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ADVENTURES OF
SINDBAD THE SAILOR



Introduction

The Sindbad stories come from the Arabian Nights (or the
Thousand and One Nights — or in Arabic Alf Leila wa Lei-
la).

The first book of the Arabian Nights in Arabic was
written more than a thousand years ago (about the year
940, or AH 330). We think that the Sindbad stories were
added after that. But even a thousand years ago the Ara-
bic-speaking people loved to hear stories about voyages to
far-away places.

Arab sailors did go to far-away lands. Even 1, 200
years ago there were very many Arab merchants in Canton
and other cities in China. We know about them from Chi-
nese writing as well as from Arabic books. We know a lot
about the journeys and voyages of real men like Suleiman
al-Tajir (Suleiman the Merchant). A book about him was
written in 851. He told people in Arab lands a lot about
China and India and South-East Asia. People in Europe
learned about them only after the journeys of Marco Polo
between 1271 and 1295. 7

The Arabs of a thousand years ago knew a lot about
the world — much more than the people of Europe knew at
that time. The people of Europe had lost the books and
maps of Ptolemy (made about 1,800 years ago), but the
Arabs had not. They read Ptolemy’s work, and they added
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to the things that he knew.

Arab sailors knew about the monsoons, the winds that
blow from the south-west between April and October, and
from the north-east between October and April. So they
began their voyages to the east in April or May, and they
began to sail home from the east in October or November.

The Sindbad stories put the story-tellers’ giants and
enormous birds and magic into the stories of real voyages
and places. People believed — some people still believe —
stories about valleys of diamonds, about places where the
elephants go to die, about great kings in unknown lands.

Do we believe in the great King Mihraj, who was
Sindbad’s friend on his first voyage? There were great
kings called Maharaja in India a thousand years ago. Mi-
hraj and Maharaja look very nearly the same in some Ara-
bic writing.

Was there a great King of Serendip? Yes. We know
that Serendip was the old name for Sri Lanka, and we
know that Arab and other merchants did go to that island.
Books about the real journeys of Arabs like Suleiman al-
Tajir and Ibn Batuta of Fez tell us that Serendip was well
known. Its great city of Anuradhapura was the richest in
that part of Asia.

On Sindbad’s seventh voyage, he was sold by pirates to
a merchant. Things like that did happen. People were
really afraid of the pirates in the seas of South-East Asia.

The Sindbad stories, then, are like some other great
stories of journeys and voyages, part real and part unreal.
Today we know a lot about the real countries of the Earth,
so what takes the place of the valley of diamonds, the roc’s
egg, and the land of the monkey-men? Can it be Star
Wars, Doctor Who , and The Planet of the Apes?
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