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Introduction

In a sense, cruises are for dummies. That is, you don’t have to think
much on a cruise, and therein lies the appeal. The captain does the
driving, the chef does the cooking, the bartenders do the pouring, and
the stewards make your bed.

Your job is to relax.

On a cruise, unpack once, settle into your womblike cabin and enjoy the
ride. The ship takes you to as many as five or six different ports in a
week, while you sit back with your feet up, sipping a pina colada. Unless,
of course, you're the type that prefers a good workout in the gym, a
swim in the pool, a computer class, a wine-tasting seminar, a deep-tissue
massage, or some bowling.

Yes, you can sample all this on a cruise. And more. As ships grow ever
larger in size, they're offering a broader range of things to do and new
experiences to sample. Take the Freedom of the Seas, the current “it”
ship that debuted in spring of 2006. As the largest cruise ship in the
world (at least for now, at 160,000 tons and carrying 3,634 passengers
double occupancy), she comes decked out with cool stuff like a water
park, a full-sized boxing ring, a surfing simulator with real waves, and a
pair of hot tubs cantilevered 20 feet out over the side of the ship.

If a floating high-rise-hotel-cum-theme-park isn’t your bag, no worries,
there are also small adventurous ships and over-the-top luxurious
cruises to choose from that offer a very different experience than the
Vegas vibe the megas are peddling. But no matter which you choose,
what separates a cruise from your typical hotel is the water. Ships float.
Hotels don’t. And no matter how high-tech and modern cruise ships get
these days, the experience is still steeped in maritime traditions that go
back forever and lend some old-time charm. Massive steel anchors, coils
and coils of line, gangways, and that haunting moaning horn are as rele-
vant today as they were eons ago. Basically what we’re saying is that
swooshing through the waves in the middle of nowhere the way our
ancestors did — albeit with big diesel engines, GPS, and gin-and-tonics
delivered right to our hot tubs — is a pretty cool thing to do.

We should know: Between us we’ve done hundreds of cruises — a few
together, most apart, which is a good thing since we’re married to differ-
ent people — to everywhere from the tried-and-true Caribbean to far-flung
mind-alternating places such as Siberia, the Galapagos, New Zealand, and
Thailand. We have our favorites for sure, but through the years we've
grown to appreciate just about all of '’em. Who can argue with a sunset
melting off the bow, fruity rum drink in hand? A cruise manages to both
throw you in the middle of the social fray and take you away from it all.
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That all sounds fine and good, you may be saying, but what about your
fears of being stuck in a small dark cabin or getting seasick? Don’t worry
so much. Most cabins have windows and many have private balconies
too, so you can step out into the fresh sea air whenever the mood
strikes. Plus, who wants to spend a lot of time in a cabin when there’s so
much else to do around the ship. As for feeling queasy, allow us to
remind you, we're well into the 21st century. Most ships are equipped
with stabilizers to keep them ultrasteady. Plus, most ships are so big
that chances are you’ll barely realize you're moving at all.

At its basic core, a cruise is the antidote to worry and stress. A large
crew is aboard to take care of your cabin, your children, your appetite,
and that sore back of yours. From spas to playrooms, sushi bars, steak
houses, and movie theaters, you won’t be wanting for much. And if a
smaller ship is more your cup of tea, you’ll find fewer amenities, but
much more intimacy and really great itineraries. Pretty much, whatever
it is you want out of a vacation, you can find it on one of the hundreds of
ships out there, from rustic schooners to Vegas-style megaships and lux-
urious vessels sheathed in miles of marble and brocade.

The hardest part is dealing with all the “difficult choices” you’ll face
each day. Allow us to elaborate. Should you

v Go to the gym and work out?

v~ Sit on the deck and chat with other passengers (or better yet,
watch other passengers — cruise ships are prime people-watching
opportunities)?

v Find a quiet place to read?

v Have a massage?

v Take a nap or watch a movie in your cabin?

v Join the men’s sexy legs contest by the pool?

v Get a haircut?

v~ Sign up for a wine-tasting seminar?

v Take one of the organized shore excursions on days when the ship

stops in port or just head off on your own?

With so much to do, you can’t possibly do it all, and who needs to. If
achieving your vacation nirvana means staring off into sea and doing noth-
ing, so be it. As a wise old salt once said, “Hey, whatever floats your boat.”

And one more thing, cruising is a great value vacation: For one price,
you get your cabin, all your meals and entertainment, a slew of onboard
activities, and the chance to visit a bunch of different places and unpack
only once. Still, we have to be honest, you’ll likely spring for plenty of
extras once on board, from cocktails, soda, and bottled water to spe-
cialty restaurants, facials, craps, and lots more. Of course, the captain
isn’t forcing you to buy a new dress in the ship’s boutique or have your
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hair done; that’s up to you and your willpower. For the most part, unless
you're a totally penny-pinching, antisocial grouch, a cruise adds up to
one heck of an attractive vacation experience.

About This Book

We want to make sure that you have a totally relaxing and memorable
cruise vacation, which is why we got together to write this book. And we
gotta to tell you, all those research cruises we needed to take to become
such experts, well, it was just terribly grueling work . . . sweat sweat . ..
groan groan.

Okay, so we can’t expect sympathy. But we do want a little respect. We've
done our homework so that you don’t have to do. In the pages that follow,
we try to anticipate every question you may have about the cruise experi-
ence and provide the answers. For first-time cruisers, we describe what to
expect from the cruise experience, pre-cruise to post-cruise, with the nitty-
gritty on everything from your first look at a cruise brochure or Web site to
clearing customs at the end of the trip. The goal is to make the experience
easy and familiar, even if you've never set foot on a ship in your life.

If you're not a first-timer, you probably picked out this book because you
don’t want to have to think much to plan your trip. And you won’t have
to if you read on. We've laid out everything you need to know in a style
that is quick and easy, yet exceedingly comprehensive.

Of course, you don’t have to read the whole book. And you don’t have to
start at the beginning either. This is a reference book. Check out the table
of contents or the index and read the parts that pique your interest.

The main point of this book is to show you that a cruise is just plain fun.
It’s not brain surgery, for Pete’s sake, to figure out that a cruise is a light
and easy and, typically, quite an addictive vacation choice. From the
time you walk up the gangway humming the theme from The Love Boat
to the time you get home, dump your suitcase on the floor, and take yet
another look at all those great pictures you took, it’s all about pleasure.
In the spirit of fun, we took the liberty of having some fun writing this
book. So, c’'mon aboard and enjoy the ride. If you're really not the type
who likes to smile or laugh, then you may want to look for your receipt
and take this book back to the store.

Dummies Post-it® Flags

As you're reading this book, you'll find information that you'll want to reference as you
plan or enjoy your trip — whether it be a new ship, a must-see attraction, or a must-
try tour. Mark these pages with the handy Post-it® Flags included in this book to help
make your trip planning easier!
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Conventions Used in This Book

This guide is designed for easy reference. We include reviews of all the
best cruise lines; overviews of the most popular cruise ports in the
Caribbean, Alaska, the Mediterranean, and some other destinations; and
a quick-and-easy introduction to everything you're likely to experience
when planning and taking a cruise. The attractions, along with telephone
numbers, are often in bold type to draw your attention to them, and the
ship names appear in italic. If an attraction, hotel, restaurant, or what-
have-you has a toll-free number, we list that number first, in bold type,
right after a tiny little telephone, which looks like this: @'

For sanity (ours) and brevity, whenever we talk about temperatures, the
degrees are in Fahrenheit, and when we talk about prices, we mean U.S.
dollars unless otherwise noted.

People rarely pay full price for a cruise. That’s why when we list sample
rates, we list travel agency rates — the actual prices you’ll pay — not
the full brochure rate. Who knows why many lines inflate their brochure
rates only to sell their cruises at a discount anyway, but it’s an industry
tradition and, if nothing else, makes you think you're getting a really
good deal. Usually, you really are.

We list the range of brochure prices based on the following three basic
types of accommodations:

v Inside cabin (one without windows)
v Outside cabin (one with windows)

v Suite

Foolish Assumptions

As we wrote this book, we made some assumptions about you and your
needs as a traveler. We assumed the following:

v You may be a virgin cruiser looking for some guidance while book-
ing your first cruise.

v You may be an experienced traveler who just wants some quick,
easy tips about planning a cruise.

v You may be an experienced cruiser who wants an easy-to-use guide
to the cruise lines (both big and small) and ports of call.

v You've cruised before in the Caribbean but want to try something
new, like Alaska, the Mediterranean, New England, or western
Mexico.

1 You don’t have time to wade through volumes of detailed informa-
tion; you just want a book that cuts to the chase so that you can
easily find a ship best suited to your unique personality.
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If you fit any of these criteria, Cruise Vacations For Dummies 2007 gives
you the information you want.

How This Book Is Organized

This book is organized in a roughly chronological fashion (although you
don’t have to read it that way), taking you from the basics of choosing a
cruise through the particulars. We detail the reasons you're going to sea:
visiting great ports of call and having a ball on board as you sail from
one port to the other.

Part I: Getting Started

We start with the best of the best, our recommendations of top ships,
top destinations, and top things to do on board. We get into why a cruise
is a great vacation choice for most people and blow holes in some
common misconceptions about cruising — that it may be too expensive
or that you may get bored, for example. And we offer some suggestions
of how to find the cruise and cruise experience that best suits you.

Part 1I: Planning Your Cruise

Part II helps you start figuring out what your trip may cost. We take you
through the process of finding and booking a cruise, including when to
book it and how to find a good travel agent. We also tell you what you
need to know before you get on the ship — from buying travel insur-
ance, to getting there, to packing tips, to passport requirements and
how much cash to bring.

Part 111: All Aboard: The Cruise Experience

Part Ill covers what you can expect on board during your cruise, includ-
ing entertainment, food, spa offerings, shopping, gambling, and chil-
dren’s activities. And even though you don’t want to think about it yet,
this part also includes a synopsis of what you need to consider at the
end of your cruise, including tipping and Customs regulations.

Part IU: Ship Shapes: The Cruise Lines and Their Ships

Part IV discusses the major cruise lines and their vessels and offers
honest reviews to help you target the ship most likely to give you the
vacation experience you desire.

Part U: Calling All Ports: Where to Go, and Why

To find out where the ships sail from and to, check out Part V, which
offers specifics on points of embarkation and ports of call. We offer
advice on how to make the most of your time if you plan to stay a few
days in the port city before or after your cruise, and we highlight the top
attractions and best shore excursions at the major ports of call in the
Caribbean, Alaska, the Mediterranean, the Mexican Riviera, Hawaii, and
New England and eastern Canada.
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Part UI: The Part of Tens

The Part of Tens includes our picks of the most classic onboard experi-
ences, as well as our personal favorite stories from years of professional
cruising.

Appendix: Quick Concierge
The appendix lists toll-free phone numbers for cruise lines and airlines
and a directory of top travel agencies.

Icons Used in This Book
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Keep an eye peeled for these icons, which appear in the margins.

Find money-saving tips and/or great deals next to this icon.

This icon marks our choices for the best ships, destinations, and
activities.

Some cruise lines, ships, and ports offer activities or features that go
above and beyond. This icon gives credit where credit is due.

Watch for the Heads Up icon to identify annoying or potentially danger-
ous situations such as tourist traps, unsafe neighborhoods, rip-offs, and
other things to be aware of.

The Kid Friendly icon reviews ship features, activities, restaurants, and
ports that are particularly appealing to children or families.

Find useful advice on things to do and ways to schedule your time when
you see the Tip icon.

Where to Go from Here

Now you're ready to go! Get that Hawaiian shirt out of the closet, put on
a Jimmy Buffett CD, fix yourself a pifia colada, and settle down to choose
the cruise of your dreams. Don’t worry: If your dream doesn’t have any-
thing to do with loud shirts and party music, there are cruises for the
L.L.Bean and John Denver set too!
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In this part . . .

Fink of this part of the book as your quick intro course,
where you discover the different kinds of cruises you can
choose from, the different regions where they sail, and the dif-
ferences between ship types. We also give you our picks for
the best ships, lines, and experiences, and run through a list
of common cruise misconceptions, shooting ’em all down like
clay pigeons. Blam!




