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Baltimore Copper Smelting and Rolling Company 

Statement of Significance 

The American Smelting and Refining Company complex, formerly 

the Baltimore Copper Refining Company, is significant for several 

reasons. First, it was at one time one of the world~ largest copper 

processors, employing a large work force of immigrant Welch and 

other laborers . Second~ it was the result of the amalgamation of 
f. 

Baltimore's three oldest - and leading, copper companies , dating 

back to 1804 . Thirdly, this complex was the home of the deve l op-

ment of many machines and proc~sses which revolut i onized the Copper 

Industry including the Walker Coating Wheel, "Baltimore Slot" and 

others. Fourthly, while little remains of the structures at the 

site , it is a good example of the patterns of industrial growth by 

accretions . 
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Although copper re fining at the ASARCO site dates back to the 1850s , 
the oldes t remaining structures were built after 1907 when the plant 
was acqui red by American Smelting & Re fining . The first building · 
erected at that time was the elf trolytic refining plant which has been 
demolished. The two casting houses which were erected a t t he same time 
still remain along t he ra i lroad tracks which form the northern boundary 
of the site . Both are riveted steel frame structures covered with 
corruga t ed me t al siding . Their vast scale shows the degree to which 
industrial organ i zat ion had advanced prior to World War I. Wartime 
demand led to further expansion and to the construction of ~as t House 
"C" just west and south .of the other cast houses. Built i n about 1916 
this vast building is of similar construction,_ purely functional , and 
was the place where the elctrolytically ref in}~ed ca thodes were melted 
down and cast into a variety of shapes, some f or sale to consumers and 
others for use in the rolling mills of the p l ant . 

The rolling mills occupied the more substant i al brick masonry building 
nor t h of Cas t House " C". A two story, six bay wide s t ruc t ure, it has a 
monitor running the length of the roof to allow f or ventilation . A long 
one story shed addition runs the l ength of the structure on t~e nor t h . 
Al t hough t he masonry walls have a support function, large double case
ment windows make maximum use of natural l ight. On t he sout h, t he 
roll i ng mil l is connected to t he rod a nd wire mills by an i nterveni ng 
structure with a gabled roof. 

The rod and wire mills were also housed in a brick structure with 
metal roof supports . Unlike the rol l ing mill this s tructure shows the 
influence of the new fact9ry . designs of Al bert Kahn and others. Built 
in 1924 , the Rod arid Wire Mill has a crenellated roof with a series of 
clerestories runn i~g .:µorth and south . It is,. an extremely large f acility 
and this type of roof a llowed light to reach the . mi ddle of t he int erior 
space , lessening dependence on the windows which are smaller than those 
in the earlier building . Two stories of windows give the appearance of 
mul t iple levels whereas the structure i s actually a single high stor y. 

The structure of Cast House " C" is typical of buildings housing/ 
furnaces . It is a s t eel frame double shed with a steel Fink truss roo f 
suppo r t system . A singl e row of steel columns support the roof at 
midpoint , providing a large clear f l oor space . Other str uc t ures of 
interest on the site include the powerhouse and t he admi nistration 
buildi ng . Neither is r emarkable from a struc tural point of vie~ but the 
powerhouse cont ains extensive electr i cal voltage and current regulat ion 
equ i pmen t . This plant was at one time the largest single e l ectr olytic 
refinery in t he world and the powerhouse rece i ved t he lar gest sing l e 
amount of current of any industrial facility in Baltimore . The admini
strat ion building is a smal l two-story masonry struc t ure da t ing from the 
1920s , t he period of the first major expansion of the facil i ty . It 

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY 
(cont.) 
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The American Smelting and Refining Company complex , former l y 
the Baltimore Copper Refining Company , is significant for several 
reasons . First, it was at one time one of the world larges t copper 
process.ors , employing a large work force of immigrant Welch and 
other laborers . Second, it was the result of the amalgamation of 
Baltimore ' s three .oldest - and leading, copper companies, dating 
back to 1804 . Thirdly , this complex was the home of the develop
ment of many machines and processes which revolutionized the copper 
i ndustry including the Walker Casting Wheel , "Baltimore Slot" and 
others. Fourthly, while little remains of the structures at the 
site , it is a good example of the patterns of industrial growth by 
accretio.n s . 

