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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught thousands of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


For each major destination, this book offers a balanced, comfortable mix of the predictable biggies and a healthy dose of intimacy. Along with marveling at masterpieces in the Uffizi Gallery, Vatican Museums, and Acropolis Museum, you can sip an aperitif in a trendy Riviera café and elbow your way into a tapas bar in Barcelona.


I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Europe to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.


Bon voyage and happy travels!
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INTRODUCTION


ABOUT THIS BOOK


IS A EUROPEAN CRUISE RIGHT FOR YOU?


Map: Top Destinations


UNDERSTANDING THE CRUISE INDUSTRY


Imagine yourself lazing on the deck of a floating city as you glide past the rooftops of Monaco, Venice, or Mykonos. Each day, stepping off the gangway, you’re immersed in the vivid life of a different European city. Tour some of the world’s top museums, explore the ruins of an ancient metropolis, nurse a caffè latte while you people-watch from a prime sidewalk café, or take a dip in the Aegean at a pebbly beach. After a busy day in port, you can head back to the same cozy bedroom each night, without ever having to pack a suitcase or catch a train. As the sun sets and the ship pulls out of port, you have your choice of dining options—from a tuxedo-and-evening-gown affair to a poolside burger—followed by a world of nightlife. Plying the calm Mediterranean waters through the night, you wake up refreshed in a whole new city—ready to do it all again.
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Cruising in Europe is more popular today than ever before. And for good reason. Taking a cruise can be a fun, affordable way to experience Europe—if you choose the right cruise, keep your extra expenses to a minimum...and use this book to make the absolute most of your time in port.


Unlike most cruising guidebooks, which dote on details about this ship’s restaurants or that ship’s staterooms, Rick Steves Mediterranean Cruise Ports focuses on the main attraction: some of the grandest cities in Europe. Even if you have just eight hours in port, you can still ramble the colorful Ramblas of Barcelona, kick the pebbles that stuck in Julius Caesar’s sandals at the Roman Forum, and hike to the top of Athens’ Acropolis.


Yes, you could spend a lifetime in any of these places. But you’ve got a few hours...and I have a plan for you. Each of this book’s destination chapters is designed as a minivacation of its own, with advice about what to do and detailed sightseeing information for each port. And, to enable you to do it all on your own, I’ve included detailed instructions for getting into town from the cruise terminal.


In each port, you’ll get all the specifics and opinions necessary to wring the maximum value out of your limited time and money. The best options in each port are, of course, only my opinion. But after spending much of my life researching Europe, I’ve developed a sixth sense for what travelers enjoy.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


The book is divided into three parts: First, I’ll suggest strategies for choosing which cruise to take, including a rundown of the major cruise lines, and explain the procedure for booking a cruise. Next, I’ll give you a “Cruising 101”-type travel-skills briefing, with advice about what you should know before you go, and strategies for making the most of your time both on and off the ship. And finally, the majority of this book is dedicated to the European ports you’ll visit, with complete plans for packing each day full of unforgettable experiences.


I haven’t skimped on my coverage of the sights in this book—which is why it’s a bricklike tome. To get the most out of the book, please don’t hesitate to tear out just the pages you need for each day in port (see sidebar).


IS A EUROPEAN CRUISE RIGHT FOR YOU?


I’m not going to try to convince you to cruise or not to cruise. If you’re holding this book, I assume you’ve already made that decision. But if you’re a cruise skeptic—or even a cruise cynic—and you’re trying to decide whether cruising suits your approach to experiencing Europe, I’ll let you in on my own process for weighing the pros and cons of cruising.


I believe this is the first and only cruising guidebook written by someone with a healthy skepticism about cruises. When I was growing up, cruising was a rich person’s hobby. I used to joke that for many American cruisers, the goal was not travel but hedonism. (How many meals can you eat in a day and still snorkel when you get into port?)
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Please Tear Up This Book!


There’s no point in hauling around a chapter on Barcelona for a day in Santorini. That’s why I’ve designed this book to be ripped apart. Before your cruise, attack this book with a utility knife to create an army of pocket-sized mini guidebooks—one for each port of call.
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I love the ritual of trimming down the size of guidebooks I’ll be using: Fold the pages back until you break the spine, neatly slice apart the sections you want with a utility knife, then pull them out with the gummy edge intact. If you want, finish each one off with some clear, heavy-duty packing tape to smooth and reinforce the spine, or use a heavy-duty stapler along the edge to prevent the first and last pages from coming loose.


To make things even easier, I’ve created a line of laminated covers with slide-on binders. Every evening, you can make a ritual of swapping out today’s pages for tomorrow’s. (For more on these binders, see www.ricksteves.com.)


As I travel in Europe, I meet lots of people with even more clever book treatments. This couple was proud of the job they did in the name of packing light: cutting out only the pages they’d be using and putting them into a spiral binding.
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While you may be tempted to keep this book intact as a souvenir of your travels, you’ll appreciate even more the footloose freedom of traveling light while you’re in port.





But now I understand that cruising can be both an efficient and cost-effective way to travel—if done smartly. After many years of exploring and writing about Europe, I haven’t found a more affordable way to see certain parts of the continent than cruising (short of sleeping on a park bench).
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For a weeklong European cruise that includes room, board, transportation, tips, and port fees, a couple can pay as little as $100/person per night. To link all the places on an exciting one-week European cruise on your own, the hotels, rail passes, boat tickets, taxi transfers, restaurants, and so on would add up fast. The per-day base cost for mainstream cruises beats independent travel by a mile. And there’s no denying the convenience and efficiency of sleeping while you travel to your next destination—touring six dynamically different destinations in a single week without wasting valuable daylight hours packing, hauling your bags to the station, and sitting on a train.


And yet, I still have reservations. Just as someone trying to learn a language will do better by immersing themselves in that culture than by sitting in a classroom for a few hours, I believe that travelers in search of engaging, broadening experiences should eat, sleep, and live Europe. Good or bad, cruising insulates you from Europe. If the glass merchants of Venice are a little too pushy, you can simply retreat to the comfort of 24-hour room service, tall glasses of ice water, American sports on TV, and a boatload of people who speak English as a first language (except, perhaps, your crew). It’s fun—but is it Europe?


For many, it’s “Europe enough.” For travelers who prefer to tiptoe into Europe—rather than dive right in—this approach can be a good way to get your feet wet. Cruising works well as an enticing sampler for Europe, helping you decide where you’d like to return and explore deeper.


People take cruises for different reasons. Some travelers cruise as a means to an end: experiencing the ports of call. They appreciate the convenience of traveling while they sleep, waking up in an interesting new destination each morning, and making the most of every second they’re in port. This is the “first off, last on” crowd that attacks each port like a footrace. You can practically hear their mental starter’s pistol go off when the gangway opens.


Other cruisers are there to enjoy the cruise experience itself. They enjoy lying by the pool, taking advantage of onboard activities, dropping some cash at the casino, ringing up a huge bar tab, napping, reading, and watching ESPN on their stateroom TVs. If the Mona Lisa floated past, they might crane their necks, but wouldn’t strain to get out of their deck chairs.
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With all due respect to the latter group, I’ve written this book primarily for the former. But if you really want to be on vacation, aim for somewhere in the middle: Be sure to experience the ports that really tickle your wanderlust, but give yourself a “day off” every now and again in the less-enticing ports to sleep in or hit the beach.


Another advantage of cruising is that it can accommodate a family or group of people with vastly different travel philosophies. It’s possible for Mom to go to the museum, Dad to lie by the pool, Sally to go for a bike ride, Bobby to go shopping, Grandma and Grandpa to take in a show...and then they can all have dinner together and swap stories about their perfect days. (Or, if they’re really getting on each other’s nerves, there’s plenty of room on a big ship to spread out.)


Cruising is especially popular among retirees, particularly those with limited mobility. Cruising rescues you from packing up your bags and huffing to the train station every other day. Once on land, accessibility for wheelchairs and walkers can vary dramatically—though some cruise lines offer excursions specifically designed for those with mobility issues. A cruise aficionado who had done the math once told me that, if you know how to find the deals, it’s theoretically cheaper to cruise indefinitely than to pay for a retirement home.


On the other hand, the independent, free-spirited traveler may not appreciate the constraints of cruising. For some, seven or eight hours in port is a tantalizing tease of a place where they’d love to linger for the evening—and the obligation to return to the ship every night is frustrating. Cruisers visiting Rome will never experience the Eternal City after dark. If you’re antsy, energetic, and want to stroll the cobbles of Europe at all hours, cruising may not be for you. However, even some seasoned globetrotters find that cruising is a good way to travel in Europe on a shoestring budget, yet still in comfort.


[image: Image]


One cruise-activities coordinator told me that cruisers can be divided into two groups: Those who stay in their rooms, refuse to try the dozens of activities offered to them each day, and complain about everything; and those who get out and try to get to know their fellow passengers, make the most of being at sea, and have the time of their lives. Guess which type (according to him) enjoys the experience more?


Let’s face it: Americans get the least paid vacation in the rich world. Some people choose to dedicate their valuable time off to an all-inclusive, resort-style vacation in Florida, Hawaii, or Mexico: swimming pools, song-and-dance shows, shopping, and all-you-can-eat buffets. Cruising gives you much the same hedonistic experience, all while you learn a lot about Europe—provided you use your time on shore constructively. It can be the best of both worlds.



UNDERSTANDING THE CRUISE INDUSTRY



Cruising is a $46 billion-a-year business. Approximately one out of every five Americans has taken a cruise, and each year about 26 million people take one. In adjusted dollars, cruise prices haven’t risen in decades. This, partly, has sparked a huge growth in the cruise industry in recent years. The aging baby boomer population has also boosted sales, as older travelers discover that a cruise is an easy way to see the world. While the biggest growth has come from the North American market, cruise lines have also started marketing more internationally.


The industry has changed dramatically over the last generation. For decades, cruise lines catered exclusively to the upper crust—people who expected top-tier luxury. But with the popularity of The Love Boat television series in the 1970s and 1980s, then the one-upmanship of increasingly bigger megaships in the early 1990s, cruising went mainstream. Somebody had to fill all the berths on those gargantuan vessels, and cruise lines lowered their prices to attract middle-class customers. The “newlyweds and nearly deads” stereotype about cruise clientele is now outmoded. The industry has made bold efforts to appeal to an ever-broader customer base, representing a wide spectrum of ages, interests, and income levels.


In order to compete for passengers and fill megaships, cruise lines offer fares that can be astonishingly low. In fact, they make little or no money on ticket sales—and some “loss-leader” sailings actually lose money on the initial fare. Instead, the cruise lines’ main income comes from three sources: alcohol sales, gambling (onboard casinos), and sightseeing excursions. So while cruise lines are in the business of creating an unforgettable vacation for you, they’re also in the business of separating you from your money (once on the ship) to make up for their underpriced fares.
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Just as airlines have bolstered their bottom lines by unbundling their fares and charging “pay as you go” fees for checking a bag or extra legroom, cruise lines now charge for things they used to include, such as specialty restaurants. The cruise industry is constantly experimenting with the balance between all-inclusive luxury and nickel-and-dime, à la carte, mass-market travel. (For tips on maximizing your experience while minimizing your expenses, see the sidebar on here.)


It’s also worth noting that cruise lines are able to remain profitable largely on the backs of their low-paid crew, who mostly hail from the developing world. Working 10 to 14 hours a day, seven days a week—almost entirely for tips—the tireless crew are the gears that keep cruises spinning.


Understanding how the cruise industry works can help you take advantage of your cruise experience...and not the other way around. Equipped with knowledge, you can be the smart consumer who has a fantastic time on board and in port without paying a premium. That’s what this book is all about.





CHOOSING AND BOOKING A CRUISE
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CHOOSING A CRUISE



GATHERING INFORMATION


Cruise Considerations


CRUISE LINE


WHEN TO GO


DURATION


PRICE


SHIP SIZE AND AMENITIES


DESTINATIONS AND TIME IN PORT


REPOSITIONING CRUISES


Cruise Lines


MASS-MARKET LINES


PREMIUM LINES


LUXURY LINES


ULTRA-LUXURY


Each cruise line has its own distinct personality, quirks, strengths, and weaknesses. Selecting a cruise that matches your travel style and philosophy can be critical for the enjoyment of your trip. On the other hand, some cruisers care only about the price, go on any line that offers a deal, and have a great time.


Still, the more your idea of “good travel” meshes with your cruise line’s, the more likely you are to enjoy both your trip and your fellow passengers. (For information on booking a cruise, see the next chapter.)


GATHERING INFORMATION


Comparison-shopping can be a fun part of the cruise experience. Read the cruise-line descriptions in this chapter, then browse the websites of the ones that interest you. Ask your friends who’ve cruised, and who share your interests, about the lines they’ve used, and what they thought of each one. Examine cruise lines’ brochures or websites—how the lines market themselves says a lot about what sort of clientele they attract. Photos of staterooms and amenities can be worth a thousand words in getting a sense of the vibe of each vessel.


Once you’ve narrowed down the choices, read some impartial reviews. The most popular cruising website, CruiseCritic.com, has reviews of cruise lines, specific ships, tips for visiting each port, and more. Other well-respected sites are CruiseDiva.com, CruiseMates.com, and AvidCruiser.com. If you feel that cruising is all about the ship, check ShipParade.com, which delves into details about each vessel.


Many travel agencies that sell cruises have surprisingly informative websites. One of the best, VacationsToGo.com, not only sorts different cruise options by price and destination, but also has useful facts, figures, and photos for each ship and port.




Cruising the Internet


While there are many cruise-related websites, Cruise Critic (www.cruisecritic.com) dominates cyberspace. Not only are its forums crammed with reviews about ships, excursions, local guides, and ports of call, but it’s also a nifty networking tool. By signing up on its Roll Call page for your cruise, you can introduce yourself to others on the same ship and look for partners to share taxis or local guides. Some cruise lines—such as Azamara, Celebrity, Crystal, and Royal Caribbean—even sponsor a social gathering of Cruise Critic members early in the cruise, often with complimentary food and drinks.





Most cruising guidebooks (such as The Unofficial Guide to Cruises) devote more coverage to detailed reviews of specific ships and their amenities than to the destinations—which make them the perfect complement to this book. (For destination-specific guidebooks, see the list on here.)


Cruise Considerations


When selecting a cruise, you have three main factors to consider: price, itinerary (duration, destinations, and time spent in each port), and cruise line (personality and amenities).


In general, European cruises are focused more on destinations than on shipboard amenities (unlike Caribbean cruises, where passengers spend more time on board). When choosing among European cruises, base your decision on the cruising style and destinations that best match what you’re looking for: Big cities or island villages? Ancient ruins or modern museums? Beach time or urban strolling?


CRUISE LINE


This chapter will give you a quick overview of some of the major lines to help you find a good match. Some cruise lines feel like Las Vegas casinos at sea, while others could be christened the S.S. Septuagenarian. Do you want a wide range of dining options on the ship, or do you view mealtime as a pragmatic way to fill the tank? After dinner, do you want to get to bed early, or dance in a disco until dawn?


American vs. European: While most US travelers opt for an American cruise line, doing so definitely Americanizes your travel experience. When you’re on board, it feels almost as if you’d never left the good old U. S. of A.—with American shows on the TV, Heinz ketchup in the buffet line, and fellow Yanks all around you. If you’d rather leave North America behind, going with a European-flavored cruise line can be an interesting cultural experience in itself. While Europeans are likely to be among the passengers on any cruise line, they represent a larger proportion on European-owned or -operated boats. Surrounded by Germans who enthusiastically burp after a good meal, Italians who nudge ahead of you in line, and French people who enjoy sunbathing topless—and listening to every announcement translated into six different languages—you’ll definitely know you’re in Europe. I once cruised the Mediterranean for a week as one of just 13 Americans on a budget ship with more than 2,000 passengers. I never saw another Yank, spent my time on board and in port with working-class Italians and Spaniards from towns no tourist has ever heard of, and had what was quite possibly the most truly “European” experience of my life.


Environmental Impact: Most forms of travel come with a toll on the environment. And cruise ships are no exception—they gulp fuel as they ply scenic seas, struggling to find waste-disposal methods that are as convenient as possible while still being legal. Some cruise lines are more conscientious about these issues than others. If environmental impact is a major concern, you can compare the records for all the major cruise lines at www.foe.org/cruise-report-card.


WHEN TO GO


Most Mediterranean cruises take place between April and October, when the weather is warm. While July and August are popular times to cruise—with kids (and their teachers) on summer vacation—they are the most crowded months, and oppressive heat can make exploring the ports miserable. Shoulder season (May-June and Sept-Oct) usually has fewer crowds and more comfortable weather. Popular cruise ports are never really uncrowded, but they may be a little less jammed in shoulder season. And the weather, while potentially a bit chilly in May or October, is usually quite pleasant at the Mediterranean’s southern latitudes. For a month-by-month climate chart that includes various ports, see the appendix in this book.


DURATION


European cruises can range from a few days to a few weeks. The typical cruiser sails for 7 days, but some travelers enjoy taking a 10-, 12-, or 14-day cruise, then adding a few days on land at either end to stretch out their trip. A cruise of seven days or shorter tends to focus on one “zone” of the Mediterranean (Spain, Italy and France, Greek Isles); a longer cruise is more likely to provide a sampler of the whole area.



PRICE



Cruise pricing, ranging from mass market to ultra-luxury categories, can run from $100 to $700+ per person per day. (For more on cruise pricing, see the next chapter).


While going with the cheapest option is tempting, it may be worth paying a little extra for an experience that better matches your idea of a dream cruise. If you’re hoping for glitzy public spaces and sparkling nightly revues, you’ll kick yourself later if you saved $40 a day—but ended up on a musty ship with stale shows. If you want to maximize time exploring European destinations, it can be worth paying an extra $20 a day for an itinerary with two more hours at each port—that translates to just 10 bucks an hour, a veritable steal considering the extra experiences it’ll allow you to cram in. Don’t be penny-wise and pound-foolish in this regard.


On the other hand, I’ve noticed that sometimes, the more people pay for a cruise, the higher their expectations—and, therefore, the more prone they are to disappointment. I’ve cruised on lines ranging from bargain-basement to top-end, and I’ve noticed an almost perfect correlation between how much someone pays and how much they enjoy complaining. In my experience, folks who pay less are simply more fun to cruise with. When considering the people I’ll wind up dining and going on shore excursions with, price tag aside, I’d rather go with a midrange cruise line than a top-end one.


When evaluating prices and making a budget, take into account all of the “extras” you might wind up buying from the cruise line: alcoholic drinks, meals at specialty restaurants, the semimandatory “auto-tip,” shore excursions, and your gambling tab from the casino, just to name a few. (For details on economizing on these extra costs, see here.)


SHIP SIZE AND AMENITIES


When it comes to cruise ships, bigger is not necessarily better...although it can be, depending on your interests.


The biggest ships offer a wide variety of restaurants, activities, entertainment, and other amenities (such as resources for kids). The main disadvantage of a big ship is being herded along with thousands of other passengers—3,000 tourists piling off a ship into a small port town definitely changes the character of the place.


Smaller ships enjoy fewer crowds, access to out-of-the-way ports, and less hassle when disembarking. If you’re focusing your time and energy on the destinations anyway, a smaller ship can be more relaxing to “come home” to. On the other hand, for all of the above reasons, cruises on the smallest ships are typically much more expensive. Small ships also physically can’t offer the wide range of eateries and activities as the big vessels; intimate, yacht-like vessels have no room for a climbing wall or an ice rink. And on a small ship, you may feel the motion of the sea more than on a big ship.


Weigh which amenities are important to you, and find a cruise line that offers those things. Considerations include:


Food, both quality and variety (generally speaking, the bigger the ship, the more dining options you’ll have);


Entertainment, such as a wide range of performers (musicians, dancers, and so on) in venues both big and small;


Athletic facilities, ranging from a running track around the deck, to a gym with equipment and classes, to swimming pools and hot tubs, to a simulated surf pool and bowling alley, to a spa with massage and other treatments;


Children’s resources, with activities and spaces designed for teens and younger kids, and babysitting services;


Other features, such as a good library, lecturers, special events, a large casino, wheelchair accessibility, and so on.


Some first-time cruisers worry they’ll get bored while they’re on board. Don’t count on it. You’ll be bombarded with entertainment options and a wide range of activities—particularly on a big ship.


