
The staff ride has
been used for many
years as a teaching
vehicle within the
Army’s professional
military school sys-
tem. Some readers
may have partici-
pated in a staff ride
while attending a
branch school ad-
vanced course or at
Command and Staff
College and know that a well-exe-
cuted staff ride requires a good deal
of individual study, preparation, and
logistical support, all of which are
available within the Army school sys-
tem. Outside the “schoolhouse,” the
overhead required to conduct a good
staff ride may appear too extensive
and time-consuming to commanders
of units with ongoing operational or
training missions. But the “school-
house” need not be the only place for
the staff ride. It can be tailored to
meet the needs of leaders in compa-
nies, battalions, and brigades in the
field as an integral part of a unit’s Of-
f icer Professional Development
(OPD) Program. The purpose of this
article is to show how one battal-
ion/task force (Task Force 4-64 Ar-
mor (TF TUSKER)) used the staff
ride concept to enhance its OPD pro-
gram and generate participant interest
in using military history as a profes-
sional development aid.

During the planning for BRIGHT
STAR ’94, a biannual combined exer-
cise with the Egyptian Army, leaders
of the 4th Battalion, 64th Armor Regi-
ment recognized that the force-on-
force maneuver area was located near
El Alamein, site of the decisive battle
of World War II’s North African
Theater of Operations during the fall
of 1942. What a great opportunity for
a tank battalion/task force to be able
to stand on the ground where mobile
armored warfare was practiced to per-

fection by Rommel, Montgomery,
Bayerlein, and others! In considering
how to take advantage of this oppor-
tunity, we selected the staff ride to
glean lessons of desert warfare that
might apply to our own training mis-
sion in BRIGHT STAR ’94. Further,
to narrow the scope of a staff ride to a
manageable and meaningful exercise
for the junior officers of a battalion-
size unit, we settled on the Battle of
Alam Halfa Ridge, one of the series
of preliminary actions that set the
conditions for the decisive El Alamein
campaign. Rather than focusing on
strategic and operational issues, Alam
Halfa would allow us to study tacti-
cal-level operations on the same
ground we would have to “fight” on
in our own training exercise. We
would be able to examine operations
below the division level, where we
could readily grasp the lessons learned
by soldiers like ourselves who fought
there over 50 years ago.

Our primary reference for planning
and conducting the staff ride, and in
writing much of this article, was the
U.S. Army Center for Military His-
tory’s brochure, “The Staff Ride,” by
Dr. William G. Robertson. This book-
let outlines the fundamentals of plan-
ning, preparation, and execution of a
staff ride, and is required reading for
any unit or class planning one.

To better understand how TF TUS-
KER conducted its staff ride, we will
begin with some background and a
brief discussion of the battle. Then,

we will define the
staff ride, discuss
our objectives, the
importance of the
site/battle selection,
why we chose
Alam Halfa, and
how we conducted
the three principal
phases of the staff
ride.

Background
In March 1941, after the Germans

intervened in North Africa to prevent
an Italian defeat by British forces,
German and Italian forces under the
command of Field Marshal Erwin
Rommel began a protracted and suc-
cessful campaign against the British
Eighth Army. With wide flanking ma-
neuvers and surprising counterattacks,
Rommel pushed the Eighth Army to a
defensive line at El Alamein by June
1942. At El Alamein, he was only 60
miles from his objective, the port of
Alexandria. From there, Rommel
planned to drive to the heart of the
Middle East — the Nile Valley,
Cairo, and the Suez Canal.

Axis forces tested the Alamein line
from June to August 1942 with little
success . Bri t ish defenses grew
stronger with each passing day while
both Churchill and Hitler urged their
commanders to attack. It was during
this period that Churchill placed Ber-
nard Law Montgomery in command
of the Eighth Army. Shortly after as-
suming command, Montgomery and
the Eighth Army fought the battle
some historians call the “beginning of
the end” for Rommel in Africa.

