
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


YAMANI

 


The Inside Story

 


 


 


By

 


Jeffrey Robinson

 


 



 












YAMANI – THE INSIDE STORY







Smashwords edition

© JEFFREY ROBINSON 1988, 2014

 














This book was originally dedicated to my wife
Aline, with love. She asked that I change it, and rightfully so, to
dedicate it forever to

Zaki and Tammam

 



 


 


 


 


AVANT PROPOS TO THIS E-BOOK EDITION

 


A PERSONAL NOTE

 


 


 


 


On Sunday night, October 12,
1986 – a week before my 41st birthday and only 19 days
after the birth of our first child - my wife and I, with our baby
son wrapped up warm in a carry-cot, met our old pal David Thieme
for dinner at Trader Vic’s in the basement of London’s Hilton Hotel
off Hyde Park Corner.

David was a spot oil trader who’d ridden the
tumultuous oil market waves of the 1970s to wealth and fame, to
bust, and back again. A wonderful goateed character, always dressed
in black, and with rectangular silver sun glasses even in dark
basement restaurants, he went through the obligatory compliments
one has to make to new parents – including, “Luckily the baby looks
like Aline” – but there was really only one topic that he wanted to
discuss. “Can you believe that Yamani got fired?”

Sheikh Ahmed Zaki Yamani had
been, for 24 years, the Minister of Petroleum for the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia. He was the face of the Organization of
Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC), the architect of the oil embargoes
against the west, and one of the most
powerful men in the world. He was also one of the most
recognizable.

King Fahd had fired Yamani the Sunday
before, and it was front page headline news around the world the
next day. In fact, the story stayed in the headlines for much of
that week.

David was insistent, “That’s your next
book.”

I wasn’t convinced. “Yamani? You don’t
understand what it would take to do a book like that.”

He wasn’t easily swayed. “Don’t be
ridiculous. I’m telling you, this is huge. We’re talking about one
of the most famous men in the world.”

“I know that,” I said. “But... I don’t know
anything about Yamani.”

He insisted. “You can learn.”

“I’d have to get to people in the oil
business.”

“You live in London. This is an oil market.
Everyone’s here. Or they’re in New York. You can get to anybody you
need to get to.”

“To do it right,” I said, “I’d need to get
to him.”

“So?” He looked at me and shrugged, “So, get
to him.”

I asked, “How?”

He said, “You’ll figure it out.”

Later that night, after we put our son to
bed, Aline said to me, “David’s right.”

I still wasn’t convinced. “It’s not that
easy.”

But she was. “You’ll figure it out.”

The next morning, on a whim,
I phoned the editor with whom I’d already had my first UK
best-seller, a book about entrepreneurs called The Risk Takers. He’d just moved
jobs, to help set up Simon & Schuster’s London office. There
was a Brit I didn’t know who was managing director, my guy was
editorial director, there was a woman handling foreign rights and
there was one salesman. They had only that morning received their
furniture. They didn’t yet have any books to publish.

When he got on the phone, all I said was,
“Yamani.”

He asked, “What about him?”

I said, “That’s the book.”

He said hold on, went to speak with his boss
and a few minutes later came back on the line to say, “Start it
today, we’ll worry about a contract later.”

When I told Aline, she said, “My mother was
right.”

According to her mother, every baby brings
with him or her, it’s own luck.

Aline nodded several times. “Your new-born
son is bringing you Yamani.”

*****

 


 


The way you do a big biography like this –
at least the way I do it – is to draw a target, like a dart board,
and put the subject in the bull’s eye.

Getting to him becomes the big prize.

Then you start finding people who know him,
or have dealt with him, or have interacted with him, or know enough
about him that they can lead you to other people who have first
hand stories to tell and, depending on their relationship with him,
you place them in various circles surrounding the bull’s eye.

The inner circles belong to those people who
are closest to the target’s inner circle. Family and intimate
friends. As you go out from there, and the circles get bigger, you
add people who have know him or knew him to varying degrees. The
further away from the bull’s eye, the less important the source.
What you do, then, is start with those people in those outer
circles, gather information from them, and hope that they can lead
you to people who are in the next circle.

And all the time you work your way towards
the bull’s eye.

Within a month, having read everything I
could find about the man – which was an enormous amount – I was
filling in names at various levels of my ever decreasing circles. I
was speaking to people about the oil business, about the Middle
East, about OPEC, about the various oil crises, about the
embargoes, about Saudi Arabia, about the assassination attempts on
his life, about the political world through which Yamani had
maneuvered his entire life and about his life.

I also petitioned everything I could about
him through the Freedom of Information Act in the United
States.

Within two months I was in Washington,
collecting boxes full of petitioned documents and making my way
through interviews with more than 200 people.

Within three months, I was hearing back that
Yamani knew I was on to him.

That’s another way my ever decreasing
circles method works. By the time you’re a rung or two from the
bull’s eye, word has gotten back to the target that you’re on the
case.

Eventually, it was time to make “the”
call.

One of the people I’d spoken with at length
had given me his home phone number in Jeddah. I rang on a Friday
evening in January.

A woman – I later learned it was his wife,
Tammam - answered the phone in English, “Hello?”

I gave her my name, told her I was phoning
from London, and said that I hoped I wasn’t calling at an
inconvenient time. Then I asked, “Is his excellency there,
please?”

She said, “Oh yes... just a moment, please,”
and a few seconds later a very distinctive voice came on the line
saying, “Good evening.”

For the next many years, I would hear him
say “Good evening,” or “Good morning,” or “Good afternoon,” and
follow that with, “How are you?” a million times. And each time I
heard that voice on the other end of my phone, I would smile.

It is rare enough in life to meet one truly
spectacular person. It is a million times more rare to meet two.
But knowing Zaki and Tammam has been one of the great joys of my
life, and of Aline’s too.

At first, he was reluctant
to get involved with this book, and somewhat suspicious of me. He’d
heard from several people that I was writing about him, and
thankfully, a number of those people seemed to agree that I was a
serious guy who would write a serious book. But he needed to find
that out for himself. So we spoke for quite a while, during which
time he made it clear that he wasn’t anxious to cooperate with me.
I asked him to read some things, and said I hoped we could speak
again. The following day, I sent him a copy of The Risk Takers. We chatted again a
week later about what I wanted to do. He promised to be in
touch.

I continued interviewing people, and digging
through documents while several weeks passed without any word from
him.

I wasn’t sure how long I wanted to wait
before contacting him again, but he beat me to it. On a Thursday
morning at around 9, the phone rang and I heard that wonderful
voice say, “Good morning. How are you?”

I said, “How very nice to hear from you. I
hope all is well with you.”

He said, “We are in the mountains. Why don’t
you come to see me?”

I answered immediately, “I would be
delighted. I am flattered. But...” I had to ask, “Which mountains
are you talking about?”

He said Switzerland, gave me the number at
his chalet in Crans-Montana and told me to phone back when I had a
flight and an arrival time at Geneva. He said he would have a car
waiting for me at the airport.