DESTINATIONS AND TIME IN PORT


If you have a wish list of ports, use it as a starting point when shopping for a cruise. It’s unlikely you’ll find a cruise that visits every one of your desired destinations, but you can usually find one that comes close.


Most itineraries of a week or more include a day “at sea”: no stops at ports—just you and the open sea. Most often a day at sea is needed to connect far-flung destinations...but cruise lines also don’t mind keeping passengers on board, hoping they’ll spend more money (ships aren’t permitted to open their lucrative casinos and duty-free shops until they’re at sea). Because cruise ships generally travel at around 20 knots—that’s only about 23 land miles per hour—they take a long time to cover big distances. For some cruise aficionados, days at sea are the highlight of the trip; for others, they’re a boring waste of time. If you enjoy time on the ship, try to maximize days at sea; if you’re cruising mainly to sightsee on land, try to minimize them.


If exploring European destinations is your priority, look carefully at how much time the ship spends in each port. Specific itinerary rundowns on cruise-line websites usually show the scheduled times of arrival and departure. Typical stops can range anywhere from 6 to 12 hours, with an average of around 8 or 9 hours. At the same port—or even on the same cruise line—the difference in port time from one cruise ship to another can vary by hours.


In general, the more expensive luxury- and ultra-luxury-class lines offer longer stays in port. However, even if you compare cheaper lines that are similar in price, times can vary.


REPOSITIONING CRUISES


Ships that cruise in Europe are usually based in the Caribbean during the winter, so they need to cross the Atlantic Ocean each spring and fall. This journey, called a “repositioning cruise,” includes a lengthy (5-7 days) stretch where the ship is entirely at sea. Also called a “crossing” or a “transatlantic crossing,” these are most common in early April (to Europe), or late October and November (from Europe).


If you really want to escape from it all, and just can’t get enough of all the shipboard activities, these long trips can be a dream come true; if you’re a fidgety manic sightseer, they’re a nightmare. Before committing to a repositioning cruise, consider taking a cruise with a day or two at sea just to be sure you really do enjoy being on a ship that much. Several notes of warning: The seas can be rougher on transatlantic crossings than in the relatively protected waters closer to land; the weather will probably be cooler; and there can be a couple of days midvoyage where some ships lose all satellite communication—no shipboard phones, Wi-Fi, or broadcast TV. While the officers are in touch with land in the event of emergencies, your own day-to-day contact with the outside world might be spotty or disappear.


If you’re considering a repositioning cruise, remember the sometimes astonishingly low sticker price doesn’t include the cost of your one-way plane ticket between the US and Europe.


Cruise Lines


I don’t pretend to be an expert on all the different cruise lines—the focus of this book is on the destinations rather than the ships. But this section is designed to give you an overview of options to get you started.


While the cruise industry doesn’t formally recognize different “classes” of companies, just about everyone acknowledges that cruise lines fall into four basic categories, loosely based on the price range: mass-market ($100-200/day), premium ($200-350/day), luxury (sometimes called “upper premium”; $350-700/day), and ultra-luxury ($700 or more/day). Estimated per-person prices given here are based on double occupancy in the cheapest cabin, and don’t include taxes, port fees, or additional expenses. Of course, a few exceptions straddle these classifications and buck the trends, and some cruise lines are highly specialized—such as Disney Cruise Line (very kid-friendly and experience-focused) and Star Clippers (an authentic tall-ship experience with a mainsail that passengers can help hoist).


Most cruise lines are owned by the same handful of companies. For example, Carnival Corporation owns Carnival, Costa, Cunard, Holland America, Princess, Seabourn, and four other lines (representing about half of the worldwide cruise market). Royal Caribbean owns Celebrity and Azamara Club Cruises. Within these groups, each individual line may be, to varying degrees, operated by a different leadership, but they do fall under the same umbrella and tend to have similar philosophies and policies.


In assembling the following information, I’ve focused exclusively on European itineraries. The average hours in port are based on a selection of each line’s sailings; your itinerary could be different, so check carefully.


MASS-MARKET LINES


The cheapest cruise lines, these huge ships have a “resort-hotel-at-sea” ambience. Prices are enticingly low, but operators try to make up the difference with a lot of on-board upselling (specialty restaurants, borderline-aggressive photographers, constant pressure to shop, and so on). The clientele is wildly diverse (including lots of families and young people) and, generally speaking, haven’t traveled much. These lines tend to stress being on vacation and enjoying the ship more than getting out and sightseeing. But mass-market lines provide an affordable way to sample cruising.


Carnival


Contact Information: www.carnival.com, tel. (800) 764-7419


Number and Capacity of Ships: Carnival Legend carries 2,124 passengers; Carnival Sunshine carries 3,002; and Carnival Vista carries 3,934.


Average Time in Port: 11-12 hours


Description: Carnival has long had a reputation for a floating-frat-party “Fun Ship” ambience; the company is trying to tone down this image, though it’s kept the discos and flashy decor. The line’s European offerings have expanded recently, but it makes most of its money on short vacations to Alaska and the Caribbean. It tries to entice Europe-bound travelers with low prices and huge new ships—a great value, but for some, it’s a “lowest common denominator” cruise experience.


Overall, expect a younger demographic with mostly Americans on board. There are plenty of youth programs and lots of activities aimed at singles and young couples, such as a Caribbean-themed pub, an outdoor fitness area, and mini golf. The main dining room tends to serve American cuisine, but there are also plenty of specialty restaurants. Because these ships are so big, they are an attractive low-cost option, but that also means huge crowds—especially when tendering. However, the long times in port help make up for any time lost waiting in line.


Costa


Contact Information: www.costacruise.com, tel. 800-462-6782


Number and Capacity of Ships: 14 ships, ranging from 1,250 to 6,520 passengers


Average Time in Port: 8 hours


Description: With frequent sales that can drive its prices lower, Costa is one of the cheapest lines for European cruises. It also has one of the largest fleets in Europe and the most seven-day cruises in the region. Although owned by the American- and UK-based Carnival Corporation, Costa proudly retains its Italian identity. Most of your fellow passengers will be Europeans, with large contingents of Italians, French, Spanish, and Germans. (Only a small fraction of Costa passengers are from the US or Canada.) Some North American cruisers relish hearing announcements in multiple languages, while others find the ships’ over-the-top, wildly colorful decor to be borderline gaudy. Onboard activities have an Italian pizzazz, such as singing waiters or heated international bocce-ball tournaments. Outrageous ambience aside, the cruising experience itself is quite traditional (there’s usually assigned seating in the dining room, and formal nights are taken seriously). Dining options are limited to the main dining room (serving reliably well-executed, if not refined, Italian fare), huge buffets serving disappointing cafeteria fare, and sparse, overpriced, and underwhelming specialty restaurants.
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Costa attracts a wide demographic—from twentysomethings to retirees—and you can expect families during the summer and school breaks. In addition to visiting the predictable big ports, Costa is more likely to venture to some lesser-known stops, such as Malta or Morocco.


MSC Cruises


Contact Information: www.msccruises.com, tel. 877-655-4655


Number and Capacity of Ships: 16 ships, ranging from 2,150-4,800 passengers


Average Time in Port: 8 hours


Description: Italian-owned MSC’s tagline sums up its philosophy: the Mediterranean way of life. Even more so than the similar Costa line, this low-priced company caters mostly to Europeans—only about 5 percent of the passengers on their European cruises are from the US or Canada. This is a plus if you want to escape America entirely on your vacation, but can come with some language-barrier and culture-shock issues. Since children ride free, summer and school breaks tend to be dominated by families, while at other times passengers are mostly retirees.


The basic price is often an outrageous bargain (deep discounts are common), but MSC’s cheapest option charges separately for amenities that are included in the price on many other cruise lines—such as basic drinks and room service. In the main dining room, you even have to pay for tap water. MSC has shorter hours in port than most cruise lines, and their shore excursions can have a heightened emphasis on shopping. The food and entertainment are average; your choices at the breakfast and lunch buffets are the same for the entire cruise. Keep your expectations low—as one passenger noted, “It’s not really a cruise—just a bus tour that happens on a nice boat.”
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Norwegian Cruise Line


Contact Information: www.ncl.com, tel. 866-234-7350


Number and Capacity of Ships: 17 ships, ranging from 2,000 to 4,266 passengers


Average Time in Port: 9-10 hours


Description: Norwegian was an industry leader in the now-widespread trend toward flexibility, and is known for its “Freestyle Cruising” approach. “Whatever” is the big word here (as in, “You’re free to do...whatever”). For example, their ships typically have no assigned seating for meals (though reservations are encouraged) and offer the widest range of specialty restaurants, which can include French, Italian, Mexican, sushi, steakhouse, Japanese teppanyaki, and more. Norwegian also has a particularly wide range of cabin categories, from very basic interior cabins to top-of-the-line, sprawling suites that rival the luxury-line offerings.
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Norwegian has a Las Vegas-style dazzle. On its newer ships, such as the gigantic, 4,100-passenger Norwegian Epic, the entertainment is ramped up, with glitzy Broadway-style shows. Their vessels tend to be brightly decorated, with bold murals curling across the prows, and the public areas are colorful. Their bright style and relatively low prices draw a wide range of passengers: singles and families, young and old, American and European, middle-class and wealthy.


Onboard amenities cater to this passenger diversity; along with the usual services, some ships have climbing walls and bowling alleys. The crew is also demographically diverse, and the service is acceptable, but not doting as on some cruise lines, making some passengers feel anonymous. Education and enrichment activities are a low priority—most lectures are designed to sell you something (excursions, artwork, and so on), rather than prepare you for the port.


Royal Caribbean International


Contact Information: www.royalcaribbean.com, tel. 866-562-7625


Number and Capacity of Ships: 28 ships, ranging from 1,800 to 5,535 passengers


Average Time in Port: 10 hours


Description: Royal Caribbean is the world’s second-largest cruise line (after Carnival). Similar to Carnival and Norwegian, but a step up in both cost and (in their mind, at least) amenities, Royal Caribbean edges toward the premium category.


Offering an all-around quintessential cruising experience, Royal Caribbean attracts first-time cruisers. The majority are from the US and Canada. The line likes to think of itself as catering to a more youthful demographic: couples and singles in their 30s to 50s on shorter cruises; those 50 and up on cruises longer than seven nights. With longer hours in port and onboard fitness facilities (every ship has a rock-climbing wall; some have ice rinks, water parks, and mini golf), they try to attract more active travelers.


The food on board is American cuisine, and its entertainment style matches other cruise lines in this category—expect Vegas-style shows and passenger-participation games. Even though some of its ships are positively gigantic, Royal Caribbean, which prides itself on service, delivers; most of its passengers feel well-treated.


PREMIUM LINES


A step up from the mass-market lines both in price and in elegance, most premium lines evoke the “luxury cruises” of yore. The ships can be nearly as big as their mass-market cousins, but are designed to feel more intimate. The upselling is still there, but it’s more restrained, and the clientele tends to be generally older, more traveled, and more interested in sightseeing. While mass-market lines can sometimes feel like a cattle call, premium lines ratchet up the focus on service, going out of their way to pamper their guests.


Celebrity


Contact Information: www.celebritycruises.com, tel. 888-751-7804


Number and Capacity of Ships: 14 ships, ranging from 1,800 to 3,046 passengers


Average Time in Port: 12 hours


Description: Originally a Greek company, Celebrity is owned by Royal Caribbean and operates as its upscale sister cruise line. (The X on the smokestack is the Greek letter “chi,” which stands for Chandris—the founder’s family name.) Celebrity distinguishes itself from the other premium lines with bigger ships and a slightly younger demographic. The company likes to point out that its larger ships have more activities and restaurants than smaller ships in the premium or even luxury category. Most of its passengers are from the US or Canada, and it’s reportedly popular with baby boomers, seniors, gay cruisers, and honeymooners. Among the premium lines, Celebrity offers some of the best amenities for kids (aside from Disney, of course).


Celebrity’s smallest stateroom is quite spacious compared with those on other lines in this category. On its European cruises, the main dining room cuisine seems more European than American (with some high-end options—a plus for many travelers), but there are plenty of specialty restaurants, ranging from Asian-fusion to a steakhouse. Most ships are decorated with a mod touch—with all the bright lights and offbeat art, you might feel like you’re in Miami Beach. Adding to the whimsy, some ships even come with a real grass lawn on the top deck. Celebrity’s service consistently gets high marks, and the onboard diversions include the usual spas, enrichment lectures, Broadway revues, cabarets, discos, theme parties, and casinos.


Cunard Line


Contact Information: www.cunard.com, tel. 800-728-6273


Number and Capacity of Ships: Queen Elizabeth carries 2,092 passengers; Queen Mary 2 carries 2,620; and Queen Victoria carries 2,014.


Average Time in Port: 11 hours


Description: Cunard Line plays to its long, historic tradition and caters to an old-fashioned, well-traveled, and well-to-do clientele in their 50s and older. Passengers on their European itineraries tend to be mostly British, along with some Americans and other Europeans. Although the line is suitable for families (kids’ programs are staffed by trained British nannies), it’s not seriously family-friendly. This line features large ships and offers a pleasantly elegant experience with a British bent—you can even have afternoon tea or enjoy bangers and mash in a pub.


About a sixth of the passengers book suites and have access to specialty restaurants—a remnant of the traditional class distinctions of ocean travel. The entertainment and lecture programs tend to be more “distinguished”; there’s a good library; and activities include ballroom dancing, croquet, tennis, fencing, and lawn bowling. Each ship has a viewable collection of historic Cunard artifacts. The famously refined Cunard dress code seems to be more of a suggestion these days, as many show up in relatively casual dress at formal dining events. Passengers give generally high marks to this “golden era” line.


Disney Cruise Line


Contact Information: www.disneycruise.com, tel. 800-951-3532


Number and Capacity of Ships: The Disney Magic is the only ship currently operating in Europe; it carries 2,500 passengers.


Average Time in Port: 10-11 hours


Description: Disney is the gold standard for family cruise vacations. Passengers are families and multigenerational—expect a third to be kids. There’ll be plenty of Disney flicks, G-rated floor shows, and mouse ears wherever you turn. Like its amusement parks, Disney’s ships have high standards for service and cleanliness. The food is kid-friendly, but the ships also have a high-end Italian restaurant for parents. While your kids will never be bored, there are a few adult diversions as well (including an adults-only swimming pool)—but no casino. Disney cruises may be the best option if you’re taking along your kids or grandkids. Be warned: Parents who think a little Disney goes a long way might overdose on this line.


Holland America Line


Contact Information: www.hollandamerica.com, tel. 855-932-1711


Number and Capacity of Ships: 15 ships, ranging from 793 to 2,650 passengers


Average Time in Port: 10-11 hours


Description: Holland America, with a history dating back to 1873 (it once carried immigrants to the New World), prides itself on tradition. Generally, this line has one of the most elderly clienteles in the business, though they’re trying to promote their cruises to a wider demographic (with some success). Cruisers appreciate the line’s delicate balance between luxury and a casual vacation—it’s formal, but not too formal.


Ship decor emphasizes a connection to the line’s nautical past, with wood trim and white railings that give the feeling of an oversized yacht at times. That’s intentional: When building their biggest ships, Holland America designers planned public spaces to create the illusion that passengers are on a smaller vessel (for example, hallways bend every so often so you can’t see all the way to the far end). This line also has high service standards; they operate training academies in Indonesia and the Philippines, from where virtually all of their crew hails. These stewards are trained to be good-natured and to make their guests feel special. Dining options on board tend to be limited; there isn’t a wide range of specialty restaurants.
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Holland America takes seriously the task of educating their passengers about the ports; most ships have an “Explorations Central Guide” who lectures on each destination and is available for questions.


Princess


Contact Information: www.princess.com, tel. 800-774-6237


Number and Capacity of Ships: 18 ships, ranging from 670 to 3,560 passengers


Average Time in Port: 10-11 hours


Description: Princess appeals to everyone from solo travelers to families, with most passengers over 50. Because their market reach is so huge, expect many repeat cruisers enjoying their mainstream cruise experience. While Princess has long been considered a premium-category line, many cruise insiders suggest that the line has been lowering its prices—and, many say, its standards—so these days it effectively straddles the premium and mass-market categories. Still, Princess passengers tend to be very loyal.


Princess got a big boost when the 1970s Love Boat TV series featured two Princess ships. Those “love boats” have long since been retired, and the Princess fleet is one of the most modern in the industry—nearly a third of its ships have been launched in the last 10 years and the rest have been refurbished. Princess is known for introducing innovative features such as a giant video screen above the main swimming pool showing movies and sports all day...and into the night. Still, while the ships are new, the overall experience is traditional compared with some of the bold and brash mass-market lines. The line has the usual activities, such as trivia contests, galley tours, art auctions, and middle-of-the-road musical revues—though some passengers report that they found fewer activities and diversions on Princess ships than they expected for vessels of this size. While its service gets raves and the food is fine, there is some repetition in the main dining room—expect the same dessert choices each night.
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LUXURY LINES


Luxury lines (sometimes called “upper premium”) are more than a notch above the lines listed previously. Luxury lines typically use smaller ships, offer better food and service, command higher prices, and have a more exclusive clientele. You get what you pay for—this is a more dignified experience, with longer days in port and less emphasis on selling you extras. In general, luxury ships are very comfortable, though the cruise is more focused on the destinations than the ship.


Once you’re in this price range, you’ll find that the various lines are variations on a theme (though there are a few notable exceptions, such as the Scandinavian vibe of Viking, unique casual-sailboat ambience of Windstar, or the opportunity to actually rig the sails on Star Clippers). It can be hard to distinguish among the lines; within the luxury category, passengers tend to go with a cruise line recommended to them by a friend.


Because they generally run smaller ships, luxury (and ultra-luxury) lines can visit out-of-the-way ports that larger cruise ships can’t. The smaller size also means fewer onboard activities, a narrower range of restaurants, and—for some travelers prone to seasickness—a slightly rougher ride.


Azamara Club Cruises


Contact Information: www.azamaraclubcruises.com, tel. 888-532-5828


Number and Capacity of Ships: Journey, Quest, and Pursuit each carry 686 passengers.


Average Time in Port: 12+ hours


Description: Azamara Club Cruises attracts a moderately affluent, educated, and active middle-age to retirement-age traveler. Their stated aim is to allow their customers to immerse themselves in each destination. Azamara passengers want value and are interested in more unusual destinations and longer port stays; their itineraries include more frequent overnight stops. The clientele is mainly American and British, and there are no programs or facilities for children.


The atmosphere is casual, with open seating at meals and a focus on good food and wine; the cuisine is Mediterranean-influenced with other international dishes and healthy options. With a high crew-to-passenger ratio, the service is attentive. Live entertainment is more limited than on larger ships; the types of programs encourage meeting other guests, which contributes to a cozier, more social experience. Cabins and bathrooms can be small, but are well laid-out. The company’s good-value, all-inclusive pricing covers many amenities you’d pay extra for on other lines, such as good house wine, specialty coffees, bottled water and sodas, basic gratuities (for cabin stewards, bar, and dining), self-service laundry, and shuttle buses in some ports.
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Oceania Cruises


Contact Information: www.oceaniacruises.com, tel. 855-623-2642


Number and Capacity of Ships: Marina and Riviera each carry 1,250 passengers; Insignia, Nautica, Regatta, and Sirena each carry 684.


Average Time in Port: 11-12 hours


Description: Oceania Cruises appeals to well-traveled, well-heeled baby boomers and older retirees who want fine cuisine, excellent service, and an upscale, destination-oriented experience. The atmosphere is one of casual sophistication and understated elegance. Although the line does not discourage children, kids’ amenities (and young passengers) are sparse. Oceania’s itineraries tend to be on the longer side.


Staterooms are particularly well-equipped, reminiscent of stylish boutique hotels with great beds and fine linens. Oceania touts its cuisine; some of their menus were designed by celebrity chef Jacques Pépin, and their ships have a variety of specialty restaurants for no extra charge. The larger ships have a culinary arts center with hands-on workshops (for a fee).


Oceania is noted for courting experienced crew members and for low crew turnover. The ships offer extensive onboard libraries, but relatively few organized activities, making these cruises best for those who can entertain themselves (or who make the most of time in port). While a few extras (such as specialty coffee drinks) are included, others are still à la carte; these, and Oceania’s excursions, are a bit pricier than average.


