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dhahr an is home to the Saudi Ar abian Oil Company, better 
known as Saudi Aramco, the national oil company of Saudi Arabia. With an 
estimated value of 10 trillion dollars, Saudi Aramco is the world’s most valu-
able corporation. Saudi Arabia produces more oil and has more oil reserves 
than any other country in the world. In the words of a former president of 
the company, “Oil is a gift  from God, but the recovery of oil is the work of 
men. What’s good for the well-being of Saudi Aramco and Arabia is good for 
the well-being of the whole world.”2 Or as another Saudi Aramco executive 
put it much more simply: “Oil brings happiness.”

Many international travelers approach Dhahran by fl ying into Bahrain 
and then driving twenty-fi ve kilometers over the Persian Gulf on the King 
Fahd Causeway to Saudi Arabia. But Dhahran is also served by the King 
Fahd International Airport, which was completed in 1990, just in time to 
serve as a storage facility for American military aircraft  during the First Gulf 
War. Th e route from King Fahd Airport to the Aramco camp in Dhahran 
follows King Fahd Road, a three-lane highway through the desert. At night 
bonfi res cast fl ickering orange light on the SUVs and tents of Saudis camping 
in the sand. During the day, tall transmission lines can be seen running 
across the fl at expanses of rock, gravel, and sand to the horizon. Along the 
highway are mounds of construction debris, parking lots fi lled with oil tank-
ers and dump trucks, and storage yards lined with rows and rows of pipes 
stacked in neat triangular piles. Exit signs are marked “Desert Access,” and 
off  in the distance small herds of camels graze. A large sign at one construc-
tion site announces that the work there is being done by the Binladin Group, 
one of the largest construction companies in the world.

 o n e

Can Oil Bring Happiness?
alternate visions of saudi aramco

A piece of the United States that just landed on Saudi Arabia.1
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Th e Aramco camp in Dhahran is bordered on one side by the U.S. 
Consulate and the King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals, and on 
the other by King Abdulaziz Air Base. Th e sound of Royal Saudi Air Force 
jets taking off  and landing oft en fi lls the air. Th e camp is a city unto itself 
with its own education and transportation systems, its own radio and televi-
sion stations, its own banks and mosques, and its own library, hospital, and 
heliport. Security at the camp is high, because as an Aramco public relations 
offi  cer put it: “Th ere are ultraconservative people here who grate at the pres-
ence of foreigners and who are hostile to oil. Th ey might do harm.”

Th e Aramco compounds—there are several others nearby—have their 
own rules, their own culture. Th ey aren’t really a part of Saudi Arabia. Men 
and women work together; women are allowed to drive and are not required 
to wear ankle-length black abayas or hijabs covering their hair, as they must 
in public everywhere else in the country. It’s as if Saudi culture itself can't 
penetrate the tight security—the fences, gates, and checkpoints—that sur-
rounds the camps. People living in the camps are both isolated and protected 
from the Saudi Arabia that lies outside. Th e Aramco camps represent an 
unsettling fusion of two very diff erent visions: an idealized American suburb 
of the 1950s, on the one hand, and a utopian community of cosmopolitanism 
and multiculturalism, on the other. In the diffi  cult balancing act between the 
two, the scales are defi nitely weighted in favor of American suburbia.

Aramcons, as Saudi Aramco employees refer to themselves, can be quite 
explicit about the nature of the community they inhabit. When they try to 
describe life in the camps, they stress the same qualities they would if they 
were describing life in small-town America. Th e camps are safe; you know 
your neighbors; they’re good places to raise a family. Publicly at least, 
Aramcons almost always speak positively about Saudi Arabia, but they really 
don’t live there. Th ey sound enthusiastic about Saudi culture, but they never 
really experience it. One American expatriate, who had worked for Aramco 
for twenty years but never learned Arabic, referred to “this place”—the 
Aramco camp in Dhahran, not Saudi Arabia—as the “fi ft y-second state.” Th e 
fi ft y-fi rst, she explained, was Israel.

In the nearby cities of Damman and al-Khobar, the streets have Saudi 
names: Prince Talal Street, Omar ibn al-Khattab Street, and Gulf 
Cooperation Council Road. Inside the Aramco camp, they have American 
names: Geode Lane, Apple Street, and Easter Avenue. Th e walls and fences 
that surround the camp, like the desert beyond, are hidden from view by 
large green hedges. At points along the hedges, stand grottos of artifi cial 
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rock; from the top fl ow cascades of recycled wastewater. Wide sidewalks run 
along quiet streets laid out in a neat pattern of rectangular blocks. Green, 
well-watered lawns with stands of tall palms and imported shade trees lead 
up to the front doors of modest single-story homes.

Early one morning before the heat of the day in May 2012, people were out 
walking, jogging, and riding bicycles. An American woman wearing a large 
sun hat and running clothes, her face fl ushed from power walking, told me 
how much she enjoyed living in Saudi Arabia. A few minutes later a profes-
sionally dressed Saudi woman expressed a very diff erent perspective: “Saudi 
Arabia is a diffi  cult place to live,” she said, “especially for a woman. I like my 
independence.” She didn’t have a driver, she explained, so she was walking to 
the next corner to catch a bus to work.

Foreign workers were also out in force—Filipinos, Bangladeshis, and 
Pakistanis—sweeping the streets with long palm fronds, cutting the grass 
with power mowers, and just sitting on the curb talking. Each group wore a 
diff erent color uniform—orange jump suits, blue overalls, or khaki pants and 
yellow shirts. Few of them spoke Arabic or English. Th ey worked for compa-
nies owned by Saudis and managed by Arabs from Egypt or Lebanon. One 
Saudi I spoke with explained what he called this “caste system” with no hint 
of awkwardness or embarrassment. “Arabs are more expensive than 
Pakistanis,” he said, “but the least expensive are Indians and Bangladeshis.”

It’s true. Th ere are people from all over the world living in the Aramco 
camp in Dhahran. It is a cosmopolitan, multicultural community. People 
here all live in the same place, but their lives are separated by occupation, 
class, language, and culture. An American housewife, who doesn’t know that 
the long white robes Saudi men wear are called thobes, walks along a sidewalk 
as a Bangladeshi worker sweeps leaf litter from the gutter nearby. Later that 
aft ernoon, when the call to prayer sounds, a Saudi man stops jogging and 
kneels down on the grass by the side of the road to pray. Members of three 
very diff erent cultures living together, but yet apart.

Steineke Hall serves as a guesthouse for the Saudi Aramco Residential 
Camp in Dhahran. It’s named in honor of Max Steineke, the American 
geologist whose persistence and determination led to the fi rst major discov-
ery of oil in Saudi Arabia in 1938. Well Number 7, “Prosperity Well,” a local 
landmark, still stands nearby, a powerful symbol of the company’s humble 
origins and its ultimate success. Th e laundry list for the dry cleaner that 
serves the guests at Steineke can accommodate clothes worn by people from 
all over the world: abayas, aprons, bathrobes, bishts (long robes worn by Arab 
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men), blouses, coveralls, dresses, jackets, overcoats, pajamas, safari suites, 
saris, sarwalls (loose trousers from South Asia), scarves, shirts, skirts, slacks, 
slips, smocks, thobes, ties, T-shirts, and wool vests.

Th e channels available on the new fl at-screen televisions in the guest 
rooms also meet the needs of a very cosmopolitan clientele: CNN, Fox News, 
and HBO from the United States; ABS-CBN, BRO, and IBC from the 
Philippines; CNBC Arabiya, Dubai Sports, and KSA 2 (the Saudi English-
language channel); the BBC, CCTV from China, PTV from Pakistan, and 
Yemen TV; not to mention religious channels like Iqraa TV, which advertises 
itself as a “safe haven” for Muslim families around the world. One evening, a 
young Saudi waiting in the Steineke lounge was so upset by a romantic scene 
on an American movie that he went to speak to the Filipino clerks at the 
registration desk nearby. He warned them to monitor the television more 
carefully to make sure that nothing inappropriate was being shown.

A few blocks from Steineke Hall is the “commissary,” the supermarket 
that serves camp residents. In addition to several Saudi newspapers in Arabic 
and English, a stand near the checkout counter has newspapers in many other 
languages and many diff erent scripts: Al-Ahram from Egypt; Abante, a 
Tagalog tabloid from the Philippines; the Chandikra Daily and the 
Madhyaman Daily, two Malayalam newspapers from the state of Kerala in 
India; as well as USA Today and the International Herald Tribune. Th e cash-
ier at the checkout counter couldn’t tell me much about himself in his limited 
English—“Philippines . . . twenty-three years . . . budget . . . sacrifi ce for 
children”—but the pain and loss his words couldn’t fully convey were clear 
from the expression on his face.

A short walk in the other direction is Kings, the center of camp social life, 
where the Dhahran Recreation Library is located. Kings also has places to eat 
out—in public—a Chinese restaurant and an Olive Garden. Unlike like 
other restaurants in Saudi Arabia, neither provides separate seating areas for 
“men” and for “families.” In addition, Kings has a coff ee shop, an ice cream 
parlor, a bowling alley, a woman’s exercise room, and one of Saudi Arabia’s 
only movie theaters, where members of the Aramco community, men and 
women, can sit together and watch Aramco-approved fi lms. Th ese facilities 
surround an open area where Aramco’s Little League teams used to play 
baseball, until camp managers made a controversial decision to turn the area 
into a small park where Saudi families could enjoy picnics on the lush green 
grass. According to one young Saudi I spoke with, Kings is “a very Saudi 
place,” one of the most “Saudi” places in the whole camp.
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Ar-Rabiya is the most exclusive residential area in the Aramco camp. Most 
Aramcons are provided housing on a rental basis only, but in ar-Rabiya senior 
executives can buy their own homes. In the past, most senior executives at 
Aramco were Americans, but this is no longer the case. Almost all the resi-
dents of ar-Rabiya now are Saudis. Th eir large houses are surrounded by 
beautifully landscaped yards full of fl owering shrubs and trees—prices start 
at 400,000 dollars. Ar-Rabiya also has a fully staff ed recreation hall that 
serves food and provides a space for informal social gatherings.

Th e Aramco school system is based on the American model and off ers 
education for students through the ninth grade. At that point, Aramco 
employees receive an education allowance to send their children to high 
school anywhere in the world. Classes are taught in English, and several dif-
ferent foreign languages are off ered. Hardly any American students take 
Arabic, because when they go off  to boarding school, it’s more important for 
them to speak French or Spanish. Th ere are also several internationally 
accredited private schools located outside the Dhahran camp.

Unlike almost all other American Aramco employees, an African-
American woman we met had sent her son to a Saudi school. She wanted him 
to learn Arabic and really experience Saudi culture. “People at Aramco were 
really upset with me,” she said. “Th ey couldn’t understand why I wanted to 
send my son to a Saudi school. But the world doesn’t revolve around the 
United States any more. I wanted to give him an advantage.” Several years 
later her son converted to Islam.

In the center of the Dhahran camp is the Rolling Hills Golf Club, founded 
in 1948 when Aramco executives decided to build the fi rst golf course in 
Saudi Arabia. Th e original course was constructed by soaking sand with oil 
to create a surface with the consistency of concrete. Golfers carried small 
mats of artifi cial turf from which they played their shots. In the 1990s, 
Aramco built a luxuriant eighteen-hole grass course, complete with water 
hazards and rows of shade trees—all made possible by the camp’s ample sup-
ply of graywater. Nine holes are fl oodlit for night play.

Two other sports play an important role in life on the Aramco camps—
baseball and riding. For many years Dhahran’s Little League team repre-
sented the Middle East-Africa Region at the Little League World Series. Th e 
Dhahran camp also has a world-class equestrian center known as the Hobby 
Farm; it used to be a real farm where Arab farmers grew food for the 
American workers. Th e Chuckwagon, a popular restaurant there, serves 
chicken nuggets, “good ol’ American cheeseburgers,” and kabsa, a popular 
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Saudi dish of chicken and rice. Visible from the Hobby Farm, down a road 
that runs outside the camp fence, is a small restaurant that is said to serve the 
best camel meat in the area. Aramcons enjoy many other recreational facili-
ties: a gym, a swimming pool, and athletic fi elds, as well as tennis, squash, 
and racquetball courts. Less than an hour’s drive away on the Gulf Coast is 
Half Moon Bay, where Aramco employees can go fi shing, sailing, and 
water-skiing.

