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Introduction

BP p.l.c., formerly known as British Petroleum, is one of the most influential and
recognizable multinational corporations in the world. As a pillar of the global energy
industry, BP’s operations and ambitions have not only shaped markets but also helped
chart the course of entire economies and regions. From its historical roots in the
deserts of Persia to its commanding presence across continents, the company’s
journey is a mirror of the evolving intersection between business, geopolitics, and
society.

The story of BP is, at its heart, a story about the modern world’s dependence on
energy. Founded during an age when oil discoveries promised new industrial might, BP
navigated wars, revolutions, and shifting political landscapes that tested its resilience
and adaptability. Over the decades, its transformation from a government-influenced
British enterprise to a private global supermajor exemplified the larger transitions in
both the energy sector and the world economy.

Yet, BP's ascent has not been linear nor without controversy. Through landmark deals,
monumental expansions, and high-stakes mergers, the company witnessed both
triumph and turmoil. The Deepwater Horizon catastrophe, in particular, cast a long
shadow over not only its balance sheet but also its global reputation, raising urgent
questions about corporate responsibility, industrial risk, and environmental
stewardship. Incidents such as these, along with mounting scrutiny over fossil fuels’
role in climate change, have repeatedly tested BP’s resolve to reform and adapt.

In recent years, BP has been at the center of one of the world’s most pressing
challenges: the energy transition. Committing to net-zero goals while grappling with
the realities of global energy demand, BP has found itself balancing investment in
innovative, lower-carbon technologies against its enduring reliance on oil and gas. Its
evolving strategy offers a case study in complexity, contradiction, and the relentless
push-and-pull of market forces, regulatory expectations, and public perception.

This book seeks to deliver a detailed and nuanced portrait of BP—tracing its historical
milestones, examining its deeply integrated business model, and dissecting its
responses to crises and rapid change. By exploring BP’s operations, innovations,
setbacks, and strategic inflection points, we aim to illuminate not only the story of a
company but also of an industry—and a world—at a crossroads.

Through this lens, BP emerges as more than a set of financial statements or a logo

seen on service stations worldwide. It stands as a living, evolving story—marked by
ambition, adaptation, and the unresolved questions facing all companies in a time of
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economic upheaval and environmental urgency.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of an Oil Giant: Anglo-
Persian Origins

The dawn of the 20th century pulsed with a new energy, quite literally. For decades,
coal had fueled the industrial revolution, powering factories, ships, and railways across
the globe. But a challenger was rising: oil. Its potential was immense, not just as a
lubricant or illuminant, but as a fuel source for the burgeoning age of automobiles,
aircraft, and a new, faster generation of naval vessels. Nations, particularly those with
vast empires and global trade routes to protect, began to cast covetous eyes towards
potential sources of this black gold. The search for reliable, accessible oil reserves
became a strategic imperative, a quest as vital as the pursuit of territory had been in
previous centuries.

At this pivotal moment, a retired British industrialist named William Knox D'Arcy found
himself drawn into the complex world of oil exploration. D'Arcy had made a fortune in
gold mining in Australia, a venture that provided him with the financial muscle and
adventurous spirit necessary for high-risk, high-reward endeavors. He was not an oil
man by trade, but he possessed the vision to understand its future importance and the
willingness to stake a considerable portion of his wealth on a speculative hunt. His
attention turned eastward, towards the ancient lands of Persia, a region then largely
untouched by modern industrial drilling technology, but one rumoured to possess
significant hydrocarbon potential.

Persia, today known as Iran, occupied a strategic position between British India and
the expanding Russian Empire, a territory of significant geopolitical interest to London.
While its historical fame rested on ancient empires and rich cultural heritage, its
geological promise remained largely untested. Whispers of oil seepages and anecdotal
evidence of its presence had circulated for years, but no systematic effort had been
made to locate commercial quantities. It was into this promising, yet deeply uncertain,
landscape that D'Arcy decided to venture, seeking a concession that would grant him
the exclusive right to explore and exploit any oil and gas resources he might find.

Securing such a right required navigating the intricate politics of the Qajar dynasty,
the ruling power in Persia at the time. After protracted negotiations, D'Arcy, leveraging
his connections and resources, successfully obtained a remarkable concession in
1901. Granted by the Shah of Persia, Mozaffar al-Din Shah Qajar, the agreement gave
D'Arcy rights to search for, obtain, exploit, prepare for sale, and sell natural gas,
petroleum, asphalt, and mineral waxes throughout the Persian Empire for a period of
sixty years. Excluded were only the five northern provinces, which were considered to
be within Russia's sphere of influence, a nod to the ever-present Great Game
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dynamics shaping the region. In return, D'Arcy agreed to pay the Shah 20,000 pounds
sterling in cash, an equal amount in shares, and a 16 percent royalty on any net
profits. It was a deal of staggering scope, placing a vast, unknown potential resource
base in the hands of a single individual.

Armed with this historic concession, D'Arcy established the First Exploitation Company
in 1903 and began the arduous process of exploration. The task was monumental.
Persia lacked the infrastructure commonplace in established oil regions like Texas or
Baku. Drilling equipment, supplies, and personnel had to be transported vast
distances, often across rugged terrain and in extreme climatic conditions. The
geological understanding of the region was rudimentary. Success was not guaranteed;
indeed, it was highly improbable. D'Arcy hired skilled geologists and drillers, including
George Bernard Reynolds, a tough and experienced engineer, to lead the field
operations.