Star Clippers


Contact Information: www.starclippers.com, tel. 800-442-0551


Number and Capacity of Ships: Royal Clipper carries 227 passengers; Star Clipper and Star Flyer each carry 170; Flying Clipper takes 300.


Average Time in Port: 8-9 hours


Description: Star Clippers takes its sailing heritage very seriously. Its four square-riggers are among the world’s largest and tallest sailing vessels (actual “tall ships,” with diesel engines for backup power). Passengers with nautical know-how are invited to pitch in when sails are hoisted or lowered. If the weather is right during the trip, you can even climb the main mast up to the crow’s nest (wearing a safety harness, of course).


With its sailing focus, Star Clippers draws more active, adventurous customers, ranging in age from 30s to 70s, who don’t need pampering. Passengers are primarily European, and almost 60 percent are repeat customers. People who choose Star Clippers love the simple life on board a sailboat; enjoy a casual, easygoing cruise experience; and don’t want the nightclubs and casinos offered by mainstream cruise lines. Kids are welcome, but there are no children’s programs, counselors, or video-game parlors. Given the constraints of a small vessel, the cabins are not as big or luxurious as you might expect at this price range (for example, none have verandas).


The food, while adequate, comes in modest (European-size) portions. There’s open seating in the dining room, the dress code is casual, and there are no rigid schedules. Activities include beach barbecues, crab races, scavenger hunts, talent nights, fashion shows, and performances by local musicians. You’ll also have access to complimentary water activities, including snorkeling, kayaking, and sailing.


Viking Cruises


Contact Information: www.vikingcruises.com, tel. 855-338-4546


Number and Capacity of Ships: Viking Star, Viking Sea, Viking Sky, Viking Sun, Viking Orion, and Viking Jupiter carry 930 passengers.


Average Time in Port: 11 hours


Description: Though originally known as the world’s leading river cruise line, Viking now also sets sail on the high seas. Viking markets itself as a different way to cruise: No casinos, no photographers, no formal nights, and no children under 18. The price includes many amenities that other cruise lines charge for—including beer and wine at lunch and dinner, unlimited Wi-Fi, most specialty restaurants, and at least one excursion at each port of call. This makes Viking pricey, but if you consider everything that’s included, it can be a good value. Thanks to its presence on public television, Viking tends to attract bookish 55+ travelers who are interested in the destination, not on-board attractions.


Enveloped in modern Scandinavian elegance, all six identical ships have extras such as an on-board planetarium, a Nordic spa, resident musicians, roundtable discussions, and fine art. There are no inside staterooms, and most cabins have a balcony. Viking ships stay in the port longer than average and, because of their size, they can visit ports that megaships can’t.


Windstar Cruises


Contact Information: www.windstarcruises.com, tel. 866-349-4836


Number and Capacity of Ships: Wind Surf carries 310 passengers; Wind Star and Wind Spirit each carry 148; Star Pride, Star Breeze, and Star Legend each carry 212.


Average Time in Port: 10 hours


Description: Windstar’s gimmick is its sails—each of its ships has four big, functional sails that unfurl dramatically each time the ship leaves port. (While the sails are capable of powering the ship in strong winds, they’re more decorative than practical—although they do reduce the amount of fuel used by the engines.) For many, this line is an ideal combination—the romance of sails plus the pampering of a luxury cruise. For this price range, it has a relatively casual atmosphere, with no formal nights.


Windstar passengers are professionals and experienced, independent-minded travelers who range in age from 40s to 70s. First-time cruisers, honeymooners, and anniversary celebrants are enticed by Windstar’s unique approach. The smaller ships favor focused itineraries and smaller ports, with generous time ashore. Passengers are more “travelers” than “cruisers”—they’re here to spend as much time as possible exploring the port towns.


[image: Image]


The small vessels also mean fewer on-ship activities. The casino and swimming pool are minuscule, the smaller ships have only one specialty restaurant, and nightlife is virtually nonexistent. On some days when the ship is tendered, they lower a platform from the stern, allowing passengers to enjoy water-sports activities right off the back of the vessel. The food is high-quality, and there’s a barbecue night on the open deck. Windstar also touts its green-ness (thanks to those sails) and its rare open-bridge policy, whereby passengers can visit the bridge during certain times to see the instruments and chat with the captain and officers.


ULTRA-LUXURY


You’ll pay top dollar for these cruises, but get an elite experience in return. The basic features of the previously described luxury cruises apply to this category as well: small ships (with the exception of Crystal), upscale clientele, a classier atmosphere, less emphasis on onboard activities, and a more destination-focused experience. There’s less focus on selling you extras—at these prices, you can expect more extras to be included (ranging from alcoholic drinks to shore excursions).


Crystal Cruises


Contact Information: www.crystalcruises.com, tel. 888-722-0021


Number and Capacity of Ships: Serenity carries 980 passengers; Symphony carries 848 passengers.


Average Time in Port: 10-11 hours


Description: While most luxury and ultra-luxury lines have smaller ships, Crystal Cruises distinguishes itself by operating larger vessels. This allows it to offer more big-ship activities and amenities, while still fostering a genteel, upper-crust ambience. Crystal attracts a retired, well-traveled, well-heeled crowd (although there are also a fair number of people under 50). Approximately 75 percent of the travelers are from the US and Canada, and the rest are mainly British. There are basic programs for children (most kids seem to come with multigenerational family groups) that are better than those on most ultra-luxury lines.


The food and the service are well regarded (and their seafood comes from sustainable and fair-trade sources). Their acclaimed enrichment programs offer everything from foreign languages to computer skills, and excursions include opportunities for passengers to participate in local volunteer efforts.


Regent Seven Seas Cruises


Contact Information: www.rssc.com, tel. 844-473-4368


Number and Capacity of Ships: Explorer and Splendor each carry 750 passengers; Voyager and Mariner each carry 700 passengers; Navigator carries 490.


Average Time in Port: 10-11 hours


Description: Regent Seven Seas Cruises appeal to well-educated, sophisticated, and affluent travelers—generally from mid-40s to retirees—looking for a destination-oriented experience. Their exclusive, clubby, understatedly elegant atmosphere attracts many repeat cruisers. Most passengers are from North America. The line welcomes families during summer and school breaks, when it offers a children’s program; the rest of the year, there’s little to occupy kids.


Their “ultra-inclusive” prices are, indeed, among the most inclusive in the industry, covering premium soft drinks, house wines, tips, ground transfers, round-trip airfare from the US, one night’s precruise hotel stay, and unlimited excursions. The ships are known for their spacious, elegantly appointed suites (all with verandas). This line has some of the industry’s highest space-per-guest and crew member-per-guest ratios, and customers report outstanding service. The French-based cuisine has an international flair, and also attempts to mix in local fare from the ships’ ports of call. Excursions include private tours, strenuous walking tours, and some soft-adventure offerings such as kayaking.


Seabourn Cruise Line


Contact Information: www.seabourn.com, tel. 866-755-5619


Number and Capacity of Ships: Odyssey, Sojourn, and Quest each carry 450 passengers; the Encore and the new Ovation each carry 600.


Average Time in Port: 10 hours


Description: Seabourn Cruise Line attracts affluent, well-traveled couples in their late 40s to late 60s and older, who are not necessarily cruise aficionados but are accustomed to the “best of the best.” Deep down, Seabourn passengers want to be on a yacht, but don’t mind sharing it with other upper-class travelers—who, as the line brags, are “both interesting and interested.” Most passengers are American, and the onboard atmosphere is classically elegant. Kids are present in summer and during school vacations, usually with multigenerational groups.
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These ships feel like private clubs, with pampering as a priority. Activities are designed for socializing with other passengers. Most of the ships offer a stern platform for swimming and kayaking right off the back of the ship. The line’s all-inclusive pricing includes freebies like a welcome bottle of champagne, an in-suite bar (with full bottles of your preselected booze), and nearly all drinks, including decent wines at mealtime (you pay extra only for premium brands). Also included are tips, some excursions, poolside mini massages, and activities such as exercise classes and wine-tasting seminars.


SeaDream Yacht Club


Contact Information: www.seadream.com, tel. 800-707-4911


Number and Capacity of Ships: SeaDream I carries 112 passengers; SeaDream II carries 110.


Average Time in Port: 12+ hours


Description: SeaDream’s tiny, intimate ships—the smallest of all those described here—are essentially chic, ultra-luxury megayachts. This line appeals to active travelers who are well-heeled and well-traveled, ranging in age from 40s to 70s (the shorter itineraries appeal to those still working). Passengers are primarily from North America and Europe, the atmosphere is laid-back, and the dress code is country-club casual (with no formal nights). There are no kids’ facilities or services on board.


The unstructured environment is best for independent-minded passengers, as you’re pretty much on your own for entertainment. The line is perfect for those who want to relax on deck and be outdoors as much as possible. In fact, a unique—and extremely popular—activity is sleeping out under the stars on double loungers. Itineraries include overnight stays in port (allowing guests the option to experience local nightlife) and are somewhat flexible, allowing the captain to linger longer in a port or depart early. The ships have a sports platform off the stern with water-sports toys such as kayaks and water skis, and there’s a fleet of mountain bikes for exploring the destinations. Prices include decent house wines, cocktails, tips, water-sports equipment, DVDs, and shore excursions.


Silversea Cruises


Contact Information: www.silversea.com, tel. 888-978-4070


Number and Capacity of Ships: Silver Muse carries 596 passengers; Silver Spirit carries 608; Silver Whisper carries 382; Silver Wind carries 296; Silver Cloud carries 296; and Silver Shadow carries 382.


Average Time in Port: 12+ hours


Description: The Italian-owned, Monaco-based Silversea Cruises is popular with well-educated, well-traveled, upper-crust cruisers, generally ranging in age from late 40s to 80s (with many in their 70s). Most passengers are accustomed to the finest and are very discriminating. The ships’ Art Deco design lends an elegant 1930s ambience, and the atmosphere on board is clubby. Half of their clientele is from North America, with the other half predominantly from the UK, Europe, and Australia. There are no organized children’s programs, and you’ll see few children on board.


The cuisine is very good, and the service excellent; the spacious suites even have an assigned butler. Partly as a function of the ships’ small size and fewer passengers, the events and entertainment are low-key.
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BOOKING A CRUISE


Where to Book


When to Book


How to Book


CRUISE PRICING


SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS


CABIN CLASSES


TRAVEL INSURANCE


PRE- AND POST-CRUISE TRAVEL


Once you’ve narrowed down your cruise-line options, it’s time to get serious about booking. This chapter covers where, when, and how to book your cruise, including pointers on cruise pricing, cabin assignments, trip insurance, plans for before and after your cruise, and other considerations.


Where to Book


You can book your cruise directly with the cruise line—either online or by phone—or you can use a travel agent.


Most travelers are rarely just booking a cruise—they’re also looking into airfares, trip insurance, and maybe hotels at either end of the cruise. That’s beyond the scope of services a cruise line can offer. If you know the cruise line and dates you want, and are comfortable arranging the rest of your trip on your own, booking direct with the cruise line can make sense. But if you’re debating which cruise line to travel with, and want help with the rest of your travel, working with a travel agent who specializes in cruising may be the better choice.


It can also be cheaper to book a cruise through a travel agent. Some cruise lines sell discounted fares through their preferred agents only. In other cases, the travel agency reserves a block of cabins to secure the lowest possible price, then passes the savings on to customers.


Booking Direct: Refer to the contact information in the previous chapter to find the phone number and website for each cruise line.


Using a Travel Agent: There are, generally speaking, two types of cruise-sales agencies: your neighborhood travel agent, where you can get in-person advice; or a giant company that sells most of its inventory online or by phone. Because cruise prices vary based on volume, a big agency can usually undersell a small one. Big agencies are also more likely to offer incentives (such as onboard credit or cabin upgrades) to sweeten the pot. However, some small agencies belong to a consortium that gives them as much collective clout as a big agency. And some travelers figure the intangible value of personal service they get at a small agency is worth the possibility of paying a little extra. (Although most travel agents don’t charge a fee, their commission is built into the cruise price.)




Pretrip Timeline


Use this general timeline as a guide—but be sure to confirm specifics with your cruise line.
















	What to Do

	Time Before Departure










	Book cruise and pay initial deposit

	8-10 months (for best selection)






	Buy trip insurance, if desired

	At time of booking (if through cruise line); within about 2 weeks of booking (if through a third party)






	Full payment due

	60-90 days before departure






	Online check-in

	Usually opens 90 days before your cruise and closes 24-72 hours before departure (varies by cruise line)






	Fly to meet your cruise

	1-2 days ahead (remember you lose one day when flying from the US to Europe)












The big cruise agencies have websites where you can shop around for the best price. These include VacationsToGo, CruiseCompete, CruCon, and Cayole. I use these websites to do some comparison-shopping. But—call me old-fashioned—when it comes time to book, I prefer to sit down with a travel agent to make my plans in person.


Ideally, find a well-regarded travel agent in your community who knows cruising and will give you the personal attention you need to sort through your options. Tell them the deals you’ve seen online, and ask if they can match or beat them. A good travel agent knows how to look at your whole travel picture (airfare, hotels, and so on), not just the cruise component. And they can advise you about “insider” information, such as how to select the right cabin. Once you’ve booked your cruise, you can arrange airfare through your travel agent, or you may choose to do that part on your own; for hotels, I always book direct.



When to Book



Most cruise lines post their schedules a year or more in advance. A specific departure is called a “sailing.” If you want to cruise in the summertime, and your plans are very specific (for example, you have your heart set on a certain sailing, or a particular cabin setup, such as adjoining staterooms), it’s best to begin looking the preceding November. (For cruises in shoulder season—spring and fall—you may have a little more time to shop around.) Because the cruise lines want to fill up their ships as fast as possible, they typically offer early-booking discounts if you buy your cruise well in advance (at least 6-12 months, depending on the company).


The most popular time of year to book a cruise is during the first few weeks of January. Dubbed “wave season” by industry insiders, this is when one-third of all cruises are booked. It’s a good idea to get ahead of the wave, since you’ll be competing with other travelers for the deals. The sooner you book, the more likely you are to have your choice of sailing and cabin type—and potentially an even better price.


If a cruise still has several cabins available 90 days before departure, they’re likely to put them on sale—but don’t count on it. People tend to think the longer they wait, the more likely it is they’ll find a sale. But this isn’t always the case. Last-minute sales aren’t as likely for Europe as they are for some other destinations, such as the Caribbean. The European market has a much shorter season and fewer ships, which means fewer beds to fill...and fewer deals to fill them. And even if you do find a last-minute deal, keep in mind that last-minute airfares to Europe can be that much more expensive.


How to Book


Once you find the cruise you want, you’ll secure your passage by paying a deposit. While this varies by cruise line, it averages about $500 per person (this becomes nonrefundable after a specified date, sometimes immediately—ask when you book). No matter how far ahead you book, you generally won’t have to pay the balance until 60 to 90 days before departure. After this point, cancellation comes at a heftier price; as the departure date approaches, your cruise becomes effectively nonrefundable. Read the fine print.


CRUISE PRICING


Like rental cars or plane tickets, cruise pricing is flexible and based largely on demand (that is, the popularity of the date, destination, and specific ship). In general, for a mass-market cruise, you’ll rarely pay the list price. Higher-end cruises are less likely to be discounted.


Cruise lines and travel agencies use sales and incentives to entice new customers. With the proliferation of megaships, there are plenty of cabins to fill. The obvious approach to filling up a slow-selling cruise is to reduce prices. But they may also offer onboard credit, which can be applied to shipboard expenses such as tips, alcoholic drinks, or excursions. In other cases, they may automatically upgrade your stateroom (“Pay for Category C, and get a Category B cabin for no extra charge!”). To further entice you, they might even throw in a special cocktail reception with the captain, or a night or two at a hotel at either end of your cruise. If you’re a fan of a particular cruise line, sign up to get their email offers and check their website for deals; your travel agent should also be aware of these sales.


Some cruise lines offer discounts for seniors (including AARP members), AAA members, firefighters, military, union workers, teachers, those in the travel industry, employees of certain corporations, and so on. It never hurts to ask.


Keep in mind that you’ll pay a premium for novelty. It usually costs more to go on the cruise line’s newest, most loudly advertised vessel. If you go on a ship that’s just a few years older—with most of the same amenities—you’ll likely pay less.


When you book your cruise, it can be worthwhile to prepay for an onboard package, which can lower the cost of amenities such as drinks, spa visits, or Wi-Fi. At the least, check which amenities are included in your stateroom’s base price and which are extra. Calculate the value of the amenities important to you; going the package route could save you money (this can be especially true when it comes to alcoholic beverages). While you may be able to score a similar deal on board at the start of your cruise, the best values are generally available on your cruise line’s website months in advance.


If you are a repeat cruiser—or think you may become one—sign up for the cruise line’s “frequent cruiser” program. Like airlines’ mileage-rewards programs, these offer incentives, upgrades, and access to special deals. And if you have credit on one cruise line, check whether a competing company will match it.


Keep an eye on the price of your cruise after you book. If the price drops after you book your cruise, try asking for a price-match. A good time to ask is just before you make the final payment. You may be lucky enough to receive a discount or an upgrade. Also keep an eye on any amenities packages you’ve prepaid; if the cruise line later offers a special promotion, it may be possible to cancel your original order and rebook it at the lower price.


Taxes, Port Fees, and Other Hidden Charges


The advertised price for your cruise isn’t all you’ll have to pay. All the miscellaneous taxes, fees, and other expenses that the ship incurs in port are divvied up and passed on to passengers, under the category “taxes and port fees,” which can add up to a few hundred dollars per person. These amounts are typically shown separately from the base price, and if a port increases its fees after you book, cruise lines reserve the right to charge you the difference.


Like airlines, cruise lines also reserve the right to tack on a “fuel surcharge” if the price of oil goes over a certain amount per barrel. This can be added onto your bill even after you book the cruise.


Once you’re on the cruise, you’ll have additional expenses such as the “auto-tip” levied by most cruise lines. These costs won’t be included in your up-front cruise cost, but you should budget for it. For details on onboard expenses, including tipping, see the “Money Matters” section of the On the Ship chapter.


SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS


Families, singles, groups, people celebrating milestones, and those with limited mobility are all special in my book.


If you’re traveling with a family, note that fares for kids tend to be more expensive during spring break and summertime, when they’re out of school and demand is high; it can be cheaper to bring them off-season. Adjoining staterooms (connecting rooms) tend to book up early, particularly in the summertime. If those are sold out, consider an inside cabin across from an outside cabin. Some rooms have fold-down bunk beds (upper berths), so a family of three or four can cram into one room (each passenger after the second pays a reduced fare)—but the tight quarters, already cramped for two people, can be challenging for the whole clan. Like connecting staterooms, these triple or quad cabins sell out early. Note that women who are more than six months pregnant—and babies who are younger than six months—are typically not allowed on a cruise.


Single cabins are rare on cruise ships. Almost all staterooms are designed with couples in mind, and cruise rates are quoted per person, based on double occupancy. If you’re traveling solo, you’ll usually have to pay a single supplement. This can range from reasonable (an additional 10 percent of the per-person double rate) to exorbitant (100 percent of the double rate). On average, figure paying about 50 percent above the per-person double rate for your own single cabin. Be on the lookout for special promotions that sometimes waive the single supplement (more likely if you book far in advance).


Groups taking eight or more cabins may be eligible for discounts if they’re booked together—ask. The discounts often don’t add up to much, but you may wrangle a shipboard credit or a private cocktail party.


If you’ll be celebrating a special occasion—such as a birthday or anniversary—on board, mention it when you book. You may get a special bonus, such as a fancy dessert or cocktails with the captain.


If you have limited mobility, cruising can be a good way to go—but not all cruise lines are created equal. Some ships are wheelchair-accessible, including fully adapted cabins; others (especially small vessels) may not even have an elevator. When shopping for your cruise, ask the cruise line about the features you’ll need, and be very specific. Choose an itinerary that does not involve tendering, which may not accommodate passengers who can’t walk.


Unfortunately, once you reach port, all bets are off. While some cities are impressively accessible, others (especially smaller towns) may have fewer elevators than the ship you arrived on. The creaky and cobbled Old World doesn’t accommodate wheelchairs or walkers very well. Taking a shore excursion can be a good way to see a place with minimum effort; cruise lines can typically inform you of the amount of walking and stairs you’ll need to tackle for each excursion.


