  m e as being m ore po ignan t th a n  the  
o thers. A young a ttack -helicop ter pilot, w ith  
c o n s id e r a b le  r e c e n t  c o m b a t  e x p e r ie n c e , 
delivered a  speech th a t  w as tru ly  rem arkable for 
b o th  the  h u m an ity  an d  th e  hum ility  th a t  it 
conveyed. She began  by draw ing the  g roup’s 
a t t e n t io n  to  th e  row  on  row  o f p r is t in e  
gravestones th a t  seem ed to s tre tch  beyond the  
horizon, rem inding u s  all th a t each  one m arked 
a  young life th a t  ended p rem atu re ly  b ecause  of 
war. Each grave, she continued, also represented 
a  m other’s loss, and  the  grief and  loss th a t  grew 
ou tw ards , seem ingly exponentially , th ro u g h  
family, friends, com m unity and  nation. The cost 
of b a ttle  is never cheap , w hich  is why, she  
concluded, th a t  a  H ead q u a rte rs’ Staff, like the  
one sh e  w as  w ork ing  in  now , ta s k e d  w ith  
planning and  conducting fu tu re  operations, had  
a n  enorm ous responsibility  to “get it righ t.”

F o r th is  y o u n g  o fficer a n d  h e r  NATO 
colleagues, the  N orm andy S taff Ride m et their 
desired aim s and  objectives and  th en  some. In a 
brief yet very practical way it helped them  to gain 
a  b ro ad er u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  n a tu re  of high 
com m and. It enhanced  th e ir  ability to identify 
and focus on key strategic, operational, jo in t and

c o m b in e d  i s s u e s ,  a n d  it re v ita lis e d  th e ir  
p rofessional in te re s t in  m ilitary  h istory . Not 
surprisingly , th ese  are  the  th ree  h igher level 
training objectives sta ted  for the HCSC staff ride.

W hy N orm a n d y  (D-Day a n d  the  N orm andy  
Cam paign 1944)?

First, Norm andy is the  setting of the  las t great 
set-piece b a ttle  by th e  W estern  Allies in  the  

Second World W ar -  a  large-scale a irbo rne  and  
am p h ib io u s  lan d in g  o p e ra tio n  w h ich  offers 
n u m e ro u s  le s so n s  for all of th e  fu n c tio n a l 
b ran ch es  of th e  arm ed  forces today, nationally  
a n d  in  c o a litio n . S e c o n d , th e  N o rm an d y  
battlefields today are largely sim ilar to w hat they 
were 60 years ago and  they  are easily accessible 
b o th  in  te rm s of physical access an d  financial 
costs. Turning to pedagogical reasons, the D-Day 
land ings and  th e  successive b a ttle s  th a t  m ake 
u p  th e  N o rm an d y  C a m p a ig n  a lso  p rov ide  
contem porary  m ilitary  com m anders an d  the ir 
p lann ing  staffs w ith n u m ero u s case s tu d ies  on 
Com bined (m ulti-national) an d  Jo in t  (air, land  
and  sea) operations and  cam paigns. O peration 
Overlord w as th e  p ro d u ct of all a rm s landing  
forces, naval forces th a t  ranged from battlesh ips 
to land ing  craft and  subm arines, stra teg ic  and  
ta c t ic a l  a ir  fo rc e s  a s  w ell a s  th e  la rg e s t  
a s s o r tm e n t  o f t r a n s p o r t  a i r c r a f t  ev e r  to  
participate in  a  single battle, the  M erchant navy, 
s ign ifican t c o n tr ib u tio n s  from  civilians and  
industry, and  decisive inpu t from the  diplomatic 
and  the  Intelligence services. Last, and  not to be

More than 60 years after its construction, Port Winston, the British Mulberry Harbour is still visible at Arromanches.

Pegasus Bridge as it appears today. On the night of 5-6 June 1944 the bridge was captured in a coup de main glider- 
borne assault by British airborne troops of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, led by Major John 
Howard. The original bridge was replaced by a larger clone in the 1990s and now resides in a museum closeby.

overlooked w hen u n d e rs ta n d in g  w hy B ritish, 
A m erican an d  C anad ian  arm ed  forces s tudy  
N orm andy -  we won!

