
Siege of Paris Balloon Post 1870 – 1871 - Movement of Mail

Background: The Siege of Paris by the Prussians lasted over 4 months, from September 18, 1870, to January 

28, 1871. During this period, Paris was isolated from the outside world with citizens & visitors confined within the 

city. Maintaining both military & civilian communications was crucial, but options were limited. The government 

decided to utilize balloons, filled with the gas used for lighting the Paris streets, constructed in disused railway 

stations. These flights carried civilian & military mail, government dispatches, entrusted letters, maps, news 

gazettes, carrier pigeons & passengers out of Paris. The flights were incredibly dangerous for both the pilots & 

passengers

Movement of Mail examples:

• Letters from the Siege mail carrying balloons, including fourteen balloon post flights that represent historical 

firsts

• Military Balloon Post including Paris Headquarters, Garrisons, Mobile and National Guard, Navy, POW’s & 

Hospital mail

• Boules de Moulins - Letters that we put into airtight zinc balls & thrown into the Seine river to be caught by 

nets in Paris

• Other mail movement examples including Pigeon Post, Paris to Paris mail & smuggler’s letters

Philatelic Importance: The balloon flights set up by the Government of Paris in September 1870 provided the 

first regular commercial Air Mail postal service in the world.

Rarity:  Red border Highlight - Fewer than thirty are known.

Purpose: Share the fascinating stories & unique history of the 54 mail carrying balloons during the Siege of 

Paris. Also shown are Movement of Mail examples in & out of Paris including Paris Military Campaign Balloon 

Post, Boules de Moulins (Balls from Moulins) & Pigeon Post, Paris to Paris Post & Smuggler’s letters. Also 
highlighted are 14 historical philatelic firsts 



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 dogs)



Many temporary hospitals run by volunteers A Paris ambulance during the war

Desperate times



Artist depiction of a serine balloon ride across the French skies



• Rifle is ready!

• Life saver for potential ocean touch down

• Pursued by Prussians 

• Bitter cold temps

• Rough landings!

 Only known photograph of a siege balloon attempting 

to land

The Reality



• Regular Mail:
• A cancellation from one of the:

• 39 Paris Post Offices

• Paris Central Post Office

• 16 Intra-muros (inside the Paris wall) Post Offices

• 7 Extra-muros (outside the Paris wall) Post Offices

• A date stamp from Paris between September 18, 1870, and January 27, 1871.

• An arrival date and/or transit stamps showing a destination outside the Seine department. 

• Priority Mail:
• Paris “SC” date cancellation (Section Centrale). Canceled at the Paris Central Post Office window that 

was available only to certain people. 

• A date stamp from Paris between October 6, 1870, and January 27, 1871.

• An arrival date and/or transit stamps showing a destination outside the Seine department.

• Entrusted Mail:
• Mail handed directly to a passenger, pilot, or balloon-site manager prior to the balloon’s departure. 

• Arrival date and/or transit stamps showing a destination outside the Seine department. 

• Entrusted letters all have certificates and provenance.

3 mail classifications that the balloons carried



• Regular, priority, entrusted mail or a post card.

• Letter condition (torn, loss of postage stamps)

• Shot down or captured by the Prussians. They confiscated, burned, or saved mail 

as souvenirs.

• Post stamps combinations

• News papers, Press Correspondence or circulars

• Volume of mail transported per balloon. Dispatch weight ranged from 20 kg 

(General Cambronne) to 460 kg (Colonel Charras). 

• What was the letter’s final destination?

• Are the letter’s postmarks, including departure, transit & arrival dates clear?

• Which Paris post office did the letter originate?

• What was the transit marking? (i.e., put on a train after the balloon landed).

• Who wrote the letter? Historical importance.

Balloon’s mail value/rarity is based on numerous criteria:



Balloon Landing/Descent Sites – September 23, 1870 to January 28, 1871



“Neptune” - 1st Balloon Post Flight

The Neptune balloon was constructed by Jules Durouf, a professional aeronaut, in 1868. The balloon had been used as an attraction 

at numerous public fairs & anchored for enemy observations. Durouf had flown it before and volunteered to pilot “his old friend”, the 

Neptune. On Wednesday, September 23rd at 7 am, three sacks of mail were brought to the balloon. At 7:45 am, Durouf shouted 

“Lachez tout!” (Let go everything) & the Paris balloon post commenced.

Departure Time & Date: 7:45 am Sep 23

Departure Location: Place St. Pierre, Montmartre

Arrival Time & Date: 11:00 am Sep 23 

Arrival Location: Château de Cracouville Park. 

