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The 2nd Portuguese Division and the Battle of La Lys:  

A Review of Proper Context 

 
This article reviews the prevailing Anglophone narrative that the First British Army was tactically defeated at the Battle 

of La Lys because the officers and men of the 2nd Portuguese Division ran from the battlefield before German infantry 

attacked. British Field Marshal, Douglas Haig, first told this narrative. The British official historian, J.E. Edmonds, 

enhanced it. Generations of Anglophone authors have uncritically cited it. The narrative, however, does not align with 

British and Portuguese combat records, written by men who served on the battlefield, forward of divisional 

headquarters. The narrative also lacks relevant context. The Portuguese soldiers that defended the front lines during this 

battle performed no worse than the British soldiers on their flanks. They also performed no worse than the British 

divisions that defended the front lines during Operation Michael.  

 
By Jesse Pyles 

 
Overview 

The Portuguese Expeditionary Corps served on the Western Front in northern France in 1917 and 1918, 

under the command of the British First Army. Many Anglophone narratives about the Corps express 

contempt. Such accounts declare that Portuguese officers were arrogant and incompetent. They describe 

Portuguese enlisted men as feeble, yet serviceable if properly led. They also allege that at the Battle of La 

Lys, the men of the 2nd Portuguese Division threw their weapons aside and ran to the rear, before German 

infantry attacked. 

 

Many Anglophone narratives about the Portuguese also lack appropriate context. This trend follows two 

lines, with one reinforcing the other. The first reaches back to the Peninsular War. Specifically, Anglophone 

narratives allege the same flaws about Portuguese soldiers that served in the Peninsular War as those that 

served on the Western Front. British officers commanded Portuguese troops in the Peninsular War, but 

they did not command them in France. They wanted to, however, and believed they should have done so, but 

the Portuguese government disagreed and refused to allow it. 

 

Accusations levelled by British soldiers against Portuguese soldiers flowed from perceptions of their 

inferiority. For example, three allegations about the Portuguese national character are repeated in many 

narratives, namely that they were indolent, dilatory, and degenerate. Further descriptors of the Portuguese 

that appear in such narratives include: useless, worthless, hard-headed, and dark-coloured. 

 

The other line of deficient context involves the Kaiser’s Battle, largely known to the British as the Spring 

Offensive. Specifically, Anglophone narratives assert that the Portuguese ran from battlefield of La Lys 

because they were not properly led. They also contend that the First Army was tactically beaten because the 

Portuguese ran away. 

 

This article sets the Battle of La Lys in the proper context of the Spring Offensive. It also points to facts 

about the battle that do not align with negative contentions about the Portuguese that many Anglophone 

narratives convey. The Portuguese had proved themselves the equals of their British and French allies in 

combat before the Battle of La Lys. Moreover, during the battle, the 2nd Portuguese Division performed no 
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worse than the British divisions that defended the front lines on its flanks, nor the British divisions that had 

defended the front lines against the German Operation Michael. Portuguese officers and soldiers knew how 

to fight. The Portuguese had no aversion to combat. They did not require British leadership. 

 

The German Spring Offensive 

Beginning in the autumn of 1917, German commanders held a series of meetings regarding a colossal 

strategic offensive on the Western Front during 1918. They intended the offensive to bring a favourable end 

to the war for Germany that year and planned to begin the attack in the spring of 1918, before the American 

Expeditionary Force could deploy in strength. 

 

The Western Front ran from the Belgian coast to the Swiss frontier, about 700 kilometres long. The 

German army faced two main opponents, the French army and the British Expeditionary Force (BEF). The 

German commanders needed to decide which enemy to attack first. They also needed to decide where to 

attack and when to begin. The large French army, along with its allies, held the southern three quarters of the 

front. Most of the French front had considerable depth behind it, with space to retreat and manoeuvre, if 

necessary. The German commanders thought that French commanders were skilled in tactical and strategic 

defensive operations, and they also assessed that the French army was too large to be destroyed quickly. 

 

The smaller BEF, along with its allies, held the northern quarter of the Western Front. The BEF had some 

space to retreat and manoeuvre behind the southern part of its front; however, there was very little space behind 

the northern part. The German commanders thought that the British commanders were less skilled in tactical 

and strategic defensive operations than the French and they also assessed that the BEF was small enough to 

be destroyed or driven off the continent. Accordingly, the Germans devised four planned offensives, 

codenamed Operations Michael, Georgette, Gneisenau, and Blücher-Yorck. They decided to attack the BEF 

first, enacting Operation Michael, followed by the second attack of Operation Georgette against the 

Portuguese and British divisions positioned along the Lys River. 