Chapter 1

Choosing Cruising:
The Best of the Best

In This Chapter

Picking the top cruise lines
Finding the best ships to fit your interests

The

In the decade-plus that we've been writing about cruises, we can’t
even count the number of times people have asked us, “So, what’s the
best cruise line?” And y’know what? We hate that question. We hate it
because there’s really no single answer. It’s like asking, “What’s the best
food?” or “What'’s the best beer?” It all depends on your taste buds and
the kind of experience you want to have. Spicy? Adventurous? Healthy?
Indulgent? Or how about the cruise equivalent of a burger and a Bud?

That said, some cruise lines are clearly top-shelf, no matter what aisle in
the supermarket you're browsing. And this is the chapter where you can
find 'em.

You can find the “Best of the Best” icon signaling the contents of this
chapter throughout the book.

Best of the Mainstream Lines

Here’s the pick of the litter among the big boys. Turn to Chapter 11 for
more info.

1 Celebrity Cruises: With their elegant, modern décor, incredible
spas, great service, and over-the-top alternative restaurants,
Celebrity’s Millennium-class ships (Millennium, Infinity, Summit, and
Constellation) are some of the best mainstream megaships out
there — classy yet affordable. Celebrity’s older Century-class ships
(Century, Galaxy, and Mercury) aren’t too far behind, either.

v Princess Cruises: Princess’s huge but cozy Diamond Princess and
Sapphire Princess are the line’s most beautiful ships to date. They
combine gorgeous exterior lines with wood-heavy, old-world
lounges; an innovative dining plan; and a great covered promenade
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that allows you to stand right in the bow. The smaller Coral Princess
and Island Princess are big winners, too, with similar décor and a
smaller size that lets them traverse the Panama Canal.

1 Royal Caribbean International: Royal Caribbean’s Radiance-class
ships (Radiance, Brilliance, Serenade, and Jewel of the Seas) are its
most elegant vessels to date, combining a sleek, seagoing exterior;
a nautically themed interior; and acres of windows. The Voyager-
class ships (Voyager, Explorer, Adventure, Navigator, and Mariner of
the Seas) are the archetypal activities ships and may be the first
vessels to satisfy the old “city at sea” cliché. The line’s new gigantic
Freedom of the Seas is an even bigger and more activity-packed ship
than its Voyager-class cousins.

The Best Ships for Luxury

Got some bucks to spend? Wanna be treated like Charles and Camilla?
Here are your ships. Turn to Chapter 12 for all the details.

v Crystal Cruises: Crystal’s handsome ships offer the best of two
worlds: pampering service and scrumptious cuisine on ships that
are big enough to offer plenty of outdoor deck space, generous fit-
ness facilities, four restaurants, and more than half a dozen bars
and entertainment venues. Crystal’s California ethic tends to keep
the atmosphere more mingly and chatty than aboard the more
sober ships, such as those from Seabourn and Silversea.

v Cunard: Queen Mary 2 (QM2) has her very own niche in the luxe
market — and in the cruise market as a whole, for that matter.
Although she’s too enormous to offer the kind of intimate luxury
you get with ships from Silversea, Seabourn, and SeaDream, she
can give you a pretty close idea of what life aboard the great old
ocean liners was like — a pretty luxe perk all in itself.

v SeaDream Yacht Club: Even smaller and more intimate than
Seabourn, SeaDream’s 110-passenger yachts are also pitched to a
younger and more active demographic. Elegant but casual, they
carry along jet skis, mountain bikes, and kayaks for jaunts around
ports such as St. Barts and Monte Carlo.

v~ Silversea Cruises: This line offers the best overall highbrow small
ships, with top-quality cuisine, roomy suites, and over-the-top
service — including complimentary and free-flowing Philipponnat
champagne.

The Best Ships for Families

The trick with family cruises is offering not just family-friendly activities
and entertainment, but offering things for adults to do, too, whenever
they can get away from the kids. These cruise lines do. See Chapter 9 for
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info on family-oriented cruising activities and Chapters 11 and 12 for
more about the ships.

v Carnival Cruise Lines: Carnival has made the move from party line
to family line, with spacious kids and teen facilities on the
Conquest-, Spirit- and Destiny-class vessels.

v Cunard: Strange but true, the classy QM2 also has great facilities
and programs for kids, starting at age 1. Aside from Disney, no
other line offers such extensive care for children so young. There’s
even an outdoor play gym, wading pool, and spray fountain.

v Disney Cruise Line: Well, duh. If Disney can’t do family right, who
can? This is the best-developed children’s program at sea. Kudos
also to Disney’s adult activities, even though their ships do without
casinos in the interest of keeping kiddo on the straight and narrow.

v Princess Cruises: The Coral Princess and Island Princess and the
Grand-class ships each have a spacious children’s playroom, a siz-
able piece of fenced-in outside deck for toddlers, and a deck with a
wading pool for older kids. Teen centers have computers, video
games, and a sound system, and the ones on the Grand-class ships
even have teen hot tubs and private sunbathing decks.

+* Royal Caribbean International: For active families, you can’t beat
Royal Caribbean’s Freedom of the Seas, with its cool water park and
surfing simulator, plus a bunch of other great diversions the line’s
Voyager-class ships also offer — from rock-climbing walls to ice-skating
rinks, in-line skating tracks, miniature golf, and full-size basketball
courts. The onboard Johnny Rockets restaurant and main street-like
entertainment promenades hold kids’ interest pretty well, too.

The Best Romantic Cruises

Some cruise lines cater to the amorous more than others. Here are our
top picks:

v Cunard: Like real royalty, QM2 was born with certain duties atten-
dant to its station, and one of the biggest of those duties is to
embody the romance of transatlantic travel and bring it into the
new century. Take a stroll around that Promenade Deck, dine in
that fabulous dining room, and thrill to be out in the middle of the
Atlantic on nearly a billion dollars’ worth of Atlantic thoroughbred.
See Chapter 12.

+* SeaDream Yacht Club: SeaDream’s small SeaDream I and II are
ultraluxe in a languidly romantic sort of way, with comfy Balinese
daybeds lining the teak decks, free-flowing champagne, and a table
for two anytime you want it. See Chapter 12.

v~ Star Clippers: With the wind in your hair and sails fluttering over-
head, the top decks of the four- and five-masted Royal Clipper and
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Star Clipper provide a most romantic setting. Below decks, the
comfy cabins, lounge, and dining room make these ships the most
comfortable adventures on the sea. See Chapter 13.

1 Windjammer Barefoot Cruises: Well, what is romance, anyway?
For some folks it’s luxury and baubles. For others it’s a trip cross-
country on their Harley, stopping to catch the view at every scenic
overlook and then finding a good bar at night. That sound like you?
Windjammer’s your cruise line. See Chapter 13.

v Windstar Cruises: Pure romance is a day with your loved one in a
private cove or another secluded spot with one of Windstar’s big
sailing ships anchored offshore. Windstar offers a truly unique
cruise experience, giving passengers the delicious illusion of adven-
ture (by stopping at small coves and such), along with relatively
sizable small vessels and high-quality cuisine and service. See
Chapter 13.

The Best Party Cruises

Looking for a party at sea? Try one of these cruise lines:

v Carnival Cruise Lines: What, you thought Carnival’s ships were
called “The Fun Ships” because they could tell a good joke? Back in
the day, this is where you went for a full-time party cruise. Things
have toned down a lot since then, but the pool deck is still loud and
crazy, and the discos and nightspots hop until the early morning
hours — especially on the short 3- and 4-night weekend cruises.
See Chapter 11.

v Norwegian Cruise Line: NCL's newest ships are designed to give
the illusion of a night out in the big city, with ten restaurants, tons
of bars, a clipboard full of activities, and some of the best entertain-
ment at sea. An added plus: The ships all have casual dress codes
and open-seating dining, creating more mingling opportunities. As
on Carnival and Royal Caribbean, it’s the short 3- and 4-night itiner-
aries on their older ships that keep the party funkin’ right. See
Chapter 11.

v Royal Caribbean International: As with Carnival, lots of Royal
Caribbean’s customers are in their 20s, 30s, and 40s, with short
cruises drawing the hardier partiers. For an exciting Saturday-night-
out-on-the-town barhopping kind of experience, the Freedom- and
Voyager-class ships feature a multideck, boulevard-like promenade
running down their centers, lined with shops, bars, cafes, and
entertainment outlets. See Chapter 11.

v Windjammer Barefoot Cruises: Erotic tart-eating contest, anyone?
Okay, so that’s only on their singles cruises, but you get the idea.
On regular cruises, the free rum punch, cheap beers, and visits to
legendary Caribbean beach bars make sure you’ll be reeling like the
proverbial drunken sailor, if that’s your thing. See Chapter 13.
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The Best Small-Ship Cruises

If the big ships aren’t your thing, slide on over to one of these small-
ship operators, who put more of an emphasis on learning about the
destination than on shopping, sightseeing, and Big Whoopin’ Fun. See
Chapter 13 for the scoop on each.

v+ Cruise West and Clipper Cruise Line (Alaska/Russian Far East):
Want a real expedition? Cruise West’s Spirit of Oceanus and
Clipper’s Clipper Odyssey offer 2-week cruises that sail from main-
land Alaska across the Bering Sea to far-eastern Russia, also taking
in remote, little-visited islands along Alaska’s western coast. It’s like
sailing right off the map of civilization.

v Cruise West, Lindblad, and American Safari Cruises (Baja/Sea of
Cortez): For cruise ships, Mexico’s Baja Peninsula is like the bizarro
Alaska. It’s where the small ships (and the humpback whales) go for
winter, substituting Baja’s red dirt, cacti, and ruggedly beautiful
coastal islands for Alaska’s moss, rain forests, and glaciers.

v+~ Lindblad Expeditions (Antarctica, Galapagos, and other exotic
destinations): This preeminent small-ship line for a really adventur-
ous, learning-oriented experience is all the better for its recently
formed alliance with the National Geographic Society. The Society
gets a permanent presence on the sea, and Lindblad gets a slew of
scientists, photographers, and other lecturers to wow guests.

v Maine Windjammer Association (Maine coast): Owner-operated
historic schooners sailing along one of the prettiest stretches of
coast in the whole country — how do you top that? It’s like summer
camp for adults, with a rustic vibe and real, live wind in your hair.

1 Majestic America Line (Mississippi River): Mark Twain fan? Head
for Delta Queen, Mississippi Queen, and American Queen, three real
Mississippi River stern-wheelers that look so in-place on the river
that you'll think you've gone through a time warp. Bonuses? Cajun
and Southern cooking, river storytelling, and a calliope to comple-
ment a music program full of Dixieland jazz and swing.

The Best Ships for Uncompromising
Gourmands

Food and cruising go hand and hand. Find the best dining on these
cruise lines:

1 Celebrity Cruises: Among the mainstream lines, it doesn’t get any
better than the intimate, elegant, reservations-only alternative
restaurants on Celebrity’s Millennium-class ships, with their arti-
facts from classic Golden Age ocean liners, their doting waiters,
their tableside cooking, and their musicians playing elegant period
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pieces. The experience takes about three hours and costs $30 a
person, but it’s well worth it. See Chapter 11.

v Crystal Cruises: Although all the food you get on Crystal’s ships is
first-class, their reservations-only Asian specialty restaurant on
Serenity is the best at sea, with cuisine overseen by Master Chef
Nobuyuki “Nobu” Matsuhisa. The accouterments help set the tone,
too — chopsticks, sake served in tiny sake cups and decanters, and
sushi served on thick blocky platters. An Asian-themed buffet
lunch, offered at least once per cruise, gives passengers an awe-
some spread, from jumbo shrimp to chicken and beef satays to stir-
fry dishes. See Chapter 12.

v Oceania Cruises: Oceania’s dining experience is near the top in the
mainstream category, with menus created by chef Jacques Pepin,
and passengers able to dine at any of four different restaurants, all
of them excellent. Service is doting and fine-tuned, even at the
casual semi-buffet option, offered on an outdoor terrace that’s ele-
gant and totally romantic at sunset. See Chapter 11.

v Regent Seven Seas Cruises: The award-winning chefs aboard all
the line’s ships produce artful culinary presentations that compare
favorably to those of New York’s or San Francisco’s top restaurants,
and the waiters are some of the industry’s best. See Chapter 12.

v Seabourn Cruise Lines: Nothing quite compares to dining on the
outdoor deck of Seabourn’s casual restaurant, called 2, which offers
a lovely tasting menu nightly. With the ships’ wakes shushing just
below, you have a rare opportunity to dine with the sea breezes and
starry night sky surrounding you. Asian, Mediterranean, and steak-
house-style menus are featured. See Chapter 12.

v~ Silversea Cruises: Depart at sunset from port, and savor the setting
and the Italian cuisine in the windowed, candlelit Terrazza. Menus
are created by chef Marco Betti, owner of the award-winning Antica
Posta restaurant in Florence, Italy, and Atlanta, Georgia. A second
alternative venue offers a new twist on cruise dining, offering
menus developed in consultation with master Relais & Chateaux—
Relais Gourmands sommeliers that pair food with wine — and not
the other way ‘round. Excellent wines and all spirits are included in
the cruise rates. See Chapter 12.