I told Aline, “I’ll book a ticket for you
and the baby to Nice” – she’s from the south of France – “because
I’m going to Switzerland and I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

It was the start of a terrific adventure
with the Yamanis, meeting them – usually with Aline and often with
the baby – and being welcomed into their family. We spent time with
them in Switzerland, France, Italy, Yugoslavia and England. He and
I played backgammon together, sailed on his boats together, took
walks together, ate ten thousand meals together and talked late
into the night – alone, just the two of us - about his life, about
oil, about his hopes and his dreams, and about his world.

We also ate a lot of ice cream together.

One afternoon in Sardinia, Aline and Tammam
were off somewhere and he and I had been swimming, when he
suggested, “Let’s go for ice cream.”

We piled into his car - he
drove, with the bodyguards following in another car – and wound up
at his favorite gelato place at the local port. We sat at one table, the bodyguards
were at theirs, and when the waiter came by, he and I both ordered
the three scoop special with different flavors.

It was duly delivered, at which time Zaki
leaned forward to stare at his. A quizzical expression came across
his face. Then he looked at me and said softly, “Tell me
something... when you have three choices like this, do you eat the
one you like best first, or do you leave it for last?”

Zaki is a man who constantly ponders.

*****

 


 


For much of the time we spent with Zaki and
Tammam, their children were with us, too. You can tell a lot about
someone from the way they parent, and it was very obvious that for
Zaki and Tammam, the single most important thing in their lives is
family.

And the more I spoke to others about him,
the more I heard stories of how, even during official meetings with
ministers and dignitaries at one of their homes, whenever one of
the children would appear, he would excuse himself to spend a few
minutes listening to what the child had to say.

They wear their love for children on their
sleeves, and children respond to that. Our son, who was only 9
months old when we took him with us to visit them in Sardinia, was
very uncomfortable whenever someone other than Aline or I picked
him up. He didn’t like that and would immediately start crying. But
he never cried with Zaki.

When Zaki picked him up, they would stare
close into each other’s big brown eyes, and Zaki would smile, and
the baby would laugh.

One of my favorite photos is of my son
sitting on Zaki’s knees, with the two of them laughing.

Outside of his mother and father, Zaki was
the only one.

*****

 


 


He would not speak to me about his
relationship with King Fahd. I understood why and never pressed him
on that because I had a myriad of other sources. But there was one
thing that I discovered which bothered him greatly.

Over the course of one interview with
someone who knew a lot about what had gone on in the world during
Yamani’s years as Petroleum Minister, he mentioned a certain
incident that no one else seemed to know about.

Still, to this day, it is considered an
important secret. It was a revelation worthy of front page
headlines and I certainly planned to discuss it in the book. But
because of the highly explosive nature of this, getting the story
from one source was not good enough. It never is. I needed
corroboration from several sources. The problem was, I didn’t know
who else knew about this. I understood that anyone who did know,
wouldn’t talk about it unless I told him what I knew first. And
there was no way I was going to reveal this to someone who didn’t
know.

The only person with whom I could speak
about this was Zaki. So, one night over dinner in London, while
Tammam and Aline were talking, I leaned over and whispered in his
ear, “Is it true that...”

He turned sheet white. “Where did you hear
that?”

I have always told him the truth, but I
never reveal sources, so I explained how I’d heard it, and left it
to him to figure out who’d said it to me.

He thought for a few moments, then nodded -
having figured out where I’d heard the story - before saying, “You
cannot use this information.”

I said, “This is front page news.”

He said, “People will be killed.”

To this day, I have never betrayed the
secret. And because he asked me not to, I never will.

*****

 


 


When the book was written, and it came time
to select a photo for the cover, I decided we’d go with a profile
shot. While almost all biographies use a full-face photo, I figured
that here was one of the most recognizable men in the world, and
when you’re that famous, a profile is perfect.

Months later, once the book was published -
hitting the UK bestseller lists the first week out - I was in a
book shop when the manager came up and asked me if I would sign a
copy for a woman who’d just purchased it.

I said I’d be delighted to.

She was well dressed, of a certain age, and
seemed glad to have a signed copy. She gave me her name, and I
wrote a note in the book to her. Handing it back, I asked, “Are you
in the oil business?”

She said no.

“Oh.” I wondered, “International law?”

No.

“Government?”

No.

“Do you have something to do with the Middle
East?”

Again, she said no.

Now I asked, “Why are you buying this
book?”

She pointed to the cover, “This is the only
man in the world I would leave my husband for.”

Later, when I told Zaki the story, he wanted
to know, “Just in case, did you get her name?”

*****

 


 


There are times when, like all couples,
Aline and I play, “Remember when?” We look back on the adventures
that have been our life together, and the time we spent with Zaki
and Tammam is always high on our list. But there is one night in
particular, and a phone call from Zaki two weeks later, that will
forever be in our hearts.

The Yamanis were on their boat in the south
of France. Aline and I were in Antibes. And our dear friends Lino
and Odette Ventura were staying at the Colombe d’Or in St.
Paul-de-Vence.

Lino was the French Bogart, one of the
biggest film stars in Europe, and a man whose tough guy exterior
hid his marshmallow center and his huge heart. Odette, his
childhood sweetheart, has always been my candidate for
sainthood.

I knew that the Yamanis and the Venturas
were cut from the same cloth, so, one afternoon, I suggested to
Zaki that I take the six of us out for dinner. But he had a better
idea. He invited me to bring Lino and Odette to the boat on Friday
evening, and we would have dinner on board while we sailed the
coast.

I made the arrangements.

Zaki sent his car and chauffeur to fetch me,
so that I could pick up the Venturas in St. Paul and bring them to
the port of Antibes where Aline was already on board with the
Yamanis.

As we got out of the car, while sailors and
bodyguards stood at the gangplank, Lino looked at the boat – which
is still considered to be one of the most beautiful ocean going
yachts in the world – and whispered to me, “Do we have to row?”

The security guys looked at Lino, he looked
at them, and there was a discreet nod between them, a sign that he
recognized tough guys when he saw them, and that they recognized
one, too.

The Yamanis greeted the Venturas like old
friends.

It was magic.

We set sail on a starry night. I don’t
remember if there really was a full moon, but when I replay that
night in my mind, there is. The six of us sat around the diningroom
table, laughing about everything, but especially enthralled with
the deep and erudite discussion that Lino and Zaki got into about
olive oil.

A week later, my friend Lino was dead in
Paris at the age of 68.

A week after that, my phone rang and now,
instead of that wonderful voice saying, “Good morning. How are
you?” Zaki said, “You must never do that again. You must never
introduce us to such a wonderful man if, right afterwards, he is
going to die.”

It turns out I wasn’t the only one who’d
lost a friend.

*****

 


 


I began this book 28 years ago. It is here,
as close as possible to its original state, with very few changes –
I updated a few things about Carlos the Jackal, who’d kidnapped
Yamani and nearly murdered him in 1975 – but that’s about all. I
wanted to keep it this way, because this story has a beginning, a
middle and an end. Anything else would be another story.

Who knows where the years go, or why they go
so quickly by. It is now all these years later. My children are
grown up. And so are theirs. Today, Zaki and Tammam are
grandparents.

He changed the world. She is the rock that
is their family. And they are still surrounded by children.

