
1050   AmericAn PhilAtelist / November 2009

by Howard W. Geisler

Before philately was known in the Saar-
land, the pattern for its history was being formed. 
The Saar would be inexorably joined and separated 
from France in cycles, often preceded by war. This 
often seemingly complicated past shows the simple 
recurring themes of the struggle for power on a re-
gional and national scale.

Roman Era
The area of Germany that now touches 

the eastern border of France and Luxem-
bourg along the Moselle and Saar Rivers 

was inhabited by Celtic and Frankish tribes 

when the Romans forced their way into an area they called 
Gaul (Gallia Belgica). Following the rivers and fortifying de-
fensive heights, Romans built stone bridges for their roads to 
cross the rivers. Often parallel roads were built, one for the 
emperor’s messengers and the other for the army and other 
uses, emphasizing the importance of communications.

Saarbrücken (Saar bridge), the present-day capital of 
Saarland, is located at one important river crossing. Bridges 
were built using the advantages of the arch in construction. 
Aqueducts were built using the same principle of engineer-
ing to supply an increasing demand for water. Pont du Gard 
near Nîmes, France (Scott 253) is an example of a restored 
Roman aqueduct and bridge built around 50 a.d. Four ma-
jor Roman roads from Rome ran in the Saar-Moselle area 
of present-day France and Germany. Excavations and res-
torations of Roman villas and dwellings exhibit mosaics at 
Nennig, Villa Borg in Perle, and Homburg-Schwarzenacker 
in the Saar-Moselle region. These were along the road from 
Trier to Strasbourg and near the road from Worms to Metz. 
An example of a Roman mosaic is seen in the French stamp 
(Scott 1781) issued in 1981 commemorating the poet Virgil.

Holy Roman Empire
This area of France and Germany was known as the 

Kingdom of Burgundy in the Holy Roman Empire of Char-
lemagne and Otto the Great (800 to 962 a.d.). Its capital was 
located in Aachen. The extensive empire also included parts 
of Italy and Austria. Charlemagne is shown on a French is-
sue of 1966 (Scott 1167).

The emperor’s nobles who ruled local areas were required 
to provide a fortified safe place for the emperor to stay when 

Saarland

Pont du Gard Roman aqueduct and bridge, Nîmes, France.

A German State with French Philatelic History
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Roman mosaic, France.

he traveled in their area. In Germany they were 
called count-Palatines. The term (Pfalz) desig-
nating the land of the Palatines remains today 
(Rheinland-Pfalz).

Charles V, as emperor and king of Spain, 
used the great wealth of his empire to support 
a war with France, but also demanded informa-
tion about other European lands and capitals. Like the Ro-
mans, he established post roads linking his palace to other 
national palaces or roads to parts of the empire such as Vi-
enna, Germany, and the Netherlands from Madrid. These 
roads and riders were maintained at great expense. One 
route passed through the Saar territory. Following Martin 
Luther’s Reformation, Germany became a battleground for 
religious wars, culminating in the Thirty Years War (1614–
1648). Northern Germany became predominately Protes-
tant and southern Germany remained Roman Catholic. 
Religious affiliations were often made for the people by the 
king or provincial ruler.

Louis XIV
Called the “Sun King” for his lavish spending and pro-

motion of France and court life at Versailles as the cultur-
al capital of Europe, Louis XIV (1638–1715) became king 
upon the death of his father in 1643, although he did not 
take personal control of the government until 1661. He also 
maintained a postilion rider system for mail; however, the 
expense of this service insured that private mail was seldom 
sent, and a mail route to Saar soon was abandoned. French 
troops occupied parts of Germany west of the Rhine and the 
town of Saarlouis, Saar (named after the King) was incorpo-
rated into the French province of Alsace, later to be bartered 
for in the aftermath of wars.