Th e camp dining hall is just around the corner from Steineke. It serves 
three meals a day to camp residents and other Aramco employees who work 
there. Food is served cafeteria style, and there are several dining areas that 
provide spaces for mixed-gender seating, as well as separate seating for men, 
women, and families. On the menu for breakfast are pastries, donuts, hard-
boiled eggs, fruit salad, beef sausage, and beef bacon, as well as feta, olives, 
lentils, fava beans, and strained yoghurt, known as labna. Men in informal 
business attire sit at one table; men in long white thobes and red-and-white 
checkered shemaghs draped over their heads sit at another. Two young women 
wearing black abayas, niqabs covering their faces, and stylish sunglasses are 
paying for their meals at the cash register, while a man wearing a thobe and a 
baseball cap stands holding his tray looking for a place to sit down.

One morning at breakfast I sat with a man who told me he was from 
Qatif, one of the oldest and largest cities on the east coast of Saudi Arabia. I 
knew that most of the people from Qatif are Shia. He described the protests 
that had taken place there several months earlier. “Th e people of Qatif just 
want better lives,” he said, but the Saudi police overreacted and several pro-
testers were killed. Th en he told me about something that had happened to 
him when he was a student at Texas A&M: an American attacked him with 
a baseball bat. “Hatred twists people’s brains,” he said soft ly.

Several days later I shared a meal with a group of fi ve or six young Saudi 
men. One of them, who was of African descent, told me that when he lived 
in the United States he had experienced more prejudice because he was a 
Muslim than because he was black. We talked about the meaning of skin 
color in Saudi Arabia and some of the negative terms used to refer derogato-
rily to people with dark skin. Th e worst word was abd, which means slave. He 
told me that discrimination against Shia was a much greater problem than 
discrimination against people with dark skin.

“Th e problem with the Shia isn’t religious,” he said, “it’s political. Th e 
government’s afraid that the Saudi Shia support Iran.”
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“If you want to know what it’s like to be Shia in Saudi, ask Hussein,” he 
added, gesturing to a young man across the table. So I did. Hussein looked a 
little taken aback.

“Among young people, among my friends, there aren’t any problems 
between Sunni and Shia,” Hussein said. “But among the older generation, 
Shia are defi nitely discriminated against. A high-level executive would never 
hire a Shia as his assistant. Some companies actually have directives not to 
hire Shia for positions in management or security.”

“It’s good here,” said Hussein aft er a short pause. “We can’t criticize the 
king and the princes, but things are getting better. We have restrictions; we 
know that. But we’re cool. We love our king; he’s good to us. We’re all the 
same now. We’re all one people; we’re all Muslims.”

I wasn’t convinced and would like to have continued the conversation, but 
I decided not to. Our conversation moved on to other topics. If there ever 
were any oil spills in the country, they said, no one would ever know. And 
they agreed that American Aramco employees should earn more than Saudi 
employees do; they pay taxes in the United States and need to save for retire-
ment. But they shouldn’t earn fi ve times more.

“Why are some men wearing thobes and not shirts and pants?” I asked.
“Because they’re Bedouin,” someone said laughing.
Another morning I had breakfast with a heavy-set man from Missouri 

who had recently been hired by Aramco to teach English. He was eager to tell 
me about the ministers and the priests that Aramco hires as “special teachers” 
to conduct Christian services in camp. Th ey keep their Bibles under lock and 
key in “special classrooms.”

As I entered the dining hall one evening, I saw advertisements for various 
“theme nights.” Greek Night featured “menus straight from the taverna 
kitchens”; Asian Night off ered “a taste of the Orient”; and Gulf Night, 
Mexican Night, and Lebanese Night promised “the best in multicultural 
dining.” On the dinner menu that evening were Arabic Dishes, Asian Dishes, 
Western Dishes, and Healthy Food. Th e woman standing behind me in line 
was an American who taught at the Dhahran elementary school. She 
described the camp as “the place where the Stepford Wives meets the Truman 
Show.” In the four years she’d lived in Dhahran, she’d only learned a few 
words of Arabic. She said she didn’t need to learn any more.

Aft er dinner, I joined some of the Bates students I was with and several 
young Saudis who lived in camp. I was introduced to a young woman who 
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was a member of the Saudi royal family. Unsure about the appropriateness of 
my question, I asked her how she was related to the king. Her explanation 
quickly grew complicated, and I couldn’t follow it.

“Here’s my father,” she said, placing a ketchup bottle on the table in front 
of her. “And here’s my father’s father,” she added, putting a bottle of Tabasco 
sauce behind it.

But I lost her again, so I took out my notebook and my pen and began to 
draw a kinship diagram. Never before have I seen students so engaged in the 
study of kinship. A moment later, all was clear. Her father’s father’s father’s 
brother was King Abdulaziz ibn Saud, the founder of the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia. King Abdulaziz was also her father’s mother’s father’s father. Her 
name was Moudi al-Faisal al-Saad Al Saud. She had fi ft y cousins in Riyadh 
and many more living all over the world. Moudi lived in the Aramco camp 
most of the year, but in the summer her family escaped to Jeddah, where it 
was cooler. She loved to swim in the Red Sea. Moudi felt strongly that Saudi 
women should be able to work anywhere they want without any restrictions 
at all.

Th en Moudi told us a story about her mother’s father, Ali al-Naimi. Th is 
was a typical “Aramco story,” she said, a story that illustrated what one Saudi 
called “the American dream, Saudi style.” Moudi’s grandfather had been 
born in poverty in a tent in the desert. As a young boy, he herded camels. He 
had twenty brothers; his father had three wives. Everyone looked down on 
him, but he built himself up from nothing. He saw Aramco trucks driving 
through the desert and decided he wanted to go and work for the company. 
One day in 1947 he hitched a ride to al-Khobar and began looking for a job. 
He was only eleven, so he had to lie about his age. He started off  working as 
a water boy. He wasn’t allowed to drink the cold water; only the Americans 
could.

Later, when Moudi’s grandfather was working as a stock boy, people 
noticed that he was a hard worker. Since he was completely illiterate, Aramco 
sent him to school in Dhahran. Th en they put him to work in the oil fi elds. 
A few years later, they sent him to study at the American University of Beirut, 
and then at Stanford, where he earned a master’s degree in geology. Aft er 
that, he returned to work for Aramco and was eventually promoted to vice 
president in charge of oil and gas aff airs. In 1983, he became the fi rst Saudi 
president of Saudi Aramco; in 1995, King Fahd appointed him Minister of 
Petroleum and Mineral Resources. Th at is an “Aramco story.”
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resbots, geosteering, and the cave

Th e worldwide headquarters of Saudi Aramco is known locally as the Core 
Area. It’s the center of the company’s exploration, drilling, and engineering 
activities, as well as all its training, fi nancial, and administrative services. 
Th is impressive complex of offi  ce buildings is located inside the Saudi 
Aramco compound in Dhahran, but just outside the residential camp itself. 
On either side of the Core Area, at the edge of the large parking lots that 
surround it, stand two mosques (see fi g. 1).

Th e newest addition to the Core Area is the Exploration and Petroleum 
Engineering Center—Advanced Research Center, or EXPEC ARC, a seven-
story building of gray stone and glass that houses over 250 scientists engaged 
in research and development for all “upstream” oil and gas technologies. 
“Upstream” refers to everything involved in exploration and production; 
“downstream” to everything involved in processing, refi ning, and shipping. 
Th e scientists here are all devoted to developing new technologies to help the 
company discover additional oil and gas resources and increase the effi  ciency 
with which they’re recovered from the ground. Aramco scientists are divided 
into diff erent teams, each focusing on one specifi c area of research: geology, 
reservoir engineering, or computational modeling. EXPEC ARC has the 
largest geosciences computing center in the world.

Two of the most important projects Saudi Aramco scientists and engi-
neers are working on involve nanotechnology and geosteering. Nanoscale 
reservoir robots, known as Resbots, are small particles whose diameter is 
1/1000 the thickness of a human hair, which are deployed in water that is 
injected into underground hydrocarbon reservoirs. Resbots contain chemical 
agents that enable them to measure temperature, pressure, salinity, and other 
properties of the fl uids and rock they encounter. During their journey 
through the reservoir, the Resbots store this information in their “onboard 
memory” so it can be retrieved by monitors when they’re recovered in the oil 
produced from the reservoir. By helping Aramco map the fl ow of oil and gas 
through rock, Resbots are a crucial tool in the fi eld of reservoir 
management.

Geosteering, also known as “directional drilling,” is another technological 
development that seems straight from the world of science fi ction. Geosteering 
operations adjust both the angle and the direction of the oil drill, so that aft er 
it descends vertically to a certain depth it can turn gradually until it is 
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traveling horizontally. Th en the drill can be steered in diff erent directions to 
reach the specifi c areas that have the greatest concentrations of oil and gas. 
With careful monitoring, the drill can travel horizontally for over a kilometer 
while remaining within a bed of oil-bearing sand or rock that’s less than a 
meter thick. With the latest developments in geosteering technology, Saudi 
Aramco is able to extract considerably more oil and gas from each of its wells 
than it could in the past, when it could only drill vertically.

Th e Oil Supply Planning and Scheduling Department (OSPAS) is the 
“nerve center” of Saudi Aramco, the heart of its global operations. It’s com-
posed of fi ve divisions: Oil; Gas and Natural Gas Liquids; Supply, Planning, 
and Optimization; Terminals; and Refi ned Products. Th e primary responsi-
bility of OSPAS is to manage the company’s inventories of oil and gas to 
ensure that the needs of its customers are met as effi  ciently and profi tably as 
possible.

Th e high point of our tour through the Operations Coordination Center 
of OSPAS was “the Big Wall,” a huge curved video screen, sixty-seven meters 
wide and three meters tall that winds its way through the main control room 
of the center. Built in 2005, and upgraded several times since, the Wall con-
tains 150 separate screens that monitor in real time the movement of every 
cubic meter of gas, every drop of oil, and every molecule of hydrocarbon that 
Saudi Aramco produces. Using digital light processing, these screens are able 
to project eighteen hundred points of data and update them every fi ft een 
seconds.

By closely tracking the operation of each well, each pipeline, and each 
tanker, Saudi Aramco is able to plan and coordinate the production, storage, 
and delivery of all its oil and gas. Th is Supervisory Control and Data 
Acquisition system (SCADA) enables supervisors monitoring the Wall to 
shut down operations in case of drilling accidents, pipeline breaks, or even 
storms at sea. In this way, Saudi Aramco is able to minimize any disruption 
of its operations, and to optimize operational processes in order to ensure 
that all the decisions it makes contribute to the goal of maximizing the 
Kingdom’s profi ts.

Th e Exploration Core Laboratory nearby seems many years removed from 
the high-tech world of the Advanced Research Center with its nanotechnol-
ogy, geosteering, and computerized monitoring systems. Th e Core Lab 
evokes a much earlier, much simpler period in the history of oil exploration. 
In a big, open work area fi lled with the smell of dirt and oil, stand rows and 
rows of tables covered with display racks containing core samples from Saudi 
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Aramco’s twelve thousand wells. Each well costs 100,000 dollars to drill and 
extends over two thousand meters down to the oil-bearing formations that 
lie beneath the sands of the Eastern Province. Th e core samples are thin, 
cylindrical tubes six meters long—some whole, some cut in half—made of 
mud, sand, and rock. Sections of many cores are stained black with oil oozing 
out to the surface.

Th e Core Lab is the repository for 192,000 meters of core samples. Th e 
storage area is fi lled from fl oor to ceiling with shelves and shelves of long, thin 
rectangular yellow boxes stacked in groups of fi ft y-four, six high and nine 
wide, on forklift  pallets for easy access. Th e cores are labeled, organized, and 
stored—“curated” as one geologist working there put it—so carefully and 
effi  ciently that a core from any depth, from any well that Saudi Aramco has 
ever drilled can be retrieved for study and analysis in seven minutes or less.

Core Lab scientists use electron microscopes with the power to magnify 
up to a million times in order to study the pores of the rocks through which 
oil and gas are pumped. Aramco scientists also dissolve rock in the cores to 
analyze the pollen and other microfossils they contain in order to date the 
layers of sediment where they were found.

