
Chris Cornford 1948-2017 
 
Chris Cornford, family man, petroleum geochemist, Director and founder in 1983 of 
Integrated Geochemical Interpretation (IGI) Ltd., died peacefully at home on 4th November 
2017. 

Chris was born in Kent on the 24th of October 1948. He and his three brothers lived a 
somewhat nomadic life as his parents were wardens of a number of youth hostels in the 
South East until they moved to Taunton, Somerset in 1958 where both parents worked in 
education. At the age of 11, Chris scraped a pass allowing him entry to Grammar school, 
impressing the headteacher with his extensive knowledge of birds. His approach to formal 
education can be understood by the advice he gave his younger brother: “Don’t always do 
your best at first or they’ll always expect it”. He was, however, even at this early age, a keen 
practical experimental chemist, exploring the production of various ballistic machines, and 
the transformation of food colour.  
 
It was in Taunton that Chris met his lifelong partner Sally Woodgate-Jones, who played a 
significant role in all his future activities. Chris was also a keen sportsman in his youth, 
playing rugby for the school, and representing the South of England at numerous cross-
country championships, some of which he won!  
 
Chris studied a Joint Honours degree in Geology & Chemistry at the University of Keele from 
1967 to 1971, a combination that was to define his career. He followed this with the one-year 
M.Sc. in Organic Geochemistry & Coal Petrography at the University of Newcastle upon 
Tyne, before being awarded a Ph.D. from the same university for his work on “Optical 
properties of coal and coke” in the Department of Physical Chemistry. After a short period as 
a Research Fellow in the Coke Research Group (coal was still important to Newcastle at that 
time), in 1975 Chris joined Professors Dietrich Welte and Detlev Leythaeuser at the Oil and 
Organic Geochemistry Institute in Jülich, Germany, as an organic petrographer. There he 
worked on reflectance microscopy under UV and IR wavelengths as well as geochemistry of 
Deep Sea Drilling Project sediments from Leg 47 off West Africa. 

In 1978 industry beckoned and Chris left Germany to join the British National Oil Corporation 
(BNOC, which became Britoil in 1982) as an Organic Geochemist and Petrographer, later 
becoming the Senior Geochemist and Acting Head Stratigrapher at Britoil’s Stratigraphic 
Laboratory in Glasgow. Here he was able to apply all he had learned previously to develop 
microscopy and GC-MS facilities and techniques for integrated basin studies and 
quantitative prospect evaluation for oil and gas exploration.  

When Chris wasn’t occupied with organic matters, he and Sally, together with their two 
young children (Dan and Hannah) embarked on an epic project to restore a derelict water 
mill in Dalry, Scotland. Purchased as two standing walls, Chris and Sally painstakingly 
reconstructed the mill, a project which involved living onsite for 12 months, with their 
children, in a caravan. 

Having been asked to take on a management role he did not want, and seeing an 
opportunity, Chris left Britoil in 1983 to set up an independent petroleum geochemical 
consultancy with his wife Sally.  Initially operating from Scotland, the new company 
(Integrated Geochemical Interpretation Ltd.) moved to Bideford in North Devon in 1984, 
where it has remained ever since.  Right from the beginning Chris recognized the 
importance of integrating geochemistry with geology, different data types and different 
approaches, and IGI has followed that path for well over thirty years.  So began Chris’ legacy 
to the petroleum geochemical community, both in industry and academia. 

Much of Chris’ early work at IGI focused on the North Sea, using his experience at Britoil, 
and he published several groundbreaking papers and book chapters on the petroleum 
geochemistry of oils and their source rocks in the North Sea (Cornford, 1984; Cornford et al., 



1986; Cornford & Brooks, 1989) an area in which he continued to publish throughout his 
career (e.g. Cornford, 1998) and for which he became very widely recognised.  However, 
from the start Chris also worked on the petroleum & source rock geochemistry and basin 
modelling in basins all around the world; indeed, he loved working in new areas, particularly 
if he could travel there.  Almost all of this technical work comprises a vast number of 
unpublished reports produced for oil companies.  Always insightful, much of this work has 
also been innovative, but being part of proprietary studies most unfortunately remains known 
to relatively few in the field. 

Alongside his IGI work, Chris and Sally were also involved in the creation of the Hallsannery 
Field Centre with his sisters-in-law, Mary Bryden and Pip Jollands, and Pip’s husband Pete. 
Chris loved leading field courses for ‘A-level’ and degree level geology students across the 
many outstanding geological sites in North Devon, although he usually went “back to the 
office” in IGI at the end of each day. Hallsannery continues to operate as a wedding and 
holiday venue and is now run by Chris’ daughter Hannah and her husband Charles.  

