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PRAISE FOR THE FIRST EDITION



Grant C. Butler has made a valuable contribution to our knowledge of the Middle East in dealing with the people themselves. This readable book makes Middle Eastern people come to life. It increases the area of human understanding so essential to peace and stability in the world.


HON. HAROLD B. MINOR


President, American Friends of the Middle East


Former U.S. Ambassador to Lebanon


Kings and Camels is an example of the superior reporting which can illuminate the most dificult political and social problems. It is exciting, lucid and perceptive. This book provides a badly needed balance in necessary information about the Arab Middle East. . . .


ROBERT R. KIRSCH


Literary Editor,


Los Angeles Times









ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Grant C. Butler began his writing career as a sports reporter on the Chicago Herald-American in 1939. During World War II he was a combat radio reporter for the Ninth Air Force in Europe. He worked in Saudi Arabia from 1948 to 1951, where he headed the Field Public Relations Division for ARAMCO. He traveled extensively in the Arab countries, and his articles and short stories on the Middle East appeared in national magazines and newspapers. He gave over a thousand lectures and earned several awards for contributing to “better American-Arab understanding.”









FOREWORD



(Major General Russell L. Maxwell headed the first American Military Mission to the Middle East during World War II. He was the first Commander of United States Army Forces in that area, with headquarters in Cairo. He later became Assistant Chief of Staff, G-4, under Generals Marshall and Eisenhower. He holds the DSM and Legion of Honor among other decorations.)


I met the author of this book for the first time in the spring of 1943, shortly after my return from the Middle East. He was a young second lieutenant fresh out of Officer Candidate School and fired with that enthusiasm for his first assignment which usually marks the OCS graduate.


For a commandant of a camp training more than 30,000 men to remember the work of one second lieutenant in the public relations department is perhaps in itself a compliment to the man. But Grant Butler made an impression. He was intensely interested in his radio work and developed a series of recruiting programs which brought credit to our camp and the Army itself.


It was during the period before he left for Europe to join the Ninth Air Force that he became interested in the Middle East, probably because I told him briefly about some of my experiences there. Little did I expect to find him fifteen years later devoting almost his entire time and effort to writing and lecturing on the Arab world.


I have watched his career with more than passing interest since he left me in 1946. He had served me in a position equivalent to aidede-camp in Washington after his return from Germany. When he went to Saudi Arabia in 1948 with Aramco I knew that his interest in the Arab world was heightening. His letters began to reflect deep concern over many of the problems which have since faced our policymakers in Washington.


Several years ago I drove to Twenty Nine Palms, California, a desert community about 150 miles from Los Angeles, to hear Grant Butler give a lecture on Saudi Arabia. It was a hot day, and I did not look forward to sitting in a woman’s club for an hour or more, even if my former aide was the speaker. But it was the only opportunity I would have that season to hear him.


The reaction to the lecture that afternoon was amazing. Perhaps it was more of a reaction to the sincerity, the warmth, the appeal of the lecturer, but the sustained applause of the hundred or more women packed into that clubhouse was striking evidence that Americans wanted to know the facts about the Arabs, that they were tired of half truths and propaganda and welcomed an objective, clear and simple report on Saudi Arabia.


I remember his display of Arab dolls, depicting costumes of the Middle East. The dolls had been made by Arab refugee women, and he used them to stimulate interest in the refugee problem. It would be dificult to guess how much money was donated to organizations aiding the Arab refugees as a result of his lectures, but I know of several organizations which gained many members as a result of his more than 1,000 lectures on the Arab world.


The clarity and sincerity which marked his articles in the Los Angeles Times, Christian Science Monitor and other publications was doubly apparent on the lecture platform and I believe it is carried through in this book.


Kings and Camels is a straightforward account of how an American went to work in Saudi Arabia and came home to America to realize how little the average American appreciated the strategic importance of the area and, more important, how little he understood the people in the area. The book’s emphasis is upon the cultivation of understanding between the American and Arab peoples. It points out how vital such understanding is to Saudi Arabia, to the Arabs themselves, and to Americans.


Grant Butler presents his material in the form of an informal account of his personal experiences in the Middle East, both while he lived there, working for an American oil company, and as a successful lecturer and writer who has returned to the area often. He focuses upon human interest rather than issues.


Fortunately more and more people today are realizing that a discussion of the Arab refugee problem, the state of Israel, Zionism, Arab nationalism, and communism does not have to be carried on with the threat of anti-Semitism hanging over the head of anyone who dares to criticize Israel or to reflect a point of view which is friendly to the Arab and his cause.


