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I N T RO D U C T I O N

Alan Villiers was only in his mid-forties when he wrote his autobiog-
raphy The Set of the Sails, but by then he had already lived a life that
made it well worth reading. In  he went to sea on square-riggers,
but an accident forced him into life ashore as a journalist. At twenty-
five he sailed again on a four-masted barque around Cape Horn: a
thrilling race and a female stowaway made his book of the passage a
bestseller.

A shocking death blighted his next voyage in  but gave Villiers
another memorable book. By the mid-s his writings, films and
lectures had made him famous, but after the agonising failure of a love
affair he set off for two years to sail around the globe in the exquisite
full-rigged ship Joseph Conrad.

His public rationale was always the urgency of recording the fast-
disappearing ways of sail; Villiers never mentioned the private depres-
sions, loneliness and self-doubt that also drove him. He rarely questioned
the racial and sexual stereotypes of his era, yet he lived amicably among
people from all over the world in sometimes extreme privation.

Villiers at last found happiness in marriage at thirty-seven, then
spent six arduous wartime years in the Royal NavalVolunteer Reserve.
Afterwards he became a media star of the ’s and ’s, captained the
Mayflower II, sailed movie ships for Hollywood and lectured interna-
tionally. He inspired ship-lovers worldwide to preserve their remain-
ing historic vessels, and today his unique images enhance a renowned
museum collection.

Oddly, despite further significant work and extensive travel, he
never published an updated autobiography. This book is the first study
of his life as a whole – the myth-making, the achievements and the
consequences.

AlanVilliers was not simply a voyager. At a pivotal moment in mari-
time history he worked aloft as a seaman and abaft as a master, observ-
ing and recording an age-old body of wisdom. The result was an
extraordinary memorial: to the greatest sailing ships ever launched
and to the talented man who loved them.

‒ xi ‒
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AU T H O R ’ S N O T E

Villiers’ diaries contain outdated nomenclature, random British or
American spelling and occasional errors. For authenticity and read-
ability I have left quotations as they appear in the diaries, without in-
dicating his variations by ‘[sic]’ except in potentially confusing cases.
However, an ellipsis ‘…’, which means omitted text or a significant
pause, is shown as ‘... [sic]’ where Villiers himself has used it for sig-
nificance. The other instances occurring in this book indicate text I
have omitted for brevity, and appear simply as ‘…’.

           

‒ xii ‒
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

H E L L A N D
M E L B O U R N E

One moment I was working away, full of pleasurable thoughts. Next moment
the rigging was flying past me, and a tar-covered wire hit me a grazing clout. I
felt myself striking other rigging. Then the deck. It seemed to me, in a last in-
stant of consciousness, that the deck was surprisingly soft.

It was not the deck that was soft. It was I.

In a life of accidents and injuries and sudden shocks, none was to bring
such a change of fortune to Alan Villiers, able seaman on the four-
masted barque Lawhill, as the moment the vessel ran aground near
Port Lincoln in  and threw him from aloft. He was eighteen and
feared he might never walk again.

He had always yearned to sail on the square-riggers, never accepting
their days of glory were lost forever beyond the void of the First World
War. In an era intoxicated with the new there were few enough sailing
ships left working in the world – there were none for a half-crippled
seaman.

AlanVilliers was a stoic, stubborn boy. He went home to Melbourne,
forced himself back to his feet, and took a job on a grim little Bass
Strait ketch. Then he tried the easier labour of steamships: he made
one tedious voyage to Europe and loathed every moment.

He knew finally he would never become a master in deep-sea sail,
and he could not bear to work in steam. His dream was over and he
must leave the sea behind. He started again in Hobart, Tasmania, and
talked his way into a newspaper job at the age of nineteen. It was 
and the world of the wind ships was finished, he believed.

�

‒  ‒
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Villiers was correct. By  one of the greatest periods of human in-
genuity was coming to a close. From the days the world was flat and
order spread at the point of a sword, sailing vessels had been the en-
gines of civilisation. Only ships could fly (by grace of God), with
parchments and news, perfumes and silk, weapons and gold, from
port to far-flung port. Entire economies were driven by the species of
trees a country could harvest for its fleets, and entire cultures knew
themselves in terms of those fleets.

Shaped by the physics of air and water, sculpted through centuries
of cruel experience, wooden vessels reached their perfection in the
clipper ships of the mid-nineteenth century. With their long slim
hulls, dashingly raked masts and cloudstorms of canvas, they were (to
most minds) the finest creations of the age of sail. They set speed
records as they raced the year’s first crop of fragrant China tea to
England, or immigrants to Australia and wool bales home again. On
one trip the terrified crew begged the master to reduce sail in a great
storm; he famously replied, ‘To Hell or Melbourne!’

Wood was part earth, part liquid, part breathing green life; perfectly
at home within the flux of great waters. But the Chinese tell us when-
ever an element has reached its peak another is growing stronger qui-
etly beneath; and even as wood mastered the seas, metal was being
forged to take its place.

It was a good joke at first – floating metal! – but by the mid-nine-
teenth century iron ships with ingenious propellers and puny engines
had appeared, and every year those engines became more powerful.Yet
the sailing world adapted. Iron hulls were large and strong, and iron
masts could carry canvas. God’s wind needed no bunkers, and even the
best steamships were no faster than the square-riggers.

But in  the balance shifted forever when the Suez Canal was sliced
between Africa and Arabia, and made voyages around the Cape of Good
Hope a thing of the past: a thing of the past for steamers at any rate. The
big wind ships could not negotiate the canal without costly towage and
were forced to keep to their old highways of the Roaring Forties. The
postal lifelines between distant colonies shifted to steamships, and pas-
sengers began to prefer their reliable passages. Understandably, a trip
through the tropics – no matter how fever-stricken – was a more attrac-
tive prospect than the gales and icebergs of southern seas.

           

‒  ‒
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Only one market remained open to the square-riggers – carriage of
bulk goods from remote ports, where slow loading and lack of facilities
made the tight schedules of steamers too expensive. They began to
specialise in coal, saltpetre, ore, timber, grain and guano: filthy, labour-
intensive cargoes.

In the late s ship-building steel became available in quantity. It
led to major advances in steam but also made possible the creation of a
kind of wind-driven vessel that had never before been imagined: one
of vast rigging and even vaster capacity, a massive four-masted ware-
house that could be driven through even the roughest of waters.

