
Siege of Paris 1870 - 1871 

Quick refresher….. 

• 67 Balloons left Paris between 9/23/1870 -1/28/1871 

• 54 Balloons carried regular siege mail 

• Civilian Mail 

• Military Mail 

• Mail delivery attempts into Paris were 

• Boules de Moulins (rolling balls) 

• Pigeon Post  

• Other mail movement methods 

• Paris to Paris Post 

• Smugglers/Prussian Line Crossers Post 

1 
Balloon being chased by Prussian Soldiers 
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1. Rhine Army (Armée du Rhin) - 1st  Line of Defense - 80,000 

army soldiers withdrew to Paris, after their defeat at Sudan, in 

eastern France on Sep 2. At the same time, 180,000 trained 

German soldiers were also marching to Paris to surround it. The 

Rhine Army defended Paris with perimeter forts & garrisons. Free 

mail services were provided to the 13th & 14th Corps with the 

majority of other soldiers having to use existing postal services. 

Military postal services started September 17, 1870. 
 

2. Mobile Guard (Garde Mobile) Reservists - 2nd  Line of 

Defense - 111,000 men (93 battalions) between 20 - 30  years  

old were called to Paris in August and early September.  
 

3. National Guard (Garde Nationale) - 3rd Line of Defense - 
300,000 men – Were utilized to guard Paris ramparts. Some of 

them had military training, but most did not. Most did not participate 

in any offensive military actions. 
 

4. New 2nd  French Army (Armée Française) -  On Nov 8, 1870, 

the French military reorganized their best combat units into a new 

2nd Army that would attempt to break out of Paris. 12 Field 

Bureaus named  A to M, with no letter “L”. Field bureau letters are 

very rare. New Army Field mail lasted Nov 28 to January 26.  
 

5. Navy (Marine) infantry & ship crew battalions - 13,900 men 

from 4 Marine battalions & 12 ship crews were stationed at 

Parisian external forts. They were not given field post services & 

had to used civilian post offices. 
 

6. Paris Hospital Mail - Sent from wounded soldiers from Paris 

hospitals. 

 

7. Prisoner of War (POW) Mail - POW mail is difficult to find with 

only, 15 known POW letters successfully delivered. 
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The 7 Siege Balloon Military Mail Types – Seldom Seen  



Armée du Rhin 13th Corps HQ bureau marking Sep 27 military free frank. 17 

covers are known with the 5 Paris 5 route marking dated Sep 27. Letter 

departed Paris Sep 29 on “États Unis” balloon arriving St. Calais Oct 2  

Armée du Rhin Qr Gl 13th Corps HQ bureau marking Sep 27 70 

CDS arrival marking ST CALAIS Oct 2 70 

     CDS 2nd arrival marking ST CALAIS Oct 3 70 

        CDS transit marking Paris 5 route Sep 27 70 

1. Rhine Army - Headquarters 

Free military mail lasted until mid October, at 

which time normal rates had to be paid 
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Written by Captain Metzinger. Written 35th Regt 13th Corps. Armée du Rhin 

13th Corps HQ bureau marking Sep 25  military free frank, with red P.P. priority 

free marking. Delayed from “États Unis” balloon. Departed Paris Oct 14 on 

“Godefroy Cavaignac” balloon, arriving Besançon Oct 16 

Earliest Known Use from the Rhine Army AN division  

CDS arrival marking BESANÇON Oct 16 70 

CDS Armée du Rhin Bau AN marking Sep  25 70 

1. Rhine Army had 3 divisions (AL, AM, AN)  

Field Post Examples  
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CDS marking Armée du Rhin Bau AN Oct 27 70  

CDS arrival marking CHATEAULIN Nov 2 70 

A.R.A.N. postmark (Army Rhine AN) marking dated Oct 27. Departed 

Paris Oct 27 on “Colonel Charras” balloon arriving Chateaulin Nov 2, 
forwarded to Quimper Nov 3. Page 108 in Walske’s book 

A.R.A.N. & Army of the Rhine Bau AN markings 

CDS marking resent to QUIMPER Nov 3 70 



Written First Marching Lancers Regiment on cover. 11 covers known with 2 

Paris 2 route marking. Paris central Post office Sep 26 marking & P.P. military 

free marking Delayed from the “États Unis” balloon, departing Paris Oct 14 on 

the “Godefroy Cavaignac” 1987 Laval Bureau de Passe (transit marking) Oct 

18; arriving Vitré Oct 19  

1st Marching Lancers Regiment marking 

CDS marking 2PARIS 2(60) Sep 26 70 

P.P. Military Free marking 

1. Army of the Rhine - Field Post Examples  
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CDS arrival marking ARCACHON w/2e Jan 12 

710 

ST DENIS-S-SEINE Post Office marking Jan 2. Departed Paris on “Newton” 

balloon Jan 4 arriving Arcachon Jan 12. Forwarded to Montpellier via Toulouse 

arriving Jan 13. Written Armée de St. Denis upper left..  