Chapter 2

Is a Cruise for Youse? The
Whats, Wheres, and Whys

In This Chapter

Discovering the advantages of cruising
Anticipating the latest and greatest in cruising
Tossing your excuses overboard

Cruising is like comfort food — that pizza, meatloaf, baked ziti, or
double cheeseburger you order when life gets too stressful. It’s like
a shot of Prozac mixed with a ride on the Ferris wheel. It’s a mai tai in
the Jacuzzi while the tiki torches dance. It’s a chance to see the world
while remaining in your comfort zone. It’s a chance, for once in your
tweaked-out 21st-century life, to not have to plan anything at all. The
captain’s on his bridge and all’s right with the world. But is it, y’know,
your bag? Read on . . .

Cruising: What's In It for You?

Today, people choose a cruise vacation for a variety of reasons: It’s easy
to plan; it’s like having a full-time designated driver; you get to visit dif-
ferent towns and countries without having to schlep from hotel to hotel;
somebody told them it was a good bargain; or their Uncle Bob told them
it was a blast.

No matter what your reason for sailing is, you’re buying the same basic
commodity from almost all the cruise lines: relaxation. Sure, getting
aboard the ship that first day can be a hassle (see Chapter 6), but after
you get through that ordeal your experience should be relatively stress-
free — just unpack your bags and the rest of the week is yours. No need
to make dinner plans, since the kitchen crew is busy preparing more
than you'll ever be able to eat — and it’s included in the price. No need
to buy tickets to the theater, since it’s right down the corridor and
totally free, just like the nightclubs and discos. No need to even carry
cash, since practically all ships charge extras to your onboard account,
to be settled up later.
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A resort by day . . .

Cruise lines learned long ago that they’re not just competing with each
other; they’re also competing with land-based resorts. Consequently,
they’ve pretty much figured out how to offer almost anything a land
resort does, all while traveling along at 20-plus knots. Most cruise ships
(aside from the small adventure vessels) give you big honkin’ spas
armed with hot rocks, warm muds, and a slew of bizarro treatments that
make you feel like warm, happy jello. They give you huge children’s play-
rooms and teen centers designed to keep your kids occupied while you
go all jellolike. When jello time is over, the ships offer activities that
range from silly pool games and craft classes to lectures, computer
workshops, cooking demonstrations, wine tastings, dance classes, and
even scuba instruction. Depending on the ship, sports enthusiasts may
find jogging tracks, volleyball, basketball, paddle tennis, water polo,
aqua aerobics, rock-climbing, ice- and in-line skating, and even bungee
trampolines (the latter on Royal Caribbean’s Enchantment of the Seas).
Oh, and of course there’s always shuffleboard. Old habits die hard.

Want more? How about video arcades and movie theaters showing
recent releases? Or live sports events beamed by satellite to the ship’s
sports bar? Or just lounging by the pool or on your private balcony, or
boiling like a rock lobster in the hot tub? There’s something to be said
for doing nothing.

.. . A place to keep your stuff while in port

Now remember, you won’t be on the ship all the time, so chuck that “I'd
go nuts stuck on a ship for a week” excuse right now. Most (though not
all) weeklong itineraries spend two days at sea, allowing you to do all
the activities we just talked about, and spend the other four days visit-
ing ports, where you can either wander off on your own or sign up for
one of the line’s organized shore excursions. Generally you arrive in the
morning and depart just after dinner — enough time to get a gander at
the local sights, spend some time on the beach, head off into the woods
looking for wildlife, or whatever it is people do in the hundreds of port
cities and towns the cruise lines visit worldwide.

.. . And an urban playground by night

Nighttime is one of the liveliest times on a cruise ship. You have the mul-
ticourse dinner to look forward to, for one thing. Then, depending on the
ship, you can check out the show, hit the comedy club, dance (or try to),
win at the casino (or try to), sing the hits at a karaoke session (or try
to), or just throw back a few stiff ones at one of a dozen bars. You can
get through the night as cheaply or as expensively as you like, because
even though the cruise lines have begun offering a lot of added-cost
extras, the basics of the experience — food, entertainment, and most
activities — are still free, free, free.
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Keepin’ It Fresh: What Keeps ‘em
Coming Back

Cruise ship years are like dog years — they don’t last as long as people
years. As a result, most of the ships that are carrying those 10 million
annual cruisers have been launched within the past ten years, during a
frantic period of construction that finally began winding down in 2005.
With bookings up and the need decreasing to fill more new ships,
prices — which were ridiculously low through 2003 and into 2004 —
finally started leveling off in 2005. Oops! You missed the big bargains!
But don’t worry;, it’s still a good deal, and the cruise lines are busy
adding other new stuff besides ships, to make sure your interest stays
piqued.

Like what? Think new destinations, new activities on and off the ship,
new dining options, and new entertainment. Some other trends? How
about extensive refurbishments of older ships, bringing them more in line
with what the newbies offer. Royal Caribbean got the ball rolling on this
with its big 2003 refurb of the 1991 ship Monarch of the Seas, followed by
redos of Empress, Sovereign, and Enchantment of the Seas — the latter of
which was chopped in half and welded back together with a new midsec-
tion, increasing her size substantially. Celebrity Cruises put $55 million
into revitalizing its decade-old Century, adding a sushi bar and a restau-
rant designed around a Murano glass theme. Holland America upgraded
its older vessels to the standards of its new “Signature of Excellence” ini-
tiative, with comfier cabins, a new culinary arts center, new restaurants
and Internet cafes, and vastly improved kids’ and teens’ facilities. Disney
teen centers also got the supersizing treatment.

Speaking of Disney, and other brand names, cruise lines have been busily
associating themselves with established brands over the past year, hoping
to hitchhike on their name recognition. Celebrity, for example, teamed up
with Cirque du Soleil to bring its brand of fantasy circus magic to the line’s
megaships. Norwegian Cruise Line (NCL) followed by announcing a part-
nership with the famed Second City improv comedy group. Over at
Cunard, the cobranding was with London’s Royal Academy of Dramatic
Art, whose graduates and students perform short plays and offer read-
ings, workshops, and acting classes on QMZ2’s transatlantic crossings. The
ship’s Cunard ConneXions learning program also includes informal talks
by instructors and lecturers from Oxford University and elsewhere, while
programs in the ship’s planetarium have been created by NASA, the
American Museum of Natural History, and others.

Another new trend is (eek) cell phone, with many cruise lines installing
satellite systems that allow passengers to connect using regular GSM
cell phones. Costa Cruises was the first to introduce it, in late 2003 (with
service going fleetwide in 2006), and now Norwegian Cruise Line, Royal
Caribbean, Celebrity, and Oceania are all scheduled to have service
fleetwide or nearly so by the end of 2006. (Because NCL's Hawaii-based
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ships always sail close to the islands, passengers can use their phones
onboard without the special hookup.) Among the luxury ships, Regent
Seven Seas whole fleet, Crystal Cruises’ Crystal Serenity, and Silversea’s
Silver Shadow and Silver Whisper were all wired, with plans calling for
Silver Cloud and Silver Wind to be wired in the coming months. At press
time, industry big gun Carnival and sister-line Holland America still
hadn’t committed to cellular, but we expect nearly evvvverybody to
have phones beeping onboard fairly soon, so pack your Prozac. We reap
what we sow.

Seeing the world

You can cruise around North America, Central America, South America,
Europe, Scandinavia, Asia, Africa, the Middle East, the South Pacific,
Australia, New Zealand, and even the Arctic and Antarctica — pretty much
anywhere there’s water. If you've got a few months (and bucks), there are
even world cruises that take you all the way around the globe. In this
book, we highlight the most popular cruising regions: the Caribbean and
Mexican Riviera for classic fun-in-the-sun vacations; Alaska for the wilder-
ness, wildlife, Native culture, and scenery; the Mediterranean for history;
eastern Canada and New England for charm and fall foliage; and Hawaii
for, well, paradise.

Travelers on a longer leash can sail to the edges of the cruise world, hit-
ting historic and politically edgy locales such as Lebanon and Syria;
exotic stops such as Vietnam, Tahiti, and Morocco; totally bizarro spots
such as eastern Siberia and the fjords of Greenland; and all-American
waterways such as the Mississippi River, the Columbia and Snake Rivers,
and the Erie Canal.

Sailing from everywhere

We're stressed-out 21st century types, so the idea of getting on a plane
and flying all day just so we can get on a ship and then relax is less than
appealing. That’s why we’re thrilled that cruise lines have finally figured
out that they can sail from somewhere other than Florida, and have
begun fanning out to other ports all along the U.S. coast, within driving
(and in some cases walking) distance from big population centers.

At last count, there were more than 20 homeports on the U.S. mainland,
from which you could sail to Bermuda, New England, eastern Canada,
Florida, the Bahamas, the Caribbean, Alaska, Hawaii, Mexico, and Europe.
Beyond the traditional Florida ports of Miami and Ft. Lauderdale (plus
Cape Canaveral, Tampa, and, to a lesser extent, Jacksonville), other cities
that host big cruise ships on a regular basis include Anchorage (AK),
Baltimore (MD), Bayonne (NJ), Boston (MA), Charleston (SC), Galveston
(TX), Los Angeles (CA), New York (NY), Norfolk (VA), Philadelphia (PA),
San Diego (CA), and Seattle (WA), and we’re not even mentioning the
countless other cities that serve as homeports for the small, specialized
ships. The upshot is that unless you live in Nebraska, there’s a good
chance you can drive to your ship, saving yourself both time and money.
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Appealing to all types of travelers

Who cruises? According to the cruise lines’ central marketing group, the
average cruise passenger is 50 years old, but 26 percent of cruisers are
under 40. Eighty-three percent of cruise passengers are married, with an
average household income of about $99,000.

Although demographics vary from cruise line to cruise line and some-
times from ship to ship, there’s a ship for pretty much any kind of
person who’s looking for one. The mainstream lines are the great gener-
alists, providing something for just about everyone — which, along with
their generally reasonable prices, explains why they're the big choices
for multigenerational family travel.

If you're pickier but still have a hankering for the sea, consider a luxury
line or a specialty small-ship line, the former tailored to the connoisseur
mindset, the latter mostly to public radio types who want a human-scale
learning experience. A few lines defy categorization, such as small sail-
ing-ship line Windjammer. Let’s just say they attract iconoclasts.

Appealing to all wallet sizes
So the $64,000 question is, do cruises cost $64,000? Nope.

Though prices have been climbing after the inverse bubble that reigned
from 2001 to 2003, at press time rates for weeklong Caribbean and
Mexican Riviera cruises were still starting between $600 and $800 per
person based on double occupancy (two people sharing a cabin).
Starting rates for Alaska cruises were between $750 and $850, and
Mediterranean cruises started at around $1,000. Shorter cruises typi-
cally start at about $300 for a 3-night sailing, while prices for weeklong
luxury and small-ship cruises typically start around $2,000 per person
and up (sometimes way, way up) from there.

sw5 Your fare includes your accommodations, three meals a day (or six, if

59 \ you can eat that much), a plethora of onboard activities, use of pools

Y /) and gyms, nighttime entertainment, and travel to several ports of call.
Overall, it adds up to great value and convenience — but don’t assume
everything’s included. Travel expenses to and from the ship are gener-
ally not. Nor are shore excursions (except aboard some small-ship
adventure lines), and they can easily add up to $500 or more during the
week. Bar drinks aren’t included except aboard some luxury lines, and
can run . .. well, that depends on you, as does the amount you’re willing
to risk in the casino or drop in the spa for a facial, massage, or mud
wrap. Gratuities for the crew are not included on most lines, which pay
their service staff minimal salaries on the assumption that they’ll make
most of their pay in tips. Generally, expect to tip about $70 to $100 per
person during a weeklong cruise. (For more on tipping, see Chapter 4.)

