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FOCUS - 1960 
By Mark Piper 

 
1960 was a pivotal year in the history of Cuba.  After the 1959 Revolution came to power, the 
new government quickly brought about a number of changes, which forever changed Cuba.  The 
changes are evident in the stamps, covers and currency of 1960 and document the transition from 
the American-allied Republican era to the Soviet-oriented Socialist era that was to come. 
 

Stamps 
Cuba’s stamps in 1960 show a major change from the traditional intaglio stamps of the 
Republican era to stamps with a wider choice of artistic styles and formats. In the last years of the 
Republican era, Cuba’s stamps were issued in a conservative program printed by intaglio at the 
Compañía P. Fernández, S.A. printworks in Havana.  The 1960 stamp program consists of 55 
stamps and 2 souvenir sheets with innovative and colorful new issues, substantial use of 
overprinted stamps to meet postal demand and offset printing in stamp production.   
 
The shift in artwork style for stamps was not unique to Cuba, but world wide as thematic stamps 
and free form designs in stamps were introduced, which have for the last 40 years dominated the 
stamp collecting field.  This change created thematic stamp collecting as a new area of philately, 
which is one of the most popular collecting formats among collectors today.  The reduction in 
domestic postal rates in Cuba in 1959 was meant to encourage the use of the posts and to 
encourage literacy.  The role of stamps in Cuba also changed with stamps becoming vehicles to 
promote political causes as well as income generators with sales of colorful stamps abroad.  On 
12 October 1960, independent printworks in Cuba were nationalized and were placed under the 
control of the Imprenta Nacional. 
 
The first stamp issue of 1960 was the Anniversary of the Revolution commemoratives, Scott 625-
628 & C200-C202/Edifil 794-800.  On 3 April 1959 the Ministry of Communications 
(MINCOM) announced a contest for artwork for a commemorative series to be issued for the first 
anniversary of the revolution.  Seven events of the revolutionary struggle of 1956-1958 were the 
subject matter with prizes of 500 pesos or three-month art school scholarships for study abroad to 
be awarded to the winners.   
 
No suitable design for the theme La Invasion was chosen among the entries.  The artwork for this 
theme was produced by the MINCOM art department and used for the 12 centavos stamp.  The 
Desembarco del Granma design used for the 2 centavos stamp was modified at the request of 
Fidel Castro due to inconsistencies in the depiction of the actual event.  The faces of participants 
in various drawings were modified to generic representations to comply with Cuba’s policy of not 
depicting living persons on stamps. A public review of the chosen designs along with the rejected 
models was done 9 June 1959 in Havana’s Central Park and the decree authorizing the issue was 
signed by MINCOM on 12 June 1959. 
 
After reviewing several quotes, MINCOM chose Giesecke and Devrient in Munich, Germany to 
print the stamps using a Giori multicolor press that produced the three color engraved stamps in 
one printing pass. After reviewing proofs in various colors, final selections were made and the 
stamps were printed in Munich on 15 September 1959 and were officially issued in Havana on 28 
January 1960.  
 
Print quantities for the stamps went from a high of 2 million for the 2 centavos stamp destined for 
the domestic letter rate to 100.000 for the 29 centavos stamp paying the airmail rate to Spain. The 
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fine line engraving of the images contrasts with the bold style of the drawings and was considered 
quite an innovative approach in the treatment of the subject matter.  The 15th Anniversary of the 
Revolution set of four stamps issued in 1974, Scott 1854-1857/Edifil 2097-2100, show the 1960 
anniversary stamps in stamp on stamp designs. 
 
Traditional intaglio stamps in 1960 issued in continuation to Republican era issues were the 12 
centavos dove air stamp, Scott C205/Edifil 801, and the 10 centavos special delivery stamp Scott 
E28/Edifil 824.  Usage of Republican designs for various definitive and special service stamps 
continued until 1969 with the last reprints of the Republican definitive series of 1954.  The 
Communications Retirement Fund set of 7 stamps issued on 28 March, Scott 637-640 & C206-
208/Edifil 814-820, showing various historical monuments was the last issue of this type.  Half of 
the proceeds from the sales of stamps issued for the Communications Retirement Fund were 
destined for the Ministry of Communications Employee’s Retirement Fund.  In 1960, the 
Communications Retirement fund was nationalized.   
 

