






LOS SELLOS PERFINS Y SU USO EN CUBA (translation) 

 

 The stamps perforated with letters or numbers which have received the name of "perfins" 

(short for "perforated initials") emerged in Great Britain almost thirty years after creation on May 

6, 1840, of the adhesive postage stamp created by sir Rowland Hill, for prior payment of postage 

of letters mailed through the postal service.  Since the establishment of this new system, the 

British companies which had large volumes of correspondence stocked up on stamps but began 

to have difficulties caused by the theft of these stamps from their own employees for use in their 

personal letters.  Besides, at that time the 1841 penny red could be returned to the postal 

administration for cash at a small discount or used to pay accounts which encouraged its theft. 

To resolve this situation, in 1859 some companies asked permission to overprint the 

stamps with their initials, which they were then allowed to do, with the exception of that overprint 

should be applied on the back of the stamps to prevent alterations in the portrait of the Queen.  

The provision, obviously, did not prevent to continue the theft of personal stamps, so it was later 

repealed. 

A year earlier, in 1858, the Englishman Joseph Sloper invented and patented a check 

protector machine, and sometime later, another for punching tickets for railways. The firm of 

Copestake, Moore, Crampton & Co., a textile warehouse which used the Sloper’s check protector, 

suffered a considerable theft of stamps and requested that the postal administration authorize 

them to perforate their stamps with a machine that would be also created for that purpose by Mr. 

Sloper.  At first permission was denied, but after many efforts involving also the inventor himself, 

finally, on March 13, 1868, the Postmaster General authorized the security system of perforation 

of stamps with initials of enterprises to prevent the continued theft of postal stamps. 

Mr. Sloper, through the patent of its perforating machines, maintained the monopoly of 

the stamp perforator for four years, but to beat his record other manufacturers created new 

machines and the system expanded rapidly across the country, European continent and British 

possessions.  Belgium authorized the use of stamps perforated in 1872; Germany, France, 

Denmark and Switzerland in 1878; New Zealand in 1883; Canada and Spain in 1889.  In the 

United States the machines began to be produced in 1887, but the postal administration did not 

approve the use of perforated stamps until 1908. 



In Cuba, since the last decade of the nineteenth century, postage stamps are perforated 

with the words "Paid", "Cancelled" or "Unused" when they were used in tax documents, using 

perforating machines to give legal validity.  However, the stamps perforated by commercial 

companies for postal use began after 1911 by North American firms that had subsidiaries in the 

country, although official provisions that authorize their application are not known until the 

regulation of the postal service was established by the Republic of Cuba, by the decree number 

321, on the 1st of January 1920, published in Gaceta Oficial Extraordinaria, number 15, on March 

27 of the same year.   

This regulation specifies the following about perforated stamps: 

"Article 65. The public can mark stamps with distinctive perforations without the loss of their 

postal validity, provided that the perforations conform to the following rules: 

1.  They will only form letters, signs or figures and they must never represent advertisements 

of any kind. 

2.  The letters, signs or figures may not exceed one-third of the dimensions of the stamp. 

3.  The diameter of the holes shall be equal to that of the perforations that separate stamps 

from each other and the distance between the perforated holes shall be equal to the distance 

between the stamp perforations. 

4.  The paper removed from the stamp by the perforations may not represent more than one 

eighth of the total surface of the stamp.  Stamps marked with distinctive perforations that do 

not conform to the above rules shall be void." 

 

 The first company that used this system was the R. G. Dun & Company, a commercial and 

private research agency based in Havana, which perforated the values of 1 and 2 cents of the series 

of Cuban patriots issued in 1911 (Bartolomé Masó, green, and Maximo Gómez, carmine, 

respectively).  Subsequently, other domestic and foreign firms also perforated stamps for use in 

postal correspondence, which, to be accepted by the postal administrations with perforated 

stamps, should be sent in envelopes stamped by the companies themselves to ensure that said 

stamps were not used improperly.  However, the measure was not always fully implemented and 

sometimes, although not frequent, personal letters were sent even though they were franked with 

perforated stamps. 

 The practice of perforating stamps by commercial companies remained, in greater or lesser 

volume, during the first half of the twentieth century, when they perforated not only stamps of 

low values destined for local postage, but also high values of air mail for correspondence outside 



the country that, obviously, makes them now very rare in Cuba.  The introduction of mailing 

machines at the postal service caused the decline of the use of perfins which ceased to be used in 

the 1950s, although there are references that even in 1960, the firm General Electric Cubana, S.A. 

perforated their GE brand on the 2 cent commemorative series from the 17th Olympic Games in 

Rome, which turned out to the last Cuban perfin. 

 An aspect common to all perfins is that according to the position that stamps were put into 

the perforating machines, and depending on the skill and care of the worker, the holes could be in 

eight possible positions, four if applied from the front of the stamp and other four if she was done 

for the back.  This means that in some stamps may exist which have holes in more than one 

position. 

 Up to the present there are known 23 different initials on Cuban stamps which can 

sometimes show the absence of some perforations due to the breakage of the pins on the 

perforating machines.  These initials and the companies that made them are as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1) Armour & Company 

2) Avery & Company (unconfirmed) 

3) Banco Nacional de Cuba (National Bank of Cuba) 

4) Cuban Telephone Company 

5) R. G. Dun & Company. (Lack of perforations above and below the "u" due to breakage of the pins) 

6) Enrique Armaignac, Santiago de Cuba 

7) El Sol del Canadá (Sun Life Assurance Company of Canada) 

8) Variant of the above three additional perforations.  Its meaning is unknown. 



9) Empresa Naviera de Cuba, S.A. (diagonal) 

10) Empresa Naviera de Cuba, S.A. (horizontal) 

11) Frank Robins Company 

12) General Electric Cubana, S.A. 

13) José Llano, Le Palais Royal (unconfirmed) 

14) Monroe & Company 

15) National City Bank of New York 

16) New York Life Insurance Company 

17) National Paper & Type Company of Cuba, S.A. 

18) Odriozola y Compañía, Cienfuegos 

19) Parke-Davis & Company 

20) Quesada Hermanos y Compañía (unconfirmed) 

21) Ricardo Veloso y Cía, Cultural S.A. (Lack of perforations after Co is due to breakage of a pin) 

22) Droguería Sarra 

23) Solis, Entrialgo y Compañía, S.A., d/b/a El Encanto 

 

 

Biography: 

Personal collection of the author. 

Background: They are not known in our country. 

 