To beef up their bottom lines, cruise lines push a slew of added-cost
extras such as intimate alternative restaurants, specialty coffees, name-
brand ice cream, fresh flowers, golf-swing analysis, wireless Internet
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connection, wine tastings, custom-tailored suits, specialty exercise
classes (boxing, spinning, Pilates, yoga, tai chi, and the like), and per-
sonal training sessions. These extras could run your tab up into the
stratosphere if you succumb, but therein lies the trick: They’re optional.
Aside from gratuities, which you really should leave to keep your karma
balanced, you could step aboard a ship, spend not one red cent extra
during your whole trip, and still have a great time. It’s all up to you.

Answering the Cruise Naysayers

Maybe you want to go on a cruise (you're reading this book, after all), but
your significant other is putting up resistance with one excuse or another.
We’ve heard most of them, and have found that those excuses are often
based on long-held misconceptions. Here are the most common excuses,
and our patented Matt-and-Heidi answers to beat them back with.

Il be bored!

When people tell you this, they probably think they’ll be on the ship
24/7. Not so. Unless you take a transatlantic crossing with no port calls,
you're off the ship almost as much as you’re on, observing places and
cultures you may never have seen before. Typical weeklong cruises
spend four of their six full days in port, with the other two at sea, either
because it takes a while for the ship to get to its next port or just for the
heck of it. We’ve found, through long experience, that being on vacation
can be really, really tiring, so a couple days at sea are a good thing, let-
ting you loll around and rest up. Do you see us complaining about
having to sit at the bar and drink beer all day? You do not.

I'lt get fat!

Although the rumor is that most people gain about five pounds on a
weeklong cruise, you only do that if you, uh, sit around at the bar and
drink beer all day . . . or hit every eating opportunity — of which, admit-
tedly, there are many. Way many. So to paraphrase Goethe, repeat after
us: “Self-restraint is the first mark of the master.” And if you can’t forego
dessert or that plate of nachos between meals, at least make deals with
yourself: If | eat that, I'll take the stairs instead of the elevators today. If |
drink that, I'll go to the gym for an hour, or sign on for a challenging
shore excursion, like mountain biking, kayaking, or hiking.

I'lt get seasick!

Well, then you won’t have to worry about getting fat, will you? But hon-
estly, folks, most cruise ships nowadays are so large and well stabilized
that you can barely tell you're on water. You probably won’t have any
problems unless you're extremely sensitive or the ship passes through
rough water. In some places you hardly ever get rough seas — Alaska’s
Inside Passage, for example, which, like the name says, is inside, mean-
ing it’s protected by barrier islands from the ocean’s waves.
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If you do feel queasy, try taking an over-the-counter medication such as
Dramamine or Bonine. Most ships stock medicines for less sea-hardy
passengers, and you can sometimes get them free from the purser’s
office. You can also ask your doctor to prescribe for you the Transderm
patch. Alternative remedies include ginger capsules (available at health
food stores) and acupressure wristbands, which most pharmacies carry
and which our frequently seasick friend Cindy swears by:.

Cruise ships are too crowded!

Two answers to that one: First, that’s just not true of all big ships, and
second, you can’t even generalize by saying the ships with the most pas-
sengers are the most crowded. We've spent weeks on huge ships, such
as Royal Caribbean’s 3,114-passenger Explorer of the Seas, and have
been amazed at how uncrowded they were. Put it down to good design.
On the other hand, we've felt squeezed on much smaller ships that were
just not as well designed. To get a rough idea of how crowded a ship will
feel, divide its tonnage by its total passenger capacity to arrive at the so-
called passenger-space ratio.

If you're really concerned about crowds, book aboard a small ship, most
of which carry fewer than 100 passengers. There aren’t as many diver-
sions on board, but that’s kind of the point: On these ships, people go to
get focused on the places they’re visiting, not diverted from them. Small-
ship cruises almost always cost more than megaship cruises, but you
tend to have fewer onboard costs. Sometimes excursions are even
included in the rates.

Cruise ships aren’t safe!

As we were putting together our first edition of this book last year, a 70-
foot rogue wave smacked into NCL's Norwegian Dawn off the coast of
Florida. Seventy feet! That’s like, seven stories. That’s a big wave. It made
all the newspapers, and much was made of the fact that water was slosh-
ing around in 62 cabins, but the fact was that the only real damage was
to a few forward-facing windows, which broke under the impact and let
in all that water. There was no structural damage at all, and the only
injuries were a handful of bruises and cuts. So figure, if a ship can shrug
off a 70-foot wall of water smacking straight into it, it’s pretty safe. When
it comes to fire safety, cruise ships operate under international rules
known as Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), which enforce rigorous stan-
dards for fireproofing and safety equipment.

To make sure ships are up to safety snuff and comply with emergency-
response requirements, the Coast Guard conducts rigorous quarterly
inspections of all ships operating from U.S. ports. To check out what
those requirements are, visit the consumer section of the Coast Guard’s
Web site at www.uscg.mil/hg/g-m/cruiseship.htm. To make sure
passengers know what to do in case there is an emergency, ships are
required to hold an emergency safety drill within the first 24 hours of
sailing. Everyone aboard is required to participate, trying on their
orange life jackets and trotting out to their assigned lifeboat stations.
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They let anybody on those things. There’s no security!

Way wrong. Waaaaaay wrong. We make our living writing about ships
and are no strangers to the ports in our home cities, but even we've
been turned away when someone forgot to put our name on the official
list. That was true before 9/11, and it’s even truer now.

Between 2001 and 2004, new regulations went into effect that mandated
a no-visitors policy; x-ray of all hand-carried bags; screening of checked
bags; the use of sniffer dogs; a security zone of at least 300 feet around
all cruise ships, plus concrete barriers; patrol boats and sometimes
Coast Guard escorts at some ports; and the screening of all ship’s stores,
mail, and cargo before they’re brought aboard. Many of these systems
were already in place at most cruise lines and ports, so passengers gen-
erally didn’t notice much difference. Other changes have been made in
the back office, including a rule that ships must submit a complete list of
passengers and crew to the Coast Guard 96 hours before arriving at a
U.S. port. Internationally, new regulations issued by the International
Maritime Organization (IMO) require all ports around the world to oper-
ate within a consistent framework to address security issues.

On board, all the major cruise lines have their own security forces, who
monitor people as they come aboard (passengers, crew, delivery people,
and contractors) and who keep an eye out during the cruise. We're not
just talking about the kind of rent-a-cops you see at your local conven-
ience store, either. Some lines have hired former Navy SEALs as top-level
security consultants, and have hired Gurkhas, the famed Nepalese fight-
ers, to assist officers at the gangway and be on hand as needed.

Passengers will probably notice ship security mostly when boarding,
both initially and at the ports of call. Most cruise lines photograph pas-
sengers digitally at embarkation and then match pictures to faces every
time they get back aboard thereafter. Digital passcards also allow them
to tell instantly who’s aboard at any given time.

What if 1 get sick!?

Nearly every ship carrying more than 100 passengers has a medical facil-
ity staffed by a doctor and a nurse who are ready to handle health emer-
gencies. The biggest ships now carry two doctors and between two and
four nurses to handle the large number of passengers and some facilities
have become quite elaborate. Just like at home, a ship’s medical center
has set office hours, but doctors are on call 24 hours a day should an
emergency arise. Most shipboard ailments are fairly minor, such as sea-
sickness, a sprained ankle, or the flu (ships stock antibiotics for the
latter), but the doctors can also perform minor surgery if necessary.
Should you develop a serious medical problem, you're taken off the ship
at the nearest port for treatment or possibly flown by helicopter to a
hospital. The latter can cost big bucks, so if you're at risk of medical
problems while away, you should invest in travel insurance to cover
away-from-home emergencies. (For details about travel insurance, see
Chapter 4.)
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Smoking at sea. .. or not

While you may picture the classic sailor as a leathery tan guy with a cigarette hang-
ing out of his mouth, today he’'ll likely be sipping a diet soda and wearing sunscreen
instead. Like most places shoreside in America, all ships covered in this book prohibit
smoking in all restaurants, theaters, and many other public places such as shops and
the library. If you want to light up, most bars and lounges have smoking sections, and
you're usually free to have a cig out on deck, in your cabin, or on your balcony.

Now, if you're looking for a nonsmoking cabin because you're concerned with the lin-
gering smells from a previous smoker, you're mostly out of luck. With the exception of
Disney and Oceania (where all cabins are nonsmoking), cruise lines do not designate
cahins smoking or nonsmoking. Why? Because there’s no real way to stop someone
from booking a nonsmoking cabin and then smoking anyway. Further, it would be a big
fat headache for the cruise lines’ inventory department — how many cabins should
be set aside for smokers? Do they sit empty if not enough smokers book the cruise?
Luckily, cabins are cleaned well between cruises, if necessary by shampooing the rug
and using air purifiers. Matt, a fairly smoke-sensitive nonsmoker, can’t recall ever
walking into a cabin and smelling residual smoke.

Most small ships (those discussed in Chapter 13) don’t carry onboard
medical staff when sailing coastal, river, or geographically close inter-
island cruises, because they can evacuate sick passengers quickly.
Usually, some crewmembers have nursing or first-aid experience. Small
ships always carry doctors when sailing more far-flung international
itineraries.

And what’s with that Norwalk virus?

The stomach bug known as Norovirus (also known as Norwalk-like
virus) made a lot of headlines between 2003 and 2005 when outbreaks
caused nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea on several ships. Here’s the
scoop: Norovirus is an extremely common bug that hits about 23 million
Americans every year, mostly on land. It’s also extremely contagious.
According to the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), people infected
with Norovirus can pass the bug on from the moment they begin feeling
sick to between three days and two weeks after they recover, and they
can pass it on hand-to-hand — meaning the cruise ship outbreaks were
probably caused by contagious passengers coming aboard and touching
a banister. No matter how clean the cruise lines keep their ships — and
they keep them pretty darn clean — they can’t catch every germ. Our
advice? Take your cruise, but wash your hands frequently.



Chapter 3
Choosing Your Ideal Cruise

In This Chapter

Taking the measure of your tastes

Choosing the right length of cruise

Deciding on your destination

Getting romantic with a cruise

Cruising solo

Getting aboard gay and lesbian cruises

Finding a cruise that caters to wheelchair users

A s we say in Chapter 1, that “What’s the best cruise line?” question
is the same as asking “Where’s the best place to go on vacation?”

The answer to the latter, of course, is going to be different depending on
who you are and what you like to do. For instance, we're fairly sure the

pope wouldn’t want the same kind of vacation as, say, Hugh Hefner. And
they probably wouldn’t like the same kind of cruise either.

We've been out there. We’ve seen the pope’s kind of cruise and we've
seen Hef’s, and everything in between, too. We've schlepped our suit-
cases onto just about every kind of passenger vessel there is, from
adventure ships in Alaska to megaships on the Mexican Riviera and
Malaysia, sailing ships in New England and the Mediterranean, and prac-
tically everything that floats in the Caribbean. So while you may get all
goo-goo eyed over the cruise lines’ snazzy brochures, with their snazzy
models sipping snazzy cocktails under a snazzy sun, remember that they
aren’t your best tools for making choices about a ship or destination. We
are, and in this chapter we give you the lowdown on some strategies for
finding a cruise that fits you like a glove.

Choosing Your Cruise

Almost all cruises can be divided up into three basic categories — main-
stream cruises, luxury cruises, and adventure and educational cruises —
though within each category there are various subdivisions.
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Mainstream cruises

These are the cruises you see in TV commercials, with giant ships cruis-
ing around to people-pleasing ports while up to 3,000 passengers par-
take of the amazing bells and whistles the cruise lines have developed
over the past decade: rock-climbing walls, ice-skating rinks, pottery stu-
dios, planetariums, multi-million-dollar art collections, water parks, up
to ten different onboard restaurants, suites like Park Avenue apartments,
and spas that make you want to melt. And don’t forget all the rest: the
pool, the gym, the kids’ programs, and the constant activities. For all
that, these are also the most affordable ships, with cruises frequently
starting around $600 a week per person.