CABIN CLASSES


Each cruise ship has a variety of staterooms. In some cases, the distinction can be pretty narrow (“Category A” and the marginally smaller “Category B”). On other ships, it can be the difference between a “Class 1” suite with a private balcony and a “Class 10” windowless bunk-bed closet below the waterline. On its website, each cruise line explains the specific breakdown of its various categories, along with the amenities in each one. In general, the highest demand is for the top-end and bottom-end cabins. Also, as verandas are increasingly popular, the most affordable rooms with verandas are often the first fares to sell out.


You’ll see these terms:


Inside/Interior: An inside cabin has no external windows (though there’s often a faux porthole to at least create the illusion of outside light). Inside cabins offer a great value that tempts budget travelers. And many cruisers figure that with a giant ship to explore—not to mention Europe at your doorstep each morning—you won’t be hanging out in your room anyway.


Outside: With a window to the sea, an outside cabin costs more—but for some travelers, it’s worth the splurge to be able to see the world go by. But be aware that you’re rarely able to open those windows (for that, you need a veranda). If your view is blocked (by a lifeboat, for example), it should be classified as “obstructed.”


[image: Image]


Veranda: Going one better than an outside cabin, a “veranda” is cruise jargon for a small outdoor balcony attached to your room. This private outdoor space makes your room seem larger and gives you access to fresh air. The size and openness of verandas can vary wildly; for wind-shear reasons, some verandas can be almost entirely enclosed, with only a big picture window-sized opening to the sea. Sitting on the veranda while cruising sounds appealing, but keep in mind that most of the time you’re sailing, it’ll be dark outside.


[image: Image]


Suite: A multiroom suite represents the top end of cruise accommodations. These are particularly handy for families, but if you can’t spring for a suite, ask about adjoining staterooms.


Location Within Ship: In general, the upper decks (with better views, and typically bigger windows and more light) are more desirable—and more expensive—than the lower decks. Cabins in the middle of the ship (where the “motion of the ocean” is less noticeable) are considered better than those at either end. And cabins close to the engines (low and to the rear of the ship) can come with extra noise and vibrations.


Look for the deck plan on your cruise line’s website. If you have a chance to select your own cabin (see next section), study the deck plan carefully to choose a good location. You’d want to avoid a cabin directly below a deck that has a lot of noisy foot traffic (such as the late-night disco or stewards dragging pool chairs across the deck).


Cabin Assignments and Upgrades


Cruise lines handle specific cabin assignments in different ways. While some cruise lines let you request a specific stateroom when you book, others don’t offer that option; they’ll assign your stateroom number at a future date. In other cases, you can request a “guarantee”—you pay for a particular class and are guaranteed that class of cabin (or better), but are not yet assigned a specific stateroom. As time passes and the cruise line gets a better sense of the occupancy on your sailing, there’s a possibility that they will upgrade you to a better cabin for no extra charge. There’s no way of predicting when you’ll find out your cabin assignment—it can be months before departure, or days before. (Cabin assignments seem to favor repeat cruisers, rewarding customers for their loyalty.)


If you need a specific type of stateroom—for instance, you have limited mobility and need to be close to the elevator, or you’re traveling with a large family and want to be as close together as possible—opt for a specific cabin assignment as early as you can.


If you don’t have special needs, you might as well take your chances with a “guarantee”; you’re assured of getting the class of cabin that you paid for...and you could wind up with a bonus veranda.


Assigned Dining: Traditionally, cruisers reserved not only their stateroom, but also a seating—a specific table and time for dinner each night. While this is still mandatory on a few lines, most either make it optional or have done away with it entirely. If your cruise line requires (or you prefer) a specific seating, reserve it when you book your cruise or cabin. (For more on shipboard dining and assigned dining, see the “Eating” section of the On the Ship chapter.)


TRAVEL INSURANCE


Travel insurance can minimize the considerable financial risks of traveling: accidents, illness, missed flights, cruise cancellations due to bad weather, lost baggage, theft, terrorism, travel-company bankruptcies, emergency evacuation, and getting your body home if you die. If you anticipate any hiccups that may prevent you from taking your trip, travel insurance can protect your investment.


Trip-cancellation insurance lets you bail out without losing all the money you paid for the cruise, provided you cancel for an covered reason, such as illness or a death in the family. This insurance also covers trip interruptions—if you begin a journey but must cut it short for a covered reason, you’ll be reimbursed for the portion of the trip that you didn’t complete.


Travel insurance is also handy in the unlikely event that your ship breaks down midtrip. Though the cruise line should reimburse you for the cruise itself, travel insurance provides more surefire protection and can cover unexpected expenses, such as hotels or additional transportation costs.


Travel insurance also includes basic medical coverage—up to a certain amount. If you have an accident or come down with a case of the “cruise-ship virus,” your policy will cover doctor visits, treatment, and medication (though you’ll generally have to pay a deductible). This usually includes medical evacuation—in the event that you become seriously ill and need to be taken to the nearest adequate medical care. “Medical repatriation”—that is, getting you all the way home—is likely to be covered only if it’s considered medically necessary. Before buying a special medical insurance policy for your trip, check with your medical insurer—you might already be covered by your existing health plan. While many US insurers cover you overseas, Medicare does not.


Baggage insurance, included in most comprehensive policies (and in some homeowner or renter insurance policies), reimburses you for luggage that’s lost, stolen, or damaged. However, some items aren’t covered (ask for details when you buy). When you check a bag on a plane, it’s covered by the airline (though, again, there are limits—ask).


Insurance prices vary dramatically, but most packages cost between 5 and 12 percent of the price of your trip. Two factors affect the price: the trip cost and your age at the time of purchase (rates go up dramatically for every decade over 50). For instance, to insure a 70-year-old traveler for a seven-night $1,600 cruise, the price can range from about $190 to $430, depending on the level of coverage. To insure a 40-year-old for that same cruise, the cost can be about $100 to $215. Coverage is generally inexpensive or even free for children 17 and under. To ensure maximum coverage, it’s smart to buy your insurance policy within a week of the date you make the first payment on your trip. Research policies carefully; if you wait too long to purchase insurance, you may be denied certain kinds of coverage, such as for preexisting medical conditions.


Cruise lines offer their own travel insurance, but these policies generally aren’t as comprehensive as those from third-party insurance companies. For example, a cruise-line policy only covers the cruise itself; if you book your airfare and pre- and post-cruise hotels separately, they will not be covered. And if your cruise line ceases operations, their insurance likely won’t cover it. On the other hand, many cruise-line policies are not tied to age—potentially making them attractive to older passengers who find third-party policies too expensive.


Reputable independent providers include Betins (www.betins.com), Allianz (www.allianztravelinsurance.com), Travelex (www.travelexinsurance.com), Travel Guard (www.travelguard.com), and Travel Insured International (www.travelinsured.com). InsureMyTrip allows you to compare insurance policies and costs among various providers (they also sell insurance; www.insuremytrip.com).


Some credit-card companies may offer limited trip-cancellation or interruption coverage for cruises purchased with the card—it’s worth checking before you buy a policy. Also, check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.



PRE- AND POST-CRUISE TRAVEL



Booking Flights: When booking your air travel, consider how much time you want to spend in Europe before and after your cruise. Keep in mind that flights departing from the US to Europe generally get you there the next calendar day.


Don’t schedule your arrival in Europe too close to the departure of your cruise, as flights are prone to delays. Arriving on the same day your cruise departs—even with hours to spare—can be risky (I’ve heard too many stories about flight delays causing passengers to miss the first day of the cruise—requiring a time-consuming and costly overland trip to meet their ship at the next stop).


Arriving in Europe a day or more before your cruise gives you the chance to get over jet lag and actually see your departure city (which is generally not part of your cruise itinerary). Common starting and ending points include Barcelona, Rome, Venice, and Athens—all of which merit plenty of time (and are covered a little more thoroughly in this book for that reason).


In the past, cruise lines included what they called “free air” (or “air/sea”), for which they selected the airline and the route, to get you to and from your cruise. But these days your airfare costs extra—and you’re usually better off booking it yourself. If you do book your air travel through the cruise line, you’ll typically pay more, but in case of a flight delay, the cruise line will help you meet the ship at a later point.


Booking Hotels: If you decide to add some days on either end of your trip, it’s best to make your own arrangements for hotels and transfers. While most cruise lines offer pre- and post-tour packages (that include the hotel, plus transfers to and from the airport and the cruise port), they tend to be overpriced. For each of the arrival and departure cities in this book, I’ve recommended a few hotels.


Port Transfers: Cruise lines offer hassle-free airport transfers directly to the ship. While expensive, these are convenient and much appreciated if you’re jet-lagged or packing heavy. Additionally, some embarkation ports are quite distant from town (for example, Civitavecchia is nearly 50 miles from Rome). For these ports, a cruise-line airport transfer can save you a complicated journey. You can often book a transfer even if you’re handling the rest of your arrangements on your own.


For cities where cruises are likely to begin or end, I’ve included details on connecting to the airport—either by taxi or by public transit—so you can easily compare the cost and hassle with the transfer options offered by your cruise line. For details, see the individual port chapters later in this book.


Early Departures: In some rare circumstances, it’s convenient for a cruise passenger to leave the ship before the cruise is completed—for example, you want to get off to have some extra time in Tallinn, rather than spend a day at sea to return to your starting point in Copenhagen. Cruise lines usually permit this, but you’ll pay for the full cost of the cruise, and you’ll need to get permission in advance.





TRAVEL SKILLS FOR CRUISING
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BEFORE YOUR CRUISE


Know Before You Go


RED TAPE


MONEY


RESERVATIONS AND ADVANCE TICKETS FOR MAJOR SIGHTS


TRAVEL TIPS


Packing


BAGGAGE RESTRICTIONS


WHAT TO BRING


WHAT NOT TO PACK


As any sailor knows, prepare well and you’ll enjoy a smoother voyage. This chapter covers what you should know before you go (including red tape, money matters, and other practicalities), as well as pointers for packing.


Know Before You Go


RED TAPE


You need a passport to travel to the countries covered in this book. You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return. Renew your passport if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports, see www.travel.state.gov).


Beginning in 2021, US and Canadian citizens will be required to undergo an online security screening called ETIAS (European Travel Information and Authorization System) before entering some European countries by air, land, or sea; once approved the travel authorization will remain valid for three years. A useful private website with more details is www.schengenvisainfo.com/etias.


If you’re traveling with kids, each minor must possess a passport—even babies. For children of any age, also bring an official copy of their birth certificate. For parents of adopted children, it’s a good idea to bring their adoption decree as well. These documents are especially important if you have a different last name than your child. Keep these documents separate from your passports, as they’ll be a huge help if you end up needing to get a replacement passport for your child.


Grandparents or guardians can bring kids on board sans parents only if they have a signed, notarized document from the parent(s) to prove to authorities that they have permission to take the child on a trip. Even a solo parent traveling with children must demonstrate that the other parent has given approval. Specifically, the letter should grant permission for the accompanying adult to travel internationally with the child. Include your name, the name of your child, the dates of your trip, destination countries, and the name, address, and phone number of the parent(s) at home.




Before-You-Go Checklist


Here are a few things to consider as you prepare for your cruise:


[image: image] Contact your credit- and debit-card companies to tell them you’re going abroad, to ask about fees and limits, and to obtain PINs for your cards (if you don’t know them). See next page.


[image: image] Ask your health insurance provider about overseas medical coverage, both on ship and ashore. See here.


[image: image] Consider buying trip insurance. See here.


[image: image] Consider reserving popular shore excursions and/or onboard amenities packages.


[image: image] If your cruise line has a dedicated app, download it for navigating on board, browsing onboard events, previewing menus, etc.


[image: image] For cruises with assigned dining, request your preferred seating time and table size. Make reservations for specialty restaurants. See here.


[image: image] Vegetarians, those with food allergies, or anyone with a special diet should notify their cruise line at least 60 days before departure. See here.


[image: image] If you want to use your mobile phone while traveling, contact your service provider for details. See here.


[image: image] Some major sights offer or require reservations, and some sights sell advance tickets online. See the “Travel Tips” section in this chapter for advice on this important planning step.


[image: image] If you’re prone to seasickness, ask your doctor for advice and/or medication. See here.


[image: image] If you’re taking a child on a cruise without both parents, you’ll need a signed, notarized document from the parent(s) at home. See the “Red Tape” section in this chapter.





Pack a photocopy or take a photo of your passport in case the originals are lost or stolen. It’s easier to replace a lost or stolen passport if you have a copy proving that you really had what you lost. A couple of passport-type pictures brought from home can expedite the replacement process.



MONEY



At the start of your cruise, you must register your credit card or deposit a minimum amount of cash with the cruise line (either at check-in or on board the ship). All onboard purchases are made using your room number, and you’ll be billed when you disembark. Be aware that the cruise line may put a hold on your credit card during your trip to cover anticipated shipboard expenses; if you have a relatively low limit, you might come uncomfortably close to it. If you’re concerned, ask the cruise line what the amount of the hold will be.


For your time on land, bring both a credit card and a debit card. You’ll use the debit card at ATMs to withdraw local cash for small purchases, and the credit card to pay for larger items. Some travelers carry a third card as a backup. As an emergency reserve, I also bring a few hundred US dollars in hard cash.


Cash


Most cruise ships are essentially cashless (though you may want to bring some US cash for tipping). But on land, cash can be the easiest—and sometimes only—way to pay for cheap food, bus fare, taxis, tips, and local guides. Don’t bother changing money before you leave home—ATMs in Europe are easy to find and use (for details, see here).


Credit and Debit Cards


Know your cards. Debit cards from any major US bank will work in any standard European bank’s ATM (ideally, use a debit card with a Visa or MasterCard logo). As for credit cards, Visa and MasterCard are universal, American Express is less common, and Discover is unknown in Europe.


Know your PIN. An American card will work at any European hotel, restaurant, or shop that accepts credit cards. However, for self-service payment machines, you may need to enter your PIN, so make sure you know the numeric, four-digit PIN for both your debit and credit cards. Request a PIN if you don’t have one and allow time to receive the information by mail.


Report your travel dates. Let your bank or other card issuer know that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe, and when and where you’re headed.


Adjust your ATM withdrawal limit. Find out how much you can take out daily and ask for a higher daily withdrawal limit if you want to get more cash at once. Note that European ATMs will withdraw funds only from checking accounts; you’re unlikely to have access to your savings account.


Ask about fees. For any purchase or withdrawal made with a card, you may be charged a currency conversion fee (1-3 percent), a Visa or MasterCard international transaction fee (1 percent), and—for debit cards—a $2-5 transaction fee each time you use a foreign ATM (some US banks partner with European banks, allowing you to use those ATMs with no fees—ask).


If you’re getting a bad deal, consider getting a new debit or credit card. Reputable no-fee cards include those from Capital One, as well as Charles Schwab debit cards. Most credit unions and some airline loyalty cards have low-to-no international transaction fees.


RESERVATIONS AND ADVANCE TICKETS FOR MAJOR SIGHTS


Given how precious your vacation time is, if you plan to sightsee on your own, I recommend getting reservations for any must-see sight that offers them. Certain sights—especially those that weren’t built to accommodate mass tourism—are almost always jammed, all day long, most of the year. Fortunately, many popular sights sell advance tickets that guarantee admission at a certain time and/or without waiting in line. If you plan ahead, you can scoot right in.


Among the destinations covered in this book, you should (or must) book in advance for the following (see the individual destination chapters for detailed advice):


Barcelona: Picasso Museum, Palace of Catalan Museum tour, Casa Batlló, La Pedrera, Sagrada Família, and Park Güell.


Florence: Uffizi Gallery, Accademia (Michelangelo’s David), Duomo Museum and associated sights (Baptistery, dome, Campanile, and crypt).


Pisa: Leaning Tower.


Rome: Vatican Museums (Sistine Chapel), Colosseum and Forum.


Venice: Clock Tower tour at St. Mark’s Square, Doge’s Palace.


TRAVEL TIPS


Tourist Information Offices: Before your trip, scan the websites of the national tourist offices (TIs) of the countries you’ll be visiting. For specific websites, see the Practicalities sidebar that precedes each port destination in this book.


Time Zones: Spain, France, Italy, Croatia, and most of the rest of continental Europe are generally six/nine hours ahead of the East/West Coasts of the US. Greece is one hour ahead of most of Europe, and seven/ten hours ahead of the East/West Coasts of the US. (If you cross a time zone on your ship, your cabin steward will leave a reminder on your bed the evening before to set your watch.)


The exceptions are the beginning and end of Daylight Saving Time: Europe “springs forward” the last Sunday in March (two weeks after most of North America), and “falls back” the last Sunday in October (one week before North America). For a handy online time converter, use the world clock app on your phone or see www.timeanddate.com.




Free Video Clips and Audio Tours from Rick Steves


Travel smarter with these free, fun resources:


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This searchable online database contains over 400 video clips (3-5 minutes each) taken from my public television series. Enjoy these clips as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Just type in a topic (city name, historical event, etc.) for a list of clips with everything I’ve filmed on a subject. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com.
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, an app for Apple and Android mobile devices, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, these audio tours cover sights in Barcelona, Florence, Rome, Naples, Pompeii, and Athens (look for the [image: Image] in this book). The app also offers insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from Europe and around the globe. Find it in your app store or at.RickSteves.com/AudioEurope [URL inactive].
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Watt’s Up? Virtually all cruise ships have American-style outlets, so you don’t need an adapter or converter to charge your phone or blow-dry your hair. (If you’re cruising with a European line, you may want to confirm the outlet type.)


But if you’re staying at a hotel before or after the cruise, you’ll need to adapt to Europe’s electrical system, which is 220 volts, instead of North America’s 110 volts. Most newer electronics (such as smartphones, tablets, laptops, and battery chargers) convert automatically, so you won’t need a converter, but you will need an adapter plug with two round prongs (sold inexpensively at travel stores in the US). Avoid bringing older appliances that don’t automatically convert voltage.


Discounts: Discounts for sights are generally not listed in this book. However, many sights offer discounts or free admission for youths (up to age 18), students (with proper identification cards, www.isic.org), families, seniors (loosely defined as retirees or those willing to call themselves a senior), and groups of 10 or more. Always ask.


Online Translation Tip: Google’s Chrome browser instantly translates websites; Translate.google.com is also handy. The Google Translate app converts spoken or typed English into most European languages (and vice versa) and can also translate text it “reads” with your smartphone’s camera.


Cruise Apps: Cruise Ship Mate (www.shipmateapp.com) lets you track your ship in real time, see your ship’s amenities, chat with other passengers, check reviews about rooms and food, and view photos posted by other cruisers—and some features work without an internet connection. CruiseMapper (www.cruisemapper.com) offers similar features and includes helpful port maps and schedules. Individual cruise lines also offer apps that let you find out about daily activities, pay for onboard purchases, and communicate with others in your travel party, although they may not yet be available on every ship.


Rick Steves Cruising Videos: To learn how to get the most out of your cruise, check out my two TV programs on cruising—Rick Steves’ Cruising the Mediterranean and Travel Skills: Cruising (watch online for free at www.ricksteves.com/tv).


Packing


One of the advantages of cruising is unpacking just once—in your stateroom. But don’t underestimate the importance of packing light. Cruise-ship cabins are cramped, and large suitcases consume precious living space. Plus, you’ll still need to get to the airport, on and off the plane, and between the airport and the cruise port. The lighter your luggage is, the easier your transitions will be. And when you carry your own luggage, it’s less likely to get lost, broken, or stolen.


Consider packing just one carry-on-size bag (9" by 21" by 14") per traveler. (I’ve done it, and was happy I did.) No matter how much you’d like to bring along that heavy jacket or extra pair of shoes, do your best to pack just what you need.


Here’s another reason to favor carry-on bags: If the airline loses your checked luggage and doesn’t get it to your embarkation port by the time your ship sets sail, the bags might not catch up to you. (If you purchase travel insurance, it may cover lost luggage—ask when you buy.) If you do check your bag, be sure you pack essentials (medications, a change of clothes, travel documents) in your carry-on.


If you’re traveling as part of a couple, and the one-piece-per-person idea seems impossible, consider this compromise: Pack one bag each, as if traveling alone, then share a third bag for bulky cruise extras (such as formal wear). If traveling before or after the cruise, you can leave that third, nonessential bag at a friendly hotel or at a baggage storage place, then be footloose and fancy-free for your independent travel time.


Remember, with only one bag, you’re mobile and in control. You’ll never meet a traveler who brags: “Every year I pack heavier.”


