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INTRODUCTION


‘The first experience can never be I repeated,’ wrote Robert Louis Stevenson. ‘That first love, that first sunrise, that first South Sea island, are memories apart, and touched by a virginity of sense.’ And so, in ways, it would be the same for my very first voyage on the largest passenger ship ever created.


Most fortunately, I have sailed aboard over 400 ships and to ports throughout the world. But on January 2011, I had a great treat: to sail aboard the largest ocean liner afloat, the mammoth Allure of the Seas. We departed from the world’s busiest cruise port, Fort Lauderdale in Florida, for a week in the sun-drenched Caribbean.


Change cruise ships and let’s dance! After disembarking from the 92,000-ton, 2,000-bed Queen Elizabeth (on a crossing from Southampton to New York and then Florida), we boarded the 225,000-ton, 6,400-passenger Allure of the Seas. She’s even a tad bigger (just 2 inches actually) than her otherwise twin sister, the Oasis of the Seas. So, she makes my record book – she is my very first super mega-liner! The mind boggles, my eyes wide, my imagination deeply tweaked. The 1,187ft-long Allure (that’s some 50ft longer than the 151,000-ton Queen Mary 2), a towering 213ft high, is every inch the ‘floating vacation resort’. Yes, a ship that is more – no, much more – than just another ‘floating hotel’. Completely, I’m dazzled! But for sure, she could have been named Colossus of the Seas.


I’m not alone in being over-impressed. A friend from Florida, who just happens to be aboard, smilingly commented, ‘This ship is just magical! It is like another world, a world that is creative and beautiful, but also fantasy-like, even child-like. It is a ship where dreams come true. It is the most remarkable creation ever to sail the seas. And you never, ever feel that there are 6,000 other passengers on board.’


Today, nine liners are ‘parked’ together in Port Everglades. The ‘gang’ includes the likes of the Queen Elizabeth, Queen Victoria, Celebrity Solstice, MSC Poesia and two Holland America ships among them. It is estimated that well over 20,000 passengers are arriving and, of course, then over 20,000 departing and all before the south Florida sun sets. A new mega-cruise terminal befits the Allure and the boarding process takes – with smiles everywhere and quite extraordinarily – just a few minutes. We are whisked through security, checked in at break-neck speed and then cross a glasstubed gangway and board this behemoth of the seas!


Like some Manhattan skyscraper, we are quickly off to our cabin up on Deck 12 (out of the ship’s soaring seventeen decks and said to be equal to a twenty-storey building on shore). Beginning with our Indonesian cabin steward, it is all friendly smiles and chatter and those much needed, helpful directions from step one. Immediately, one senses, the Allure of the Seas is not only the biggest liner afloat, but the friendliest! Pure, absolute charm from Royal Caribbean International, the Miami-based owners of the ship and themselves owned by super-rich Norwegian shipowners (the Wilhelmsen Lines) and Chicago-based hoteliers (the Pritzker family and their Hyatt Regency chain)! In total, there’s a staggering 2,384 crew on board from no fewer than eighty nations.


Our stateroom has a balcony, but one which overlooks the ship’s inner core, the vast, open-air courtyard of sorts, that is done decks below as a recreated Central Park. Tree and foliage-lined bliss! Which way to West 72nd Street? After a quick lunch in the massive Windjammer Food Court (with countless serving counters including one just for Thai-Asian) we then stroll along the huge decks (yes, some ‘real’ exercise, especially in the form of walking, seems to be built in). From the very upper decks, we seem to look down on the 90,000-ton Queen Victoria, with her redorange funnel and aft pool deck, which is docked in the nearest berth.


The public areas on the exceptional Allure are meant to be exciting and often very exciting – and they are just that. They are colourfully imaginative feasts to the eye! Great applause is due to the designers and interior decorators. It is Disneyland coupled with Disney World coupled with Sea World and all glossed over by the genius of, say, a dozen Las Vegas hotels. One lady from Minnesota said, ‘I don’t know which way to look next. Everything is so beautiful, so interesting, just so stunning!’ A cruise-only travel agent from Florida added, ‘I’ve never seen people more excited about a ship!’


The main ingredients of our evening schedules are prepared, organised and thoughtfully printed out. It becomes our guide. Tonight, it is ‘My Time Dining’ (with unassigned tables in the huge, three-deck-high main restaurant, but candied by more of that exceptionally friendly Royal Caribbean service) at 5.45p.m.–7.45p.m. and then, walking a ‘mile or two or three’ to the forward-placed Amber Theatre (yes, more sheer enormity with 2,200 seats) for a ninety-minute production of Chicago.
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