H istory o f  British S ta ff  R ides  
a n d  B attlefield  Tours

Tie  m odem  concept of the historical staff ride 
h as  its roots in P ru ssian /G erm an  traditions 

beginning  w ith F rederick  th e  G reat. At the  end 
of the Napoleonic W ars the concept of combining 
theoretical instruction  and  practical exercises in 
the  field w as refined first by S c h a m h o rs t and  
C lausew itz and  again  la te r in  the  n in e teen th  
century  by H elm uth von Moltke, the  elder, Chief 
of th e  G reat G eneral S taff from  1857 to 1887.

U nder von M oltke’s d irec tion , th e  long­
stan d in g  P ru ss ia n  trad ition  of officers reading  
m ilitary h istory and  th en  taking their theoretical 
s tu d ie s  outdoors in  the  form  of s ta ff rides and  
w ar gam es w as in stitu tionalised . The rationale  
for studying  m ilitary h isto ry  seem ed obvious: it 
provided “lessons for the fu tu re .” And staff rides

were a n  effective m ethod of testing  b o th  ideas 
a n d  in d iv id u a l o fficers  d e s tin e d  fo r h ig h  
com m and appo in tm en ts  or not. W ith P ru ss ia ’s 
victory over France in 1870, the staff ride concept 
w as copied by o ther E uropean  nations.

The exact date of the first officially sanctioned 
B ritish  staff ride or battlefield to u r -  as  a  p a rt  of 
an  officer’s professional education  an d  tra in ing  
-  is n o t entirely  clear. B u t s ta ff to u rs  -  bo th  
overseas an d  to a  m uch  g rea ter degree in  the  
UK -  were a  sem i-regular feature in tra in ing  late 
V ictorian Army officers du ring  the  1890s. Not 
s u rp r is in g ly ,  o v e rs e a s  to u r s  s tu d ie d  th e  
battlefields of P m ss ia ’s victories in  1870, while 
following the  F irst World War, B ritish officers on 
the  Camberley staff course w ent to Flanders and 
stud ied  Haig’s battlefields.

Shortly  after the  Second World W ar ended, 
Cam berley s tu d e n ts  a s  well a s  the  B ritish  Army 
of the Rhine (BAOR) began visiting areas of North 
W est E urope, Italy  a n d  N orth  A frica w here 
significant ba ttles  of the  Second World War were
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The 1 st Polish Armoured Division memorial and museum at Mont Ormel - Coudehard is located on the summit of the hill 
defended by the Poles during the closing stages of the Battle of Normandy.

th a t had  applicability in the p resent and  possibly 
the  future.

W ith th e  foundation  of the  Jo in t  Services 
C om m and and  S taff College (JSCSC) in  1997, 
reflecting th e  inevitability of b o th  Com bined 
( m u l t i -n a t io n a l )  a n d  J o i n t  ( tr i- s e rv ic e )  
opera tions for the  B ritish  m ilitary, the  HCSC 
Staff Ride w as b roadened  to include g rea ter 
em phasis on the planning and conduct of air and 
m aritim e operations. As in  th e  past, O peration 
Overlord and  the  Norm andy Cam paign provided 
the  richest train ing  ground for th is  com bination 
of theoretical and  practical study.

HCSC S ta ff  Ride

T ie HCSC staff ride em braces applied history, 
d ra w in g  on  h is to r ic a l  i l lu s t r a t io n s  to  

h igh ligh t con tem porary  issu es , to  provide a  
p rac tica l focus for th e  s tu d y  of h igh com m and 
a n d  th e  p la n n in g  a n d  c o n d u c t  of fu tu r e  
c a m p a ig n s  a n d  m ajo r o p e ra tio n s  w ith in  a 
com bined an d  jo in t context. The ride itse lf is a  
nine-day M arathon across northern  Belgium and 
F rance w ith  a  significant p a rt  of it tak ing  place 
in  Norm andy. It is ru n  annually  for a  m axim um  
of 30  sen io r officers d raw n  from  th e  th re e  
Services. M ost rides also include two or th ree

fought. B ritish  staff rides also resum ed  u n d e r 
Field M arshal Montgomery’s guidance -  studying 
h is  victories -  and  often-included ve te rans  and  
fo rm er c o m m a n d e rs , s u c h  a s  L ie u te n a n t-  
G eneral Sir Colin Barber, Colonel Pine-Coffin, 
Major Howard, C anadian General Guy Simonds, 
an d  G erm an Colonel H ans von Luck, form erly 
of 2 1 s t Panzer Division. The la s t su c h  ride w as 
held in 1979 and  ceased w ith the  fragility of the  
guest speakers. To call them  staff rides, however, 
is m islead ing . In  e sse n c e  th ey  w ere to u rs , 
conducted  a t  a  gallop an d  w ith  little if any  
advance preparation.