BAGGAGE RESTRICTIONS


Baggage restrictions provide a built-in incentive for packing light. Some cruise lines limit you to two bags of up to 50 pounds apiece; others don’t enforce limits (or request only that you bring “a reasonable amount” of luggage). But all airlines have restrictions on the number, size, and weight of both checked and carry-on bags. These days, you’ll most likely pay for each piece of luggage you check—and if your bag is overweight, you’ll pay even more. Check the specifics on your airline’s website when booking your flight.


Knives, lighters, and other potentially dangerous items are not allowed in airplane carry-ons or on board your cruise. Large quantities of liquids or gels must be packed away in checked baggage. Because restrictions are always changing, visit the Transportation Security Administration’s website (www.tsa.gov) for an up-to-date list of what you can bring on the plane with you...and what you must check.


If you plan to check your bag for your flight, mark it inside and out with your name, address, and emergency phone number. If you have a lock on your bag, you may be asked to remove it to accommodate increased security checks, or it may be cut off so the bag can be inspected (even a TSA-approved lock may be cut by European inspectors). I’ve never locked my bag, and I haven’t had a problem. Still, just in case, I wouldn’t pack anything valuable (such as cash, a camera, or jewelry) in my checked luggage.


WHAT TO BRING


How do you fit a whole trip’s worth of necessities into one bag? The answer is simple: Bring very little. You don’t need to pack for the worst-case scenario. Think in terms of what you can do without—not what might be handy on your trip. When in doubt, leave it out. The shops on your cruise ship (or on shore) are sure to have any personal items you forgot or have run out of.


Use the “Packing Checklist” later in this chapter to organize and make your packing decisions.


Clothing


Most cruisers will want comfortable, casual clothes for sightseeing in port; business-casual wear (or optional formal wear) for dinners on the ship; and sportswear, whether a swimsuit for basking by the pool or athletic gear for hitting the gym. But that doesn’t mean you have to bring along 21 separate outfits for a seven-day cruise. Think versatility. Some port wear can double as evening wear. Two pairs of dressy dinner slacks can be worn on alternating nights, indefinitely. As you choose clothes for your trip, a good rule of thumb is: If you’re not going to wear an item more than three times, don’t pack it. Every piece of clothing you bring should complement every other item or have at least two uses (for example, a scarf doubles as a shoulder wrap; a sweater provides warmth and dresses up a short-sleeve shirt). Accessories, such as a tie or scarf, can break the monotony.


While most cruises do have a few formal nights with a dress code, they’re not as stuffy as you might think. And those formal nights are optional—you can always eat somewhere other than the formal dining room. So dress up only as much as you want to (but keep in mind that most cruise lines forbid shorts or jeans in the dining room at dinnertime). For a general idea of what people typically wear on board, read the “Cruise Ship Dress Code” sidebar.


When choosing clothes for days in port, keep in mind that the Mediterranean can be very hot in summer. Bring breathable, light-colored clothes and a hat. Also, some European churches (particularly in Italy) enforce a strict “no shorts or bare shoulders” dress code. Skirts, capri pants, or pants with zip-off/zip-on legs can be handy in these situations.


Laundry options vary from ship to ship. Most provide 24-hour laundry service (and charge per piece), enabling those without a lot of clothing to manage fine. Self-service launderettes can be found on some ships—ask your cruise line in advance about available options. Remember that you can wash as needed in your stateroom sink. It helps to pack items that don’t wrinkle, or look good wrinkled. You should have no trouble drying clothing overnight in your cabin (though it might take longer in humid climates).


Here are a few specific considerations:


Shirts/Blouses: Bring short-sleeved or long-sleeved shirts or blouses in a cotton/polyester blend, ideally in a wrinkle- and stain-camouflaging pattern. Synthetic-blend fabrics (such as Coolmax or microfiber) often dry overnight.


Sweater or Warm Layer: A lightweight sweater is good for cool evenings. Consider a cashmere sweater or a lightweight fleece—warm and dark is best for layering and dressing up. Vests and cardigans can be mixed-and-matched to give you several different looks as well as layers. Indoor areas on the cruise ship can be heavily air-conditioned, so you may need a wrap even in the height of summer.


Pants/Skirts and Shorts: Bring lightweight pants or skirts for hot and muggy big cities and churches with modest dress codes. Shorts are perfectly acceptable aboard your ship, but on land in Europe they’re generally considered beachwear, although no one will be offended if you wear shorts. Jeans can be too hot for summer travel—and most cruise lines don’t consider jeans appropriate “smart casual” wear. Button-down wallet pockets are safest (though still not as thief-proof as a money belt).




Cruise Ship Dress Code


First-time cruisers sometimes worry about the need to dress up on their vacation. Relax. Cruise ships aren’t as dressy as they used to be. And, while on certain nights you may see your fellow cruisers in tuxes and gowns, there’s usually a place to go casual as well. (In general, the more upscale a cruise is, the more formal the overall vibe—though some luxury lines, such as Windstar, have a reputation for relaxed dress codes.)


During the day, cruisers wear shorts, T-shirts, swimsuits with cover-ups, flip-flops, or whatever they’re comfortable in. (On pricier cruises, you may see more passengers in khakis or dressy shorts and polo shirts.)


But in the evenings, a stricter dress code emerges. On most nights, dinner is usually “smart casual” in the main dining room and at some (or all) specialty restaurants. People generally aren’t too dressed up—though jeans, shorts, and T-shirts are no-nos. For men, slacks and a button-down or polo shirt is the norm; most women wear dresses, or pants or skirts with a nice top. Plan to wear something a little dressier at the first evening; after you get the lay of the land, you can adjust your wardrobe for the rest of the meals.


Most cruises host one or two “formal” nights per week. On these evenings, men are expected to put on jackets (and sometimes ties), while women generally wear cocktail attire. Basically, dress as you would for a church wedding or a night at the theater. A few overachievers show up wearing tuxedos or floor-length dresses. Note that formal nights will sometimes extend beyond the dining room into the ship’s main theater venue.


For those who don’t want to dress up at all, most cruise ships have informal dining venues—the buffet, the poolside grill, and so on. If you never want to put on a collared shirt, you can simply eat at these restaurants for the entire cruise. And I’ve eaten on formal nights with just a sweater and a tie, so rules can be flexible.


The best bet is to bring multifunctional clothing that allows you to go minimally formal and also feel stylish when you get off the ship. Men can get by with slacks and a sports coat. Women can wear a casual dress and accessorize with jewelry or a wrap.


If you want to get decked out without lugging excess clothing on board, ask if your cruise line has a tuxedo-rental program (some cruise lines also offer a rental program for women’s formal wear). You may be able to borrow a jacket or rent a tux on the spot, but selection can be limited—so it’s better to order in advance. Provide your measurements beforehand, and a tux will be waiting in your cabin when you board.





Shoes: Comfortable walking shoes with good traction are essential, even on board, where you’ll sometimes walk a considerable distance just to get to dinner. And getting on and off tenders can involve a short hop to a pier—practical shoes are a must for port days. Sandals or flip-flops are good for poolside. And don’t forget appropriate footwear to go with your dinner clothes.


Jacket: Bring a light and water-resistant windbreaker with a hood.


Swimsuit and Cover-Up: If you plan on doing a lot of swimming, consider bringing a second swimsuit so that you always have a dry one to put on. Most cruise lines forbid swimsuits anywhere beyond the pool area, so cover-ups are a necessity.


Documents, Money, and Travel Info


Money Belt/Neck Wallet: This flat, hidden, zippered pouch—worn around your waist (or like a necklace) and tucked under your clothes—is essential for the peace of mind it brings. You could lose everything except your money belt, and the trip could still go on. Whenever you’re in port, keep your cash, credit cards, driver’s license, and passport secure in your money belt, and carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket.


Money: Bring a debit card, a credit card, and an emergency stash of US cash.


Documents: Bring your passport, driver’s license, and any other useful cards. In your luggage, pack your cruise boarding documents and a record of all reservations, including flights, hotels, trains, rental cars, and tickets for sights. Bring any necessary health or travel insurance contact info. Photocopies of key documents and a couple of passport-type photos can help you get replacements more quickly if the originals are lost or stolen.


Guidebooks and Maps: Pack the travel info you’ll need on the ground, whether in paper or electronic form. I like to rip out appropriate chapters from guidebooks and staple them together.


Notepad and Pen: A small notepad in your back pocket or daypack is a great organizer, reminder, and communication aid.


Journal: An empty book to be filled with the experiences of your trip will be your most treasured souvenir. Attach a photocopied calendar page of your itinerary. Use a hardbound type designed to last a lifetime, rather than a spiral notebook.


Toiletries and Other Essentials


Toiletries Kit: Because sinks in staterooms come with meager countertop space, I prefer a kit that can hang on a hook or a towel bar. For your overseas flight, put all squeeze bottles in sealable plastic baggies, since pressure changes in flight can cause even good bottles to leak. Pack your own bar of soap or small bottle of shampoo if you want to avoid using the ship-provided “itsy-bitsies” and minimize waste.


[image: Image]


Medicine and Vitamins: Keep medications in original containers, if possible, with legible prescriptions. A basic first-aid kit should include Band-Aids, hand sanitizer, antibiotic cream, and an over-the-counter pain reliever. If you’re prone to motion sickness, consider some sort of seasickness remedy.


Glasses/Contacts: Carry a copy of your prescription—just in case. A strap for your glasses/sunglasses is handy for activities.


Sunscreen and Sunglasses: Bring protection for your skin and your eyes. Don’t underestimate the power of the Mediterranean sun.


Laundry Supplies: If you plan to wash clothes, bring a plastic squeeze bottle of concentrated, multipurpose, biodegradable liquid soap. For a spot remover, bring a few Shout wipes, a Tide pen, or a dab of Goop grease remover. Some cruise-ship bathrooms have built-in clotheslines, but you can bring your own just in case (the twisted-rubber type needs no clothespins).


Sealable Plastic Bags: In addition to holding your carry-on liquids, these are ideal for packing a picnic lunch, storing damp items, and bagging potential leaks before they happen. Some cruisers use plastic bags to organize their materials (cruise-line handouts, maps, ripped-out guidebook chapters, receipts) for each port of call.


Small Daypack: A lightweight pack is great for carrying a sweater, camera, guidebook, and picnic goodies when you visit sights on shore. Don’t use a fanny pack—they’re magnets for pickpockets.


Fold-up Tote Bag: A large-capacity tote bag that rolls up into a pocket-size pouch can come in handy for bringing purchases home. It’s also useful for the first and last days of your cruise, if you check your larger bags to be carried on or off the ship for you.


Water Bottle: If you bring one from home, make sure it’s empty before you go through airport security. The plastic half-liter mineral water bottles sold throughout Europe are reusable and work great.


Electronics and Entertainment


Go light with your electronic gear: You want to experience Europe, not interface with it. Consider insuring particularly high-ticket items.




Cruise Packing Checklist


Whether you’re traveling for five days or five weeks, you won’t need more than this. Pack light to enjoy the sweet freedom of true mobility.


Clothing


[image: image] 5 shirts: long- & short-sleeve


[image: image] 2 pairs pants (or skirts/capris)


[image: image] Dress dinner clothes or optional formal wear


[image: image] 1 pair shorts


[image: image] 5 pairs underwear & socks


[image: image] 1 pair walking shoes


[image: image] Sweater or warm layer


[image: image] Rainproof jacket with hood


[image: image] Tie, scarf, belt, and/or hat


[image: image] Swimsuit & cover up


[image: image] Sleepwear/loungewear


[image: image] Shoes: walking/sandals/dress-up


Money


[image: image] Debit card(s)


[image: image] Credit card(s)


[image: image] Hard cash (US $100-200)


[image: image] Money belt


Documents


[image: image] Passport


[image: image] Tickets & confirmations: boarding documents, flights, other transportation (if any), sight entries


[image: image] Driver’s license


[image: image] Photocopies of important documents


[image: image] Insurance details


[image: image] Guidebooks & maps


Toiletries Kit


[image: image] Basics: soap, shampoo, toothbrush, toothpaste, floss, deodorant, sunscreen, brush/comb, etc.


[image: image] Medicines & vitamins


[image: image] First-aid kit


[image: image] Glasses/contacts/sunglasses


[image: image] Sewing kit


[image: image] Packet of tissues (for WC)


[image: image] Earplugs


Electronics


[image: image] Mobile phone


[image: image] Camera & related gear


[image: image] Tablet/ebook reader/laptop


[image: image] Headphones/earbuds


[image: image] Chargers & batteries


[image: image] Phone car charger & mount (or GPS device)


[image: image] Plug adapters


Miscellaneous


[image: image] Daypack


[image: image] Sealable plastic baggies


[image: image] Laundry supplies: soap, laundry bag, clothesline, spot remover


[image: image] Small umbrella


[image: image] Travel alarm/watch


[image: image] Notepad & pen


[image: image] Journal


Optional Extras


[image: image] Travel hairdryer


[image: image] Picnic supplies


[image: image] Water bottle


[image: image] Fold-up tote bag


[image: image] Small flashlight


[image: image] Mini binoculars


[image: image] Small towel or washcloth


[image: image] Inflatable pillow/neck rest


[image: image] Tiny lock


[image: image] Address list (to mail postcards)


[image: image] Extra passport photos





Pick from the following gadgets: mobile phone (for details on using a US phone in Europe—or on a cruise ship—see the next chapter); digital camera (and associated gear); tablet/ebook reader; and headphones/earbuds (travel partners can bring a Y-jack for two sets of earphones). A small auxiliary speaker for your mobile device turns it into a better entertainment center. Pack chargers for all your devices; bring a portable charger or power pack in case your battery fails when you are out and about.


Bring some leisure reading for long days at sea. Most cruises have limited TV offerings and charge a premium for pay-per-view movies (though you’ll find DVD players in some staterooms). Onboard Wi-Fi generally won’t support streaming, so download movies or TV shows to your mobile device in advance if you crave digital distraction. Cruise lines generally disable your stateroom TV’s input jack, so you can’t run a movie from your device on the TV.


Miscellaneous Supplies


The following items are not necessities, but they generally take up little room and can come in handy in a pinch.


Basic picnic supplies, such as a Swiss Army-type knife and plastic cutlery, enable you to shop for a very European lunch at a market or neighborhood grocery store. Munch in port or in your stateroom.


Sticky notes (such as Post-Its) are great for keeping your place in your guidebook. Duct tape cures a thousand problems. A tiny lock will keep the zippers on your checked baggage shut.


A small flashlight is handy for reading under the sheets while your partner snoozes, or for finding your way through an unlit passage (tiny-but-powerful LED flashlights—about the size of your little finger—are extremely bright and compact). Small binoculars are great for viewing scenery, sea life, and palace or church interiors.


If night noises bother you, you’ll love a good set of expandable foam earplugs; if you’re sensitive to light, bring an eye mask. For snoozing on planes, trains, and automobiles, consider an inflatable neck pillow.


A sewing kit can help you mend tears and restore lost buttons. Because European restrooms are often not fully equipped, carry some tissue packets.


WHAT NOT TO PACK


Don’t bother packing beach towels, as these are provided by the cruise line.


Virtually every cruise-ship stateroom comes equipped with a hair dryer (though if you need one for before or after your cruise, you may want to check with your hotels). Extension cords, surge protectors, and clothes irons are not allowed.
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Final Disembarkation


Now that you’ve booked your cruise and packed your bags, it’s time to set sail. After walking you through the check-in process (which can begin before you leave home), this chapter focuses on getting to know your ship and adjusting to the seafaring lifestyle.


Initial Embarkation


CHECKING IN ONLINE


For a cruise, similar to air travel, the first part of the boarding process generally happens before you reach the port. Watch your email for an announcement that online check-in is available. Online check-in generally opens 90 days before departure (it’s often linked to your final payment date) and closes 24 to 72 hours before you sail. Don’t miss this step, as it will save you considerable time at the port.


You’ll register your basic information and sometimes a credit-card number (for onboard purchases—or you can do this in person when you arrive at the ship). Once registered, you’ll be able to print out documents (such as your receipt and boarding pass), access information about shipboard life, and learn about and book shore excursions and restaurant reservations. You can also print out your luggage tags from home.


CHECKING IN AT THE PORT


You’ve flown across the Atlantic, made your way to the port, and now finally you see your cruise ship along the pier, looming like a skyscraper turned on its side. The anticipation is palpable. It’s time to board.


Your cruise line will set a window of time (usually several hours) for check-in at the port. With your boarding documents in hand, arrive with ample time to find your way to the right terminal (some large embarkation ports have multiple terminals). Most ships open for check-in around noon or 13:00 and depart around 17:00. (Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock.)


The longest check-in lines of the day are typically in midafternoon. To beat the rush, aim to arrive early, before the rush, or later, at the end of the check-in timeframe (just don’t cut it too close). I like to be checked in and on board by 15:30.


When you arrive at the terminal, cruise-line representatives will direct you to the right place. There are basically three steps to getting on the ship: 1) dropping off bags; 2) security and check-in; and 3) embarkation (boarding the ship and finding your stateroom).


Bag Drop-Off: When you arrive at the cruise terminal, you can give your bags to porters who will transport them to your stateroom. Some cruise lines require you to do this, but for most lines it’s optional. If you’ve packed light, consider keeping your bags with you throughout the check-in process (skipping the wait to check your bags...and the later wait for them to arrive in your cabin).


If you opt to drop off your bags, affix the luggage tags (mailed or downloaded prior to your trip) marked with your cabin number before turning them over; if you don’t have these tags, a baggage steward will provide them. Smart cruisers bring along tape or cruise-specific clear plastic luggage tags (cheap and easy to buy online).


On a big ship, it can take hours for bags to reach your stateroom. Have a day bag ready with anything you’ll need for the first afternoon (swimsuit, change of clothes, medications, etc.). Don’t leave irreplaceable documents or other valuables in your luggage, as your bags might sit in the hallway outside your room for some time before you have access to your cabin.


Security and Check-In: After presenting your boarding documents and passport, you’ll pass through a security screening (similar to an airport, but not as rigorous). If you’re accompanying a child on board, see here for the documentation you may need.


You may be photographed (for security purposes), and you’ll get a cruise identification/key card that you’ll show whenever you leave and reboard the ship. This all-in-one key card also functions as your stateroom key and your onboard spending card (it can be linked to a credit card). If your key card isn’t issued at check-in, it will be waiting for you in your unlocked stateroom.


As part of check-in, you’ll fill out a form asking whether you’ve had any flu-like symptoms over the last several days, and you may also be asked about recent travel to areas with health epidemics. This is a necessary public-health measure, considering that contagious diseases spread like wildfire on a cruise ship.


Boarding the Ship: After check-in, you’ll be issued a boarding number and asked to wait in a large holding area until your number is called. It could take minutes...or hours. When your number comes up, you’ll head up the gangway to the ship.