Americans believe in fair play, and fair play does not constitute continual presentation of one point of view to the exclusion of others. Therefore, Kings and Camels to me seems a timely and informative book, an honest, interesting and sometimes fascinating account of one American’s look at the Arabs. It is above all else an expression of hope for a mutually rewarding friendship between peoples who have, as the author shows, a great deal in common.


RUSSELL L. MAXWELL


Major General U.S. Army


(Retired)


Washington D.C.


June 16, 1959
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AN ARAB NAMED SAMI HUSSEIN



I had returned from another trip to the Middle East in the summer of 1959 when I finally decided to write this book. The decision was not made without considerable soul searching. I knew that any book which reflected a point of view friendly to the Arabs was bound to encounter difficulties. It would provoke bitter retaliation from those who wished to portray the Arabs as a backward and fanatical people.


Several years before, I had talked with the vice-president of a large publishing firm in New York. He had seen my outline of the proposed book, read several chapters, and was quite enthusiastic about it. “There’s only one thing,” he had added. “You’d have to eliminate that chapter on the Arab refugees and leave out any discussion of Zionism. We couldn’t take a chance on a boycott of our other books.”


This attitude had been surprising to me, and yet I remembered what Bertha Vester had told me. This remarkable woman in her eighties runs the American Colony Hospital in Jerusalem. She could not forget the prominent New York publisher who had deleted the chapter on the Arab refugees from her book after promising to leave it intact. When she published the book herself in England with the refugee chapter included, copies disappeared from the book stores as quickly as they were supplied.


The many reasons for my not writing the book were secondary to the thought uppermost in my mind. What would my employer think of the project? I raised the subject one afternoon with the chairman of the board of Associated Piping and Engineering Company, George Humiston, who had hired me as his director of public relations.


“There’s a publisher in New York,” I told him, “who has expressed interest in my book on Saudi Arabia. You have given me freedom to continue my lecture work, but I do not wish to take advantage of your generosity by writing a book which might make some people angry.”


“Will it be the truth?” he asked me.


“It will be as I see it,” I replied. “It will be an account of my work in Saudi Arabia and the lectures which followed. I intend to discuss the Arab refugee problem and Zionism, both controversial issues.”


He sat there in his office for a moment before replying. “I founded this business thirty years ago on faith in the American free enterprise system,” he said. “I have never lost faith in this country or its people. I believe that understanding the people and problems of the Middle East is vital to America. I see no reason why you shouldn’t write a book that helps Americans to understand the Arab point of view.”


Such an attitude was completely refreshing, especially after my experiences of the past few years with people who would be expected to have some knowledge of the Arab world. There had been the vice-president of a large western oil company who had said to me at a dinner party, “Have you ever known an intelligent, educated Saudi Arab?”


There had been the public relations representative of one of the country’s leading manufacturers who had said quite seriously to me, “Did you ever have slaves working for you in Saudi Arabia?”


I thought of the American Zionist publication I had read and the observations of an American minister who had lived in Saudi Arabia. He wrote about “Aramco management’s continued reluctance to defend our religious rights.” He went on to say “how good it would be . . . to find Americans in responsible positions abroad who cared . . . about their religious heritage.”


Perhaps the real significance of that minister’s article was emphasized in his further allegation: “of course, one does not expect too much in an American oil-camp abroad. Strange characters are always drawn to such ventures. . . .”


I thought of this article and of books I had read on Saudi Arabia and the Arab world in general, books slanted or prejudiced in their treatment of the Arab, of Aramco, of Americans abroad. Could I in some small way present the truth as I saw it, as I had tried to do in my lectures throughout the country? Would this help to counteract much of the propaganda directed against Aramco and the Arabs?


Would a discussion of Islam, the religion of the Arab, help Americans to understand why the Arabs could never enter the fold of Soviet communism unless we drove them into it by our ignorance or hostility? A verse from the Arab bible, the Koran, would clarify this point: “Who is more wicked than he who prohibits God’s name from being remembered in His houses of worship and he who hastens to destroy them?”


What do Saudi Arabs think of President Nasser of the United Arab Republic, and is he really a demagogue or tool of the Soviets as some would have us believe in America? And why do Arabs who once looked up to us as friends now believe we have abandoned them? These were questions that demanded answers.


I remembered too, what the present king of Saudi Arabia had told an official of the Arabian American Oil Company in 1953 when he took control of his country: “My father’s reign may be famous for its conquest and cohesion of my country. My reign will be remembered for what I do for my people.”