The Battle of Alam Halfa

By August 1942, Montgomery’s
Eighth Army occupied a defensive
line from the small trading post of El
Alamein on the Mediterranean Sea
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TF 4-64 Armor, gathered for a staff ride at Alam Halfa Ridge in Egypt.
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south some 60 km to the impassable
Qattara Depression, which is just south
of the area shown on the map above.
Rommel, outnumbered in tanks and
infantry, planned to concentrate his
forces and penetrate the British de-
fenses in the south (as he had done
several times earlier that summer)
during hours of darkness on 30 Au-
gust. The Afrika Corps (DAK) would
then rapidly exploit the penetration
and move east 40 km into the Eighth
Army’s rear. At dawn, German forces
would drive north to envelop the sur-
prised defenders, enabling them to be
defeated in detail.

Montgomery expected an attack in
the south and put most of his armor
behind the forward defensive posi-
tions on or near the Alam Halfa ridge.
His units in the south were to delay
the advancing Germans while the
Royal Air Force (RAF) attacked the
panzer columns. Montgomery antici-
pated that Rommel would be forced to
turn north prematurely toward Alam
Halfa, where the 22nd (Br) Armored
Brigade (under the command of Colo-
nel G.P.B. “Pip” Roberts) and the

44th Infantry Division had prepared
strong defenses.

The attack began as scheduled at
around 2400 hours on 30 August
1942. Rommel’s plan went awry
early, as his lead units experienced
difficulty negotiating complex obsta-
cles previously reported as lightly de-
fended and easily breached. Units
spent most of the night in the obsta-
cles and minefields, severely disrupt-
ing Rommel’s meticulously planned
time schedule. Bogged down by the
obstacle belt and soft terrain, and hit
hard by the RAF, the DAK had
moved east only 15 km by daybreak,
instead of the anticipated 40 km. To
make matters worse for Rommel, the
21st Panzer Division commander was
killed and the DAK commander was
seriously wounded in the night’s
fighting. At approximately 1200 hours
on 31 August, Rommel considered
calling off the attack. Surprise was
lost, the fuel situation was critical,
and casualties were quickly mounting.
However, instead of calling off the at-
tack, Rommel changed the DAK ob-
jective to the Alam Halfa ridge.

The British 22nd Armored Brigade
was defending on the southwest end
of the ridge, oriented south. The two
panzer divisions of the DAK moved
northeast and attacked. The numeri-
cally inferior but better equipped
DAK began to take its toll on the
British, though the 22nd Brigade held
them off with the skillful commitment
of its reserve and by repositioning ar-
mor on its vulnerable left flank. When
darkness fell, the panzers were still
south of the ridge and easily detected
by the RAF night bombers.

By morning on 1 September, only an
understrength division of the DAK
could make any offensive effort. The
22nd Brigade’s dug-in forces held
them off the ridge while the RAF con-
tinued to pound them from the air.
This, compounded by the Germans’
shortage of fuel, kept them from mak-
ing a serious effort to take the ridge,
and Rommel broke off the attack, or-
dering his forces to withdraw. The
German High Command had assured
Rommel that fuel would be available
to his forces during the battle, but the
fuel never made it to the front. Rom-

38 ARMOR — November-December 1994



mel conducted a phased retrograde
while receiving only limited attacks
from Allied ground forces. Mont-
gomery attacked the retreating Ger-
mans, mainly with artillery and air,
while conserving his ground forces for
a later offensive.

The Staff Ride

Although the conduct of the staff
ride has evolved since its inception in
the mid-nineteenth century, the con-
cept has remained basically the same
— to place students on terrain, con-
front them with a situation, and stimu-
late them to reach conclusions from
the historical perspective. This meth-
odology differs significantly from two
other teaching vehicles, the tactical
exercise without troops (TEWT) and
the historical battlefield tour.

A staff ride uses the historical sce-
nario as the principal teaching tool.
Set on the specific terrain on which
that scenario took place, a staff ride
also involves a significant degree of
preparatory study to fully draw out
the lessons learned from an historical
action. A TEWT, on the other hand,
uses terrain as its focus, combining
doctrine and a hypothetical scenario
to develop its lessons. While also fo-

cused on terrain, historical battlefield
tours do not usually involve system-
atic study and preparation. These vis-
its will often stimulate thoughtful dis-
cussion, but the objectives of such a
tour are much simpler than for either
a staff ride or TEWT.

A staff ride consists of the system-
atic preliminary study of a selected
campaign or battle, followed by an
extensive visit to the actual battlefield.
It concludes with an opportunity to in-
tegrate the lessons derived from the
home-study and on-the-ground experi-
ences. It envisions maximum student
involvement before visiting the battle-
field to guarantee thoughtful analysis
and discussion at the site, as well as
during the later integration phase.