Cruising Terms


To avoid sounding like a naive landlubber, learn a few nautical terms: It’s a “line,” not a “rope.” It’s a “ship,” not a “boat.”


aft: back of the ship (also called the “stern”)


all aboard: time that all passengers must be on board the ship


astern: toward the stern (back of the ship)


beam: width of the ship at its widest point


bearing/course: direction the ship is heading (on a compass, usually presented as a degree)


berth: bed (in a cabin); also a dock (at a port)


bow: front of the ship (also called the “fore”)


bridge: command center from which the ship is steered


bulkhead: wall between cabins or compartments


colors: ship’s flag (usually the country of registration)


deck: level or “floor” of the ship


deck plan: map of the ship


draft: distance from the waterline to the deepest point of the ship’s keel


embark/disembark: board/leave the ship


fathom: unit of nautical depth; 1 fathom = 6 feet


flag: ensign of the country in which a ship is officially registered (and whose laws apply on board)


fore: front of the ship (also called the “bow”)


funnel/stack: ship’s smokestack


galley: kitchen


gangway: stairway between the ship and shore


gross registered tonnage: unit of a ship’s volume; 1 gross registered ton = 100 cubic feet of enclosed space


hatch: covering for a hold


helm: steering device for the ship; place where steering device is located


HMS: His/Her Majesty’s Ship; British-flagged ships only


hold: storage area below decks


hull: the body of the ship


keel: the “fin” of the ship that extends below the hull; “even keel” means the ship is level (keel/mast at 90 degrees)


knot: unit of nautical speed; 1 knot = 1 nautical mile/hour = 1.15 land miles/hour


league: unit of nautical distance; 1 league = 3 nautical miles = 3.45 land miles


leeward: direction against the wind (that is, into the wind)


lido (lido deck): deck with outdoor swimming pools


line: rope


list/listing: tilt to one side


manifest: list of the ship’s passengers, crew, and cargo


midship/amidships: spot halfway between the bow and the stern


MS/MSY: motor ship/motorized sailing yacht


muster station: where you go to board lifeboats


nautical mile: unit of nautical distance; 1 nautical mile = 1.15 land miles


pilot: local captain who advises the ship’s captain, or even steers the ship, on approach to a port


pitch/pitching: rise and fall of the ship’s bow as it maneuvers through waves


port: left side of the ship, as you’re facing the bow


prow: the forwardmost point of the bow


purser/bursar: officer in charge of finances


quay: dock or pier (pron. “key”)


rigging: cables, chains, and lines


roll/rolling: side-to-side movement of a ship


stabilizer: fin that extends from the hull into the water to create a smoother ride


starboard: right side of the ship (as you face the bow)


stateroom/cabin: “hotel room” on the ship


stern: back of the ship (also called the “aft”)


steward: ship’s serving crew, including cabin steward, dining steward (waiter), or wine steward


superstructure: parts of the ship above the main deck


swell: wave in the open sea


technical call: when the ship docks or anchors, but passengers are not allowed off


tender: small boat that carries passengers between an anchored ship and the shore


tendered: when a ship is anchored in open water


veranda: private balcony off a stateroom


wake: trail of disturbed water that a ship leaves behind it


weigh: raise (for example, “weigh anchor”)


windward: in the direction the wind is blowing (with the wind)





Be sure to memorize your stateroom number—and while you’re at it, learn the name of your specific ship, too (crew and port workers typically reference the ship name, not the cruise line).


YOUR FIRST FEW HOURS ON BOARD


After you’ve located your stateroom (see the next section), it’s time to start exploring. As you wander, make a mental map of the places you may want to find later: front desk, restaurants, theater, and so on. Many cruises offer a tour of the ship early on, which can help you get your bearings. Deck plans are posted throughout the hallways; you can sometimes pick up a pocket-size plan (or use the maps on the cruise line’s dedicated app).


On my first day, I hike the entire ship, deck by deck, inside and out, to see what’s where. Start at the top and work your way down (avoiding elevators, which are packed on day one). Ships have peaceful outdoor decks; plenty of bars, cafés, and lounges; and special little places here and there—discover these on your first day rather than your last.


Now’s also the time to get acquainted with the ship’s dining room and other restaurants. Pop into each of the specialty restaurants to survey the menus, cover charges, and seating. If you have your heart set on eating in one of these extra-cost venues, it’s smart to make reservations online well before your cruise even departs. If your ship has traditional “seatings”—an assigned time and seat for dinner each night—this first evening is an important opportunity to get to know the people you’ll be dining with. If you have any special requests, you can drop by the dining room a bit before dinnertime to chat with the maître d’.


Just before departure, the crew will hold an emergency drill (or muster drill) to brief you on the location of your lifejacket, how to put it on, and where to assemble in the event that the ship is evacuated (called a muster station). After being given a lifeboat number, you must gather at your muster station, along with others assigned to the same lifeboat (though sometimes this drill is held elsewhere on the ship). This is serious business, and all are required to participate. If you miss the muster drill, the crew will find you and give you a separate briefing.
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It’s traditional—and fun—for passengers to assemble on the deck while the ship sets sail, waving to people on shore and on other ships. On some lines, the initial departure comes with live musicians, costumed crew members, and a festive cocktail-party atmosphere.


Various orientation activities are scheduled for your first evening; these may include a ship tour or a presentation about the various shore excursions that will be offered during the cruise.


Life on Board


Your cruise ship is your home away from home for the duration of your trip. This section provides an overview of your ship and covers many of the services and amenities that are offered on board.


SETTLING IN


From tiny staterooms to confusing corridors, it might take a couple of days to adjust to life on board a ship. But before long, you will be an expert at everything from getting to the dining room in the shortest amount of time to showering in tight spaces.


Your Stateroom


As you settle in to your stateroom, your cabin steward will likely stop by to greet you. This individual—who is invariably jolly and super-personable—is responsible for cleaning your room (generally twice a day, after breakfast and during dinner) and taking care of any needs you might have.


[image: Image]


While smaller than most hotel rooms, your cabin is plenty big enough if you use it primarily as a place to sleep. As you unpack, you’ll discover that storage space can be minimal. But—as sailors have done for centuries—cruise-ship designers are experts at making use of every nook and cranny. Clutter makes a small cabin even smaller, so resolve to keep yours shipshape. You can deep-store items you won’t need ready access to in your suitcase (stow it under your bed). I have a ritual of toggling from shore mode to ship mode by putting my pocket change and money belt (neither of which are of any value on board) in a drawer or the safe when I return to the ship.


Staterooms usually have a safe, minifridge, phone for calling the front desk or other cabins, hair dryer, and television. TV channels include information about the ship, sales pitches for shore excursions and other cruises, various American programming (such as ESPN or CNN), and pay-per-view movies. Some lines even broadcast my TV shows. The beds are usually convertible—if you’ve got a double bed but prefer twins, your cabin steward can pull them apart and remake them for you (or vice versa).
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Inside the cabin is a lifejacket for each passenger. Make note of where these are stored and the best route to your muster station, just as you would the locations of emergency exits on an airplane.


Cabin bathrooms are generally tight but big enough to take care of business. First-time cruisers are sometimes surprised at the high water pressure and dramatic suction that powers each flush. Read and heed the warnings not to put any foreign objects down the toilet (not even supposedly “flushable” wipes). Clogged toilets are not uncommon, and on a cruise ship, this can jam up the system for your whole hallway...not a good way to make friends.
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Ship Orientation


Especially when you are below deck, it’s easy to get turned around and lose track of whether you’re headed for the front (fore or forward) or the back (aft) of the ship. For the first couple of days, I carry my ship deck plan and try to learn landmarks: For example, the restaurants (and my cabin) are near the back of the ship, while entertainment venues (casino, big theater) are at the front. Several banks of elevators are usually spread evenly throughout the ship. Before long, you’ll figure out the most direct way between your stateroom and the places you want to go. It can be tricky to find your room in a long, anonymous hall with identical doors. Consider marking yours in a low-profile way (for example, tape a small picture below your room number) to help you find it in a hurry.
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Historically, ships have an open-air deck that wraps around the entire vessel called the promenade deck, where passengers can stroll and enjoy the sea air. This is often where you’ll find the lifeboats and deck chairs, as well as rapidly disappearing games such as shuffleboard. This deck can be a clever shortcut for traversing the ship and avoiding bottlenecks that can happen indoors. Some ships have a double-decker main artery running through the middle of the ship, which can also be called a promenade. It usually connects several key amenities: theater, main dining room and other eateries, shopping area, library, art gallery, photography sales point, and so on.
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At the center of the ship is the main lobby (often called the atrium). This area, usually done up with over-the-top decor, has bars, a big screen for occasional presentations, tables of stuff to buy, and not enough seating. If you get lost exploring the ship, just find your way to the lobby and reorient yourself.
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The lobby is also where the guest services desk is located. Like the reception desk of a hotel, this is your point of contact if you have concerns about your stateroom or other questions. Nearby you’ll usually find the excursions booking desk, a “cruise consultant” (selling seats on the line’s future sailings), and the financial services desk (which handles any monetary issues that the guest services desk can’t).


If the lobby is the hub of information, then the pool deck (sometimes called the “lido” deck) is the hub of recreation. Generally the ship’s sunny top deck, the pool deck has swimming areas, a small stage, a big screen, other outdoor activities, and usually the buffet restaurant. With a variety of swimming pools (some adults-only, others for kids) and hot tubs; a casual poolside “grill” serving up burgers and hot dogs; ice-cream machines; long rows of sunbathing chairs; and “Margaritaville”-type live music at all hours, the pool deck screams, “Be on vacation!”
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SHIPBOARD INFORMATION


Each evening, the daily program for the next day is placed inside your cabin or tucked under your door. These information-packed leaflets offer an hour-by-hour schedule for the day’s events, from arrival and all-aboard times to dinner seatings, bingo games, and AA meetings. With a staggering number of options each day, this list is crucial for keeping track of where you want to be and when. I tuck this in my back pocket and refer to it constantly. Bring it with you in port to avoid that moment of terror when you suddenly realize you don’t remember what time you have to be back on the ship.


The daily program should also list your vessel’s port agent for that day’s stop. This is where you’d turn in the unlikely event that you miss your departing ship. If you don’t want to bring the daily program ashore with you, at least take photos of the “all aboard” time and port agent info so you have it in a pinch.


Some cruise lines also give you an information sheet about each port of call. These usually include a map and some basic historical and sightseeing information. Sometimes it will include information for independent travelers on how to get into town on a shuttle—but not always. Cruise lines are notorious for not sharing this information until the last minute—hoping you’ll book one of their excursions instead.


The dominant feature of these sheets is a list of the cruise line’s “recommended” shops in that port and discounts offered at each one. Essentially, these are the shops that pay the cruise line a commission. These stores can be good places to shop, but they aren’t necessarily the best options. (For more details on shopping in port, see here.)


Most cruise lines offer “port talks”—lectures about upcoming destinations. The quality of these can vary dramatically, from educational seminars that will immeasurably deepen your appreciation for the destination, to thinly veiled sales pitches for shore excursions.


Better cruises have a destination expert standing by when you get off the ship to answer your questions about that port (usually near the gangway or in the lobby). Again, beware: While some are legitimate experts, and others work for the local tourist board, most are employees of local shops. They can give you some good sightseeing advice, but any shopping pointers they offer should be taken with a grain of salt.


When passing important landmarks, especially on days at sea, the captain may periodically come over the loudspeaker to offer commentary. Or, if the seas are rough, the captain may try to soothe rattled nerves (and stomachs) with an explanation of the weather that’s causing the turbulence.


Speaking of announcements, cruise lines have varying philosophies about these: Some lines barrage you with announcements every hour or so. On other lines, they’re rare. On most ships, in-cabin speakers are only used for emergency announcements. If you can’t make out a routine announcement from inside your cabin, crack the door to hear the hallway loudspeakers, or tune your TV to the ship-information channel, which also broadcasts announcements. English is generally the first language on the ship, though announcements are repeated in other languages as well (often French, German, Italian, and/or Spanish, depending on the clientele).


YOUR CREW


Your hardworking crew toils for long hours and low pay to make sure you have a great vacation. Whether it’s the head waiter who remembers how you like your coffee; the cabin steward who cleans your room with a smile and shows you pictures of his kids back in Indonesia; or the unseen but equally conscientious workers who prepare your meals, wash your laundry, scrub the deck, or drive the tender boats, the crew is an essential and often unheralded part of your cruise experience.
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The all-purpose term for crew members is “steward”—cabin steward (housekeeping), wine steward (sommelier), dining steward (waiter), and so on. Your cabin steward can be very helpful if you have a basic question or request; for something more complicated, ask the front-desk staff or the concierge. In the dining room, the maître d’ assigns tables and manages the dining room, the head waiter takes your order, and the assistant waiters bring your food and bus your dishes.


The ship’s cruise director (sometimes called a host or hostess) is a tireless cheerleader, keeping you informed about the various activities and other happenings on board, usually via perky announcements over the ship’s loudspeaker several times a day. The cruise director manages a “cruise staff” that leads activities throughout the ship. Experienced cruisers report that the more enthusiastic and energetic the cruise director and staff are, the more likely you are to enjoy your cruise. Gradually you’ll come to feel respect, appreciation, and even affection for these people who really, really want you to have a great time on your vacation.




Cruise-Ship Safety


The grounding of the Costa Concordia cruise ship in 2012 off the coast of Italy resulted in 32 deaths and had some cruisers asking, “How safe is my cruise ship?” Like any form of travel, cruising comes with risks. But statistically, even taking into account the Concordia disaster, cruising remains remarkably safe.


A set of laws called Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) has regulated maritime safety since the Titanic sank more than a century ago. After the Concordia disaster, regulations now require that a safety briefing and muster drill take place before departure. Still, cruisers should take responsibility for their own safety. Know where lifejackets are stowed (usually in your stateroom, but they may be kept at the muster station). If you are traveling with kids, ask the cruise line for child-size lifejackets. Be clear on the location of your muster station, and know how to get there—not only from your stateroom, but also from other parts of the ship. Pack a small flashlight, and keep it handy.


Legally, ships are required to have one lifeboat seat per person on board, plus an additional 25 percent. Aside from the primary lifeboats, inflatable lifeboats can also be launched from the ship’s deck. In the event of an evacuation, crew members are responsible for providing instructions and for loading and operating the lifeboats. In theory, a cruise ship’s evacuation procedure is designed to safely remove everyone on board within 30 minutes. However, actual full-ship evacuation is almost never practiced. The “women and children first” rule is nautical tradition, but not legally binding. The captain, however, is legally obligated to stay with the ship to oversee the evacuation.


Ultimately, the Costa Concordia disaster is a glaring exception to the otherwise sterling safety record of the cruise industry. But it is a cautionary tale that should encourage cruisers to take the initiative to protect themselves, in case the worst-case scenario becomes a reality.





A great bonus for me is to make friends with members of the crew. They are generally hardworking, industrious, young, and fun-loving people who genuinely enjoy people. Many are avid travelers, just like you.


Crew Wages


Other than the officers and cruise staff, a ship’s crew is primarily composed of people from the developing world. With rare exceptions, these crew members are efficient, patient, and friendly (or, at least, always smiling).


It’s clear that crew members work hard. But most passengers would be surprised to learn just how long they work—and for how little. US labor laws don’t apply to sailing vessels, and cruise lines can pay astonishingly low wages (by North American standards) for very long hours of work. Crew members who receive tips are paid an average base salary (before tips) of about $5 each day. This makes tips an essential part of the crew’s income. After tips, the English-speaking service crew who interact with passengers make about $2,000-3,000 per month, while the anonymous workers toiling at entry-level jobs below decks can make less than $1,000 per month.
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These earnings don’t seem unreasonable...until you factor in the long hours. Most crew members sign a nine- to ten-month contract, then get two or three months off. While they are under contract, they work seven days a week, at least 10 hours a day; the international legal maximum is 14 hours a day, but according to insiders, some crew members put in up to 16 hours. The hours worked are rarely consecutive—for example, a crew member might work 6 hours, have 2 or 3 hours off, then work 7 more hours. They rarely if ever get a full day off during their entire months-long contract, though they get enough sporadic time off during the day to be able to rest and occasionally enjoy the ports of call. Do the math: If most crew members work an average of 12 hours a day, 30 days a month, that’s 360 hours a month—more than double the 160 hours of a 9-to-5 worker.


Cruise lines do cover their crew’s accommodations, food, medical care, and transportation (including a flight home once their contract is completed). This means the crew can pocket or send home most of their earnings.


The Secret Lives of Crew Members


Most cruise lines have somewhere between 1.5 and 2 passengers per crew member. So a 3,000-passenger ship has around 2,000 crew members, who need to be housed and fed—in some ways, they are a vast second set of passengers. The crew’s staterooms—the lowest (below the waterline, close to the rumbling engine noise) and smallest on the ship—are far more humble than your own, and usually shared (sometimes up to four per room). Some cruise staff may have nicer cabins in the passenger areas, but only officers get outside cabins.




Running a Cruise Ship


The business of running a ship is divided into three branches, which work together to create a smooth experience: the engine room; the hotel (rooms and food service); and the deck. This last branch includes the physical decks and railings as well as the bridge (the area from which the ship is navigated) and tendering (shore transport). Each department has its leader (chief engineer, hotel manager, and chief officer, respectively), with the captain overseeing the entire operation.
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Of course, these days the captain doesn’t actually steer the ship while standing at a big wooden wheel. Modern cruise ships are mostly computerized. The “watch”—responsibility for guiding the ship and dealing with any emergencies—rotates among the officers, who usually work four hours on, then eight hours off. The watch continues when the ship is at anchor or docked, when officers must keep an eye on moorings, make sure the ship is in the correct position, and so on.
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The ship is dry-docked (taken out of the water) every two years or so to clean algae, barnacles, and other buildup from the hull and to polish the propeller. A very smooth propeller is crucial for a fluid ride—a dented or porous one can lead to lots of noise and bubbles. Sometimes a crew engineer will put on a wetsuit and dive down to polish the rudder underwater.


As you approach a port (or a challenging-to-navigate passage), a little boat zips out to your cruise ship, and a “pilot”—a local captain who’s knowledgeable about that port—hops off. The pilot advises your ship’s captain about the best approach to the dock and sometimes even takes the helm.


If you’re intrigued by the inner workings of your ship, ask about a behind-the-scenes tour. Many ships offer the opportunity to see the galley (kitchen), food stores, crew areas, and other normally off-limits parts of the ship (usually for a fee).





While you may see officers eating in the passenger dining room or buffet, most of the crew dines in mess halls with menus that reflect the cuisine of their native lands. On some ships with more diverse crews, each nationality has its own mess hall and menu. Some cruise lines have found it more efficient to hire employees predominantly from one or two countries. For example, on Holland America, the cabin crew is entirely Indonesian, while the kitchen and dining room crew is Filipino (to recruit employees, the cruise line operates training academies in those two countries).
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Many crew members have spouses back home who are raising their children; in port, they buy cheap phone cards or use Skype to keep in touch. In fact, most portside internet cafés and calling shops target the crew rather than the passengers (“Cheap rates to the Philippines!”). If a café near the port offers free Wi-Fi for customers, you’ll invariably see a dozen of your crew huddled over their laptops, deep in conversation.


Is It Exploitation?


The national and racial stratification of the entire crew is similar to what you see in any high-end hotel: The officers and cruise staff are often Americans, Brits, or Europeans, while the kitchen workers, waitstaff, cleaning crew, and engineers are Indonesian, Filipino, or another developing-world nationality.


Is it wrong to employ Third World people at low wages to wait on First World, mostly white, generally wealthy vacationers? I don’t know. The cruise lines argue that their employees are making far more money at sea—and in glamorous locations where they get occasional time off to leave the ship and explore the ports—than they would at menial jobs back home. As one housekeeper told me, “If I was working in a luxury hotel in Indonesia, I would still be making less.” What some see as exploitation, others see as empowerment. Another way to look at it is as “insourcing”—importing cheap labor from the lowest bidder. The remarkable loyalty of many crew members (working many, many years for the same cruise line) is a testament to the success of the arrangement.


What I do know is that your crew members are some of the friendliest people on board. Get to know them. Ask about their families back home. And make sure they know how much you appreciate everything they’re doing to make your trip more comfortable.


MONEY MATTERS


Most cruise ships are essentially cashless. Your cruise identification/stateroom key card also acts as a credit card. When buying anything on board, you’ll simply present your key card, then sign a receipt for the expense. You’ll likely need cash on board only for tipping (explained later), paying a crew member to babysit, or playing the casino (most slot machines and table games take cash; you can use your onboard account to finance your gambling, but you’ll pay a fee for the privilege). To avoid exorbitant cash-advance fees at the front desk, bring along some US cash for these purposes.


Many cruise lines price everything on board (from drinks to tips to souvenirs) in US dollars, regardless of the countries visited during the trip. Other common currencies are the euro and pound sterling.


Onboard Expenses


First-time cruisers thinking they’ve paid up front for an “all-inclusive” trip are sometimes surprised by how many add-ons they are offered on board. Your cruise ticket covers accommodations, all the meals you can eat in the ship’s main dining room and buffet (with some beverages included), and transportation from port to port. You can have an enjoyable voyage and not spend a penny more (except for expenses in port). But the cruise industry is adept at enticing you with extras that add up quickly. These include shore excursions, casino games, premium drinks (alcohol, soft drinks, and lattes), specialty restaurant surcharges, duty-free shopping, fitness classes, spa treatments, photos, and many other goods and services.


It’s very easy to get carried away—a round of drinks here, a night of blackjack there, a scuba dive, a castle tour, and more. First-timers—even those who think they’re keeping a close eye on their bottom line—can be astonished when they get their final onboard bill, which can easily exceed the original cost of the trip (or so hope the cruise lines).