“Th e more data you have, the more control you have, and the easier it is to 
reduce the risk,” a geologist at the Core Lab told us. “We’re not guessing; 
we’re scientists. Th e Core Lab is like our library. Geology is a made up of 
puzzles, and each puzzle tells a story.”

Saudi Aramco manages its human resources in just as innovative and 
sophisticated a manner as it does its oil and gas. Th e Upstream Professional 
Development Center (UPDC), which is housed in a four-story building in 
the Core Area, was established in 2011 to provide world-class educational and 
training facilities for Saudi Aramco employees. It is an in-house, corporate 
university—a Saudi Aramco University.

Every year UPDC off ers 250 courses to four thousand employees in fi elds 
like petrophysics, reservoir engineering, and upstream computing. Th e 
courses taught at UPDC are designed by Saudi Aramco’s own “subject mat-
ter experts,” and are based on a training philosophy that emphasizes experi-
ential, hands-on learning. Lectures and reading make up only a small per-
centage of the students’ workload. In order to emphasize the relevance of 
their courses, UPDC teachers oft en make use of case studies and other data 
from Saudi Aramco’s own corporate experience. To ensure the quality of 
their courses, teachers regularly participate in UPDC’s “train-the-trainer 
program.”
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Employees enrolled in courses at UPDC study in eighteen high-tech class-
rooms. Some are tiered amphitheaters; others have fl at fl oors, mobile seating, 
and an “instructor island” in the center to maximize interactivity. All the 
classrooms are equipped with wall-to-wall viewing screens and LCD touch 
screens, some of which have 3D capability, so that instructors can bring the 
fi eld—the hydrocarbon reserves and the rock formations containing them—
right into the classroom. On the fi rst fl oor of the UPDC building, is the 
Upstream Information Center (UIC), a “library” for the teachers and stu-
dents who work there. Staff ed with “hydrocarbon librarians and database 
engineers,” it contains a large print collection of books and journals, as well 
as all the important electronic databases in all the fi elds that are relevant to 
a Saudi Aramco education.

Th e most impressive facility in the entire training center is the Cave 
Automatic Virtual Environment—CAVE for short—a small room with four 
large video screens for walls that off ers a virtual-reality display of an oil or gas 
drill site. Young Saudi trainees sit in “the dog house,” the operator’s station on 
a simulated drill platform, where they can experience what it’s like to operate 
a drill rig. Th ey practice using the blowout prevention panel and other well-
control equipment in order to gain valuable safety experience. Th ey also learn 
how to manage virtually the many “down-hole problems”—kicks, stuck pipes, 
and hole washouts—that can occur. Monitoring these training sessions during 
our tour was a very experienced, and very real, sixty-year-old Canadian drilling 
engineer, who aft er years of working in real oil fi elds all over North America 
and the Middle East was now teaching simulation sessions in the CAVE.

As of 2015, UPDC was approaching a particularly challenging period 
because of what supervisors there refer to as “the Big Crew Change.” Since 
many of its experienced professionals will be retiring over the next decade, 
UPDC needs to reduce the number of years it takes to train the next genera-
tion of skilled workers. As part of its “Hire to Retire” curriculum, UPDC has 
developed a new “Upstream Professional On-Boarding Program,” an inten-
sive eleven-week multidisciplinary course for newly hired employees that 
makes it possible for young trainees to “capture knowledge from senior staff ” 
in a more effi  cient manner.

At the graduation ceremony of the Saudi Aramco Professional 
Development Academy (SAPDA), the corporate culture of Saudi Aramco 
was on full display. A British public relations offi  cer welcomed us to Saudi 
Aramco, the “expats’ second home.” Saudi Aramco’s educational programs, 
he said, have come a long way since 1941, when English, math, and science 
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were taught in a stick hut in the desert. Now the company spends over a bil-
lion dollars a year on training and development, operating twenty-three 
training campuses throughout the country that make it possible for thou-
sands of young Saudis to continue their education at universities all over the 
world. “Th is,” he said “is the Aramco family.”

“Th e goals of all our educational programs,” he continued, “are aligned 
with the needs of the company and the country. SAPDA operates profes-
sional leadership development workshops in the U.S., the U.K., the E.U., 
Japan, China, Korea, and Australia. We provide international leadership 
training to support economic growth and social development right here in 
Saudi. We promote an entrepreneurial ecosystem. SAPDA is a community of 
commitment; we’re dedicated to community service, energy effi  ciency, con-
servation, and renewable energy. Th ere are seventy nationalities working at 
Aramco; so there will obviously be cultural issues if we’re not prepared for 
them. We’re a multicultural company; we respect each other’s backgrounds. 
If you can’t subscribe to our values, you shouldn’t be with the company. We 
leverage diversity; we invest in human capital. Th is is a company town. 
Actually, I think, this is a company country.”

In the large reception hall where the SAPDA graduation ceremony was 
being held, small groups of students were giving presentations on the three 
t’s: technology, talent, and teaming. Each team had a name: Hurricanes, 
Front Runners, and Synergy. Most of the young graduates were dressed in 
western clothes, but some wore thobes and shemaghs. Of the hundred or so 
young graduates, only four were women. A member of each team gave a short 
speech about the team’s project: “We’re up to the challenge. . . . We stand on 
the shoulders of giants. . . . Be fearless, take chances, and do great things. . . . 
Aim high, and begin with the end in mind. . . . Th e best never rest.”

the aramco story: bringing prosperity 
to the saudi people

Given the essential role Saudi Aramco has played in the history of Saudi 
Arabia, it’s not surprising that the corporate history of Aramco has many 
themes in common with the national history of the Kingdom. Offi  cial 
Aramco history and offi  cial Saudi history also have very similar narrative 
structures of growth, progress, and transformation. Both embody “the 
American dream, Saudi style.”
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Th e “Our History” page on the Saudi Aramco website, the most accessible 
source for the offi  cial version of the company’s corporate history, describes 
the close relationship that has always existed between the company and the 
Kingdom:

From the very start, we have been involved in developing the nation in the 
broadest sense. During the early years of our history, which were also the early 
years of the young country of Saudi Arabia, our economic and social service 
programs became woven into the fabric of the country. As time passed, we 
began supporting or complementing services increasingly led by the govern-
ment. Once the company became fully Saudi owned, our social responsibility 
strategy has become focused on . . . being a catalyst, a role model, and a sup-
porter of growth and development in all aspects of society in general, and in 
the economic sector in particular.3

In 1980, Aramco published a lavishly illustrated coff ee-table book entitled 
Aramco and Its World: Arabia and the Middle East. Its explicit goal was to 
promote understanding of what in 1950 had been a mysterious and exotic 
land and which in the West in 1980 was still a little-known part of the world. 
In 2005, Saudi Aramco published a new edition of its offi  cial corporate his-
tory. A Land Transformed: Th e Arabian Peninsula, Saudi Arabia, and Saudi 
Aramco was a signifi cantly heavier, larger, and longer volume than its prede-
cessor. Th e book is fi lled with beautiful color photographs of camels and 
deserts, malls and skyscrapers, pipelines and refi neries, and the Holy Mosque 
in Mecca, as well as reproductions of black-and-white photographs of King 
Abdulaziz, the old city of Riyadh, and early meetings between Aramco 
executives and members of the Saudi royal family. While acknowledging that 
at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century people have become much more 
aware of Islam and the Arab world, the preface of A Land Transformed 
notes—with optimistic understatement typical of most corporate histories—
that “the bridges of understanding remain incomplete.”4

Th e corporate history of Aramco begins on May 29, 1933, just a year aft er 
the founding of Saudi Arabia and the discovery of oil in nearby Bahrain, 
when Lloyd Hamilton, a lawyer for the Standard Oil Company of California 
(SOCAL), and Abd Allah al-Sulayman, the fi nance minister of the new 
Kingdom, signed a concession agreement in the Khuzam Palace on the out-
skirts of Jeddah. A month later, King Abdulaziz ibn Saud issued a royal 
decree granting SOCAL a concession for petroleum exploration according 
to which the Saudi government would receive an initial payment of 50,000 
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British pounds, a yearly rent of 5,000 pounds, and a second payment of 
50,000 pounds if commercial quantities of oil were discovered. In return, 
SOCAL obtained exclusive rights to “explore, prospect, drill for, extract, 
treat, manufacture, deal with, carry away, and export oil and oil products” 
throughout the country for a period of sixty years.5 To manage the new con-
cession, SOCAL established a wholly owned subsidiary, the California-
Arabian Standard Oil Company (CASOC). Th ree years later SOCAL sold 
a 50 percent stake in the company to Texaco. As Wallace Stegner noted in 
Discovery! Th e Search for Arabian Oil, a 1955 history of Aramco the company 
hired him to write, agreements like this determine “the future of nations and 
alter the economic equilibrium of the world.”6

In September 1933, the fi rst CASOC prospectors set out in small boats 
from Bahrain and landed near Jubail on the east coast of Saudi Arabia. Th ey 
were drawn to the area by Jebel Dhahran, a group of low rocky hills later 
known as the Dammam Dome, a geological formation visible from Bahrain 
that was virtually identical to the site there where oil had already been found. 
An exploration party of ten Americans was soon hard at work, supported by 
“15–20 cargo camels, two trucks and a touring car, a guide, a cook and a 
cook’s helper, a houseboy, a mechanic and a mechanic’s helper, an automobile 
driver, four camel drivers, and an escort of 15–30 armed Bedouin guards.”7 
Th e fi rst “American camp” was a small group of tents set up just outside the 
small village of Dammam. From there members of the expedition party 
began their geological reconnaissance survey—exploring, mapping, and 
searching for oil. Th ey had to transport water in goatskin bags, drive over 
beaches and sand dunes, and travel eighty kilometers to Jubail to reach the 
nearest wireless station. Th e American geologists were in awe of the desert 
navigation skills of their Bedouin guides.

Over the next few years, conditions improved signifi cantly. Th e American 
“pioneers” built a rock pier at al-Khobar to facilitate the delivery of shiploads 
of material from the United States—toilets, showers, generators, construc-
tion material, portable housing, and stills for producing water, not to men-
tion all the equipment needed to drill for oil. Two of the most important 
pieces of equipment were a single engine plane for conducting aerial surveys 
(shipped from New York to Alexandria and then fl own to Dammam by way 
of Baghdad), and special photographic fi lm from Kodak that could with-
stand the extreme heat of the Saudi desert. Eventually CASOC offi  cials 
received permission from the Saudi government to bring radios, phono-
graphs, and motion picture projectors into the country.
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In 1935, a crew of wildcat drillers, rig builders, and pipeline welders, who 
had worked in CASOC fi elds in the United States and South America, 
arrived in Dhahran to begin work. For the next few years they struggled 
against stuck drill bits, broken casings, and cave-ins, not to mention the heat, 
humidity, and sand that surrounded them. Aft er a few initial surges of oil, 
the fi rst ten wells they dug on the Dammam Dome either “went wet” or 
“went dry.” By 1938, CASOC had been working in Saudi Arabia for fi ve years 
and spent ten million dollars, but had failed to fi nd any signifi cant quantity 
of oil.

CASOC offi  cials in the United States became discouraged and were con-
sidering the possibility of abandoning the Saudi concession. In November 
1937, they ordered a halt to all drilling in the Kingdom except at Dammam 
Well Number 7, the most promising well in the area (see fi g. 2). Dammam 
No. 7 had already reached twice the depth of the “Bahrain Zone,” where oil 
had previously been discovered in commercial quantities in Bahrain. But 
plagued by accidents and breakdowns, it had still failed to produce any oil. 
On March 2, 1938, CASOC’s board of directors met in San Francisco to 
make a fi nal decision whether to pull out of Saudi Arabia entirely. Th ey asked 
Max Steineke, their chief petroleum geologist, what he thought about the 
prospects for fi nding oil in Dammam.

“Keep drilling No. 7,” he replied.
Two days later the board received a cable from Dhahran announcing that 

Dammam No. 7 had just struck oil in the “Arab Zone” at a depth of 1,441 
meters. Oil was fl owing at a rate of 1,585 barrels a day. Commercial produc-
tion of oil in the Kingdom began several months later, when the fi rst barge 
of Saudi oil was shipped from al-Khobar to Bahrain. Oil fl owed from 
Dammam No. 7 for forty-four years until it was cemented over in 1982 aft er 
producing thirty-two million barrels of oil. At a ceremony in 1999, Crown 
Prince Abdullah offi  cially named Dammam No. 7 “Prosperity Well.”