Had he not agreed to meet me and cooperate
with this book, it would be very different. But then, had Aline and
I not gotten to know Zaki and Tammam, our lives would be very
different, too.

We feel blessed for knowing them, and the
way they have inexorably touched our lives. Yes, it is rare enough
in life to meet one truly spectacular person. It is a million times
more rare to meet two.

 


Forever grateful, forever faithful and with
our eternal love to you both/

Aline and Jeffrey

New York 2014
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Beginning in December 1975, Sheikh Ahmed
Zaki Yamani has been constantly surrounded by bodyguards.

At home in Saudi Arabia, the government
provides a security staff of 15 to protect him and his family.

When he travels, his personal security staff
numbers only six. They’re British - one of them was once Prince
Philip’s private detective - and each of them is a former SAS
commando or an ex-policeman.

Where local laws permit, which is most
places, they’re armed. It’s done discreetly but they are armed
nevertheless. No matter where they were, and at all times, they
carry walkie-talkies to keep each other updated with the position
of “the boss.”

They talk nonstop to each other, speaking
just loud enough to get their message across.

The boss is coming to the car.

The boss is driving past your station.

The boss is coming up to the flat.

They open doors and look all around a room
before stepping aside to let him enter. They are the first to walk
outside, onto the street, checking to see that the street is clear.
They ride with him in his car - he prefers to drive himself - and
they stare at every car in front, every car that draws up
alongside, and every car that follows for too long. They lock and
unlock doors and appear silently from out of stairwells in the
hallway to check out everyone walking there, then disappear just as
silently, like a Doberman pinscher.

But then, if it was you standing shoulder to
shoulder with King Faisal when he was assassinated at point blank
range, and if it was you kidnapped by the international terrorist
Carlos who promised that one day he would murder you - if you’d had
threats made against your life and a couple of times you’d only
barely escaped - well, then, keeping six large and highly trained
men around to make sure that you stay alive is understandable.

They claim he’s still in danger.

You ask, From whom?

They answer, “It’s not always easy to
know.”

You ask, From elements in the West or the Arab world or some religious
fanatics or some political terrorist?

And they nod, “something like that.”

If he is, in fact, all those years later
still in danger, it’s probably less than before. After December
1975 he often said that he expected to die a violent death. But
now, at the very end of the 1980s and out of government, he hopes
and prays that is a diminishing possibility.

“Some day,” he says, “I would like to be
finished with all of this. I would like to let the boys go and do
without them. It’s not me to be confined like this. I love to take
walks, to stroll along a street and go window shopping. Always
being guarded is not me. Someday I hope that I can be free from
this.”

Still, whenever anyone unexpectedly knocks
at the door, he stiffens.

While the danger exists, the security staff
are forever hovering nearby. And if you hung around him long
enough, while they hung around the two of you, it’s easy to catch a
case of paranoia. If you’re not used to being protected, when
you’re with someone who has a professional security staff, you find
yourself glancing behind every bush and noticing every car that
passes and worrying that someone might suddenly step out from
behind a lamp post with a gun. That’s when you say to yourself, if
someone starts shooting at him what am I supposed to do?

It’s an uncomfortable feeling.

And it does not necessarily go away the
longer you spend with him. It’s sort of like the dentist and his
Novocain. His drill doesn’t really hurt, but you know it’s
there.

It’s only when you sit down to talk to him
that the security staff fade into the background.

Then you must learn to live with constant
interruptions.

People arrive at odd times to pay a courtesy
call. It’s part of Saudi tradition. People phone to talk business.
Other people phone just to say hello. More people stop by to ask
his advice.

There is a never-ending stream of people
coming to see him, invited in for a chat, offered coffee or juice,
and dates or figs from huge baskets spread across the tables in
front of the couches. Or, if they’re really lucky, they’re offered
small green logs of pistachio paste sweets that have the same
texture as almond paste but are much better than marzipan.

So you sit down to speak with him and in
between the interruptions, while the two of you talk, he stares
directly into your eyes. He laughs honestly when something strikes
him as funny. And he leans forward to make a point when something
is especially serious. There are none of those polite reassuring
smiles or yes-I-agree-with-you nods that westerners cast off to
pretend they’re paying attention.

Not at all.

He sits there and stares at you and fidgets
with his worry beads and makes you wonder what he’s thinking. He
sits there and looks at you like a poker player, never giving away
the hand he’s holding. He speaks slowly, deliberately, the
practiced habit of a man who knows that his interviews can turn
into headlines. And before too long, he’s somehow switched the
conversation around to you.

Yamani is a man who is forever playing his
cards close to his chest. Even when it seems an odd thing to
do.

There are times when he simply won’t give
away much information that would otherwise seem trivial.

How long will you be in town on this
trip?

It’s difficult to say.

Will you be here until Tuesday?

Perhaps.

Where are you off to next?

It depends on many things so I will have to
let you know.

He had planned all week to leave the ski
resort on Friday for Geneva but he didn’t say so until Thursday
evening. He had planned all week to leave Geneva on Tuesday for
America but he didn’t say so until Monday afternoon.

Business?

Well, yes.

Where in the States are you going?

Maybe several places.

Perhaps it has to do with the fact that a
security conscious man never discusses his travel plans. Or,
perhaps, it’s just that idle conversation is a western talent,
specifically American, and not something Middle Easterners take to
easily.

One of Yamani’s friends discovered that
several years ago while staying with his family in Saudi Arabia.
The phone often rang in the middle of the night. Whenever it did,
there was hushed conversation for a few minutes and then Yamani
would leave. Sometimes he was gone for half an hour. Sometimes he
was gone for several hours. It went on like that night after
night.

Curious, the friend wanted to know, “What’s
that all about?”

Yamani responded, “It’s nothing. Just some
business.”

A week later, with the 3 a.m. and 4 a.m.
phone calls as frequent as ever, the friend tried again. But, this
time, the question was disguised in the oblique approach. “He must
be mad to ring you in the middle of the night like that.”

And this time Yamani answered straight. “But
you see, the king has the right to call me whenever he likes.”

On the other hand, when he chooses to,
Yamani can be totally candid and forthright.

We were sitting on the middle of three large
couches that surround the huge coffee table at the end of the
75-foot living room that makes up the main part of the plushest
hotel suite in Geneva.

It’s on the top floor of the
Intercontinental Hotel and from 18-story’s high the view of the
lake in the distance is magnificent. For years this has been his
Geneva office. He’s got a 15-room mansion a few miles away on the
lake with handsomely manicured lawns, fine antique French
furniture, fine antique Persian rugs, an indoor swimming pool, an
outdoor swimming pool, and a special room where he can meditate and
pray according to his Moslem beliefs. But it was in the big suite
at the Intercontinental where he held court during the OPEC years
and it’s there he still feels comfortable, even though those OPEC
days are now over.

The coffee table was covered in gift baskets
of fruit and dates and a silver tray with a cut-glass pitcher and
crystal stemware to serve the freshly squeezed pomegranate
juice.