CDS arrival marking MONTPELLIER w/3e Jan 13 71 

CDS transit railroad marking BORDEAUX A 

TOULOUSE Jan 12 71 

ARCASHON GRAND HOTEL marking  

St. Denis Corps - Small group of French soldiers formed Oct 28 as 

independent Corps. 5 known Armée de St. Denis Corps letters  



Paris Post office /RUE D’ENGHIEN Oct 20 70 w/7e marking. Blue circular 

“Garde Nationale Mobile “Le Capitaine Major” marking from the Seine-et-Marne 

unit. Departed Paris Oct 22 on “Garibaldi” balloon arriving Allanche Nov 1 

PARIS/RUE D’ENGHIEN Oct 20 70 w/7e markings 

CDS arrival marking ALLANCHE Nov 1 70 

Mobile Guard Colonel marking 

Mobile Guard Captain-Major marking 

Written by Colonel Filhol de Camas, commander of 31st Regiment of Morbihan 

unit to his wife. Garde Nationale Mobile 31st Morbihan Regiment Colonel  

marking. Montmartre Post Office Oct 2 marking & the military free frank. Delayed 

from “Armand Barbès” balloon departing Paris Oct 12 on “Louis Blanc” 

balloon arriving Vannes Oct 16 70 

2. Mobile Guard (Garde Mobile) Reservists 2nd  Line of Defense 

6 CDS arrival marking VANNES Oct 16 70 

Garde Nationale Mobile 31e Regiment Morbihan Le Colonel  

unit marking 

CDS PARIS MONTMARTRE w/4e Oct 2 70 marking  



2. Mobile Guard (Garde Mobile) Reservists 2nd  Line of Defense 

CDS arrival marking MARCILLY-LE-

HAYER Oct 18 70 

Paris ST MANDE-PARIS Post Office Sep 30 marking w/ military free frank. 

Delayed from the “Armand Barbès” balloon. Departed Paris Oct 14 on 

“Godefroy Cavaignac” balloon, arriving. Chaumont Oct 15. Region was 

heavily occupied with letter hidden for 2 days before Oct 18 delivery at 

Marcilly-le-Hayer. Page 149 in Walske’s book 

Straight Line Dawn Mobile Guard 1st Battalion 6th 

Company from Aude Captain marking  

CDS arrival marking BEAUNE-LA-

ROLANDE Oct 18 70 

PARIS (60) Oct 9 70 marking & P.P. military free frank. Difficult to acquire blue 

Imperial Eagle Mobile Guard of Loiret marking on letter addressed to Beaune-la-

Rolande. Departed Paris Oct 14 on “Jean Bart N° 1” balloon arriving Beaune-la-

Rolande Oct 18 70 

Mobile Guard of Loiret Imperial Eagle 

marking on both the front and the back 

Loiret Mobile Guard Imperial Eagle marking 
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3. National Guard (Garde Nationale) - 3rd Line of Defense   

Red GARDE NATIONALE DE LA SEINE INTENDANCE MILITAIRE unit marking 

PARIS MINISTERE DES FINANCES Post office Jan 8 marking. 

Less than 10 known Military Support Unit marking. Departed 

Paris Jan 9 on “Duquesne” balloon for Douai. No arrival marking.  

Seine National Guard Military Support Unit marking 

Temporary camp scene after combat - Bourget Dec 21 1870  
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14th Gazette des Absents (Dec 7) with Paris PASSY-LES-PARIS Post 

Office Dec 9 w/7e marking. Scarce Artillerie du Rhone unit marking. 

Departed Paris Dec 11 on “Général Renault” balloon arriving Lyon Dec 21 

CDS arrival marking LYON Dec 21 70 

Rhone Artillery marking 

The Siege of Paris by Jean-Louis Meissonier (Musée d'Orsay, Paris) 

3. National Guard (Garde Nationale) - 3rd Line of Defense   
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4. New 2nd  French Army (Armée Française)  

ARMÉE FRANÇAISE/B Jan 22  red marking from 1st Corps HQ bureau. Red A.F.B 

marking. Departed Paris Jan 24 on “Torricelli” balloon arriving Dieppe Feb 1. 