For the next few years, CASOC’s operations in Saudi Arabia expanded 
tremendously. Th e infrastructure of the “American camp” was improved 
with the construction of prefabricated, air-conditioned houses, asphalt roads, 
a commissary, and a power plant. Soon the fi rst wives and children of 
American employees began arriving from the United States. CASOC built 
a small refi nery, storage tanks, and terminal facilities at al-Khobar. And in 
May 1939, King Abdulaziz, with a retinue of fi ve hundred vehicles and two 
thousand people, traveled from Riyadh to Dhahran, where he spent two days 
in a city of white tents celebrating the beginning of commercial oil produc-
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tion in the Kingdom. He personally opened the main valve on the new pipe-
line from Dammam to al-Khobar to let the fi rst barrels of Saudi oil fl ow into 
the tanker that would transport it to the world market. In 1939 alone, two 
million barrels of oil were shipped from Saudi Arabia. Only fi ve years had 
passed from the original concession agreement to the beginning of commer-
cial production of oil.

During this period, the original Dammam wells were deepened, more 
wells were drilled, and additional oil fi elds were discovered elsewhere in the 
Eastern Province. CASOC and the king signed a supplementary agreement 
in which CASOC acquired the rights to explore thousands of additional 
square miles up and down the Gulf Coast from Kuwait to Qatar. In return, 
CASOC agreed to pay an annual rent of 20,000 pounds and to provide the 
government with free kerosene and gasoline. CASOC’s workforce soon 
increased from several hundred to several thousand; over 95 percent of them 
were Saudis, the majority Shia from the nearby towns of Qatif and Hofuf.

During these early years, CASOC began a tradition of providing addi-
tional services to the Saudi government—building roads, schools, water 
wells, irrigation projects, and port facilities. CASOC also made eff orts to 
improve the diet and health of its Saudi employees by providing them with 
basic medical facilities to fi ght diseases like smallpox, malaria, bilharzia, and 
trachoma, and by off ering them a free lunch program, which was called Saudi 
Noonday Feeding.8 CASOC quickly assumed the responsibilities of regional 
water company, port authority, highway commission, and American consu-
late. It was known as the “Mr. Fixit of the Gulf.”9

Just as CASOC was poised to become one the major oil producers in the 
world, the outbreak of World War II brought its operations in Saudi Arabia 
to an abrupt halt. Th e company was unable to obtain the manpower, supplies, 
and equipment it needed to expand or even continue its production. CASOC 
was forced to close down its wells and reduce its personnel to a skeleton crew. 
Th ey came to be known in company lore as “the hundred men.”

Th roughout the war these men received little mail or fresh food; for 
months at a time they were forced to subsist on canned Brussels sprouts and 
shredded wheat, supplemented by any fi sh they caught and any birds or 
gazelles they could shoot. In time, they began to raise chickens, rabbits, and 
goats and to grow vegetables in a garden watered by graywater from their 
sewage treatment plant. Th e company was even forced to issue food rations 
to its employees. In one of the most heroic episodes of the company’s wartime 
history, a Bedouin herdsman made three successful cattle drives a thousand 
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miles across the Arabian Peninsula from Yemen to Dhahran to supply com-
pany employees with beef. In the fall of 1940, an Italian bombing mission 
sent to destroy the British refi nery on Bahrain accidently bombed Dhahran. 
Mussolini promptly apologized to King Abdulaziz for the mistake.

Th e conclusion of World War II brought an end to the “frontier period” 
in company history and marked the beginning of a time of tremendous 
growth for both the company and the Kingdom. In 1944, CASOC changed 
its name to the Arabian American Oil Company, Aramco. Th en in 1948, in 
an eff ort to gain access to additional investment capital to fi nance its antici-
pated expansion, the company, which had previously been joined by Texaco, 
brought in Standard Oil of New Jersey (Exxon) and Standard Oil of New 
York (Mobil). Th e new Aramco was now jointly owned by all four major 
American oil companies.

In the 1950s, Aramco employed over twenty thousand people, a third of 
them Saudis. To house them all, Aramco built three new cities: Dhahran, 
where company headquarters were established; Ras Tanura, near the com-
pany’s refi nery and port facilities; and Abqaiq, where major production facili-
ties were located. Aramco continued its eff orts to expand its infrastructure 
in order to support its growing oil operations. In the process, it demonstrated 
its commitment to fi nding oil and to building the Saudi state. In other words, 
Aramco proved it could simultaneously serve the interests of both its 
American shareholders and the Saudi government.

During this period, Aramco built an international airport, a 50-million-
dollar oil refi nery, three new marine terminals, its own telephone and radio 
systems, three hundred kilometers of paved roads, and an eleven-hundred-
kilometer pipeline network. It also maintained a fl eet of three thousand cars 
and trucks, forty-seven boats and barges, and its own private airline of seven-
teen planes, the most famous of which was a DC-4 known as “the Flying 
Camel.” In the early 1950s, Aramco fl ew three hundred thousand pounds of 
fresh vegetables from Beirut to Dhahran every month in two converted 
British bombers. Aramco’s payments of 10 million dollars a year to local 
Saudi contractors supported a thriving local economy.

To improve its ability to meet the growing energy needs of Europe and 
North America, in 1950 Aramco built the Trans-Arabian Pipeline, known as 
the Tapline, which was able to transport half a million barrels of oil a day over 
a thousand miles from Abqaiq on the Persian Gulf to the Lebanese city of 
Sidon on the Mediterranean. Over the next few years, the Gawar and Safaniya 
oil fi elds proved to be the world’s largest on-shore and off -shore oil fi elds, 
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respectively. During the 1960s, Aramco diversifi ed its operations by expand-
ing into the production of natural gas liquids (NGL) with the construction 
of several gas-oil separation plants (GOSPS). In the following decades, the 
company discovered additional oil fi elds south of Riyadh and at Shaybah in 
the Rub al-Khali Desert, the Empty Quarter. Aramco also expanded into 
shipping by acquiring its own fl eet of Very Large Crude Carriers (VLCCs) to 
transport a signifi cant portion of its own exports. By the mid-1990s, Aramco 
had attained a crude oil production capacity of ten million barrels per day.

During the postwar period, Aramco continued to contribute heavily to 
the economic development of the Kingdom. At the request of the Saudi gov-
ernment, Aramco built roads and schools all over the country; it also con-
structed desalinization plants, industrial complexes, and entire planned cit-
ies. Th e company was instrumental in strengthening and diversifying the 
Saudi economy by single-handedly building steel mills, aluminum smelters, 
and petrochemical plants. During the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century, 
Aramco took on other major projects for the government as well. Among its 
most impressive accomplishments were the construction in 2009 of King 
Abdullah University of Science and Technology, a world-class research uni-
versity on the Red Sea coast north of Jeddah, and the creation of the King 
Abdulaziz Center for World Culture, a futuristic museum complex in 
Dhahran designed to promote creativity and cross-cultural understanding 
throughout Saudi Arabia.

In one article of the original 1933 concession agreement, SOCAL had 
promised to “employ Saudi nationals as far as practicable” and employ other 
nationals only if it could not fi nd suitable Saudi employees.10 In an eff ort to 
fulfi ll its commitment to “Saudization,” Aramco has always operated a vari-
ety of educational programs for its Saudi employees. Beginning with basic 
language and vocational skills, Aramco gradually developed more sophisti-
cated professional training centers. In the 1950s, the fi rst Saudis were hired 
to fi ll senior staff  positions. In 1951, Aramco initiated a home-ownership 
program through which Saudi employees could purchase their own homes 
with the help of long-term company-subsidized loans. And in 1959, the fi rst 
two Saudis were elected to the company’s board of directors. By the 1980s, 
over 45 percent of the company’s managers and supervisors were Saudis; 
many of them had studied abroad at company expense. Aramco, by then the 
Eastern Province’s largest employer, had thirty-eight thousand employees 
from forty-fi ve diff erent countries; twenty-two thousand of them were Saudis 
and thirty-four hundred of them from the United States.

Danforth - 9780520290280.indd   35Danforth - 9780520290280.indd   35 16/01/16   5:16 PM16/01/16   5:16 PM



36 • c a n oi l  br i ng h a ppi n e s s?

In a portrait of life in Dhahran in the 1980s, Aramco and Its World 
describes Saudi and American cultures “fl owing together” and meeting “in 
mutual respect” as Saudis and Americans learned “to enjoy each other’s cook-
ing and exchange friendly greetings in each other’s language.”11 Th is offi  cial 
history of the world’s largest oil company concludes by asserting confi dently 
that in Saudi Arabia “tradition and modernity can live honorably side by 
side,” that “women will be able to take a more active part in society . . . within 
the context of Islam,” and that “even in the rush of twentieth-century com-
merce and industry” men can take the time to “pull a truck to the side of the 
road at sunset, kneel in the vastness of the desert, and off er thanks to God 
for what He has given.”12

In another article of the 1933 concession agreement, SOCAL agreed that 
it had “no right to interfere with the internal political or religious aff airs of 
Saudi Arabia.” According to Aramco and Its World, the fact that the com-
pany had always adhered strictly to this agreement is one of the main reasons 
why it has always enjoyed a close relationship with the Saudi government. 
While disagreements between Aramco and the Saudi government have occa-
sionally arisen, they “have always been resolved through negotiation and 
agreement rather than through confrontation and crises.”13

In 1950, for example, Aramco signed what has come to be known as the 
“50–50 agreement,” in which the company promised to pay the Saudi govern-
ment 50 percent of all its profi ts. It also agreed to begin paying Saudi income 
tax for the fi rst time. During the 1960s, in a process known as “participation,” 
the Saudi government began to share in the management of company opera-
tions; in the next phase of the process it gradually acquired complete owner-
ship of the company. By 1973, the Saudi government had gained a 25 percent 
interest in Aramco, and in 1980 it acquired a 100 percent interest by purchas-
ing almost all the company’s assets. Th en, in 1984, Ali al-Naimi became the 
fi rst Saudi president of Aramco. Th e transfer of ownership of the company 
from its American shareholders to the Saudi government was offi  cially 
marked in 1988 with the founding of the Saudi Arabian Oil Company, Saudi 
Aramco.

Company histories emphasize that Aramco was not nationalized, as most 
other oil companies were, but was purchased by the Saudi government at fair 
market value. According to Aramco and Its World, this process confi rmed the 
“amicable . . . relationship between Saudi Arabia as a sovereign state exercis-
ing its rights over its oil resources and the American shareholders as partners 
in the Aramco enterprise.”14 Th is new arrangement not only benefi ted both 
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Aramco and Saudi Arabia; it served important strategic interests of the 
United States. It helped maintain the “special relationship” between Saudi 
Arabia and the United States, but more importantly it guaranteed the United 
States, an oil-importing country, easy access to seemingly limitless quantities 
of Saudi oil far into the future.

Since 1933, oil has transformed Saudi Arabia from a poor, isolated land 
into one of the twenty-fi ve wealthiest countries in the world. It is now the 
world’s largest oil exporter; it also has approximately one-quarter of the 
world’s oil reserves, which have the potential to last at least seventy years. 
Saudi Arabia supplies 60 percent of the world’s energy needs, and earns 
90 percent of its gross national income from its exports of oil and gas. Saudi 
Aramco has the ability to produce oil at a sustainable maximum rate of 
twelve million barrels per day through its twenty thousand kilometers of 
pipeline and the nine thousand tankers that dock each year at its Sea Island 
Terminal at Ras Tanura (see fi g. 3). It employs a workforce of fi ft y-three thou-
sand people, 87 percent of whom are Saudis; the rest are expatriates from fi ft y 
countries around the world.

