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  How many times have you asked yourself “How do we . . . ?” on a vacation or “if only we had known this before we left home!”




  How do you discover the answers to those questions before you set sail? Ask questions, and more questions, and even more questions. Ask your travel agent. Ask friends who have cruised. You can even ask a cruise line questions. That’s the secret to a perfect cruise: Ask the questions that matter to you. That’s what this book is about, providing answers to frequently asked questions and concerns.




  Choosing the perfect cruise for you depends highly on your knowing what is important to you in a vacation. Your friends may rave about the champagne cocktails at the captain’s formal reception, but if you like to drink beer from the comfort of a deck chair, their recommendations will not be right for you. Do you want the adventure of new ports and places? Don’t choose an itinerary with too many days at sea. Are you planning on taking your children? Make sure there is an established children’s program with the ship’s equivalent of “camp counselors.” Are you wary of becoming seasick? Ask your travel agent to book you a cabin on a lower deck in the center of the ship. Are some of these questions that you didn’t think to ask? Then please keep reading, as there are lots of secrets to finding the perfect cruise just for you.




  Cruise lines vary greatly in style and personality. Each and every voyage is different: The officers, staff, and crew onboard the ship; the passenger mix sailing on that specific voyage; weather conditions; and even the ship itself all combine to make each sailing a unique experience.




  First Things First: Choosing a Cruise
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  MILLIONS OF PEOPLE have already experienced the joy of going on a cruise. Cruise lines offer a dizzying array of cruise “products” today, and it takes only the skilled juggling of a travel planner to match your personality and budget with the cruise line, cruise ship, and itinerary that suit your needs. One of the most important things to remember when planning your cruise is to gather as much information as you can before you reach into your wallet and dish out money. Having the right information beforehand will prevent problems from occurring and eliminate unpleasant surprises once you arrive onboard the ship.




  Cruise ships are often referred to as “floating resorts” or “floating hotels,” since your life is centered on the vessel for the duration of the cruise. Thus, it’s essential that you become familiar with the amenities that a particular ship and cruise line have to offer. You won’t want to be booked on a cruise with a family-oriented theme if you are single and looking to party hearty. If you hate sunny, hot weather, you may be happier cruising in Alaska or Canada than in the Caribbean. And if you don’t like crowds or glitz, a freighter that accommodates only twelve passengers may please you more than a huge, modern cruise ship that draws a couple of thousand.




  




  Doing Your Homework




  Think of preparing for your cruise as if you were preparing for a test at school. You can do just enough work to make a passing grade, or you can do a more thorough research job and score an A+—which translates into an excellent vacation! Even if you’re a frequent cruiser, there are always new things to learn.




  Begin by asking yourself the following questions:




  

    Are you planning a cruise because this is a vacation you really want to do or has someone talked you into joining them?




    Is this trip “just a vacation” or will you be traveling to a much-anticipated destination?




    How much money are you comfortable spending?




    Have you anticipated “onboard” costs such as alcoholic drinks, casino spending, souvenirs, tips, and shore excursions?




    Have you factored in pretrip expenses such as the cost of getting to the airport, hotel costs for lodging prior to your cruise, gasoline if you are driving to the port, and any necessary visas or inoculations?


  