 

Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, who commanded an army group that opposed the BEF, preferred 

to make the first attack against the northern part of its front. The BEF had two vulnerabilities in this sector. 

The first was that the short distance to the coast allowed little space for retreat and manoeuvre. The second 

was that Hazebrouck, the main railhead and supply depot for the First and Second British Armies, which was 

located about twenty miles behind the front, in France, was vulnerable to attack. This was the first objective of 

Rupprecht’s planned attack: if German forces could capture it, they would cut the British supply lines, which 

would force the British to retreat towards the coast. Rupprecht’s plan entailed attacking through the Lys River 

Valley, the flattest ground in the region. The Lys plain was normally soggy until May or June, but it had 

been unseasonably dry during the winter of 1917–1918. 

 

First Quartermaster-General, Erich Ludendorff, wanted to begin the offensive no later than March. He 

thought that an attack against the northern part of the BEF’s front could not begin before April and thus his 

preferred plan was to attack the Third and Fifth Armies in Picardy. This would strike at the junction of the BEF 

and the French army and by separating the allies would create favourable possibilities. The attack would also 

be in the general direction of Amiens, France, the main supply depot for the southern half of the BEF’s front. 

Ludendorff decided to make this first strike in March. 



Newsletter 27, ©2025 British Historical Society of Portugal                                                                                                           3 

 

 

Tactics 

Stalemate on the Western Front had led belligerent armies to seek ways to restore mobility. The main 

approaches adopted were manufacturing new weapons and creating new tactics. The British favoured new 

weapons, using modified tactics. The Germans favoured new tactics and developed three that require 

consideration here. 

 

The first involved artillery preparations. Traditional bombardments entailed unaimed saturation fire, for 

many hours or even several days. The new tactic involved firing high volumes of shells at predetermined 

targets for short timeframes, typically two-to-five hours. The objectives of such bombardments were to 

suppress counterbattery fire, cut communications, shred barbed wire, crush trench systems, and instil panic. 

In addition, targets were fired upon at various intervals throughout the bombardment. For example, brigade 

headquarters, which were typically located about two miles behind the front line, might be fired upon several 

times, for different durations, with varying calibres of shells. British soldiers described this new tactic as a 

‘hurricane’ bombardment. 

 

The second tactic also involved artillery. A so-called creeping barrage began immediately after the 

bombardment ended. Guns fired on predetermined lines for fixed periods. The creeping barrage protected 

attacking German infantry by keeping defending infantry under cover. It also created a barrier of exploding 

shells that blocked the advance of defensive reinforcements. The third tactic involved infantry. German 

soldiers began to develop assault tactics in 1915 and honed them during 1916-1917. Squads of ten to twelve 

men, protected by direct fire support from light field guns and trench mortars, crossed no-man’s-land, cut 

paths through barbed wire, breeched the enemy’s front, and attacked strong points from the rear. Hand 

grenades, carbines, and flamethrowers were the weapons of choice with these tactics. Light machineguns that 

could be carried and fired by one or two men also proved effective. 

 

German commanders tended to integrate the bombardment, creeping barrage, and assault tactics. 

Immediately after the bombardment ended, the creeping barrage began, and assault troops advanced across no-

man’s-land. Once the attackers were about fifty yards from the falling shells, the creeping barrage shifted 

onto the next prearranged line and the attackers were then free to run the remaining distance to the enemy’s 

position, to surprise and overpower the defenders. The German commanders had employed these combined 

tactics in set-piece battles in 1917 against the Russian Twelfth Army at Riga, in September, and the Italian 

armies at Caporetto, in October. These successes led German commanders to create assault divisions, which 

they planned to use in the Spring Offensive of 1918. 

 

The German forces had begun employing assault tactics against the BEF in platoon-to-battalion-strength 

trench raids during the summer of 1917 and had also used them against the BEF on a large scale for their 

counterattack at Cambrai, in November that year. The British commanders were aware of these tactics but 

failed to understand their significance. 

 

British Intelligence regarding Operation Michael 

Field Marshal Douglas Haig, the Commanding Officer of the BEF, and his staff guessed wrongly about the 

German commanders’ plans. The Germans’ deception led them to believe that the first attack would be 

against the French front. Whether the British expected the first attack against their front before Operation 
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Michael began remains disputed. They also believed that any major attack against the British front would be 

made against Arras-Vimy, which was located about ten miles north of their front’s centre. As evidence 

mounted for an attack well south of Arras-Vimy, likely centred on Saint-Quentin, the British simply extended 

their prediction southward. 

 

Operation Michael 

In the Spring of 1918, the German army commenced its largest offensive on the Western Front since summer 

1914. Operation Michael began on 21 March. German, British, and French sources align on key facts about 

this battle. 