Black 22 mm CDS arrival marking arriving LE MANS (71) w/4e Sept 25 70

1st air mail postal flight in history - 16 known 

Cover addressed to M. Fabre at French Military based in Mans, in 13th Corps, 2e Division, 1ere Brigade, 10e Compie (Company), 14e (Regiment) de Ligne 

with signature. PARIS/R.TAITBOUT w/4e marking Sep 20. Unit of Armée de Paris & received a military free frank in Paris Postage Paid “P.P.” arriving LE 

MANS (71) Sept 25. Flight distance 62 mi w/3 mail sacks total wight 275 pounds



“Ville de Florence” – 2nd Balloon Post Flight 

1st carrier pigeon mail from a balloon

Balloon constructed Oct 1869. Originally named La Citta di Firenze, landed approximately one kilometer away house of Emile Zola, 
famous author. Balloon had on board 3 carrier pigeons & to announce his successful arrival, pilot Mangin released 1st carrier pigeon of 

the Siege. Ville de Florence only carried mail stamped Sep 24. Flight distance 18 mi w/3 mail sacks total weight 330 pounds

Departure Time & Date: 11:00 am Sep 25

Departure Location: Boulevard d’Italie

Arrival Time & Date: 2:00 pm Sep 25

Arrival Location: Vernouillet

Etoile(Star) 1/Nº28 w/PARIS/PL.DE LA BOURSE & Etoile 1/Nº29 w/PARIS/PL.DE LA BOURSE markings Sept 24 70. Sent to Brussels w/arrival number 11 & 
P.D. marking (Postage paid to destination). Letter rate to Belgium 30 centimes w/10 centimes & 20 centimes postal adhesive

Written & signed by François Victor Hugo - 1 known

(Upper right-hand corner of letter)



“Les Etats Unis” – 3rd  Balloon Post Flight  

Named to honor friendship w/United States, ally of France. Pilot Louis Goddard, joined together baskets of two old 
large balloons named Napoleon & Hirondelle (Swallow). Connected them w/ thick wooden beam, &, 3rd smaller 

central balloon. Flight distance 35 mi w/2 mail sacks total weight 176 pounds

Departure Time & Date: 10:30 am Sep 29

Departure Location: Usine à gaz la Villette

Arrival Time & Date: 1:30 pm Sep 29

Arrival Location: Château de Magnaville near Mantes

1st mail carried by a 3 balloon combination 

Entrusted letter - 43 known 

Letter text from Fort de Noisy Sep 26. Postage Paid (P.P.) marking arriving Lorient Oct  2 w/7e

. Black 20mm transit marking CDS Nantes Oct 2 2e Les Etats Unis  

Source Corinphila



“Céleste” –  4th Balloon Post Flight  

Etoile/Nº30 marking from Paris Central Post Bureau (PARIS(60)) Sep 28 6e  w/ P.D. marking arriving Brussels Oct 6.

 Letter franked w/ 30 centimes postal adhesive, the rate for letters to Belgium

1st air military propaganda mission in history

Belgian black 20 mm CDS entry marking 

arriving PARIS MIDI 1 Oct 6 70   

Departure Time & Date: 9:30 am Sep 30

Departure Location: Usine à gaz Vaugirard

Arrival Time & Date: 11:50 pm Sep 30

Arrival Location: 2 mi east of Dreux 

Existing balloon & smallest Siege balloon w/cubical content only 700 cu m. Owned by Henry Giffard & purchased by Post Administration. 
Pilot Gaston Tissandier had special balloon training & volunteered to pilot balloon. Flying over the Prussian camps, Tissandier avoided 

Prussian rifle fire, & carried out 1st military propaganda mission in history dropping thousands of leaflets on enemy. Flight distance 37 mi 
w/3 mail sacks total weight 176 pounds. Carried only foreign mail



“Non Dénommé (Unnamed) Nº 1” –  5th Balloon Post Flight  

Only dispatch on the Non Dénommé balloon 

that was not a post card – 1 known

1st balloon to carry Post Cards. 1st mail carrier to be shot down 

Dispatch weighing less than 1 gram w/ PARIS/LA MAISON BLANCHE marking Sep 26 70. P.P. & 
MARINS/DE/LORIENT markings, Sep 24 addressed to Port-Louis arriving Oct 22

Departure Time & Date: 11:55 am Sep 30

Departure Location: Boulevard d’Italie

Arrival Time & Date: Shot down. No arrival

Unmanned & unnamed. Shot down by Prussian soldiers shortly after departure, in Ville-dAvray, halfway between Paris & Versailles. 
Carried 1125 of 1st French post cards, weighing approximately 9 pounds, smallest Siege balloon dispatch weight. Only 3 small 
packets of cards (about 525) were recovered by French & resent by French soldiers to other manned Balloons. Other 600 were 

seized by Prussians & sent to their families as curiosities. Flight distance 9 mi

Black 20 mm CDS arrival marking 

PORT-LOUIS(56) w/2e Oct 22 70



“George Sand” – First ballon not to carry regular mail

11 balloons carried only military dispatches & entrusted letters delivered directly to pilot or passengers, w/ no Paris marking. Delivered either at post office close to 

landing site or along route towards Tours or Bordeaux. In certain cases, pilot traveled directly to appropriate Government delegate delivering entrusted letter in person. 

