
THE EXPANSION OF BULGARIA 1877-1944 | 
| 

This exhibit tells through contemporary postal material the history of the birth of Bulgaria as an 

independent entity following the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878 and its struggles to include all 

of its ethnic brothers in Eastern Roumelia (South Bulgaria), Thrace and Macedonia within its 

borders. Such efforts-brought the Bulgarians into conflict with their neighbors (Greece, Romania, 

Serbia and Turkey) in a series of wars starting with the Serbo-Bulgarian War of 1885 and 

extending through the Balkan Wars as well as World Wars I and Il. Although the Bulgarians 

managed to occupy most of the desired territory during the latter three conflicts, they ended up on 

the losing side each time and were forced to give up their temporary conquests. 

The Bulgarian postal material shown here is presented chronologically, with the historical context 

of each war or other significant event being represented as a separate chapter. Overall, the time 

period covered embraces all of the conflicts noted and what has emerged is essentially fashioned 

as a marcophily exhibit showing the postal markings used in each separate area that was occupied. 

Within the territories administered during the time period covered by each war, the markings are 

essentially in alphabetical order. 

  

  

  

Cover addressed to an English nursing sister at the Red Cross hospital in Sistov, Bulgaria. Mailed from London via 

Bucharest, Romania, it has a transit marking of the Russian FPO 15 dated 23 December 1877 (Julian style, 12 days earlier 

than the Gregorian calendar used in the West). This FPO wasthen located at Zimnitza, a small town on the Romanian side 

of the Danube, used as a forwarding center for mail between Russia and the occupied areas of northern Bulgaria. 

Tschilinghirian states that "No postal material from this office appears to have been recorded.” 

The material shown in the exhibit is not readily available, especially in the U.S., and many of the 

markings from the smaller towns should be considered distinctly elusive. In fact, what is shown 

has been assembled over the span of several decades of search, mostly in Europe. A special effort 

has been made to find the postmarks used on special classes of mail, rather than normal covers 

and postcards. Thus, there is a very heavy representation of more difficult to acquire items such 

as registered mail, parcel post address forms and money orders.



RUSSO-TURKISH WAR 

The liberation of Bulgaria from Ottoman rule was a key aspect of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78. Following 

an unsuccessful revolt by the Bulgarians in 1876, Russia supported its Slavic brethren and declared war on 

Turkey in April 1877. After a successful campaign, culminating with an overwhelming victory over the Ottoman 

army at Shipka Pass, Bulgaria was confirmed as an independent principality by the Treaty of San Stefano. 

Field Post Office 1 
13 September 1878 

  

The Treaty of San Stefano signed 
on 3 March 1878 was designed to 
create a Greater Bulgaria (shown in 

solid lines on the map). The other 

Great Powers objected to such a 

powerful Russian client state and 
convened the Congress of Berlin, 
which subsequently authorized a 

new Lesser Bulgaria (dotted lines). 
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Even after the fighting was over, the Russians maintained a significant military presence in Bulgaria pending 

the negotiation and implementation of the territorial decisions of the Great Powers at the Congress of Berlin. 

Cover shown above was official mail sent to the postmaster at Timovo through FPO 1 by a postal inspector.



RUSSO-TURKISH WAR Timovo 
24 February 1880 

    
In the aftermath of the war, a few post offices were set up by the Russians to get the mail service functioning. 
Some of these remained in operation even after the Bulgarian postal system started. This example shows 
Bulgarian 25 centimes stamp on large portion of a wrapper cancelled by Bulgarian "Timovo" cds; reverse shows 
marking of the Russian "Tirnovo" post office and Bulgarian "Varna" as transit marks, plus Constantinople arrival.



EASTERN ROUMELIA 

For political purposes, the Great Powers decided not to require Turkey to give up title to the territory occupied 
predominantly by Christians lying to the south, including the area of the Rhodope Mountains and the upper 
Maritsa River valley. However, this area was given a degree of autonomy as the Villayet of Eastern Roumelia. 

Autonomous Administration Karlovo 

1 December 1880 

Forerunner Cover Transported by Russian Railway Post Office 

   oe ee 

When the Russian army occupied Eastern Roumelia in early 1878, they provided postal wagons for the railway 
line. For mail processed on board, a special TPO marking was used. It was inscribed in Cyrillic "Eastern 
Roumelian Post/from Train 1." Such a marking was used as a transit mark dated 12 December 1880 on the cover 
shown above, which was being sent from Karlovo to Koprivshtitsa. Note that in 1880 special stamps had not yet 
been issued for the province, so normal Turkish ones were used. (The TPO cancel, shown above enlarged from 
the backstamp, is described in the Tchilinghirian & Stephen handbook where is is rated as RRR.)



EASTERN ROUMELIA Tatar Pazardchik 
Autonomous Administration 8 April 1881 

Plovdiv 

27 June 1881 
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In 1881, the first provisional stamps were provided for Eastern Roumelia. These were current Turkish issues 

handstamped with a large blue RO, signifying "Roumelie Orientale." Upper cover sent to Elisavetgrad, Russia, 
where it was received on 17 April 1881. Transit markings are of Sofia, Ruschuk, Ungeni (on the border with 
Romania) and a Russian TPO. Lower cover sent from Plovdiv (Philippople) to Leskovac, Serbia, where it arrived 
on 3 July. Transit markings of Sofia and Pirot. These stamps on cover should be considered as extremely elusive.