Among the mainstream lines, the onboard vibe ranges from party central
to country-club casual. The latter companies frequently promote them-
selves as “premium” lines — and sometimes they even deserve the term,
with a more refined atmosphere and better cuisine and service than their
more mass-market cousins. Though in many cases the premium lines
operate ships that are comparable in size and amenities to the mass-
market ships, some premium lines have stuck with smaller, more intimate
vessels of the type that were more common in the early to mid-1990s.

Other distinctions within the mainstream world? Well, consider the fol-
lowing alternatives:

v~ Family cruises: Some cruise lines specialize in family vacations,
planning activities for all age groups. Naturally, they attract the
biggest crowds during summers, holidays, and other school break
periods.

1 Party cruises: On these voyages — often three or four nights long,
covering a long weekend — it’s all about energy, with passengers
grooving to the pool band all afternoon (often fueled by the day’s
drink specials), then staying up dancing and lounging late into the
night.

+ Romantic cruises: Almost any cruise can be romantic if you're in
the right frame of mind, but some sure do help you get in the mood.
Some lines also promote romance with onboard wedding, honey-
moon, or vow-renewal packages.

See Chapter 11 for details on all the mainstream lines.

Luxury cruises

Almost every cruise line uses the word “luxurious” in its advertising, but
only a few really are. With mostly small and intimate vessels, these true
luxury lines are the closest thing you can find to a five-star hotel, cater-
ing to discerning travelers who don’t blink at paying top dollar to be
pampered with exceptional service, refined décor, luxurious accommo-
dations, a sophisticated ambience, and fine French, Italian, and Asian
cuisine that often rivals that of respected shoreside restaurants. There
are generally fewer organized activities — folks attracted to this kind of
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experience presumably want a quieter, more self-motivated cruise — but
when activities and entertainment are offered, you can bet they’re more
dignified than on the mass-market ships. No hairy-back contests here.
No way.

With the exception of Cunard’s Queen Elizabeth 2 (QE2) and Queen
Mary 2 (OQM2) and Crystal’s Crystal Harmony and Crystal Serenity, these
high-end vessels tend to be on the smallish and more intimate side, car-
rying between 100 and 1,000 passengers. You're not likely to feel lost in
the crowd, and the staff gets to know your likes and dislikes early on.
The onboard atmosphere is much like a private club, with guests trading
traveling tales and meeting for dinner and drinks — the latter often
included in the cruise price, as these lines are much more all-inclusive,
price-wise, than your usual mass-market and premium lines. But of
course, you pay for all that inclusiveness, with prices rarely dipping
lower than $2,000 per person, per week.

Though the luxury lines are more alike than they are different, we can
still think of them in a few distinct groupings:

v Old-money lines: And by “old” we mean the passengers as much as
their money.

v Active luxury lines: The focus may be on taking out a Waverunner
or sailboard more than on putting on a tux for evening cocktails.

v+ Family luxury lines: While kids are a rarity on most luxury lines,
the larger Crystal ships sometimes attract as many as 100 children
on holiday cruises, and have playrooms to keep them occupied.
Cunard’s QM2 sees even more underage passengers, all the way
down to age one. The youth staff even includes two or three British
nannies who have completed a special two-year program in England.

See Chapter 12 for details on all the luxury lines.

Adventure and educational cruises

If getting in-depth knowledge about a destination tops your list of priori-
ties, a small-ship cruise may be for you. These ships rarely carry more
than 200 passengers, and rather than overwhelming you with unrelated
activities and whoop-de-do, they tailor almost everything about the trip
toward furthering your knowledge about the place you're visiting. You
can participate in guided nature walks or history tours, go kayaking or
tidepooling, attend informal lectures onboard, or simply stand out on
deck and look — most of these ships sail coastal or river routes, so you
can usually find an abundance of nature right off the port bow.

Though their ships are small, these trips usually aren’t cheap, with the
most expensive ones hovering in the $4,000 range for a week. Midrange
small-ship operators take the nut down to about $2,500, while a few
operators of sailing ships (like Windjammer Barefoot and the Maine
Windjammer Association) offer some trips for $500.
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Within the small-ship world you can find a few variants:

1 Learning cruises: Some lines go full-throttle into the educational
aspects of travel, with onboard experts from leading nature publi-
cations offering lectures and helping with interpretation of the nat-
ural world. Others focus on history.

v Active-adventure cruises: Did you know you could take cruises
that avoid civilization almost entirely, putting you out in pristine
coves where you can kayak all day, or on uninhabited islands where
you can hike the shoreline and head into the interior? It’s like the
anti-cruise, but because it’s offered on a boat, it counts.

v Sailing ships: Four lines in this book offer cruises on ships with
actual sails, though how much they actually rely on those sails for
propulsion varies from “some” to “completely.” The feel of real sail-
ing pretty much mirrors that equation, too, though the simple fact
that there are sails makes these cruises special all by itself.

Gauging Your Time Away

S UP:

o

Though cruises are available that range from two nights to several
months, weeklong itineraries are the industry’s bread-and-butter, and
are also a nice round number around which to wrap your vacation. Most
ships sailing weeklong itineraries depart on a Saturday or Sunday after-
noon and return early the following Saturday or Sunday. However, book-
ing a 3- or 4-night getaway is a good alternative if you're traveling by
ship for the first time or simply don’t have the cash for a longer cruise. If
you want to mix land and sea, some cruise lines offer pre- and post-
cruise packages that (for instance) pair three nights at sea and four at a
resort or hotel — Disney World, for instance.

With only one major exception (Disney), the shorter the cruise, the
more party-oriented the passengers tend to be — something to keep in
mind if you're looking for a quiet time.

Picking a Destination

At least as important as deciding what kind of cruise experience you want
is deciding where you want to go. The most popular cruising region in the
world is the Caribbean and the Bahamas, followed by the Mediterranean,
Alaska, the Mexican Riviera (also known as western Mexico), other
European destinations, Hawaii, South America, Bermuda, and eastern
Canada/New England. See Part V for specifics on each destination.

Here’s the hot sheet on each destination:
v The Caribbean: Fun, sun, beaches, colonial history, Mayan ruins

(on itineraries that include ports in Mexico and Belize), tropical
landscapes, seafood, and drinks with little umbrellas in them.
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v The Mediterranean: History, culture, occasional big party scenes
(think Ibiza, Palma, and so on), and gorgeous scenery (think Greek
Isles).

v Alaska: Massive glaciers, massive whales, massive forests, massive
sky, massive salmon, rich Native Alaskan culture, good microbrews,
and the remnants of Russian colonial history and U.S. frontier
culture.

v The Mexican Riviera: The Caribbean for left-coasters, with as
much sun, as much fun, some great Mexican culture and history,
and a whole heck of a lot of tequila.

v Other European destinations: History and culture in the Baltics,
gorgeous fjords in Scandinavia, beautiful scenery in the British
Isles, and total European charm on river and barge cruises in
France, Germany, and Belgium.

v Hawaii: Perfect beaches, incredible scenery, towering volcanoes,
hula, Hawaiian history and culture, surfing, ukeleles, aloha shirts,
amazing coffee, and drinks served in hollowed-out coconuts.

v South America: Urban culture, Amazon mystery, the Girl from
Ipanema, suntan oil, rain forests, incredible music, rum.

v Bermuda: British men in shorts, powdery pink sand beaches, great
golf courses, friendly atmosphere, shopping for English wool and
Irish linens, and great history.

v Eastern Canada/New England: New England charm, whales, lob-
ster pots, Victorian mansions, lighthouses, historical sites, and fall
foliage.

Warming up to a Caribbean cruise

If you want a tan — and some palm trees, rain forests, interesting cul-
tures, and great shopping — consider cruising in the Caribbean. The
biggest draw is the climate, which is so temperate that cruises run year-
round, but there’s also (depending on the island) volcanic peaks, Mayan
ruins, winding mountain roads, beautiful tropical flowers, great beaches,
and a laid-back vibe. On a big ship in the Caribbean, expect to visit three
to five islands and spend one or two days at sea during a 7-night cruise.

Typical itineraries

Most Caribbean cruises are a week long, though you can also find 5-, 6-,
8-, 9-, 10-, and 11-night sailings. You can also find shorter 3- and 4-night
cruises, though these often concentrate on ports in the Bahamas (which
are technically not in the Caribbean at all, though they may as well be,
climate-wise), either visiting Nassau and/or Freeport or stopping at one
of the cruise lines’ private Bahamian islands.

Itineraries usually stick to one region of the Caribbean, either eastern
(typically calling on some combination of the U.S. Virgin Islands, Puerto
Rico, St. Martin, and the Bahamas), western (usually Grand Cayman,
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Jamaica, Key West, one of the Mexican ports — Cozumel/Playa del
Carmen, Calica, or Costa Maya — and sometimes ports in the Central
American countries of Belize and Honduras), or southern (less defined,
but often departing from San Juan, Puerto Rico, and visiting Aruba,
Curacao, Barbados, St. Lucia, Antigua, and/or Grenada). Small-ship
cruises frequently visit the less-developed islands, mostly in the eastern
and southern Caribbean, including the beautiful British Virgin Islands
and ports such as St. Barts, Dominica, Nevis, and the tiny islands of the
Grenadines.

In addition to the usual Florida homeports (Miami, Ft. Lauderdale, Port
Canaveral, and Tampa), Caribbean cruises are also sailing these days
from San Juan, Puerto Rico; Galveston and Houston, Texas; Mobile,
Alabama; Norfolk, Virginia; Charleston, South Carolina; New York, New
York; Jacksonville, Florida; and other ports. Smaller, more adventure-
oriented lines offer Caribbean itineraries that depart from the Caribbean
islands themselves (you fly to the island to catch the ship) and visit
less-touristed ports.

We go into greater detail about Caribbean itineraries in Chapter 15.

Caribbean sailing seasons

Caribbean cruises sail year-round, with the greatest number of ships
operating between November and April.

High season runs from the third week in January to right around the
Easter/spring-break period. The sailings most likely to sell out, however,
are those during school holidays, such as Christmas and New Year’s and
during the summer season. You're sure to see lots of families aboard
then, and lots of kids.

If you're anxious about hurricane season, which runs from approxi-
mately June 1 to November 1 in the Caribbean, you can take solace in
the readiness of modern satellite warning systems to alert ships to any
danger. Although ships usually have plenty of time to steer clear, you
may be in for a slightly bumpier ride and a cancelled shore excursion or
two, especially if you've booked activities like snorkeling. In extreme
cases, your ship may have to change course, skipping one or more of the
islands on its planned route. Sometimes the ship can arrange to visit
another port on those days. Sometimes you just get another day at sea.

In some rare instances, brewing or active storms may prevent a ship
from returning to its homeport, and you may have to take a longer trip
back from another port. In cases like this, the cruise line covers any
added costs of getting you home.

Acting Alaskan: Heading north to the 49th state

Need we say it? Travelers don’t go to Alaska for fun in the sun. Even in
August it’s frequently cold enough to warrant a fleece pullover and a
raincoat. Instead, they go because it’s there, and it’s big, full of enormous



30 Part I: Getting Started

glaciers, unbelievably enormous mountains, huge humpback whales
leaping from the sea, bald eagles soaring overhead, and forests that
seem to go on forever. The culture of Alaska’s Native peoples figures in,
too, with the Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian tribes influencing daily life in
Southeast Alaska (the site of most Alaska cruises) and the Athabascan,
Aleut, Alutiq, Yu'pik, Cu’pik, and Inupiaq peoples figuring in the life of
the Interior and northern coastal areas.

Days on an Alaskan cruise are typically spent either exploring one of the
ports (on your own or via shore excursions such as kayaking, mountain
biking, river rafting, helicopter or floatplane flightseeing, salmon fishing,
or dog sledding) or cruising around one of the state’s myriad natural
wonders, including Glacier Bay National Park, Tracy Arm Fjord, or prime
whale-watching areas. Unlike on a Caribbean cruise, where all you see
between ports is water, here you get in some serious sightseeing without
leaving the ship.

Because they’re harder to get to, and generally cost more than a cruise
in the Caribbean or the Mexican Riviera, Alaskan cruises tend to attract
an audience in the 55-plus age group, though increasing numbers of fam-
ilies have also been sailing north in recent years.

Typical itineraries

Most Alaska cruises concentrate on the Southeast Alaska panhandle, a
string of islands that stretches from Ketchikan in the south to Yakutat in
the north, with British Columbia to the east and the vast reaches of inte-
rior Alaska and Canada’s Yukon Territory to the north.