How could I equate this statement with the oft-repeated charges that the Saud family maintains fleets of Cadillacs, luxurious palaces, and numerous harems, all at the expense of inhabitants of the desert kingdom? Could I explain this waste and also show that there has been impressive progress under the economy-minded management of Crown Prince Faisal, younger brother of King Saud?


Would the average reader be interested in the progressive measures taken to aid the people, the strengthening of the Saudi riyal, now covered 65 percent in foreign exchange or gold, the building of schools, houses, hospitals, and roads by the government? Would he understand this statement of a Saudi Arab businessman: “Within a few years you will see tremendous change here. We will take our place alongside the most progressive Arab countries.” This man a few years before had been a Bedouin on the desert; he began to work for Aramco, gained an education, and now owns a contracting business.


Would the role of Aramco in Saudi Arabia be interesting for the average reader? Would he appreciate the background to a statement made by the former Aramco board chairman, Fred A. Davies, before a Senate committee in Washington: “We are pretty proud of our company. We think we have done a good job for Saudi Arabia . . . and for the United States.”


When Mr Davies points out that the United States Government has encouraged private American capital to go abroad for two reasons: to improve the standard of living and welfare of people abroad; and, as a result, to build up markets for American goods, will the average reader be interested in learning how these two objectives have been met?


Would the influence of Aramco in Saudi Arabia in the field of education be of interest? Would the operation of three company training centers where Saudi Arabs are given courses in reading and writing in English and Arabic, arithmetic and general science answer some of the questions posed by critics of Aramco? With almost half of the entire Saudi Arabian work force of 12,000 enrolled in the Aramco educational program, would the average reader want to know how this came about, and why?


There was a wealth of material about Aramco and its operations. That I knew. But I wanted to write a book that dealt with the people, their feelings and desires. I wanted Americans to understand what the young Saudi Arab said to me who had worked for Aramco for twelve years, then opened his own service station: “Like many of my people, I was suspicious of the Americans when I first went to work. Now I realize why our government and our people must work together with the Americans in a spirit of understanding and cooperation. It is the only way for our country to advance.”


Aramco’s part in Saudi Arabia was only part of the story I wanted to tell. What happened when I returned to America to work and live, the reaction to my articles and lectures on Saudi Arabia, was another important part of the story. My interviews with King Hussein of Jordan and King Saud, with Nuri es Said and King Faisal of Iraq, with President Nasser and other Arab leaders provided important background material for my book.


Perhaps I realized this most vividly in an illuminating moment one afternoon as I walked down Massachusetts Avenue in Washington, D.C. In the distance, I heard the familiar call of the muezzin to prayer, and saw the stone heights of the minaret. It was a call I had heard many times before in the Arab world: “Allah akbar. . . . Ashadu an la ilaha illa Allah. . . .” (“I testify there is no god but God.”)


I might have been in Jiddah or Damascus or Beirut or Baghdad; but this call to prayer was being broadcast over the roar of traffic in Washington. The magnificent Islamic Center I saw in front of me, a place of learning and worship, had been built here by twelve nations of the Near and Middle East.


Just like the mosques I had seen in the land of Islam, halfway around the world, this one faces Mecca, famous holy city of the Moslem in Saudi Arabia. Here, not far from the White House, hand-loomed Persian rugs, ivory inlaid wood, Turkish tile, and pink Egyptian marble surround those who come to worship or to study the teachings of the Prophet Mohammed.


“Hayya ‘ala’s-sala. . . . Hayya ‘ala’l-falah. . . .”“(“Come to prayer. . . . Come to prosperity. . . .”) called the muezzin; and though there was no interruption in the steady rush of traffic in the street, I found myself stepping to one side of the busy sidewalk to pause for a moment, remembering. I remembered the desert of Arabia, the Bedouin kneeling on the hot sand, facing Mecca and reciting verses from the Koran.


Many things flashed across my mind that afternoon: Port Said shortly after the invasion of Egypt . . . dead Egyptians piled row on row in the hastily prepared morgues and hospitals . . . the Palestinian refugees living in their camps, existing on the seven cents a day given them by the United Nations.


I thought of visits to the palaces of kings and the tents of nomad tribesmen, harsh and sunscorched wastelands and resortlike American communities in that land of sharp contrasts, birthplace of three great religions of the world – Islam, Judaism, and Christianity.