As IGI developed during the early years of the personal computer, Chris recognized that the 
right software could make a great difference to the efficiency and success of interpreting 
geochemical data. Possibly inspired by collaborating with Platte River Associates who 
produced basin modelling software, and tired of battling with spreadsheets and graphs in 
Lotus123, Chris sought and appointed a software developer for IGI in the mid-1990’s, and 
together they developed software that allowed IGI to handle, integrate and interpret 
petroleum geochemical data much more effectively.  It was an immediate success, and 
when geochemists in the companies for whom IGI worked saw the software, they also 
wanted to use it.  The software side of IGI Ltd. was born; now, many years later it is being 
led by his son Dan. 

The development of this specialist geochemical software allowed interrogation of large suites 
of data, and this led Chris to a life-long belief in there being “geochemical truths in large data 
sets” (Cornford et al., 1998).  This is just one area where he saw things before most others – 
now the term “big data” is commonly used, and although Chris’ petroleum geochemical 
datasets were not that large at that time (though typically comprising thousands of samples), 
his desire to combine and contrast data from petroleum systems around the world led to 
numerous insights into various petroleum geochemical processes, some published, many 
not.  This type of approach supported Chris’ innovative thinking, and he spent enormous 
amounts of time working with geochemical data to feed his ideas and theories. 

One of Chris’ most important and lasting contributions to the petroleum geochemical 
community has been his training courses which have educated, influenced and entertained a 
great number of people both in the oil and gas industry and in academia, for Chris had a real 
love of disseminating knowledge.  Over the years he gave numerous courses in university 
departments including Bergen (Norway), Cardiff and Royal Holloway (London), as well as 
very many short courses and lectures.  These weren’t limited to petroleum geochemistry and 
petroleum systems analysis, but also extended to various aspects of geology, and he 
particularly loved leading field trips in the southwest of England (mainly in Devon, Dorset & 
Somerset). 

Through these courses and field trips, as well as conferences and visiting clients around the 
world, Chris made contacts with a very great number of people in his field and beyond.  
Indeed, he was a natural at networking long before the term was applied to people and their 
contacts, being genuinely interested in people, no matter their background or position.  At 
conferences he would talk to as many people as possible, taking particular care to speak 
with those that he didn’t already know. Many of these contacts were long-lasting, and it is no 
surprise that he was a well respected and popular personality within the petroleum 
community around the world. 

Chris was a member or fellow of numerous societies in the fields of geochemistry, organic 
petrography and geology, international, national and local. His love of geology in the 



southwest of England led him to contribute many talks and papers to the Ussher Society 
(Geoscience in South-West England) on a wide variety of topics from Bideford Black to mud 
volcanoes (Cornford, 2003; Cornford et al., 2011), demonstrating his breadth of interest and 
knowledge.  Not content to simply participate in events of these societies, for most of them 
he has acted as a committee member at some time or other, and was a founding committee 
member of the Petroleum Group of the Geological Society.  Memorably, he was Chairman 
(and convivial host) of the 23rd International Meeting on Organic Geochemistry which was 
held in Torquay in September 2007.  This conference was organized by Sally and Hannah, 
with the staff of IGI, and displayed a characteristic trademark homeliness and friendliness 
that is still remarked upon some ten years later. Chris was also a very active member of the 
Devonshire Association, not only organizing local meetings, talks and excursions but 
becoming President in 2014-2015. 

Chris cared passionately about development and learning, and within IGI he always made 
time to discuss people’s work, usually providing insightful ideas or a perspective that hadn’t 
been considered.  But his dedication to learning extended way beyond that – not only did he 
present lectures and courses in industry and academia, but he was also heavily involved in 
local education, and served for many years as a governor of the local comprehensive school 
attended by both his children, Bideford College. When his grandchildren were born, Chris 
assumed responsibility for their field education, including a memorable trip to Watchet in 
North Somerset, where he strode off with enthusiasm leaving children with hammers and 
goggles in his wake. Fortunately only one finger nail was lost, but many ammonites 
discovered. His enthusiasm has left a lasting impression on all, with his eldest 
granddaughter now considering studying paleontology at university.   

In the petroleum geochemical community, and the oil industry in general, Chris was highly 
respected across generations and disciplines as a deeply knowledgeable and innovative 
scientist who acted as a mentor to so many people in so many ways.  Not only did he 
influence their work but in many cases he also touched their lives more generally.  He will be 
fondly remembered as a positive, caring and generous person, constantly in good humour.   

Indeed, his relentless positivity and good humour was evident during his battle with prostate 
cancer which he fought with dignity throughout.  He died peacefully at home with all his 
family as he had wished.  True to his character, he remained engaged and interested in both 
family and work activities right to the end. 
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