  Don’t forget some destinations charge a tax, such as the state of Hawaii, which adds a .04% tax to your cruise price for ships making round-trips from the state. Always check to make sure that the cruise price you are quoted includes all the taxes and port charges.
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  Check the cruise-line Web sites to determine the cost of the shore excursions you would like to purchase, and factor those into your budget.
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  Add a cushion for any unexpected medical costs. The average cost for a visit to the ship’s doctor for a cold or tummy virus is about $100.
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  A passport is needed for many destinations, so remember to give yourself plenty of time to get or renew a passport.
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  Trip and cancellation insurance is another item to factor into your costs. If you travel frequently, ask the insurance agent to quote you for a yearlong rate rather than just the length of your cruise. Who knows? After one cruise you may be ready to go again in no time at all!
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  Now, with a reasonable budget in mind, is the time to start looking at cruise brochures and talking to agents.
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  The best sources of information about cruising are cruise agents, cruise-loving friends and family, travel books and magazines, and the Internet. Ask questions and keep notes. First-time cruisers have hundreds of questions pertaining to their cruise. A good place to begin your information quest is on the Internet. Try www.cruisecritic.com or www.cruisereviews.com. Both are filled with information from cruise passengers.
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  There are many cruise Web sites that offer cruise pricing. To avoid becoming overwhelmed with all that’s out there in Cyberland, start with www.cruisegroups.com. Ten of the top cruise Web sites are located under one domain name. Each Web site offers different services to people from all walks of life. Or go directly to each individual cruise site and study their approach. Do they talk about cocktail parties or pub nights? Adventures ashore or lots of culture onboard?
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  Many of the large Internet travel companies are eager to provide cruise prices and make your reservation, but they are not always available to assist if you encounter a problem. If personal service is a priority, deal with a local agent. Of course, it won’t hurt to let them know what a terrific deal you found on a Web site. Many agencies will try hard to match that price.
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  You can obtain a cruise refund, perhaps hundreds of dollars, simply by granting www.cruiserebate.com permission to take over your booking. For anyone who has made cruise reservations directly with the cruise line or onboard a cruise ship, this Web site is highly recommended as a great way to save even more money.
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  Be aware that not all Web sites are secure. Before you pay for your cruise using your credit card, make sure the company confirms that its Web site is secure and no hackers are able to retrieve your credit card number.
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  Cruise sale prices that appear in the travel section of a Sunday newspaper are usually not the actual final price. Read the small print at the bottom of the page and be sure the price includes port charges, accommodations, all taxes, and the new “fuel surcharge.” Every time you see an increase at the pump, you can count on it being reflected in a higher cruise price.
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  If you have made your air arrangements to and from the ship through the cruise line, ask your cruise agent to contact the line about a schedule that suits your needs. This usually costs $50 per person and there may be some additional costs from the airline.
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  Most shore excursions can be booked in advance through the cruise line’s Web site. Obtain your reservation or booking number from your cruise agent to use when you confirm your tours.




  Where to Go




  Where is the best place to cruise? Cruise anywhere, anytime, anyplace! Your worst day on a cruise ship is better than your best day at work!




  Cruise passengers are becoming more adventurous about exploring Planet Earth. Now that more and more people are choosing cruise vacations than ever before, new and exciting ports of call such as the Baltic Sea, Canary Islands, Red Sea, Indian Ocean, Southeast Asia, Amazon River, the South Seas, and even Antarctica are quickly becoming popular cruises. Who would have thought even twenty years ago that you could explore so many remote areas of the world in comfort and luxury, and at such affordable prices?




  Check with your local library or bookstore for general information and the history of the ports of call your ship will be visiting. You will have a better understanding and appreciation of each locale when the ship docks and you begin exploring.
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  The people you meet in the different ports of call are one of the things that you will remember most about your vacation.
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  A cruise that stops at more ports of call does not necessarily mean a better cruise. Keep in mind that an endless round of ports can become tedious. And many passengers enjoy being at sea as much as, if not more than, being on land.
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  Unless you have been on a number of cruises and proved to have exceptional stamina, look for a cruise itinerary that is not too demanding, especially if you are not able to walk around easily.




  Cruise Tips for Any Destination




  Cruises come in all shapes and sizes and can last two, three, four, five, seven, eight, ten, twelve, or fourteen days on all kinds of vessels, large and small. Sometimes a cruise line offers a better cruise value on a seven-day itinerary than on a four-day. Have your cruise agent find you the best value before you make your deposit.




  Find out ahead of time if your cruise ship stops in port on a Sunday or local holiday. In some cases the shops and attractions will be closed and there will be nothing to do in the town, so you might want to book a shore excursion on that day.




  To enhance your time in each port of call, do research before you go. Purchase a guidebook, search the Web, or contact the tourist boards of each place your ship is docking.
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  United States Customs currently allows $400 worth of goods per person to be brought back into the country duty-free. Anything over that allotment will be assessed a charge.
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  Don’t think that if you make a large purchase and have the goods shipped home, you can avoid a Customs penalty. The arm of the Customs and duties laws reaches very long distances, especially if you have used a credit card.
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  Traveler’s checks are rarely used much anymore. In fact, they’ve become more of a burden than a dependable payment method. ATM machines are located on nearly all ships and in the ports of call. You should consider using your credit card for nearly all your purchases.
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  A word about ATMs onboard and ashore: The access fee can be very steep, sometimes $5 or more.