Napoleon I
As the French Revolution swept France, its armies 

surged into neighboring countries to loot and control them 
and spread  French ideas. Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) 
emerged as the commander in chief, ultimately leading 
armies into Italy, Austria, Germany, and Egypt. Napoleon is 

shown in the French stamp of 1972 (Scott 170) as command-
er of the army in Italy. At the Arcole Bridge in northern Italy, 
he grabbed a flag and led a new assault against the Austrian 
army. The act, depicted on the stamp, inspired devotion 
from his troops and was a harbinger of his later rise from 
First Consul for life (1802) to proclaiming himself emperor 
in 1804. The militarily weaker German nobles were easily 
brought under his control or influence. To obtain the use of 
German armies that were not defeated by him, he granted 
titles to the rulers, such as King of Bavaria. Similarly, he in-
stalled his relatives and military Marshals in royal positions.

In 1806 the Holy Roman Empire was dissolved and the 
kingdoms of Holland and Westphalia were created for Na-
poleon’s brothers Louis and Jérôme, respectively. His broth-
er Joseph was first made King of Naples and then King of 
Spain. Napoleon’s brother-in-law Marshal Joachim Murat 
was made King of Naples in Joseph’s place but reigned only 
from 1808 to 1815, when he was executed by a firing squad 

Holy Roman Emperor Charlemagne, 
France.

Napoleon at the Arcole Bridge, 
France.

First Aid Station, Saarbrücken, Franco-Prussian War 1870, 
Saar.
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following the defeat of the Napoleonic armies at Waterloo.
Within Napoleon’s army, higher military rank could 

be achieved by success in battle, since the Revolution had 
eliminated royal titles and most rights of the nobility. One 
soldier who rose to the rank of Marshal (army commander) 
was Marshal Michel Ney, born in Saarlouis. Early in his ca-
reer he supported Napoleon, but after the Emperor’s exile to 
Elba, Ney switched sides and supported the reinstated mon-
archy. When faced by the charismatic Napoleon, who had 
escaped exile and was marching back to Paris in 1815, Ney 
could not arrest his former commander and again switched 
to Napoleon’s side. Ney’s efforts were most notable in the re-

treat from Moscow where he pro-
vided a gallant rear guard for the 
doomed and retreating army. Lat-
er, at Waterloo, he personally led 
cavalry charges against the British 
square formations but was unable 
to break them. For his actions 
he was killed by a royalist firing 
squad after Napoleon was exiled 
to St. Helena. Napoleon awarded 
him the titles of Duc d’Elchingen, 
prince of Moskowa “the bravest 
of the brave.” His statue in Saar-

louis is pictured in two 1947 Saar issues (Scott 
170 and 186; same design, different denomina-
tions), along with the Turkish sword presented 
to him by Napoleon.  

Napoleon III
Louis Napoleon III (1808–1873), the neph-

ew of Napoleon I, succeeded in being elected 
President of the Second Republic of France in 

1842, but ten years later replaced the re-
public with the Second Empire of France, 
with himself as emperor. He sought to re-
vive the glory of the his uncle’s days and 
the First Empire, and had some success 
until he was maneuvered by the German 
Chancellor Bismarck into initiating the 
Franco-Prussian War with an assault on 
Saarbrücken on August 2, 1870. Although 
the attack was successful and the town 
seized from the Prussian troops stationed 
there, a month later the French army was 
completely overwhelmed at Sedan by a 
Prussian army and Napoleon III was cap-
tured. The French government deposed 
him and he was released by the Germans 
in 1873 only to die in exile in England two 
years later. The Saar Red Cross semi-postal 
issue of 1956 shows an aid station during 
that war (Scott B108).

Otto von Bismarck, the German Chan-
cellor, used this occasion to unite Ger-

many into an empire rather than remain as a confederation 
of principalities and minor kingdoms ruled by an emperor. 
Germany extracted a reparations payment of about $1 bil-
lion from France and the return of portions of Alsace and 
Lorraine (taken by Louis XIV) to pay for the war.

The conditions were now in place for the next war. France 
wanted revenge for the loss of the Alsace-Lorraine territory 
and its iron ore deposits, the reparations payments, and the 
blow to its national pride. French fears of a powerful united 
Germany were evident. One can note the same conditions 
following World War I, with the same results.

Battle of Verdun, 1916, France.

Saar overprints on Germany Scott 5 and Bavaria Scott 
23.