 
 

Image 1 – 1960 stamps – a selection from various sets.  Anniversary of the 
Revolution stamp, Dove airmail stamp, 1959 airmail Agrarian Reform semi-postal 
stamp overprinted for regular airmail service, Rome Olympics stamp, Cienfuegos 

stamp, Christmas stamp of 1960 
 
The last Cuban stamps to be printed with the Cía P. Fernández, S.A. logo were the 1960 Rome 
Olympics set of four stamps and souvenir sheet issued on 22 September, Scott 645-646 & C212-
213a/Edifil 828-832.  The stamps show stylized intaglio representations of sailing in purple, 
marksmanship in orange, boxing in blue and running in carmine. The souvenir sheet shows the 
same designs printed in gray blue.  Forty years later, the designs for these stamps created by Luis 
Martínez Pedro are still fresh and eye-catching.  
 
The 1960 Rome Olympics stamps also have an interesting side story.  In the spring of 1960 a 
different Cuban 1960 Rome Olympics set of five stamps appeared in the European stamp market. 
In late May 1960, MINCOM received a business proposal for the production and distribution in 
Cuba of the stamps and a sample packet of the stamps from the printer, Materiale Filatelico LUX, 
in Milan, Italy.  MINCOM responded quickly with a letter stating the Cuban government’s 
position of the stamps as unauthorized.  The MINCOM letter also demanded all stock of the 
stamps and printing plates be turned over to the Cuban Embassy in Rome, Italy for destruction.   
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The Cuban government pursued the matter with a complaint with the Italian courts.  The August 
1961 issue of Sammler Express, a West German philatelic magazine, announced the 18-month 
sentence the Italian courts imposed on Luciano Castagna, the printer and owner of Materiale 
Filatelica LUX.  It is curious to note that the problem of unauthorized stamps continues in the 
year 2002 with the circulation and sale of stamps purporting to originate from areas and new 
nations of the former Soviet Union and Africa.  Examples of the LUX 1960 Cuban Olympic 
stamps are not common but appear every so often in stamp auctions as Cuban cinderellas. 
 
1960 saw shortages of stamps, which caused the MINCOM to overprint a number of obsolete 
stamps in postal stocks.  The shortages were caused by the reduction of domestic postal rates as 
decreed in Law 31 of 26 January 1959 which left postal drawers with inadequate supplies of the 
new domestic rate stamps. The first series of overprints, Scott 624, 629-636 & C199, C203-
204/Edifil 802-813, with 1, 2, and 12 centavos values supplied the most common postal rates – 
domestic card, letter and certified mail rates. This series of 12 overprinted stamps was issued on 3 
February. 
 
The stamps overprinted were obsolete 4 centavos values of 1958 and 1959 issues, both values of 
1959 Reforma Agraria semi-postals and obsolete values of the 1931 and 1954 definitive and 
airmail series. The overprints were offset in red and show variations in the alignment of the 
overprint. The quantity of stamps overprinted was quite large and it is not uncommon to find 
these stamps in used condition.  However in mint condition these stamps are not so easy to locate 
as a complete set and the Lily First Day Cover for this set is quite scarce.  
 
Four additional overprinted definitive stamps using obsolete values of the 1917 and 1954 
definitive series were issued on 16 July with three 2 centavos stamps overprinted in blue, red or 
black and one 10 centavos stamp in black, Scott 641-644/ Edifil 825-827 and 833.  On 18 
November two stamps, Scott E29-30/Edifil 836/837 were issued using obsolete values of the 1931 
airmail definitive series overprinted with new 10 centavos special delivery fee values. 
 
Two overprinted stamps from the 1956-1957 Birds issue and the 1940 Centenary of the First 
Stamp airmail souvenir sheet, Scott C209-211/Edifil 821-823, were issued 24 April at the 
CUBEX ’60 stamp exposition in Havana to commemorate Stamp Day.  The stamps were 
overprinted in blue, with a small circular logo and the text EXPOSICION FILATELICA 
NACIONAL DIA DEL SELLO ABRIL 24, 1960.   The souvenir sheet had been reissued in 1948 
and 1951with new overprinted commemorations but the 1960 sheet appears to have been 
reprinted again for this issue. The years 1860 and 1960 now frame the national seal, and each 
stamp on the souvenir sheet is overprinted with the same circular logo as the overprinted Stamp 
Day stamps. An error for the souvenir sheet, Edifil 823sh, with a shifted overprint is known. 
 