Cruises sailing round-trip from Seattle or from Vancouver, British
Columbia, are typically known as Inside Passage cruises, for the water-
way that connects Southeast Alaska’s thousands of islands. Highlights of
most itineraries include glaciers (famous Glacier Bay or several others),
the old prospector town of Skagway, state capital Juneau, and board-
walked Ketchikan in the south. Small-ship cruises frequently visit much
smaller towns and wilderness areas on the Inside Passage, and some
avoid civilization almost entirely.

Cruises that sail north- or southbound between Vancouver and either
Seward and Whittier (the two port towns for Anchorage) also take in the
ports and natural sights along the Inside Passage, but they also sail in
the Gulf of Alaska, whose sights include College Fjord and Hubbard
Glacier.

We detail the best things to see and do at Alaska’s ports in Chapter 16.

Alaskan sailing seasons

Cold weather limits Alaska’s tourist season to the summer (generally
mid-May through mid-Sept), although smaller ships may venture out as
early as late April. The warmest months are June, July, and August, when
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temperatures generally range from 50 to 80 degrees during the day with
a slight dip at night. Temperatures on the water can feel considerably
colder. During the shoulder-season months (May and Sept), travelers
can take advantage of lower rates.

Meandering the Mediterranean

The Mediterranean — whose ports include Barcelona, Palma, and Monte
Carlo in the west and Athens, Rome, and Istanbul in the east, plus every-
thing in between — is a destination for people who appreciate history
and culture. Your journey introduces you to buildings, monuments,

and sometimes whole cities that date back thousands of years; small
towns where you can sit at a cafe and take in the local scene; and high
culture — from some of the world’s greatest art museums to some of its
finest gourmet restaurants, plus excellent shopping (if the value of the
dollar ever gets close to the euro again, that is). The ports are close
together, so large ships may stop at a different port every day, or even
visit two ports in a single day, one in the morning and another in the
afternoon. Frequently, you may also stay in a port late into the evening
(giving you a chance to check out the nightlife) or even stay for two
days, giving you longer to get a feel for the place. Many Mediterranean
itineraries last longer than one week, and having more than one sea-day
aweek is rare.

Sailing in Europe provides a much more diverse experience than you can
find in the Caribbean or Alaska, and the ship’s passenger mix reflects the
international flavor. Your fellow travelers are likely to be an assortment
of older passengers, younger couples, families, and honeymooners,
often from several continents.

Activities center on museum hopping, touring ancient ruins and
medieval cathedrals and castles, and absorbing a cultural landscape
steeped in history. Depending on the ship, activities may also include
water sports.

Typical itineraries

Mediterranean itineraries vary greatly, but most ships leave from
Barcelona, Athens (actually Piraeus, a port near the city), Istanbul,
Rome (from the nearby port of Civitavecchia), or Venice. Some small
ships sail from smaller ports in Turkey, Greece, France, or Spain.

Cruises range from 3-day sailings around the Greek Isles to 10- or 12-day
voyages that visit ports in both the eastern and western Mediterranean.
Also available are plenty of 7-day options that focus on a single region.

Three regions make up the cruising territory of most lines: the western
Mediterranean, the Greek Isles/eastern Mediterranean, and the Riviera.
Some ships offer itineraries that take in all the areas; others concentrate
on a particular locale.
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The area typically described as the western Mediterranean stretches
from Barcelona (or sometimes Lisbon, Portugal, over on the Atlantic) to
Civitavecchia/Rome, and includes port calls in Spain, France, and Italy.

The Greek Isles/eastern Mediterranean area includes the Aegean Sea
and sometimes the Adriatic, with ports including Piraeus/Athens, the
Greek Isles (Rhodes, Santorini, Mykonos, and so on), and Kucadasi
and/or Istanbul (both in Turkey). Some cruises also visit Venice and
Dubrovnik, Croatia.

Riviera itineraries include such French ports as Nice, Cannes, and Saint-
Tropez; the tiny country of Monte Carlo; and small Italian Riviera ports
such as Portofino. Riviera cruises may also include Rome.

On a smaller ship, you hit some of the same ports as the big ships do,
but you may also stop at smaller towns such as Portofino and
Portoferraio in Italy.

See Chapter 17 for details on all the major Mediterranean ports.

Mediterranean sailing seasons

The Mediterranean cruise season generally runs from April through
November, although some operators cruise there year-round.
Temperatures in-season can reach 80 degrees or higher, but nice breezes
along the coast help refresh you. Greece and Turkey are the hottest, and
if you don’t enjoy warmer weather, you should visit these countries from
April to June or mid-September through the end of October.

For details on sailing regions beyond the big three (the Caribbean,
Alaska, and the Med), see Chapter 18.

Doing the Romantic Cruise Thing

Imagine leaning against the rail with your new spouse, sipping cham-
pagne as a Technicolor sunset paints the horizon. That’s a winner in
almost everybody’s book, and it’s why cruises are such a hot pick for
honeymooning couples.

Besides their inherent romance, cruises are a good honeymoon choice
for a more prosaic reason: Many of them depart on Sunday, meaning
couples who marry on Saturday can leave the next day, and let their par-
ents and bridal parties worry about cleaning up.

Getting married aboard ship

Bet you think ship captains can conduct weddings any time they please,
right? Wrong. That’s a common misconception, and in truth the only
cruise ship captains today that conduct regular ceremonies are aboard
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Princess’s Diamond-, Coral-, and Grand-class ships. Those vessels even
have cute little wedding chapels, and your friends back home can watch
the ceremony via an Internet webcam (though it only snaps stills, which
change every few minutes).

More common, however, is for ships to bring a clergyman or a civil offi-
cial on board at an embarkation port to conduct your ceremony, either in
a public room decorated for the occasion or at a dedicated onboard wed-
ding chapel. Your friends can come aboard to see you get hitched, then
either see you off on your honeymoon cruise or come along for the ride.

You can also get married shipboard at a port of call, such as a Caribbean
island. Some lines also help you arrange a wedding off-ship in the islands,
on the beach, by a tropical waterfall, or in some other scenic spot.

Wedding packages generally start around $800 for shipboard ceremonies
and usually include the services of an officiant (though you can bring
your own if you prefer), a bouquet and boutonniere, champagne and
keepsake glasses, a wedding cake, and the services of a photographer
(but not the photos themselves — those cost extra, should you choose
to buy them). The basic package offered by Carnival — one of the big
leaders in shipboard weddings — accommodates eight people including
the bride and groom. Prices go up from there based on the complexity
and size of your reception (from a simple open bar and hors d’oeuvres
to a formal meal) and by port. Additional guests can be accommodated
at additional cost. You can also arrange for a ceremony off-ship in port,
at higher prices.

Keep in mind that you need to make arrangements for the ceremony, the
reception, and your wedding license well in advance. Some lines have
special wedding departments that help you with the details; others rely
on outside wedding coordinators.

Honeymooning at sea

Some lines lure honeymooners by offering freebies such as a special
cake in the dining room one night, or an invitation to a private cocktail
party. But you (or someone who likes you a lot) can also book a variety
of honeymoon/anniversary packages. NCL's $79 Honeymoon Package,
for example, includes champagne and strawberries at embarkation, a
dinner for two with complimentary wine at the ship’s specialty restau-
rant, an invitation to a cocktail party, a keepsake photo, and canapés in
your cabin one evening. Bump up to the $229 Deluxe Package and you
also get breakfast in bed one morning and two 25-minute massages at
the spa. All the mainstream lines offer similar deals, with more expen-
sive packages adding spa treatments, more champagne, chocolate-
covered strawberries, shore excursions, and the like. If you're inter-
ested, sign up for a package when you book your cruise, or soon after.
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Renewing your vows

Some lines also offer vow-renewal packages for couples who’d like to cele-
brate their marriage all over again. Princess offers vow-renewal packages
that run from about $205 to $485, the former including the ceremony, an
orchid bouquet and boutonniere, a bottle of champagne and souvenir
champagne glasses, a framed formal portrait of the ceremony, and a
commemorative certificate signed by the captain; the latter adding a
champagne breakfast in bed, two terry-cloth robes, a visit to the spa for
half-hour massages or facials, canapés or petit fours in your stateroom
every evening, and a personalized invitation from the captain to visit the
bridge while in port.

Going Solo

Like life in general, cruising tends to be a couples’ sport, with most cabins
occupied by husband-and-wife teams age 40-something and up. If you're a
single traveler — whether you're sailing just for a nice getaway or to try
and meet Mr. or Ms. Right — things get a little more complicated.

In the old ocean-liner days, ships often had cabins designed for people
traveling solo, but those are very rare these days, and cruise lines now
base their revenue expectations on two paying customers sharing every
cabin. That’s why solo passengers generally get socked with something
called the single supplement, which is a fancy way of saying the cruise
line charges you more than if you were sailing with another person in
the cabin. The supplement can add 50 percent or more to the usual per-
person fare, though some lines are quietly foregoing or reducing these
charges if a ship isn’t filling up — though of course there’s no way to
predict this kind of thing.

You can avoid the supplement by sailing with a friend, of course, and
Holland America and Windjammer Barefoot Cruises can even find you a
friend through their cabin-share programs, which match you with a
(same-gender) roommate. If it turns out they can’t find you one, you can
probably get the cabin at the regular double-occupancy rate anyway.

If you're looking for romance on your cruise, here are a few guidelines:

v Short cruises, such as Carnival and Royal Caribbean’s 3- and 4-day
Bahamas and Mexico sailings, attract a lot of singles and have a
real partying atmosphere. If the bar scene is your scene, these
cruises may work for you.

v Windjammer Barefoot Cruises offers singles cruises a couple times
a year, with the numbers of men and women carefully balanced.
Most lines don’t go that far, but most ships do host singles get-
togethers the first day of the cruise to let you know who'’s in the
same boat as you (so to speak).
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» Some travel agents also arrange singles cruises, booking blocks of
cabins aboard large ships and setting up singles parties for their
guests. These companies include Cruiseman (T3 800-889-7683;
www . cruiseman.com) and SinglesCruise.com (0@ 800-393-5000;

www . singlescruise.com).

Booking Gay/Lesbian Cruises

Snapshot from one of our most recent cruises: Woman, having imbibed
considerably, running up to two male passengers and yelling, “Are you
guys GAY? That’s so GREAT! I love you guys!” It’s that kind of thing that
can make gay- and lesbian-oriented charter cruises attractive.

A number of specialized travel agencies either charter full ships outright
or reserve blocks of cabins with cruise lines that are known to be partic-
ularly gay-friendly. Full-charters typically program many of their own
activities and bring aboard their own entertainers to augment the ship’s
entertainment staff. Hosted group trips typically have cocktail parties
for group members and specially programmed activities on board and in
port. Consider booking with any of the following agencies:

v~ Atlantis Events Inc., 9200 Sunset Blvd., Suite 500, West Hollywood,
CA 90069 (T 800-628-5268 or 310-859-8800; www.atlantis
events.com), offers all-gay charters with lines such as Celebrity,
Royal Caribbean, and NCL. In addition to the lines’ own entertain-
ment, Atlantis brings aboard its own featured performers. Past
guests have included Patti LuPone, Cybill Shepherd, and Chaka
Khan.

v~ Friends of Dorothy Travel, 1177 California St. Suite B, San Francisco,
CA 94108-2231 (& 800-640-4918 or 415-864-1600; www . fodtravel .
com), offers many full-gay charters with lines such as Celebrity, NCL,
and the ultraluxe SeaDream Yachts, as well as hosted tours on Queen
Mary 2 and other ships.

v Olivia Cruises and Resorts, 434 Brannan St., San Francisco, CA
94107 (T 800-631-6277 or 415-962-5700; www.olivia.com), offers
full-ship charters targeted specifically to the lesbian community,
mostly aboard Holland America’s ships. Guest performers in recent
years have included k. d. lang, the Indigo Girls, Wynonna Judd,
Shawn Colvin, and Melissa Etheridge.

v~ Pied Piper Travel, 330 W. 42nd St., Suite 1804, New York, NY 10036
(3 800-874-7312 or 212-239-2412; www.piedpipertravel .com),
offers hosted gay cruises that include various onboard parties and
activities and arranged visits with the gay community at the vari-
ous ports of call.
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v R Family Vacations, 5 Washington Ave., Nyack, NY 10960 (T3 866-
732-6822; www . rfamilyvacations.com), was founded by Rosie
O’Donnell’s partner Kelli O’'Donnell, along with gay travel veteran
Gregg Kaminsky. Trips are targeted to the gay and lesbian family
market.

v RSVP Vacations, 2535 25th Ave. S., Minneapolis, MN 55406 (3" 800-
328-7787 or 612-729-1113; www . rsvpvacations. com) offers full
ship charters on lines like Holland America and Star Clippers. All
sailings are targeted to both gay men and lesbians, and bring
aboard their own guest performers. RSVP works through more than
10,000 different travel agencies, which can be located by calling the
800 number or checking the website above.

