ON THE SPOT

THE
JOURNALIST

GDN Journalist Tariqg Khonji talks about
meeting Kofi Anan, pestering authorities,
becoming Clark Kent and...wearing clean
underwear!

Ok, first of all what's the

difference between a

journalist and areporter?
Well, a reporter only deals
with news items, whether
sports, politics, business or
any other topic. That is to
say they only report on
current happenings. The
definition of journalism is
much broader because it
includes feature writers,
columnists, editors, sub-
editors, photojournalists and
others. You can be a
journalist and not a reporter
but you can't be a reporter
who is not a journalist.

And that makes you a...
Journalist. I've done most
of those things at some point
or other.

Any idea why people

consider you guys a

nuisance?
| don’t feel I'm a nuisance
at all, except to people who
deserve it. Sometimes you
have to put pressure on
people who are in positions
of authority in order to get
things done. For example,
if there is an electricity
blackout in Bahrain, it's my
job to call and pester the
authorities until they do
something about it.

We also know that you are

a budding columnist. What's

all that about?
| only got my own column
sometime last year, so I'm
still pretty new at it. Many
people feel like they already
know me because they've
read a few of my opinion
pieces, which helps break
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|
| always
wanted to be
Superman.
When | grew
older I knew
that wasn’t
going to
happen, so |
became

Clark Kent.
|

the ice when meeting them
for the first time. Because
my photograph appears
alongside the column, | get
recognized quite a lot on
the street. | used to get
looks before, but now | get
much more so | assume
that this is the reason. And
sometimes it's very
obvious like when I'm sat
at a restaurant and the
people on the table next to
mine point and whisper to
each other. My columns
are archived on my
personal website
www.tarigkhonji.com

So what made you join the

profession and how long

have you been working?
| had a part-time job while
in college. One of my co-
workers saw an ad in the
GDN and told me that she
thought I'd be perfect for
it. So | applied and the rest
is history. | worked and
studied at the same time
at first and now it's been
seven years.

Wow! That’s quite along
time, how come you’ve
been sitting put for so
long?
I've had plenty of other job
offers, but mostly in public
relations and sales, which
| don’t think I'm suitable
for. | can be pushy as a
journalist, but if I had to sell
something to someone
who is not interested, I'd
just say, ‘fine’ and leave
them alone. I'm not the
type of person who will
keep pushing until the sale
is closed.

Tell us a bit about your

educational background?
My parents and everybody
else always expected me
to study business and said
so repeatedly since | was
a child. That is what | ended
up studying in college, but
I think that turned out to be
a mistake. The idea was
that | would take over the
family business or maybe
work at a bank, but I've
always felt that wasn't the
path for me. I've always
been terrible with numbers.
| hardly studied at all when
it came to non-maths
related subjects, like
English, but with physics or
Calculus | could study all
day and barely pass.
Writing, on the other hand,
always came naturally for
me. | could write an essay
in ten minutes and get an
A+. In fact, | even used to
write essays for my friends
during exams. Also, | get
bored easily. I'd rather die
than become, say, an
accountant. | need a job
that keeps me interested.

Your childhood ambitions
comprised of being...?
| always wanted to be
Superman. When | grew
older | knew that wasn’t
going to happen, so |
became Clark Kent.

Tell us about your first days
on the job? Was it tough or
did you just instantly
catch on?
No, | was panicking during
the first few days. | never
took lunch breaks and it
seemed that | barely
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managed to meet my
deadlines everyday. Also,
it took a long time to be able
to take down legible notes.
| would go to an event or
an interview and then |
wouldn’t be able to read
what | had written when it
came down to writing up
the story. | didn’t catch on
instantly, but a couple of
months later | started to
become comfortable.

What's the worst thing

about your job?
| can’t stand people who
talk too much. Sometimes
you have to meet someone
or interview them over the
phone and it just goes on
and on until you've spaced
out and just say: “Yeah,
yeah, uhuh, sure...”. At
some point though you
have to cut them off, even
if you have to be a little
rude, because otherwise
they'd waste your whole
day.

Ever get to be called in for
one of those “stop the
press” stories? What's all
that about?
Bahrain rarely has ‘stop the
press’ stories. Probably the
biggest such story that |
covered was the Gulf Air
crash. | had been working
all day and was planning to
go home and collapse onto
my bed when we heard
about the crash at around
8pm. | ended up working all
night until 5am that day. |
was also the first reporter
to break the news about the
infant boy who was pulled
out alive from the wreckage
only to die a few minutes
later. That story was later
mentioned on BBC World.