It should be noted that most errors for the 1960 overprints that have surfaced, such as inverts and 
tete-beche pairs are considered spurious.  However, esteemed philatelist Dr. Buenaventura Cruz 
Planas in 1960 verified the inverted overprint for the 2c Agrarian Reform stamp, Edifil 810hi, and 
the doubled overprint on the 10 centavos over 20 centavos stamp, Edifil 833hh, from used 
examples from a sheet sold at Juan Gualberto Gómez, Matanzas. 
 
The Camilo Cienfuegos School Complex stamp issued 27 October was the first printed in Cuba 
by the newly created Imprenta Nacional, which now administered the nationalized printworks in 
Cuba.  The 2 centavos stamp, Scott 647/Edifil 834, is printed on a rather thick security paper 
using offset printing in multicolor.  The 30th anniversary of national airmail service stamp was 
issued on 30 October was designed by the same designer, Candido A. Parada.  From this point 
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forward, free form collage images and poster art became much more the norm in Cuban stamp 
designs. These two issues introduce the new style of Cuban stamps for the next years and decades 
to come.   
 
With the introduction of offset printing for stamps, the familiar printing plate numbers on stamp 
sheets disappear.  Subsequent issues show inventory control numbers stamped in the upper right 
hand corner margin with a manual mechanical numerator machine in black ink.   The control 
number corners are collected as the plate numbers of years past.  
 
Cuba was one of the first countries to issue Christmas stamps, beginning this practice in 1951. In 
1960, Cuba began a new format for Christmas stamps.  Three values – 1, 2 and 10 centavos, Scott 
648-662/ Edifil 838-852, were issued in sheets of 25 with four main blocks with five stamps and 
an additional vignette which shows as a overall cross pattern. The individual stamps show one of 
five flowers – tobacco, coffee, guayacan and ginger, or the trumpet-shaped aguinaldo flower.  An 
error, Edifil 843sh-847sh, is known for the 2 centavos stamps, with missing horizontal 
perforations, which were sold at post offices at Santa Clara, Sagua la Grande and Sitiecito in Las 
Villas province. The colorful sheets were a success with collectors and postal users and today are 
highly sought.  This pattern of Christmas stamps in sheets of 25 stamps would continue for the 
next 10 years, showcasing the flora and fauna of Cuba.  Ending with the 1970-1971 season, the 
format was revived for a single Millennium pane for the year 2000 to wide acclaim.  
 

Ministry of Communications 
During 1960, Enrique Sierra Oltuski, a former 26 July leader, was Minister of the Ministry of 
Communications.  His tenure saw the many initial changes at Ministry of Communications. 
Domestic postal rates continued at the reduced rates decreed on 26 January 1959 and international 
rates established in 1958 remained in force. Mail in Cuba was subject to a one centavo postal tax, 
which in 1960 continued to be paid with an additional postal tax stamp. In 1960, the Cuban 
Ministry of Communications continued to use the American style postal hand and mechanized 
canceling equipment of the Republican years.  In 1960, the following mechanized canceller 
slogans are known: 
 
 6 February 1960 – EXPOSICION SOVIETICA 
 14 February 1960 – IX CAMPEONATO CENTROAMERICANO Y DEL CARIBE DE 

FUTBOL 
 7 April 1960 – AÑO INTERNACIONAL DEL REFUGIADO 
 18 April 1960 – III CONGRESO DE LA CONFEDERACION DE ORGANIZACIONES 

TURISTICAS DE AMERICA LATINA (COTAL) 12-23 ABRIL 
 19 May 1960 – 25 ANIVESARIO TREN AEREO INTERNACIONAL 
 
An examination of covers from 1960 shows mail transport remained at the same efficiency as in 
Republican years.  Mail continued to be sent to the United States using both air and sea services, 
and shows the continued use of Miami as the United States terminal for mail to bound to the US.  
On 3 February 1960, the national airline, Compañía Cubana de Aviación, and the Rancho 
Boyeros airfield serving Havana were nationalized. This nationalization does not appear to have 
had an effect on domestic or international mail transport in 1960.   The Lily Company in Havana 
prepared most of the first day covers for issues in 1960.  However in 1960 the fancy pictorial 
rubber gum first day cancels came to be replaced with standard first day of issue metal cancellers. 
 
