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Introduction
Freeport-McMoRan Copper & Gold, now known simply as Freeport-McMoRan Inc. (FCX),
is a name that towers over the world of mining and natural resources. From humble
beginnings on the gulf coast of Texas to the mountainous jungles of Papua and the
deserts of Arizona, Freeport’s history is a mirror to the twentieth-century march of
industry, science, and sometimes controversy. This book aims to recount the
remarkable journey of Freeport-McMoRan, telling the story not only of an American
company, but of ambition, innovation, and the shifting demands placed upon those
who tap the earth for its deepest treasures.

Founded in 1912 as Freeport Sulphur Company, the enterprise began with a bold
mission: to unlock the subterranean riches of the Bryan Mound salt dome. By
pioneering the Frasch process for sulfur extraction, the company quickly established
itself as a technological leader capable of disrupting established industries. Yet
Freeport never confined itself to a single seam of opportunity. As mid-century America
grew, so did the company, diversifying into oil, gas, and other critical minerals, and
earning its place among the industrial titans listed on the Fortune 500.

A critical turning point in Freeport’s journey was its entry onto the international stage.
From the founding of Freeport Indonesia in the late 1960s to the extraordinary
discovery of the Grasberg mine—the world’s largest gold mine and second-largest
copper mine—Freeport transformed from a domestic player into a true global
powerhouse. This expansion was marked by bold decisions and, at times, formidable
obstacles—from challenging geographies to complex partnerships with foreign
governments.

With acquisitions like Phelps Dodge, Freeport-McMoRan solidified its status as the
world’s premier publicly traded copper producer, furthering its reach across North and
South America as well as in Southeast Asia. The company’s portfolio, consisting of long-
lived, high-quality assets in strategic locations, has kept it at the forefront of critical
supply chains as the world transitions to new forms of infrastructure and energy. Yet,
the path to growth has not been without missteps, as aggressive ventures into oil and
gas brought hard-learned lessons about risk and reward.

No story about Freeport-McMoRan would be complete without addressing the complex
interplay of sustainability, ethics, and controversy. As with much of the mining sector,
Freeport has come under scrutiny for its environmental and social impact, especially in
sensitive locations such as Papua, Indonesia. This book does not shy from those
chapters; rather, it aims for an honest appraisal of both the company’s pioneering
sustainability efforts and its most profound challenges.
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Ultimately, Freeport-McMoRan's story is more than the sum of its mines, mergers, and
markets. It is a reflection of the evolving relationship between industry and society,
resource extraction and stewardship, and profit and principle. As we trace the
company’s journey—from a sulfur dome in Texas to the forefront of the world’s copper
and gold markets—we gain insights not only into an American firm, but into the
powerful forces shaping the 21st-century economy and the world’s ever-growing
appetite for the building blocks of progress.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Freeport: Foundations
and Early Years
The early 20th century in America was a time of boundless industrial ambition, a
period when visionaries looked at the vast, untapped resources of the continent and
saw not just land, but opportunity. It was in this spirit of entrepreneurial daring that
Freeport Sulphur Company came into being. On July 12, 1912, a group of investors, led
by New York banker Eric Pierson Swenson, laid the cornerstone of what would become
a global mining titan. Their initial objective was clear: to exploit the substantial sulfur
deposits nestled within the Bryan Mound salt dome along the U.S. Gulf Coast.

The very location of their endeavor, Bryan Mound in Brazoria County, Texas, was a
geological marvel. Salt domes, subterranean formations of rock salt that push upwards
through overlying sedimentary layers, often possess a "caprock" where valuable
minerals, including sulfur, can accumulate. While oil exploration had previously
occurred at Bryan Mound, revealing small quantities of oil, it was the discovery of
extensive sulfur sections in drilled wells that truly piqued interest. It was a challenging
environment to mine, with issues of quicksand, noxious gases, and underground
water.

The timing of Freeport Sulphur's founding was no accident. The patents for the Frasch
process, a revolutionary method for extracting sulfur, had expired in 1908. This
technological breakthrough, pioneered by German-born American chemist Herman
Frasch, had already transformed sulfur mining. Before Frasch's innovation, sulfur
extraction was a labor-intensive and often hazardous undertaking, dominated by
methods that paled in comparison to the efficiency of his invention.

The Frasch process was ingenious in its simplicity and effectiveness. It involved drilling
boreholes into the sulfur deposit and then injecting superheated water—heated to
about 340°F (170°C)—into the formation. Sulfur, with its relatively low melting point of
around 240°F (115°C), would melt and separate from the surrounding rock.
Compressed air was then used to force the molten sulfur to the surface through a
concentric pipe system. The result was remarkably pure sulfur, often 99.5% or more.

This method completely changed the economics of sulfur production. Previously, the
global market had been largely monopolized by Italian mines, which relied on cheap
manual labor. The Frasch process, by contrast, was an automated, cost-effective
solution that allowed for the mining of previously inaccessible sulfur deposits, making
American companies competitive on a global scale. The Bryan Mound salt dome
became the second Frasch sulfur mine in the world in 1912, signaling a new era for
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sulfur production in the United States.

To support this ambitious undertaking, Freeport Sulphur Company took a proactive
step: it established the town of Freeport, Texas, in November 1912. This planned
settlement was designed to provide housing for the workers and serve as a vital port
for shipping the newly extracted sulfur. The town of Freeport, situated at the mouth of
the Brazos River, was intended to be a rival port to existing ones like Galveston and
Corpus Christi.

The founding of the company and the town marked a pivotal moment for the region.
The area around the Brazos River had a rich history, with early Spanish explorers
naming the river "Los Brazos de Dios" (The Arms of God). The nearby town of Velasco,
founded in 1831, had served as the first capital of the Republic of Texas. Now, a new
industrial hub was rising, driven by the subterranean riches of Bryan Mound.

The early years of Freeport Sulphur were focused intently on optimizing the Frasch
process and establishing a robust operational framework at Bryan Mound. The
company quickly became adept at extracting sulfur, producing millions of tons from
the Bryan Mound dome before its initial operation closed in 1935. This initial success
laid the groundwork for future expansion and diversification, setting the stage for the
company to grow far beyond its sulfurous beginnings on the Texas Gulf Coast.
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