The initial years were marked by relentless effort and disheartening failure. Drilling
commenced in various locations across the concession area, but one well after
another came up dry or yielded only insignificant shows of oil. Sites in the west, like
Chiah Surkh, near the border with present-day Iraq, offered glimmers of hope but
proved commercially unviable. The challenging logistics, coupled with the lack of
immediate success, began to drain D'Arcy's considerable fortune at an alarming rate.
The initial investment was substantial, and the continuous costs of maintaining
expeditions in remote locations mounted rapidly. Patience, a virtue in exploration, was
being tested to its limits, and D'Arcy found himself facing financial ruin.

By 1907, D'Arcy's funds were severely depleted, and the prospect of abandoning the
concession loomed large. He needed financial assistance, and fast. His search led him
to the Burmah Oil Company, a Glasgow-based firm with established production and
refining operations in British Burma. Burmah QOil, though primarily focused on
Southeast Asia, saw the strategic potential of D'Arcy's Persian concession and
recognised the potential value of diversifying their source of supply, especially one so
geographically important to the British Empire. They agreed to provide D'Arcy with the
much-needed capital, essentially buying their way into the venture.

The agreement between D'Arcy and Burmah Oil was formalised in 1908, creating the
conditions necessary for the continued search. Burmah Oil injected significant funds
and brought its technical expertise and management experience to the table. D'Arcy
retained a substantial stake, but control and the financial burden of exploration largely
passed to the new partnership. The pressure remained immense; Burmah Oil expected
results, and the clock was ticking on their investment. Reynolds and his team, now
operating under the new financial backing, pushed forward, relocating their efforts to
a promising area called Majed Soleyman, in the foothills of the Zagros Mountains,
northeast of Abadan.
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The drilling at Majed Soleyman was fraught with difficulty. The rock formations were
hard, the equipment temperamental, and the conditions harsh. Months stretched into
a year with little to show for the effort. Spirits were low. Orders even came from
London to cease operations and pack up the equipment, as Burmah Qil's patience, like
D'Arcy's before them, was wearing thin. Reynolds, however, convinced his superiors to
allow one final push, one last effort on a specific well, the strategically named
"Borehole 1." It was a gamble born of stubbornness and a gut feeling that they were
close.

In the early hours of May 26, 1908, after years of searching, countless setbacks, and
near financial collapse, the gamble paid off spectacularly. At a depth of just over 1,100
feet, Borehole 1 struck oil. Not just a trickle, but a gusher, powerful and unmistakable,
shooting a column of black liquid high into the air. The remote Persian hills, silent for
millennia, suddenly roared to life with the sound of discovery. It was a momentous
event, signalling the first major oil find in the Middle East and validating D'Arcy's
ambitious, high-stakes bet. The potential of the Persian concession, once a speculative
dream, was now a tangible, flowing reality.

The discovery immediately triggered a flurry of activity. The scale of the find
suggested a commercially viable field, but extracting and transporting the oil would
require significant investment and infrastructure development. The nearest coast was
miles away, across rugged terrain. Pipelines, storage facilities, and a refinery would
need to be built. The find also underscored the need for a dedicated corporate
structure to manage the vast undertaking. D'Arcy's First Exploitation Company was
insufficient for the task ahead.

Recognising the need for a larger, more robust entity to capitalize on the discovery,
the stakeholders moved quickly. In April 1909, just under a year after the momentous
gusher at Majed Soleyman, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC) was formally
incorporated in London. This new company, with Burmah QOil as a major shareholder
and D'Arcy retaining a significant interest, was specifically created to hold and exploit
the Persian concession. Its formation marked the official birth of the corporate entity
that would eventually grow into BP, a giant on the global energy stage.

APOC inherited D'Arcy's rights and ambitions, but with the added financial backing and
technical expertise of Burmah Qil. The initial focus was clear: develop the Majed
Soleyman field, build the necessary infrastructure to get the oil to market, and begin
generating revenue from the vast reserves that were now confirmed to exist beneath
the Persian soil. The challenges were still enormous, ranging from the logistical
nightmares of construction in a remote region to securing the area and navigating
local politics, but the critical first step - finding the oil - had been achieved.

The creation of APOC represented a turning point, not just for D'Arcy and Burmah Qil,
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but for the global energy industry and the geopolitical landscape. It signalled the
emergence of the Middle East as a future powerhouse of oil production, a
development that would reshape international relations throughout the 20th century.
The company was founded on the promise of Persian oil, linking its destiny inextricably
with the fortunes of that ancient land and the strategic interests of the British Empire.

The early days of APOC were a testament to perseverance and the willingness to take
immense risks. The years of exploration, the near-failures, and the final, dramatic
discovery at Majed Soleyman provided a foundational narrative of resilience and
ambition that would become characteristic of the company throughout its long history.
From these rugged beginnings in the Persian hills, fuelled by D'Arcy's initial gamble
and Burmah Qil's crucial intervention, the seeds of a global energy giant were sown,
ready to sprout and expand across continents in the decades to come. The path ahead
was uncertain, filled with both opportunity and peril, but the discovery of 1908 and the
subsequent formation of APOC had set in motion a force that would play a central role
in powering the modern world.
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