In 1959 private handstamps and labels bearing a variety of patriotic slogans were stamped on 
mail.  Most of these handstamps are of a private nature and reflect the fervent patriotism of the 
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times.  In 1960, this practice continues with additional types.  John Hotchner in Linn’s Stamp 
News has detailed some of these cancels in his column and collector Jesús del Valle R. has 
created probably the only known collection of these markings.  These markings were used on 
domestic and international mail and are mostly noted on business correspondence.  Handstamps 
marking the nationalization of sugar mills and patriotic quotations are known along with 
handstamps made by many post offices, AYUDE A SU CARTERO, (Support your Mailman), 
requesting support for the Ministry of Communications Employee Fund’s annual festival. 
 

 
 

Image 2- Commercial airmail cover meter franked 31 May 1960 from Havana to 
Amsterdam, Holland.  The cover bears an additional handstamp in violet, PATRIA 
O MUERTE, Motherland or Death.  This slogan was first stated by Fidel Castro at 
the funerals of dockworkers killed at the explosion of the freighter La Coubre on 4 

March 1960, and has since become a national expression of patriotism. 
 

 
 

Image 3 – Commercial domestic cover dated 11 February 1960 from the Macagua 
Sugar Mill at Mata, Las Villas province bearing an auxiliary marking in green 
across the face reading Intervención INRA [Instituto Nacional Reforma Agraria] 
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Z.D.A. [Zona de Desarrollo Agrícola] – L.V. –14, i.e. INRA Intervention 
(Nationalization), Agricultural Development Zone – Las Villas - [Number] 14.  The 
marking reflects the first of several nationalizations of Cuban sugar mills, which by 
the end of 1960 placed sugar production in Cuba under government control.   Photo 

courtesy Jesús del Valle R. 
 
Revenue Stamps 
In 1960, revenue stamps from the Republican era continued to be used with uses reported as late 
as 1967.  In 1960, a number of governmental fees were abolished eliminating the need for new 
revenue stamps. New revenue stamps were not issued or overprinted after 1958 because of these 
changes, but available issues were used until exhausted.  Once exhausted, fees were paid in cash 
with notations to the effect on the document issued.   It is not until 1 January 1983 that new 
revenue stamps are once again issued. 
 

 
 

Image 4 - Revenue stamp usage – usage of Republican era revenue stamps on a 
birth certificate dated July 1961.  

 

Postal stationery – aerogrammes, envelopes and postal cards 
In 1957 Cuba issued its first aerogramme, A1, and in 1958 issued the same aerogramme with a 
gummed flap, A1c.  A reprint of this aerogramme, A2a, is noted with a lighter royal blue color 
rather than the blue black used with the 1957 and 1958 aerogrammes, with the background 
security pattern printed with a blue tint.  No formal announcement was made for this reprint and 
no first day cancellation is known.  The 1960 date for introduction of this aerogramme was 
verified with an example from the collection of Mark Tyx, postmarked February 1960.  Other 
reprints of the 10 centavos Rocket aerogramme were done, which are believed to have been 
printed as late as 1965.   
 
The various reprints are identified by a series of measurement points, which show variations in 
composition layout.  Major identification points for aerogramme A2a are the distance between the 
boxed aerogramme text and the edge of the stamp - 62 mm, and the much lighter blue color used 
for the airmail lozenges and texts. All the aerogrammes were printed in a two color pass onto 20 
pound paper with a printed security background pattern consisting of the words CUBA AEREO in 
colorless relief. The Compañía P. Fernández, S.A. produced the first two aerogrammes of 1957 
and 1958, and is thought to have produced the additional reprints as well.  
 



