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Brent Cheshire grew up in Macclesfield, Cheshire a town perhaps better known for its 

silk than its geologists, where he attended the ancient and well respected King’s School.  

Leaving school in 1973 Brent crossed the Pennines arriving in Durham to begin a 

degree in geology.  He graduated with honours in 1976 and after a brief spell at 

Britannia Royal Naval College, Dartmouth he joined Royal Dutch Shell as a geologist.   

 

This was an exciting time to join the oil industry in the UK.  It was still new and little was 

known about the North Sea, companies were intensely and understandably secretive.  

At his time of joining Shell the non-eponymously named and giant Brent Field had just 

come on stream.  The oil flowed fast and opportunities abounded.  Over the next 14 

years Brent worked his way up and around the Shell organisation, adding skills and 

experience and developing as he did into a petroleum engineer.  Like so many young 

and emerging petroleum geoscientists at that time Brent worked on the North Sea from 

the Aberdeen operations office.  He also took the opportunity to ply his skills further 

afield visiting many countries and with postings to the Netherlands, Turkey and Gabon.   

 

Brent left Shell in 1991 to join Amerada Hess a company that had perhaps not been the 

fastest to react to opportunities in the North Sea but which had by the early to mid-

1990s become the most active explorer and largest acreage holder on the UK 

Continental Shelf.  The high level of activity by Hess was a product of the drive and 

vision of the then exploration manager Richard Hardman.  Brent’s time with Shell 

prepared him well for his first job in Hess that of development manager for the Scott 

Field, one which was to become by the mid-1990s the biggest oil producer in the UK 

sector and by which time Brent had become the Technical Manager for the UK.  By the 

late 1990s Brent’s remit had grown.  His portfolio covered the whole of N W Europe.   

 

Starting operations in a new country is always a challenge.  The whole company’s eyes 

are upon you.  You have mortgaged your reputation against the first few wells.  If they 

fail to deliver discoveries then, likely as not the company will withdraw from the country, 

your reputation will be in tatters and the ceiling to promotion will be that much lower.  
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Brent took this plunge with Hess by leading them into Denmark and trusting his 

geoscientists and engineers to drill the South Arne prospect, a high risk opportunity in 

the Chalk.  Eureka – it worked and a new oil discovery was made.  By 2003 Brent had 

become Senior Vice President E+P Worldwide Technology for Hess but it was time for 

a change as Hess shifted its global focus.   

 

Denmark however had left its mark on Brent.  He joined DONG Energy a largely private 

Danish company with a large portfolio of coal fired power stations, an emerging interest 

in wind farms and a tiny oil and gas portfolio. Brent became Managing Director of 

DONG E&P UK, member of the E+P executive and the Country Chairman of DONG 

Energy’s activities in the UK.  Not surprisingly Brent has grown the oil and gas division 

adding exploration successes along the way.  However, he has also been a key player 

in Dong’s rise to become the premier wind energy company in the UK.  At the same 

time Brent helped found a start-up unconventional gas company, IGas.  It has exploited 

coal seam gas (coal bed methane, CBM) including close to his childhood home and is 

evaluating shale gas potential in the UK. 

 

It is clear that Brent’s career has been a great success like so many of Durham’s 

graduates but what makes it special is what he has put back into Durham.  A chance 

conversation a decade ago brought him back to Durham and in true Brent style on 

leaving, he casually mentioned he had a good network and perhaps he could help the 

Earth Sciences Department from time to time.  The rest they say is history, Brent quickly 

became one of the most influential and visionary, helpers that the Earth Sciences 

Department, the Science Faculty and Durham University has.  Brent has directly and 

indirectly helped Durham’s Centre for Research into Earth Energy Systems and the 

Durham Institute form and grow into the influential organisations they are today.  

Recognising the emerging importance of Carbon Capture and Storage, Brent backed 

the first significant investment in this area co-creating Europe’s first chair in Carbon 

Capture & Storage so too with wind energy.  Durham can legitimately claim to be 

amongst the leading research institutes in both areas – the government Department of 

Energy and Climate Change says so!  But it is not simply this direct action which makes 

Brent stand apart.  He has helped seek out the great and good to join advisory and 

governance board for these institutes and centres, improving our performance and at 

the same time widening Durham’s sphere of influence.  It was no accident or stroke of 
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good luck which brought the then Energy Minister, Chris Huhne to Durham in March 

2011 to officially open and name the Durham Energy Institute.  Brent had ensured that 

Huhne was receiving a steady stream of good news from the researchers in Durham via 

his direct reports. 

 

Chancellor, I present Brent Cheshire to receive the degree of Doctor of Science honoris 

causa. 
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