To many these vessels were simply industrialised horrors, lacking
the grace and glamour of ‘real’ sailing ships; to others they were ro-
mantic anachronisms – surely any fool could see that the future be-
longed to steam? But the new square-riggers were surprisingly useful
– crews were cheap and the market for bulk commodities booming –
and shipowners were anything but fools. They commissioned over
four hundred of those extraordinary vessels and worked them hard,
until the First World War brought their epoch to an end.

By the Second World War just twenty or so of the giant four-
masters were still afloat, taking grain to Europe from isolated ports in
South Australia, the far Antipodes. The great wind ships had been an
expression of the highest in human art and skill and intelligence, but
like the dinosaurs, their day was done.

�
Alan John Villiers was born in Melbourne on  September . He
was the second of Annie (Anastasia) and Leon Villiers’ six children.
His elder brother Noel was born in , young Frank in , Edith
in , Lionel in  and Enid in . Six babies in ten years –
poor Annie! – but his mother is only an anxious shadow in Villiers’
memoirs; he never mentions her by name.

Leon was a gripman on the cable trams, once the marvel of old
Melbourne. They were propelled by metal cables running constantly
in narrow tunnels beneath the road surface, between the tracks. The
‘grip’ was the device that reached through the slot in the side of
the tunnel to grasp the moving cable, released by the gripman when
the tram had to stop or coast, thrillingly, around corners.

               

‒  ‒
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Cable trams were quiet, cheap and very frequent, did not smell of
oil or petrol, and glided, it was said, ‘with a swan-like motion’, along
seventeen routes and more than sixty miles of track. Every small boy
in Melbourne wanted to grow up to be a gripman: every small boy but
AlanVilliers. He saw what happened to his father.

Beyond his long working hours, Leon was a tramways union leader
and unsuccessful Labour parliamentary candidate for the seat of
Waranga. He was also a passionate poet and writer. ‘His poetry was
about the bush and the strivings of man: the articles were to point the
way to a better world,’ said Villiers, who felt that his father was over-
loaded with ‘a great deal of the donkey-work for a movement which,
great as were its early aspirations, sometimes came regrettably short of
carrying out its ideals.’

Leon was ‘a tall square man with a high forehead and a black mous-
tache’. Alan always remembered his ‘doctrine of good citizenship – be
resolute: give your ideas: go after peace of mind, gear down to simple
things. Be not possessive or avaricious. Discard all shams. Love simple
things.’ Leon believed that education for the workers would lead in-
evitably to progress, and that his children must aspire to a better life:
he trusted in The Future. He was appalled to discover that his son
longed instead for The Past, and the labours of a common sailor.

He should hardly have been surprised. Alan wrote that his earliest
memories were not of his own home but of a house on Spencer Street
belonging to his Ballarat Irish aunts and uncles (from his mother’s
family) which had an amazing balcony – one from which the little boy
could watch the square-rigged sailing ships along the Yarra River at
the end of the street, and in Hobsons Bay off Port Melbourne and
distant Williamstown.

The uncles at Spencer Street were gold prospectors, ‘tall, brown,
bearded men’, who would take Alan with them to visit the docks, ‘a very
small boy trudging along beside some very large uncles in the shadow of
a full-rigged ship’. Alan’s father was of more reserved English stock: he
liked ships well enough, but visits to the docks were opportunities for
lectures on geography and politics. He preferred camping in the bush to
the sea, and tried to turn his son away from his growing passion.

When Alan was small, the family moved from Buncle Street, North
Melbourne, to a tiny house near Flemington racecourse, in Collett

           
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Street, Kensington. Ships were still his greatest love, and he would
walk to the docks and back – ‘only four or five miles’ – by himself or
with his little brother Frank. He kept a secret book of his drawings of
square-riggers.

Once Leon brought home a gripman, an elderly sailor whose job
was to talk Alan out of his passion for ships: instead, to Leon’s dismay,
they enthused together for hours. Villiers later imagined the old man
dreaming of Cape Horn gales, where ‘silent ships under a press of
trade wind sail followed each other through sunlit days’, while he was
‘jammed in the driver’s pew of a cable tram’. Such a prospect filled
him with horror.

�
Alan Villiers’ family always called him by his second name, John, or
more usually ‘Jack’. His sister Edith Hazel was ‘Hazel’, brother Lionel
was ‘Leal’, and Enid Marjorie, for some reason, became known as
‘Bill’.

To help support his family, Alan had a paper-round from the age of
nine, starting at . in the morning. A boy in one of the children’s
novels he later wrote ‘was very quiet and paler than he should have
been: a hard life had left its marks … for eight years – six days a week,
for two hours in the early morning, he had trudged four miles throw-
ing people’s newspapers on their verandas and poking them beneath
their doors.’

He needed the money for schoolbooks, and the few pennies left over
went towards second-hand books on ships, which he read obsessively.
He loved to go to Royal Park near the Melbourne Zoo to climb a
favourite tree from which he could see the square-riggers. When he
was nine, he and his little brother Frank were chased away by a park
ranger on horseback, who flogged them with a stockwhip he kept for
impounding stray cows.

‘I can hear the creak of the saddle-leather now’, he wrote in an un-
published draft of his autobiography, ‘thirty years afterwards and
, miles away, and see the suffused blood grow on the ranger’s
saturnine face … This incident befouled Royal Park for me. Never
again did I climb the tree to look at ships.’ Villiers ran to his father
to show him the welts and blood. Leon dashed to the park and

               
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confronted the ranger, who simply sat on his horse and, humiliatingly,
ignored him. Leon was powerless. Alan wrote, ‘That stinging stock-
whip lashed deep & even today I find the sight of Melbourne depress-
ing and dispiriting.’

At the age of eleven Alan tried to join the barque Hippen as an ap-
prentice, but was dissuaded by the mate, who had signed on at ten. He
was ‘bewitched’ by the five-year-old daughter of the captain of the
Norwegian ship Asmund, a white-blonde angel ‘as remote from hum-
drum everyday life as the lovely ship she sailed in, and the great man
her father who sailed the ship’. But now, in the years of the First World
War, Hippen and Asmund sailed without him, and both went missing.
Villiers does not clarify whether storms or German submarines were
the reason, but U-boats certainly had as little mercy for graceful
square-riggers as for warships.