Entrusted letter (Pli confié) written Oct 6 addressed to Rouen Postmaster General arriving Le Havre Oct 8, then sent to Angloulême

Named after Aurore Dupin Sand, alias George Sand, novelist & friend of Jules Verne & Nadar. Departed same time & location as “Armand 

Barbès” 6th balloon post flight. American businessmen, Charles May & William Reynolds, were passengers travelling w/ contract to supply 

arms to southern Provinces. Landed Crémery in Somme & welcomed by mayor as heroes. Mail posted in Amiens Oct 8.

 Flight distance 60 mi w/dispatch weight unknown

Departure Time & Date: 11:10 am Oct 7

Departure Location: Place St. Pierre, Montmartre

Entrusted letter - 1st  Franco - American flight

Arrival Time & Date: 4:00 pm Oct 7 

Arrival Location: Crémery

Black 20 mm CDS arrival markings LE HAVRE 

w/2e Oct 8 arriving ANGLOULEME Oct 10 70



“Louis Blanc” -  9th Balloon Post Flight   

1st  international airmail flight, landing in Tournai, Belgium. 

Rough landing damaging several rooftops before touching down

Named after French 1870 Assembly Deputy. Balloon launched same day as “Washington” 

the 8th balloon. Flight distance 168 mi w/4 mail sacks total weight 275 pounds

T16 ROUEN marking Oct 13 70 & resent to Tours arriving Oct 14. Seldom seen balloonist’s red marking. 

Applied to letters brought directly to Compagnie des Aérostiers balloonist’s factory

Entrusted letter - 24 known  

Seldom seen balloonist’s red marking.

Black 20 mm CDS arrival marking Rouen w/3e Oct 14 70

NADAR-DARTOIS-DURUOF red marking used until Nov 1 70

Departure Time & Date: 9:00 am Oct 12

Departure Location: Place St. Pierre, Montmartre

Arrival Time & Date: 12:30 am Oct 12

Arrival Location: Moulin d’Havinnes (Tournai, Belgium) 

With Paris surrounded & train travel stopped, major train 

stations were idle. Léon Gambetta, French Minister of 

Interior, ordered Post Office take over train stations for 

balloon manufacture 

Silk was fabric of choice but impossible to procure. Calico 

used instead, heavy plain-woven fabric made from 

unbleached, & often not fully processed cotton. Cloth 

painted w/ linseed oil & lead oxide to make airtight

Gare du Nord (Northern train station) workers used 

sewing machines & Gare d’Orléans (Orléans train station) 

workers hand stitched balloons. Landlocked sailors 

painted, varnished, & twisted cables, then flying finished 

balloons. Balloons filled with coal gas, mix of light gases. 

Not as light as hydrogen, hard to procure, but lighter than 

hot air. Coal-gas-filled balloons did not need reheating 

flame attracting enemy fire

Balloons manufactured at Gare 

du Nord & Gare d’Orléans train 

stations. 

First 8 balloons were obtainable.

Balloon manufacture required

Inflating balloons at Gare 

d’Orléans train station. 



“Godefroy Cavaignac” - 10th Balloon Post Flight  

Pilot Pierre-Edmée Godard 

30 centimes tax marking (no postal adhesive) PARIS R. D’ANTIN w/6e marking Sep 23 70 arriving Epoisses Oct 16 

1st commercial post flight to achieve altitude over 20,000 ft

Black 20 mm CDS arrival marking 

EPOISSES w/1e Oct 16 70

Departure Time & Date: 10:00 am Oct 14  

Departure Location: Gare d’Orléans

Named after 19th century French politician. Pierre-Edmée Godard oldest balloon pilot at 69. Reached 20,700 feet. Sun was so strong 

pilot concerned balloon would rip open due to gas expansion. Balloon descended rapidly & landed hard, injuring passenger Kératry’s left 

leg & head. Flight distance 154 mi w/4 mail sacks total weight 374 pounds

Arrival Time & Date: 2:45 pm Oct 14  

Arrival Location: Brillon (Bar-le-Duc) 



“Jean Bart Nº 1” - 11th Balloon Post Flight

1st known flight plan

REPUBLIQUE FRANCAISE post card A.R.13eC/Nº29 marking & ARMEE DU RHIN Bau Al Oct 10 70 marking used by 1st Division of 13th 

Corps of Armée de Paris. Sent to Marseille arriving Oct 17. Resent to Bordeaux, Angouleme & Perigueux

Black 20 mm CDS Marking 

CITTE A BORDEAUX  Oct 18 70 

Black 22 mm CDS Marking 

ANGOULEME(15) w/6ee Oct 18 70 

Black 22 mm CDS Marking 

MARSEILLE Oct 17 70

Black 22 mm CDS Marking 

PERIGUEUX Oct 21 70

2 markings are unclear

Named after French sea captain & officer of French Navy. It was also named Christophe Colomb (Christopher Columbus). Pilot  Albert 