Forwarded to Brussels Feb with Insufficient postage marking & 3 décimes (30 

centimes) due  

CDS arrival marking DIEPPE Feb 1 71 

Bureau B letter - 4 known  

CDS arrival marking BRUXELLES Feb 1 71 

CDS transit marking FRANCE PAR TOURNAY 

Jan 14 71 

ARMÉE FRANÇAISE/H Jan 20 marking. Scarce Army 2nd Corps 2nd Division 

Francs-Tireurs (French shooters) bureau marking. Cancelled w/date stamp. 

Departed Paris Jan 22 on “Général Daumesnil” balloon w/no arrival postmark 

Armée 2e Corps 2e Division Francs-Tireurs unit marking 

Bureau H letter - 20 known  
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CDS arrival marking St. Malo Dec 28 70 

AFF cancelation and CDS marking w/ARMÉE FRANÇAISE/F Dec 17 

marking from 2nd Corps HQ bureau w/letter dated Dec 17 for St. Malo. 

Departed Paris Dec 18 on “Davy” balloon arriving St. Malo Dec 28  

Red AFF marking w/red ARMÉE FRANÇAISE/F Jan 16 marking from 2nd 

Corps HQ bureau w/letter dated January 14 for Sauveterre-de-Guyenne. 

Departed Paris Jan 18 on “Poste de Paris” balloon arriving Sauveterre-de-

Guyenne Jan 27  

CDS transit marking Bordeaux-Cette Jan 27 71 

CDS arrival marking SAUVETERRE-DE-GUYENNE w/2e Jan 

27 71 

Bureau F “Black” marking cover, Dec 14 – Dec 20 

balloon depart dates. 9 known  

Bureau F “Red” marking cover, Dec 31 – Jan 26 

balloon depart dates. 27 known  

4. New 2nd  French Army (Armée Française)  
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5. Navy (Marine) infantry & ship crew battalions  

Black 20 m CDS arrival marking \AUXONNE Oct 21 70 

GC 432/N°28 w/PARIS BELLEVILLE Oct 1 70 marking on a visitor’s card 

from Fort Romain from Doctor 1st Classe J. Casal of the Marines 2nd 

Battalion.10c postal marking for postcard rate left Paris Oct 7 on “Non 

Denommé 2” which crash landed in Prussian territory. Recovered card 

returned to Paris, leaving Oct 16 on “Jean Bart 2” which jettisoned its 

postcards over Soissons, arriving Auxonne Oct 21. Addressed to an officer at 

the depot for the 12e Bataillon de Chasseurs à Pied & forwarded to Vierzon, 

to his assignment w/15th Corps of the Armée de la Loire 

Navy Doctor’s Visitor card used as a Post Card - 1 known 

The Marines at Le Bourget - December 21, 1870 12 



Sent by Louis XIV warship cannoneer 
manning Fort Rosny 

Postcard datelined Nov 14 70, endorsed “Service des Armées Le Cap de 

la 3 Cie du Louis XIV R. Kranz”. Difficult to acquire Nov 14 Montreuil-s-

Bois marking w/10c postal adhesive postcard rate. Departed Paris Nov 

21 on “Archimède” balloon w/no arrival postmark. 

Highlighted on Page 160 in Steven Wakske’s book  

5. Navy (Marine) infantry & ship crew battalions  
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6. Paris Military Hospital 

