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By C. Shalgosky

S
ome years ago in a charity fundraiser I won a
raffle prize: a book entitled ‘Sons of Sindbad’.
Written by Australian journalist and master
mariner Alan Villiers, the book vividly recounts
a voyage from 1938 to 1939 on Al Bayan, an old

Kuwaiti sailing ship, known locally as a boom. 
With the blessing of the Al-Hamad brothers, the

Kuwaiti merchant family who owned Al Bayan, the 35
year-old Villiers set sail from Aden spending the next
months travelling to ports in East Africa, Oman and fi-
nally, Kuwait. 

Villiers was an intrepid mariner determined to docu-
ment the last days of sail, shooting both stills and cine
film of his journey, recording the hardships and the hero-
ism of the Kuwaiti crew and the infinite skills of the cap-
tain, Ali bin Nasr Al-Najdi. His humor and humanity filled
the book.  On land too, he captured daily life in Kuwait in
the last decades before independence. 

Captain Najdi navigated with no modern instruments,
using the stars, winds and ocean currents as his guide.
In dangerously shallow waters, a line weighted with a
block of camel fat was dropped from the bow periodically
to check depths. If the fat picked up sand the captain
knew to change course.    

Villiers’ respect for the Kuwaiti crew was evident, no
more so when an infant falls overboard and he tells how
the captain deftly maneuvers the huge vessel around in
time to save it from the shark-infested seas. 
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The boathouse by the river. Photo taken on the Villiers family’s return trip to
Kuwait with wife Nancie in 1967.

Alan Villiers' study where he
wrote his books.

Villiers brought back cotton
dishdashas from the Gulf.