Saargebiet 
overprint 

(Berlin Post 
Office), Saar.

Saar postcard with Bavarian Free State postage (Saar Michel P2 and Bavaria 
Scott 194, 196).
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World War I
European nations were bound by a complicated web of 

treaties and alliances in an attempt to increase both their in-
dividual political and trading power and in order to receive 
support from their partners in case of attack by non-allied 
countries. France, Britain, Belgium, and Russia were linked, 
as were Germany, Austria-Hungary, Turkey, and later Bul-
garia and Finland. These alliances led to the devastation of 
World War I.

A French issue of 1956 (Scott 789) commemorates the 
Battle of Verdun, which resulted in more than 984,000 ca-
sualties in the futile German ten-month-long siege. Verdun, 
west of Metz, was the last fortress to fall in the Franco-Prus-
sian war and was successfully defended in 1916 by French 
Marshal Pétain, later to become head of Vichy France after 
the French defeat by Germany in 1940.

At the end of World War I parts of Germany were occu-
pied by British, Belgian, and French troops, with the French 
military forces in Saar. The Treaty of Versailles that came 
into effect in January 1920 separated the Saar Territory from 
Germany. It gave the rights to the Saar 
coal mines to France for a fifteen-year 
period, established the administration 
of the region by a League of Nations 
Commission, and set reparations pay-
ments of $32 billion.

The French military established a 
customs border around the Territory 
and ordered creation of the first issue 
of Saar postage stamps. These stamps 
were overprinted with the French 
name “Sarre” on German (Scott 5) and 
Bavarian (Scott 23) stamps and issued 
in January 1920. The League adminis-
tration followed with German stamps 
overprinted “Saargebiet” (Saar Terri-
tory) in German (Scott 55) to reduce 
tensions generated by the first issue in 
French.

A small portion of the former King-

dom of Bavaria was included in the French-administered 
Territory, and German and Bavarian stamps without the 
Sarre overprint were valid for use in Saar until April 1920, al-
though later use is known. A German postal stationery card 
overprinted Saargebiet carries two Bavarian stamps (Scott 
194, 196) to meet the postal rate. These were overprinted 
“Freistaat Bayern” (Free State of Bavaria), to mark the end 
of the short-lived communist government in 1919 and the 
adoption of a new constitution. This leftist government was 
forced to resign in favor of a right-wing government and Ba-
varia became a parliamentary state in the German Weimar 
government.

Inter-War Period
Pictorial issues, printed in Paris, followed. The stamp de-

signs featured both prominent buildings and an emphasis on 
coal mining (Scott 93) and iron and steel production — in-
dustries that dominated life in the Saar for almost 100 years. 
Iron production was possible using ore from the Lorraine 
territory of France. The 5-franc Saar issue of 1921 (Scott 83) 
depicts the Burbach iron works, an image typical in the Saar. 
A similar plant, the Völklingen iron works, became obsolete 
after 1986; this plant is the only steel mill in its original ap-
pearance to be listed as a historical monument and a United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) World Cultural Heritage site.

Postal rates were changed to French currency with sur-
charged values in 1921 and in a new pictorial issue in 1922, 
which remained valid until 1933. Again the 5-franc value 
shows the Burbach mill. Most stamps of Germany still in use 
were withdrawn from sale and validity on a specified date. 
Inflation devastated German currency in 1922–23 and the 
French Franc also lost 60 percent of its prewar value.

Charity and semi-postal issues appeared in Germany 
and France following World War I for relief of wounded 

Above: Coal mineshaft with 
French currency surcharge, Saar.
Right: Red Cross dog leading a 
blind man, Saar.

Catapult card, First Flight from Steamer Europa, Saar.
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veterans, the aged, and children when the disastrous 
economic inflation destroyed currency and pension 
values. Semi-postal issues in limited quantities were 
first used in Saar in 1926 to benefit war casualties, 
hospitals, mothers and infants — such as the semi-
postal issue showing a Red Cross dog leading a blind 
man (Scott B1). A disastrous mine explosion that left 
sixty-five dead and 700 homeless in Neunkirchen in 
1933 was the subject of a special charity issue (Scott 
B44–46).

