THE FRENCH CONQUEST OF TUNISIA
Peter Maybury
Colonial competition

Following the Franco-Prussian War of 187071, France's international prestige was severely damaged, and
both Italy and the United Kingdom attempted to reinforce their influence in Tunisia. The Italian
representative failed through maladroitness, but the British representative Richard Wood was more
successful. In order to limit French influence, Wood obtained the reinstatement of Tunisia as a province
of the Ottoman Empire in 1871, although the region's autonomy was also guaranteed. Great Britain
continued to try to exert influence through commercial ventures, but these were not successful. There were
also various Tunisian land ownership disputes between France, Britain and Italy.

The French wished to take control of Tunisia, which neighboured their existing pseudo colony of Algeria,
and to suppress Italian and British influence in the area. The French Levant Fleet also had its western base
at La Goulette. At the Congtress of Berlin in 1878, a diplomatic arrangement was agreed for France to take
over Tunisia while Great Britain obtained control of Cyprus from the Ottomans. Subsequently, the use of
Tunisian territory as a sanctuary by rebel Khroumir bands gave a pretext for the military intervention.

Occupation

On 28 April 1881, 28,000 men under General Forgemol de Bostquénard entered Tunisia. On 1 May, the
city of Bizerte surrendered to the 8,000 men of Jules Aimé Bréart, who then continued to Tunis. Mail from
this first invasion is difficult to find, I have only ever seen two examples, dated May 5" 1881 (2" Brigade de
Renforts) and May 27" (1" Brigade de Renforts).

Bréart entered Tunis between May 3 and May 6, 1881. He had in his possession the Bardo Treaty
establishing a protectorate on Tunisia, which had just been cabled to him by the French government. On
May 11, Bréart, the consul general Théodore Roustan, and General Pierre Léon Mauraud, accompanied by
an armed escort, presented the treaty to Muhammad III as-Sadiq (Sadok Bey), Bey of Tunis, who resided
in Ksar Said. Surprised, Sadok Bey requested several hours for reflection, and immediately gathered his
cabinet. Some of its members insisted that the bey should escape towards Kairouan to organize resistance,
but Sadok Bey decided to accept the protectorate. The Bardo Treaty was signed by both parties on 12 May
1881.

An insurrection soon broke out in the south on 10 June 1881, and then in Sfax. Six ironclads were
dispatched from Toulon (Colbert, Friedland, Marengo, Trident, Revanche, Surveillante) to join the French Navy
ships in Tunisian waters. In Sfax, three ironclads from the Division of the Levant were already present
(Alma, Reine Blanche, La Galissonniére), together with four cannon boats. Sfax was bombarded, and on 16
July the city was invested after hard fighting, with French losses of 7 dead and 32 wounded. At Kairouan
32,000 men, 6,000 horses and 20,000 tons of supplies and material were landed. Kairouan was taken
without a fight on 28 October 1881.

Consequences

Great Britain and Germany silently approved the invasion of the country, while Italy protested in vain.
Tunisia became a French protectorate, with the French Resident being simultaneously Prime Minister,
controller of State finances, and Commander in Chief. In 1882, Paul Cambon took advantage of his
position as Resident, leaving the Bey essentially powetless, and effectively administering Tunisia as another
French colony. The French established an important naval base at Bizerte in 1898.
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Bankes's New System of Geography
(A New Royal Authentic and Complete System of Universal Geography
Antient (sic) and Modern...)
by the Reverend Thomas Bankes

printed for ). Cooke, No. 17 Pater-noster-Row, London, 1787-1790
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THE CALIPHATE OF TUNISIA

A vassal state of the Ottoman Empire

The Husaynid Beys rule of 1704 - 1881

Ali Il ibn Hussein

Reigned: February 12" 1759 — May 26" 1782
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Commercial letter, addressed to Messieurs Roux freres in
MARSEILLES, dated July 25" 1777 from TUNIS and which had a
draft for 75 sequins enclosed. Entrusted (with a talismatic
annotation) to the captain of a vessel in the harbour at La Goulette,
who handed it directly to an employee of the firm on his arrival.
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MILITARY MAIL
THE FRENCH MEDITERRANEAN SQUADRON
(LEVANT FLEET)

