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Documentary Essay

"Judo Gymnasium in the Desert Country" Chapter 9

Compassionate Smile of MR. Khalil
Fumio Okamoto (Former Arabian Oil, Former Secretary for Policy Affairs of the
State )

A Dreamful Green Space Desired by Arabs: Deputy Director Khalil's Residence

Among the people I had close ties with during my time in Khafji, one I will never
forget was Deputy Director Ibrahim Khalil for Government Relations.
Arabian oil's local operations were under strict supervision by the Ministry of Oil
due to the provisions of the concession agreement, and the Ministry of Interior
strictly monitored Japanese and other foreigners to ensure they did not violate the
country's public order and morals. I imagined that the position of Deputy Director
for Government Relations was a difficult one, as he was partly an inspector
appointed by the government and, in a sense, also parson who had to understand
the position of foreign employees.
He was a devout Muslim, but also a calm, thoughtful, and well-educated person,
and his ability to judge things from an impartial perspective earned him the respect
of his Arab employees.



It seems that the most appropriate personnel decision had been made for the

position of government relations officer.

I had no working relationship with him, and we didn't have any direct contact on

a daily basis, but there were many occasions when I felt that he was well aware of
my existence.
In other words, he seemed to have taken a favorable view of the seriousness of my
interactions with Arab people. Not since the oil operation founding had a Japanese
employee been willing to open a dojo in a judo-uncultured area and bring my son
along to teach Arab students.

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the Khafji Marathon, Khafji's biggest event, and the
judo demonstration at the Arab elementary school's sports festival are requested by
the local government via the Government Relations Department, but there is no
doubt that Mr. Khalil instructed.

What's more, when there was a demonstration at the elementary school, my wife
tried to take our daughter with her because even my son was going to participate,
where infuriated the men in the crowd and caused a commotion. Mr. Khalil stood
up and gave a speech to appease them. According to local custom, women must dress
in all black from head to toe, their faces hidden, and be confined to a separate area.
I couldn't understand a word of his Arabic speech, but I'm sure he said something
like this:

"So many children are being taught judo. Even Mr. Okamoto's son is participating,
so let's make an exception and allow Mrs. Okamoto to attend!"

Come to think of it, the reason so many sons of high-ranking officials from various
ministries and agencies have been joining my judo school may be because of the
trust he has built up through his support.

Supporting evidence of this is the fact that his youngest brother, Abdul Aziz, who is
almost old enough to be his father, joined my judo school. He had graduated with
honors from the Faculty of Law at Jeddah's prestigious King Abdul Aziz University,
and was a young man destined for a professorial career. With the recommendation
by Mr. Khalil, who told him to "experience the business world at least once," he
joined Arabian Oil. He was typical elite employee who would never have come to a
rural oil development site like Khafji.

His introduction, “go and get some judo instruction from Mr. Okamoto,"
undoubtedly served as a good catalyst, attracting many children of high-ranking
officials in Khafji's local government to join judo class.
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Unfortunately, he wasn't up to the task of rural work and returned to university
after about six months. However, as I'll explain later, I was able to reunite with him
for the first time in nine years on a business trip to Jeddah after the Gulf War, where

we rekindled our friendship.

After finishing my work in Khafji, I took up a public relations position at the head
office, where I produced a video introducing the site, "Al Khafji Today." It’s goals
were multifaceted. Our oil development concession agreement with Saudi Arabia
expires in 2000, but we want to continue production at the vast Khafji oil field. To
achieve this, it's essential for our company to renew the concession agreement. To
gain the understanding of the government, we needed to promote the image of
Japanese and Arabs working together to continue oil production.

At the same time, support from the Japanese political, bureaucratic, and business
circles was also essential, and explanatory materials were needed to promote this
recognition. Based on a script I had prepared in advance, the trip to Khafji was
realized, accompanied by staff from a TBS subsidiary.

To achieve this multifaceted goal, the film's narration had to cover Japanese, Arabic,
and English. Therefore, we asked Mr. Ali Saeed, head of the Riyadh office, who has
an eloquent and beautiful voice, to provide the Arabic narration. Furthermore, we
considered the film's appeal to the government after its completion and asked
Deputy Director Khalil to act as an acceptance inspector to further establish its
prestige. This led to their first trip to Tokyo. Both of them gladly cooperated with
business trip to the head office, and of course, they also helped distribute the
completed site introduction video to key government offices.