 7

 
 

Image 5 – 1960 A2a 10 centavos Rocket aerogramme with blue tint 
 
To promote School Correspondence Day, 29 March 1960, the Cuban Ministry of Education 
distributed a special prepaid envelope to schools nationwide.  The 160 x 92 envelopes, S15, were 
printed on white bond 24 pound paper in a one color azure blue pass.  The envelope bears indicia 
with a triangle enclosing the text Franquicia Postal Escolar (Scholastic Postal Franking) with a 
simulated wavy line canceller with the additional words Libre Franqueo (Free Frank).  To the left 
of the envelope a cachet shows a boy with a balloon posting a letter in a mailbox with the text 29 
de Marzo, Día de la Correspondencia Escolar,  (29th of March, School Correspondence Day). 
Students were encouraged to write their friends and families, posting their letters in the special 
prepaid envelopes.  It is presently unclear if the envelopes were only valid on 29 March or for 
usage at later dates as well.  Today examples of these envelopes are not common. 
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Image 6 – 1960 envelope S15, School Correspondence Day, posted 29 March 1960 at 
Máximo Gomez to Cardenas, Matanzas province.  Photo courtesy Jesús del Valle R. 
 
In 1960, there was a shortage of stationery due to a reduction in domestic postal rates on 26 
January 1959.  In March of 1959, remaining stocks of the 1955 3 centavos postal card had been 
overprinted to one centavo to conform to this reduction.  Collector Jesús del Valle R. reports that 
the Havana Vieja post office and other post offices sold blank postcards with Pitney Bowes meter 
frankings as franked postal cards in 1960 to meet demand.   
 
Insufficient information is presently available to fully document this issue as a provisional postal 
card.  So far mint examples have not surfaced.  Examination of the meter franking date and postal 
cancels show what otherwise would be considered stale or past dated meter frankings.  The 
issuance of overprinted stamps in 1960 give credence to the card being a provisional postal 
stationery card. 
 

 
 

Image 7 – 1960 T33A Provisional postal card with Pitney Bowes model DL meter 
franking dated 1 July 1960 with a Havana mechanized cancel dated 27 July 1960. 

 
Currency – Coinage  
After the American occupation of 1898-1902, Cuba’s currency converted to a decimal peso 
currency on the par with the American dollar.  From 1915 to 1960, Cuban coinage was minted at 
the United States Mint at Philadelphia, PA.  
 
In the Republican era, one centavo, two centavos and five centavos coins were minted in cupro-
nickel and larger denomination 10, 20,40 centavos and 1 peso coins were minted in .900 silver. 
Commemorative one centavo, 25 centavos, 50 centavos and 1 peso coins commemorating the 
1953 centenary of the birth of José Martí and 10, 20 and 40 centavos coins commemorating the 
1952 50th anniversary of Independence also circulated.  The last Republican era coin was a 
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modified José Martí commemorative penny issued in 1958. Beginning in 1959, silver coinage 
was quietly withdrawn from circulation and no coinage with a 1959 date was minted. Decree 
3125 of 13 April 1962 demonetized all remaining silver coinage. 
 
The first coin of the Socialist era was the five centavos coin with a 1960 date minted in cupro-
nickel and was the last Cuban coin produced at the US Mint in Philadelphia.  20 million coins 
were minted, which was a rather high mintage.  Surprisingly, the coins circulate in Cuba to this 
day in the year 2002.  Socialist Cuban coinage after 1960 was minted at Kremnica in 
Czechoslovakia and later at the GOZNAK mint in Leningrad until 1996 when the Casa de la 
Moneda was established in Havana. 
 

 
 

Image 8 – 1960 5 centavos coin – Yeoman 18 type 5b – Photo courtesy Jesús del 
Valle R.  

 

Currency - Banknotes 
Cuba’s paper currency in circulation in 1960 began circulating in 1950 with the creation of the 
Banco Nacional de Cuba.  The Banco Nacional de Cuba operated as Cuba’s treasury and issuer 
of circulating currency in Cuba.  In the years up to 1959 the security printers American Bank Note 
Company, ABNC, in Washington, DC and Thomas de la Rue, TDLR, in London had regularly 
produced Cuban currency.  Cuban currency notes issued by the Banco Nacional de Cuba were 
denominated in 1, 5, 10, 20, 50, 100, 500, and 1.000 pesos values, Pick catalog 77-85.  A rarely 
circulating 10.000 pesos banknote was also issued.  In 1959, the Cuban peso was on the par with 
the American dollar.    
 