When Alan was twelve he started work with his older brother Noel
in the long summer holidays at the glass-bottle factory in Spotswood,
on the Yarra River leading to the docks. It was hot and hellish, with
much night work; but square-riggers towed past and that was compen-
sation enough. (Sailing ships were rarely spoken of as ‘being towed’ –
too passive a term, perhaps.)

He was a clever, adaptable boy, awarded a scholarship to continue at
high school, and hopefully to go on to university. He flirted with the
idea of joining the Royal Australian Navy but lost interest when he
found out that they no longer sailed their last full-rigged ship; and in
any case, they did not want him.

Then, when Alan was only fourteen-and-a-half his childhood
ended, and even the loss of the blonde angel from the Asmund could
not have prepared him. His father went suddenly to hospital, was op-
erated on for cancer, sewn up and sent home to die. He did so within a
week, on  April , aged only forty-five.

Leon Villiers was laid out in an open coffin in the front room, and
Alan recalled ‘his manuscripts, his Songs of Labour and Love, his
poems of the Australian bush, now never to be revised. All his great
hopes for his country and for us, his sons, were in that coffin too …’
But at the burial all he could think was, ‘Oh God, now let me out of
Melbourne! Let me go!’

           
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�
LeonVilliers’ own father had also died at an early age, and his mother
had left Australia with her four younger children. The three eldest
stayed with relatives at Warrnambool but, wrote Alan, they ‘commit-
ted my father and two of his sisters to an institution miscalled a
home … his greatest dread was that he might die young and leave the
six of us to suffer one.’ Leon’s worst fears had come true, but the
Labour movement was able to help establish widowed Annie in a small
suburban grocery shop. Alan, respecting his father’s wishes, stayed
reluctantly at school for almost another year.

As in many Australian families of the time there may have been
some inter-denominational tensions – Leon was Protestant and Annie
Irish Catholic. Alan and Noel identified themselves as Protestant,
but after Leon’s death the four younger children were raised as
Catholics. (Edith Hazel changed her name to Hazel Mary, Enid had
numerous children, and Lionel bitterly resented what he saw as an
imposition.)

In late  the deadly global pandemic of pneumonic influenza
escaped quarantine in Australia and broke out in Sydney, Perth and
Melbourne. Alan fell ill early in , then the rest of his family also
succumbed; Annie lost the shop. ‘My mother went to work for a Jew in
Flinders Lane, for she was handy with the needle. Brave soul! She
worked hard there for years.’

Villiers wrote a number of varying accounts of what happened next,
which present some interesting anomalies. The first version of his final
year in Melbourne appeared in the  book Cruise of the Conrad.
When he wrote it he was deeply depressed: he had lost a woman he
loved and a ship he loved even more, and the book is suffused with
anguish, self-doubt and financial desperation.

In a chapter bitterly entitled ‘Local Boy Makes Good’, memories of
the life he had fled sixteen years before came back to haunt him. He
recalled losing his school cap and being humiliated ‘time and again’.
His widowed mother was too poor to replace the cap, so he worked
at the glass factory to get the money. He would watch ships on the
river, yearning desperately to escape, and finally – as simple as that –
he did so.

               
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A second version appeared in a  piece Villiers wrote for a
twenty-fifth anniversary magazine for his high school, Essendon,
which by then regarded him as its most eminent old boy. From
February to August  the school was used as an influenza hospital,
but classes continued at another school in Wilson Street, Moonee
Ponds. He recalled, ‘the school was taken over as a hospital, when
the influenza epidemic was so bad, and we were all bundled off to a
new school at Wilson Street, or somewhere … it was about that time
that the chance of a cadetship came in the barque Rothesay Bay, and I
was off.’

The third telling is in his  autobiography, The Set of the Sails.
Here there was no mention of lost caps or Wilson Street, but instead a
strange tale of sexual humiliation. He wrote that his school had been
closed and he was working in the glass factory until the official notifi-
cation came that it was open again. After months had passed Villiers
suddenly realised his school had re-opened but he had not been in-
formed, when he saw a pretty blonde classmate, with a look of the
Asmund angel, in uniform one morning on the train. He was filthy, just
off the night shift and embarrassed to be recognised, and he simply
never returned to the school.

This published version of events puzzled a classmate, who wrote to
him saying, ‘I could have sworn you actually began your leaving certifi-
cate year and stuck it for one term at the school in which we were tem-
porarily housed when ours was appropriated as an emergency
hospital. I thought you started on Chemistry and Latin, as you
thought you might take up Medicine, but also did History, as you were
keen on it.’

The complete story seems to be that he attended Wilson Street
school for at least the first third of , then dropped out and worked
at the glass factory until the end of . During the year he had an
embarrassing meeting with a classmate he was attracted to. He started
learning sailing skills halfway through  with the Melbourne
Ancient Mariners Club at Albert Park Lake, and actually joined his
first ship on  January , according to his discharge certificate.

Minor discrepancies, certainly. Still, what is the significance of his
tale that other students were informed that school had resumed, while
he was not? There is an air of grievance about it – his close friend Fritz

           

‒  ‒
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Egerton would chide him gently about his ‘inferiority complex’ – but
it might have been just a story he told his mother to account for drop-
ping out of school, one that expressed his sense of exclusion and
became entangled in his memories.

What is undeniable is that in this frustrating period he yearned to
‘sail away’ from his bereavement, poverty and emotional pain. His var-
ious tales express compulsion – just get away from the hell of
Melbourne! – and anything and everything around him seemed to
offer a justification.

�
Villiers needed a Board of Trade certificate to learn sailing with the
Ancient Mariners. Dated June , it states that he is fifteen,  feet,
½ inches in height (he would grow a little taller), with fair complex-
ion, fair hair and grey eyes. He had passed his vision tests and had an
‘eagle and flower’ on his left forearm: tellingly, at the tender age of
fifteen, he had already committed himself to the stigma of a sailor’s
tattoo.

The Ancient Mariners found a sailing ship willing to take him on as
a cadet – Rothesay Bay, sailing between New Zealand and Australia.
(Villiers pronounced the ship’s name crisply as ‘Roth’sy Bay’, as he
did his own, ‘Vill’yers’ – two syllables, not three.)

In early  sixteen-year-old Alan took the train to Adelaide, South
Australia, and a steamer to the small port of Edithburgh. He felt guilt
at leaving his struggling mother – it was true that one less child around
would make it easier on her, but she wanted him to study as his father
had wished, and he knew that his leaving for a sailor’s life would
hurt her.