With a little self-control, you can easily limit your extra expenditures, making your seemingly “cheap” cruise actually cheap. It’s a good idea to occasionally check your current balance (and look for mistaken charges) at the front desk, via your cabin TV, or on your cruise ship app. You don’t have to avoid extras entirely. After all, you’re on vacation—go ahead and have that “daily special” cocktail to unwind after a busy day of sightseeing, or stick a $20 bill into a slot machine. But you always have the right to say, “No, thanks.” As long as you’re aware of these additional expenses and keep your spending under control, a cruise can still be a great value.


Getting Local Cash


While you don’t need much cash on board the ship, you’ll likely need local money for your time in port, as some European vendors do not accept credit cards and even fewer accept US dollars. While it’s possible to exchange US dollars into the local currency on board the ship, or get a cash advance on your credit card, in either case you’ll get bad rates and exorbitant fees.


You’ll save money if you instead use ATMs near the cruise port. For the destinations in this book, I’ve noted the location of the nearest ATM, which can often be found inside the cruise terminal or close to it (for more on withdrawing money in port, see here).


Most ports of call in this book are in the euro zone and use the same currency. For places that don’t use the euro (Croatia), it can be worth the added expense to change a small amount of cash on board the ship to finance your trip into town.


Tipping


Most mainstream cruise lines use a standard “auto-tip” system, in which a set gratuity (generally about $15/person per day) is automatically billed to each passenger’s account and then divided among the crew. About a third of this tip goes to your cabin steward, a third to the restaurant stewards, and a third to others, including people who worked for you behind the scenes (such as the laundry crew).


With auto-tipping, additional tipping is not required, but it is still appreciated by the crew. If you are unsure whom, how much, and when to tip, the rule of thumb is to give a cash tip at the end of the cruise to those crew members who have provided exceptional service (for specific guidelines, see the “Final Disembarkation” section at the end of this chapter).


At any point, you can increase or decrease your auto-tip amount to reflect your satisfaction with the service you’ve received. So, if you don’t have cash for your final tip, you can simply go to the front desk and increase the auto-tip amount instead (but try to do so before the final night, when accounts are being finalized).


In addition to a monetary tip, crew members appreciate it when you pass along positive feedback. Most cruise lines provide guests with comment cards for this purpose. If someone has really gone above and beyond for you, fill out a comment card on their behalf.




Money-Saving Tips


Many people choose cruising because it’s extremely affordable. When you consider that you’re getting accommodations, food, and transportation for one low price, it’s simply a steal. Don’t cheap out at the expense of fun, but keep a mental tally of extra spending. If you’re really watching your money, consider these strategies:


Buy as little on board as possible. Everything—drinks, internet access, knickknacks—is priced at a premium for a captive audience. For most items, you’re paying far more than you would off the ship. If you’re shopping for jewelry, find a local boutique in port rather than patronize your ship’s shop.


Skip the excursions. While cruise-line excursions are easy and efficient, you may be charged $80 to $100 per person for a transfer into town and a walking tour of the old center. But for the cost of a $2 bus ticket, you can get downtown yourself and join a $15 walking tour that covers most of the same sights. This book’s destination chapters will help you understand your options.


Stick with the main dining room. If your ship has specialty restaurants that levy a surcharge, skip them in favor of the “free” (included) meals in the main dining room—which are typically good quality.


Save some breakfast for lunch. If you’re heading out for a long day in port, help yourself to a big breakfast and bag up the leftovers to keep you going until dinnertime. Some cruise lines will sell you a packed lunch for about $10.


Minimize premium beverage purchases. Because alcohol, soda, and specialty coffee drinks all cost extra, drink tabs can add up fast. Since many cruise lines prohibit or limit bringing your own alcohol on board, you’ll pay dearly for wetting your whistle. Some cruise lines charge a “corkage fee” if you bring your own wine on board—but even with this charge, it might be cheaper than the ship’s wine list.


Stay out of the casino. With a casino and slots on board, it’s easy to fall into a gambling habit. Most cruise lines allow you to use your key card to get cash from your room account for gambling. But read the fine print—you’re paying a percentage for this convenience. Your odds of winning may be even less than at land-based casinos.


Don’t buy onboard photos. Come to think of it, don’t even let them take your photo—so you won’t be tempted to buy it later.


Minimize use of the ship’s mobile phone network and Wi-Fi. Shipboard internet access and phone rates are usually very high. Instead, use an international plan from your US provider on your smartphone, buy a SIM card in Europe, or find a Wi-Fi hotspot in port rather than on board. For details, see “Communicating,” later in this chapter.


Take advantage of free services on board. Rather than buy a book, check one out from the ship’s library. Instead of ordering a pricey pay-per-view movie in your cabin, enjoy the cruise’s free musical performances, classes, and activities. Read your daily program: There’s something free going on, somewhere on the ship, virtually every minute of every day.





HEALTH


Health problems can strike anywhere—even when you’re relaxing on a cruise ship in the middle of the sea. Every ship has an onboard doctor (though he or she may not be licensed in the US). If you visit the shipboard physician, you will be charged. Before you leave home, ask your health insurance company if the cost is covered or reimbursable; if you buy travel insurance, investigate how it covers onboard medical care.


Seasickness


As soon as you step on board, you’ll be very aware that you’re on a seaborne vessel. You’ll quickly remember the old truism about landlubbers having to find their “sea legs.” At first, you may stagger around like you’ve had one too many. Hang onto handrails (on stairways and, if it’s really rough, in the hallways) and step carefully. You’ll eventually get used to it, and you might even discover when you return to shore that you’ll need to find your “land legs” all over again.


Naturally, one concern novice cruisers have is whether the motion of the ship will cause them to spend their time at sea with their head in the toilet. And, in fact, a small percentage of people discover (quickly and violently) that they have zero tolerance for life at sea. But the vast majority of cruisers do just fine. Fortunately, compared to the open ocean, the Mediterranean has very little tide or turbulence.


But rough seas can occur, and when they do, waves and winds may toss your ship around quite noticeably. When this happens, chandeliers and other fixtures begin to jiggle and clink, and motion sickness bags discreetly appear in the hallways. Lying in bed, being rocked to sleep like a baby, you hear the hangers banging the sides of your closet. Some cruisers enjoy this experience; for others, it’s pure misery.


If you’re prone to motion sickness, visit your doctor before your cruise, and be prepared with a remedy (or several) in case you’re laid low. Below are several options that veteran cruisers swear by.


Dramamine (generic name: Dimenhydrinate) is easy to get over the counter but is highly sedating. Some cruisers prefer the less-drowsy formula (called Meclozine, sometimes marketed as Bonine). Marezine (generic name: Cyclizine) has similar properties and side effects to Dramamine.




Water, Trash, and Poo: The Inside Scoop


Wondering how cruise ships deal with passengers’ basic functions? Here are the answers to some often-asked questions:


Is the water clean and drinkable? Drinking water is usually pumped into the ship at the point of embarkation. This is what comes out of your bathroom tap and is used in restaurant drinks. Larger ships also have the capacity to desalinize (remove salt from) seawater for use aboard. Desalinated water is reserved for cleaning and might be used in your stateroom’s toilet or shower.


Waste water from the ship is purified on board and usually deposited into the sea.


Where does the trash go? Trash from shipboard restaurants is sorted into garbage, recyclables, and food waste. Garbage is removed along with other solid waste in port. Recycling companies take the recyclables. Food waste is put through a powerful grinder that turns it into a biodegradable puree. This “fish food” is quietly piped out the end of the ship as it sails through the night.


What happens to poo? You may wonder whether shipboard waste is deposited into the sea as you cruise. These things are dictated by local and international law as well as by the policies of individual cruise lines. Most mainstream cruise lines do not dump solid waste into the sea. Instead it is collected, stored, and removed from the ship for proper disposal in port.





Self-adhesive scopolamine patches (sometimes called by the brand name Transderm) work well for many travelers—just stick one behind your ear—but they require a prescription and are expensive. Some cruisers apply them prophylactically just before first boarding the ship (especially if rough weather is forecast).


Acupressure wristbands (such as Sea-Bands) have little buds that press on the pressure points on your wrist associated with nausea. You can buy them in any drugstore.


Every cruise aficionado has a favorite homegrown seasickness remedy. Some say that eating green apples or candied ginger can help settle a queasy stomach. Others suggest holding a peeled orange under the nose. Old sea dogs say that if you stay above deck, as close to the middle of the ship as possible, and keep your eyes on the horizon, it will reduce the effects of the motion.



Illness



Like a college dorm or a day-care center, a cruise ship is a veritable incubator for communicable disease. Think about everything that you (and several thousand other passengers) are touching: elevator buttons, railings, serving spoons in the buffet, and on and on. If one person gets sick, it’s just a matter of time before others do, too.


The common cold is a risk. But perhaps even more likely are basic gastrointestinal upsets, most often caused by the norovirus (a.k.a. the Norwalk virus)—tellingly nicknamed the “cruise-ship virus.” Most often spread through fecally contaminated food or person-to-person contact, the norovirus is your basic nasty stomach bug, resulting in nausea, diarrhea, vomiting, and sometimes fever or cramps. It usually goes away on its own after a day or two.


Because contagious maladies are a huge concern aboard a ship, the cruise industry is compulsive about keeping things clean. Between cruises, ships are thoroughly disinfected with a powerful cleaning agent. When you check in, you’ll be quizzed about recent symptoms to be sure you aren’t bringing any nasty bugs on board. Some cruise lines won’t allow passengers to handle the serving spoons at the buffet for the first two days—the crew serves instead. And, if you develop certain symptoms, the cruise line reserves the right to expel you from the ship at the next port of call (though, in practice, this is rare—more likely, they’ll ask you to stay in your stateroom until you’re no longer contagious).


Waterless hand-sanitizer dispensers are stationed around the ship, and smiling stewards might squirt your hands as you enter a restaurant or reboard the ship after a day in port. But keep in mind that the US Centers for Disease Control (CDC) recommend hand-sanitizing gels as an adjunct to, not a replacement for, hand washing with soap and warm water. The gels work great against bacteria, but not viruses (such as the norovirus). On a cruise, there’s no substitute for vigorous handwashing—several times each day.
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Staying Fit on Board


While it’s tempting to head back to the buffet for a second dessert (or even a second dinner) at 11:00 p.m., file away this factoid: A typical cruise passenger gains about a pound a day. After two weeks at sea, you’ve put on the “Seafaring 15.”


Whether you’re a fitness buff or simply want to stave off weight gain, cruise ships offer plenty of opportunities to get your body moving. Most ships have fitness centers with stationary bikes, treadmills, elliptical trainers, and weight machines. Some offer the services of personal trainers, plus classes like boot camp, spinning, Pilates, and yoga (newbies and yoga-heads alike will find it an interesting challenge to hold tree pose on a moving ship). These services usually cost extra, though some classes can be free (usually things like stretching or ab work).
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If you’re not the gym type, there are other ways to burn calories. Besides swimming pools, many ships have outdoor running or walking tracks that wrap around the deck, complete with fresh air and views. And some ships have more extreme-type sports, such as rock-climbing walls and surfing simulators.
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Even if you aren’t a natural exerciser, your cruise ship, with multiple levels, is one giant StairMaster. Take the stairs instead of the elevator (which often saves time, too), or run down to the bottom floor and hike back up to the top a couple of times a day. Opt for a walking tour instead of a bus tour when you’re in port. Hit the dance floor at night.


Smoking


Smoking presents both a public health issue and a fire hazard for cruise lines. Most cruise lines prohibit smoking in nearly all enclosed public spaces and in many outdoor areas, as well as in staterooms or on verandas. You may be able to smoke in certain bars or lounges and in designated outdoor spots. If you’re a dedicated smoker or an adamant nonsmoker, research the various cruise lines’ policies when choosing your vacation.


COMMUNICATING


Because phoning and internet access are expensive on board, keeping in touch affordably can be tricky. Here are some tips for staying connected. For more on using your phone in Europe, see www.ricksteves.com/phoning.


Important Note: Regardless of how you plan to use your mobile devices on your cruise, you can avoid unanticipated charges by switching to airplane mode (or disabling data roaming) as soon as you board and whenever you are at sea.


Getting Online


Shipboard internet access is getting better all the time, but can still vary widely in cost and speed by cruise line and even by ship. For the most part, you’re often better off waiting until you’re in port to get online. If you have a mobile device, find a café on shore where you can sit and download your email or log into Facebook over Wi-Fi while enjoying a cup of coffee—at a fraction of the shipboard cost.
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Using Your Mobile Device: US cellular providers offer international plans that include calling, messaging, and data. Your existing plan may already include international coverage through land-based networks. Before your trip, research your provider’s international plans and rates.


Because many European cruise itineraries stay fairly close to land, you can often roam on the cheaper land-based networks even when you’re at sea. Your phone will automatically find land-based networks if you’re within about 12 miles of the shore.


To avoid accidentally roaming onto an expensive at-sea cellular network, it’s a good idea to keep your device on airplane mode (or turn off data roaming) throughout your trip, especially at sea. Apps that don’t require data will continue to work (such as games or downloaded music and podcasts), but pictures you take with your phone won’t be backed up to the cloud and data-driven apps such as Facebook or Twitter won’t function. To make a call or connect to the internet, enable Wi-Fi when you have access to a Wi-Fi hotspot in port (at cruise terminals, cafés, and other businesses) or data-roaming (when you’re near a land-based network).


Using the Cruise-Line Wi-Fi: Most cruise ships have Wi-Fi throughout the ship, although it may be slower in your stateroom, and many still have an internet café with a few computers, often in the ship’s library. Either way, onboard internet access can be expensive—typical package deals offer unlimited Wi-Fi for $30-50 a day or $300 for a two-week trip. Other packages charge by “tiered usage”: For example, a “social” package may include just social media access; a higher-priced “value” plan will give you access to email and the web, but not streaming or services like Skype or FaceTime. “Premium” packages have premium prices for faster speeds and Skype/FaceTime access; some lines offer pricey video streaming packages, too. Check with your cruise line, as plans vary widely both in cost and services. You may get a discount by buying an internet package before you sail. Others offer promotional deals good only on the day you board.


Check if your cruise line has an app—many offer their own branded apps that provide information on deck plans, activities, shows, menus, and shipboard-only texting.


Warning: If you do connect via shipboard Wi-Fi, make sure you log out after each session to avoid wasting minutes or data. Ask for help at guest services if you’re not sure how to do this.


Using a European SIM Card: Another option is to use a European SIM card in your “unlocked” US mobile device (check with your carrier about unlocking it) to connect to the internet via a local land-based cellular network. There are no roaming charges in the European Union for using a domestic SIM card in other EU countries, so you can use a SIM card bought in one port almost everywhere your ship docks. There are drawbacks, however—using a European SIM card disconnects your US account; service is usually slower than your ship’s Wi-Fi; and the connection usually drops once you leave port.


But if you are tech savvy, this option can save you plenty. I bought a €20 SIM card with 4GB of data in Barcelona and never ran out on an 11-day cruise. It’s best to buy a SIM card at a mobile-phone shop (you may need to show your passport), where they can help you set it up and explain how to reload it if you use up your data allotment.


Phoning


You can make calls either from land or at sea—although it’s much cheaper to call from a mobile phone on a land-based network. Let the folks at home know not to expect too many calls, or figure out if there are any times in ports when it might be convenient to call home. For details on how to dial European phone numbers, see the “How to Dial” section of the appendix.


Using Your Stateroom Phone: It’s free to use your stateroom phone to call within the ship (such as to the service desk or another cabin). Calling to shore from your stateroom (over a satellite connection) is usually possible, but expensive—anywhere from $6 to $20 a minute (if you prepay for a large block of calling time, it can be cheaper—ask for specifics at the front desk). Note: Similar charges apply if someone calls from shore to your stateroom.


Using Your Mobile Phone: If you’re at sea, you may pick up a signal from an at-sea provider (CellAtSea or Cellular At Sea, for example). If you roam onto one of these carriers for a voice call, be prepared for per-minute rates as high as $5.99.


If you’re on or near land, your phone will roam to a land-based network; per-minute charges vary depending on whether you’ve signed up for an international plan from your carrier.


ONBOARD ACTIVITIES


Large cruise ships are like resorts at sea. In the hours spent cruising between ports, there’s no shortage of diversions (some free, some not): swimming pools, hot tubs, and water slides; sports courts, exercise rooms, shuffleboard courts, giant chessboards, and rock-climbing walls; casinos with slots and table games; shopping malls; art galleries with works for sale; children’s areas with playground equipment and babysitting services; and spas where you can get a facial, massage, or other treatments.
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Days at sea are a good time to try these features and activities—but be warned that everyone else on the ship has the same idea. Services such as massages are particularly popular on sea days—book ahead. Premium restaurants and other activities also tend to fill up far earlier for days at sea, so don’t wait too long to book anything you have your heart set on.


You can avoid crowds by taking advantage of shipboard activities and amenities at off times. The gym is quieter late in the evenings, when many cruisers are already in bed. Onboard restaurants are typically open for the later seatings. If you’re dying to try out that rock-climbing wall, drop by as soon as you get back on the ship in the afternoon. Embarkation day can also work to your advantage: While other passengers are unpacking and exploring the ship, you can have the minigolf course to yourself.


Social Activities


Many ships offer a wide array of activities, ranging from seminars on art history to wine- and beer-tastings to classes on how to fold towels in the shape of animals (a skill, you’ll soon learn, that your cabin steward has mastered). Quite a few of these are sales pitches in disguise, but others are just for fun and a great way to make friends. Bingo, trivia contests, dancing lessons, cooking classes, goofy poolside games, newlywed games, talent shows, nightly mixers for singles, scrapbooking sessions, afternoon tea—there’s something for everyone. There are shipboard Alcoholics Anonymous meetings (listed in the daily sheet as “Friends of Bill W”) and onboard programming for LGBTQ cruisers (“Friends of Dorothy/FOD” or “LGBT”). Ships have a community bulletin board where these and other meetings are posted. You can even post your own.


Entertainment and Nightlife


Most cruise ships have big (up to 1,000-seat) theaters with nightly shows. An in-house troupe of singers and dancers generally puts on two or three schmaltzy revue-type shows a week (belting out crowd-pleasing hits). On other nights, the stage is taken up by guest performers (comedy acts, Beatles tribute bands, jugglers, hypnotists, and so on). While not necessarily Broadway-quality, these performances are a fun diversion; since they’re typically free and have open seating, it’s easy to drop by for just a few minutes to see if you like the show. On some of the biggest new megaships, more elaborate shows may have an admission fee.
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Smaller lounges scattered around the ship offer more intimate entertainment with pianists, singers, or musical groups who attract a faithful following night after night. Some cruisers enjoy relaxing in their favorite lounge to cap their day.
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Cruises often screen second-run or classic movies for passengers. Sometimes there’s a dedicated cinema room; otherwise, films play in the main theater at off times or poolside in the evening.


And if you enjoy dancing, you have plenty of options ranging from classy ballroom-dance venues to hopping nightclubs that pump dance music until the wee hours.