Tissandier, brother of Gaston Tissandier, who piloted the “Celeste” balloon 15 days earlier. Albert produced 1st known flight plan on this journey, 

as well as numerous drawings that gave insight into early balloon travels. Flight distance 57 mi w/5 mail sacks total weight 880 pounds

Departure Time & Date: 1:15 pm Oct 14

Departure Location: Gare d’Orléans

Arrival Date & Time: 5:00 pm Oct 14 

Arrival Location: Les Argensolles/Monthpothier



“Jules Favre Nº 1” - 12th Balloon Post Flight  

Named after Foreign Minister during the Siege. Problem free voyage & Pilot was Louis Mutin-Godard, youngest son of Pierre Godard, pilot 

of the 10th Balloon Godfrey Cavaignac. 2nd balloon to land outside France. Flight distance 180 mi w/4 mail sacks total weight 880 pounds

Departure Time & Date: 7:20 am Oct 16

Departure Location: Gare d’Orléans

Etoile(Star) 8/Nº36(3) PARIS/R. D’ANTIN marking Oct 14 70 sent to Dover England arriving Oct 19. Interesting philatelic text in letter. 
''I am sending you 3 stamps I know you do not yet have, issued only yesterday.” 30 centimes rate to England

Earliest Known Use (EKU) 10 centimes Siege issue - 5 known

Arrival Time & Date: 12:20 pm Oct 16 

Arrival Location: Etang de Froid-Chapelle, Belgium

Black English 0.75 inch CDS arrival marking Dover Oct 19 70



“Galilée” -  22nd Balloon Post Flight 

Named after mathematician, physicist & astronomer. Balloon landed 8 km from Chartres, in Prussian occupied zone. 15 minutes 

after landing, Prussian Calvary arrived. Pilot & passenger taken prisoner. Handed 1 mail sack to peasant, arriving in Tours Nov 

5, via Le Mans. Remaining mail captured by Prussians. Pilot escaped prison Nov 19. Passenger imprisoned in Cologne & 

released Jan 28, 1871.1st balloon captured by Prussians. Flight distance 54 mi w/7 mail sacks total weight 924 pounds

Departure Time & Date: 2:00 pm Nov 4

Departure Location: Gare d’Orléans

Nov 3 written on front letter, canceled w/ diamond marking, arriving Cherbourg Nov 7 70, arriving Livarot (Calvados) same day

Entrusted letter - 11 known 

1st balloon where pilot & passenger were captured. Only a small pouch of entrusted 

letters & government dispatches was saved, with remaining mail destroyed

Arrival Time & Date: 6:00 pm Nov 4  

Arrival Location: Fresnay-le-Gilmert

Black 20 mm CDS arrival marking CHERBOURG Nov 7 70

Black 20 mm CDS arrival marking  LIVAROT w/4e Nov 7 70

Black 20 mm CDS arrival marking LIVAROT w/1e Nov 8 70



“Général Uhrich” -  26th Balloon Post Flight  

1st night flight in history

Star 8/Nº29 w/PARIS/R. D’ANTIN marking Nov 12 70.  On reverse, transit markings GRANVILLE, CALAIS A PARIS Nov 25 2e, 

PARIS A LAIGLE Nov 26 arriving Alencon Nov 27

Transit marking black 22 mm CDS GRANVILLE

Transit marking black 22 mm CDS CALAIS A PARIS Nov 25 70

Black 22 mm CDS arrival marking ALENCON Nov 27 70

Transit marking black 22 mm CDS PARIS A LAIGLE Nov 26 70

PARIS A LAIGLE transit marking - 2 known 

Named after General defending Strasbourg. Balloon landed in occupied territory. 1st mail sack taken to Luzarches & smuggled 

to Gournay-en Bray w/2nd mail sack sent to Viarmes. Flight distance 18 mi w/2 mail sacks total weight 176 pounds

Departure Time & Date: 11:15 pm Nov 18

Departure Location: Gare du Nord

Arrival Time & Date: 8:00 am Nov 19 

Arrival Location: Luzarches



“Ville D’Orléans” -  28th Balloon Post Flight  

1st air flight over 1000 kms, lasting over 14 hours. Landed in Norway

Etoile(Star) 20/Nº28 & Nº26 w/PARIS/R.ST DOMque ST GN5821 marking Nov 20 70 

Only cover w/ both 10c République (1870 issue) & 10c Empire (1862 issue) postal adhesive - 1 known 

Black 22 mm CDS 

arrival marking 

POURNIC Dec 10 70

Named to honor Coulmiers victory near Orléans. Set records in distance & speed travelled. 748 mi (1246 kms) in 14:55 hrs. Pilot jettisoned 65 kg mail 

into North Sea to avoid crashing. Jettisoned 125 kg mail sack near Mandal on Norway coast. Crash on snowy mountain. 5th balloon to land outside 

France. Balloon & mail recovered close to Lifjell, Norway. Mail taken to Moulins-s-Allier Dec 11. Mandal mail recovered Dec 2 & forwarded via London. 

