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Introduction

Shell, officially known as Shell plc, stands as one of the most recognized and
influential energy companies in the world. Its familiar red and yellow logo is a fixture
on highways and city streets from London to Lagos, marking a journey that spans over
a century of ambition, innovation, and controversy. Today, Shell’s operations touch
virtually every corner of the globe and extend across the entire energy value chain,
from the search for new hydrocarbon reserves to the retail sales of refined fuel and
the development of low-carbon technologies.

The story of Shell is, at its core, a narrative of adaptation. What began in the late 19th
century as Marcus Samuel’s modest import business in seashells rapidly evolved into
an oil trading enterprise, then into a full-fledged multinational giant through a historic
merger with Royal Dutch Petroleum. Facing formidable competitors like Standard Oil,
Shell navigated wars, economic crises, and technological revolutions. Its resilience and
willingness to change have repeatedly shaped not only the company’s trajectory but
also played a significant role in the development of the modern petroleum industry.

Across its long history, Shell has both driven and responded to global events. The
company'’s fuel powered Allied tanks and airplanes during the World Wars, supported
the post-war economic boom, and pioneered transformative technologies such as
liquefied natural gas shipping. As the world urbanized, Shell expanded its network of
service stations, connecting ever more people to energy, while its corporate
organization grew increasingly complex to manage far-flung assets and diverse
business segments.

Yet, with great power has come great scrutiny. Shell’s operations have repeatedly
sparked debate over their social and environmental impact—nowhere more so than in
regions like the Niger Delta, where the legacy of oil exploration has left a complicated
blend of prosperity, pollution, and social unrest. More recently, as climate change has
dominated the global agenda, Shell has faced intensifying demands to reform, adapt,
and lead in the transition to a low-carbon energy future. Even as the company has
announced ambitious net-zero targets and invested billions in renewables and carbon
capture, critics argue that these efforts have not gone far—or fast—enough.

This book examines Shell’'s complicated legacy: its innovations, growth, controversies,
and the ongoing tensions between profit, responsibility, and the need for change.
Drawing on Shell’s century-spanning history and critically exploring its ambitions for
the future, we aim to provide a comprehensive portrait of a global company at a
crossroads. In understanding Shell, we can better understand how global business,
energy, and society have shaped—and continue to shape—each other.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Shell: From Seashells
to Oilfields

Every global enterprise has a point of origin, a specific time and place where an idea
took root or a venture was born. For the company that would eventually become Shell,
there isn’t one single genesis moment or location, but rather two distinct starting
points continents apart. One began in a modest London shop, trading in curiosities
from the East. The other emerged from the challenging jungles of Sumatra, driven by
the promise of a newly discovered natural resource. These two separate paths, one
British and one Dutch, would eventually converge, but their initial journeys were
remarkably different, shaped by the visions of their founders and the rapidly changing
global economy of the late 19th century.

In London, the story begins with Marcus Samuel, a shrewd and ambitious Jewish
merchant. His father had established a successful business importing goods, initially
focused on objects like Oriental shells used for decorating boxes and trinkets - hence
the later name association. This seemingly humble trade provided Samuel with
invaluable knowledge of global shipping routes, international markets, and the
intricate logistics required to move goods across vast distances, particularly between
Europe and Asia. It was a foundation that would prove surprisingly relevant to a
completely different commodity.

As the 19th century drew to a close, the world was on the cusp of a radical
transformation powered by a new energy source: petroleum. Kerosene, distilled from
crude oil, was quickly replacing whale oil and gas for lighting, creating enormous
demand. While the oil fields of Pennsylvania dominated the early scene, shipping this
flammable liquid across oceans was fraught with difficulty. Standard Qil, under the
formidable John D. Rockefeller, had established a near-monopoly by controlling
pipelines, railways, and storage facilities in the United States, but transporting large
quantities safely by sea remained a complex challenge, especially to distant markets
like Asia.

Marcus Samuel, with his expertise in Eastern trade, recognized this burgeoning
opportunity. He saw that transporting oil in traditional methods - in tins packed in
wooden crates - was inefficient, expensive, and dangerous. The future lay in bulk
transport using specially designed ships, tankers. At the time, using steamships to
carry volatile oil in bulk was a radical concept, met with skepticism and significant
regulatory hurdles, especially concerning passage through vital waterways like the
recently opened Suez Canal, where authorities feared explosion and pollution.
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Undaunted, Samuel commissioned the world's first purpose-built oil tanker designed to
pass through the Suez Canal. Named the Murex (after a type of seashell, a nod to his
family's origins), this pioneering vessel completed its maiden voyage in 1892, sailing
from Batumi on the Black Sea (carrying Russian oil, as American oil was tightly
controlled by Standard Oil) through the Suez Canal to Singapore and then Bangkok.
This voyage was a technical and commercial triumph, proving that bulk transport of oil
through the canal was feasible and safe, provided strict new regulations regarding
ventilation and construction were met.