The staff ride can be easily tailored
to focus on the training objectives set
by the command. It is a versatile
process that allows the participants to
orchestrate the event to account for
limited available study time or other
competing training requirements. For
example, our objectives for the Alam
Halfa staff ride were:

• To take advantage of a unique
opportunity to visit the site of one of
the most crucial mechanized battles
fought in the North Africa theater of
operations during World War II.

• To better understand the human
dimension of desert warfare opera-
tions.

• To review the lessons of WWII
desert operations and compare with
current U.S. Army doctrine and les-
sons learned at the NTC and during
DESERT STORM.

• To show the effects of terrain on
plans and their execution.

• To provide a case study in how
logistics operations affect tactical op-
erations.

• To encourage the officers of TF
TUSKER to study their profession
through the use of military history.

Selecting a Battle

Since each battlefield or campaign
offers its own lessons, there are sev-
eral factors involved in selecting the
staff ride battle. These are additional
reasons we chose Alam Halfa:

• Access. TF TUSKER’s deploy-
ment to Egypt gave us access to a bat-
tlefield with historical significance.

• Echelon of Command. The
echelon of command we studied (bri-
gade and division) corresponded fa-
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Above, LTC Swan and several other members of his
unit visit the El Alamein Military Museum, where they
met LTC El Khoney, the museum curator. Above right,
the graceful arches at the entrance to the war cemetery
near the battle site. At right, Swan and CPT Norman
prepare to brief other unit members at one of the in-
structional points on Alam Halfa Ridge.



vorably with the experience level of
the task force officers. This is an im-
portant factor to keep in mind. Select
a battle, or aspects of a battle, that are
appropriate for the target audience.

• Type of Terrain. Select battles
that occurred on the type of ground on
which your unit may be called to
fight. The Egyptian desert supported
our objectives nicely as our unit is fo-
cused on the Southwest Asia AOR.

• Type of Unit. Most battlefields
can support the training objectives of
any type of unit — combat, combat
support, or combat services support.
Our focus was on mechanized opera-
tions, but we also learned significant
lessons in each of the battlefield oper-
ating systems.

• Integrity of Historical Setting.
Battlefields range from totally undis-
turbed and well-preserved to nearly
obliterated by urbanization or other
factors. The Egyptian desert offered
us the chance to see a relatively un-
changed battlefield. Though time and
weather had covered the holes, old
fighting positions and trench lines
were clearly visible. Memorabilia like
rusty disintegrating fuel cans and even

half of a British helmet found by a
soldier added to the excitement of the
staff ride! We were, however, slightly
limited in our exploration of the bat-
tlefield because we could not enter
certain areas. As many as a half mil-
lion mines laid on the Alamein defen-
sive line were never cleared.

• Source Availability. Staff rides
require some research and reading by
all participants. This is necessary even
in a unit-run staff ride so that instruc-
tors, students, and role players can
adequately prepare for the field study
phase. Sources can include history
books, biographies, journals, docu-
mentary videos or films, newspaper
articles (microfiche) or interviews,
and should address not only the chro-
nology of the battle, but contemporary
doctrine and equipment. With assis-
tance of the Combat Studies Institute
at Fort Leavenworth and the British
Armor School at Bovington, our pro-
ject officer found adequate material
on Alam Halfa to help us prepare at
Fort Stewart. We also distributed pho-
tographs, diagrams, and characteristics
of the armored vehicles used in the
battle to provide additional context
and frames of reference.

Preliminary Study Phase

Preliminary study at home station
prepares the participants for the field
study phase. Otherwise, the staff ride
becomes little more than a battlefield
tour if the participants are not pre-
pared. And in the case of TF TUS-
KER, that battlefield tour would have
degenerated into a useless walk in the
desert. We used a combination of se-
lected readings, group lectures, and
OPD-type seminars beginning eight
weeks prior to our deployment. The
battalion commander designated four
company commanders as principal
role players for Rommel, Montgom-
ery, Roberts, and Colonel Fritz Bayer-
lein, Chief of Staff of the DAK who
commanded the DAK during the bat-
tle. During this phase the battalion
commander facilitated discussion on
topics concentrating on:

• Order of Battle. Unit sizes, desig-
nations, armament, previous experi-
ence, qualitative advantages/disadvan-
tages.

