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Map of Modern Greece indication when various parts of the nation were annexed or 
ceded after independence from the Ottoman Empire was achieved in 1830.

Since ancient times, Greece has been in a constant state 
of turmoil: first the city-states warring amongst them-
selves; then invasions by the Persians under Darius in 490 
BC and again in 480 BC under the leadership of his son
Xerxes.  Both invasions were defeated, the first one by the 
Athenians at Marathon and the later one by a coalition of 

city-states at sea at the 
Battle of Salamis in 480 
BC and the following 
year at Platea.

Then  came the Pelo-
ponnesian War between 
Athens and Sparta 
(431-404 BC), followed 
100 years later by 
the conquest of these 
city-states by Philip of 
Macedon leading to the 
initial amalgamation of 
Greek confederations.  
Next came the Middle 
Eastern conquests of 
his son, Alexander the 
Great. 

Over the next thousand years, the Hellenistic world’s 
influence stretched throughout the Mediterranean up in 
to the Black Sea regions and across the Middle East. The 
Greek language became the “lingua franka” of that period.

ΕΛΛΑΣ: Occupier & Occupied; Part I – Lesbos
First published in the Merchantville Stamp Club Monthly Bulletin on April/May 2005 by 
the editor Stephanos S. Hadjiyannis.
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Alexander the Great Scott 
#638a- Type 1

Map of Modern Greece indication when various parts of the nation were annexed or

The annexation of Macedon by Rome in 146 BC and eventually the remain-
ing Hellenic lands to the east led to the ensuing formation of the Eastern Ro-
man Empire.  This led to the rise of the Byzantine Empire, which was finally 
conquered by the Ottomans in 1453 AD along with the rest of the Hellenic 
peninsula. 

Greece, ruled by the Ottomans from the 14th century, began its revolt for 
independence on March 25, 1821, with the assistance of The Great Powers, 
mainly Britain and France.  Over the next 125 years, additional territory was 
annexed or ceded through various wars including the Balkan wars, World War 
I and World War II. (see map below)

My father, Efstratios Stephanou Hadjiyannis, was born on the island of Lesbos 
in 1893.  Lesbos is situated just a few miles off the northwestern coast of Ana-
tolia (see map below and more detailed map on page 11).  The island also 
goes by the name Mytilene, after its capital city.  At the time of his birth, the 
island, though predominantly populated by Greeks, was part of the Ottoman 
Empire.  In 1910, at the age of 17, he 
was about to be drafted into the Turk-
ish Army.  One evening, he took a night 
ferry to Athens and, a few years there-
after, enlisted in the Greek Army. 

He served for a period of five years, 
rising to the rank of sergeant, and was 
posted in various parts of Greece even-
tually serving in the conflict between 
Greeks and Turks in Asia Minor.  It was a part of his life he rarely talked about 
because of the brutalities and barbarities that were committed by both sides.  

He was discharged in December 1919 and 
returned to the city of Mytilene on the is-
land of Lesbos. 

Lesbos had been liberated from the Turks in 
1912 and was annexed by Greece in 1913.  
By the time of my father’s return, the island 
was fully under Greek administration and 
seemed to be a fairly mundane place from 
my father’s perspective.  After less than six-
months, and with the urging and blessing 
of his father, he 
emigrated to the 
United States in 
May of 1920 in 
search of a better 
life.  In the years 
during which 
Lesbos was under 
Turkish control, 
stamps of that 
country were in 
use.  After the lib-
eration of Lesbos 
in 1912, stamps 
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Detailed Map of the island of Lesbos off of the western coast of Turkey.

of Turkey issued in 1908-19009 were provided with various overprints. 
Examples of several of these are shown here. All these stamps 
above have the following over print:  

  

The literal translation is Greek Occupation of Mytilene.  The 
overprint reads either up or down.  Normally the overprint 
should read vertically up only.  However, no additional price 
premium is provided for the vertically down overprint, as oc-
curs in other area issues such as stamps were issued in abun-
dant quantities with the overprint reading in both directions. 

Shortly thereafter, a second series of stamps bearing the same 
overprint was issued on Turkish stamps of 1909-1911.  These 
are the same Turkish stamps of 1908 but with an additional 
overprint in red or dark blue-black by the Turks of the Turkish 
letter “b”, the first initial of the word “Behie”, meaning “dis-
count” in Turkish.  Several of these stamps are shown below:

Both issues cited above retained Turkish denominations of 
paras and piasters.  Shortly thereafter, a third set was issued 
identical to the second issue but with Greek denominations 
overprinted as shown below:

One final issue in 1912 was the 1908-1909 postage due stamps 
of Turkey with the overprint as shown in column one. The rose 
colored paper is all that differentiates the postage due stamps 
from the regular issue.

In 1939, Italy annexed Albania and in October, 1940, attempt-
ed to invade Greece.  The Italian army under Mussolini was 
repulsed and Greece occupied a portion of Southern Albania.  
Germany came to Italy’s aid and Greece was overrun by the 
forces of Nazi 

Germany in April and May, 1941.  The island of Lesbos was occupied 
by the Germans on May 4, 1941.  Though the Greek and British 
forces were defeated, the additional delay is credited with causing 
the Germans to postpone their attacks on the Soviet Union, thereby 
buying a few extra months for the Soviets to prepare.  

As the fortunes of war turned against Nazi Germany, they withdrew 
their forces from Greece in late 1944.  In celebrating its freedom, 
Lesbos issued a set of four stamps of Greece overprinted with the 
following text: 

  

The inscription reads “Free Lesbos” followed by the date “September 
10, 1944”, and the stamps new denomination resulting from the hy-
perinflation that occurred in Greece during that period.  The stamps 
are not Scott listed but are listed in Vlastos, the definitive catalog for 
philatelists of Greek stamps.  Two of these are pictured below. 








