Cuban PAQUEBOT Markings.

By Yamil H. Kouri, Jr.
In the late 1870s, after the establishment of the Universal Postal Union (UPU), a number of steamship companies with foreign mail contracts started handling and processing mail on board their ships. This included letters carried directly to the ship shortly before its departure, or most commonly, mail originating from within the vessel itself written by passengers and crew members. With larger steamers capable of lodging a higher number of passengers who enjoyed more comfortable accommodations and many other amenities, the volume of correspondence written in the ships increased substantially. As this practice became more common, many vessels made their own markings to be used as cancellers, but undoubtedly, also intended to advertise the name of the ship and/or the steamship company.
When these ships stopped at a foreign port, mail could only be posted at that location if it was franked with stamps from that country. This meant that someone from the ship had to go ashore to purchase local stamps to affix to its correspondence. This situation was first discussed at the 4th UPU Congress in Vienna in 1891. At this meeting special regulations were established for mail posted on the high seas on board ocean going vessels. At a UPU meeting in Switzerland in 1892, the concept was adopted that merchant ships are the sovereign “territory” of a country outside of its territorial waters and thus they are subjected to their own laws and postal regulations. Therefore it became possible to frank letters on board a vessel with the stamps of the country of its register, put them in the ship’s mail box and mail them at the first port of call with postal facilities. 
To minimize confusion by postal employees at the ports where this type of mail was received, the term Paquebot was established for this category of mail which was typically generated at sea and posted on land.
Paquebot Mail

French is the official language of the UPU, and in 1894 the French word paquebot was chosen, which means packet boat, to identify this type of mail. Some of the UPU articles regulating paquebot mail established that it must be franked by the postage stamps with the proper rates of the ship’s country or the nation to which it is contracted, and that it must be handed over to the local post office at the port of arrival as soon as possible. Mail matter posted within a country’s territorial waters was supposed to bear the stamps from that country, but eventually stamps from either the country of origin, registration, or arrival were all accepted. 
Mail posted on board was handled by the ship’s purser or postal officer, when available, and carried to the local post office where it was postmarked. Initially paquebot correspondence was sent by surface mail from the port of entry, but as transportation methods evolved, airmail was also used for some of these letters.
The first paquebot markings were used by several ports in Great Britain and France in 1894, and consisted of a simple straight line marking. There were easily tens of thousands different paquebot markings in the world, with an immense variety of styles and texts. Some of them continue to be used today, and dozens of new markings are reported annually.