Rolling Around on Deck: Cruises
for Wheelchair Users

It used to be that travelers with mobility problems had a terrible time at
sea, but over the past decade most ships have been built with accessi-
bility in mind. Ships now commonly feature two dozen or more wheel-
chair-accessible cabins at a variety of price points, and practically all
decks and public rooms are accessible via elevators and ramps.

Some lines do more than others. Holland America, for example, has a
system in place to comfortably transfer wheelchair passengers to ten-
ders (small boats) so that they can go ashore with everyone else in
places where the ship can’t dock. The system uses lifts and guests don’t
have to leave their wheelchairs during the process. Some Princess ships
have handicapped-accessible pools, which also use lifts.

Once you've narrowed your focus to a few cruise lines or ships, contact
the lines’ special services desks and get the full scoop on their accessi-
bility. Be aware that some lines require that travelers with a disability be
accompanied by a fully mobile companion. Passengers with chronic ill-
nesses may have to present a doctor’s note stating clearance for travel.
When you talk with a prospective line, consider these issues:

v What wheelchair-accessible cabins are available? How are they
equipped? Are they near the elevators?

v Are there a good number of elevator banks spaced around the
ship?

v Are all public rooms wheelchair accessible? Will you have to
maneuver over lips in doorways?

v At the ports of call, does the ship pull into dock or use tenders to
go ashore? Can the tenders handle wheelchairs?



Chapter 3: Choosing Your Ideal Cruise 3 7

» Does the line have any special procedures for boarding and disem-
barking travelers with disabilities?

v Are shore excursions on your itinerary able to accommodate
wheelchair passengers?

If you're on a ship that still does traditional fixed-seating dining, make
sure the cruise line knows that you use a wheelchair. That way they can
put you at a table that doesn’t require too much maneuvering to get to.

A handful of travel agencies specialize in booking cruises for disabled
travelers. Accessible Journeys, 35 W. Sellers Ave., Ridley Park, PA 19078
(T 800-846-4537 or 610-521-0339; www.disabilitytravel.com), pub-
lishes a newsletter and can provide licensed healthcare professionals to
accompany travelers who require aid.
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“Don’t wWorry, they may be called St. Croix,
St. Thomas, and St. John, but you’re not
vequired to act like a saint while
gou’ve there.”



In this part . . .

Here’s where the plastic hits the counter. We run you
through the cruise-booking process; clue you in on the

difference between using an online service and booking with
Babs, your friendly neighborhood travel agent; fill you in on
things such as cabin selection and travel insurance; and go
through all the little pre-trip details you need to take care of,
like getting a passport, packing for the weather, and figuring
out how you keep in touch with the folks at home.




Booking and Paying Up

In This Chapter

Reading between the lines: Finding the best cruise fares
Budgeting for onboard extras

Finding ways to save on your fare

Counting on professionals to get the best deal

Deciding on the perfect cabin for you

Considering air travel, meal time, and pre- and post-cruise lodging
Preparing for the worst: Cancellations and insurance

Paying (by credit card, of course) for your cruise

Making sure you get what you've paid for

Okay, it’s not brain surgery. But the truth is, cruise rates aren’t
always easy to get a handle on. Fares are constantly in flux based
on the whims of supply and demand. At press time, people were travel-
ing like mad and demand was high. So the price of a cruise today is likely
not to be the same as it was a month ago or what it will be six months
down the road.

So what does this mean? Book early. There are always exceptions —
slow periods like September and October and non-holiday weeks in
November and December — but today your best strategy is booking on
the early side, say about three to six months out; even longer for exotic
itineraries. The caveat: if you're ultra flexible and can travel at a
moment’s notice and will take any cabin, you may find a really good last
minute deal. Just don’t count on it.

As for the actual booking process, cruise lines still tend to do what
they’ve been doing for years, relying on traditional travel agents (and
agents, Web sites) to sell their product. Because the lines keep building
new ships and adding more ports, working with a plugged-in travel agent
to keep everything straight is a smart move. For this and other booking
and financial issues, this chapter has you covered.
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Poking Holes in the Cruise Price Mirage

Just like the airbrushed Barbie and Ken dolls dancing and lounging all
over the cruise lines’ brochures, the prices printed in those brochures
for some strange reason just aren’t real, so feel free to ignore them.
You'll always pay less, except aboard Royal Caribbean and Celebrity
(two lines who finally realized it made no sense to publish the inflated
rates), and some of the specialized small-ship lines who publish more
realistic fares. Cruise line Web sites, also print relatively realistic rates,
comparable (more or less) to what you get from a travel agency.

We’ve partnered with a real live travel agency — Nashville-based Just
Cruisin’ Plus (T 800-888-0922; www. justcruisinplus.com) — to
show you the actual prices people are paying for cruises aboard all the
ships in this book. Check this out: The brochure rate for a 10-night
Caribbean cruise aboard Holland America’s beautiful Noordam is $2,399
for a low-end outside cabin. In reality, however, during our sampling
period (January 2007 cruises, priced in mid-Apr), we got that same cabin
for $1,549. Can you say huge difference?

In the ship-review chapters (Chapters 11-13), we show how the brochure
prices for every ship stack up against what consumers actually pay for
the lowest-priced inside cabins (ones without windows), the lowest-
priced outside cabins (with windows), and the cheapest suites aboard
each ship. Remember that cruise ships generally have many different cat-
egories of cabins within the basic divisions of inside, outside, and suite,
all priced differently. The rates we list represent the lowest-priced (which
usually equates to smallest) in each division. If you're interested in book-
ing a roomier, fancier cabin or suite, the price will be higher, with rates
for high-end inside cabins being close to those for low-end outsides, and
rates for high-end outsides being close to those for low-end suites.

Remember that rates are always subject to the basic principles of supply
and demand. The sample rates in this book are meant as a guide only —
the price you pay may be higher or lower, depending on when you book,
when you choose to travel, whether any special discounts are being
offered by the lines, and a slew of other factors. All rates are cruise-only,
per person, based on double occupancy, and, unless otherwise noted,
include port charges (the per-passenger fee each island charges the
cruise line for entry). Government fees and taxes are additional.

Counting Extra Costs

Here’s some good news. Like few other luxuries, the price of a cruise has
not kept up with the pace of inflation. And who’s complaining? Cruises
today cost less — when adjusted for inflation — than they did in the
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1970s. So just how do all those big fat cruise lines stay in business then,
poor things? Don'’t feel sorry for them. They do just fine by building new
ships, rounding up more passengers, and piling on the extras offered for
sale on board.

Just say “no” . . . then again,
you only live once. Splurge!

Your cruise fare includes accommodations, meals, and entertainment,
but keep in mind what’s not included when you budget. First, there’s the
cost of getting to the ship (whether by plane or car), and the cost of
extras, from pina coladas and soft drinks to Swedish massages, tuxedo
rentals, and spinning classes. Plan on being very enticed by shopping,
both aboard ship and in port, and figure out whether you want to book
the ship’s organized shore excursions, which can really add up. Decide if
you need a hotel room before or after the cruise, and if you want to add
a few days on to your trip to, say, tour Rome or chill out in Miami.

Tallying the tips

Although technically the amount you tip the crew is up to you (unless
you sail on one of those rare “no tipping” ships), the cruise lines are
happy to offer guidelines. In fact, most just add gratuities right on to
your bill to the tune of about $70 per week (or $10 per day) per person
to cover tips for your waiter, bus person, and room steward — crew
members who rely on tips for their livelihoods. Some lines suggest chil-
dren pay only half of this amount. If you're not happy with the service,
or were so impressed you want to tip extra, you can go down to the
reception desk at any point and change the amount of the gratuities to
be charged to your account.

Don’t worry about tipping bartenders unless they’re really good
listeners — on most ships, your bar tab includes a 15 percent gratuity.
For spa treatments, a 15 percent tip is typically charged directly to your
bill. If not, you can write one in (or not, if your shiatsu wasn’t up to par).

Budgeting for shore excursions

Shore excursions are sightseeing tours that help you make the most of
your time at the ports your ship visits; however, they can add a hefty
sum to your vacation costs, ranging from about $30 for a short bus or
walking tour to $400 or more per person for flightseeing by plane or heli-
copter. You may not stay in port long enough to take more than one tour,
but the costs can still add up pretty fast.

Some tours are worth the money, particularly for active tours which may
not be easy to plan on your own, such as those involving kayaking or
mountain biking, or for tours that take you far beyond the port city. If
you're a worry wart who will stress out about making it back to the ship
in time, stick to the ship’s organized excursions.
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Be aware that sometimes a shore tour means seeing the sights from a
packed tour bus with some ho-hum spiel and a stop for souvenirs.
Sometimes. Not always. If you're suspicious, ask for more details of the
itinerary from your ship’s shore excursions desk.

A little planning early on can save you big bucks and help you avoid
regrets about missing out on something cool later. Before you set sail,
read up on your cruise’s ports of call and figure out what you may want
to see at those places (the chapters in Part V of this book can help).
Adding up admission costs and then comparing the cost of doing it your
way with the cost of doing it their way can help you determine whether
to go the excursion route or not. For example, Heidi has saved money
and avoided the sweaty group tour thing by taking taxis to sites such as
Pompeii, where you can rent headset audio tours and explore solo.

You can book shore excursions on board or, in most cases, in advance
on the cruise line Web sites, with your tickets waiting in your cabin
when you arrive. If you change your mind, sometimes the cruise lines
allow you to cancel or switch tours. Read the fine print carefully. If you
book on the ship, you can ask the shore excursion staff questions first or
attend one of the so-called port lectures, which typically come off more
like sales pitches for the ship’s tours and the stores in port that the
cruise lines partner with. Tours are huge moneymakers for cruise lines,
and the role of the onboard tour folks is to get you to buy.

Paying taxes and port charges

When comparing cruise prices, note whether taxes, port charges, and
other government fees are included in the total fare. They usually are,
but if not, you may pay up to $200 or more extra per person on a typical
one-week cruise. You can find information on whether such charges are
included or not in most cruise brochures and Web sites. If you don’t find
the info there, ask your travel agent or call the cruise line.

Ka-ching ka-ching, adding up onboard costs

Cruise lines make a huge chunk of their revenue on board. Don’t be sur-
prised when you first board, particularly on a big mass-market ship, if
everyone seems to be selling something, from the bar staff with the
enticing umbrella drinks to the roving photographer to the salespeople
promoting everything from cellulite treatments to scratch-off lottery
cards, fresh flowers, bottles of wines, and art auctions.

Unless you have superhuman willpower, you'll probably buy at least one
cute professional photo of you and the kids by the pool, or a sweatshirt
with the ship’s logo, or the cocktail someone so kindly offers you the
minute you step aboard, or that relaxing massage, video arcade games,
and so on. Just like a hotel or a theme park, a cruise offers tons of poten-
tial extras. Make sure and budget for them.
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Be aware that the ship’s fancy alternative restaurant may charge a
service fee of as much as $30 a head, and in most cases you'll pay extra
for treats such as an espresso, cappuccino, or gourmet ice cream. Turn
to Chapter 7 to find out more about the finer points of at-sea dining.

Table 4-1 lists some average prices — that may vary by ship — that can
help you determine how much to set aside to cover onboard costs.

Table 4-1 Typical Costs of Cruise Extras
Service Charge

Alternative dining (service charge) $10to $30

Babysitting for two kids $8 to $10 per hour
Beer $3.50 to $6

Cruise line souvenirs $5t0 $75

Dry cleaning (per item) $2.50 to $7.50

E-mail (per minute) 50¢ to $1.50

Haircut (men)* $30

Haircut (women)* $45 to $75

Massage (50 minutes)* $99to $128

Mixed drinks $3.95 to $6.75 (and up)
Phone calls (per minute) $5.95 to $15.95
Photos (5 x 7) $6.95 to $10.95

Shore excursions $30 to $400 (and up)
Soft drinks $1.50 to $2.50

Wine with dinner $15 to $300 per bottle

* Standard prices charged by Steiner, which has contracts to provide spa and beauty serv-
ices on most ships.