As a result of this, Mr.Khalil seemed very pleased with my second posting to Khafji.
As you can see from the photo at the beginning of this article, when I was
immediately invited to his home, the shady living room, beautifully decorated with
vines arranged like lace, created the most relaxing space possible, as the desert
people crave greenery.

As mentioned in chapter 4, when I returned to Khafji, the Iran-Iraq conflict, which
had been going on for seven years, was reaching its final stages, with damage even
affecting Khafji. A year later, the war ended with both exhausted countries
declaring victory.

The peace that had finally arrived in the Arabian Gulf ultimately lasted only a year.
Next came the terrifying Gulf Crisis, and six months later the Gulf War broke out.
Thanks to President Keiichi Konaga's desperate negotiations with Oil Minister
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Nazer to ensure the safety of his employees, we received a phone call, likely from
the Ministry of Oil, the afternoon before the outbreak of war, informing us that
something might happen in the early hours of the next morning. That evening,
Managing Director Tono gathered the 47 Japanese employees who remained at the
time and instructed them to prepare their luggage. Once the outbreak of war was
confirmed, we decided to evacuate as a group. The plan was for everyone to board
vehicles driven by 13 employees who were considered mentally sound despite the

extreme fear, and evacuate overland.

Even though we were prepared, a deep, unfathomable fear enveloped us. In times
of extreme fear, the proper course of action is to gather together, encourage each
other, and disperse the fear.

However, my impulsive action was to scout the situation 18 kilometers north toward

the Kuwaiti border. I later deeply regretted this, realizing how foolish it was.

Khafji, with the locals evacuated, had become a complete ghost town. As I was
leaving the city and heading through the desert on the highway, a car tailgating me
from behind, honking its horn and flashing its lights.

"I'm in trouble !" I stopped, and a man, I couldn't tell if he was police or military,
lunged at me, yelling, "Wa-wa-wa-wa!" as if he'd gone mad. This must be what he
meant when he say a desperate situation. The man's eyes were wide and he had
completely lost his composure.

He must have been in a state of confusion, wondering why he was the only one left
working here, while his colleagues had also evacuated to safety. What I feared was
that my impulsive behavior would be suspected of espionage. Working by him in
that mental state, I would be locked in a cage, and if war broke out, I would be left
behind without water or food.

Japanese employees would probably think I was a coward for succumbing to fear
and running away first, now that I was nowhere to be found.

That man yelling didn't understand any English. Although I was terrified of the
fierce Iraqi artillery fire that was to befall us in a few hours, nothing could have
been more hopeless than this moment.

At that very moment, a miracle occurred. With absolutely no traffic on the road,
Mr. Khalil's car passed by and stopped. This was the definition of "a god in hell." He
yelled at the excited man, seemingly forgetting his usual gentleness, and finally let
me go.

But how could a miracle happen on a deserted road leading to the border? This
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question lingered in the back of my mind for a long time.

After waiting for the end of the two-month Gulf War, we returned to our job site
and worked to restore the site that had been damaged by the fierce artillery fire.
After ensuring that production and shipments resumed, I returned to head office
and took on the role of Deputy General Manager of the General Affairs Department,

responsible for general affairs and public relations.

President Konaga secured support from political, bureaucratic, and business
circles and engaged in high-level negotiations with Saudi Arabia and Kuwait to
renew Arabian Oil's oil development interests. The negotiations were at an
unusually high diplomatic level, with Minister of International Trade and Industry
Kozo Watanabe meeting with the oil ministers of both countries, Keidanren
Chairman Gaishi Hiraiwa paying a courtesy call on King Fahd, and visits to both
countries by the Crown Prince and Princess. As the PR officer, I worked hard to
create detailed, supportive articles by attending to the reporters accompanying each
delegation. Hoping to foster deeper understanding among both government, I also
produced a video showcasing how Japanese and Arabs have collaborated in business
development. "Two Wheels Go in Tandem" was produced in both Japanese and
Arabic, again serving as a PR tool for both governments.

Furthermore, I compiled a 35-year history, "Overcoming the Gulf War" (in Japanese
and Arabic), emphasizing to both governments how Japanese people defended the
Khafji site to the very end, even as the threat of war loomed.

The book was ghostwritten by professional writer Hiroshi Omori. A former deputy
chief of the Sankei Shimbun's political department, he was well-versed in the
history of Arabian Oil since its establishment.