Cuban Paquebot Markings

Even though at the turn of the century the Cuban capital was the busiest and most important commercial port in the Caribbean, no Cuban paquebot markings are known used in the 19th century. In fact, only a handful of ports in the West Indies, all of them British possessions at the time, used paquebot markings in the late 1800s. Generally speaking, except for a couple of the styles used from the mid-1920s until the late-1930s, Cuban paquebot markings are not common, and several of them are quite rare. There is a good number of 19th century covers franked with Cuban stamps bearing paquebot markings, some of them are even cancelling the stamps, but in all of these instances the markings were applied elsewhere, mostly in the United States.
There are about sixteen reported paquebot markings used in Cuban ports, some of which we have not been able to verify. Most examples of paquebot markings from Cuba were used in Havana, but there were also several of them applied in Santiago de Cuba. The vast majority of these markings have been recorded in the first half of the 20th century, but in theory some of them could even be in use today. Havana paquebot markings were always applied in black ink. It is interesting that most Cuban paquebot markings were struck sloping down from left to right.
A recent book by Dovey and Morris expanding the lifetime work of Roger Hosking and published by the TPO & Seapost Society, cited in the references, summarizes the recorded Cuban paquebot markings with the periods of use and their approximate dimensions. We will first describe and discuss the ones used in Havana followed by those from Santiago de Cuba. The nearby table illustrates these markings, taken from the aforementioned book.
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Figure 1
The earliest known Cuban paquebot marking is also one of the rarest. Figure 1 shows a picture post card with a view of Broadway, in New York City, addressed to Havana. It was received in Cuba on April 2, 1904, as evidenced by the duplex canceler and the circular postmark of Havana’s mail carriers division. It has a neat strike of this marking that measures 27 mm in width and has only been recorded used in 1904. All of the measurements here refer to the handstamps’ width or length. This is also probably the smallest paquebot marking used in Havana. The use of a U.S. stamp indicates that the card was either carried an American ship or that it left form the United States, almost certainly New York, or both.
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Figure 2
The cover in figure 2, also sent to Havana, was sent from Mexico in May 1904 franked with two five-cent stamps paying for a double-weight letter. The sender used a “penalty envelope” issued by the Cuban Government for the marine sanitary department, which was addressed to the Chief of Quarantines. This government official’s postal franchise privilege was only valid within the Island of Cuba. Commercial, personal and official correspondence is much more desirable than the philatelists-inspired covers that appear much more frequently from the late-1920s on. A Havana duplex killer canceled the stamps. It has a clear example of this 43 mm marking with all upper case slender letters with serifs recorded between 1904 and 1911. Even on the earliest examples, this handstamp always shows a slight curvature on the bottom, most pronounced under the letters Q and U as well as the left part of the E.
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Figure 3
Another interesting example of this type of marking appears on the cover in figure 3. It has the combination of the purple oval POSTED ON THE/ HIGH SEAS, applied during this period on board many British ships, and the paquebot marking, which is unusual for Cuba. The envelope’s flap has an embossed seal of the Royal Mail Steamship Company. The stamp was obliterated by a machine canceler applied by a Norwegian Krag machine. This was the third type of machine canceler used in Cuba.
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Figure 4
The third type of paquebot marking used in Havana appears on the cover in figure 4. This single-weight letter was sent on February 1911 to Tuinucú, Santa Clara Province, in Cuba. It either originated in the United States or was carried by an American steamer, or both. It received a distinctive type of paquebot marking measuring 48 mm and easily recognizable by the prominent hook on the letter Q. All the letters are in upper case and sans serifs. It is known used between 1909 and 1920. This rubber handstamp sometimes appears distorted, with a twisted T, probably an effect of the Cuban weather.
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Figure 5

The next marking was applied to the card shown in figure 5, sent from San Juan, Puerto Rico, to Havana in 1910. This marking is very similar to the second type of paquebot handstamp from Havana, but the letters are slightly thicker and taller. It measures 47 mm and has been recorded from 1910 until 1912. 
All the three previous markings are considered rare, but not as difficult to find as the next one, the fifth marking listed in the table. We have not seen any items with this exact handstamp, and question the possibility that it represents a very poor strike of the previous markings in which it appears compressed. All the consulted references give its dimensions as being 30 mm. Roger Hosking mentions that he has seen this marking on a post card from Germany with a German seapost handstamp of the Hamburg-Mexico line dated August  28, 1912, in transit through Havana with a duplex canceler of September 18.
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Figure 6
The picture post card in figure 6, with an illustration of the Royal Mail Steamer Oruba on the other side, was addressed to Buffalo, New York, and posted in Havana in September 1911. The letters on this handstamp are somewhat narrower than all its contemporaries, measuring approximately 44 mm. Many of the paquebot markings applied in Havana, made out of rubber, are notorious for showing a great deal of variability in their dimensions. This is attributed to the effect of the Cuban tropical weather on these devices. So it is quite possible that the “unrecorded” marking on this card, as well as the second and fourth markings shown in the table are all the same. The one penny British stamp on this card was obliterated by a Flyer Model machine canceler, made by the International Postal Supply Company of New York. 
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Figure 7
Figure 7 shows the largest type of paquebot marking used in Cuba, measuring 60 mm, on a letter sent in the 1920s to Somerville, Massachusetts, from an engineer working in Panama travelling in a United Fruit Company steamer. In almost all recorded cases this marking was used to cancel the stamps and the Havana postmarks were applied on the other side. It is known used between 1917 and 1923. 
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Figure 8
The next type of marking is quite rare and also much different than all of its predecessors. It is the first and only two-word paquebot marking used in Havana, reading PAQUEBOT ESTAFETA. “Estafeta” can be translated as post office window. The letters are all upper case, relatively short, narrow and sans serif. It measures 46 mm and was applied during 1923-24. A cover with a nearly perfect strike of this very rare marking is shown in figure 8. Most of the few examples of this handstamp that we have seen are not too neat. This cover was sent to Ludlow, Massachusetts, on December 1923. This type of paquebot marking was often used as a canceler, with the Havana postmark applied on the back, just like with the previously described style of handstamp.
Dovey and Morris report the possible use of another very small marking at Havana with the text “Estafeta” in 1924, which they believe may be incomplete. We have not been able to confirm its use and cannot comment any further.
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Figure 9
The next two types of markings, with very similar format, are the only common styles paquebot handstamps used in Cuba. Many of their uses, if not most, are clearly philatelic. Figure 9 shows a non-philatelic cover with a 35.5 mm paquebot marking with short and thick sans serif lettering used as a canceler. It was mailed in February 1930 from a ship of the Ward Line. This marking has been recorded used between 1926 and 1939, which makes it the last confirmed style of paquebot marking applied at the Cuban capital. 
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Figure 10
The paquebot marking on the cover in figure 10 is similar to the previous one, but with slightly thicker, rounder and shorter letters. It measures 38 mm. This letter, addressed to Nassau, Bahamas, and forwarded to Pennsylvania, was posted in Havana on December 1931. This type of marking was heavily used, and most examples appear worn out or poorly struck. It was used from 1926 to 1936.
The periods of use of some of these markings show significant overlapping. It is likely that a number of these devices were available and used simultaneously by several postal clerks who in a short time had to handle a large volume of correspondence arriving all at once. Occasionally one can find the word “Paquebot” handwritten on Cuban covers, either in pencil or writing ink, which was also a valid way of identifying this type of mail.