Camberley resurrected  the ‘staff ride’ in 1988 
as pa rt of the Army’s Higher Com m and and  Staff 
C ourse. HCSC officers researched  a  p a rticu la r 
a s p e c t  of one of th e  c a m p a ig n s  or b a tt le s  
ex a m in ed  on  th e ir  s ta f f  r id e , p ro d u c e d  a 
p re lim in a ry  r e s e a rc h  p ap e r, a n d  led  on  a  
question  th a t  w as tied  to a  p a rticu la r  s tand . 
Applied history was back  on the  Army’s syllabus. 
B u t th is  w as no t ju s t  academ ic h isto ry  u n d e r 
exam ination: s tu d e n ts  on the  HCSC also were 
ta sk ed  w ith  identifying an d  com m enting on a  
contem porary  ‘pu ll-th rough’ th a t  em braced the  
m ilitary strateg ic and  operational levels of war. 
To a  degree, a s  w ith  th e  P ru ss ia n  sta ff ride 
concept, they were examining the  past for lessons

civil se rv a n ts  of relatively  equa l g rade  to  th e ir  
m il i ta ry  c o lle a g u e s . T h e  sp e c if ic  t r a in in g  
o b je c tiv e s  o f th e  H C SC s ta f f  r id e  m ay  be 
su m m arised  as  follows:

• To co n sid e r th e  m ilita ry  s tra teg ic  an d  
op era tio n a l level d im en sio n s of com m and , 
decision  m ak ing  an d  reso u rce  allocation.

• To h ig h lig h t  th e  a p p lic a t io n  of th e  
princip les of w ar an d  p ractice  of opera tional 
a r t  d u rin g  th e  cam paigns, m ajo r op era tions 
an d  b a ttle s  u n d e r  study.

• To c o n s id e r  th e  im p a c t  o f  s e n io r  
perso n a lities  on  th e  co n d u c t of war.

• To i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f 
environm ental an d  com ponent factors in  the  
p lan n in g  a n d  c o n d u c t of m a jo r o p era tio n s 
an d  battles.

• To s tim u la te  th e  c o n d u c t of o rig inal 
r e s e a r c h ,  e x p a n d in g  s tu d e n t / o f f i c e r s ’ 
knowledge of m ilitary h istory  a t th e  strategic, 
o p e ra tio n a l a n d  h ig h e r  ta c tic a l levels of 
conflict.

• To c o n s id e r  th e  le s s o n s  of m ili ta ry  
h is to ry  a n d  th e ir  re levance  for o p era tio n s 
today.

• To ta k e  in to  a c c o u n t th e  im p a c t of 
technology on th e  co n d u c t of war.

aw aken ing  or reinforcing a n  in te res t in  m ilitary  
h isto ry  an d  offering a n  analy tical fram ew ork for 
th e  system atic  s tu d y  of cam paigns a n d  ba ttles . 
The D irecting S taff a n d  th e  C ourse  h is to ria n s  
are  a n  in teg ra l p a r t  of th is  ed u ca tio n a l p rocess 
throughout.

O nce  on  th e  s ta n d s ,  a  m e m b e r  of th e  
D irecting  S ta ff p rov ides a  s h o rt o rien ta tio n , 
noting directional an d  topographical fea tu res as  
well a s  an y  key m ilita ry  dep loym en ts, force 
s tru c tu re s  a n d  com m and  issu es . A five-m inute 
tac tica l/h is to rica l narra tive  by  one of th e  HCSC 
h is to r ia n s  follows. T hree academ ic h is to ria n s  
su p p o rt th e  HCSC, each  one specialising  in  one 
of th e  com ponen t env ironm en ts  -  air, lan d  or 
n ava l w arfare . The s tu d e n t/o ff ic e r  th e n  h a s  
approxim ately 20 m inu tes to p resen t their essay  
to p ic  a n d  id en tify  a n y  th e m e s  re le v a n t  to  
con tem pora ry  m ilita ry  issu e s . The academ ic  
h isto rian s  th en  field any  questions of fact before 
a  g e n e ra l d isc u s s io n  c o n c lu d e s  th e  fo rm al 
activities a t  the  s tand .