The security staff were stationed at the
front door of the suite where a closed circuit television camera
was aimed down the hallway to show anyone approaching. There was a
maid somewhere, hidden in one of the other rooms, and a valet who
seemed to be on the other end of one of the two telephones. Yamani
would pick it up and say, could you please bring some more juice.
Within a few seconds the valet would appear with another tray.

Yamani was dressed in a perfectly cut Savile
Row suit.

There were English and Arabic newspapers and
American news magazines on the couch between us and the pair of
telephones at his right elbow that seemed to ring every few
minutes.

And this time he was coming on straight.

I showed him a newspaper clipping that said,
in order to get back to his roots, he spent each summer living in a
tent in the desert. He gestured to emphasize the setting, then
looked at me as if I was crazy. “Do you see me living in a
tent?”

Now I said, “I’ve heard a figure of what
you’re worth.”

He said, “Tell me.”

I said, “With your real estate holdings, as
much as $500 million.”

He thought about that for a few moments
before he decided, “Less.”

I asked, “A lot less?”

He said, “If you take away the real estate,
if you don’t add that in, yes, much less. Even with the real estate
it’s still less.”

We settled on $300 million.

Then I asked him about his first
marriage.

Again he displayed a certain candor. “My
first marriage did not work, perhaps for many reasons, so we
separated. Now I am married to a woman I love very much. I waited
nine years and was very careful before getting married again. I
think of marriage also as an investment for the future. You know,
when you get older, maybe in your late-‘60s or early-‘70s and you
slow down, then having someone with you who knows you and loves
you... having someone there so that you can remember things
together like the restaurant where we ate 20 years ago, or that
time we visited with those friends, or that night when we were
together in whatever city... yes, an investment for the
future.”

Yamani’s second wife Tammam is a beautiful
dark haired Saudi woman in French designer clothes who studied
biology at the American University in Beirut. They met when someone
in the Ministry of Petroleum got married and came to show Yamani
the wedding photos. He spotted Tammam standing with the bride and
asked who she was. A formal introduction was arranged and after a
time, Yamani - in keeping with tradition - asked Tammam’s father
for her hand.

And if it is true that behind every good man
there is a good woman, then the story of Zaki Yamani is also very
much the story of Tammam Yamani.

One of five children, she was brought up in
a home where family ties and education were highly stressed. In
turn, she has made certain that her own children spend as much time
as possible with their parents and are comfortable in both eastern
and western society. For instance, each of them, from the oldest to
the youngest, speaks Arabic, English and French with native
ease.

Now in her mid-30s, she is Yamani’s constant
companion. In Saudi Arabia, where couples are naturally reserved,
there are rules of traditional behavior. But in the West, much like
western couples, Zaki and Tammam hold hands and they are forever
stealing glances at each other.

She’ll stand up to leave the room and he’ll
chide her in English, in deference to their guest, “Don’t eat
anything now because we’re going to have dinner soon.”

She’ll grin, “I’m not going to eat
anything.”

He’ll say, “Yes, you are.”

She’ll say, “No, I’ve got something
important to do.”

Then he’ll laugh and nod, “You mean you want
to telephone your sister again?”

It’s one of the games they play to their
obvious great amusement.

A man of medium height, Yamani is stockily
built with a widish face made to look thinner by his now-greying,
but ever-familiar, goatee. His hair is reddish brown, almost
auburn. His eyes are dark brown, nearly black. His voice is soft
and there’s a special look in his eyes. A kind of tenderness mixed
together with a supreme self- confidence. It’s hard to say exactly
what it is but you know it right away when you see it. And you see
it best when he laughs. You see it best when his eyes open very
wide and his face shows that he is truly amused.

It’s something special that women never fail
to notice.

And he knows it.

Back at the beginning of the
1970s, when he still travelled on commercial airlines, he was
booked on a crowded flight from New York to
San Francisco. One of the people he’d been meeting with in New York
happened to mention that they were also trying to get to California
but that all the flights were full. Yamani said, come out to the
airport with me and we’ll get you on the plane. At JFK, as Yamani
checked in, he asked the woman behind the counter to please find
another seat on his flight. She apologized that the plane was
absolutely full and the standby list was very long. Yamani smiled,
reached for the woman’s hand, studied her palm for several moments
and told her what he could see there. In a very innocent way he
rubbed her palm and talked to her and looked at her straight in the
eyes.

He walked away from the check-in counter
with a pair of boarding passes.

Yamani has two daughters and one son by his
first marriage. They’re now grown up and have given him five
grandchildren. Then he has three sons and two daughters by his
second marriage. They’re very young and still at home.

And then there is another “daughter.”

When Yamani was 19, his father returned from
a trip to Malaysia with a baby girl. She’d been orphaned and
Yamani’s father agreed to take her, although the Moslems don’t have
adoption in the western sense of the word. He gave the baby to Zaki
and said, “Raise her like your daughter.”

Even though the girl was brought up by
Yamani’s mother and is now a grown woman with her own children,
Yamani still treats her as if she was his offspring.

“I am totally devoted to my family, my wife,
my children and my grandchildren. They are the joys of my
life.”

Not surprisingly, he is frequently
surrounded by his family. And friends with their families too.

The winter following Yamani’s dismissal, he
and his family joined friends in Switzerland to spend a month
skiing. The kids raced in the local competitions and, typical of
all parents, there were Zaki and Tammam in snowsuits with their
Instamatics at the finish line.

Six months later, in Sardinia, Zaki and
Tammam led an entourage of friends and children on a day trip to
Corsica. He herded 30 adults and a dozen kids on board his 270 foot
yacht which, when it was built in 1973, was said to be one of the
two most beautiful boats in the world.

Arriving in Bonifacio after a three-hour
sail, Yamani was informed that there were only three taxis in town
- two of which were nowhere to be seen - and no buses. But there
was one of those little sightseeing trains with rubber wheels that
takes tourists through the streets. So he rented it exclusively for
two hours. Much to the glee of the children, everyone piled on for
a tour of the village. Later that evening, after taking over a
restaurant for dinner, Zaki and Tammam led the group back towards
the boat. That’s when Zaki spotted a man selling balloons and those
green plastic bracelets that glow in the dark.

He bought them all.

As he took the balloons from the seller in
one hand and those glowing green things in the other, the children
moved in on him, anxiously grabbing for theirs.

Just then a French woman and her husband
spotted him.

She stared at him for a second, clutched at
her husband’s arm and said, “Yamani?” She pointed at this man,
glowing green and with 15 balloons.

“Impossible,”
she kept shaking her head. “Non, ce n’est pas possible.
Yamani? Pas possible!”

Yes, her husband assured her, it is.

And she said with such pity, “Poor man, all
that’s left for him now is to sell balloons in Bonifacio.”
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He exercises regularly and watches his
weight. He walks and swims. He even travels with a portable
trampoline. “Just to jump up and down for 20 minutes every few
hours,” he says, “to keep the blood flowing.”

In the winter he spends as much time as he
can at a small but comfortable apartment he’s owned since the
mid-1960s in a Swiss mountain resort known for its excellent
cross-country skiing.

“I don’t do downhill because that isn’t
exercise. Cross-country skiing makes you breathe hard and gets your
heart pumping. It’s very important to do that.”