• Main weapon characteristics.

• Biographical background of key
leaders (role players).

• Doctrine and tactics of opposing
forces.

• Terrain analysis of the area of op-
erations.

• Weather and light data for the
campaign.

• Chronology of the campaign
events leading up to the battle of
Alam Halfa.

• Opposing commanders’ intents,
objectives, and goals of the opposing
forces, and end state sought by both
sides.

• Role and influence of allies.

• Service support considerations
and logistics.

A variety of audio-visual training
aids can make the field study phase of
the staff ride more interesting, adding
a sense of realism. Period maps, pho-
tographs, drawings, newspaper head-
lines/articles, tape recordings, and ter-
rain boards help to augment the read-
ings assigned in the preliminary study
phase.

TF TUSKER was to operate in the
same area during BRIGHT STAR, so
we had our own exercise map sheets
as visual aids for the Alam Halfa bat-
tlefield. And while history books also
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provide a good source of maps or
sketches, “GI-issue” military maps,
overlayed with operational graphics,
unit locations, and other designations
significantly enhance the picture for
the participants. Our project officer
went so far as to convert the historical
maps of Rommel’s and Roberts’ battle
plans to acetate overlays. When
placed over the exercise maps, the
time-space aspects of the battle of
Alam Halfa became instantly real to
all participants.

Field Study Phase

After arriving in Egypt, TF TUS-
KER divided the field study phase
into six segments.

• At Stand 1, on the hill where the
22nd Brigade actually defended,
“Colonel Roberts” and “General
Montgomery” led a discussion of the
British tactical scheme. The stand was
reconnoitered in advance by the bat-
talion scout platoon and the 22nd’s
subunit battle positions staked out.

• The German attack plan was
briefed by “Field Marshal Rommel”
and “Colonel Bayerlein” at Stand 2,
in the vicinity of the DAK penetration
of the Alamein defensive line.

• Travelling in HMMWVs over the
DAK attack route to Deir el Ragil
(where the Afrika Korps turned north
toward Alam Halfa) gave participants
appreciation for the difficult traffica-
bility facing the German advance.

• A follow-up discussion by role
players on the situation half-way
through the battle from British and
German perspectives took place at
Stand 3, near the 22nd Brigade’s bat-
tle position.

• Another HMMWV ride over the
DAK attack route to the position
south of the ridge took us to the point
where the German advance was
stopped.

• A final group discussion of les-
sons learned, conducted from Stand 4
at a vantage point atop Alam Halfa
Ridge, concluded the field study
phase of the staff ride.

At each opportunity, the role players
discussed the battle from their per-
spective and read selected passages
from memoirs and unit journals to
further illustrate the commanders’
plans and concerns on the battlefield.

During this phase, task force officers
specifically addressed the chronology
of the battle, as well as the role of fire
support (artillery and air), obstacles
and barriers, defensive theory versus
the offense, the role of intelligence
and reconnaissance, and the effects of
morale and human factors on the op-
posing forces.

Integration Phase

Integration allows all participants to
review the experience together. We
had our final staff ride session after

returning to Fort Stewart. At this
point, we concentrated on tactical-op-
erational-strategic linkages, lessons
learned from both forces by BOS, and
the conduct of combined arms opera-
tions in a desert environment. We also
took the opportunity at this session to
solicit comments from the participants
on the actual conduct of the staff ride
and suggestions for future staff rides.

The Battle of Alam Halfa staff ride
was a great learning and team-build-
ing event, and we had fun in the proc-
ess. Each officer in the group had
positive comments and expressed ap-
preciation for the lessons learned. We
kept our slice elements involved from
the beginning and their participation
helped solidify our unit relationships.
Our goal was not to create a group of
military historians, but to learn from
history and apply the lessons to our
profession.

The next TF TUSKER staff ride is
now in the early planning stages and
because our experience in Egypt was
so successful, several officers have al-
ready volunteered to assist in the
planning and execution of our next
staff ride. Drawing upon the historical
battle experiences of others is crucial
in the development of professional
soldiers, particularly for those with lit-
tle or no combat experience. The staff
ride offers a unique, rewarding, and
fun way to apply military history to a
unit Officer Professional Development
Program.
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