In January 1959, Fidel Castro named Felipe Pazos as President of the Banco Nacional de Cuba.  
Pazos, an economist, had joined Fidel’s revolutionaries during the 1956-1958 struggle.  Pazos 
ordered additional banknotes from ABNC in early 1959, using the previous designs in circulation.  
As President of the Banco Nacional de Cuba, his signature appears on the lower left on the 
banknotes. 
 
 Pazos soon ran afoul of Castro and was ousted from the Banco Nacional de Cuba in October 
1959. On 25 November 1959, Che Guevara was named President of the Banco Nacional de Cuba 
by the Council of Ministers.  These changes were reflected in the banknotes with 1960 dates.  The 
1 peso, 5 pesos and 10 pesos from American Bank Note Company, Pick 77b, 93, and 88c, were 
already printed with Pazos’ signature as President by the time Pazos had left.   
 
The subsequent 20, 50 and 100 peso notes from ABNC, Pick 80c, 81c and 92b, were changed 
with the signature of Guevara as President. The 100 pesos note was never introduced into 
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circulation and is only known from specimens.  The banknotes with Guevara’s signature began to 
circulate in June 1960.  In early 1960, new 5 and 10 pesos notes were ordered from Thomas de la 
Rue in London and show Guevara’s signature, Pick 90c and 88c.  All 1949-1960 notes were 
demonetized on 4 August 1961 and replaced with a new series of banknotes printed in 
Czechoslovakia.  Examples of the 1960 notes appear in auctions on a regular basis and are an 
interesting area to collect. 
 

 
 

Image 9 – 1960 Cuban ABNC 5 pesos note with Pazos signature – Pick 93 
 

 
 

Image 10 – 1960 Cuban TDLR 5 peso note with Che signature – Pick 90c 
 

Military – Free frank covers 
As the Revolutionary regime made its Socialist objectives known, dissent against the Revolution 
grew.  There were incidents of sabotage, arson and hostile flyovers of the island by counter-
revolutionaries in many locations in Cuba during 1960. During a nationwide speech, Fidel Castro 
called for the creation of the Milicias Nacionales Revolucionarias, National Revolutionary 
Militias, on 26 October 1959.  The call was to create a citizen paramilitary force to support the 
Cuban armed forces to root out counter-revolutionary activities.  Members of the MNR were 
trained in basic guerrilla warfare and were sent to rural areas to eradicate counter revolutionary 
activities.  One hotbed of such activity was the densely jungled Escambray mountains in Las 
Villas province. 
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Collector Jesús del Valle R. shares this 1960 free frank cover posted from a MNR unit in the 
Escambray.  The cover is a Cuban government penalty envelope with the letterhead of the 
Ministry of Communications.  The cover is franked with the seal of the Milicias Nacionales 
Revolucionarias in lieu of postage.  The seal shows two crossed rifles, the letters M N R above 
and the text Patria o Muerte, below the design.  The back of the cover bears two additional 
markings.  Quién intente apoderarse de nuestra tierra  solo recojera el polvo de su suelo 
anegado en sangre ..  Antonio Maceo. (Whoever seeks to take our lands will only receive the dust 
of his stand in blood)  This marking is a patriotic quotation from Antonio Maceo, one of the 
leaders of the Cuban war of independence of 1895-1898.  The second marking,  De no encontrar 
al destinatario, devuelvase a MILICIA M COMUNICACIONES, Apartado 535. (If addressee is 
not found, return to Militia M[inistry of] Communications, Postal Box 535) is a return to sender 
marking.  It is curious to see the establishment of free frank priviledges for the MNR at such an 
early date. No other cover of this type has been recorded or studied.  
 

 
 

Image 11 - 1960 Milicias Nacionales Revolucionarias free frank cover – front of 
cover with MNR handstamp in lieu of postage.  Datestamped 14 March 1960, the 

cover was posted from a MNR unit in the Escambray mountains to Havana. – 
Photos courtesy Jesús del Valle R.  
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Image 11 - March 1960 Milicias Nacionales Revolucionarias free frank cover – back 
of cover with additional patriotic and misdelivery markings. 

 

 
 

Image 12 - March 1960 Milicias Nacionales Revolucionarias free frank cover – 
detail of handstamp with date 14 March 1960. 
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