Off season he has a treadmill which he walks
on every day, swinging hand weights to keep himself in shape.

He is also careful about his diet.

Although Yamani encourages the never-ending
stream of people who drop by unannounced throughout the day and
well into the evening to eat, often at meal times, he himself
doesn’t eat much.

The Arabs feel that if there’s enough food
for 15 then there’s enough food for 20, and it’s rare when there
are fewer than 10-15 people at the Yamanis’ table. Lunch can be as
late as 3 p.m. and dinners don’t ever start before 10 p.m. Meals
are a feast, with at least six to eight different dishes. There is
fish and meat and fowl and several platters with rice, potatoes and
vegetables. There is melon and fruit and cakes for dessert.

Yet, in spite of all the food being served
around him, whenever he can he avoids lunch. Even at night he
prefers fish, vegetables, yoghurt, honey, dates, nuts and
fruit.

“At dinners in the West, people understand
when you say no to a second helping, or just take a small portion
the first time. They understand when you go lightly. In other parts
of the world you sometimes have to eat everything and a lot of it
or you’d be insulting your host.”

Once, on a visit to Sri Lanka, President
Jayawardene invited Yamani for breakfast. He wore a black suit as a
sign of respect and was expecting something like coffee and rolls
and maybe some fruit. But he was met by helicopter and taken up to
a mountain retreat where the President greeted him in an open white
shirt. They then sat down to a very hot curry breakfast.

“He was nice and cool in his whites and I
was eating this very spicy food in a black suit with a tie. The
perspiration was pouring down my face. Some meals are definitely
easier than others.”

In between meals he is particularly fond of
pistachio nuts.

As a matter of fact, he may be one of the
few people on earth who can actually carry on an intelligent
discussion about pistachios.

“You like pistachios?” He reaches for the
phone and asks whoever answers, “Where are those pistachios we
brought?”

Instantly the valet arrives, not with a
silver tray covered in nuts but with a huge burlap bag... 10 kilos
worth... ripped open at the top. He puts the bag on the floor
between us and reaches in for a handful. “Turkish pistachios are
slightly smaller than the Iranian pistachios but they are much
sweeter.”

We don’t finish the bagful but we put a
respectable dent in his supply.

In America, he knows about regional cuisines
and can tell you where to find great ice cream in Boston.

In England, he prowls the food halls at
Harrods, spending most of his time there at the health food
counters, looking for whatever might suit his fancy.

At home, he cooks whenever he can, grows his
own fruit and vegetables and buys special coffee beans from Yemen
which he roasts himself.

Once, just before leaving South America, he
drove past a man with a stand full of mangoes. He stopped the car,
got out and asked the man how much he wanted for the entire stand.
The man, slightly astonished, quoted a price.

Then Yamani spotted a second stand and said,
“That one too?”

The mango seller said no, the price didn’t
include his second stand.

“That’s not what I meant,” Yamani explained.
“How much for that one too?”

He bought the fruit from both stands, which
filled his plane, and everyone he met over the course of the next
week found themselves gifted fresh South American mangoes.

However, his major failing is oranges.

And, when he’s really pressed, he admits to
a secret passion for oranges covered in chocolate.

Every morning for breakfast, when he’s home,
he has the same special bran cereal. With lunch or dinner at a
restaurant, he always brings along a special bran bread that he
bakes himself.

As a devout Moslem, he follows the strict
dietary laws of Islam. No pork. No meat from animals that eat other
animals. And never any alcohol.

At least not when he can help it.

It sometimes shows up in desserts which he
only discovers after he’s had a bite. He then politely declines.
Once in a while a real drink sneaks up on him totally by
mistake.

A few summers ago, during
lunch with Tammam at a cafe in Capri, he asked for some fresh
squeezed lemon juice to pour over his fish. Whether the waiter
didn’t understand Yamani’s Italian or Yamani simply got it wrong, a
yellowish drink finally arrived. At this point he had already eaten
his fish so he simply picked it up and knocked it back. To this day
he still doesn’t know what it was. Perhaps pastis. Perhaps some sort of cognac
or brandy. He only discovered it wasn’t lemon juice when he
swallowed a mouthful, felt the burning in the back of his throat
and immediately thought his head was going to explode.

Needless to say, these days, he takes extra
care ordering in Italian cafes.

When you dine with him in a restaurant, he
and Tammam drink mineral water, but you can order wine for
yourself. If you turn down the wine he gives you a baleful look and
says, “Please do not deprive yourself just because we are not
drinking.”

“The trick to going out for dinner with
Zaki,” cautions someone who says he learned the hard way, “is to
make certain he orders first. Otherwise he’ll have the waiters
bring you everything on the menu and when mounds of food arrive on
your plate you’ll notice, too late, that he’s having one small
piece of grilled fish.”

Some years ago, a western friend visiting
the Yamani’s in Saudi Arabia during the Ramadan period - when daily
fasting is in order - was told by his host that lunch would be
served in his room. The guest declined. But Yamani was insistent.
He reminded his house guest, you are not a Moslem and there is no
reason for you to observe the fast, so I would like you to take
your lunch as you normally would.

Adds a former British Ambassador to Saudi
Arabia, “One of the first things you notice about Zaki is that he’s
the kind of gentleman a true English gentleman would
appreciate.”

He is certainly the kind of man who, if he
did drink, would find the collection of great vintage wines a
passionate hobby.

Instead he makes his own perfume.

Whenever he goes on a trip, a couple of
small gym bags come with him. They’re filled with bottles and vials
of pure flower essence. He mixes them, taking the time to find the
exact scent he wants. Once it’s right, he pours it into a
pocket-sized, sterling silver roll-on dispenser which he always
carries with him, and several times a day he spreads the perfume
over his beard and through his hair.

It is a strong, pungent, exotic, very musky
oriental smell - no one could ever confuse it with Giorgio or
Chanel – which he happily shares with anyone who notices it.

The first time he smears this stuff over
your hands and your face, or puts it in your hair, and so you smile
in a well-bred way and reassure him, “Yes, it’s very... ah... how
can I put it? Different. It’s very interesting.”

You think to yourself, it’s an acquired
taste, and you have to come from that part of the world to
appreciate this.

Then you discover it won’t go away. It won’t
wash off. Because it’s purely oil based, not alcohol based, it
seeps into your skin and stays-with you.

By the second or third day, when you can
still smell it, you start to say to yourself, actually this is kind
of nice.

But you don’t dare admit that to him because
he’s so proud of his perfume and likes it so much, he’ll gleefully
smear a lot more of it on you and then you’ll have to wait even
longer before it fades into its more subtle state.
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As one of the most influential diplomats in
the world, at least since the oil crisis of 1973, Yamani has
hob-nobbed, negotiated, debated and dined with the world’s
leaders.

He knows a lot of people.

“Imelda Marcos took us once to a palace she
and her husband owned in Manila, which was just for their antique
silver collection. It was their private museum.”

And, “Mike Wallace from American television
was interviewing the Shah of Iran and the Shah said, ‘Yamani is an
agent of the imperialists.’ So Wallace came to ask me what I
thought and I told him, ‘I can't believe his Imperial majesty would
say such a thing.’ Even the Shah had to laugh.”