The pen is mightier than the
sword, care to shed some
light on that statement?
Give us an example of how
powerful it is? Tell us about
a duel you fought armed
with a Bic (pen)?
Actually | never use Bic
pens. Only Crosses and
Mont Blanc’s have ever
touched these fingers... But
witticisms aside, | think I've
done plenty of good in my
time, although | could have
done even more if my
hands weren’t sometimes
tied by circumstances
beyond my control. For
example, my articles once
raised over $100,000
towards an operation for a
baby with a rare form of
Leukemia.
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Unfortunately
there are
many VIPs in
positions of
authority who
are not very
articulate.

Is it true that you guys get to

enjoy a lot of perks?
| think that the biggest perk
is that journalism opens a lot
of doors for you. You meet
people you would never
otherwise meet in your life
and people tell you secrets
that they wouldn’t otherwise
share with anyone. You meet
people from all walks of life
from world-famous celebrities
to the poorest of the poor.

Is there a dress code at work

or does anything go?
In journalism, at least at the
GDN, every day is different.
| may be interviewing a Head
of State in the morning and
in the afternoon investigating
someone’s murder in a poor
neighborhood in the middle
of nowhere. It's smart to dress
well for the VIP interview and
to dress down when visiting
suspicious places where you
are likely to attract attention
and perhaps resentment.

We’'ve heard that spoon
feeding words into the
mouths of VIPs is a common
practice is Bahrain? Please
explain...
This is true. Unfortunately
there are many VIPs in
positions of authority who are
not very articulate.
Sometimes as a journalist you
have to help them along the
way during interviews to drag
some quotes out of them.
Sometimes you as a journalist
know more about what they
are trying to say than they do!

Since we're in the publishing
profession we know that
mistakes can be dangerous.
How dangerous?
Well, the laws put the blame
firmly on the head of the
editor-in-chief. If | screw up,
he gets in trouble. So | do my
best not to screw up, but
we're all human. Also,
sometimes you can get into
arguments with some pretty
nasty types of people. I've
been threatened, sworn at,
kicked out of places, taken
into custody and falsely
accused of libel. But | can
give as good as | can take.

Tell us about your funniest

mistake and how was it

rectified?
Probably my funniest mistake
was losing my temper once
at the airport around six years
ago. | swore at someone and
gave him the finger but
managed to reclaim my CPR
card and escape before
security could locate me. The

next day the office received
an official letter of complaint.
I've mellowed down a bit
since then.

Ever meet anyone famous?
I've met UN Secretary
General Kofi Annan, the
Deep Purple band members,
CNN founder Ted Turner,
Michael Jackson’s brother
Jermaine (twice) and the late
JFK Jr, who told me my
English was really good (‘Gee
thanks, so was yours!”). I've
also met a few minor Heads
of State, here and there.
The Kofi Annan meeting was
really funny. | was in New
York for a UN training
programme for journalists
and we heard that he had a
reception in the next room.
So we crashed the party and
my colleague from Peru went
up to him and asked him if
we could take a photograph
with him. “Excuse me,” I'm in
the middle of a conversation
here!” replied Kofi.

But I think he felt bad and
later we did get that
photograph taken. He also
chatted to us about the
programme and other small
talk. I tried to crack the joke
about taking my Kofi with
sugar and milk, but | think
he’d heard that one before...

What do you do in your

leisure time?
What leisure time? |
remember having some
leisure time once or twice....
Seriously though, | am a
reading junkie. | read
everything from books, to
magazines, to websites to the
backs of cereal boxes. | can't
even watch TV without half-
reading something.
I've also worked out on and
off over the years and | hope
to get back into it sometime
soon. | also jog with my dog
and | love to travel.

Ever thought of writing a
book about your
experiences?
I’'m thinking very seriously of
publishing a book. My first
book will probably be a
collection of my columns and

poetry.

Any last thoughts or words

of wisdom for our readers?
Always wear clean
underwear because you
never know what might
happen. And don't forget to
eat all your vegetables,
they’re real good for yal

Tarig Khonji's web address
is www.Tarigkhonji.com