NORTH AFRICA

The Naval Station at LA GOULETTE, TUNIS.
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Envelope and contents dated February 8" 1881 from his
sister in ARGENT-sur-SAULDRE to Lieutenant Paul de
Chauliac on board the warship JEANNE d’ARC in the
harbour at La GOULETTE, TUNIS. Franked at 15 centimes
(Yv.89) for the internal tariff of 01.01.1879. Following the
creation of civilian offices in 1881, the Tunisian offices were
treated as Algerian by the Postal Authorities. Carried by rail
to Nice for a French vessel bound for Tunis via Corsica.
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MILITARY MAIL

THE FRENCH MEDITERRANEAN SQUADRON
(LEVANT FLEET)
NORTH AFRICA

The Naval Station at LA GOULETTE, TUNIS.

The French internal tariff of 1.4.1879 refers specifically to the
French post office at Tunis, treating it the same as Algeria
i.e as metropolitan France. i

Family letter written at BEZIERS, Herault on March 17
1881 to Lieutenant Chauliac on board the warship “Jeanne
d’Arc” in the harbour at La Goulette, TUNIS. Correctly
franked at 15 centimes (Yv. 89) and erroneously deemed
underpaid with a red triangular faxe mark. On arrival in
Marseille (18.03.) the error was noted and no penalty levied.

Reverse 80%

Salles 237.
Recorded use 1878 - 1880
Probably only used
on mail to th Levant by Fraissinet vessels

Copyright: France and Colonies Philatelic Society



MILITARY MAIL
THE FRENCH MEDITERRANEAN SQUADRON
(LEVANT FLEET)

NORTH AFRICA

The Naval Station at LA GOULETTE, TUNIS.
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Envelope and contents written at ARGENT-sur-SAULDRE
on April 8. 1881 to a Lieutenant Chauliac on board the
battleship "JEANNE d’ARC" in the harbour at La Goulette,
Tunis. Endorsed to be sent by way of Italy and routed via
Marseille, Nice and Ventimiglia to Genoa for the weekly
service of a Rubattino vessel to Tunis. (Genoa, Livorno,
Cagliari, Palermo, Tunis). Correctly franked at 25 centimes
(Yv. 88+89) for the UPU member tariff via the Italian Postal
Service. Received on April 16" at the Italian Post Office in
Tunis and forwarded to La Goulette for collection.
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Pothion type 1. :
Day train. Essay Italian post offices



THE ILLUSTRATED LONDON NEWS, Jowy 23, 1881.— 92
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Campagne de TUNISIE (1881} i .
Prise de Sfax Rt v

The French ironclad Colbert was the lead ship of the Colbert-class ironclads that were built for the French
Navy in the 1870s. The ship was the flagship of the Mediterranean Squadron for most of her career.
She took part in the French occupation of Tunisia, notably shelling and landing troops in Sfax on 15-16
July1881. Colbert was paid off in 1895 and condemned in 1900. The ship was finally sold for scrap in 1909.



MILITARY MAIL

NORTH AFRICA — THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA
The 1% Expedition April — May 1881

Military Franchise operative from April 26™ 1881 to September 30" 1883

The 3" Brigade of Reinforcements

Low' e 30 ppooe £ 527

- - —

TUNIS to PARIS posted at the brigade H.Q. post office on May 14™ 1881 and
showing the first type (3" brigade) handstamp. Transferred to Béne (Algeria) for
the seadrossing to Marseille. Received in Paris May 20" 1881.

— |

TUNISIA to MASSONGY posted in the brigade post office on May 28" 1881

and showing the second type (3" brigade) handstamp. No transit marks, so

presumably carried in a closed bag. Delivered in Massongy, via Douvaine, on
June 5™ :



MILITARY MAIL
NORTH AFRICA — THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA
The 2"°, Expedition June 1881 - 1883
Military Franchise operative 26" April — 30" September 1883

The 6™ Brigade of Reinforcements

Type 2c.d.s. 24 m.m. diameter.
“Brigade” abbreviated

Envelope from a serving soldier posted at the Brigade Head

Quarters post office on October 12™. 1881. Addressed to

HERMES (Oise) it was delivered on October 22™. Correctly
endorsed, it was sent free of charge.