 

Three German armies, the Second, Seventeenth, and Eighteenth, faced the British Third and Fifth Armies 

on a fifty-mile front, two-fifths of the BEF’s total front. They employed more than 6,500 guns and 3,500 trench 

mortars. The Third Army (north) held the Fifth Army’s left. The French Army (south) held the Fifth Army’s 

right. At 04.45, German gunners began a five-hour bombardment. They fired 1,160,000 shells that morning, 

and 3.2 million shells during the day. It was the heaviest bombardment in the history of warfare. It cut most 

communications quickly, shredded barbed wire, crushed portions of trenches, demolished some strong points, 

and destroyed roads. 

 

Defenders in the Forward Zone, about the first three miles behind the front line, were forced to remain 

under cover. Movement in the Battle Zone, approximately the three miles behind the Forward Zone, was 

possible in certain places, at certain intervals, yet extremely risky. In both zones, gas shells forced defenders 

to use masks or blankets. Differences in conditions between the Forward and Battle Zones tend to go unstated 

in many narratives. 

 

At 09.45, assault troops and regular infantry attacked in waves. They were protected by a creeping 

barrage. They were also concealed by fog. Once assault troops were about fifty yards from their objectives, 

the creeping barrage lifted, and they rushed the remaining distance. They threw grenades and fired light 

machineguns at stunned defenders who had little time to react. Company grade officers had little knowledge 

of the whereabouts and status of their men. Field grade officers had little or no knowledge of how the attack 

developed against their fronts. Defenders in the front lines typically had four choices: surrender at the first 

opportunity, fight to the last, withdraw fighting, or retreat without fighting. Most surrendered, a few fought 

to the last, a few withdrew fighting, and some retreated in reasonably good order without fighting. By 11.00, 

German infantry had overrun and captured the front lines. On that day, German armies gained more ground 

than the BEF had gained during the Somme offensive of 1916. French generals sent 21 divisions to bolster 

the BEF’s front by 26 March. Those divisions equalled about two-fifths of the BEF’s total strength. The French 

divisions’ role in blunting the attack goes unstated in many narratives. 

 

Exculpatory Narratives 

Haig had no direct knowledge of battlefield events regarding Operation Michael. In July, he wrote a report 

that blamed circumstances for the tactical defeats of the Third and Fifth Armies. Haig also ignored the French 

army’s contribution to averting strategic disaster for the BEF. The British government released that report to 

the public in the Autumn of 1918. 
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J.E. Edmonds, the British official historian, later published an account that aligned with Haig’s report. 

Edmonds wrote in ways that concealed how quickly the German infantry overran the front lines and hid the 

fact that most of the defenders in those lines surrendered. To the present day, many narratives about 

Operation Michael are based on these two accounts. 

 

British Intelligence regarding Operation Georgette 

In February, the German gunners had begun firing a high volume of shells against the La Lys front, from an 

increasing number of heavy guns. The Portuguese commander warned the First Army, but was ignored. 

British liaison officers serving with the Portuguese wrote of the probability of imminent attack. The French 

government also concluded that an attack on the La Lys front was likely and began evacuating civilians from 

the area. 

 

As Operation Michael lost impetus, Haig and his staff tried to predict where the Germans would attack next. 

They were aware of the artillery buildup near La Lys, but they continued to believe that the next attack would 

be against Arras-Vimy or the French front. Thus, they concluded that any attack on the La Lys front would be 

a mere diversion. 

 

The Battle of La Lys (Operation Georgette) 

The German Sixth Army, fourteen divisions strong, was arrayed against two corps of the First Army. The 

2nd Portuguese Division held the centre and the British 40th the left, with both divisions being deployed on 

flat ground. The British 55th Division held the right, on high ground. The battle front was about ten miles 

long. The Germans had nearly 1,700 guns; almost half of which were heavy and super-heavy artillery. In 

addition, they had many trench mortars. 

 

The Battle of La Lys began on 9 April, at 04.15, with a four-hour bombardment. The German gunners 

fired several hundred thousand shells that morning, and 1.4 million that day. It was the most concentrated 

bombardment of the war at the time. Most of the shells were fired against the British 40th Division’s right 

front and the Portuguese 2nd Division’s entire front. The bombardment cut most communications before 

05.00. Movement in the Forward Zone was perilous, although movement in the Battle Zone was possible at 

various intervals, but risky. 