The importance of religious expression supported 
the timely 1925 issue of the Madonna of Blieskastle 
(Scott 119). A fourteenth-century oak Pietà was redis-
covered in 1911, authenticated, restored in 1914, and, 
with a papal direction, reinstalled in a Capuchin cha-
pel in 1924.

Air mail was initiated in Saar in 1928 and soon 
linked the Saarbrücken airport to international destinations through Paris, Berlin, and 
Munich. The Saar was also a participating treaty state in the Zeppelin enterprise as well 
as the catapult plane flights. The catapult flights from shipboard were used to gain a full 
day early mail delivery from special ships  westbound to New York and eastbound to 
Southampton, Great Britain. No special issues were prepared for these uses, but the high 
postal rates required use of higher value stamps. The first catapult flight card of 1930 is 
shown with postage paid by the first two air mail stamps of the Saar (Scott C1–C2).

The worldwide popularity of  zeppelin flights raised interest and funds for the air-
ship company and the postal systems using it. The Graf Zeppelin flight card to the Neth-
erlands in 1932 utilized the third and fourth air mail issues (Scott C3–C4).

The culmination of the French occupation was a plebiscite vote 
(a direct vote to determine the national government) under the aus-
pices of the League of Nations. With the rise of the Nazis in Germany 
in 1932, a propaganda flood through all methods of communication 
was unleashed in Germany, directed toward the return of the Saar. A 
1934 propaganda card shows a German eagle grasping a hand from 
the west outstretched over a map of the Saar and the challenge: “The 

Registered card from 1932 Netherlands flight of Zeppelin LZ 127, 
Saar.

Propaganda card with German eagle attacking a 
hand from the West reaching over Saar; postmarked 
Koblenz, Germany.

Swedish Battalion registered cover, League of Nations Plebiscite Vote 
Protection, 1935, Sweden.

Semi-postal issues 
in limited quantities 

were first used in Saar 
in 1926 to benefit war 
casualties, hospitals, 
mothers and infants 
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Saar Is German Forever!”
The League of Nations sent troops 

from the Netherlands and Sweden 
(both of which had remained neutral 
in World War I) and from Britain and 
Italy (both combatants) to be stationed 
in the Territory to insure peaceful vot-
ing and to guard the ballots until they 
were counted. The Swedish troop con-
tingent had an efficient military  Field 
Post system with a special cancellation 
device showing “Svenska Bataljonen 
Saar” (Swedish Battalion Saar). A plebi-
scite overprint issue in 1924 announced 
the coming vote to be held January 13, 
1935 (Scott 145, 153). The electorate 
overwhelmingly voted to return to Ger-
man administration. 

World War II
The Treaty of Versailles, lost territories, national humilia-

tion, the revenge of the victorious allies seeking reparations, 
unemployment, and fear of the political Left all became fod-
der for the rise of the Nazi party and the end of Germany’s 
first attempt at government by democracy. 
Saar was incorporated with Lorraine (re-
taken from France) into the province of 
Westmark by the Nazi regime. However, 
intense allied bombing in World War II 
destroyed much of the industrial produc-
tion of Saar and demolished an estimated 
90 percent of the old city portion of Saar-
brücken, the regional capital. Allied troops 
battled across the Saar River in 1944 and 
1945 adding to the destruction in the re-
gion.

Aftermath 
The end of World War II created new 

tensions when, once again, the Saar was 
occupied by foreign troops. United States 
military forces were the first, but were 
replaced when the French occupation 

zone was established as one of the four 
“zones” created by the Allies in order to 
govern a defeated Germany.

Postal service initially was discon-
tinued but was gradually restored until 
April 1946 when mail could be sent to 
destinations outside Germany, except 
for Japan and Spain. Stamps specifi-
cally issued for Saar were released from 
January to March 1947 in German cur-
rency. This was changed  to Saar mark 
currency and later to French francs with 
a new issue (see, for example, Scott 161 
and 187).