Shopping


Cruise ships have their own shops on board, selling T-shirts, jewelry, trinkets, and all manner of gear emblazoned with their logo. At busy times, they might set up tables in the lobby to lure in even more shoppers. In accordance with international maritime law, the ship’s casino and duty-free shops can open only once the ship is seven miles offshore. While shopping on board is convenient and saves on taxes, most items sold onboard can be found at home—for less. Save your memento shopping for when you are in port, where you can find locally made European goods.
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Casino


Cruise ships offer Vegas-style casinos with all the classic games, including slots, blackjack, poker, roulette, and craps. But unlike Vegas—where casinos clamor for your business with promises of the “loosest slots in town”—cruise ships know they have a captive audience. And that means your odds of winning are even worse than they are in Vegas. Onboard casinos also offer various trumped-up activities to drum up excitement. Sure, a poker tournament can be exciting and competitive—but I can’t for the life of me figure out the appeal of a slot tournament (no joking). If you want to test your luck—but you’re not clear on the rules of blackjack, craps, or other casino games—take advantage of the free gambling classes that many cruise lines offer early in the trip.
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Art Gallery


Many ships have an art gallery, and some even display a few genuinely impressive pieces from their own collection (minor works by major artists). But more often the focus is on selling new works by lesser-known artists. Your ship might offer lectures about the art, but beware: These often turn out to be sales pitches for “up-and-coming” artists whose works are being auctioned on board. While the artists may be talented, the prices are dramatically inflated. Art auctions ply bidders with free champagne to drive up the prices...but no serious art collector buys paintings on a cruise ship.
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Photography


Once upon a time, photographers snapped a free commemorative portrait of you and your travel partner as you boarded the ship. But when the cruise lines figured out that people were willing to shell out $8-15 for these pictures, they turned it into big business. Roving photographers snap photos of you at dinner, and makeshift studios with gauzy backgrounds suddenly appear in the lobby on formal night. As you disembark at each port, photographers ask you to pose with models in tacky “local” costumes. Later that day, all those photos appear along one of the ship’s hallways for everyone to see (perusing my fellow passengers’ deer-in-the-headlights mug shots is one of my favorite onboard activities). If you can’t live without that cheesy snapshot of you and Aunt Mabel, try bargaining the price down toward the end of the trip. Repeat cruisers report that if you swing by the photography area on the last evening, the salespeople may cut a deal if you pay cash.
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Spa/Beauty Salon


Most cruise ships have spa facilities where you can get a massage, facial, manicure, pedicure, and so on. There may also be a hair salon. While convenient, these services are obviously priced at a premium—though specials are often available. Tip as you would back home (either in cash or by adding a tip when you sign the receipt). Shipboard saunas are usually in the spa changing rooms and are free—ask at the desk for your ship’s policy.
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Library


The onboard library, if the ship has one, has an assortment of free loaner books, ranging from nautical topics to travel guidebooks to beach reading. Usually outfitted with comfortable chairs and tables, this can also be a good place to stretch out and relax while you read.


Chapel


Many ships have a nondenominational chapel for prayer or silent reflection. If you’re cruising during a religious holiday, the cruise line may invite a clergy member on board to lead a service.


CRUISING WITH KIDS


Cruises can be a great way to vacation with a family. But do your homework: Cruise lines cater to kids to varying degrees. Disney, Celebrity, and Royal Caribbean are extremely kid-friendly, while other lines (especially the higher-end luxury ones) offer virtually nothing extra for children—a hint that they prefer you to leave the kiddos at home. (If you want to avoid traveling with lots of kids, take your cruise while school is in session, or look for a longer or repositioning cruise.)


Kids’ Programs and Activities


Family-friendly cruise lines have “kids clubs” that are open for most of the day. It’s a win-win situation for both parents and children. Kids get to hang out with their peers and fill their time with games, story time, arts and crafts, and other fun stuff, while parents get to relax and enjoy the amenities of the ship.
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Most kids clubs are for children ages three and older, and require your tots to be potty-trained. For older kids, there are teen-only hangouts. If you have kids under three, options are limited: You might find parent/baby classes (no drop-and-go) and, in rare cases, onboard day care (but see below for babysitting services).


Rules for kids clubs differ across cruise lines. Some charge for the service, others include it. While kids clubs are generally open throughout the day (about 9:00-22:00), some close at mealtimes, so you’ll have to collect your kids for lunch and dinner. Port-day policies vary—some kids clubs require a parent or guardian to stay on board (in case they need to reach you); others are fine with letting you off your parental leash.


There are also plenty of activities outside the kids club. All ships have pools, and some take it to the next level with rock-climbing walls, bowling alleys, and in-line skating. Arcades and movies provide hours of entertainment, and shows are almost always appropriate for all ages. Many scheduled activities are fun for the whole family, such as art classes, ice-carving contests, or afternoon tea.
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Babysitting


Because cruise lines want you to explore the ship and have fun (and, of course, spend money at bars and the casino), many have babysitting services. On some ships, you can arrange for a babysitter to come to your stateroom, while others offer late-night group babysitting for a small fee.


To line up a sitter, ask at the front desk or the kids club. Or, if you and your child hit it off with one of the youth counselors at the kids club, you could consider asking her or him for some private babysitting. Oftentimes, crew members have flexible hours and are looking to earn extra money. Some even relish the opportunity to play with your kids—let them!


When hiring a babysitter, ask up front about rates; otherwise, offer the standard amount you pay at home. And remember to have cash on hand so you can compensate the babysitter at the end of the evening.


Kid Food


Pizzerias, hamburger grills, ice cream stands...thanks to the diverse dining options on ships, even the pickiest of eaters should be satisfied. Here are some tips for dining with children:


If you prefer to eat with your kids each night, choose the first dinner seating, which has more families and suits kids’ earlier eating schedules. If your kids are too squirmy to sit through a multicourse formal dinner every night, choose the buffet or a casual poolside restaurant.


Don’t forget about room service. This can be a nice option for breakfast, so you don’t have to rush around in the morning. It’s also an easy solution if you’re cabin-bound with a napping child in the afternoon.


Set ground rules for sweets and soda ahead of time. If your kids have convinced you to let them drink soda (which costs extra on a cruise), buy a soft drink card for the week to save over ordering à la carte.



Kids in Port



If you plan to take small kids off the ship and into town, remember that many European streets and sidewalks are old, cobbled, and uneven—not ideal for a stroller. If your little kids can’t walk the whole way themselves, consider bringing a backpack carrier rather than a stroller for more mobility.


While excursions are often not worth the expense, they make sense for some ports and activities, especially when you have small kids in tow. You don’t have to deal with transportation, nor do you have to worry about missing the ship.


If you do take your small children into port, consider draping a lanyard around their necks with emergency contact information in case you get separated. Include your name and mobile phone number, your ship’s name, the cruise line, the itinerary, a copy of the child’s passport, and some emergency cash.


Eating


While shipboard dining used to be open-and-shut (one restaurant, same table, same companions, same waitstaff, same time every night), these days you have choices ranging from self-service buffets to truly inspired specialty restaurants. On bigger ships, you could spend a week on board and never eat at the same place twice.


Note that if you have food allergies or a special diet—such as vegetarian, vegan, or kosher—most cruise lines will do their best to accommodate you. Notify them as far ahead as possible (when you book your cruise or 60 days before you depart).


DINING ONBOARD


Most cruise ships have a main dining room, a more casual buffet, a variety of specialty restaurants, and room service. While the main shipboard eateries tend to close by about midnight, large ships have one or two places that remain open 24 hours a day.


Main Dining Room


The main restaurant on your ship is the old-fashioned dining room. With genteel decor, formal waiters, and a rotating menu of upscale cuisine, dining here is an integral part of the classic cruise experience.


The traditional assigned-dining option gives each passenger a set time and table for all dinners in the dining room. But over the last decade or so, cruise lines have begun offering a choice between assigned and unassigned dining. Some lines have more flexible options with increased choices in timing and restaurants. Others companies make seat assignments optional: If you don’t want one, just show up and you’ll be seated at whichever table is available next. Some smaller luxury lines have no assigned dining—it’s first-come, first-served, in any dining venue.
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If you choose assigned dining, you’ll eat with the same people every night (although you can always opt to eat at another onboard restaurant whenever you like). Tables for two are rare, so couples will likely wind up seated with others. You’ll really get to know your tablemates...whether you like it or not. Some cruisers prefer to be at a table that’s as large as possible—if you are seated with just one other couple, you risk running out of conversation topics sooner than at a table with 10 or 12 people.


Diners are assigned to an early seating (typically around 18:30) or a late seating (around 20:45). Avid sightseers might prefer the second seating, so they can fully enjoy the port without rushing back to the ship in time to change for dinner. In general, families and older passengers seem to opt for the first seating, while younger passengers tend to prefer the later one.


If your cruise line has assigned dining (whether mandatory or optional), you can request your seating preferences (time and table size) when you book your cruise. These assignments are first-come, first-served, so the earlier you book and make your request, the better. If you don’t get your choice, you can ask to be put on a waiting list.


Some people really enjoy assigned dining. It encourages you to socialize with fellow passengers and make friends. Tablemates sometimes team up and hang out in port together as well. And some cruisers form lasting friendships with people they were, once upon a time, randomly assigned to dine with.


If you’re not happy with your assignment or seatmates, try dropping by the dining room early on the first night to see if the maître d’, who’s in charge of assigning tables, can help you. He’ll do his best to accommodate you (you won’t be the only person requesting a change—there’s always some shuffling around). If the maître d’ is able to make a switch, it’s appropriate to thank him with a tip.


If you tire of assigned dining, you can always find variety by eating at the buffet or a specialty restaurant, or by ordering room service. And if you have an early seating but decide to skip dinner one night to stay late in port, you can still dine at the other onboard restaurants. Since the various onboard eateries are all included (except for specialty-restaurant surcharges), money is no object. While I enjoy the range of people at my assigned dinner table, I usually end up dining there only about half the nights on a given cruise.




Formal Nights


Many cruises have one or two designated formal nights each week in the main dining room, when passengers get decked out for dinner in suits and cocktail dresses—or even tuxes and floor-length gowns (for tips on how to pack for formal night, see the sidebar on here). In general, on formal nights the whole ambience of the ship is upscale, with people hanging out in the bars, casinos, and other public areas dressed to the nines. And cruises like formal nights because passengers behave better and spend more money (for example, ordering a nicer bottle of wine or buying the posed photos).
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Ships may also have semiformal nights (also one or two per week), which are scaled-down versions of the formal nights—for example, men wear slacks and a tie, but no jacket.


Some passengers relish the opportunity to dress up on formal nights. But if you don’t feel like it, it’s fine to dress however you choose—as long as you stay out of the dining room. Skip the formal dinners and eat at another restaurant or the buffet, or order room service.





Note that the main dining room is typically also open for breakfast and lunch. At these times, it’s generally open seating at shared tables. The majority of travelers prefer to have a quick breakfast and lunch at the buffet (or in port). But some cruisers enjoy eating these meals in the dining room (especially on leisurely sea days) as a more civilized alternative to the mob scene at the buffet; it’s also an opportunity to meet fellow passengers who normally sit elsewhere at dinner.


Dress Code: In the main dining room, most cruise lines institute a “smart casual” dress code. This means no jeans, shorts, or T-shirts. Men wear slacks and button-down or polo shirts; women wear dresses or nice separates. On formal nights, the dress code is fancier.


Buffet and Poolside Restaurants


Besides the main dining room, most ships have at least one additional restaurant, generally a casual buffet. This has much longer hours than the dining room and often has some of the same menu options; it may even have some more unusual items, often themed (Greek, Indian, sushi, and so on). Most ships also have an even more casual “grill” restaurant, usually near the pool, where you can grab a quick burger or other snacks.


Dress Code: The buffet and “grill” restaurants have a casual dress code. You’ll see plenty of swimsuits and flip-flops, though most cruise lines require a shirt or cover-up in the buffet.


Specialty Restaurants


Most ships (even small ones) have at least one specialty eatery, but some have a dozen or more. If there’s just one specialty restaurant on board, it serves food (such as steak or seafood) that’s a notch above what’s available in the dining room. If there are several, they specialize in different foods or cuisines: steakhouse, French, sushi, Italian, Mexican, and so on.
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Because specialty restaurants are more in demand than the traditional dining room, it’s smart to make reservations online before your cruise even starts. If you haven’t planned that far advance, at the beginning of your cruise, scope out the dining room’s menu for the week; if one night seems less enticing to you, consider booking a specialty restaurant for that evening. Days at sea are also popular nights in specialty restaurants. I enjoy using the specialty restaurants when I want to dine with people I’ve met on the ship outside of my usual tablemates. Remember that if you want a window seat with a view, eat early. When darkness settles, the window becomes a pitch-black pane of glass, and that romantic view is entirely gone.


Occasionally these restaurants are included in your cruise price, but more often they require a special cover charge (typically $10-50). In addition to the cover charge, certain entrées incur a supplement ($10-20). A couple ordering specialty items and a bottle of wine can quickly ring up a $100 dinner bill. (By the way, if you order a bottle of wine and don’t finish it, your server can put your name on it and bring it to you in the main dining hall the next night.)


Some routine cruisers allege that the cruise lines are making the food in their dining room intentionally worse in order to steer passengers to the specialty restaurants that charge a cover. But from a dollars-and-cents perspective, this simply doesn’t add up. The cover charge is designed not to be a moneymaker, but to limit the number of people who try to dine at the specialty restaurants. It’s just affordable enough to keep the place busy every night, but not so cheap that it’s swamped. So if cruise food is getting worse, it’s not on purpose.


Dress Code: Specialty restaurants usually follow the same dress code as the main dining room (including on formal nights), though it depends on how upscale the menu is. The steakhouse might be more formal than the main dining room; the sushi bar could be less formal. If you’re unsure, ask.


Room Service


Room service is temptingly easy and is generally included in the cruise price (no extra charge). Its menu appears to be much more limited than what you’d get in any of the restaurants, but you can often request items from the dining room menu as well. (If you don’t want to dress up on formal night—but still want to enjoy the generally fancier fare on those evenings—ask in advance whether you can get those same meals as room service.) Either way, it’s very convenient, especially on mornings when the ship arrives in port early. By eating breakfast in your room (place your order the night before), you can get ready at a more leisurely pace and avoid the crowd at the buffet. You can also arrange for room service to be waiting when you get back on the ship from exploring a port.


It’s polite to thank the person who delivers your food with about a $2 tip; sometimes you can put this on your tab and sign for it, but not always, so it’s smart to have cash ready.


CRUISE CUISINE


Reviews of the food on cruise ships range wildly, from raves to pans. It’s all relative: While food snobs who love locally sourced bistros may turn up their noses at cruise cuisine, fans of chain restaurants are perfectly satisfied on board. True foodies should lower their expectations. High-seas cuisine is not exactly high cuisine.
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Cruise food is as good as it can be, considering that thousands of people are fed at each meal. Most cruise lines replenish their food stores about every two weeks, so everything you eat—including meat, seafood, and produce—may be less than fresh. Except on some of the top-end lines, the head office creates the recipes, then trains all kitchen crews to prepare each dish. To ensure cooks get it just right, cruise lines hang a photo in the galley (kitchen) of what each dish should look like.


Cruise-ship food is not local cuisine. Today’s menu, dreamed up months ago by a stateside executive chef, bears no resemblance to the food you’ll see in port at local markets or offered by street-food vendors. Even so, cruise menus often feature dishes that would cost a pretty penny in a top-end restaurant back home. It can be fun to sample a variety of specialty items (such as frog legs, escargot, or foie gras) and higher-end dishes (filet mignon, guinea fowl, lobster, crab) with no expense and no commitment. (If you don’t like something or are still hungry, waiters are happy to bring you something else.)
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Whether cruise food is good or bad, one thing’s for sure: There’s plenty of it. A ship with 2,500 passengers and 1,500 crew members might brag that they prepare “17,000 meals a day.” Do the math: Someone’s going back for seconds.


All things considered, cruise lines do an impressive job of providing variety and quality. Some travelers figure there’s no point paying for food in port when you can just eat for free on the ship. But after a few days of cruise cuisine, I can’t wait to sit down at a real European restaurant or grab some authentic street food...and I can really taste the difference.


DRINKS


In general, tap water, milk, iced tea, lemonade, coffee and tea, and fruit juices are included. Other drinks cost extra: alcohol of any kind, soft drinks, fresh-squeezed fruit juices, and premium espresso drinks such as lattes and cappuccinos. You’ll also pay for any drinks you take from your stateroom’s minibar (generally the same price as in the restaurants). Beverages are priced approximately the same as in a restaurant on land.


Early in your cruise, ask about special offers for reduced drink prices, such as discount cards or six-for-the-price-of-five beer offers. This also goes for soft drinks—if you guzzle Diet Coke, you can buy an “unlimited drink card” at the start of the cruise and order as many soft drinks as you want without paying more. (You also have the option of ordering drink packages online, in advance of your cruise, sometimes at a savings.)


Cruise lines want to encourage alcohol sales on board, but without alienating customers. Before you set sail, find out the policy on taking alcohol aboard. Some cruise lines ban it outright; others prohibit only hard liquor but allow wine and sometimes beer. On some lines, you may be able to bring one or two bottles of wine when you first board the ship. Keep in mind that if you bring aboard your own bottle of wine to enjoy in your stateroom or with dinner on the ship, you’ll most likely face a corkage fee (around $10-20). Even with this fee, it may be cheaper than ordering a bottle off the menu.


To monitor the alcohol situation, cruise lines require you to go through a security checkpoint every time you board the ship. It’s OK to purchase a souvenir bottle of booze in port, but you may have to check it for the duration of the cruise. Your purchases will be returned to you on the final night or the morning of your last disembarkation.


If you’re a scofflaw who enjoys a nip every now and again, note that various cruising websites abound with strategies for getting around the “no alcohol” rules.


EATING ON PORT DAYS


For some travelers, port days present a tasty opportunity to sample the local cuisine. Others prioritize their port time for sightseeing or shopping rather than sitting at a restaurant waiting for their food to arrive. And still others economize by returning to the ship for lunch (which, to me, seems like a waste of valuable port time). For more tips on eating while in port, see here.


To save money, some cruise passengers suggest tucking a few items from the breakfast buffet into a day bag for a light lunch on the go. While this is, to varying degrees, frowned upon by cruise lines, they recognize that many people do it—and, after all, you are paying for the food. If you do this, do so discreetly. Some experienced cruisers suggest ordering room service for breakfast, with enough extra for lunch. Or you can get a room-service sandwich the evening before and tuck it into your minifridge until morning. To make it easier to pack your lunch, bring along sealable plastic bags from home.


Final Disembarkation


When your cruise comes to an end, you’ll need to jump through a few hoops before you actually get off the ship. The crew will give you written instructions, and you’ll often be able to watch a presentation about the process on your stateroom TV. Many ships even have a “disembarkation talk” on the final day to explain the procedure. I keep it very simple: I review my bill for extra charges, accept the auto-tip, and carry my own bags off the ship any time after breakfast. While the specifics vary from cruise to cruise, most include the following considerations.


On your last full day on the ship, you’ll receive an itemized copy of your bill. This includes the auto-tip for the crew (explained earlier, under “Tipping”), drinks, excursions, shopping, restaurant surcharges, and any other expenses you’ve incurred. This amount will automatically be charged to the credit card you registered with the cruise line. If there are any mistaken charges, contest them as soon as you discover them (to avoid long lines just as everyone is disembarking).


If you’d like to give an additional cash tip to any crew members (especially those with whom you’ve personally interacted or who have given you exceptional service), it’s best to do so on the final night in case you can’t find the tippee in the morning. It’s most common to tip cabin stewards and maybe a favorite food server or two. There is no conventional amount or way to calculate tips; simply give what you like. Some cruise lines provide envelopes (either at the front desk or in your stateroom on the final evening) for you to tuck a cash tip inside and hand it to the crew member.


The night before disembarking, leave any bags you don’t want to carry off the ship (with luggage tags attached) in the hall outside your room. Stewards will collect these bags during the night, and they’ll be waiting for you to reclaim in the terminal building when you step off the ship. Be sure to keep any items you may need before disembarking the next morning (such as toiletries, medications, a jacket, or a change of clothes). I prefer to carry off my own bags—that way, I don’t have to pack the night before and go without my personal items the last morning. Also, I can leave anytime I want, and I don’t have to spend time claiming my bags after I’ve disembarked.


In the morning, you’ll be assigned a disembarkation time. At that time, you’ll need to vacate your cabin and gather in a designated public area for further instructions on where to leave the ship and claim your luggage.


It’s possible to get an early disembarkation time—particularly if you’re in a hurry to catch a plane or train, or if you just want to get started on your sightseeing. Request early disembarkation near the start of your cruise, as there is a set number of slots, and they can fill up.


If you’re hungry, before disembarking you can have breakfast—your last “free” meal before re-entering the real world.


If you’re sightseeing around town and need to store your bags, there is often a bag-storage service at or near the cruise terminal (I’ve listed specifics for certain ports in this book). If you’re staying at a hotel after the cruise, you can take your bags straight there; the hotelier is usually happy to hold your bags until check-in time.


Most cruise lines offer a transfer service to take you to your hotel or the airport. If you’re taking an early flight back home, this is usually the best option. If you’re staying for a few extra days in the final city, you’ll do better arranging this on your own (taxis and private shuttle buses wait at the cruise terminal, and this book’s destination chapters include detailed instructions for getting into town or to the airport).


If you do book an airport transfer through the cruise line, you may have the option to pay a little extra to keep your stateroom and enjoy the pool until catching the airport shuttle for your afternoon flight. Some cruise lines also offer excursions at the end of the journey that swing by the city’s top sights before ending at your hotel or the airport. This can be a good way to combine a sightseeing excursion with a transfer.
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