Reverse 80%

Type 18 c.d.s.

Copyright: France and Colonies Philatelic Society



MILITARY MAIL
NORTH AFRICA — THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA

The Second Expedition July 1881 - 1883

Military Franchise operative 26" April 1881 — 30" September 1883

Mail posted at the Military Headquarters Office in Tunis

24 mm
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Envelope from a soldier stationed at the military H.Q. in

TUNIS on March 21% 1882 to BESANGON. Correctly

endorsed Covpy expéditionairve de Tunisie for the
military franchise. Received on March 29", 1882.
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MILITARY MAIL
NORTH AFRICA - THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA

The Second Expedition July 1881 — 1883

Military Franchise operative 26™ April 1881 — 30™ September 1883

Mce@/u/‘f_) w-a)
é/fZ Zw AT e
&a /ﬁ.uwé “Q”‘*’J_

Envelope endorsed for the Military Franchise by a soldier

attached to the Expeditionery Corps and posted on May

27™ 1882 at the army post office servicing the occupied

area in and around the city of TUNIS. Addressed to the

town of CORBEIL, on the outskirts of Paris, where it was
received on May 30" 1882.
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MILITARY MAIL
NORTH AFRICA - THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA
The Second Expedition July 1881 — 1883

Military Franchise operative 26™ April 1881 — 30" September 1883

GARRISON TOWN HAND STAMPS

KEF to PARIS March 23™ 1883

GAFSA to SALINS (Jura) January 25" 1883

Copyright: France and Colonies Philatelic Society



MILITARY MAIL
NORTH AFRICA — THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA
The Second Expedition June 1881 - 1883
Military Franchise operative 26" April 1881 — 30t September 1883

GARRISON TOWN HAND STAMPS

22mm. Diameter
“POSTES" infull.

— B - s = - -

[) /& / L e .
ittt N g

C o 4

T
-

Envelope sent under franchise from a soldier or sailor

stationed with the garrison at SFAX, some 200 kms. south

of Tunis, to the commune of CAILLOUEL, near Hermes.

Oise. Postmarked August 215t 1882 it was received at the
Hermes office on August 30™.



MILITARY MAIL
NORTH AFRICA - THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA
The Second Expedition July 1881 - 1883

Military Franchise operative 26" April 1881 - 30™ September 1883

GARRISON TOWN HAND STAMPS

23mm. Diameter
“POSTES" abbreviated

fa //

\‘3‘“ ;QJW,,M( 74 f) éﬂ

Envelope and contents written on July 8" 1882 by a soldier
stationed at the oasis of RAS EL OUED, Gabes. Addressed to
his parents in LALBENQUE in the commune of Belfort, Lot.
Posted at the military office in Gabes on July14™ 1882 it arrived
in Lalbenque on the 26™via the Cette to Bordeaux express (rare

convoyeur essai date stamp on the reverse)

Reverse 80%
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MILITARY MAIL
NORTH AFRICA - THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA

The Second Expedition July 1881 — 1883

Military Franchise operative 26" April 1881 — 30™ September 1883

/ ‘)?

\ ‘j_

IV
83

Envelope and letter re financial matters written to a lawyer in

AIX-EN-PROVENCE by a captain in the 29" Chasseurs

stationed in AIN-DRAHAM, a military outpost in the Koumirie

mountains of N. W. Tunisia. Endorsed by the writer for

Military Franchise, it was posted at the military post office on
June 26" 1883 and received in Aix on July 2™.

reverse 80%

fae /1 2 3
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c.ds. type 17



MILITARY MAIL
NORTH AFRICA - THE CONQUEST OF TUNISIA

The Second Expedition July 1881 — 1883

Military Franchise operative 26" April 1881 — 30" September 1883

Incoming Mail

on the reverse
c.d.s. of the military post office staging point in Marseille.

Envelope posted in BAGNOLET (now a suburb of Paris),

addressed to a corporal in the military ambulance corps

stationed in SOUSSE, 87 miles south of Tunis. Sent under

military franchise on March 131882, but with no indication
of date of receipt.

Copyright: France and Colonies Philatelic Society