Th e last chapter of A Land Transformed off ers a portrait of Saudi Aramco 
at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century. Th e former president and CEO 
of Saudi Aramco, Abdallah S. Jumah, who grew up in a home of palm-
thatched walls in al-Khobar, contrasts Saudi Aramco with other major oil 
companies around the world. “An international company,” he says, “would 
deplete [its] reserves for a quick economic return. We look at our oil and gas 
reserves as our children. We nurture and protect them.” A Land Transformed 
concludes with the assertion that Saudi Aramco is committed to using “the 
resources of human ingenuity, energy, adaptability, and creativity” in order 
to convert “the resources bestowed upon the country by God into prosperity 
for the Saudi people and fuel for an energy-hungry world.”15

the gospel according to aramco

Corporations, like nations, write their own histories, and corporate histories, 
like their national counterparts, present heavily sanitized accounts of the 
past, in which founding heroes are celebrated and challenges overcome, while 
failures are forgotten and mistakes ignored. Corporate histories are oft en 
superfi cial exercises in public relations and self-promotion written by authors 
who are paid for their work by the companies whose histories they are hired 
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to write. Th e corporate history of Aramco, “the Aramco story,” is a self-
serving account of exceptionalism, in which the company portrays itself as 
unique among international oil companies because of its deep commitment 
to serving the interests of its host country. Th at is why Aramco has always 
enjoyed a “special relationship” with the Saudi government.

Aramco’s corporate history has made use of several ideologically moti-
vated myths to characterize this “special relationship.” In these mythical 
accounts, Aramco is cast in many roles: benevolent colonial power, caring 
friend, dedicated missionary, and agent of economic development. According 
to the “Aramco story,” the company has always treated Saudis honorably. In 
an interview for an Aramco-sponsored oral-history project, Frank Jungers, a 
former company president, described Aramco’s policies toward Saudis as 
based on “cooperation and mutual respect,” rather than the “adversarial, 
exploitive, or even colonialist” attitudes that characterized relations between 
other oil companies and the citizens of the countries where they were drilling 
for oil.16

In Big Oil Man From Arabia, a book whose very title undermines the 
“Aramco story” he is trying to tell, Michael Cheney, Aramco’s fi rst director 
of public relations, off ers a romanticized description of the world of early 
Aramco offi  cials in the 1950s: “Set against the popular picture of the big bad 
oil industry, our little band of altruistic executives clinging to their shining 
doctrine amid the Stygian night of Middle Eastern politics suggested a troop 
of boy scouts set adrift  in a brothel.”17 Cheney also notes that during their 
orientation program, Aramco employees who had just arrived in Dhahran 
from the United States were told that “the fi rst principle of this operation” 
was “the Arab is always right.”

“Always remember,” Cheney said, “it’s their country. It’s up to us to make 
allowances, to give way, to adjust to them, not the other way around. . . . 
Aramco didn’t come here in the old style, with gunboats and a garrison. . . . 
It came by invitation.”18

In Aramco-authorized accounts of its dealings with the Kingdom, the 
company never assumes the role of evil imperialist interested in domination 
and rule, motivated exclusively by self-interest and greed. It takes on the role 
of benevolent colonial power, whose paternalistic goals have always been to 
“civilize the natives” and “uplift  the race.” Old black-and-white photographs 
in Aramco publications show white Americans teaching darker-skinned 
Saudi employees how to read and write English, how to play basketball and 
baseball, and how to drive trucks and operate complex drilling machines.
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Aramco corporate history suggests that the relationships of friendship 
that existed between individual Americans and Saudis replicated at a per-
sonal level the economic and political relationships that existed between the 
governments of the United States and Saudi Arabia. According to a 1984 
public-relations document entitled What It Means to Work for Aramco, early 
American employees of the company felt “great aff ection” for Saudis and 
“loved” the Saudi people. Aramcons “shared the hardships” of the Saudis 
they worked with, learned their language, and even adopted some of their 
customs and dress. Aramcons were motivated by altruism, generosity, and 
good will, and they left  behind them a “legacy of love and labor on behalf of 
the Saudis that gave rise to a ‘partnership in progress.’”19

Describing this version of the company’s history as “the gospel according 
to Aramco” is to invoke another role the company has oft en cast itself in, the 
role of devoted missionary attending faithfully to the needs of non-Christian 
“natives” in some remote corner of the world. Th e use of such religious lan-
guage is surprising given the Saudi government’s ban against both proselyt-
ism and the practice of Christianity within the Kingdom. Stegner describes 
the work of early Aramcons as a “missionary eff ort” to build “something new 
in the history of the world: not an empire made for plundering by the intrud-
ing power, but a modern nation in which American and Arab could . . . profi t 
mutually by their association.”20

William Eddy, the son of actual American missionaries living in Syria, 
served as a U.S. intelligence offi  cer in Jeddah, helped establish the CIA, and 
then worked for much of the 1950s as a consultant for Aramco. In an essay 
incongruously entitled “Th e American Invasion of the Near East,” Eddy 
describes early Aramcons as “pioneer missionaries” like his parents, dedicated 
to establishing “programs of education, health, imparting skills for vocations, 
and extending goodwill for the U.S.A.”21 In this way offi  cial Aramco histo-
riography portrays the company as the savior of the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia.

Th e primary role that Aramco plays in its own corporate history is that of 
loyal business partner committed to the transformation of Saudi Arabia from 
a poor, undeveloped, and isolated desert land into a modern industrialized 
state. Aramco, in its own words, has acted as an agent of economic develop-
ment and positive social change; it has been almost entirely responsible for the 
wealth and stability that the people of Saudi Arabia now enjoy. Th is impres-
sive feat of social engineering was accomplished through a “partnership in 
oil and progress” that has made Saudi Arabia one of the richest and most 
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powerful countries in the world. By teaching Saudis what one of its early 
executives called “the gospel of free enterprise and American business prac-
tices,”22 Aramco provided Saudi Arabia with a private corporate Marshall 
Plan that brought it unimagined prosperity. According to Michael Cheney, 
the self-styled “big oil man from Arabia,” Aramco’s history proves that it’s 
possible to “develop the resources of an ‘underdeveloped’ Eastern country, 
with equal profi t to company and county, and without abridging the host 
nation’s sovereignty or the rights and interests of its people.”23

From a critical perspective, Aramco-sponsored accounts of the fi rst fi ft y 
years of its history are little more than thinly disguised propaganda whose 
goal is to present the company in the most favorable light possible. In 
addition to promoting its own positive account of the past, Aramco has 
also made substantial eff orts to suppress all negative accounts. As Robert 
Vitalis, one of Aramco’s most articulate critics, bluntly puts it, “All the lying, 
censorship, buying of journalists, burying of histories, and the rest was driven 
by a desire to ward off  the company’s critics and keep the huge profi ts 
fl owing.”24

Th e most egregious example of Aramco’s eff orts to control its image and 
suppress critical accounts of its past involves Wallace Stegner’s Discovery! Th e 
Search for Arabian Oil, a book whose complicated and troubled path to pub-
lication illustrates the problems that arise when a corporation commissions 
an independent author to write its history. In 1955, Aramco hired Stegner, the 
Pulitzer Prize–winning author best known for his work on the opening of 
the American West, to write an account of the company’s early years. But 
when Stegner completed his manuscript, Th omas Barger, Aramco’s president, 
refused to publish it on the grounds that its “glorifi cation of the early 
American oilmen tended to put our Saudi friends in a bad light.”25 In fact, 
Discovery! was suppressed because it contained uncomplimentary and embar-
rassing accounts of Aramco’s own policies and practices.

Much to Stegner’s dismay, Aramco published an expurgated version of his 
book in Beirut in 1967 to give as a gift  to all its new employees. Th ree years 
later, this “Aramco version” of Stegner’s book was serialized in Aramco 
World, the magazine the company distributes free of charge to interested 
readers around the world. In 2007, without the permission of Stegner’s estate, 
Th omas Barger’s son Tim published what Stegner’s agent has called another 
“bowdlerized version” of the book that omitted any material even mildly 
critical of the company. In its present expurgated form, Discovery! off ers a 
romantic account of brave “oil pioneers” struggling in the midst of “the Saudi 
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wilderness” until aft er World War II, when “the frontier era” gave way to a 
much less exotic period of corporate growth and expansion.26

a different history: from sand niggers 
to masters of their own commodity

Fortunately there are excellent alternatives to Aramco-authorized versions of 
the company’s history. Th e most valuable of these are critical accounts of the 
history of Aramco and the oil industry in Saudi Arabia written by serious 
scholars interested in labor relations, government regulatory practices, and 
economic history. Among the best of these are America’s Kingdom: 
Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier, by Robert Vitalis; and Oil, God, and 
Gold: Th e Story of Aramco and the Saudi Kings, by Anthony Brown. Th e 
personal memoires of former Aramco employees also contain material that 
casts the company in a rather unfl attering light. Th e most revealing of these 
are Michael Cheney’s Big Oil Man fr om Arabia and Philip McConnell’s Th e 
Hundred Men. Together these accounts provide ample material for a more 
honest and more accurate history of Aramco’s complicated relationship with 
the Saudi government and with its employees—both Saudi and American.

From this more critical perspective, the concession agreement signed by 
representatives of SOCAL and King Abdulaziz ibn Saud in 1933 marks the 
beginning of what could be called “a special deal,” rather than “a special rela-
tionship,” a deal that can be compared to another legendary deal, the pur-
chase of Manhattan from Native Americans by the Dutch in 1626 for 
24 dollars. Th e motive driving Lloyd Hamilton, SOCAL’s chief negotiator, 
was profi t, not the desire to help the people of Saudi Arabia. As many Aramco 
employees admit, “We’re not do-gooders; we’re here to get oil out of the 
ground.”27 In the original manuscript of Discovery! Stegner described the 
negotiations that led to the signing of the concession as a “high-stakes poker 
game,” but Th omas Barger told Stegner to remove the passage because it 
implied that SOCAL was more interested in maximizing its profi ts than 
improving the standard of living of poor Saudis.28

Th e agreement between SOCAL and the Saudi government was negoti-
ated in the midst of an intense struggle between British and American com-
panies for access to the oil resources in countries around the Persian Gulf. In 
his correspondence, Hamilton makes it clear that SOCAL’s primary goal was 
to acquire monopoly control of all Saudi oil. All the while, the British were 
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trying to prevent their American competition from gaining a foothold in the 
Persian Gulf.

A key player in all the backroom maneuvering that preceded the signing 
of this agreement was H. St. John Philby, a fi gure of intrigue and adventure 
very much in the tradition of Lawrence of Arabia. At the time, Philby was 
serving as an offi  cer in the British Foreign Service and was reportedly helping 
the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company and the British government gain access to 
Saudi oil. Philby, however, double-crossed his British contact in Jeddah by 
meeting secretly with SOCAL lawyers in London and agreeing to intercede 
on their behalf with King Abdulaziz, whose full trust and confi dence he had 
gained as a result of his recent conversion to Islam.

Aft er signing the concession agreement, SOCAL hired Philby as an advi-
sor and paid him a substantial bonus, which he kept secret from everyone 
except his wife. King Abdulaziz, who had also hired Philby to represent his 
interests, rewarded Philby handsomely by granting him a long-term monop-
oly on the importation of motor vehicles to the Kingdom. Philby’s son Kim, 
who like his father became an offi  cer in the British intelligence service, 
gained notoriety when he became a double agent for the Soviet Union during 
the Cold War.

From the days of the fi rst explorers in the 1930s right up through the 1960s, 
when Aramco employed over fi ve thousand Americans, fi ft een thousand 
Saudis, and fi ve thousand workers of other nationalities, racism pervaded life 
in the three Aramco camps in the Eastern Province. Some of the terms 
Americans used to refer to Saudis were “blacks,” “coolies,” “junglies,” “dirty 
Ayrabs,” and “sand niggers.” Th e transformation that Aramco brought about 
in the standard of living of its Saudi employees was oft en described in deroga-
tory, but nicely alliterative phrases: from “camels to Cadillacs,” “Bedouin to 
bourgeoisie,” and “rag heads to riches.” Some Americans openly expressed their 
cultural superiority with condescending comments like these: “the [Saudi] 
government couldn’t scratch their butts without Aramco’s help,” and “if it 
weren’t for us, these poor ignorant Arabs would still be in the Stone Age.”29

In Big Oil Man fr om Arabia, Michael Cheney notes that while Americans 
addressed Saudis by their fi rst names, Saudis addressed Americans with the 
title “Mr.” or “Sahib” (“Master”). Cheney describes the niqab that many 
Saudi women wear over their faces as “hideous,” and compares Arabic script 
to “the tracks of a drunken chicken.” Upon his arrival in Dammam, an 
American colleague looked at the Saudi airport security guards and said to 
Cheney: “If some of these boys is Ayrabs, we sure got a lot of Ayrabs back in 
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Mississippi.” A more culturally sensitive American Aramco employee encour-
aged Cheney to “see the Saudi side,” adding that most Americans just see “a 
bunch of characters with rags on their heads, picking their noses and crap-
ping around the sand dunes. . . . Th ey don’t bother to sympathize with tribal 
elders faced with working out a whole new social system for a new nation.”30

During this period, the Aramco compounds operated under the Jim 
Crow laws that governed race relations in the United States until the 1960s. 
Th is system of racial discrimination and segregation dominated all aspects of 
Aramco life. Th e fundamental principle governing Aramco’s housing policies 
was that no Arab, regardless of his skill level or seniority, should be allowed 
to live in the “American camps.” Such an undesirable development was to be 
avoided at all costs.