And, “At Cancun we were invited to a private
lunch with Ronald Reagan. It was just the President, King Fahd,
Prince Saud, who is the Saudi Arabian Foreign Minister, George
Shultz and myself. The President was very charming. But there was
only small talk. His people had told us before lunch that this was
to be strictly social.”

The hint was that Reagan wouldn’t be able to
talk seriously on any of the issues that might have otherwise come
up.

Then there was the trip to England in the
late 1960s when John Paul Getty invited him to Sutton Place for
lunch.

Arriving at the home of the richest man in
the world, Yamani was shown to a pay telephone and told that any
visitors wishing to make a call should use this. Although, when
Yamani needed to ring someone, Getty quietly assured him, “It’s
okay. You can use my personal phone for free.”

Before leaving on a tour of Getty’s art
collection, Yamani was asked if he wanted a coat. Yamani asked, “Is
it outside?” Getty’s aide said no. “I didn’t understand the reason
for the coat and said, no thank you. But the aide brought it along
anyway. I only realized why it was necessary when I discovered that
Getty never heated more than a few rooms in his gigantic
mansion.”

Lunch was then served, and it turned out to
be such a frugal affair... “The three pieces of lamb on my plate
were so small I didn’t even have to cut them to put them in my
mouth”... that en route back to London, Yamani stopped at a
roadside cafe for a second lunch.

In February 1975, King Faisal sent Yamani on
the first official visit by a Saudi minister to India. “A courtesy
call was arranged with Indira Gandhi. Just before escorting me into
the Prime Minister’s office, the protocol officer asked, she’s on a
very tight schedule so could you please keep your visit to 10
minutes. As I was really there to see other ministers I said that
would be fine.” Yamani and Mrs. Gandhi began to chat. After about
10 minutes he said something like, “I know that you’re busy and I
must be going.” But she told Yamani to stay and the two kept on
talking. After another 10 minutes the protocol officer poked his
head into the office to remind Mrs. Gandhi that she had other
appointments. She shooed the protocol officer away and, as people
collected in the outer office waiting to get in to see her, she and
Yamani talked for an hour and 45 minutes.

Of course, you’d expect someone of Yamani’s
stature to know a lot of people. At the same time, as is often the
case with men of his prominence, you’d expect a lot of people to
claim they know him.

I approached more than 150 people to say,
I’m writing a book about Sheikh Yamani, and something like 95
percent of them gave me the exact same initial reaction. “A book
about Sheikh Yamani?” Brief pause. “You know, Zaki is my
friend.”

They didn’t say, “I know him well” or, “I
can tell you everything you want to know about him.” They said,
“Zaki is my friend.”

Even if he isn’t, even if the truth is that
they’ve only met a couple of times, it is fascinating that so many
people think of him as their friend.

It says a lot about the way Yamani relates
to people.

His household staff also think that way. In
Saudi Arabia, his valet, his housekeeper and his chef have each
been with him for more than 25 years. The junior member of his
immediate staff has been with him nearly 15 years.

To put it into one simple straightforward
declarative sentence, Zaki Yamani is a man who makes you think he’s
as interested in you as you are in him.

Suggests an American who’s known him since
the 1960s, “I don’t think his personal style has changed much over
the years. He’s always had that combination of self-confidence and
dignity even when I think some of his power had eroded. He’s a man
with considerable pride and self-esteem. Others may call that
arrogant. But there’s a problem, particularly amongst the
Americans, that when someone is clearly competent, perhaps more
competent than thou, instead of saying I can’t stand the fellow
because he’s more competent than I, he’s described as arrogant. I
think there may, be something of that in Yamani’s case. But I never
found him to be arrogant. Convinced of the correctness of his
views, yes. Not one suddenly to say, yes I see your point and I was
wrong. He always expresses his views courteously. Firmly but
courteously.”

Courteous? To a fault.

Firm? Well, put it this way, he isn’t at all
shy when it comes to letting you know what he thinks about
something once he’s decided he wants you to know.

Over the span of two and a half decades,
Yamani earned a reputation as, perhaps, the most Western-media-wise
Arab ever. There are some people who believe he even became the
most famous Saudi of the Twentieth Century and was for many years
the most important man in the Middle East. Certainly since the oil
embargo of 1973 he’s been the Arab world’s leading spokesman for
oil policy. During much of the past quarter century he was the most
visible of all the OPEC oil ministers. He was also generally
considered to be the oracle for the future of prices in the world’s
single most important commodity.

Urbane, intelligent perhaps to the point of
brilliance, well educated, handsome, poised,, equally at home in
front of western television cameras or fielding questions at the
often boisterous OPEC press conferences of the past 15 years,
Yamani easily made friends in the West. But there are those who
think he left some of his flanks uncovered at home.

The more famous Yamani became, the more
certain factions in Saudi Arabia worried about him.

Especially some members of the royal
family.

Some of them began thinking years ago that
maybe a commoner had risen too high, that maybe a commoner had too
much power.

It was 1974.

The oil flowed and money poured in.

At $3 a barrel the Saudis were rich beyond
their wildest dreams.

They could afford just about anything.

But when the price of oil quadrupled in the
space of only a few months, they couldn’t spend all the money they
were making even if they wanted to.

At $12 a barrel the oil ministry was far and
away the most important office in the country. The man responsible
for it bore the title Sheikh. But he wasn’t royal. The title was
honorary, a sign of respect for a learned, devout Moslem.

And although the stern-faced King Faisal
ruled with an iron hand, skillfully managing to walk through the
various minefields that make up day-to-day politics in the Middle
East, a secretive group of his younger brothers, who would one day
inherit his throne, were extremely concerned.

Government in that part of the world is a
family affair.

*****

 


 


It is often said that Saudi Arabia is the
only family business in the world with a seat in the United
Nations.

Modern Saudi Arabia, the nation conceived
not 60 years ago by the desert warrior Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud, was
designed much like a classic corporation. The king rules, passing
the monarchy from brother to brother, along the line of all Ibn
Saud’s sons.

Consider the brothers then to be the board
of directors.

Next come the 4,000-5,000 royals with little
or no power in the daily workings of the government but who
nevertheless, by right of birth, have a say in the overall
attitudes of the board of directors.

They are the preferred shareholders.

Non-royal ministers play the role of senior
executives. They’re the ones who actually make the business work.
However, while they possess substantial responsibilities, they are
forever commoners. They are not invited to, nor are they expected
to take part in, any of the boardroom discussions.

At the bottom are the people.

They hold the company’s ordinary shares but
their voting power is nil. Yet they represent a large and complex
mix of special interests - religious, socio-economic, tribal. So
the board of directors dare not totally disregard their wishes. For
instance, any radical changes towards modernization and therefore
away from fundamental Islamic teachings is always guaranteed to
stir up a section of the masses. It’s a successful king who knows
just how much he can get away with, just how far he can go, before
the wrath of the ordinary shareholders crashes violently down upon
his head.

The system is unique in the world.

As long as everyone remains in their place,
with upward mobility especially difficult, everything seems to work
well.