Histori cal Significance : 

The Baltimore Copper Smelting and Rolling Company (later par t 
of American Smelting and Refining Company) was organized in 1885 , 
but its sit e and its andecendants go back to the earliest days of 
Baltimor e ' s industrial history . The first copper processing company 
in the Baltimore area began in 1804 when Levi Hollingsworth set up 
a r efinery and small rolling mill . In 1814 Hol l ingswort h buil t the 
Gunpowder Cqpper Works on the Gunpowder Falls just outside of Bal ti
more City . In thi s earl y period copper was sol d mainly to copper
smiths who crafted household items and to Baltimore ' s many ship
yards where shipwrights fashioned copper spikes , bolts, rods and 
sheets for ship decks and bottoms . 

Baltimore was a nat ural site for the development of the copper 
refining i ndustry because of its port location and the avai l abi li ty 
of water power and ore deposits . There had been several small cop
per works scattered around col onial Maryland near mines which con
tinued to supply ore to Baltimore operations into the 19th century . 
Local supplies soon proved inadequate , however , and ore was impo r t
ed in raw or semi-finished form from Engl and and Wales , and lat er in 
large amounts f r om Guba and South America. 

ONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY cont ' d 
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B-1092 
ASARCO 

~ 2 Description 

originally housed quality-control facilities as well as record keeping 
systems . 

To the south are several later buildings including the major 
electrolytic refining facility. This structure housed over 3 , 000 lead
lined concrete tanks which have now been dismantled. Other structures 
dating from the thirties inc l ude a smal l smelter, maintenance shops, 
a By-product recoverty building and a t imekeeper 's gatehouse. 



Baltimore Copper Smelting and Rolling Company (8 -\0~ ~) 
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By the time the development of the railroad and the opening of copper 
mines in the Western U. S . decreased the importance of a port location , 
the copper refining industry was already firmly established in Balti
more . 

In 1845 a rival copper works to Hollingsworth ' s Gunpowder company 
set up in Locust Point - the Baltimore and Cuba Smelting and Mining 
Company . Among the organizers of this endeavor was Haslett McKim, son 
of Isaac McKim who had years earlier set up Baltimore ' s first steam
powered copper works, the Valona Company, next to his flour mill on 
Smith's Wharf. A year later, another firm, the Baltimore Copper Smelt
ing Company began operations on Clinton Street in Canton. 

The copper business was a highly volatile one, due to the high 
cost and relative inefficiency of the refining process, as well as the 
unpredictable fluctuations of both supply and demand markets. In 
1864, the Bal timore Copper Smelting Company and the Baltimore and Cuba 
Smelting and Mining Company were combined . The latter ' s Locust Point 
works (including a Rolling and a Brass Mill added in 1849 and 1850) 
were abandoned and all equipment moved to the Canton site . In 1883, 
the Gunpowder Copper Works moved the majority of its operations to Canton 
as the Baltimore Copper Rolling Company . Two years later, due to finan
cial mismanagement on the part of its larger competitor , the B.C . R. C. 
was ab l e to take over all of the Canton copper properties and rename 
itself the Baltimore Copper Smelting and Rolling Company. In 1900, 
equipment and operations were moved to the old Baltimore Copper Smelting 
Company property on Clinton Street in Canton. Despite the elimination 
of direct competition, the company continued to operate on a narrow 
profit margin due to the erratic supply of ore , high transportation costs 
and the high degree of material lost during processing. In order to 
stabilize and increase its profit margins, the Baltimore C.S. & R. Com
pany spent much time and energy developing new equipment and procedures 
in order to streamline the basic copper refining process and make it 
more efficient and profitable. Under the leadership of Dr. David Kenner, 
William Keyser and William Pierce, the Baltimore Copper Smelting and 
Rolling Company led the industry between 1880-1950 in revolutionary de
velopments. In 1887, experiments were begun on electrolytic refining 
which would lead to the construction of one of the country ' s first copper 
electrolytic plants. In 1890 , boilers were added to the furnaces which 
recycled waste hea~Mechanical Casting experiments in the 1890's led to 
elimination of hard ladling. I n 1897 , general manager Wi lliam Pierce 
perfected the Walker Casting Wheel ( in 19 it was estimated that 807 
of the world's copper had been cast on Walker Wheels) . In 1906 the 
company developed the first basic line converter, the Pierce-Smith Con
verter. In 1916 , with the installation of multiple electrolytic system, 
the Baltimore company (now Baltimore Plant of ASARCO) became the world's 
largest copper refinery . 