All mariners’ memoirs at this stage seem to retell the same scenes:
the sad farewells, the looming ship, the awkward baggage, the un-
friendly mate, the grim berth in the apprentices’ half-deck, the awful
food, the inevitable seasickness: andVilliers’ story retells them too, ex-
cept that from the moment he first saw the ‘very ordinary’ three-
masted barque Rothesay Bay – all bluff bows and ugly grey paint – he
discovered a great happiness. As if in a dream he recalled the vessel
setting sail, all of the hands cheerfully drunk, a few of them having fled
from a much harder ship:

               
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They ran along the yards, scorning the footropes, and they danced and sang,
laughing to think themselves free of their great Cape Horner and in this handy,
small Australian barque … They went at everything with such a will that they
never finished a chanty, and the chanties they sang were such as I had never
read in any books … What a going to sea!

Later, when a week or two of wretched seasickness had passed, stand-
ing at a masthead he thought, ‘Spiritually I felt nearer the Creator of
things on the high yards and astride the bowsprit-end than I had ever
felt ashore. This was the life! Drive on good barque, I am where I want
to be! This is contentment.’

Happiness from the first few ships he knew was to colour his view of
the sea for life. He would bring all of his father Leon’s passionate trust
in the innate goodness of the working man to a vision of the ship as a
near-perfect world, content in its firm, wise hierarchy, safe from the
deceits and illusions of the shore.

�
Rothesay Bay, ‘this handy, small Australian barque’, was one of a greatly
diminished fleet sailing southern coastal waters with timber, coal, fuel and
provisions. She was a classic three-masted iron barque, built in  in
Glasgow;  feet long and  gross registered tons. We may know a
little of Rothesay Bay from another of her kind, Polly Woodside, the ‘pret-
tiest barque ever built in Belfast’, which is marooned today on the Yarra
River in Melbourne beside the unlovely bluster of an exhibition centre.

Polly Woodside is an iron barque from  of  gross tons. She
was in the same Tasman Sea trade as Rothesay Bay, but the year after
Villiers first went to sea she was turned into a coal hulk. In  she
was rescued by the National Trust of Australia and restored by a group
of passionate volunteers. The World Ship Trust awarded Polly
Woodside the International Maritime Heritage medal in , placing
her in the company of vessels such as Cutty Sark and HMS Victory.
Sadly, her museum site was closed in  so that another convention
centre could be built on it.

Melbourne seems to have forgotten it was once – and still is – one
of the great port cities of the world, but few residents ever think of
the docks now except in terms of real estate. What used to be the heart

           
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of the city – alive with odd vessels and mysterious people – is now
a high-rise wasteland. The freighters (so ugly), the trawlers (so
smelly), the tugs (so noisy) have been banished to less desirable envi-
rons, and today barely a soul in trendy Docklands would know a brig
from a barquentine, although once any child in Melbourne could have
told them.

In the days of merchant sail every kind of ship had its own termino-
logy. Even the word ‘ship’ itself meant precisely a vessel with three
masts and a bowsprit, carrying rectangular (‘square’) sails on all of the
masts – a ‘full-rigged ship’. A major innovation of the nineteenth
century was a move from square sails on the rearmost mast to ‘fore-
and-aft’ sails, set along the length of the vessel, which were more
easily worked. Hence a two-masted full-rigged vessel was a ‘brig’, but
with fore-and-aft on the rear it was a ‘brigantine’. A three-masted full-
rigger was a ‘ship’; with a single fore-and-aft mast it was a ‘barque’,
with two it was a ‘barquentine’.

Those carrying four masts were simply termed four-masted barques
or ships. They were usually constructed of iron or steel to cope with
the structural stresses. Four-masters could load far more cargo than
three-masters but they were comparatively rare – out of a  list of
sailing vessels only  per cent had four masts. In total, amongst the
thousands of square-riggers of that era, only  metal four-masters
were ever built: they were the elite of the wind ships.

Today, Polly Woodside floats unvisited beside a construction site in
Melbourne, her hard grey bulk and outstretched yards looming tall
above the mud. She is vast in a puzzling way that simply has no scale
of comparison to modern eyes. Yet when likened to a four-masted bar-
que, pretty Polly Woodside is as a dolphin might be to a whale.

�
AlanVilliers grew lean and sinewy, utterly content in his new life on the
barque Rothesay Bay. He learned of the true seaman’s passion for neat-
ness and cleanliness and well-organised gear, and the importance to
ship stability – and survival – of precise cargo stowage. He liked both
his young fellow cadets and the weathered ancients who ran the ship.

They sailed , tons of gypsum to Whangarei in New Zealand,
unloaded it and filled up with timber for Sydney. The passage was

               

‒  ‒
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expected to take two weeks but poor weather turned it into two
months. When they arrived their desperately ill captain went to hospi-
tal and the first mate, who had sailed the ship safely through atrocious
conditions, was fired. So was Villiers, after only half a year at sea, but
the first mate found him a berth in the barque James Craig – ‘a lovely
little vessel, as much a clipper as the Rothesay Bay was a warehouse’.

James Craig had been launched as Clan McLeod from the Glasgow
slips in  and was still crewed by a number of Scots. An iron bar-
que like Polly Woodside,  feet long and  gross tons, she was ‘a
lively, lovely, and highly responsive thoroughbred of a ship … She
tacked like a yacht and ran like a greyhound.’ James Craig had already
done time as a coal hulk in New Guinea but had returned to service for
a firm of Tasmanian jam merchants. Her first port of call was Hobart
in Tasmania, andVilliers ‘took a great liking to the clean southern city
at the foot of Mt Wellington … an attractive and cheerful spot, full of
small ketches and schooners’.

In Hobart Alan also met a girl, Daphne Kaye Harris. In the little
notebook he kept at this time, in a different, childlike handwriting,
are the words ‘D. Harris,  Davey St Hobart’. He liked Daphne
enough to send her the following Christmas a copy of a posthumously
published booklet of his father’s poetry, The Changing Year and Other
Verses.

James Craig loaded timber for South Australia and battled the
Southern Ocean for a month to get it there. In Port Adelaide Villiers
saw a four-masted steel barque, the first he had ever seen, registered to
an unknown port named Mariehamn – ‘a massive ship, manned by
young fellows with white hair and pale yellow eyebrows’. The barque
flew a flag with a blue cross on a white background, that of newly inde-
pendent Finland.

