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Introduction
Saudi Aramco—officially the Saudi Arabian Oil Company—stands as one of the most
influential, complex, and consequential enterprises in global history. As the beating
heart of Saudi Arabia’s economy and one of the world’s largest integrated energy
companies, Aramco’s narrative is a lens through which to view the evolution of the
modern Middle East, the global energy sector, and the intricate interplay between
natural resources and national destiny. Its story is characterized by pioneering
exploration, geopolitical intrigue, economic transformation, and a relentless drive for
innovation and resilience.

The roots of Saudi Aramco stretch back to the earliest days of Saudi oil discovery in
the 1930s, when foreign companies saw the bleak expanses of the Arabian Peninsula
not only as mere desert, but as a realm of untapped promise. Through alliances and
partnerships, most notably with American oil firms, the company emerged as a bridge
between East and West—a confluence of cultural exchange, technical expertise, and
shared ambition that would ultimately reshape markets and societies around the
world. Over the decades, the company evolved from humble origins into a symbol of
national pride and a linchpin of both Saudi and global stability.

The journey from concessionaire to fully nationalized energy titan is marked by
moments of crisis and triumph: from the first gusher at “Prosperity Well,” to intense
negotiations around revenue sharing and ownership, to the company’s reinvention as
Saudi Aramco and its alignment with the goals of a rising kingdom. Along the way,
Aramco has driven advances in technology, infrastructure, and management,
sustaining its reputation for reliability and operational excellence. Its discovery and
development of the Ghawar and Safaniya fields paved the way for decades of
prosperity, while its expansion into natural gas, chemicals, and international ventures
reflect its ongoing ambition to shape the future of energy.

Saudi Aramco’s role in Saudi society extends far beyond energy production; it is a
driving force in Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030, a comprehensive initiative to modernize
the economy, foster innovation, and position the country as a global leader in
emerging industries. The company’s efforts in corporate social responsibility,
education, and sustainability mirror a broader mandate: to create value well beyond
profit, and to foster stable, flourishing communities both at home and abroad. 

As the world stands at the crossroads of an energy transition, Aramco faces
unprecedented challenges and opportunities. Environmental imperatives, market
volatility, and the rapid emergence of renewables are reshaping the landscape more
quickly than at any point in modern history. The company’s strategy, balancing
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increased investment in traditional hydrocarbons with bold initiatives in sustainable
technologies, will help define its role in an evolving global ecosystem.

This book, Saudi Aramco: A Company Portrait, offers a comprehensive examination of
the company’s origins, achievements, challenges, and transformation. Through deep-
dive chapters on its history, operations, leadership, financial prowess, social
responsibility, and global impact, readers are invited to discover a company both
iconic and enigmatic—a cornerstone of energy, innovation, and global partnership in
the twenty-first century.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Saudi Aramco:
Foundations and Discovery
The Arabian Peninsula in the early twentieth century remained one of the world's vast,
largely unexplored frontiers. Stretching across scorching deserts and rugged
mountains, the nascent Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, unified under the formidable
leadership of King Abdulaziz Ibn Saud, was a land of immense potential but limited
means. Its economy relied primarily on traditional agriculture, nomadic herding, and
the vital, albeit variable, revenues from the annual Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. The King,
having fought for decades to consolidate his rule and bring disparate tribes under a
single banner, desperately needed stable, substantial income to build a modern state,
provide services for his people, and assert his kingdom's place on the global stage.

He understood that beneath the sands and rocks, there might lie the very resources
that could unlock this future: minerals, perhaps, but increasingly, the world was
turning its attention to the potential of oil. The "black gold" was rapidly transforming
economies and powering the engines of the industrial age, from automobiles and ships
to factories and future aircraft. While neighboring regions like Persia (Iran) and Iraq
had already begun to yield significant oil discoveries under concession agreements
with European powers, Saudi Arabia's potential remained speculative. Yet, the
geological signs, interpreted by pioneering minds, whispered of promising structures
hidden deep beneath the surface.