After the 1930s the use of paquebot markings in Havana practically ceased, and although paquebot mail continued to be handled at the Cuban capital in fairly large quantities, it mostly received ordinary Cuban cancelers. 
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Figure 11
Incoming and transit mail through Santiago de Cuba is far scarcer than its counterpart via Havana. The earliest type of paquebot marking used in Santiago de Cuba dates back to 1915 and measures 29 mm. The tiny letters are all upper case and with serifs. Figure 11 shows a cover sent from Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic, to Liebenthal, Kansas, with a strike of this rare marking in purple ink, along with a circular handstamp in the same color that reads (translated) GENERAL POSTAL ADMINISTRACION / SANTIAGO, and in its center, OUT OF THE MAILBAG. It also has a Santiago de Cuba date stamp of August 30, 1915. In its left upper part the sender wrote “por Cuba,” to indicate the desired route.
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Figure 12
Figure 12 shows a post card with a rare example of the three-word, two-line marking from Santiago reading “Vapores Correos / PAQUEBOT,” applied in dark purple ink. It measures 39 mm and has only been found applied between 1916 and 1917. This is one of the rarest Cuban paquebot markings, as difficult to find as the earliest type of handstamp used in Havana. Perhaps because this post card was written there on March 7, 1917, Dovey and Morris also mention that this type of marking was used at Manzanillo as well, which we haven’t been able to confirm, but find very hard to believe. Unfortunately the duplex canceler on this card is not legible.
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Figure 13
The cover in figure 13 has one of the most unusual Cuban paquebot markings, simply reading VAPOR (steamer). With all capital, small, sans serif letters, it measures 22 mm, and it is known used for a very long period, from 1932 to 1950. Most likely requested by a philatelist, the two-cent U.S. stamp was canceled by the United Fruit Company steamer Abangarez’s purser circular date stamp. The back has a Santiago duplex canceler dated April 1932, making it one of the earliest recorded uses of this type of paquebot marking.
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Figure 14
Figure 14 shows a colorful cover posted at the ship’s mailbox on board the steamer San Benito. It received the ship’s HIGH SEAS / POST circular handstamp, the Santiago duplex canceler, a separate mute oval that obliterated the stamp, and the Santiago paquebot marking in purple ink. This last marking, with thin, round, sans serifs capital letters, measures 32 mm and was used between 1938 and 1953. It is known applied in both black and purple ink. 
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Figure 15
The last know type of paquebot marking used in Santiago appears on the cover in figure 15. It originated on the United Fruit Company steamship Metapan. This is clearly a philatelic cover, albeit an appropriate usage of this handstamp, requested by the late Gustav J. Lund, one of the most prominent paquebot mail collectors. The letters on this marking, measuring 33 mm, are thick, in upper case and with serifs. Applied from 1956 to 1957, it is the latest recorded Cuban paquebot marking. The date on the Santiago canceler is not legible.
Paquebot mail was also handled at other Cuban ports, but it does not appear that it received any distinguishing markings. 