The Saar was given an autonomous 
government in 1947. A referendum in 
1947 resulted in a vote to establish an 
economic union with France. Although 
this encouraged political stability it also 
resulted in the creation of customs tar-

iffs with Germany, a major market for Saar products, just 
as had occurred in 1920. Several towns were renamed in 
French — such as Saarlouis, Vaudrevange, Bous, Ste. Barbe, 
and Bourg Dauphin.

An agreement between France and West Germany in 1954 
led to the creation of an autonomous Saar 
Territory under a neutral commissioner 
with the economic union with France to 
be maintained for fifty years. However, a 
plebiscite vote in 1955 (Scott 244) resulted 
in a decision for reunification with Ger-
many, under which Saar would become 
a Federal state of Germany in 1957 while 
permitting France to continue to extract 
coal from the often-disputed border re-
gion of the Warndt deposit until 1981. 
The customs union with France was later 
abolished and Saarland was fully unified 
with Germany in 1959.

An extremely encouraging sign is the 
sixty-plus peaceful years since the last war 
and the creation of the Saar-Luxembourg-
Lorraine-Rheinland Palatinate agreement 

Saar German currency and French currency surcharge, 1947: (Left) steel 
mill workers, (Right) Saar River between Mettlach and Merzig, Saar.

Plebiscite Vote 1955, overprint: University 
Library, Saarbrücken, Saar.

One of three Saar issues in honor 
of Marian Year: Madonna of the Pear 
(1512) by Albrecht Dürer.

Henri Dunant, co-founder of the 
International Red Cross, Saar.
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between France, Germany, and Luxembourg in 1980 to seek 
ways to join the inhabitants of these countries in communi-
cations, as well as in cultural, linguistic, and economic ways 
to help reduce barriers to regional European unity. Later, the 
Wallonie region of Belgium adjacent to this region was in-
cluded. A 1997 French issue (Scott 2613) commemorates a 
summit meeting of the regions.

Assistance for flood victims is the subject of a 1948 issue 
showing flooding along the Saar River in Saarbrücken-St. 
Johann and Saarbrücken. The combined waters of the Sarre 
River, which flows from the French Vosges Mountains to the 
south, and the Blies River contributed to flooding at Saar-
brücken.

The Marian Year of 1954 produced a three-stamp issue 
featuring the image of the Madonna and Holy Child, includ-
ing designs based on Holbein’s Madonna and Child (Scott 
250), Raphael’s Sistine Madonna (Scott 251), and Dürer’s 
Madonna of the Pear (Scott 252).

Themes of work and sports also were evident follow-
ing World War II, such as the 1955 issue commemorating 
a World Championship Cross Country Bicycle Race (Scott 
253)  and Hands Holding Merchandise stamp marking of 
the 1959 Trade Fair at Saarbrücken (Scott 321). In addition, 
a number of semi-postal issues were created. Of particular 
interest are the Red Cross issues that appeared annually in 
May. Typically included were issues in supporting child and 
old age assistance, but there were also special issues such 
as the one celebrating the birthday of Jean Henri Dunant 
(1828–1910), the Swiss co-founder of the International Red 
Cross, for which effort he shared the first Nobel Peace Prize 
in 1901 (Scott B95).

A postal theme rounds out the Saar issues after 1950. Is-
sued in conjunction with various Stamp Day celebrations, 
the stamps show the emerging postal delivery methods from 
the horse-mounted postrider (two designs, Scott 227and 
B91), a horse-drawn postal coach (Scott B76),  a postman on 
foot (Scott 256), and a postal bus (Scott 249).

Getting interested in Saar philately was a circuitous route 
for me. My initial interest in stamp collecting began with a 
Boy Scout merit badge and was expanded by a growing fas-

cination with history. My Germanic roots and high school 
French skills next were joined with my interest in the many 
overprint and stamp varieties found there. Although the is-
sue of Saar stamps has ended, the members of the old League 
of Nations, Britain, Netherlands, Italy and Sweden, in addi-
tion to France, Bavaria, Germany, and perhaps U.S. military 
cancels make this a continuing area of interest for a multi-
national collection.
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