In the 1950s, the American camps were eerily reminiscent of small suburbs 
of Phoenix or Los Angeles; they were “more American than America.” Life 
inside these white-only enclaves was completely isolated from Saudi culture; 
they were “as encapsulated from the native world around them as if they had 
been established on the dark side of the moon.”31 Hanging from a barbed-
wire fence by the guardhouse at the main entrance to each camp, the with-
ered hands of Saudi thieves, cut off  in accordance with the Saudi govern-
ment’s strict interpretation of Sharia law, were intended to serve as a deterrent 
to other Saudis. To most Americans, however, they simply demonstrated the 
barbarity of Saudi culture.

In her memoir You Can Go Home Again, the American writer Nora 
Johnson describes the sense of isolation she felt during the two years she lived 
in Dhahran in the late 1950s. Aramcons, she observes, thought of themselves 
as “enlightened colonials, in the fi rst stage beyond pith helmets.” While “the 
intellectuals of Dhahran” cherish Muslim culture, “the less inspired . . . con-
sider the Arabs repulsive.” And the only Americans who even considered 
living outside the American compound in al-Khobar were “cross-cultural 
freaks . . . crazy enough to want to get away from Aramco and mingle with 
the rag heads.” It was as if American housewives in Dhahran wanted to “seal 
out Arabia, scrub it out, pretend it wasn’t there.” Johnson painfully acknowl-
edges the “impossible gulf ” that separated her from the few Saudis she had 
the chance to interact with, as well as the sensitivity surrounding the rare 
points of contact that did exist between the two groups. One day Johnson 
found her old Saudi gardener asleep on her living room fl oor. She reached out 
slowly and touched his hand. “I had touched him,” she writes, “[I] felt his 
human fl esh, the closest I would ever get to his people.”32

Danforth - 9780520290280.indd   43Danforth - 9780520290280.indd   43 16/01/16   5:16 PM16/01/16   5:16 PM



44 • c a n oi l  br i ng h a ppi n e s s?

Just outside the American camps were the “coolie camps” where Saudi 
workers lived. Sometimes referred to as “the slums of Aramco,” they con-
sisted of long rows of cinder-block buildings—dormitories or barracks with 
small rooms, communal kitchens, and shared bathrooms. Americans called 
them “sheep sheds” or barastis, the small fl oorless huts made of palm fronds 
that Saudis lived in before Aramco provided them with four-person tents set 
on wooden platforms. Unlike the American camps, the Saudi camps had no 
electricity, no sewers, and no running water. While Americans drank dis-
tilled “American water,” Saudis drank “raw water.”

Aramco’s Saudi employees were not allowed to live with their families as 
the Americans were, so on weekends the Saudis were transported back and 
forth to their homes in Qatif and Hofuf on open trailers. In keeping with the 
color line that separated Americans from Saudis, drinking fountains and 
toilets in Aramco facilities were “for Americans only,” as was the Aramco 
movie theater. Th e schools and medical clinics that Aramco provided for its 
Saudi employees were not up to American standards. Over time the wives 
and families of Saudi employees and subcontractors settled in squatter camps 
around the American compounds, where they lived with their sheep, goats, 
and camels in huts made of scrap lumber and fl attened oil drums. Aramco 
offi  cials eventually bulldozed them because they had become eyesores.

In the early 1960s, Aramco made eff orts to mask the racist hierarchy that 
governed life in the compounds. Company executives changed the offi  cial 
terminology used to designate the camps. Racial categories were replaced 
with employment categories based on skill levels, but since there were no 
Saudis among the “senior staff ,” it didn’t really make any diff erence. Th e 
“American Camps” became “Senior Staff  Camps,” the “Saudi Camps” 
became “General Camps,” and a third term, “Intermediate Camps,” was 
introduced to designate the areas assigned to the semiskilled, nonsupervisory 
staff  who were mostly Italian, Lebanese, Palestinian, Pakistani, and Indian. 
Th e maids, cooks, housekeepers, and gardeners lived in “Domestic Camps.”

Th roughout the company’s history, there have been signifi cant points of 
tension in the relationship between Aramco and the Saudi government. 
Th ese confl icts, particularly acute during the fi rst few decades of the com-
pany’s existence, were caused by the unwillingness of Aramco’s American 
employees to respect the conservative Islamic traditions that pervade Saudi 
culture. During the negotiations that led to the concession agreement of 1933, 
Aramco executives obtained assurances from the Saudi government that its 
American employees would be allowed access to American radio, television, 
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and movies. Conservative Saudi religious authorities strongly objected to 
these provisions, and there were periods in the 1940s and 1950s when 
American media were banned at the insistence of Saudi clerics.

Because the Saudi government forbids the practice of any religion other 
than Islam, the religious activities of Aramco’s American employees have 
always been a sensitive issue. While Saudi offi  cials actively discouraged the 
hiring of Jews, they generally tolerated the practice of Christianity on 
Aramco compounds. In the early years, Christian services were held quite 
openly, but on Fridays rather than Sundays. In later years, services were held 
more discretely in recreation rooms, community centers, and private houses.

In the 1970s, Saudi authorities put an end to nativity scenes and parties 
celebrating Santa Claus’s arrival in camp on an Aramco helicopter. With the 
imposition of increasingly restrictive measures like these, Americans began 
objecting to the “killjoy” attitude of Saudi offi  cials; they complained that all 
the fun was being taken out of their lives. Th e Christian cemetery at the 
Aramco compound in Dhahran is the only one of its kind in the Kingdom. 
Th e graves are lined with concrete, since it is against Saudi law for the bodies 
of Christians to pollute “Muslim earth.”33

Surprisingly perhaps, the presence of pork on Aramco compounds has not 
been a major problem. In the early 1970s, the Aramco commissary in 
Dhahran had a separate “pork store.” In order to enter, employees had to 
show an ID card to prove that they weren’t Muslims. According to the 
account of one long-time Aramcon, every morning a chef at the dining hall 
in the Dhahran camp would cook several pounds of bacon, crumble it up, 
and sprinkle it on all the food to keep the Saudi staff  from stealing it. 
Eventually pork products were forbidden from all Aramco facilities.34

Alcohol proved to be a much more contentious issue. During the early 
years of Aramco’s operations, alcohol was permitted in the American camps, 
and by the 1940s it was openly sold at camp liquor stores. As a result of fre-
quent abuses, however—drinking in public, providing Saudis with alcohol, 
and several high-profi le drunk-driving accidents—alcohol was offi  cially for-
bidden in the mid-1950s, but this prohibition did little to limit the consump-
tion of liquor by expatriate Aramcons. Some of them smuggled alcohol into 
the country from Bahrain; many more produced it themselves in signifi cant 
quantities.

With condensers, temperature gauges, a good supply of wood chips, and a 
sixty-gallon water heater for a still, Aramcons could produce an impressive 
variety of homemade alcoholic beverages—beer, red and white wine, sherry, 
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whisky, gin, cognac, and even champagne. Blueprints for the houses of senior 
American staff  had a “work room” or “trunk room” specifi cally designed for 
the production of alcoholic beverages. One enterprising American Aramcon 
even produced a guidebook, Th e Blue Flame, to provide new employees with 
enough information to build a still and operate it safely.

A photograph of a party held at the home of an American Aramco 
employee shows couples drinking around a well-stocked bar, which is deco-
rated with images of scantily clad and erotically posed women. Behind the 
bar hangs a big Saudi fl ag. According to one Aramcon, it seemed that by the 
late 1950s the Saudi government had “closed its eyes to the thousands of stills 
in Aramco towns—reasoning that, without booze, there would be no 
Americans, and without Americans, the oil would remain in the ground.” 
But there were limits. American employees who were caught selling large 
quantities of alcohol were immediately escorted to the Dhahran airport, put 
on a plane, and sent back to the United States.35

In 1955, at the invitation of Aramco’s training department, Solon Kimball, 
an anthropologist at Columbia University’s Teachers College, traveled to 
Dhahran to conduct a series of seminars for Aramco’s elementary school 
teachers. Th e following year he published a revealing account of life on the 
Aramco compounds straightforwardly entitled: “American Culture in Saudi 
Arabia.” Kimball noted serious “manifestations of discontent, anxiety, and 
frustration” on this “tiny outpost of American civilization.” Many of 
Aramco’s American employees resented the restrictions they had to endure 
as a result of the Saudi government’s imposition of conservative Muslim val-
ues on their “American community.” While some Americans told Kimball, 
“We’ve never had it so good,” others said: “It isn’t like home,” and, “I’m here 
for the same reason as everyone else—the money.”36

Kimball was struck by the hierarchical nature of the Aramco community. 
He realized that the bureaucratic structure of American corporate life had 
been imposed on the social life of the camps. Because Americans had supe-
rior technological and managerial training, the corporate hierarchy of skilled 
and unskilled employees perfectly replicated the racial hierarchy of American 
and Saudi employees. Kimball was impressed with the “magnifi cence of 
American technical competence and the related ability to create and operate 
a complicated organizational structure.” He was much less enthusiastic about 
Aramco’s ability “to comprehend or . . . deal adequately with problems of 
human relationships and emotions.”37 Aramco, in other words, was doing a 
much better job fi nding oil than they were creating open, egalitarian com-
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munities in which people were able to live meaningful lives. Kimball 
responded to this paradox with “mixed feelings of admiration and disquiet” 
and concluded his report with two vexing questions: “Is it desirable or neces-
sary that community life be a mirror image of bureaucratic structure?” and, 
“Is it possible for viable human groupings to survive if individuals are subor-
dinate to the requirements and direction of an organization serving technical 
ends?”38

Th e racist policies that pervaded Aramco in the years aft er World War II 
had two critical eff ects on company operations. First, in spite of repeated 
promises that Saudi employees would be off ered meaningful educational and 
training programs, all Aramco’s skilled engineering and managerial positions 
were held by Americans. Second, housing in all three Aramco compounds 
was strictly segregated. Th e early challenges to this Jim Crow system 
took place in the 1950s, but they were strenuously resisted by Aramco offi  cials. 
It was not until the 1960s that the company began to make signifi cant 
progress toward integrating both its senior management and its residential 
communities.

Aramco has a well-kept secret: a little-known history of labor unrest—
demonstrations, protests, strikes, riots, and the violence required to suppress 
them—that seriously undermines the offi  cial corporate narrative of concern 
and respect for its Saudi employees. Aramco’s “special relationship” with 
Saudi Arabia, was not, in fact, very special at all. Th e fi rst strike against 
Aramco by its Saudi employees took place in 1945. Workers protested the 
racist Jim Crow system that Aramco forced them to live under. More specifi -
cally, their complaints focused on bad food, inferior housing, inadequate 
health care, lack of training programs, poor working conditions, and unequal 
pay. Labor problems grew worse over the next few years, and other more 
serious strikes followed.