Other Cuban Paquebot Mail

There are numerous examples of paquebot mail posted in Havana that did not receive paquebot makings, predominantly, but not exclusively, after the 1930s. This initial inconsistency may have been due to an extremely high volume of mail to be processed at once, which overwhelmed the postal clerks, or simply due to lack of discipline. It seems that the policy of the Cuban post office starting in the 1940s was to handle paquebot mail properly but without identifying postmarks. 
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Figure 16
Figure 16 shows an example of paquebot mail received from a British steamer in Havana in October 1926, addressed to Taunton, Massachusetts. A duplex slogan canceler was used to obliterate the stamps and it did not receive a paquebot marking. At the time there were two different paquebot handstamps available in Havana. 
Not Paquebot Markings
Occasionally one encounters an interesting piece of mail with a rare paquebot marking which may not have been applied by the Cuban post office or that did not consist of paquebot mail at all.
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Figure 17
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Figure 18
The picture post card in figure 17, with a photo of the British steamer RMS Mauritania, has a very rare example of a PAQUEBT marking, with very large capital letters in a dark bluish ink, canceling the Cuban stamp. The interesting other side of the card is shown in figure 18. It has a four line marking with the legend POSTED ON THE / “HIGH SEAS” / ON BOARD / R.M.S. MAURITANIA, in purple ink, a color very different than that of the paquebot handstamp. It also has a duplex Havana slogan postmark, from March 1948. This would be a very late use of a Cuban paquebot marking, but the sender’s notation “See other side for postmark,” without any other written message but the address, raises questions about the source of this marking. If the sender put it in the ship’s mail box, he or she could not have seen a marking applied by the Cuban post office at the port. This suggests that the marking may have been privately applied or used by the ship’s purser. It is nevertheless a very rare usage. 
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Figure 19
The incomplete cover in figure 19, heavily reduced at right and missing its original stamp, has the only example that we have seen of this unusual “paquebot” marking. It was addressed to Worcester, Massachusetts, and posted in Cienfuegos, on the central southern coast of Cuba, in May 1917. Applied in purple ink, the marking reads SERVICIO DE CORREOS --- VAPOR “CARIBE” --- PAQUEBOT. This is not a paquebot marking, but a ship marking that included the word PAQUEBOT. This ship probably travelled along the Cuban coast under contract with the Cuban post office to carry mail, and this letter might even have been a legitimate piece of paquebot mail generated on board the vessel. Strictly speaking, however, paquebot marking were applied by the post office on land, and that does not appear to be the case with this cover. 
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Figure 20
There is a relatively large amount of philatelic correspondence from the 1950s, created by collectors who eagerly sought paquebot and ships’ markings applied in every corner of the world. The post office in Havana sometimes used a marking with two concentric circles with the legend INTERNACIONAL – ESTAFETA – HABANA – CUBA. This marking was applied in blue, always in conjunction with a black Havana machine canceler. This handstamp would be equivalent to the earlier paquebot markings. Figure 20 shows such an example, on a cover with a cachet of the motor ship Omar Babun, mailed in August 1951 and franked with a two-cent stamp from Honduras. 
More recent examples of philatelic mail are known from many other Cuban ports, well into the 1980s, but we have only seen ordinary Cuban cancelers obliterating foreign stamps, and no specific markings to distinguish paquebot mail. Any additional information on this subject from our readers is always welcome. 
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