‘The little Craig tramped pleasantly around the Tasman Sea for sev-
eral voyages’, wroteVilliers in Set of the Sails. ‘It seemed to me that the
fo’c’sle of a happy sailing-ship at sea was one of the more pleasant
abodes of labouring man, where the sailors of all nations had learned
through the centuries to work and live amicably together. Here there
was true democracy, true international co-operation.’

Then in December , less than a year afterVilliers had first gone
to sea on Rothesay Bay, they sailed into Port Phillip with a cargo of

           
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New Zealand timber, and towed up the Yarra to find out that James
Craig would sail no more. She was laid up in Hobart for four years, be-
came a coal hulk in Recherche Bay in southern Tasmania, and in 
was beached in a storm and abandoned.

In  Villiers wrote about James Craig in his autobiography, and
passed on his memories of the ‘happy sailing-ship’ to a new generation
of maritime enthusiasts. In  volunteers from the Australian
Heritage Fleet refloated James Craig and towed her to Hobart for re-
pairs. In  they took her to Sydney for an extraordinary job of
rebuilding, and today she is a working excursion vessel.

James Craig and Polly Woodside were the lucky ones. They could
easily have gone the way of so many others: the way of Rothesay Bay
perhaps. She was hulked in  and dismantled in , her remains
dumped on an island near Auckland, unidentifiable among those of
thirteen other vessels.

�
It was still just possible for a naive lad to dream of a career in sail when
AlanVilliers first went to sea in , although the path to ship’s mas-
ter was not easy. The first step was four years of apprenticeship at sea,
followed by nautical academy to prepare for examinations for second
mate. Next came more sea time, then another set of exams for first
mate, followed by at least a further year as a watch-keeping officer, and
finally the test for Master’s Certificate. Command was still not assured,
either – many ships’ mates were qualified masters hoping for a position.

By the early s the cruel truth was emerging. Since the war, the
world had an abundance of new steamer tonnage; the merchant fleets
no longer needed sailing vessels. Not only the handy little iron barques
had been superseded by steamships, but even the great steel four-
masters were living on borrowed time.

Still,Villiers and his friends searched for another sailing ship. They
had no wish to go in a ‘Yankee’ schooner – American ships were noto-
rious for their casual brutality – or a ‘Squarehead’ (Scandinavian)
cadet ship, which would have no need of apprentices. They went to
Williamstown, the old port town at the mouth of theYarra, to look over
two four-masted steel barques loading bags of grain at the railway pier,
Bellands and Hougomont.

               
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Abdul-Latif, Abdulla, , 

Abdul-Latif, Ali, –, , , –

Aberdonian (Coastal Forces ship), ,
, , 

Aberdovey, 

Aborigines, 

Abraham Rydberg (training ship), 

Adelaide, , 

Aden, , –, , –, 

Admiral Karpfanger (training ship),
–

Admiral Scheer (pocket battleship), 

Admiralty, , , , 

Africa, , –, , –

Alan Villiers (fishing motor-ship), 

Åland Islands, , –, , , –,
, , , , 

Alaska, 

Albert Leo Schlageter (barque), 

Algeria, 

Algiers, , 

Alicante, 

Allcot, John, , 

American Airlines, , 

American Book of the Month Club, 

American Humane Society, 

El Amin (steamer), 

Amsterdam, , 

Andes (passenger ship), 

Andrews, Julie, 

Angiolina H (barquentine), , ,


Antarctica, –

Antwerp, , , 

Anzio, –

Apollo (liner), 

Apollo  Moon mission, 

‘Appian’, , 

Appleby, Bill, , 

Appleby, Jim, , , , 

Aquitania (liner), 

Arabia, –, , 

Archibald Russell (barque), , , , ,
, , , 

Arctic, 

Arctic Vandal (trawler), 

Argentina, , , 

Argo (steamship), 

Argus (schooner), –

Ark Royal (aircraft carrier), 

Asia, 

Asmund (Norwegian ship), , 

Athlone Castle (liner), 

Atlantic, Battle of the (–), ,
–, 

Atlantic Ocean, , , , –

Attlee, Clement, 

Auckland, , , , 

Australasian, 

Australia: clipper ships, ;Villiers’ early
life in, –; influenza epidemic, , ;
voyage of the Joseph Conrad, ,
–; Endeavour project, , , ,
–, –; AV returns to, –

Australian Heritage Fleet, 

Australian Journalists Association, 

Australian Newspapers Cable Service
(ANCS), , , , 

L’Avenir (square-rigger), –, ,
–

Awali, 

Azores, , , , , , 

Bahrain, –

Bailey, Captain, –

Baker, Christine (the Redhead), –,
, 

Balclutha (square-rigger), , 

Bali, , –, 

Bali Strait, , 

Baltic Sea, , , 

Bank of England, 

Banks, Joseph, 

Barbados, 

‒  ‒
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Barber (passenger on Joseph Conrad), 

Barbour, Mrs, , 

Basra, , 

Bass Strait, , , , 

Bay Ridge, Long Island, , , , ,
, , 

Bay Ridge Flats, , 

Bayan (dhow), –, , , 

BBC, , , , , , , ,
, 

BBC General Overseas Service, 

Beagle (Darwin’s ship), 

Beaglehole, John, 

Beatrice (square-rigger), , , , , ,
, 

Beduin, , 

Before the Mast (film), 

Belgium, 

Bellands (barque), –, , , , ,
, , , 

Bellatrix (yacht), , , 

Bengal, Bay of, 

Bermuda, , , 

Billy Budd (film), 

Bjorkholm, Olaf, 

Bles, Geoffrey, , , 

Blue Funnel Line, , 

Board of Trade (UK), 

Bobbs-Merrill, , 

Boeleleng, –

Bogarde, Dirk, 

Bolton, Miss, 

Bombay, , 

Bongao, 

Bordeaux, , , 

Borneo, 

Boston, , 

Botany Bay, 

Bougainville, 

Bounty (movie ship), 

Bourne, Pamela, , ; The Duchess,


Boyd,Viscount, 

Brabourne, John, 

Brahmaputra river, 

Brandt, Kielland, 

Bremen, , 

Bremen (liner), , 

Bremerhaven, 

Brest, 

Brett, Oswald, , 

Brickell, Herschel, , , , 

Brickell, Norma, 

Britain, Battle of (), , 

British Instructional Films, –

Brixham, , 

Brocksbank (cartoonist), 

Brontë, Emily, 

Brooke Bond, 

Brooklyn, , 

Brooklyn Eagle, 

Brooklyn Ship Model Makers, 

Broome, –

Buenos Aires, , , , , 

Bulletin magazine, 

Burma, 

Butters, Sir John, 

Calabria, 

California, 

Calwell, Arthur, 

Cameroons, , 

Canada, –, 

Canary Islands, , 

Canberra, HMAS, 

Cape Cod Bay, 

Cape of Good Hope, , , , , , ,
, 

Cape Hatteras, 

Cape Horn, , , , , ; grain races,
, , , , ; Grace Harwar sails
round, –; voyage of the Parma, ,
; Joseph Conrad sails round, , ,
; Admiral Karpfanger sinks, ; En-
deavour project and, ; International
Association of Cape Horners, , 