The success of the Murex and subsequent ships allowed Samuel to dramatically cut
transportation costs and offer oil at prices that could compete with Standard Oil,
particularly in the lucrative markets of East and Southeast Asia. His company, which
he officially registered as The "Shell" Transport and Trading Company in 1897, rapidly
expanded its tanker fleet and built storage and distribution networks in key Asian
ports. Samuel's operation was primarily focused on trading and transportation,
leveraging his existing mercantile infrastructure and knowledge of Eastern markets.
He was a merchant king, not a producer, buying oil from various sources, notably
Russia, to feed his burgeoning distribution empire.

Meanwhile, halfway across the world, in the remote jungles of Sumatra in the Dutch
East Indies (modern-day Indonesia), a different kind of oil venture was taking shape. A
Dutchman named Aeilko Jans Zijlker, working on a tobacco plantation, had noticed oil
seepages in the ground. Intrigued by the potential, he obtained a concession from the
local Sultan in 1885 to explore for oil near Telaga Said in North Sumatra. His initial
efforts were hampered by harsh conditions, logistical challenges, and a lack of capital
and expertise, typical hurdles for pioneering resource exploration in such remote
areas.

Despite these difficulties, Zijlker persevered, and in 1890, his efforts led to the
discovery of a significant oilfield. To capitalize on this discovery, he founded the Royal
Dutch Company for the Exploitation of Petroleum Sources in the Netherlands Indies
(Koninklijke Nederlandsche Maatschappij tot Exploitatie van Petroleumbronnen in
Nederlandsch-Indi€), quickly becoming known simply as Royal Dutch Petroleum
Company. Unlike Samuel's trading firm, Royal Dutch was fundamentally an exploration
and production company from its inception, focused on extracting the raw material
directly from the ground.

Royal Dutch faced immense challenges in establishing its operations in the Sumatran
wilderness. Building infrastructure - including wells, pipelines to the coast, and
eventually a refinery at Pangkalan Brandan - required overcoming difficult terrain,
tropical diseases, and securing skilled labor in a remote location. The early years were
a constant struggle for funding, technical expertise, and reliable markets. The
company's initial focus was on producing kerosene for the local and regional Asian
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markets, directly competing with the established players who were shipping oil from
afar.

While Samuel's Shell company was built on a sophisticated global trading and shipping
network originating from a London mercantile background, Royal Dutch emerged
directly from the ground, driven by the technical and logistical challenges of extracting
and processing a raw resource in a challenging frontier environment. One was a
master of logistics and markets; the other, a pioneer of upstream operations in a
difficult setting. Their paths were distinct, yet their ambitions increasingly overlapped,
particularly in the fast-growing markets of Asia, which were becoming a battleground
for global oil players.

The presence of Standard Oil loomed large over both enterprises. With its vast
production capacity in the United States, sophisticated infrastructure, and aggressive
business tactics, Standard Oil had become the dominant force in the global oil trade. It
controlled supply, dictated terms, and had the financial muscle to undercut
competitors. For smaller, independent players like Samuel's Shell, which relied on
buying oil from various sources, and Royal Dutch, which was just beginning to
establish its production base, competing against such a leviathan required ingenuity,
efficiency, and perhaps, eventually, a reconsideration of standing alone.

Samuel's strategy was to leverage his transportation advantage and focus on markets
where Standard Oil was less entrenched or where his costs allowed him to be more
competitive. His innovative tankers and control over distribution in parts of Asia gave
him a crucial edge. He was nimble and opportunistic, always seeking the best source
of oil to ship and the most profitable markets to serve, extending his reach beyond
kerosene to lubricants and other products as the industry evolved.

Royal Dutch, on the other hand, was focused on maximizing the potential of its
Sumatran fields. Success depended on overcoming the operational hurdles of
extraction and refining and building a robust supply chain to get its products to market
efficiently. They had the advantage of owning their crude source, offering potential
cost stability, but they lacked the global trading expertise and shipping scale that
Samuel had developed. Their early growth was more focused on increasing production
and refining capacity within their concession area and serving nearby markets.

Despite their different origins and operational strengths, both Shell Transport and
Trading and Royal Dutch Petroleum were independently making significant inroads
into the global oil market during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Samuel had
built a formidable trading and shipping empire, challenging the established norms of
oil transportation. Royal Dutch had successfully tapped into a new source of oil and
built a pioneering production and refining operation in a challenging territory. They
were competitors in the same burgeoning global industry, often vying for the same
markets, particularly in Asia, which was rapidly becoming a major consumer of
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kerosene.

Their competitive activities, while often direct rivals, also highlighted complementary
strengths. Shell's prowess lay in getting oil to market anywhere in the world. Royal
Dutch's strength was finding and producing the oil itself. As the global oil market
continued to expand and the pressure from dominant players like Standard Oil
intensified, the strategic logic of combining these complementary capabilities would
begin to seem increasingly compelling to the leaders of both companies. The initial
chapters of their stories, written separately, were laying the groundwork for a future
alliance that would reshape the energy world.
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