During this diffi  cult time, Michael Cheney reports some painful conver-
sations he had with a few of his Arab colleagues. A Saudi employee shared 
with Cheney his frustration, his sense of being trapped, of having nowhere to 
go. “Th e government is for princes,” he said, “and the company is for 
Americans.” A Lebanese journalist visiting Dhahran told Cheney, “You have 
built many fi ne things, and you are trying very hard to help the people, but I 
do not think you understand very much what is happening. . . . It is very 
sad.”39

In 1954, leafl ets were scattered all over the streets of al-Khobar. Underneath 
a hammer and sickle, they read in Arabic:
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O Workers!
Get rid of the American pigs and seize the profi table [exploiting] oil company.
O Arabs!
Unite because the Arab Peninsula is for the Arabs.40

A year later, in 1955—the same year Rosa Parks was arrested in 
Montgomery, Alabama—Saudi workers boycotted the Aramco bus system, 
demanding the same quality buses that served American employees. Th e fol-
lowing year, striking Saudi employees presented a list of demands to Aramco 
offi  cials, who passed them on to the Saudi government. When King Saud 
visited Aramco headquarters in Dhahran, he was shocked to be greeted with 
banners reading: “Down with American Imperialism!” and “We Want an 
Elected Trade Union.”41

Saudi offi  cials quickly realized that ensuring the stability of Aramco’s oil 
operations served their interests better than protecting the rights of Aramco’s 
Saudi employees, especially since so many of them were members of the coun-
try’s Shia minority. Th is was why the Saudi government saw the political 
mobilization of Aramco’s Saudi employees as such a threat. Aramco offi  cials 
refused to negotiate directly with the striking workers. Instead, they worked 
closely with Saudi intelligence and military personnel to bring the strike to 
an end. Saudi labor leaders were condemned as rabble-rousers, communists, 
and antigovernment agents; they were arrested, imprisoned, and tortured by 
Saudi police; then they were deported or sent into exile.

In response to this labor unrest, King Saud issued a royal decree banning 
all strikes and demonstrations throughout the Kingdom. At the same time, 
he directed Aramco to increase the pay of its Saudi employees and improve 
both their working and their living conditions. Over the next decade, the Jim 
Crow system that had dominated life in the Aramco camps was gradually 
dismantled, more progressive labor policies were implemented, and the 
standard of living of the company’s Saudi employees was raised. By far the 
most diffi  cult challenge facing Aramco offi  cials during this process was the 
integration of the company’s residential compounds.

Aramco had long off ered generous housing allowances to its American 
employees. In response to pressure to provide this expensive benefi t to its 
Saudi employees as well, the company decided to change its policy, end the 
allowance program, and require all employees to pay for their own housing. 
In this way, the quality of employee housing became dependent on the 
employees’ income, rather than their nationality.
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Th e fi rst people to integrate the “American camps” were Saudis and other 
Arabs who had been educated abroad, oft en at Aramco’s expense. Th ere are 
many poignant stories about this sensitive period in the company’s history. 
Before moving into the Dhahran compound, a Palestinian physician and his 
wife were invited to an American home for dinner in a test to make sure they 
could eat properly with a knife and fork, to make sure that they were “civi-
lized” enough to fi t in with their future neighbors. In the mid-1950s, the fi rst 
Saudi family moved into the American camp at Ras Tanura. Th ey celebrated 
the festival of Eid al-Fitra, marking the end of Ramadan, by slaughtering a 
lamb in their bathtub and roasting it over a fi re they built on their living-
room fl oor. When smoke began pouring out of the windows, the Aramco fi re 
department was called. A short time later the family quietly left  the 
compound.

One of the fi rst Saudis to move into the “American camp” in Dhahran was 
Abdullah Tariki, a Saudi geologist with an advanced degree from the United 
States and, perhaps more signifi cantly, an American wife. He was challenged 
whenever he tried to swim in the camp pool or watch a movie at the Aramco 
theater. Years later Tariki told a reporter, “I was the fi rst Arab to penetrate 
into the tight Aramco compound, and I never saw such narrow people.” 42 
Tariki, later known as the “Red Sheikh,” went on to become one of the 
cofounders of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). 
In that capacity, he was one of the earliest and most vocal critics of Aramco, 
calling persistently for the appropriation by the Saudi government of 
Aramco’s vast assets and the nationalization of Arab oil.

In 1962, King Faisal removed Tariki from his position as minister of oil and 
petroleum resources and sent him into exile. It is ironic that by making pos-
sible the emergence of the fi rst generation of Saudi engineers and administra-
tors, Aramco was simultaneously facilitating the emergence of the fi rst genera-
tion of Saudi dissidents and government critics. Aramco-sponsored histories 
celebrate the former; not surprisingly they are silent about the latter.

Another aspect of its postwar history that is missing from offi  cial com-
pany-sponsored accounts is the close relationship Aramco enjoyed with the 
U.S. government’s newly created Central Intelligence Agency. During the 
1950s, several CIA agents, including William Eddy, served undercover while 
working at Aramco headquarters in Dhahran. Aramco’s Government 
Relations Organization, established in 1946 to manage the company’s deal-
ings with the Saudi government, was modeled on the Offi  ce of Strategic 
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Services, the precursor of the CIA. It operated like a private diplomatic and 
intelligence service working for “the sovereign state of Aramco.”43 Several of 
its early employees had previous experience working in U.S. intelligence in 
the Middle East. Th e U.S. embassy in Riyadh, as well as the Consulate 
General and the air force base in Dhahran, worked closely with Aramco’s 
government-relations specialists, who oft en had more experience and better 
funding than their American government counterparts.

One of the most diffi  cult jobs facing Aramco executives was to balance 
their confl icting obligations to the government of the United States and the 
government of Saudi Arabia. Th e United States’ unwavering support for 
Israel posed the greatest challenge in this regard. During the 1948 Arab-
Israeli War, the Saudi government, which regularly used Aramco planes to 
transport King Abdulaziz on his offi  cial travels, commandeered whatever 
Aramco equipment it needed for the use of its troops fi ghting against Israel. 
And when the Arab-Israeli War of 1967 broke out, Aramco tried to persuade 
the United States to downplay its support for Israel and distanced itself as 
much as possible from the U.S. government and its foreign policy in the 
region. At the Ras Tanura docks, Aramco’s Saudi employees shouting “Stop 
the oil!” tried unsuccessfully to prevent Aramco from loading oil onto U.S. 
navy ships. Increasingly violent demonstrations soon forced the company to 
shut down operations entirely.

On June 7, 1967, which came to be known as “Rock Wednesday,” protest-
ers attacked the U.S. consulate in Dhahran, taking down the American fl ag 
and raising the Saudi fl ag in its place. One Aramco offi  cial called this a 
“native uprising.”44 On the Aramco compound, protesters burned the cars of 
American employees and threw rocks through the windows of their homes. 
Th e Saudi national guard and the Saudi police were notifi ed, but they didn’t 
intervene until several days later. Aft er seeking temporary refuge in the com-
pound school, many Americans were quickly evacuated from the country. 
Aramco, it seems, had not yet been able to shed its image as an American 
company.

From the late 1950s until the 1980s, Aramco succeeded in transforming 
itself from an American company into a Saudi company. While Aramco 
authorized histories present this transition as a smooth and inevitable proc-
ess, it was neither. Th e fi rsts steps were referred to formally as “participation” 
and less formally as “the greening of Aramco,” in reference to the traditional 
color of Islam and the color of the Saudi fl ag. Th is process involved providing 
Saudi employees with higher pay and better conditions in which to live and 
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work. Over time, an increasing number of Saudis were integrated into the 
upper levels of management and administration. Many American employees, 
faced with the prospect of losing their jobs, resented being replaced by Saudis 
they considered unprepared for their new positions.

In 1958, as a result of the Saudi government’s insistence on playing a greater 
role in the management of the company, Aramco offi  cials agreed to appoint 
two Saudis to the company’s powerful and secretive Executive Committee. 
Aramco offi  cials, however, did not fully trust the Saudi government; they 
were afraid that its ultimate goals might include nationalizing the company 
and appropriating all its assets. Th erefore, Aramco offi  cials immediately 
established another committee, the Committee on Agreements and 
Negotiations, which had no Saudi members and which from that point on 
assumed responsibility for making all important company decisions.

Of the many points of confl ict between Aramco’s American board of 
directors and the Saudi government that surfaced during this time, the most 
controversial were the rate at which Aramco was producing oil and the rate at 
which Saudi reserves were being depleted. On one side of the issue stood sen-
ior Aramco executives who staunchly opposed the policy of “participation.” 
Because they had the short-term profi ts of Aramco shareholders at heart, they 
advocated a “smash and grab” approach, in which oil production was maxi-
mized and the company’s contributions to Saudi society minimized.45

In the early 1970s, these American Aramco offi  cials “systematically over-
produced the major Saudi oilfi elds” because they were afraid the Saudi gov-
ernment was about to nationalize the oil industry and because they wanted 
to extract as much oil from the fi elds as quickly as possible. According to a 
more blunt account that emerged in a secret 1974 U.S. Senate hearing, 
Aramco’s American owners made a conscious decision to “milk these fi elds 
for every salable drop of oil and put back as little investment as possible.” 
Th ey made this decision in the face of substantial evidence that the long-term 
productivity of oil fi elds that experience this type of overproduction can be 
seriously harmed.46

On the other side of the issue stood representatives of the Saudi govern-
ment like Abdullah Tariki and Sheikh Ahmed Yamani, his successor as 
Saudi minister of oil and petroleum resources, who both advocated a much 
more conservative approach that placed highest priority on the long-term 
productivity of Saudi reserves. Saudi authorities also accused Aramco of hav-
ing exploited the Saudi government in the initial concession agreement, of 
not fulfi lling its obligation to train Saudi employees to replace their American 

Danforth - 9780520290280.indd   51Danforth - 9780520290280.indd   51 16/01/16   5:16 PM16/01/16   5:16 PM



52 • c a n oi l  br i ng h a ppi n e s s?

supervisors, and of cheating the Saudi government by concealing the actual 
profi t it earned from the sale of Saudi oil. Th ese Saudi offi  cials demanded an 
immediate increase in Saudi “participation” in Aramco aff airs and sought the 
“dispossession of Aramco” and the assumption of full control by the Saudi 
government of all the country’s natural resources.47

With the establishment of OPEC in 1960, the balance of power in the 
struggle between Aramco and the Saudi government for the control of Saudi 
oil shift ed dramatically. Aramco bitterly opposed the formation of OPEC 
and for several years refused to recognize its existence. During this period, 
Aramco fears that the Saudi government would nationalize the company 
were at their height. Sheikh Yamani, who as minister of OPEC played an 
important role in determining the price of oil during the 1973 oil embargo, 
was the leading proponent of a policy giving the Saudi government complete 
control of Aramco and all its energy reserves.

In 1962 under Yamani’s guidance, the General Petroleum and Mineral 
Organization (Petromin) was founded with the assumption that it would 
eventually become the Saudi national oil company. A year later the College 
of Petroleum and Minerals was established in Dhahran in order to educate 
and train Saudis to “participate” more fully as engineers, scientists, and 
executives in Aramco, as control over Saudi oil gradually shift ed from the 
Americans to the Saudis themselves.

During the 1970s, the Saudi government began buying out Aramco in 
stages; by 1983 it had acquired 51 percent ownership of the company. During 
the early years of this process, when control of all oil operations remained in 
the hands of Aramco’s American board of directors, “participation” 
amounted to little more than tokenism. By 1973, however, with the outbreak 
of the Yom Kippur War and the OPEC oil embargo it provoked, all decisions 
involving the management of Saudi oil were fully in Saudi hands. Th is was 
when, in a popular metaphor of the time, King Faisal “unsheathed” and pro-
ceeded to “wield” his “oil sword” by announcing a 10 percent cut in oil pro-
duction and a complete ban on petroleum shipments to the United States in 
retaliation for its continued support of Israel. As a result of these decisions, 
the price of oil quadrupled, and Sheikh Yamani was able to say: “Th is is a 
moment for which I have been waiting for a long time. . . . We are masters of 
our own commodity.”48

As the Saudi government steadily gained control of Aramco, it exerted 
greater eff ort to ensure that Saudi customs were respected and Saudi laws 
obeyed on all the Aramco compounds. Rules forbidding the consumption of 
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pork and alcohol were tightened, and the ability of Christian employees to 
conduct religious services was restricted. Crucifi xes, holy water, and church 
bulletins were no longer permitted at the celebration of Roman Catholic 
masses.49

From the perspective of many American residents, when the Aramco 
compounds began to lose the almost extraterritorial status they had previ-
ously enjoyed—when their activities became increasingly subject to Saudi 
law—their lives became less secure, less carefree, and ultimately less 
American. In the words of one Aramco executive, “Generally things became 
more and more unpleasant. Th e pressure was on, and the feel of total freedom 
just vanished.”50 An ever-increasing number of Americans were replaced by 
Saudis, lost their jobs, and retired. And on November 8, 1988, when King 
Fahd issued a royal decree establishing a new company—the Saudi Arabia 
Oil Company, Saudi Aramco—the era of American control of Saudi oil came 
to an end.

growing up in mayberry: a happy ending?