Cape Horn Congress, Mariehamn (),


Cape Town, , 

CapeVerde Islands, 

Cardiff, , 

Carmichael (cadet), , 

           
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Carr, Frank, , 

Carthaginian (movie ship), 

Carver, Amos, 

Cat (baggala), , –

Catania, 

Catchpole, W. Arthur, 

Catholic Church, 

Cato, Jack, , 

C.B. Pedersen (grain ship), , 

Cecilie, Duchess of Mecklenburg-
Schwerin, 

Celebes Sea, , 

Ceylon, , 

Chamberlain, Neville, 

Chandler, Dr George, 

Chapman, Colin, 

Chapman, Gordon, 

Charlton, Warwick, –, , ,
–

Chatham, , 

Cherwell, River, , , , , ,


Chetwynd, Roger, , 

Chicago, , 

Chichester, Francis, 

Chile, , –, 

China, 

China Sea, 

Chipping Norton, 

Christian Radich (training ship), , ,
, 

Churchill, Winston, , 

Clark, GeorgeV., Four Captains, 

Clarkson, H. and Co., , , , 

clippers, 

Clyde, Firth of, 

Clyde, River, , , , 

Coastal Forces, , –, , 

Collins,Vice-Admiral Sir John, 

Combined Operations, , , –, 

Commonwealth Line, 

Conley, George, , , , , 

Conrad, Joseph, , , , ; AV’s
book on, , , , , , ,
–, , ; The Nigger of the
Narcissus, ; The Shadow-Line, 

Conrad (ship’s cat), , 

Conte Biancamano (liner), , 

Le Conte de Lisle (liner), 

Conte de Savoia (liner), , 

Cook, Captain James, , , –,
, –, 

Cook Strait, , 

Copenhagen, , , , , –

Coral Sea, , , 

Corneville (tanker), 

Cornwall, 

Cotswolds, , 

County of Peebles (iron ship), 

Cowes, , 
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, , ; loss of, –, 

Pan Books, 

Panama, , 

Panama Canal, 

Pannes, Emma and John, 

Pannes, Hilgard, , , ; on Parma,
, , ; on Joseph Conrad, , ,
; rescues cat, , ; AV dedicates
book to, ; in Arabia, , –;
friendship with AV, 

Papeete, –

Papua, 

Paramount Pictures, , , 

Paris, 

Parma (barque), , , , , , ;
AV shareholder in, –, , , ;
AV’s voyages on, –, , –;
death of an apprentice, ; de Cloux
sells, ; broken up, 

Parry, Rear-Admiral William, , 

Passat (barque), ; in Second World
War, , ; post-war career, ,
, , , , , , ; almost
sinks, –