The ordinary shareholders accept that the
directors must have their perks. Privilege and royal incomes are
passed down to everyone in the family. All of those 4000-5000
princes are entitled to a slice of the cake. In the next 20 years
that number could easily approach 15,000-20,000. Keeping those
preferred shareholders happy - which is synonymous with governing -
could some day become an unwieldy task.

But in modern Saudi Arabia something that is
not yet broken will never be fixed.

So, while all the directors have their
perks, they also make very certain that the company’s profits are
widely dispersed among the people.

Generosity is an inborn Saudi royal family
trait.

So too, it seems, is jealousy.

When someone is bright enough and clever
enough and ambitious enough to rise through the Saudi system, from
commoner to a position of great power, certain men who were born to
power begin to feel uneasy. For a non-royal, ministerial status is
as far as one can go.

By 1974, with oil bringing such fabulous
wealth into the kingdom, being Minister of Petroleum was as close
as any commoner could ever get to the king.

As you might expect, long before Yamani made
it to that point, the Central Intelligence Agency had singled him
out for watching. They do that sort of thing at the CIA. They keep
files on people. They try to look into the future and build
dossiers on rising stars. They make notes for future reference.

One of the notes they made in 1974 read,
“Yamani has great respect for and almost blind devotion to King
Faisal. Faisal, in turn, likes Yamani and trusts him and confides
in him. This solid relationship with Faisal has not made Yamani
popular with some members of the royal family. We know for certain
that key ministers, (Prince) Fahd of Interior and (Prince) Sultan
of Defense, do not like Yamani but they respect him and the power
he has due to his relationship with Faisal. Yamani is expected to
be finished with government when the king passes on. It is believed
he cannot work under Fahd, who is expected to run the country after
Faisal.”

It goes without saying that Faisal was an
exceptional man.

With brilliant native instinct, he always
understood the special place that the oil minister would hold.
That’s why he decided it should not necessarily be given to a
royal. Unlike other members of the Council of Ministers - Defense,
Interior, Foreign Minister - he saw a good reason to put a commoner
at the top of the petroleum ministry.

Not that a royal couldn’t do the job. His
own son, Prince Saud, served as Deputy Petroleum Minister before
becoming Foreign Minister. The problem was that removing a royal
from any ministry is difficult enough. Removing a royal as head of
the petroleum ministry would not only be difficult, it would also
be internationally embarrassing.

Removing a commoner was easy.

However, against all the odds, Yamani ran
his ministry for almost 25 years.

Until July 2, 1985, when Andrei Gromyko was
named President of the Soviet Union, the dour-faced Russian who’d
served as Foreign Minister for 28 years had been the longest
continually serving cabinet minister in the world. It was Yamani
who replaced him at the top of the longevity list.

For more than two dozen
years he directed the office which accounted for 95 percent of
Saudi Arabia’s exports, more than eight out of every ten
rials of the government’s
revenues and slightly more than 60 percent of the Saudi
GNP.

He was King Faisal’s closest adviser and the
nation’s first non-royal minister to warrant and to live with
near-royal status. King Faisal grew so fond of him, had such trust
and faith in him, that he sought his advice on every subject. He
showered Yamani with gifts and made him fabulously wealthy.

When the king was gunned down he lay dying
in Yamani’s arms.

Faisal even instructed his brothers to treat
Yamani like one of his own sons.

That, however, proved easier said than
done.

When Faisal was murdered and King Khaled
assumed the throne, there were subtle changes. Khaled was a slow
and easy-going man who preferred to live out his days with the
tribes in the desert and hunt with falcons. The robust,
round-faced, former playboy Fahd became heir apparent and quickly
emerged as the real power in the country. Under Faisal he was
Interior Minister. Under Khaled he was Crown Prince and First
Deputy Prime Minister. As Khaled’s health deteriorated, Fahd’s grip
on the reins tightened. Long before Khaled was dead, Fahd was king
in all but name.

With him arrived the so called Al Fahd
faction - seven full brothers from a woman named Hossa
al-Sudairi.

They moved directly into the line of power
and had it in their minds to hold on to that power for a very long
time. Seven full brothers now occupied very important seats on the
corporation’s main board. The Al Fahd, or the Sudairi Seven as they
are sometimes known, were systematically taking over Saudi
Arabia.

Fahd inherited the throne in June 1982.

But where Faisal was strong and could
dictate his wishes, Fahd was inclined to allow his full brothers a
heavy hand in the running of the corporation.

Where Faisal spent his youth learning the
workings of government, travelling as Foreign Minister and learning
to hold his own with statesmen throughout the world, Fahd had been
a compulsive gambler who partied his way through Europe.

Where Faisal was self-confident, Fahd was
jealous.

It was 1974.

The oil flowed and the money poured in.

Faisal was king and Fahd wanted to be close
to the king but his older brother had a favorite.

And that favorite was not a royal.

Fahd even spoke privately to the king about
it. Several times. Just the two of them, head to head, behind
closed doors. Although he always couched his pettiness and personal
jealousies in concern for the kingdom, he argued that certain
commoners were assuming too much power.

He argued that some of the family were
displeased. He argued that oil was the family’s business.

In the end the king agreed to create several
supreme councils... petroleum, education and security, among
others... and he appointed Fahd to oversee all of them.

That’s exactly what Fahd wanted.

Now there would be a royal as the de facto
head of the nation’s most important source of income. Now the
commoner’s power would be contained. Now he would be the buffer
zone between the king and his oil minister.

At one of the Supreme Petroleum Council’s
first meetings an important issue was raised and the group voted
in favor of Fahd’s appraisal of the situation.

Fahd took the council’s suggestion to the
king.

Faisal listened as his younger brother
stated his case. But after a few moments of quiet thought he asked
what the vote had been.

Fahd told him, “Four to one.”

Faisal wanted to know, “Who was the
dissenting one?”

Fahd answered, “Yamani.”

And Faisal nodded, “Then we will do it
Yamani’s way.”
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Geneva, October 1986.

Oil ministers and their staff and their
hangers-on and the OPEC staff and the international press corps and
a whole bunch of just-curious-on-lookers all descend on the
Intercontinental like a swarm of locusts about to ravage a farmer’s
field.

The driveway is littered with big cars, most
of them black, with some chauffeurs in suits and some chauffeurs in
Arab robes and all sorts of other men dressed in suits or in Arab
robes standing around, waiting.

Guards question everyone coming in through
the hotel’s front door, demanding to know, who are you? And, are
you a guest at the hotel? And, if you’re not registered here, what
do you want?

Even normal hotel guests are subjected to a
security check, just like at the airport.

You walk through a metal detector and if
you’ve got your keys in your pocket the alarm goes off so they
frisk you before you’re allowed to make your way through the
crowded ground floor - where more people stand around in suits or
in Arab robes - then up the escalator to the over-busy main
lobby.

Men and women, but mostly men, are lingering
in the lobby, sitting on couches or milling about next to the
potted palms, talking in foreign tongues and drowning out the
background Muzak.

The bars are full. The restaurants are full.
The news kiosk opposite the concierge’s desk, the watch shop next
to the news kiosk and the store downstairs that rents soft-core
video cassettes all do a booming business.