At the  end of each  day’s exertions, a  hot-w ash 
d iscussion  is held a t the  over-night hostelry. The 
aim  here  is to  c a p tu re  th e  m ain  p o in ts  th a t  
e m e r g e d  from
t h e  *

In  te rm s  of its  app roach , th e  HCSC sta ff 
ride  involves th re e  s tag es  of p relim inary  
study, field activity and  in tegration in  som e 
form  of afte r ac tion  review. E ach  o fficer/ 
s tu d e n t is requ ired  to  w rite a  5 ,000-w ord 
research  paper and  th en  p resen t their essay 
topic a t  th e  co rrespond ing  s ta n d  on  the  
ride. A form er D eputy D irector of the  HCSC 
h a s  no ted  th a t  “the  com bined p re ssu re s  of 
p e rso n a l p ride  a n d  p eer review  norm ally  
g en era te  som e excellen t p a p e rs  a s  well a s  
searching questions and  stim ulating debate 
on  th e  s ta n d s .” In  a d d itio n  to  m eeting  
specific tra in ing  objectives, the  HCSC staff 
r id e  a ls o  a im s  to  a c h ie v e  lo n g - te rm  
e d u c a t io n a l  b e n e f i ts  b y  e n c o u ra g in g  
personal professional developm ent through

The German gun battery at Longues-sur-Mer was 
a major worry for the Allies on D-Day, but it was 
neutralized by naval gunfire before causing any 
series damage. The site remains remarkably intact 
today and includes three large bunkers that contain 
their original 150 mm guns.
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day’s p resen ta tio n s  an d  d iscussions, and  to 
articulate any enduring them es of contem porary 
relevance. A slightly longer and  m ore form al 
review is held  a t th e  end of the  s ta ff ride.

Conclusion

T ie  staff ride is a  proven train ing m ethod th a t 
h a s  evolved over the  la s t two centuries. It is 

a  fairly flexible tra in ing  vehicle an d  it can  be 
designed to achieve m any  tra in ing  objectives. 
W hen u se d  well, it  a lso  offers u n p a ra lle led  
oppo rtun ities  to sen io r officers to  p repare  for 
h igher com m and an d  to m ilitary  personnel in 
general to p repare  for war. Over th e  p a s t  60 
years, the  B ritish  m ilitary have reflected widely 
a n d  o ften  on  th e  D -D ay la n d in g s  a n d  th e  
Normandy Campaign, applying historical studies 
in  th e  form of staff rides and  battlefield to u rs  as 
p a rt of the  m odem  m ilitary officer’s professional 
developm ent, education  an d  tra in ing . Today, 
w hen m ost military operations are combined and 
jo in t, O peration  Overlord an d  th e  N orm andy 
Cam paign rem ain  a n  excellent choice for a  staff 
ride, highlighting the  synergy betw een air, land 
and  m aritim e forces and  offering m any enduring 
lessons to all of th e  functional b ran c h e s  of the  
arm ed  forces.

Notes

1. U ndertaken  an d  led by au th o r  17 J u n e  2004.
2. B olero w as th e  codenam e given to  tra n s-A tla n tic  

sh ipp ing  effort to assem b le  equ ipm en t an d  s to res  for 
th e  invasion of N orm andy.

3. The ACSC is an  11 -m onth  post-g raduate  course a t the 
Jo in t Services C om m and an d  S taff C ourse, p a r t of the 
Defence Academy a t Shiivenham , UK, comprising about 
340  officers of all th ree  services inc lud ing  up  to  90 
in te rna tiona l officers.

4. The au th o r  w as tasked  w ith setting  th e  stra teg ic  scene 
in the M editerranean and events th a t led to the decision 
to defend Crete, an d  to cover th e  nava l a sp ec ts  of the  
defence of th e  is lan d  an d  th e n  w ithdraw al. The to u r 
occurred  in  May 2004  on th e  an n iversary  of even ts in 
Crete in  May 1941.

5. B ased on d iscu ss io n s  in W ashington a n d  a t  th e  US 
M arine Corps University a t  Q uantico, Virginia, w ith Ike 
Skelton, C ongressm an for M issouri.
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