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Never a dull moment. 
  

“Never a dull moment” is very nearly true, as a description of the investment world . . . which is why a 
career in that world has been a strange combination of “fun” and “frightening.”  Today was a wonderful 
example.  Let’s take a look, one chart at a time. 

  
Oil, Hour by Hour, Today 

 
  

Until about noon today, the “in the know” feeling about OPEC’s conference in Algeria was that it would 
fail, again, to agree to cut oil production.  Hence oil prices would continue waffling around between $40 
and $50.  Above we can see what happened as the day warmed up.   Oil exploded up by 5%, shortly 
followed by a rumor, then news, that OPEC had “reached an understanding” to cut production, later this 
year.   
  
The stock market actually does have plenty of “dull moments,” and it was having one this morning until 
oil went crazy.  Then any stock even remotely connected to the energy industry went crazy, too.  Here’s 
how a couple of Outlook’s core companies acted, minute by minute during the day: 

ConocoPhillips, Minute by Minute Today 

 
  



Freeport-McMoRan, Minute by Minute Today 

 
  
Freeport and ConocoPhillips took different paths to get there—Freeport’s speculators clearly being more 
schizophrenic than Conoco’s—but both ended up 7% on the day . . . good work if you can get it.   
  
Now for the $64 Questions:  “Did something earth-shaking really happen today?  Did the world really 
change in some profound way, revealed in OPEC’s press release, which ought to cause our whole 
perspective on oil, on Freeport-McMoRan, and on ConocoPhillips to be turned upside down?” 
  
The answer of course is “No.”  If our basic understanding is so fragile as to be ready for the upside-down 
treatment when an organization like OPEC issues a press release, then our understanding needed quite a 
bit more homework behind it, in the first place.  These last two charts might help us understand the “non-
earth-shaking” thing which happened today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Oil:  Past 12 Months 
 

 
 

Oil:  Past 70 Years 

 
  

On top, notice oil plunging from $48 to $28 early this year . . . then roaring back to $48 before fading to 
the $45 this morning, before the fireworks.  The one thing we can say with perfect certainty about those 
moves, this past 12 months, is that they had almost nothing to do with the world’s actual production of 



oil (supply) and the world’s actual use of oil (demand.)  Besides being as shaky and changeable as most 
other economic statistics, the global supply/demand data was simply not terribly different this morning, 
than it was 9 months ago, when according to the oil market we’d soon be paying more to water our lawns 
than fill the gas tank.  That data showed then, as it does today, that worldwide usage of oil was steadily 
climbing; and that worldwide production of oil was somewhere in the process of flattening out.  Long-
term demand rising;  long-term supply weakening . . . eventually oil would be rising again.  That was 
Outlook’s simple logic, and it backed up Outlook’s action in holding and nibbling more of most of those 
energy-related companies:  Freeport, Conoco, Caterpillar, Cummins, Geospace and others.   
  
Now glance at the bottom chart:  70 years of the oil markets.  The Big Picture is mighty clear.  Since 1973, 
when OPEC first snarled at the world, oil got on a rocket roller-coaster and never got off.  Why?  Well, real 
supply and demand certainly did not get on the same roller-coaster.  With some hesitations due to global 
recessions and the like, the long trend is still dominated by steadily rising global demand—which makes 
perfect sense given the massive urbanization of the world.  On the supply side we would see modestly 
rising production, until the famous U.S. “fracking revolution” a few years ago, which made global 
production tilt up a little more sharply.   Regardless, global demand and supply are smooth curves 
compared to the manic behavior of the oil market.  And that happens for only one reason:  normal 
speculative behavior, which always overdoes it in both directions, up and down.  And by “overdoing it” as 
a way of life, that speculative behavior just speeds up the everlasting fact about the nature of free 
markets:  they fix themselves.  When they rocket up to the sky, they will fall.  When they plunge to the 
abyss, they will fly again.   
  
Those enjoyable one-day charts on Conoco and Freeport may show the moment we look back upon, years 
from now, and say, “Ah, there was the real turning point.”  Or we may look back on them and say, “Ah, 
there was another of the dozens of “head fakes” by those stocks, before they actually accelerated into 
their long rises.  We don’t know, nor does anyone else.  But the turn and accelerations will happen, first 
because markets fix themselves, and second because Freeport’s and Conoco’s people have worked like 
demons to strengthen their companies, so they can reap the rewards of the oil (and copper) market’s 
eventual cure.  Both reasons matter, though if we had to pick one, we would always take the 
second.  Hard-working people fix problems and create wealth.  Patient investors, who understand, share 
in the wealth. 
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The remarks above aren’t a general recommendation to buy or sell particular securities.  Such decisions 
should only be made in the context of an investor’s own circumstances.  Stocks and bonds carry the risk 
of loss.   
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