Pasteur (RAF transport ship), 

pearling industry, 

Peck, Gregory, 

Peking (barque), , 

Penang (square-rigger), , , , ,
, –, 

Pennsylvania, 

People magazine, 

Pequod (film ship), –, 

Pereira, Pedro Teotónio, , 

Persian Gulf, , , 

Petersen, Hans, , , 

Petsamo, , 

Philadelphia, 

Philippines, , 

Picard, Henri, The Bounty Ships of France,
–, 

Piening, Captain Hermann, , 

Pierrot, George, 

Pilgrim Fathers, 

Plimoth Plantation, , , 

Plus (barque), , 

Plymouth, , , , , , ,


Plymouth, Massachusetts, , , ,


Poland, , 

Polly Woodside (barque), , , , , 

Pommern (barque), , , , , ,
, 

Ponape (grain ship), , , 

Port Adelaide, , 

Port Broughton, , 

Port Caledonia (sailing ship), 

Port Germain, 

Port Glasgow, 

Port Lincoln, , , , –, , , 

Port Melbourne, 

Port Phillip, –, 

Port Said, 

Port Sudan, 

PortVictoria, , , , , 

Porto Santo, 

Portsmouth, , , , , 

Portugal, , , –, , , ,
, , , 

Powell, Joe, 

Preussen (square-rigger), 

Priwall (training ship), 

Prölss, Wilhelm, 

Provincetown, 

Public Records Office, Hayes, , ,
–

Puerto Williams, 

Punta Arenas, 

Putnam, Dorothy, 

Putnam, George Palmer, , , , –,
, , –

Queen Elizabeth (liner), 

Queen Mary (liner), 

           
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Queensland, , 

Queenslander, 

Queenstown, Ireland, , , 

Rangoon, 

Raratonga, 

Rastede (trawler), 

Ratcliffe, Douglas, , 

Recherche Bay, 

Red Cross, 

Red Sea, , , –

Redgrave, Michael, 

Reed, Ray, , , , 

Remarko Films, –

Rescue Motor Launch , , 

Resolute (salvage steamer), –

Reynard, Kenneth, 

Rickmer Rickmers (museum ship), , 

Ringbom, Lena, –

Rio de Janeiro, , , , , ,


River Garden, Oxford, , , , 

Robertson, Malcolm, –

Rogers, Bruce, , 

Ross Sea, –

Rothesay Bay (barque), , –, –, 

Rotterdam, 

Round Cape Horn (film), –

Routledge, George and Sons, 

Royal Air Force, 

Royal Australian Navy, 

Royal Geographical Society, , 

Royal Institute of Naval Architects, –

Royal National Mission to Deep Sea Fish-
ermen, 

Royal Naval Reserve, 

Royal Naval Torpedo School, Portsmouth,
, 

Royal NavalVolunteer Reserve (RNVR),
, 

Royal Navy, 

Royal Park, Melbourne, –

Royal Sydney Yacht Squadron, 

Rozelle, Rita, , 

Rufiji River, 

Runciman,Viscount, 

Sagres (training ship), , , 

Saigon, 

Sail Training Association, , –

St Christopher, HMS, –, , ,
, , 

St John’s, Newfoundland, , 

St Nazaire, , , 

Salale, 

Salazar, António de Oliveira, , –,
–, , 

Salcombe, 

Salerno, 

Samarai, , , 

Samoa, 

San Francisco, , 

Santiago, , 

Sapri, 

Sargasso Sea, , 

Savannah, NS, 

Savolainen,Vilho, –, 

Scarr, Jack, , , 

Scarr, Tessa, , , 

Schleswig-Holstein, 

Schleswig-Holstein Landesbank, 

Schliewen, Heinz, 

Scotland, , –, –, , , 

Scott, David R., 

Scott, Peter, 

Scribner’s, , , 

Sea and Ships (television programme), 

Seamen’s Union, 

Second World War, –, –,
–

Sedov (training ship), , 

Seeadler (square-rigger), 

Seminole (tanker), 

Shearwood-Smith Inc., , 

Sheikh Mansur (zarook), 

Shihr, –

Shirazi, Yusef, –, 

Shu Ch’ing Ch’un (Lao She), 

Siak River, 

Sicily, –

Singapore, –, , , , 

Sir James Clark Ross (whaler), –

The $, Question, –

    
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Slocombe, Harry, –, , 

Small, Adrian, , –, , , ,
, , , , 

Smith, Nina, , 

Snowden, Lady, 

Soar Mill Cove, 

Society for Nautical Research, , ,
, –, , , , , ,
; Photographic Records Sub-Com-
mittee, , , 

Solomon Islands, , 

Son of Captain Blood (film), 

South Africa, , , , , , 

South America, , , , –, ,
, –

South Street Museum, New York, 

Sowerby, Harold, , –, 

Spain, , 

Spencer Gulf, 

Sperling, Karl, , , , 

Spotswood, 

square-riggers, –, , 

Stalin, Joseph, 

Stamp, Terence, 

Stanfield, James, 

Stanhope, Lord, 

Star of India (iron ship), , , 

Star whalers, –, 

Starehole Bay, 

State Library of New South Wales, 

State Library of Tasmania, 

Staten Island, , , , 

Stevens, John, 

Stockholm, , 

Stormalong see Goodchild, Stanley
Subic Bay, 

Sudest Island, 

Suez Canal, 

Sulu Sea, 

Sumatra, 

Sutherland (film director), 

Svensson, Captain Karl G., , 

Sweden, , , , , 

Sydney, , , , –, , , ,
, –

Tahiti, , , , –, , , 

Taranto, , 

Tasman Motor Sport and Dramatic Review,


Tasman Sea, , , 

Tasmania, , , , , –, , 

Tawi Tawi, –

Taylor, E.H., 

Tectona (ketch), , 

Templeton, Mrs, 

Teotónio Pereira, Dr Pedro, , , ,


ter Hell, Enno, 

Thames barges, 

Thames estuary, , , 

Thatcher, Margaret, 

Thetis (movie ship), –, 

Thorndike, Sybil, 

Tilbury (passenger on Joseph Conrad),
, , 

The Times, , , 

Torbay, 

Tramp Trips, 

Travemünde, , 

Tree Men, –

Tristan da Cunha, 

Troberg, August, 

Trobriand Islands, , –, 

Troon, 

Tulagi, 

Tunisia, –

Tusitala (sailing ship), , 

U-boats, –, –, 

Underhill, Harold, 

Union Steamship Company, 

United Nations, 

United States of America: four-masters,
; AV’s lecture tours in, –, , ,
, , , , –, , –,
, , , ; AV visits, –,
–; Joseph Conrad sails to, –;
landing craft, , ; Mayflower Proj-
ect, –

United States Maritime Commission, 

University of Melbourne, –, –
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Uruguay, 

US Coast Guard, 

USSR, , , , –, 

Ustinov, Peter, 

Valencia, 

Valetta, 

Valparaiso, 

Vernon, HMS, 

Vickerstaff (cadet), , , 

Victorious, HMS, 

Victory, HMS, , , , , , 

Vietnam, , 

Viking (barque), , –, , , ,
, –, , 

Villhelmes, Knut, 

Villiers, Alan: early life, –, –; early
love of ships, –; cadet on the Rothesay
Bay, –, –; personality, , ,
; on the James Craig, –; on Bel-
lands, –; on Lawhill, –, –,
; accident on the Lawhill, , –,
, ; works on steamers, –;
malaria, , , , ; newspaper
work, , –, ; learns photography,
; attitude to whaling, –, –;
first marriage, –, –, , , ,
; first book, –; early novels, –,
, –; on Herzogin Cecilie, , –,
–; articles on European apple mar-
kets, –, , ; and Jeanne Day,
–, ; at Goldershurst, , –;
film of square-riggers, –, , , ,
, –, ; voyage of the Grace Har-
war, , –; works for Australian
Newspapers Cable Service, , , ,
; American lecture tours, –, ,
, , , , , –, ,
–, , , , ; shareholder
in Parma, –, , , ; attitude
to women, –, , , ; American
journalism, –, ; archives, , ,
– ; falls in love with Betty, –,
–, –, ; voyages on Parma,
–, , –; first marriage ends,
, , ; in United States, –,