The American Smelting and Refining Company , a huge national con
glomerate with copper mines and refineries around the world, acquired 
the Baltimore Copper Company in 1907 but operated the company under its 
former name until 1936. The Baltimore plant continued as a leader in the 
industry under ASARCO's control, both in copper production and in new de
velopments. In 1927 the "Baltimore Slot" - anodes with one notched lug 
which provided better electrical connections and considerable savings of 



Baltimore Copper Smelting and Rolling Company { fl - 10 .:i 2..) 
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electrical power- and a new contact system for electrolytic refining was 
developed. In 1930 Baltimore was the first to develop deoxidized, high 
conductivity billets. In 1939, they developed a new process for produc
ing High Purity Selenium, and in 1949 the Baltimore plant became the 
first l arge installation for continous electric melting of e lectrolytic 
copper in the United States . 

It is ironic that the commitment to constantly revising and modern
izing its operations that prompted the developmen·ts above eventually 
sounded the death-knoll for the Baltimore plant - and for copper r efin
ing in Baltimore. In 1975 , it was decided within the ASARCO organiza
tion that operation production at the Baltimore plant would be replaced 
by a new 420 ton capacity refinery in Amarillo, Texas . In the process 
of closing the company , true to its ideal of high cost efficiency, the 
plant ' s furnaces and other equipment was dismantled and melted down in 
order to salvage every grain of copper and precious metal by-products. 
As a fina l ironic touch , 40 tons of the last product of the plant -
l ead from the dismantled e l ectrolytic tanks - was donated for use as 
ballast in the U.S. Frigate Constellation, a s hip of the type which 
had been clad by so much of Baltimore's copper in the early days of Levi 
Hollingsworth and one of Baltimore's most important industries . 
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B-1092 
Baltimore Copper & Smelting Works (ASARCO) (modern boundary) 
Bromley Atlas of Baltimore City and County, 1915, Plate 18, Part of 3rd and 9th Districts, with lsekoff notes 
Maryland State Archives, accessed 1/5/2010 
http://mdhistorv.net/msaref07/bc ba atlases 1876 

-------1 Sanborn Map, 1914, Volume 5, Sheet 484 
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Baltimore Copper & Smelting Works (ASARCO) 
Sanborn Map, 1936, Volume 5, Sheet 562 

Rolling Mill 

"Welsh Row" 

);t . 
~ . • ... . . 
~ • . . ''! 

l 1:· • I 
.:j :· 

t : . . 
•' .. 

II .. . . . : 
I• .. -~ 

Future location 
of Timekeeper's 

Gatehouse 



B-1092 
Baltimore Copper &Smelting Works (ASARCO) 
"Welsh Row" workers' housing, 1601-1605 S. Clinton Street 
Sanborn maps 
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Baltimore Copper & Smelting Works (ASARCO) 
Timekeeper's Gatehouse 
1953 Sanborn Map, Volume 5, Sheet 562 
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This gatehouse appears on the 1953 revision of the 1936 map, and was standing in 1980, but is no 
longer extant as of the c. 2000 Microsoft Virtual Earth aerial photos. 
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Baltimore Copper & Smelting Works (ASARCO) 
Administration Building 
Sanborn Maps 
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This Administration Building appears on the 1953 and 1936 maps, and was standing in 1980 (with a one
story addition on the north end}, but is no longer extant as of the c. 2000 Microsoft Virtual Earth aerial 
photos. 
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Baltimore Copper & Smelting Works (ASARCO) 
Microsoft Virtual Earth image, c. 2009 
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Baltimore Copper & Smelting Works (ASARCO) 
Baltimore City Office of Planning data layers 
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