
The oil crisis that gave us a unique collectible 

 

During the 1973 oil crisis, the U.S. government printed approximately 4.8 billion gasoline rationing coupons as a 

precautionary measure against a potential national rationing system. These coupons were created at an 

estimated cost of $10 million to $12 million. The un-serialized coupons featured a portrait of George Washington, 

similar to the one on a dollar bill. They were printed with black ink and intended to be used like stamps during a 

shortage. The coupons were deliberately printed in a style that would not trigger bill-changing machines. 

However, government officials considered them too valuable to leave unsecured. 

These coupons featured different "A," "B," and "C" series and were printed in January and February of 1974 by 

the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. The coupons were never issued to the public because the embargo ended 

in March 1974, before national rationing was implemented. Years later, the idea was put forth to use them again 

during the Iranian Revolution in 1979 and 1980, which caused OAPEC to raise its prices again, but that also never 

materialized. The unused coupons were put into storage but keeping them secure proved to be expensive and 

complicated. For about a decade, the entire stock of coupons was stored at the Pueblo Army Depot in Pueblo, 

Colorado, in ammunition igloos with welded-shut doors. The annual storage cost was approximately $20,000.  

                 

The 4.8 billion coupons were completely shredded and then buried at the Pueblo Army Depot. The destruction 

was completed in June 1984 by Army personnel under the supervision of the Department of Energy. It took four 

weeks and cost $145,000, which covered the expense of leasing shredding machines, tow trucks, bulldozers, and 

other equipment. 

https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=01924012ee1eb8d4&cs=0&q=Bureau+of+Engraving+and+Printing&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjHnqPuge-PAxVOpIkEHcZcGQMQxccNegQIBRAB&mstk=AUtExfBVmP0V6NnvP4xI3HXi2fg2AlH9V7O14AjIT0ylDBT_TiO7T6wvoFDguU_gYhIIlBETTYTToiSKnJ7bgZZ6K6PNzl7KfEN3IHyNRsvn6LVG6mkh6te7cOqplGAJeyya5WM&csui=3


Recycling the coupons was considered but rejected because they were wrapped in plastic packets. The cost of 

stripping the wrappers was estimated at $500,000 to $1 million, making destruction a more cost-effective option.  

After being stored for several years, most of these unused coupons were destroyed in 1984, though a few remain 

in the collections of the Smithsonian National Postal Museum, the National Archives, and private collectors. It is 

rumored the few that exist in public, were collected by the destruction team secretly. These collectibles are NOT 

common. 

Some uncut sheets are available in different combinations 

                  

The few remaining coupons serve as a reminder. Almost used twice during the first and second oil shocks, these 

little pieces of history give us an idea of what might have happened if either crisis had gone on for longer than 

they did. The roads might have been even more empty, like when gasoline was heavily rationed during WWII, and 

it was simply too scarce and expensive for many drivers. 

 

 

 

https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=01924012ee1eb8d4&cs=0&q=Smithsonian+National+Postal+Museum&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjHnqPuge-PAxVOpIkEHcZcGQMQxccNegQIBhAB&mstk=AUtExfBVmP0V6NnvP4xI3HXi2fg2AlH9V7O14AjIT0ylDBT_TiO7T6wvoFDguU_gYhIIlBETTYTToiSKnJ7bgZZ6K6PNzl7KfEN3IHyNRsvn6LVG6mkh6te7cOqplGAJeyya5WM&csui=3
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=01924012ee1eb8d4&cs=0&q=National+Archives&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjHnqPuge-PAxVOpIkEHcZcGQMQxccNegQIBhAC&mstk=AUtExfBVmP0V6NnvP4xI3HXi2fg2AlH9V7O14AjIT0ylDBT_TiO7T6wvoFDguU_gYhIIlBETTYTToiSKnJ7bgZZ6K6PNzl7KfEN3IHyNRsvn6LVG6mkh6te7cOqplGAJeyya5WM&csui=3