–; appearance, , ; anti-Semi-
tism, –, , , , ; relation-
ship with Betty ends, –, , ;
throat operation, ; depression, ,
; and the Joseph Conrad, –,
–, ; religious faith, –;
Daphne divorces, , –; proposes
to Betty, –; learns to fly, , ;
affair with Rita, , ; on an Arab
dhow, , –, –; eye infection
and knee problems, –; in Kuwait,
–, ; in Second World War,
–, , , –, –; meets
Nancie, , ; marriage to Nancie,
, , , ; teaches aircraft recog-
nition, –, , , , ; chil-
dren, , , , , , , ,
, ; commands Lice, –; hon-
ours and awards, , –, , ,
–; and the Outward Bound Sea
School, –, , ; sails with Por-
tuguese fishing fleet, , , –,
; trustee of National Maritime Mu-
seum, , , , ; at Leafield,
; in Oxford, , , ; involve-
ment with film ships, –, , ,
, –, –; and the Mayflower
Project, , , –; television
programme, ; Scottish sailing trip,
; trip to East Pakistan, , ;
Endeavour project, , , , ,
–; returns to Australia, –; and
the Sail Training Association, –;
suffers from diabetes, , , ;
lectures on board Kungsholm, –,
; ill-health, –, , –, ,
–; death, –, ; myth-mak-
ing, –; And Not to Yield, ; The
Bounty Ships of France, –, , ;
By Way of Cape Horn, , , , –,
, , , , ; Captain Cook: The
Seaman’s Seaman, , , , ;
‘Captain Silvio’ (film script), ; chil-
dren’s books, , , ; The Coral
Sea, , , ; Cruise of the Conrad,
–, , , , , , , ,
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, , , , ; Cutty Sark,
; The Deep Sea Fishermen, ; Fal-
mouth for Orders, , , –, , ,
, , , , ; Forgotten Fleets, ;
A Girl Before the Mast, , , –,
, –; Give Me a Ship to Sail, ,
, , , ; The Indian Ocean,
, ; Joey Goes to Sea, ; Joseph
Conrad, , , , , , , ,
–, , ; ‘Kensington Hill’s
LastVoyage’, , ; ‘The Lady of
Lansdowne Crescent’, ; Last of the
Wind Ships, , , , , , –;
The Log of the Schooner ‘Aimless’, ;
The Making of a Sailor, , ; Men,
Ships and the Sea, , , , ;
My Favourite Sea Stories, ; National
Geographic articles, , , , ,
, , , , , , –,
, , , , , ; The New
Mayflower, ; Oceans of the World:
Man’s Conquest of the Sea, ; Pilot
Pete, –; Pioneers of the Seven Seas,
; Posted Missing, , , , ;
The Quest of the Schooner Argus, –,
, ; ‘The Sailor’, ; Schoolship
(film), ; Sea Dogs of Today, ; The
Sea in Ships, , ; A Seaman’s Selec-
tion of Great Sea Stories, ; The Set of
the Sails, , –, , –, , –,
, , , , , , , ,
, , , –, ; The Ship and
I, ; Sons of Sinbad, , , ,
, , –, ; Sons of Sinbad:
The Photographs, ; Tanky (proposed
children’s book), ; ‘The Teacher’,
; To the Frozen South, ; Vanished
Fleets, , , , ; Voyage in an Arab
Dhow, ; Voyage of the Parma (Grain
Race), –, , , ; Voyaging with
the Wind, ; War with Cape Horn,
, , ; The Way of a Ship, ,
, ; The Western Ocean (Wild
Ocean), ; Whalers of the Midnight
Sun, ; Whaling in the Frozen South,
–; The Wind Ship, , –; ‘Women

in Windjammers’, –

Villiers, Annie (AV’s mother), , , , ,


Villiers, Christopher Alan (Kit, AV’s son),
; birth and childhood, , , ,
, , , , ; at university,
; works in Japan, , , , 

Villiers, Daphne (née Harris, AV’s first
wife), , , , , , ; AV meets,
; marriage to AV, –, –, , ;
voyage on Parma, , , –; mar-
riage ends, , , ; divorces AV, ,
–, 

Villiers, Edith (Hazel, AV’s sister), , , ,
, 

Villiers, Enid (‘Bill’, AV’s sister), , , ,
, , 

Villiers, Frank (AV’s brother), , , ,
; childhood, , ; goes to sea, ; on
the Joseph Conrad, , , , ,
, ; in Second World War, ,
–, ; after the war, ; ill-
health, ; death, 

Villiers, Katherine Lisbeth (AV’s daugh-
ter), , , ; birth and childhood,
, , , ; in Australia, ; at
university, , –; on her father,
–; marriage, ; children, , 

Villiers, Leon (AV’s father), –, , ,
, , ; The Changing Year and
Other Verses, ; Songs of Labour and
Love, 

Villiers, Lionel (Leal, AV’s brother), , ,
, , –, , , , , 

Villiers, Nancie (née Wills, AV’s second
wife), , , , ; AV meets, ,
; trip to England, –; in Second
World War, –, –, ; marriage
to AV, , , ; pregnancies, ,
, , ; children, , , ,
, ; moves to Oxfordshire, ,
, ; in Leafield, –, ; on
AV’s American lecture tours, , ;
visits Australia, , ; in Oxford,
, , ; gypsy caravan, ; sails
across Atlantic, ; interests, , ,
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; Greenhill’s book dedicated to, ;
and AV’s last years, , 

Villiers, Noel (AV’s brother), , , , ,
–, , 

Villiers, Peter John (AV’s son), ; birth
and childhood, , , ; in Aus-
tralia, ; at university, , ;
South American trips, –, ; joins
Army, , ; and AV’s ill health, ;
on his father, ; Joseph Conrad, Mas-
ter Mariner, 

von Sydow, Max, 

WA Films Incorporated, –

Wagner, Helen Joan, 

Wales, 

Walker, Ronald, , , –, –, ,
, 

Wallaroo, 

Wallis, Norman, , , 

Wandia (schooner), 

War Spray (cargo ship), 

Ward, Herbert, 

Ward (passenger on Joseph Conrad), ,
, 

Wari Island, 

Warrnambool, 

Warspite (training ship), , 

Washington, , , , , , ,
, 

Wavertree (barque), , 

Wellington, , , , 

Welman, Commander A.E.P., , ,


West Indies, 

Western Mail, , 

Westminster, Duke of, 

whaling ships, –

Whangarei, 

Wicksteed, Godfrey, , , –,
, 

Wicksteed, Mrs, 

Widder (merchant raider), 

Wide World magazine, 

William Blumer (steamer), 

Williamstown, , , , 

Wills, Nancie seeVilliers, Nancie
Wilson, Harold, 

Wilson (passenger on Joseph Conrad), ,


wind-assisted shipping, , 

Windjammer (film), –, 

windjammers, –

Winter, Stewart, –

‘Winter War’ (–), , 

Winterhude (barque), , , , 

Wolff, Horst de, , 

Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF),
, 

Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRENS),
–

Woolfe, H. Bruce, 

Workers’ Educational Association, 

World Ship Trust, 

Yarra River, , , , , 

Zanzibar, , –, 

Zercho’s Business College, Hobart, , 

Zittel, Captain, 
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