Children of American Aramco employees who grew up on one of the Aramco 
compounds refer to themselves aff ectionately as “Aramco Brats.” Some peo-
ple think “second generation Aramcons” or “children of Aramcons” would 
be a more dignifi ed way of referring to them. Today there are over fi ve thou-
sand Aramco Brats living scattered around the world; the great majority of 
them are Americans. Th ey form a community of expatriates who share the 
experience of having spent their childhood growing up on an Aramco 
compound.

According to the “About Us” section of its website, AramcoBrats, Inc. was 
founded in 1996 “to promote continued contact and fellowship among 
Aramco Brats through biennial reunions, newsletter publications, and main-
tenance of Aramco Brat contact information.” Reunions are held on 
Memorial Day weekend in cities like San Diego, Tucson, and Houston. On 
their website, Aramco Brats share personal news, childhood memories, and 
recipes for their favorite Saudi foods: shawarma, samosas, and kabsa. Th ey 
also collect “administrative baksheesh” (membership dues) and provide 
information on how to obtain birth certifi cates and fi nd lost classmates.

In another section of the website—the Suq, or market—Brats can pur-
chase baseball caps, tennis visors, and iPhone covers all made from the 
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red-and-white checkered cloth used to make Saudi shemaghs. Th ey can also 
buy DVDs of the 1975 Dhahran Nativity Pageant complete with the Th ree 
Wise Men arriving on real camels. On Bratchat, they reminisce about the 
good old days in “Camel-lot,” sharing childhood stories of sunburns and 
jellyfi sh, Girl Scout campouts, dances at the Teen Canteen, and the square 
hamburgers they used to eat at the Chuckwagon. And fi nally, at the Black 
Camel, they post the obituaries of Aramco Brats who have died.

Todd Nims, one of the directors of the documentary fi lm Home: Th e 
Aramco Brats’ Story, spoke with me in Dhahran in May 2012. Nims was born 
in Saudi Arabia and was ten years old in 1990 when the First Gulf War broke 
out. He remembers hearing air-raid sirens, putting on gas masks, and doing 
duck-and-cover drills. People were afraid that one of Saddam Hussein’s scud 
missiles loaded with nerve gas might land in Dhahran. Nims and his family 
were evacuated back to the United States, but they returned to Dhahran a 
few months later. During the war, many Aramco families invited American 
soldiers stationed in the area to their homes on weekends for barbeques. 
Nims told me that aft er the war, he found some pieces of a Scud missile that 
had fallen harmlessly in the desert outside camp.

According to the Aramco Brats’ Story website, Nim’s interest in world 
cultures “prompted him to live with one of the last traditional Australian 
Aboriginal mobs, mix with the African Maasai in Kenya, and learn ancient 
traditions from the Kahunas of Kauai, Hawaii.” Aft er working in the fi lm 
and music industries in Hollywood for a few years, Nims returned to Saudi 
Arabia. Since then he’s been active in what he calls “the creative community” 
there. He organizes comedy shows and directs short YouTube videos. Nims 
is also chairman of Aramco Brat Media, the organization he founded to off er 
accurate representations of “American-Saudi relations by documenting and 
revealing the true-to-life cross-cultural relationships existing between Saudis 
and Americans that go unreported by the media.”

Against a backdrop of beautiful red sand dunes, the website advertising 
Nim’s documentary, Home: Th e Aramco Brats’ Story, introduces the country 
of Saudi Arabia: “Once upon a time in a land far, far away there lived a King 
and his peoples that agreed to work with several Americans to fi nd oil. Aft er 
much searching in the desert along side one another, they found not only oil 
but new bonds of friendship and together they happily labored to make the 
Kingdom into the largest supplier of petroleum the world had ever seen. Th ey 
would come to call their partnership ARAMCO.”51 And in a trailer posted 
on the same website, one of the fi lm’s producers tells us: “Most of the world 
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only hears the negative press about Saudi Arabia. But in our fi lm you’ll see a 
beautiful country fi lled with gentle, peaceful people that misguided fanatics 
disgrace, Hollywood consistently misrepresents, and the media until now 
seems to have overlooked.” Home: Th e Aramco Brats’ Story consists of news-
reel footage of historic moments in the history of Saudi Arabia and Aramco, 
home movies in color and black and white depicting everyday life on the 
Aramco camps between the 1940s and the 1990s, and interviews with 
Aramco Brats of all ages conducted at their 2005 reunion in Houston. 
During these interviews, Aramco Brats describe their experiences as children 
growing up Abqaiq, Ras Tanura, and Dhahran.

Early in the fi lm, the narrator emphasizes that some knowledge of Saudi 
history is essential to understanding the “Aramco Brat experience.” In the 
brief summary that follows, King Abdulaziz ibn Saud is described as a “bril-
liant visionary” who succeeded in unifying the tribes of Arabia with “the 
divine inspiration of Allah.” Th en in order to develop his country into a great 
nation, he formed “a beautiful partnership” with Aramco, in which “Saudis 
and Americans worked together for the common good of their countries and 
the world.”

Later middle-aged Brats discuss the value of having been exposed to dif-
ferent cultures, while the screen is fi lled with images of American and Saudi 
fl ags fl ying side by side, an American boy wearing a T-shirt and shorts playing 
with a Saudi friend in a white thobe and red-and-white shemagh, and 
American families on vacation standing with Bedouins in front of black-and-
white striped tents. A group of young Brats tell stories about ATV rides 
through the desert, Boy Scout meetings, and fi shing, sailing, and shopping 
for new dresses at JC Penny’s at the Dhahran mall. Th en a white-haired 
former Aramco elementary school teacher reminisces fondly about “natural 
kids leading natural lives,” as photographs of swimming pools, Little League 
games, and middle school dances fi ll the screen.

Aramco Brats seem to have only positive memories of their experiences 
with Saudis. Th ey describe the Saudis as “great people” who were always “very 
nice” to them. Although Aramco Brats couldn’t speak Arabic, they remem-
ber bonding with Saudis using gestures and facial expressions whenever they 
were invited to “goat grabs.” Th ey loved sitting cross-legged on beautiful car-
pets and eating with their bare right hands. A mother remembers when her 
son, dressed up in his John Wayne cowboy outfi t, sat on the lap of King 
Abdulaziz during his visit to the Dhahran camp. Her son was a little con-
fused though; he thought he had just met Jesus.
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Tim Barger, the son of Th omas Barger, a former CEO of Aramco, 
describes traveling through the desert with his father and meeting “real 
Bedouin,” who “except for gunpowder and raw sugar were living like Moses.” 
His father “knew who the Saudis were. Th ey weren’t foreign people; they 
were real people. He knew them heart to heart.” Later in the fi lm, Nims 
jokingly reenacts what must have been another frequent encounter between 
Saudis and young Aramco Brats. “Give to me your ID!” he says in the strongly 
accented English of an angry Saudi police offi  cer, before adding with a laugh, 
“Th at’s something you never heard in camp.”

During the fi nal interview of the documentary, Nim’s codirector articu-
lates his goals for the fi lm. His “personal mission” is to show “how great Saudi 
culture is” and “how great Arabia and America are getting along.”

“If you like happy endings,” he says, “I’ve got one for you: ‘And they lived 
happily ever aft er.’ Th at’s what I want to pass on to future generations. And 
I’m an Aramco Brat.”

Th e fi lm’s credits roll to the accompaniment of a song from the producer’s 
CD, Tunes fr om the Dunes.

Some people don’t like the custom,
But for some reason I love ’em.
In S.A. In S.A.
I love chicken kabsa, cheese bread, and honey labna.
In S.A. In S.A.

Th e credits end with an expression of thanks to the Saudi royal family: “Our 
humble appreciation to you for the virtues you instilled through the kindness 
you and your people showed us and for having shared with us your home.”

As its title suggests, the central theme of this fi lm is “home.” Many of the 
Aramco Brats interviewed for the fi lm speak with aff ection and nostalgia 
about the childhood years they spent on Aramco compounds in Saudi 
Arabia. “Th at was my home,” says one. “I still think of it as home,” says 
another.

Comments like these hide a fundamental ambiguity. Just what precisely 
is the “home” Aramco Brats are referring to—Saudi Arabia or an Aramco 
compound? When I asked Todd Nims this very question, he acknowledged 
the ambiguity.

“For me,” he said, “it’s a little bit of both. In some ways I feel more at home 
in Saudi than in America. I feel very at home among Saudis, but leaving the 
expats out of it would be missing something for sure. Th e expats need to be a 
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part of it. Home is where you can feel yourself. And when Brats get together 
they feel comfortable; they feel at home.”

Nims told me he had two reasons for making the fi lm. Th e fi rst was to 
explore the experience of growing up on one of the Aramco compounds, to 
convey what it meant to be an Aramco Brat, a third culture kid. Th e second 
was to fi ght against what he called “the 9/11 backlash,” to challenge the media 
images and popular stereotypes of Saudi Arabia as a land of terrorists.

On the fi rst count, I think, the fi lm succeeds. On the second, unfortu-
nately, it fails. To accomplish this second goal—to challenge the widespread 
negative images of Saudi Arabia—the fi lm would actually have to be about 
Saudi Arabia. But it’s not. Th e fi lm is not about Saudis or Saudi Arabia; it’s 
about Aramco Brats and the Aramco compounds. And except in the most 
literal geographic sense, Aramco compounds are not “in Saudi Arabia.” Th e 
two places could not be further apart. Home contains no serious information 
about the religion, politics, or culture of contemporary Saudi Arabia. 
Nowhere in the fi lm is there any mention of sectarian confl ict, restrictions 
on women’s lives, or the lack of democracy, religious freedom, and human 
rights, which are all fundamental aspects of life in Saudi Arabia.

Failure to articulate more explicitly this crucial distinction between the 
Aramco compounds and Saudi Arabia explains the contradictory descrip-
tions Aramco Brats off er of their childhood home. On the one hand, they 
describe somewhat naively, but with great sincerity, the value of having had 
the opportunity to experience diff erent cultures and meet people who speak 
diff erent languages. On the other hand, they describe the joy of having grown 
up “in small-town U.S.A. . . . in an American suburb in the desert.” As one 
Aramco Brat put it, growing up on an Aramco compound “was like growing 
up in Mayberry,” the small, fi ctional North Carolina town of the Andy 
Griffi  th Show. And Mayberry, as we know, was certainly not a hotbed of 
cultural and linguistic diversity.

Th e Aramco Brats’ nostalgic accounts of their happy childhoods on 
Aramco compounds in Saudi Arabia are reminiscent of the stories Americans 
tell about their luxury vacations at gated resort communities somewhere in 
the third world. Aft er claiming to know what “real Saudis are like,” one 
Aramco Brat interviewed in the fi lm says: “Th ey are a warm, wonderful 
group of people.” But the experiences Aramco Brats had with Saudis outside 
the Aramco compounds were usually limited to superfi cial tourist encoun-
ters. For many Aramco Brats, then, Saudi culture is reduced to the crudest of 
stereotypes—camels, sand dunes, exotic foods, and “real Bedouins.”
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Th e goal of challenging the negative stereotypes of Saudi Arabia perpetu-
ated by the American media is an admirable one. Th e producers of Home: Th e 
Aramco Brats’ Story promote the fi lm as “an amazing depiction of Saudi 
Arabia, Arabs, and Islam.” Th e cover of the DVD announces in capital letters 
“If you want too know more about Saudi Arabia, you must see this film.”

But in the fi nal analysis, Home is not a story about Saudi Arabia; it’s a story 
about Aramco Brats. It is not a Saudi story; it’s an American story. And these 
are two very diff erent stories.

Aft er a private showing of the fi lm in Saudi Arabia, a Saudi man 
approached Todd Nims. He was angry.

“You should have done better than that,” he told Nims. “You didn’t show 
Saudi Arabia. Th at isn’t life in Saudi Arabia. You showed a piece of the 
United States that just landed on Saudi Arabia.”
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