EASTERN ROUMELIA Roumelie Orientale/du Train 

Autonomous Administration 17 May 1883 

Stara Zagora 
28 May 1883 
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In 1881, the first definitive stamps were issued for Eastern Roumelia. These are customarily found used on 

special formula post cards as shown above. However, the upper example showing TPO cancel is exceptional.



PRINCIPALITY OF BULGARIA 

At the Congress of Berlin, Bulgaria was confirmed as an independent principality. However, its borders were 
sharply reduced from those which had been proposed by the Russians. In fact, the Bulgarians ended up with 

limited territory which excluded many of their ethnic brethren to the south in Eastern Roumelia, as well as in 
Macedonia and Thrace. Thus, this decision by the great powers sowed the seeds for future conflict. 

Issue of 1879 Lovtcha 
1 November 1881 

     

  

SERBIA 

BULGARIA 1879 

    

     

EASTERN ROUMELIA 
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On 1 May 1879, Bulgaria issued its first stamps as an independent entity. This "large lion" series consisted of 
100,000 sets and was denominated in French currency of centimes and francs. This example bears a vertical pair 
of the 25 centimes value used to send a registered letter (manuscript No. 11) to Finland. Backstamps include 
Roustchouk and St. Petersburg transits on 2 and 7 November 1881, respectively.



BULGARIA Lom Palanka 

1879 Issue 13 March 1881 

“Ppp ned ante oe 

4 Prin t te : Bulgar? 2 

  
Most of the French denominated "lion" stamps are quite difficult to find on covers. This example of a cover 
with a 1 franc denomination (with a 50 centimes stamp on the reverse) is extraordinary. It paid the 
quadruple weight UPU rate for a registered letter to Bavaria.



BULGARIA Sofia 
Mixed Franking of Centime & Stotinki Issues 12 November 1881 
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The first stamp issue, denominated in French currency of centimes and francs, had been placed on sale in 1879. 

However, it was considered desirable to replace these with new Bulgarian denominations in stotinki and leva, 

which took place on 10 April 1881. However, mixed franking of the two issues was permitted for a brief period. 

Above cover franked with stamps of 10 centimes + 15 stotinki to pay the international letter rate to Austria.



Roustchouk 

8 October 1890 
BULGARIA 
1882 Issue 
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BULGARIA 
1882 Issue 

Roustchouk 
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BULGARIA 

1886 Issue 
Seymen 

29 March 1895 
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Complete copy of "Novini" newspaper that is franked with 1 stotinka stamp to pay the special printed matter rate



1889 
Russe BULGARIA 

1887 Issue 
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SOUTH BULGARIAN UPRISING 

Following a successful revolt by its Slavic inhabitants, the Turkish province of Easter Roumelia was annexed 
by Bulgaria on 1 September 1885. A week later the first stamps were issued for the new "South Bulgaria" with 
the Eastern Roumelia issue being overprinted by a Bulgarian lion. 

Pechtera 
21 September 1885 

  
This provisional issue was in use for less than a month, being replaced by regular unoverprinted Bulgarian stamps 
as of 1 October 1885. The use of these stamps on covers as compared to postcards is quite unusual.



SOUTH BULGARIA 
Tchirpan 

17 September 1885 

Philippople 
27 September 1885 
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Formula cards franked with first Overprint stamps. The upper example was sent registered from Tchirpan to Tchepelare in September 1885. Note that receiving mark is dated one day before the despatch mark (and the manuscript date shown on reverse of the card), presumably due to negligence on the part of the postal clerk. Both markings from small villages are elusive.



SOUTH BULGARIA ' -Hadji Elles 

     
          

          

  

   

       

       
    
    

         

25 September 1885 

Pazardjik 

‘ 19 September 1885 
5 Tesempade t 

| 3 Momeucxo Aitos 
2 Yupaprenne 3 16 September 1885 z 
*& — 
& 

x SERVICE    

    
    

    

  
  

SS SS eS Oe eS eS eS 
ce ——_—————— aS SS on 
SS 

KAMA HRRHRK, 

  

    

  

    

4 Texerpago-| _ HCTOUWHA PYMETMHT 

| Yapaneaue! OTBOPEHO TTMCMO 
3 service { -ROUMELIE OPRIENTALE | 

télégrapho x oo 

POSTAL} CARTE POSTALE 
   Ha ra3n erpanitiga cat mre cao arpec’ bb. 

Ce cété est réservé eaclusivement & Vadresse 

  

A)
 

e
e
 

* oadeanoaaus, Yon Sy, 

   

  

      
      

  

     

      

EB Ss 

4
 

3 i 

rs are nO. 

Pepessent§ OTBOPEHO. [HAM 
| SERVICE : ROUMELIE ORIENTALE 

-  ¢€légrapho ging Ries 

_POSTAL, CARTE POSTALE 
- Ha raat crpaniia ca mmme camo af) 

Ce cété est exclusivement réservé a 

Apyra Ta Rapta 

cIYRM 8a OFLOBOP. 

. t (La carte cl-Jointe est destinée - Lge a KX : 
i & la réponse.) ' CE 8 Lh CGI“ C7. dD, 

On 11 September 1885, a new set of overprints was issued, this time with the Bulgarian lion inside a frame and 
the wording "South Bulgaria.," more clearly designating the change in administration of the territory. This second 
provisional issue was in use for barely three weeks. Most of these stamps were used on the Eastern Roumelia 
formula postal cards; use of (top portion of) a reply card, especially registered, is extraordinary.