4 mail sacks total weight 506 pounds.

Departure Time & Date: 11:30 pm  Nov 24

Departure Location: Gare du Nord

Arrival Time & Date: 2:25 pm Nov 25  

Arrival Location: Tunet farm, Lifjell, Norway



“Jacquard” -  29th Balloon Post Flight  

Alexandre Prince sinking in the 

“Jacquard”

Named after weaving machine inventor.  3 passengers refused to fly due to strong wind at takeoff Crashed into the sea 15 km SW Land’s 

End, England, killing pilot. 1000 letters found Falmouth Dec 1. 1500 letters found Cadgwith Dec 3. 5 parcels found Scilly Islands & 

processed through London. Flight distance 362 mi w/4 mail sacks total weight 550 pounds

Departure Time & Date: 11:00 pm Nov 28  

Departure Location: Gare d’Orléans

Arrival Location: Crashed 9 mi west of 

Cornwall, England

2nd commercial air mail fatality

Falmouth Salvage Marking - 14 known

PARIS/ RUE DE STRASBOURG marking Nov 25, 6e (postal adhesive lost to immersion). Letter from  Henri Sainte Claire Deville (famous chemist) to 

his wife in Chevry. Falmouth salvage marking Dec 3

Black 22 mm CDS arrival 

marking CHEVVY Dec 12 70



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 most of the 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 



1. Rhine Army (Armée du Rhin) - 1st  Line of Defense 
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Armée du Rhin 13th Corps HQ bureau marking Sep 27 military free frank. 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

Free military mail lasted until mid October, at which time normal rates had to be paid

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

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

Paris 5 Paris 5 Marking – 17 known 

Rhine Army Headquarters) 



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



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.
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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

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



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

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 

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

balloon depart dates. 9 known 



5. Navy (Marine) infantry & ship crew battalions - 13,900 men from 4 Marine battalions & 12 ship crews 

were stationed at Parisian external forts under the command of General Baraguey L’Hilliers. They were 

not given field post services & had to used civilian post offices.
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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 Sent by Louis XIV warship cannoneer 
stationed at 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 



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

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 

75% scan 

Sent from Valley of Grace Military Hospital 

CDS arrival marking AMIENS OCT 14 70



7. Prisoner of War (POW) Mail 
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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

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

15 known POW letters successfully delivered



Balloons were successful in transporting mail out of Paris, but Parisians remained isolated from the outside world w/ no method to receive mail. 

Boules de Moulins (Balls from Moulins) invented by 3 men; Pierre-Charles Delort, Émile Robert (left Paris in Denis Papin balloon) & Jacques 

Venhoven (stayed in Paris). Transport method was unique in world history using hollow zinc spheres, 8 in diameter w/12 fins & 2 sealed air 

cavities. Each ball could hold approximately 600 letters, weighed heavier than water & used current to move down river. Air cavities adjusted so 

weight was slightly heavier than water density.

Balls were packed in the town of Moulins (180 mi from Paris) transported & stored at Cosne-sur-Loire (120 mi from Paris). Entered river from

Samois-sur-Seine bridge (30 mi from Paris), w/ plan to catch by net behind enemy lines in Paris suburb Alfortville. Boules de Moulins are

addressed either to Moulins or Moulin-sur-Allier (the department). Rate for Boules de Moulins was 1 franc, 5 times more than 20 

centimes balloon rate.

Launched between Jan 5 & Jan 28 only 35 boules recovered to date. 1st was discovered March 6 1871, 5 weeks after Jan 28 Armistice of 

Versailles was signed, w/ last ball discovered 1988. Several days before Jan 28, Post Office administration asked that no more mail be sent to

Moulins.

Boules de Moulins (Balls from Moulins)

Letters were loaded into a Boule at the 

Moulin Sur Allier Post office

The Boules were welded shut 

after loading the letters

Boules were secretly taken by 

cart to Samois-sur-Seinge

Dropped into the Seine by boat They rolled on the bottom of the Seine 

River. Unfortunately, no Boule arrived 

in  Paris until after the war.