The King and his advisors began to explore the possibility of granting exploration
rights to foreign companies. Saudi Arabia lacked the technical expertise, capital, and
infrastructure required for such a massive undertaking. International oil companies,
hungry for new reserves and wary of relying solely on established fields often
controlled by rival powers, were scanning the globe for opportunities. The stage was
set for a potential partnership, though the terms and the players remained uncertain.
British interests, already dominant in parts of the Middle East, were naturally
contenders, but other nations' companies also harbored ambitions for a foothold in
this last great untapped expanse.

Among the keenest observers was the Standard Oil Company of California (SoCal), a
descendant of John D. Rockefeller's original Standard Oil trust. SoCal had a history of
independent spirit and a drive to secure its own crude oil supplies, rather than relying
on purchases from other companies. Their production base in California, though
significant, wasn't limitless, and the global energy market was becoming increasingly
competitive. Executives like Lloyd Hamilton, a key figure in SoCal's overseas
exploration efforts, saw the potential in the Arabian Peninsula, guided by geological
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surveys and a sense of strategic opportunity.

Hamilton and his colleagues initiated contact with representatives of the Saudi
government. Negotiations were delicate, involving cultural sensitivities, significant
language barriers, and the profound asymmetry between a vast, relatively poor
kingdom and a wealthy, technologically advanced corporation. The Saudi delegation,
led by the shrewd Minister of Finance, Sheikh Abdullah Suleiman, was determined to
secure terms that were fair, respectful of national sovereignty, and, crucially, offered a
reliable stream of revenue for the King. They were acutely aware of the concessions
granted elsewhere in the region and sought to learn from those examples, ensuring
Saudi interests were paramount.

The negotiations, which took place over several months in the Saudi port city of
Jeddah in 1932 and 1933, were a fascinating dance of differing perspectives and
objectives. SoCal sought a large concession area and favorable financial terms to
offset the immense risks and costs of exploration in an unproven territory. The Saudi
side pushed for a substantial upfront payment, annual rental fees regardless of
discovery, and a reasonable royalty on any oil found and produced. The scope of the
agreement was immense, covering hundreds of thousands of square miles of the
Eastern Province, a vast, almost trackless desert region bordering the Persian Gulf.

Finally, after intense discussions and meticulous drafting, an agreement was reached.
On May 29, 1933, the historic concession agreement was signed in Jeddah. It granted
SoCal exploration and production rights over a huge area for a period of sixty years. In
exchange, SoCal agreed to pay an initial loan to the Saudi government, plus annual
payments and a royalty on oil produced. This was a groundbreaking moment, not only
for the potential wealth it might unlock but also as a significant step in establishing
Saudi Arabia's future economic relationships and asserting its control over its natural
resources, even as it invited foreign expertise.

To manage this ambitious undertaking, SoCal needed a dedicated entity on the
ground. Thus, the California-Arabian Standard Oil Company (CASOC) was formed as a
subsidiary. CASOC became the operational arm responsible for the daunting task of
finding oil in the vast, unknown desert. It would be a company built from the ground
up, requiring everything from importing equipment and establishing logistics chains to
hiring staff and building rudimentary living quarters in remote locations. The initial
team faced not only the technical challenge of exploration but also the practicalities of
simply surviving and working in a harsh, demanding environment.

The early days of exploration were characterized by patience, perseverance, and a
great deal of uncertainty. Geologists fanned out across the concession area,
conducting surface surveys, mapping rock formations, and looking for tell-tale signs of
underground structures that might trap hydrocarbons. They often traveled by camel or
early model vehicles ill-suited for the terrain, enduring extreme temperatures and
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isolation. Their work was foundational, transforming vague potential into specific
targets for drilling. The focus gradually narrowed to the Eastern Province, where
promising geological features, like salt domes, suggested the presence of
underground reservoirs.