As I walked on down the Washington street that afternoon, I knew that the problems of the Middle East would be solved, had to be solved. For there can be no peace in the world without peace in the land of Moses and Jesus and Mohammed.


Sami Hussein’s words to me in Dhahran echoed in my ears: “The peace we want so badly will come when men learn to live by the words of your Bible, when we all recognize that we are ‘members one of another.’ ”


A week later, back home in Pacific Palisades, California, I began to write this book. I had first become interested in the Middle East when I served under General Maxwell during World War II. He had piqued my interest with stories of Egypt and the Arabs of the Middle East. I remembered this vaguely the day I received a telephone call which was to change my life.


The call came from Edward W. Cochrane. As supervising sports editor of the Hearst newspapers, Ed had hired me as a young cub reporter on the Chicago Herald-American before World War II. We had kept in touch since his retirement to California. Now he had a proposition for me.


“Grant,” he began, in his usual authoritative tone, “how would you like to go to Saudi Arabia?”


There was a blank silence at my end of the phone.


“I know a fellow,” Cochrane continued, “who is hiring people in Los Angeles for the Arabian American Oil Company. He wants a young man with newspaper background and public relations experience. Are you interested?”


I had visions of Arabian horsemen galloping across the desert, turbaned shaikhs, and beautiful veiled women. Arabia. Dangerous, romantic, remote. In a word, mysterious.


Yes, I was interested. I would keep the appointment Ed Cochrane set up for me next day at the company’s personnel office in Los Angeles.


Talking to the likable, athletic-looking former professional football player, Dick Richards, who was personnel manager, I began to have my doubts. This wouldn’t be exactly a public relations job, he told me. I would be what they called a recreation specialist.


“You’d be assigned to Ras Tanura,” he said. “Nice place. One of the company communities in Arabia, on the shores of the Arabian Gulf. Wonderful sandy beach. You would be in charge of the clubhouse and the recreational facilities. Later on, of course, you could look into public relations opportunities at Dhahran, about thirty miles from there.”


As for the pay, it was a fraction of what I had been making in Hollywood. Even after Richards had pointed out the real, proportionate differences in salaries and mentioned the paid vacations, I still hesitated. After all, wouldn’t it amount to a detour from my chosen line of work, an interruption of the career in which I had just begun to make good?


What finally cinched my decision to take the job had nothing to do with all these practical pros and cons. It was those exciting visions of Bedouin chieftains on horseback, swords drawn, thundering down the endless stretches of swirling sand dunes – the exotic Middle East, land of mystery; that was what lured me, as I filled out the necessary applications for the job in Saudi Arabia.


My roommate, J. Robert Dube, was incredulous when I told him. “Where is Saudi Arabia?” he demanded. “For that matter, what is it?”


I laughed. “That’s what I intend to find out!”


I began finding out when I was assigned, along with thirteen other men, to the first class of the training school which Aramco maintained for three years on Long Island, New York. We were to study Arabic for six weeks before leaving for the Middle East. There I met a very personable, good-looking young Saudi Arab whom Aramco had recently sent to this country as a language instructor. I knew him as Sami Hussein.


Impressed by Sami’s social poise and excellent command of English, I mistakenly assumed that he must have been born and raised in some more civilized (which to me meant Westernized) part of the world. Smiling, he informed me that he had been a Bedouin on the desert, tending his camels and sheep, until, at the age of twelve, he had gone to work as a waiter in one of the American dining halls maintained by Aramco. Tactfully, he made it clear that his natural dignity and intelligence did not mark him as an exception to the rule. On the contrary, I eventually learned, the characteristics I admired in Sami were typical of the Bedouin whom I had erroneously pictured as some sort of glamorous savage who lived only to shed the blood of the infidel and abduct women of rival tribes for his own harem!


I could laugh at my erstwhile naïveté now. But I could no longer view the consequences of such naïveté, widespread in America, as a laughing matter. For now I saw that some enlightened, realistic understanding of the people of the Middle East was going to be of vital importance in the solution of the serious problems troubling their part of the world and ours. . . .


During those early days at Riverhead, living in barracks at a former United States air base to simulate the conditions of that time in Saudi Arabia, I learned to admire Sami Hussein. I also understood better my own fellow Americans who displayed as much ignorance of the Middle East as I did. A group of us would get together at night and discuss what we had learned in the classroom, our few halting words of Arabic, our obviously distorted opinions of the Arab world.


One night a member of our group asked Sami with tongue in cheek: “Isn’t it true, Sami, that the Arabs have a reputation for stealing? I knew a fellow who was in North Africa during the war, and he said the Arabs took everything in sight.”