Boules de Moulins

GC2240/Nº45 & Nº49 w/T17 MARSEILLE(12) marking Jan 4 71 w/out arrival 

marking. 20 & 80 centime postal adhesives to meet 1 franc rate

National Defense Voluntary Enlistment Document - 1 known  

GC1707/Nº32 & Nº42 w/T17 GRASSE(87) marking Jan 5 71 w/out 

arrival marking. 20 & 80 centime postal adhesives for 1 Frank rate

Roure-Bertrand Fils perfume manufacture with 
illustrated text to Maison Violet in Paris 

Black 22 mm CDS transit marking 

MARSEILLE A LYON  Jan 6  71 



On Feb 10, mail was discovered at Moulins post office that 

Moulins postmaster had been instructed not to send out mail at 

end of Jan 1871. Mail was hidden in rice sacks intended to supply 

Parisians w/food & were transported to Paris arriving Feb 12 71, 

two days later. Rice sack mail difficult to acquire

Paris arrival marking Feb 12. GC1499 La Ferté-Vidame marking Jan 14 

resent to St. Brieux arriving Feb 20. Letter has 20 centimes regular inland 

rate postal adhesive, not 1 Franc Boules de Moulin rate

Black 22 mm CDS arrival marking PARIS Feb 12

Black 22 mm CDS  transit marking LE FERTE-VIDAME(27) Jan 14

Rice Sack Mail Cosne Mail

Ready to launch balls were found at Cosne-sur-Loire. 

After Prussians authorized normal postal services letters 

were to sent to Paris arriving between Feb 17 – 22  71

GC1506/N°45 20c pair & band of 3 postal adhesives T 17 

FIGEAC (44) Dec 31 70 marking, arriving Paris Feb 20

Black 22 mm CDS arrival marking 

PARIS/LES TERNES Feb 20

Boules de Moulins (Balls from Moulins)



Pigeon Post used pigeongrams, small microphotographs (precursor to microfilm) designed to be transported by carrier pigeon & invented in 

Paris during Siege. 

Pigeon post service was managed by Francois Steenackers, Directeur-Générale des Télégraphes. On October 9, 1870, the 1st 

microphotographed message was delivered by pigeon to Paris. Official dispatch microphotography proved so successful that after Nov 4 

citizens could send short messages to Paris by carrier pigeon.

302 pigeons left Paris by balloon. Pigeons were transported to either Tours or Bordeaux & fitted with hollow quills attached to their feathers 

containing microphotographs w/150 messages each. Pigeons were released as close to Paris as possible, increasing chances to return to 

original departure points. Only 59 pigeons managed to return to Paris. For pigeons that returned, delivered microphotographs were placed 

between glass sheets & projected onto a wall (enlarged 60 times) using Duboscq Megascope, a French invention. Texts were carefully 

transcribed & distributed to intended recipients.

Last three pigeons to leave Paris were on “Richard Wallace” balloon, lost at sea Jan 28 1871. Service was formally terminated Feb 1 1871 

with remaining pigeons sold.

Pigeon Post 

Pigeongram projection in Paris, w/transcribers. 

Actual size - 3 x 4 cm 



Paris to Paris Mail

Returned to sender (RETOUR A L’ENVOYEUR) marking

Black 22 mm CDS marking 3PARIS3(60) Dec 31 70

Black 20 mm CDS marking PARIS POSTE RESTANTE Feb 1 71

Prepaid 30c (10c local postage plus 20c registration) Dec 30 70

Circular marking from Bureau 1

Black 10 mm circular postman marking

Star1/Nº30 registered letter with 30c prepaid marking. Arrived Dec 31 70 but recipient could not be found. Marking “Poste 

Restante” (Post Office pickup) Feb 1 71, written “non réclamée (unclaimed) on the reverse & returned to sender.

75% 

scan 



Letter dated Dec 17 sent to Nantes & forwarded to Bordeaux. Smuggler Alexandre Barthè 

mentioned in letter. Left Paris arriving Nevers Jan 19, w/ Barthè taking letter to Nevers 

Post Office. Handwritten note to on letter to “respond by return mail to Mr. Barthè”

Line Crosser/Smuggled Mail (Lettres Par Passeur) - 61 known 

Alexandre Barthè, government messenger was 1 of 2 famous professional 

smugglers/line crossers known by name (Grimbert was the 2nd) of the war, crossing 

Prussian siege lines. All postmarked GC2654 (Nevers) w/Nevers markings either 

Jan 19 or Jan 20. All reached their destinations between Jan 20 & Jan 29. Barthè 

was only professional smuggler that carried responses back to Paris

Etoile(Star) 1/N°28 w/(2) PARIS/PL. DE LA BOURSE w/5e

marking Sep 18 70 arriving Lyon Sep 29. Smuggled out of 

Paris by Postal courier M. Brare

GC2654/Nº29 marking

Black 22 mm CDS transit 

marking T15 NEVERS(56) 

Jan 20 71          

Black 22 mm CDS arrival 

marking Nantes w/2e Jan 23 

71

Black 22 mm CDS arrival marking 4LYON4 

Sep 29 70

16 known Barthè letter smuggled out of Paris 
5 known smuggled mourning letters



Armistice of Versailles signed January 28, 1871 ending the Paris Siege Movement of Mail 

The Jan 28 Armistice of Versailles brought an end to the Siege of Paris & Franco-Prussian war. From Jan 29 to Feb 14 all mail was 

sent unsealed & reviewed through the Prussian Quartermaster at Versailles. Regular Parisian mail delivery commenced after Feb 

14. Notices were posted at Paris post offices Jan 29 that balloon mail was no longer possible. Postal Administration ended Boules 

de Moulins service Jan 26, 2 days before the Armistice. The Siege of Paris balloon post stopped with the Armistice of Versailles.