One particular area that drew significant interest was near the small coastal village of
Dammam. Surface geology indicated a potential dome structure beneath the ground,
a classic trap for oil accumulation. Based on these findings, CASOC decided to drill its
first well at Dammam. It was a moment of significant hope and expectation, but
success was far from guaranteed. Drilling in the 1930s was a painstaking process,
slow, expensive, and fraught with technical difficulties. Reaching potential oil-bearing
zones required drilling through layers of rock, often encountering challenging
conditions.

The first well, Dammam No. 1, began drilling in 1935. The process was followed closely
by both company officials and the Saudi government, for whom the stakes were
enormous. The initial results were disappointing. While there were some minor shows
of oil and gas, they were not in commercial quantities. This was a significant setback,
but the geologists remained convinced of the area's potential. They decided to try
again, moving slightly to drill Dammam No. 2, then No. 3, and so on.

Each subsequent well brought its own mix of hope and frustration. Dammam No. 3 and
No. 4 also yielded some oil shows but proved challenging to complete and did not
demonstrate sustainable commercial flow. Dammam No. 5 encountered similar issues.
By 1937, after drilling six wells with limited success at Dammam, doubts began to
creep in. Was the geological interpretation wrong? Was the vast expense and effort
going to be fruitless? The pressure mounted on the CASOC team and on SoCal
headquarters back in California. Some voices within SoCal advocated for abandoning
the Dammam effort and perhaps even the entire Saudi concession.

However, the geologists on the ground, notably Max Steineke, the chief geologist,
remained steadfast in their belief that the deeper Permian Khuff formation held the
key. Despite the discouraging results from the shallower zones where the previous
wells had focused, Steineke was convinced that significant oil lay further down. It was
a leap of faith, arguing for continued investment in a project that had, thus far,
consumed resources without delivering the desired outcome. His conviction ultimately
prevailed, and the decision was made to drill one more well at Dammam, targeting the
deeper formation.

This final attempt was Dammam Well No. 7. Drilling commenced, slowly pushing
deeper than any previous well in the area. The team worked tirelessly, facing the
constant challenges of equipment maintenance, supplies, and the relentless desert
heat. The atmosphere was tense; everyone knew this might be the last chance for the
Dammam prospect. Days turned into weeks, then months, as the drill bit ground
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through thousands of feet of rock. The weight of expectation from both the company
and the Saudi government bore down on the drilling crew.

Then, in the early morning hours of March 4, 1938, something extraordinary
happened. At a depth of just under 4,700 feet (approximately 1,440 meters),
Dammam Well No. 7 struck oil in prodigious quantities. The well began to flow at a
rate of 1,585 barrels per day, a flow rate that unequivocally demonstrated a
commercial discovery of significant magnitude. This was not just a show or a trickle;
this was a gusher that validated years of effort, millions of dollars in investment, and
the unwavering belief of the exploration team. It was quickly dubbed the "Prosperity
Well," a name that would prove remarkably prescient for the kingdom.

The news of the discovery spread rapidly, first among the small expatriate community
and Saudi workers, then to King Abdulaziz and his court. Initial production tests
confirmed the substantial nature of the find. The oil was of excellent quality, light and
sweet, highly desirable on the international market. The single successful well
transformed the Dammam area from a questionable prospect into the heart of Saudi
Arabia's burgeoning oil industry. It marked the pivotal moment when the abstract
potential of the 1933 concession became a tangible reality.

The discovery at Dammam No. 7 was far more than just finding oil; it was the
confirmation of a vast petroleum province hidden beneath the sands of the Arabian
Peninsula. It proved that the risks taken by SoCal and the faith placed by King
Abdulaziz were well-founded. This single event laid the foundation for everything that
would follow, triggering a rapid acceleration in exploration and development and
setting Saudi Arabia on a path to becoming the world's preeminent oil power. The era
of hopeful searching was over; the era of large-scale production and national
transformation had begun.
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