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Introduction

In the annals of global commerce, few companies cast a shadow as long and complex
as BP. From its nascent days as a fledgling explorer in the scorching deserts of Persia
to its current incarnation as a titan of the international energy landscape, BP's story is
one of relentless ambition, remarkable innovation, and profound impact. This book, "A
History of BP: The Story of a Global Company," embarks on a comprehensive journey
through the decades, chronicling the evolution of an enterprise that has not only
mirrored but often shaped the geopolitical and economic currents of our world.

BP’s narrative is inextricably woven into the fabric of the 20th and early 21st
centuries. It is a tale of empire and independence, of resource discovery and
environmental stewardship, of immense triumphs and devastating challenges. We will
delve into the strategic decisions that propelled BP onto the world stage, from
securing pivotal concessions in the Middle East to navigating the volatile currents of
world wars and the Suez Crisis. The company’s ability to adapt to seismic shifts in
global energy demands, from the oil shocks of the 1970s to the imperative of
renewable energy today, offers a compelling case study in corporate resilience and
transformation.

More than just a chronological account of a corporation, this book examines BP's
profound global importance. Its operations have spanned continents, influencing
national economies, fostering technological advancements, and often touching the
lives of countless communities. We will explore the intricate dance between corporate
strategy and international relations, examining how BP has navigated the ever-present
pressures of geopolitics, ethical considerations, and its evolving social responsibilities.
From pioneering deepwater exploration to grappling with the catastrophic
consequences of the Macondo disaster, BP's journey is a testament to the high stakes
and inherent risks of the energy industry.

In recent years, BP has found itself at the nexus of some of humanity’s most pressing
concerns: climate change, the energy transition, and the delicate balance between
powering the present and preserving the future. This book will scrutinize BP's
responses to these monumental challenges, detailing its ventures into renewable
energy, its efforts to reduce its carbon footprint, and its ongoing commitment to
innovation in sustainable energy solutions. We will explore the leadership and vision
that have guided the company through periods of intense scrutiny and driven its
rebranding and identity shifts from Anglo-Persian to the modern BP.

Ultimately, "A History of BP" offers more than just a corporate biography; it provides a
vital lens through which to understand the forces that have shaped our modern world.
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By tracing the trajectory of this global company, we gain invaluable insights into the
history of energy, the complexities of international business, and the ever-evolving
relationship between industry, society, and the environment. This is the story of BP, a
global company whose past resonates deeply with our present, and whose ongoing
evolution will undoubtedly influence the future of energy for generations to come.
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Chapter One: The Dawn of Oil: BP's Humble
Beginnings

The story of BP, like many tales of industrial giants, doesn't begin with a bang, but
with the quiet, persistent efforts of individuals driven by opportunity and a burgeoning
understanding of the world's untapped resources. Before it became a multinational
behemoth, before the iconic shield logo, there was a Scotsman, William Knox D’Arcy,
and a fascination with a substance that, for centuries, had been little more than a
curiosity: oil.

In the late 19th century, while the industrial revolution was in full swing, powered
largely by coal, the potential of petroleum was slowly starting to dawn on
entrepreneurs and visionaries. Kerosene, derived from crude oil, had begun to replace
whale oil as an illuminant, and the nascent automotive industry, though still in its
infancy, hinted at a future fueled by something entirely new. It was against this
backdrop that D'Arcy, having made a considerable fortune in Australian gold mining,
turned his attention to the Middle East.

D'Arcy wasn't a geologist or an oilman by trade; he was a speculator with a keen eye
for potential. His interest in Persia (modern-day Iran) was piqued by reports of oil
seepages, natural occurrences where crude oil leaks to the surface. For centuries,
these seepages had been known to locals, sometimes used for medicinal purposes,
waterproofing, or even as fuel for rudimentary lamps. But D'Arcy envisioned
something far grander.

His quest began in earnest in 1901, when he secured a historic concession from
Mozaffar al-Din Shah Qajar, the Shah of Persia. This agreement, spanning sixty years,
granted D'Arcy exclusive rights to search for, obtain, exploit, process, and sell
petroleum and natural gas throughout most of Persia. In exchange, the Persian
government was to receive 16% of the annual net profits, along with a payment of
£20,000 in cash and £20,000 in shares upon the formation of a company. It was an
ambitious, almost audacious, undertaking for a private individual.

