So you’re planning a Staff Ride!?!

Congratulations, Staff Ride Leader (SRL)!  The fact that you have the mission from higher to plan and conduct a staff ride shows that you serve in a quality unit, committed to preparing for combat through studying, reflecting on, and interacting with our profession through military history.  Now, how do you do it?  Robertson’s The Staff Ride is the first place to get these answers.  What follows below is definitely the “FM 22-Bowery” approach, but it has worked for me.
1. Get the boss’s intent!  Sit down with the commander and seek his or her input on some key areas:

a. What battle or campaign he or she wishes to study.  “Go plan me a staff ride” is not enough.

b. When you will conduct the staff ride.  How much lead time you have will determine what you do in the preparation/study phase.  PUT IT ON THE TRAINING SCHEDULE AND LOCK IT IN!  I know from personal experience that without this command emphasis, the Battalion Chipyong- Ni Staff Ride is one of the first things to get cut from the calendar when other missions loom large.

c. The audience for the staff ride.  Commanders and primary staff?  All officers?  Lieutenants?  NCOs?  The size and composition of the audience will drive your logistical arrangements, activities during the preparation phase, and the conduct of the ride.

d. An overall scheme of maneuver for the staff ride itself.  We can break this down roughly into two options:  The “Historical Tour” method or the “Staff Ride” method.  These are very different things, and the terms are not interchangeable.  See (2) below.  The method you choose drives how the event is structured.
e. Key themes the commander wishes to reinforce.  These could be big ones such as “Leadership in Combat” or “The Experience of Combat,” or more specific ideas, such as Battlefield Operating Systems, Dynamics of Combat Power, branch or unit- specific topics, etc.

f. The balance between “bonding” and “learning”:  what does the boss want?  All staff rides consist of some of both; ensure you find the equilibrium point early in your planning process.

2. Staff Ride Methods.  All staff rides involve groups of participants traveling along the route of a military campaign or over a battlefield, using “stands” or “sites” at key places to explain and evaluate actions and decisions, and to draw from them lessons learned.  We get to this endstate through one of two methods.

a. The “Historical Tour.”  With this method, one or more presenters lead the group from site to site, narrating action, asking questions, helping the group to draw conclusions.  A variant on this theme would assign very small reading or study parts to the participants as the group moves along.  For example, a Normandy staff ride participant would read a firsthand account from a soldier about the action at Omaha Beach.  The Staff Ride Leader would either provide the participant the particular account in advance, or direct him/her where to find it.  The onus is on the SRL to narrate the action and drive the discussion.  
This method is most appropriate if preparation time is short, if the participants have no experience whatsoever with staff rides, if particular officers or NCOs are subject matter experts on a battle or campaign, or if the Commander wishes to “fence off” certain individuals and allow them lots of time to prepare.  Very demanding on the SRLs.
b. The “Staff Ride.”  When people refer generically to a staff ride, this is the method they should be thinking about.  With this method, a SRL moves the group from place to place and exercises general supervision, while preassigned subject matter experts (SMEs) lead the discussion at different sites.  The SRL can assign questions about the action at different points, and have the SME answer them for the group, or assign historical roles based on the campaign or battle.  This second option is the most enjoyable and fulfilling for everyone involved.  For example, officers on a Chickamauga Staff Ride would portray Braxton Bragg, James Longstreet, William S. Rosecrans, and George H. Thomas, and a variety of other subordinate commanders.  As the group stands on Horseshoe Ridge at Chickamauga, Bragg and Longstreet can discuss their plans for the Confederate attack and what actually happened, while their Union counterparts can answer the same questions from their perspective.  Previous to this site, those individuals would have provided the group short biographical sketches of their personalities.  

This method is most appropriate for a group with experience doing staff rides, and when time (how much?) is available for reading and study.  As I said, it can be a lot of fun, but the value the group gets from this method is directly proportional to the time spent on preparation and reading.  If you want to do this method, ensure that everyone concerned understands this commitment.  If you don’t think you can manage it based on the abilities of the participants or on your unit’s OPTEMPO, don’t set yourself and the group up for failure by trying it.
3. The Preparation Phase.

a. Prepare and issue an OPORD.  This site will soon contain examples.  Develop your scheme of maneuver for the execution phase:

i. Timeline.

ii. Sites and topics.

iii. SMEs or presenters.
In order to save yourself and others much pain in the future, start continuity books and files with everything related to the planning and execution of the event.  Once you execute an exceptional staff ride, it will become a recurring event!  More importantly, your audience will forever see the value of studying military history “on the ground” and transferring those lessons to their own situation.
b. Plan readings based on the subject and which method you choose.  Locate the appropriate source materials.  You don’t have to reinvent the wheel!  As you can see from the Staff Ride Resource links installed on this page, a lot of stuff is available for your use.  This should also help determine what staff ride you pick!  If you don’t have a lot of time or inclination, trying to build a staff ride from scratch would not be a good idea.

c. Plan IPRs, study sessions, or pre-staff ride briefings, again based on Commander’s Intent, time available and method chosen.  Special emphasis here on preparing the SMEs if you choose that method.

d. Make logistical arrangements, including but not limited to:

i. TDY orders and funds if you will use them.

ii. Land coordination (if you plan on visiting/walking through any site on private property).
iii. Transportation.

iv. Lodging.

v. Meals.

vi. Purchase of materials if necessary.

4. The Execution Phase.  Now the fun part!  With all of the arrangements complete, you can now go out and “share the love” of military history with your comrades.

5. The AAR.  Always an important event.  Be sure to get specific comments on preparation, planning, and execution.

6. GOOD LUCK!