Etoile(Star) 32/Nº37 w/PARIS/R. TAITBOUT marking Feb 10 sent to London, w/Insufficient Postage marking (London rate 30 centime) & blue Versailles 

censorship marking VERSAILLES/AUSWECHESLUNGS STELLE (Exchange Point). 20 centime postal adhesive w/arrival date Feb 16, 1871

Black 22 mm CDS marking 

PARIS/R TAITBOUT w/7e

British 0.75 black circular 

marking MORE TO PAY

Blue rectangle 2cm x 4cm VERSAILLES/AUSWECHESLUNGS STELLE  marking 

Red 0.75-in CDS London arrival marking Feb 16, 1871



The includes:

• 19,614 Letters: France, England, Belgium, and Switzerland Destinations
• Regular Mail: 18,054

• Priority Mail: 1,560

• 1,073 Entrusted letters (all destination)

• 1,743 Letters to other destinations (52 locations/countries)

Let’s talk numbers!  The data in the book is based on a database that 

includes 22,430 unique letters/letters/post cards.



Summary tables for each balloon



Number of known letters by balloon, mail type - sample

Balloon # Balloon Name Regular Priority Entrusted Total 

B34 Jacquard 40 49 7 96

B35 Jules Favre No. 2 390 66 12 468

B36 Bataille de Paris 0 0 3 3

B37 Volta 0 0 1 1

B38 Franklin 597 80 3 680

B39 Armée de Bretagne 0 0 1 1

B40 Denis Papin 287 27 7 321

B41 Général Renault 650 65 7 722

B42 Ville de Paris 283 37 9 329

B43 Parmentier 399 34 4 437

B44 Gutenberg 0 0 11 11

B45 Davy 168 17 4 189

B46 Général Chanzy 42 0 1 43

B47 Lavoisier 386 32 5 423

B48 Délivrance 154 12 14 180

B49 Rouget de L’Isle 0 0 7 7

B50 Tourville 434 53 4 491

B51 Merlin de Douai 0 0 8 8

B52 Bayard 293 38 3 334

B53 Armée de la Loire 266 34 8 308

B54 Newton 458 50 4 512

B55 Duquesne 399 75 11 485



Other destinations summary - sample

Cat # Country Number

BP-F01 Algeria 102

BP-F02 Antilles 1

BP-F03 Argentina 1

BP-F04 Austria** 98

BP-F05 Brazil 16

BP-F06 Canada 1

BP-F07 Chile 2

BP-F08 China 2

BP-F09 Cuba 2

BP-F10 Czech Republic 1

BP-F11 Denmark 19

BP-F12 Egypt 26

BP-F13 Finland 1

BP-F14 Gabon 1

BP-F15 Georgia 1

BP-F16 Germany† 482

BP-F17 Gibraltar 1

BP-F18 Guadeloupe 1



39 Paris post offices - sample

Étoile/Star Paris Post Offices Number

1 Place de la Bourse 1,207

2 Rue Saint-Lazare 881

3 Place de la Madeleine 554

4 R. d’Enghien 393

4 Rue d’Enghien 340

5 Rue De Bondy 268

6 Sénat 223

7 Rue des Vles Haudrttes 189

8 Rue d’Antin 509

9 Rue Montaigne 341

10 Rue du Cherche-Midi 129

11 Rue Saint-Honoré 269

12 Boulevard Beaumarchais 185

13 Hôtel-de-Ville 128

14 Rue de Strasbourg 170

15 Rue Bonaparte 605

16 Rue de Palestro 121

17 Rue du Pont-Neuf 283

18 Rue d’Amsterdam 423

19 Boulevard Richard Lenoir 50

20 Rue St-Domque St-GN 53 221



Paris Central Post Office analysis

Paris Central Post Office Cancellations Number

Paris (60) (Étoile/Star) 1,463

Paris (60), with 1 of 7 daily collection periods 251

* Paris (60) 4

* Paris * (60) 9

1 Paris 1 (60) 17

2 Paris 1 (60) 11

2 Paris 2 (60) 11

3 Paris 1 (60) 8

3 Paris 3 (60) 10

4 Paris 4 (60) 18

5 Paris 5 (60) 17

6 Paris 6 (60) 17

Paris Etranger 20

Type 15 Paris (60) 36

Paris (SC) 1,528

Paris (SC) used twice 32



16 Intra-muros and 7 Extra-muros Post Offices analysis

Cancellation Intra-muros Post Office Number

GC 241 Auteil 100

GC 347 Les Battignolles 210

GC 432 Belleville 115

PC des GC 432 Belleville 3

GC 445 Bercy 50

GC 892 La Chapelle St Denis 51

GC 1625 La Gare d’Ivry 41

GC 904 Charonne 22

GC 1715 Grenelle 42

GC 2170 La Maison Blanche 152

PC des GC 2170 La Maison Blanche 5

GC 2488 Montmartre 86

GC 2523 Montrouge 104

GC 2793 Passy-les-Paris 185

PC des GC 2793 Passy-les-Paris 2

GC 3739 Saint-Mandé 33