The scale of the venture was immense. Persia was a vast, largely undeveloped country
with challenging terrain and limited infrastructure. D'Arcy’s initial explorations were
arduous, marked by immense logistical difficulties, harsh climatic conditions, and the
ever-present threat of tribal unrest. His team, a small band of engineers and
prospectors, faced skepticism and setbacks. Drilling for oil in such an environment was
a far cry from the established practices in places like Pennsylvania or Baku.
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Financial strains quickly became a major hurdle. Prospecting for oil is an inherently
expensive and risky business, and D'Arcy’s personal fortune, substantial as it was,
began to dwindle under the relentless demands of exploration. He needed more
capital, and quickly. This led him to seek assistance from the Burmah Oil Company, a
Scottish firm that had already established itself in the oil fields of Burma (now
Myanmar).

In 1905, Burmah Oil stepped in, providing much-needed financial backing in exchange
for a significant stake in D’Arcy’s concession. This injection of capital was crucial,
allowing the exploration efforts to continue. The partnership marked a pivotal
moment, bringing not only financial stability but also valuable technical expertise to
the Persian venture. Burmah Qil’s experience in the complex world of oil extraction
and refining proved invaluable as the search intensified.

The hunt for oil continued for several more years, a period of mounting tension and
dwindling hope. Drill after drill yielded nothing but dry holes, leading to increasing
frustration among the investors and a growing sense of desperation for D'Arcy and his
team. The financial pressure was immense, and questions began to be raised about
the viability of the entire Persian enterprise. It seemed as though the dream of Persian
oil might remain just that - a dream.

Just as the Burmah Oil Company was reportedly considering pulling the plug on the
entire Persian operation due to the lack of success and mounting costs, a stroke of
luck, or perhaps sheer persistence, changed everything. On May 26, 1908, after years
of painstaking work and significant investment, at a site called Masjid-i-Sulaiman in
the Zagros Mountains, oil finally gushed forth.

The discovery was not merely significant; it was enormous. The well, later known as
BP Well No. 1, tapped into a vast reservoir, confirming the presence of commercially
viable quantities of oil in Persia. This momentous event marked a turning point, not
just for D'Arcy and his investors, but for the entire future of global energy and
geopolitics. It was the birth of what would become the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, and
ultimately, BP.

The immediate aftermath of the discovery was a flurry of activity. The challenges of
extracting and transporting the oil from the remote Persian interior to the coast for
refining and export were immense. Infrastructure had to be built from scratch -
pipelines laid across rugged terrain, refineries constructed, and port facilities
developed. This was no small undertaking, requiring colossal investment and
engineering prowess.

In 1909, to manage this monumental task and capitalize on the discovery, the Anglo-
Persian Oil Company (APOC) was formally incorporated. William Knox D’Arcy, the
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visionary who started it all, became a director. The new company was largely financed
by Burmah Oil, which held a dominant stake, but it was also a reflection of a growing
British strategic interest in securing a reliable and independent source of oil.

The formation of APOC was a defining moment. It signaled the transition from
speculative exploration to large-scale industrial enterprise. The company's initial focus
was entirely on establishing the necessary infrastructure to bring Persian oil to market.
This included the construction of a 138-mile pipeline from Masjid-i-Sulaiman to
Abadan, on the Persian Gulf, where a new refinery was to be built.

The choice of Abadan for the refinery was strategic. Its location on the Persian Gulf
provided easy access for shipping oil to markets around the world, particularly to
Europe. The construction of the Abadan refinery itself was a massive undertaking,
transforming a barren island into a bustling industrial complex. It quickly grew to
become one of the largest oil refineries in the world, a testament to the scale of the
Persian oil discovery and the ambition of APOC.

The early years of APOC were characterized by rapid expansion and intensive
development. The company had to overcome not only engineering challenges but also
complex political and social dynamics. Operating in a foreign land, with different
customs and expectations, required delicate navigation and a constant effort to build
relationships with local communities and authorities. The foundations of a global
company were being laid, brick by arduous brick, in the heat of the Persian sun. The
"humble beginnings" were anything but simple, demanding extraordinary resilience,
foresight, and a touch of daring.
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