  [image: image]




  Call your credit card company before you leave home and let them know you are going to be on vacation. Sometimes credit card companies put a stop on purchases if there is a sudden burst of charges from a location other than your usual area.
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  The food is exotic and savory in many of the local restaurants in port. Be sure you’ve packed something to take should any irregularities occur an hour or so after you eat.
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  When you leave the ship for a non–ship organized activity, make certain to bring with you the ship’s daily program listing the very important name and phone number of the local port agent.
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  If you miss the ship and it sails to the next island without you, contact the cruise line’s port agent for assistance. They can help you with transportation to your next port of call. Catching up with the ship will, of course, be at your expense.
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  Drink bottled water in all the ports of call, no matter what you’ve heard about it being fine to drink. Drinking water onboard is heavily chlorinated but safe to drink unless advised otherwise.




  Caribbean Cruise Tips (Including the Bahamas and Bermuda)




  The Caribbean is to North Americans as the Mediterranean is to Europeans. It’s an exciting cruise vacation destination that’s close and fun and offers many things to many passengers. Who can resist sailing onboard a cruise ship in 85-degree (Fahrenheit; 29 degrees Celsius) weather in the middle of winter, while enjoying an array of sightseeing and historic attractions? Whether you’re snorkeling with the stingrays in the Grand Cayman, looking at the stalagmites inside a cave in Barbados, or simply basking nude in the sun on a beach in St. Martin/St. Maarten, your Caribbean cruise will offer all kinds of exciting things to do and see.




  Cruise ships in the Caribbean are designed to provide a variety of options to singles, families, gays and lesbians, seniors, honeymooners, and anyone else looking for an exciting vacation that’s relaxing and fun. From rock-climbing walls and sundecks permitting topless sunbathing to state-of-the-art health clubs and private dining rooms, cruise ships in the Caribbean offer it all.




  Although not technically in the Caribbean Sea, both Bermuda and the Bahamas are favorite cruise destinations, particularly for travelers from the Northeast. Why? In most cases you can simply drive to your port of embarkation and in no time at all be sailing away to pink beaches and British accents. Here are just a few tips for getting the most out of your Caribbean/Bermuda/Bahamas cruise.




  Cruise ships that sail to the Caribbean can originate from one of many U.S. cities: Fort Lauderdale, Miami, Tampa, New Orleans, Galveston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York City, to name a few. Have your cruise agent price the different locations in the event the cruise line offers a “resident” or “senior” rate.
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  Bermuda cruises are different from other cruises because you generally depart from a more northerly East Coast city, such as New York, Boston, or Philadelphia, and because your destination is such an integral part of your cruise. Your ship remains docked there for several days or perhaps moves from one port, Hamilton, to another, St. Georges. However, just because this is a single-destination cruise, you won’t lack for things to do. The pink beaches of Bermuda are deservedly world famous and the shopping is fabulous.
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  Bermuda is a favorite destination of honeymooners, bridge fanatics, and those who enjoy an island with a very British character.
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  Tourist season in the Caribbean for “land” vacationers is from mid-December to mid-April. If you want to cruise when it’s less crowded in the ports, opt to cruise from mid-April to mid-December.
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  Cruises to the Bahamas are a favorite of those who live in the southern United States because they, too, are so easily accessible. Departing from Port Canaveral, Ft. Lauderdale, and Miami, it takes almost no time at all to sail to the Bahamian islands.
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  If you are not sure if cruising is for you, these short three- or four-day cruises are a terrific way to try out the at-sea experience.
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  The newest and largest cruise ships in the world sail in the Caribbean, primarily because of their size and also because the Caribbean is such a popular destination. The larger the ship, the more options there are for groups traveling together. However, keep in mind that the larger the ship, the longer the lines—lines for embarkation, disembarkation, buffets, shore excursions, and tenders.
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  Back-to-back cruises, alternating the eastern and western Caribbean itineraries, are a wonderful way to relax and enjoy a longer cruise. Have your cruise agent negotiate a good cruise fare. Be sure your cabin location is confirmed in writing and that you are allowed to stay in the same stateroom for both cruises.




  [image: image]




  No vaccinations are required to sail on a Caribbean cruise. Savvy travelers recognize that the vaccination for hepatitis A and hepatitis B, along with the recent arrival of an oral vaccine that helps prevent traveler’s diarrhea, are an excellent idea.
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  Because cruise ships stop in many remote ports in the Caribbean, federal authorities are always looking for drug trafficking. Guard dogs are frequently brought onboard the ship to sniff out the drug dealers. Do not even think about acquiring illegal drugs while on a cruise.
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    Ten Great Caribbean Shore Excursions




    by Ann Burgess
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