PC du GC 3739 Saint-Mandé 1

GC 3921 Les Ternes 112

GC 4116 Vaugirard 62

GC 4277 La Villette 104

Total 1,480

Cancellation Extra-Muros Post Office Number

GC 2516 Montreuil-s-Bois 28

GC 2635 Neuilly-s-Seine 52

GC 3189 Les Lilas 61

GC 3240 Rueil 3

GC 3568 St. Denis-sur-Seine 83

GC 4097 Vanves 0

GC 4290 Vincennes – T16 13

GC 4290 Vincennes – T17 93

Extra-Muros Post Office Total 333



French Rail Transit Analysis - example

French Rail Transits Number

Agen à Toulouse 1

Auxerre à Paris 2

Besançon à Paris 1

Bordeaux à Cette 49

Bordeaux à Irun 132

Bordeaux à Paris 11

Bordeaux à Toulon 1

Bordeaux à Toulouse 21

Caen à Paris 128

Calais à Paris 97

Cette à Bordeaux 7

Cette à Marseille 1

Cette à Tarascon 6

Cherbourg à Paris 83

Clermont à Paris 1

Givet à Paris 10

Granville à Paris 15

La Rochelle à Paris 1



Aérostier’s (Balloonist’s) Balloon Building Company Red and Blus Markings

• Nadar/Dartois/Duruof NDD Red 135 total on 

8 balloons

• Dartois/Yon DY Red – 13 total on 1 balloons

• Dartois/Yon DY Blue - 77 total on 12 balloons

Jules Favre No. 2

Louis Blanc



Balloon being chased by Prussian Soldiers

48

In closing, the Paris postal siege balloon are a testament to ingenuity and resilience of people when 

facing adversity. Through their brave efforts and determination, more times than not, they delivered 

the mail, bringing optimism and hope to the Parisians.
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How to order the book from the Publisher (IngramSpark)

▪ Scan the QR code below. This will take you to the IngramSpark 
website.

▪ Click on the add to cart key. Add number of copies ordered.

▪ Setup an account with your personal information

▪ Input the payment information

▪ Place the order

▪ Appropriate shipping charges will be added

▪ Book title -  Balloon Mail During the 1870-1871 Siege of Paris

▪ ISBN Number - 978-0-939429-33-2

▪ Price - $95



Balloons by month & dispatch weight

Average total dispatch weight was 187 

kg/balloon, including letters, newspapers, 

propaganda leaflets. Average mail weight 

was 148 kg/balloon assuming 2 MM mail 

pieces at 4 grams each 

Balloon 

Number
Name 

Dispatch 

weight 

(kg)

Balloon 

Number
Name 

Dispatch 

weight 

(kg)

1 Neptune 125 28 Ville D'Orleans 100

2 Ville de Florence 150 29 Jacquard 250

3 Etats Unis 80 30 Jules Favre #2 100

4 Celeste 80 31 Franklin 100

5 Non denomme #1 4 32 Denis Papin 55

6 Armand Barbes 100 33 General Renault 100

7 Non denomme #2 70 34 Ville de Paris 63

8 Washington 300 35 Parmentier 160

9 Louis Blanc 125 36 Davy 70

10 Godefroy de Cavaignac 170 37 General Chanzy 25

11 Jean Bart #1 400 38 Lavoisier 175

12 Jules Favre #1 195 39 Delivrance 130

13 Jean Bart #2 270 40 Tourville 160

14 Victor Hugo 440 41 Bayard 110

15 Republique Universelle 350 42 Armee de la Loire 232

16 Garibaldi 450 43 Newton 310

17 Montgolfier 280 44 Duquesne 150

18 Vauban 290 45 Gambetta 240

19 Colonel Charras 460 46 Kepler 160

20 Fulton 250 47 General Faidherbe 60

21 Ferdinand Flocon 180 48 Vaucanson 75

22 Galilee 420 49 Poste de Paris 70

23 Ville de Chateaudun 455 50 General Bourbaki 125

24 Gironde 60 51 General Daumesnil 280

25 Daguerre 270 52 Le Torricelli 230

26 General Uhrich 80 53 Richard Wallace 220

27 Archimede 290 54 General Cambronne 20

September Balloons

October Balloons

November Balloons

December Balloons

January Balloons

Lightest Dispatch Weight

Heaviest Dispatch Weight

Will get into more numbers at the 

end of the presentation ☺
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