 

A dense fog draped the battlefield throughout the morning. Many British and Portuguese combat records 

note that visibility remained poor until mid-afternoon, with reports describing German infantry coming 

through the mist, ten to twenty yards away. Shortly after 08.15, the creeping barrage began, and German 

assault troops infiltrated the 2nd and 40th Divisions’ fronts. At 08.45, twelve or thirteen divisions began 

attacking the 2nd and 40th in waves. One division attacked the 55th. Once the creeping barrage lifted off their 

positions Portuguese and British soldiers had little time before the German infantry attacked to their 

immediate front. Most combat actions were brief, but invariably resulted in the positions being overrun. 
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Portuguese prisoners of war (Source: German archives) 

 

A few British and Portuguese soldiers fought to the last, some withdrew fighting, and some withdrew 

in good order without fighting. Most defenders in the front lines were taken prisoner. The Portuguese 2nd 

Division held its front for at least as long as the British 40th Division did. Of 10,000 to 11,000 Portuguese in 

the Forward Zone when the battle began, only 2,500 to 3,500 returned to First Army lines. The 2nd Division 

was destroyed on the battlefield. 

 

British reserve divisions were engaged quickly. By midday, German divisions had captured most of the 

First Army’s Forward Zone. By nightfall, German forces had penetrated about five miles into the First 

Army’s front. The first phase of the La Lys battle thus unfolded in the same way as Operation Michael. The 

front lines were overrun quickly, effectively by 09.30, an hour and fifteen minutes after the bombardment 

ended and forty-five minutes after the main attack began. Like the Operation Michael offensive, the British 

front lines had been overrun within the same timeframes. 

 

Exculpatory Narratives 

Haig had no firsthand knowledge of battlefield events at Operation Georgette. He would have known, 

however, that just as at Operation Michael, a heavy bombardment preceded the infantry attack, and a 

creeping barrage began immediately afterwards. He would have known that German infantry overran the 

British front lines quickly and would have also known that tens of thousands of British soldiers had been 

taken prisoner and that many divisions that had held the front lines were mere cadres. 

 

Haig began sending reports to London that alleged that the Portuguese had collapsed while the 

bombardment was ongoing. Evidence indicates that the commanding officer of XI Corps, Lieutenant-

General R.C.B. Haking, sent Haig such information. British combat records, however, written days after the 

battle, bear out that British officers did not know what was happening at that time, other than that the 

bombardment was ongoing. Regardless, Haig’s claims were accepted as facts by the British government and 

the BEF. 
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Portuguese prisoner at Fourmies prison camp 

(Source: Imperial War Museum) 

 

In the same report in which Haig blamed circumstance for the tactical defeats of the Third and Fifth 

Armies at Operation Michael, he blamed the Portuguese for the tactical defeat of the First Army. He alleged 

that the German Sixth Army attacked the La Lys front because the Portuguese held it and asserted that German 

commanders intended the attack, purportedly executed by three or four divisions, to be a ruse. He also 

contended that the attack succeeded because a Portuguese, not a British division, held the front lines. Haig 

asserted that the officers and men of the Portuguese 2nd Division ran before the infantry attack began. 

However, he ignored the bombardment and the creeping barrage that began immediately after the 

bombardment ended. Specifically, British and Portuguese combat records show that the men of the 

Portuguese 2nd and the British 40th Divisions in the Forward Zone remained under cover until the 

bombardment ended. The creeping barrage began immediately afterwards, which also kept them under cover. 

 

Haig’s narrative explained why the First Army was tactically beaten: the German infantry attacked the 

British 40th and 55th Divisions in the flanks, from positions allegedly deserted by the Portuguese. It also 

explained why the attack did not come where he expected it: the Portuguese left a seven-mile-wide gap in 

the First Army’s front that German commanders decided to exploit and thus they diverted large numbers of 

their troops from the vicinity of Arras-Vimy. Haig also left unstated the French army’s role in defending the 

BEF’s front. Specifically, by April, French generals had sent forty-seven divisions to bolster the BEF. Forty-

one of these engaged in the fighting and sustained more than 90,000 casualties. The French army had thus 

averted a strategic disaster. 

 

J.E. Edmonds conveyed Haig’s allegations as being facts. Moreover, he wed the most speculative remarks 

about the Portuguese, written by British soldiers who did not serve on the battlefield, to the theme and 

chronology of Haig’s narrative. Thus, Edmonds created a false narrative that designated the Portuguese as 

scapegoats for the First Army’s tactical defeat. 
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Operations Michael and Georgette resulted in the tactical defeats of all four British armies on the 

Western Front. These reverses bewildered the BEF’s command structure, shook the British government, and 

dismayed the public. For Operation Michael, the British could only blame themselves, whereas with regards 

to the Battle of La Lys (Operation Georgette), they blamed the Portuguese. Yet the Portuguese had performed 

no worse than any British division that held the front lines during Operations Michael or Georgette. 

 
—— ooOOoo —— 
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