PARIS/LES FEUILLANTINES Sep 30 70 marking, red P.P. late free frank 

granted & difficult to acquire circular HOPITAL MILITAIRE DU VAL DE 

GRACE marking. Delayed from Oct 7 “Armand Barbès” departure. Left 

Paris Oct 12 on “Washington” balloon arriving  Amiens Oct 14  

CDS arrival marking 

AMIENS OCT 14 70 

75% scan  

Sent from Valley of Grace Military Hospital  

CDS arrival marking 

AMIENS OCT 14 70 

14 

A Paris ambulance during the war 



Black 20 mm CDS arrival marking CALAIS Dec 26 70 

Star 38/N°28 PARIS/R. DES FEUILLANTINES Dec 19 70 

marking. Difficult to acquire blue ECOLE DE MEDICINE ET DE 

PHARMACIE MILITAIRE/VAL DE GRACE marking. Departed 

Paris Dec 22 on “Lavoisier” balloon arriving Calais Dec 26 

Blue ECOLE DE MEDICINE ET DE PHARMACIE MILITAIRE/VAL DE GRACE marking 

Sent from Valley of Grace Military Hospital 

School of Medicine & Pharmacy  

Highlighted on Page 158 in Steven Wakske’s book  

6. Paris Military Hospital 

15 Many temporary hospitals run by volunteers 



7. Prisoner of War (POW) Mail 

Star 3/N°29 w/PARIS / PL. DE LA MADELEINE Jan 16 71 marking, addressed 

to Général L’Hilliers, the commander of 3rd Division of the 1st Corps, and the 4 

marine infantry battalions, who was captured at Sedan & sent to Wiesbaden, 

Prussia POW camp. 30c postal adhesive was underpaid for 40c rate to 

Wiesbaden, Prussia Underpayment accepted per “P.D.” since prisoners’ mail 

was entitled to free frank for the French portion of the postage. Departed Paris 

Jan 18 on “Post de Paris” balloon w/no arrival marking 

3rd Division 1st Corps Commander imprisoned at Wiesbaden 

Star 15/N°29 (2) & N°36 T17 PARIS/R. BONAPARTE Dec 29 70 w/5e 

marking.  P.P. free frank. Addressed to Division General held prisoner in 

Aix-la-Chapelle (French name for Aachen, Prussia) via Belgium. Left 

Paris Dec 31 on “Armée de la Loire” balloon w/no arrival marking 

Division General imprisoned at Aachen 
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15 known POW letters bearing arrival marking  

GC2523/N°29 PARIS/MOUNTROUGE-PARIS Nov 12 70 & red P.D. marking, 

addressed to soldier in 15th Regiment depot at Soissons. Departed Paris Nov 18 

on “Général Uhrich” balloon. Soissons surrendered Oct 16. Soldier sent to 

Glogau POW camp. November 26 Compiègne transit postmark; forwarded per 

blue “Glogau Prusse Prisonnier de Guerre” (Glogau Prussia POW) 

CDS transit marking  

COMPIÈGNE Jan 29 71 

7. Prisoner of War (POW) Mail 
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Siege of Paris - Early September 1870  

Wealthy families leaving Paris before the city was besieged 

Animals were brought into Paris to ensure the supply of food 

People from villages near Paris sought protection in the city 
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As the year went on 

Western Paris suburb St. Cloud 

attacked Oct 13, 1870 

Prussian soldiers aiming their 

cannons at Paris 

The only fresh meat available was 

from domestic animals or vermin 

(Rats, Cats or Dog) 
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Armistice of Versailles, signed January 28, 1871 

The Armistice of Versailles brought an end to the Franco-Prussian war. On 

January 29th, 1871, notices were posted at all Paris post offices informing the 

public that it would no longer be possible to send balloon mail. All letters had to 

be sent unsealed through the Prussian Quartermaster at Versailles. This was in 

place until February 18th, 1871, when the first mail arrived after the lifting the 

siege of Paris. Several days before the Armistice, the Postal Administration 

asked that no more mail be sent to Moulins, ending this service.  

The letter has the Etoile 32/Nº 37 PARIS/R. TAITBOUT cancellation dated February 10th, 

1871, sent to London, with an “Insufficient Postage” stamp, & a blue Versailles censorship 

stamp “VERSAILLES/AUSWECHESLUNGS STELLE” (Exchange Point). 



Thank you! 
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Siege of Paris 1870 – 1871 – Brief Military Key Dates 

Backup  

July 16 - French Parliament declared war on Prussia 

 

August 19 – Prussians surrounded the city of Metz  

 

September 2 - French surrender to Prussians at Sedan (Eastern 

France). Prussian captured of the French Emperor Napoleon III. French 

Second Empire collapses 

 

September 4 –. French Third Republic proclaimed in Paris. Provisional 

government formed with main goal to defend Paris and unoccupied France 

 

September 17 – Military postal services began for the French (Armée du 

Rhin), which had retreated to Paris 

 

September 18 - Prussian army  completely encircled & isolated Paris. At 

5 pm, the last regular mail by rail (Paris to Le Mans) had taken place, 

cutting off communication 

 

September 23 - Neptune balloon 1st official balloon left besieged city of 

Paris with 3 mail sacks weighing 275 pounds. 

 

November 8 - French military reorganized their best combat units into 

the new 2nd French Army (Armée Française), that would attempt to break 

out of Paris. 

 

January 5 – The Prussian bombardment of Paris commenced in earnest 

with heavy guns  

 

January 28 - Armistice of Versailles signed ending the Paris Siege 

Movement of Mail 
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