Sami though for a moment before answering; then his face lighted up with his usual smile. “Yes, there are some Arabs who steal, just as I image there are some Americans who steal. But in Saudi Arabia last year we had an average of forty-four people in jail out of a population of seven million.


We were amazed by the comparison between this infinitesimal figure and our own staggering crime rate, which costs Americans approximately twenty-five billion dollars a year. The Saudi method of dealing with crime, chopping off a hand for stealing, a head for murder, doubtless had much to do with this lowered crime rate.


“I can understand that you may have heard some criticism of the Arabs,” Sami told us. “We’re usually backward, surrounded by lots of women, and we seldom bathe. But let me tell you about an American I knew in Saudi Arabia. He was rather disliked, but he could never understand why. On his first vacation to Beirut, he asked an old Arab what kind of people lived in that city. The Arab replied with a question: ‘What sort of people lived in the part of Saudi Arabia you have just come from?’


“ ‘Oh, a poor lot,’ the American said; ‘dishonest, dirty and disagreeable.’


“ ‘Then,’ said the old Arab, ‘you’ll find the same sort of people here.’ ”


Sami had made his point, and we remembered it long after the school had ended. We also remembered Sami’s thoughtful answers to our questions about the Arab world: Why had there been little or no change in Arab culture for centuries? Why did the people seem suspicious of outsiders?


“You must realize,” Sami told us, “that every country seems to imagine that it is more or less the center of the world, and everyone else is on the fringe. You believe that your way of living is the only way, and my way, for example, is either a bad way or some kind of backward way. Actually, there are many things I like about your way of life, many that I like about mine. And as you live in the Arab world you will learn why we live as we do, why many Arab countries have remained backward.”


The truth of Sami’s statements was to be brought home to most of us in the years ahead. We were to find out that the Arabs did recognize American technical and industrial superiority, that they admired our health and educational programs, appreciated our progress in scientific and technological fields, but still had definite reservations about the social and cultural aspects of our life.


“In my country,” Sami had told us, “we do not see American movies, but unfortunately in other Arab countries some of your worst movies are shown, and they do not reflect credit upon America. Furthermore, some of the Americans who come to Saudi Arabia to work do not represent the best in your people.”


How often I was to think of Sami’s comment about American behavior in his country during the next two years. The reservoir of good will which had been built up for America in the Middle East by dedicated American missionaries, foreign-service people, and a few businessmen was being destroyed by the actions of a few Americans who thought more of a dollar bill and a bottle of whiskey than the feelings of the Arabs in whose countries they were to work and live.


Fortunately the Aramco school was an excellent place to weed out those individuals who, for one reason or another, could be expected to have difficulty in adjusting to life in Saudi Arabia. One member of our first class lasted only two weeks, as it was obvious he looked down his nose at Sami Hussein and would take the same disparaging view of other Arabs if he went to their country.


Sami’s background commanded the respect of those of us who took the time to know him. It had taken him only ten years to advance to the position where he could be sent to America as one of the first two Saudi Arabs to instruct Americans in his native language.


Sami learned to love America and Americans. He liked our skyscrapers, subways, hot dogs, malted milks, and baseball games. He saw the best in us and overlooked the worst. But he still remained true to his religion. Five times a day, no matter where he was, on the baseball diamond or in the classroom, at prayer time he would take his prayer rug, kneel, and face Mecca, oblivious to the occasional joking of bystanders.


This ritual was strange to me, so I once asked Sami, “What do you tell people who kid you about praying?”


With his usual engaging smile and a twinkle in his warm brown eyes he replied, “I tell them that prayer is like a river which flows before the door of one’s house. He who washes in it five times a day will keep himself pure and clean.”


There were many things we learned at the Aramco school that fall of 1948, but none was more important to me than the realization that an understanding of Islam was vital to an understanding of the Arab world. Islam was fundamental to the life of the Saudi Arab. But was this really so different from our own way of life in America? Hadn’t the founding fathers of our country expressed the ideals of our Christian religion in the very wording, as well as the spirit, of our Constitution?


It might have seemed strange to us that the Moslem kneels five times a day to proclaim, “There is no God but Allah, and Mohammed is his Prophet.” Yet how many times a day do we all handle coins engraved with our own proclamation of faith: “In God we trust”?


I was to learn from Sami Hussein that Christians and Moslems could be good friends. Only an open mind was necessary, for open-mindedness was the beginning of understanding.
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