In order to unearth firsthand accounts of the Gulf War, I guided writer Omori
around to interview key people who risked their lives to complete their missions.
The on-site interviewing took 10 days, visiting Jeddah, Riyadh, Kuwait, and Khafji.
Omori, a sensitive writer, was in tears while interviewing on the experience of
Representative Takanashi and his family being taken hostage by Iraqi forces in

Kuwait.

Now, let's talk about the main person we interviewed. Mr. Khalil retired shortly
after the end of the Gulf War and returned to his hometown of Jeddah to enjoy a
carefree life.

He welcomed us, prepared party with his family composed all of elites of Saudi

12



society.

He emphasized “Saudi and Japan must cooperate even more various field”

Among welcomed family, Abdul Aziz, my former judo student and now university
professor attended. We are able to renew our friendship.

It had been a long time since my last kharouf (roast lamb) party, and as this was
my first visit to Jeddah, I rolled up my sleeves and began to eat with my bare hands.
I noticed that all the

relatives were looking at me strangely. Looking around, they were all serving the
meat and fried rice on their plates and eating with forks.

"Mr. Okamoto, have you been stationed in Saudi Arabia for a long time? No one in
Jeddah eats like that," he said. Everyone burst out laughing.

Apparently, eating with bare hands is a custom exclusive to inland areas and the
Arabian Gulf. In Jeddah, which has developed as an international port on the Red

Sea coast, dining etiquette is apparently more refined.

Now, Mr. Khalil. Why did a miracle occur in front of me, as a desperate situation
on the eve of the Gulf War? This was the question I wanted to ask most.
"Ah, that time," Mr.Khalil answered with a kind smile.
"It's the same as Mr. Okamoto. If the Iraqi army were to attack, they would
naturally cross the border. I was just curious about what the border was like at the
time."
(I wonder if that's really true? )

There was a convenient telephone directory published by the field office. Naturally,
it listed the phone numbers of all the departments that make up the office, but it
also listed the local government and other major organizations in Khafji, making it
a useful reference for me in understanding the region and the organizations that
govern it. One of these organizations was something called "Civil Defense," and even
my subordinates couldn't quite figure out what it was. When I asked if it was a
department of the government, they said it wasn't, but it could be considered that
way. Then I asked if it was a private organization, and they said it was, but it also
has close ties to the government.

In the end, as I understand it, it's probably a "vigilante group." It's not like some
friendly group that goes around spreading "fire prevention" messages at the end of
the year in peace-loving Japan. In fact, because they are the nation so crisis-
conscious that every citizen is armed with a gun, the Ministry of Interior probably
mandates the formation of citizen-led vigilante groups, distinct from the military or
police. Of course, this is only speculation, but I suspect that Khalil, the deputy
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director for government relations, was the head of the vigilante group or a similarly
important position. It's unclear whether the man who pulled me over during a car
chase on the eve of the war was a soldier or a police officer, but it's possible that he
was a member of some third organization. While hot on his tail, he called out,
"Suspicious vehicle spotted! Under chasing now !", so perhaps Mr.Khalil flew in to
decide what to do about i1t?

After releasing me, I would think that Mr.Khalil would return with me to the Field
office, but instead he sped off in the direction of the border. War was just a few hours

later.

If he were the head of the vigilante group, he would have kept staff stationed at
key crisis management locations until the very end, so would he have needed to
check that they hadn't given in to fear and abandoned their duties and fled?

Or, being the compassionate man he is, perhaps he went to the staff stationed at
the border to tell them that it was too dangerous and that they should leave as well,
and release them?

When I asked why he'd appeared at such perfect timing when I was in such dire
straits, Mr. Khaleel smiled kindly and replied, "That's not important."

Adult training group members one day.

Next to me is Japanese teacher Motoki-kun, and next to him is Abdul Aziz.
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A welcome party at Mr. Khalil’s mansion in Jeddah. Attendees included government
officials, Saudi Arabian Airlines executives, and other elite members of the Khalil
family. His youngest brother, Abdul Aziz (to the author's right), a former judo
student, had been promoted to professor at King Abdulaziz University.

Mr. Khaleel is on the far right in the front row. Writer Hiroshi Omori is on the far
left in the front row.

15



Fumioi OKAMOTO
Born in 1947. Former Arabian Oil, Former Secretary of State for Policy in Japan,

Author of “Gulf War, -The Epic of Oil Men”
Kodokan Judo 5 dan, Kuwait Judo Federation 7 dan

To be continued
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