Wherever you look there are white faces and
black faces and brown faces. There are men dressed in western
clothes, and men dressed in white robes, and every now and then
there are a couple of women in French designer clothes who smell of
expensive perfume and hurry through the lobby, arm in arm, to
disappear quickly in an elevator.

Wherever you look there are security men,
carrying walkie-talkies, suspicious of anyone who looks at
them.

Zaki Yamani is in town.

For the past dozen years whenever and
wherever the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries has met,
he’s been the main attraction.

Never more than now.

In Geneva in October 1986 he’s fighting the
biggest battle of his life. And he is losing.

Global oil production is much too high.
Global oil demand is much too low. Simple high school economics
dictate that to get the prices up, or at least to maintain them at
a steady level, the only thing the producers have to do is cut
back. Once a reduced supply meets the weakened demand, prices will
even out. But bending supply and demand curves to make them meet in
the middle is never easy. It’s all die more difficult now. Too many
producers have tasted the wealth that high prices have brought.
They’ve over extended themselves. They’ve been on a very long
shopping spree with thick wads of petrodollars from their
never-ending supply of cash.

Then somehow the unthinkable happened. The
never-ending cash came to an end. Their incomes diminished. Their
expenses stayed high. Some of them reasoned that to keep the money
coming in, to off-set lower prices, they merely had to increase
production. Some of them had never been to a high school economics
class.

For nearly four years Yamani had tried to
warn his fellow oil ministers that a price war was imminent, that
if they didn’t pay heed to the most basic laws of economics, oil
prices could tumble to below 1974 levels.

For nearly four years he’d tried to make the
other ministers believe, the good times are over.

But around OPEC the other ministers knew of
Yamani’s talent for theatre and some of them wrote off his scare
tactics to just that. They refused to believe him. They shrugged,
why should we worry? It’s common knowledge that the Saudis are in
trouble and if they’re in trouble then Yamani is in trouble, so
Yamani is just trying to save his own skin.

At the same time Yamani was also warning
King Fahd that the worst was yet to come.

However, the over-weight, over-slow Fahd
could never have understood the complexity of the problem. Nor was
he Yamani’s greatest fan. The king’s personal feelings about his
oil minister often clouded his judgment.

In meeting after meeting with his Council of
Ministers the thing that most concerned Fahd was finding enough
revenue to support the nation’s budget, which had years before been
heavily committed to bringing Saudi Arabia into the twenty-first
century. The way the king saw it, the money he needed could only
come from one source.

Oil.

And as long as Yamani was his oil minister,
it was Yamani’s responsibility to bring in that money.

In mid-September 1985 a rumor spread through
Wall Street and the City of London that the Saudi oil minister had
been assassinated. Within seconds oil shares took a nose dive and
the pound dropped from $1.32 to just under $1.30.

The story was that Yamani had been on
holiday at his house in Sardinia when an assassin gunned him down.
But when reporters contacted the local police there, they were told
that Yamani was in fact not on the island. That he’d left a couple
of weeks before. Reporters who knew his private numbers in Saudi
Arabia tried to raise him there but were equally unsuccessful. In
the meantime, officials at his ministry’s offices in Riyadh
officially denied the rumor. Yet the ever-skeptical western markets
refused to believe the denial. It was only when a reporter spotted
Mrs. Yamani in Geneva, “child in arms and smiling,” that it was
confirmed Yamani was alive and well.

As soon as the assassination rumor was
proved false, the markets’ losses were reversed.

The story had originated in London. A small
brokerage house was caught short speculating on oil shares and they
needed to get out quickly. Normally it takes death rumors of an
American president or of a Russian leader to have the same
affect.

A week or so later, Yamani hit the markets
again. This time he admitted in public what everyone in the oil
business knew he was saying in private - with oil prices hovering
just under $27, he was prepared to see prices fall into the $15—$18
range.

As the Saudis had once supplied as much as
25 percent of the world’s internationally traded crude, and since
that figure had now dropped to just about 10 percent, he said that
rock-bottom pricing was how he aimed to recapture a sizeable chunk
of the world market to help meet his country’s economic goals.

He said he was going to force OPEC and some
of the non-OPEC producers to cut back on their production or perish
in the blood bath of a price war.

The world according to Yamani in the autumn
of 1985 contained only two alternatives.

First: “For everybody to produce as much as
he can and sell at any price dictated by the market and we will see
real chaos. We will see a sharp drop in the price of oil, maybe
within the range of $15 per barrel. Maybe less. It is very
difficult to foresee. And of course we will have an international
financial crisis. The banking community in the United States will
suffer so much. We will have some political crises in so many
countries.”

Second: “Some sort of coordination between
non-OPEC producers and the OPEC producers and also among the member
countries of OPEC. That cooperation will see non- OPEC producers
reducing their level of production a little bit and staying at that
level for some time until some OPEC producers are able to breathe.
And then they can share in the increased consumption of the
future.”

But that was all.

The way it looked to him was, only one of
the two scenarios could stave off catastrophe.

However, the way it looked to some people,
especially within OPEC was, here’s Yamani out to protect himself
and to protect Saudi Arabia and he doesn’t give a damn about
us.

And the way it looked to some other people,
especially in the United States was, here’s Yamani stuck holding a
weak hand and here’s OPEC on its knees crying let’s be friends
because we’re not as well off as we used to be when we held the
world to ransom ten years ago.

The Nigerians couldn’t have cared less about
Yamani. Nor could the Iraqis, the Iranians and the Libyans. Nor
could the Reagan administration, which loved every minute of
Yamani’s discomfort. To hell with OPEC. Even if half of Houston,
Texas, is about to die broke, that’s the price of admission to see
the Arabs squirm.

If they won’t listen to reason, Yamani
decided, it’s time Saudi Arabia protected its share of the market
and taught them a lesson.

Weary and frustrated, Yamani went to King
Fahd to suggest, “The time has come for us to abandon the policy of
carrying the burden alone.” He said he wanted to increase Saudi oil
production by 50 percent.

It was a drastic step which, Fahd knew,
could have world-wide ramifications.

If Yamani triggered a truly savage price
war, how would it affect the Iran-Iraq conflict? Both nations
needed oil to keep the war going. If prices fell and one side or
the other felt its back was firmly to the wall, could that be the
catalyst for desperate measures? What would happen to the market if
Iran knocked out Iraq’s pipelines? Worse still, what would happen
if Iran turned against Iraq’s ally, Kuwait? And what about the
Soviets? If Iraq seriously disrupted Iranian oil flowing into
Eastern Europe and if it was up to the Russians to make up the
shortfall, how long would they sit by and watch the Gulf War affect
their own economy?

There was more at stake than just the price
of four star unleaded.

Saudi Arabia’s credibility as the foremost
oil exporter in the free world was also on the line.

So Fahd agreed - a free-for-all it was to
be.

By mid-January 1986 the fall had gained
enough momentum to be called an outright tumble.

From $25 prices rushed towards $20.

Yamani predicted $15.

Now the pound slumped. The Bank of England
had to step in to support sterling. The Chancellor came up with a
bumbling statement about how beneficial
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