After you calculate your cruise fare (figuring in discounts, port charges,
and additional taxes and fees) and cost of transportation, plan on setting
aside $50 to $100 per person per day, not including tips, to cover other
expenses. If you want to take that $400 helicopter tour, buy a bauble in
the ship’s jewelry store, or indulge in fine champagne and cognac, you
need to budget more.

If you plan to gamble, have bucks on hand for the ship’s casino. And
don’t forget to set aside money to spend at the ports.
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Keeping tabs on your spending

You should keep track of your shipboard expenditures so that you aren’t surprised
when you get the final tab at the end of your voyage. You can do this by keeping your
receipts — you get one every time you sign with your onboard credit card. On some
lines, you can also take advantage of the interactive television features in your cabin,
which allow you to review your account regularly at the push of a button or two. And
you always have the option of stopping by the purser’s desk to check the ship's listing
of your expenditures (you may have to wait in line to do this, particularly late in the
cruise).

Paying up when the party’s over

The cruise-bill fairy visits your cabin late on the last full day of the
cruise with your final bill, slipping it under your door or leaving it on
your bed. If you find any error or if you want to pay by cash, traveler’s
check, or personal check, you need to go stand in line at the purser’s or
guest relations desk with your cruisemates. If it all adds up right and you
simply want it billed to your credit card, you don’t have to lift your
weary head from the pillow.

Saving Bucks on Your Booking

Naturally, the biggest cost of your cruise is the cruise itself, so this sec-
tion explores the best strategies for saving.

Booking early makes cents

You don’t have to book your cruise a year in advance, but we advise
booking at least a few months in advance because cruise lines today are
generally offering their best prices to those who book ahead. Company
policies vary, and cruise lines don’t necessarily state in their brochures
or on their Web sites how far out you need to book to get the early-bird
rate, or even what that early-bird rate is. But given that cruise prices are
based on supply and demand — and demand is up these days, to levels
not seen since before 9/11 — cruise lines don’t have to do as much last-
minute wheeling and dealing as in years past. In fact, at press time,
cruise fares overall were somewhat higher than in the past few years.

Not only can you often save money by booking in advance, but you can
also have your best shot at getting your first choice of cabin. The best
and cheapest cabins are the first to sell out.

So how early is early? Lines usually announce their itineraries 10 to 14
months before a sailing. Though last-minute discounts still exist, if you
don’t want to take a chance, these days it usually pays to book longer
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cruises and cruises to places such as Europe and Asia farther out, about
six to nine months in advance. It’s a good idea to book shorter cruises
and cruises to the Caribbean about three to six months in advance.

If a better deal comes along after you book at the early-bird rate, there’s
a chance the cruise line may make good and give you the lower rate if
you happen to notice the rate change. Of course, you or your travel
agent must ask for the lower rate; the cruise lines generally don’t notify
you and they’re not obligated to do so.

Keep in mind that most last-minute deals are completely nonrefundable;
if you book a week before the cruise, for example, the full fare is due
upfront and you get zip back if you change your mind a few days later.

Take a chance and reel in the deals

If a ship approaches the sailing date with empty berths — which still
happens considering the number of new ships that cruise lines are build-
ing these days — the cruise line naturally gets a little antsy and starts
rolling out the last-minute discounts. If you're able to just pick up and go
with short notice, look for the deals in newspapers and online anywhere
from four to eight weeks before the cruise is due to depart. Sometimes
last-minute fares can be pretty darn enticing — try $399 or $499 per
week — especially during slow travel periods, such as late fall.

On the other hand, you may not have a variety of cabins to choose from,
and although the cruise fare may be great, you may have a hard time get-
ting a good deal on last-minute airfare. If you can drive to the ship, the
last-minute route can be quite appealing.

Choosing off-season cruising

Another surefire way to cut the cost of your cruise is to book slightly off
season — in what’s known as the shoulder season (the front and back
ends of a high season) or in a low season. Table 4-2 lists the shoulder
seasons for key cruise locales.

Table 4-2  Off Seasons for Some Popular Destinations

Dream Cruise Spot Best Times for Savings

Alaska April, May, and September

Bermuda May and September

Caribbean September to right before Christmas, the first and

second weeks of January, and April to June

Europe April, May, September, and October
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Cruise lines often offer the best bargains for fall cruises because the
September to mid-December time period (with the exception of

Thanksgiving week) is traditionally the cruise lines’ slowest. Keep in
mind, hurricane season in the Caribbean is June through November.

Going on an introductory or repositioning cruise

When a cruise line moves one of its ships from one region to another
each season, say from New England to the Caribbean or from the
Caribbean to Alaska, it typically offers repositioning cruises at a dis-
counted price. Some experienced cruisers love these cruises, not only
because they’re cheap, but also because they tend to include more days
at sea than typical itineraries. That said, many people hate the idea of
spending more days at sea than in port.

Likewise, the lines tend to offer cut rates when they introduce a new
ship or move into a new cruising region. So it pays to keep track of
what’s happening in the industry when you look for a deal. Check cruise
line brochures and Web sites, and sites such as www.Frommers . com,
where you can get a free cruise newsletter packed with news, features,
and deals e-mailed to you twice a month.

Packing more people into your cabin

Into togetherness? Enjoy rubbing elbows (and just about everything
else) with friends and loved ones? You can pay less by booking extra
people in your cabin.

Here’s how the cruise lines pull it off: They book the first two passengers
at the regular fare and give the third and fourth passengers a pretty big
discount. And if your extra passengers happen to be your kids, the line
may offer rates just for them. For example, kids under age 2 go free on
Norwegian Cruise Line.

Going with a group

One of the best ways to get a cruise deal is to book as a group, so you
may want to gather family for a reunion or convince your friends or col-
leagues that they need a vacation, too.

A group is generally a minimum of 16 people in eight cabins. If a ship is
selling well, group deals may not be available, but if it isn’t, lines have a
lot more incentive to wheel and deal, and in addition to the discounted
rate savings typically at least the cruise portion (but not the air) of the
16th ticket is free (on some upscale ships, you can negotiate one free
ticket for groups of eight or more). You and the gang can split the sav-
ings from the free ticket or maybe hold a drawing to see who sails for
free. If your group is large enough, you may also get some freebies from
the cruise line, such as a cocktail party, cabin upgrade, or onboard
credit vouchers to use in gift shops, spas, and more.
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Groups may be family reunions and the like, but travel agents also may
create their own “groups” whose members don’t even know they’re part
of one. Quick explanation: The travel agent reserves a block of cabins on a
given ship and the cruise line in turn gives them a discounted group rate
that agents can pass on to their clients. The cruise line benefits because
they’re potentially selling a lot of cabins through agency X, and the agent
benefits because they can offer their clients a good price. So, always ask
your travel agent if you can piggyback onto some group space.

Shacking up with another single

Cruise lines want to get the most out of every available cabin, so they
base rates on double-occupancy and often require singles who want to
room alone to pay what they call a supplement. This is no bargain.
Supplements can range from 120 percent of the per-person double-
occupancy rate to an outrageous 200 percent.

As an alternative, if you're willing to share quarters, a few lines, includ-
ing Holland America and Windjammer Barefoot Cruises, guarantee to
match you up with a same-gender roommate. You score big-time if the
line fails to find you a roommate, because that means you get to enjoy
having the whole cabin to yourself at the cheaper shared rate. If you're a
real cheapskate (and glutton for punishment), save by signing up for a
shared quad (a room for four), available on some ships.

Using your seniority

Don’t keep your age a secret. A few lines shave a percentage off the top
for passengers 55 and older, and you get that rate even if you share your
cabin with a younger passenger. You don’t have to be a member of a
senior citizens group (such as the AARP), but it doesn’t hurt. Sometimes
memberships get you extra savings.

Paying in advance

Cruise lines love to get your cash as early as possible. So some of the
pricier lines offer discounts to folks who pay their whole cruise fare
ahead of time. Silversea Cruises, for example, offers a 5 percent discount
if you pay for your cruise in advance.

Looking for free extras

Some cruise promotions may include extra treats such as pre-cruise
hotel packages and/or cabin upgrades. Some lines may even give you an
onboard credit to buy stuff on the ship, such as drinks and massages. In
some cases, you may even see an offer of free airfare (normally with
European sailings).

Reapinq repeater perks
If you enjoy your first cruise, try it again: Cruise lines appreciate repeat
business, so if you sail on a line you've traveled with before (even if you
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were just a kid with your parents), let the line or your agent know that
you’'ve come back for another round. The line may provide special dis-
counts or at least extra onboard amenities. If they leave truffles by your
bedside on your second cruise, imagine what kind of perks you could
get for your tenth cruise anniversary! Some of the high-end lines actually
give away a free cruise if you've racked up enough days at sea.

Booking your next cruise while sailing your last one

When they still have your undivided attention, and you're deep in that
vacation high, cruise lines often offer incentive deals to bring you back
another time. Be sure to ask if you can combine the discount the line
offers on board with other deals it may offer later. Your travel agent can
still handle your reconfirmation and tickets as long as you tell the line
who your travel agent is when you sign up for your next cruise.

Booking back-to-back cruises

People who get hooked on cruises like most of us get hooked on potato
chips are in luck. By booking back-to-back cruises (where the same ship
covers two different routes, one right after the other), you can get up to
50 percent off the second cruise. You may even be able to combine short
cruises (such as Carnival’s 3-day cruise to the Bahamas with its 4-day
cruise to Cozumel and Key West). You lengthen your vacation and
increase the number of ports you see along the way, all while saving
money — in fact, if you go for two weeks, you may get a third week free.
Ka-ching, ka-ching!

Spotting the deals

All the deals we mention in this section are terrific, you say, but how can
you discover which lines offer special rates? Certainly it pays to keep an
eye on the travel section of your Sunday newspaper and surf Web sites
such as www.Frommers . com, but remember that some of these dis-
counts are easier to spot than to assess (for example, a deal may only be
for certain dates or certain cabins, and you may not be able to combine
it with other discounts). Given the number of variables that can affect
how much you save, you probably still want to consult a cruise-savvy
travel agent (in person, on the Web, or by phone) before you make your
booking. And it pays to comparison shop, too.

Finding the Best Deals via Travel Agents
and the Web

To find the best deals and figure out which ship and itinerary is best for
you, consult with an experienced travel agent to seal the deal. Among
your choices are Web-based cruise sellers and more traditional travel
agencies. The former rely on their sites for actual bookings, while the
latter use their Web sites as glorified advertising space to promote their
offerings, doing all actual business in person or over the phone.



o WP

Chapter 4: Booking and Paying Up 5 ’

With a few exceptions, cruise lines have direct online-booking engines
but we don’t recommend using them. Why? Because agents and Web-
based sellers may have negotiated group rates with the lines, be part of
a consortium with whom a line is doing an upgrade promotion, or have
other deals going that enable them to offer you lower rates. In fact,
cruise lines encourage you to use a travel agency, too, and the lines
report that about 90 percent of their bookings come in that way.

Pricing the differences

As far as cruise prices go, there’s no absolutely quantifiable difference
between the real live travel agents (whether your hometown brick-and-
mortar mom-and-pop agency or a big anonymous mega-agency) and
Internet-based cruise sellers.

In 2004 and 2005, the major lines started doing something they had
talked about for years, offering all agencies, large or small, the same
rates — a major coup for small agencies that have been struggling to
keep up with the Expedias of the world. Further, some lines have said
they would have no dealings with any agency that publicly (via print or
Web advertising) doled out rebates to clients — that is, gave their cus-
tomers additional discounts by sacrificing some of their own commis-
sions. Still, don’t think there aren’t any loopholes. For example, agencies
have offered complimentary bottles of wine, gift cards, free insurance, or
other incentives to customers in lieu of reduced rates.

Doing your homework on the Web

Most Web sites give you only a menu of ships and itineraries to select
from, plus a basic search capability that takes into account only destina-
tion, price, length of trip, and date, without consideration of the type of
cruise experience each line offers. There’s no one to answer your ques-
tions. That’s fine if you know exactly what you want, and are comfort-
able on the computer. If, on the other hand, you have limited experience
with cruising and with booking on the Web, it may be better to see a tra-
ditional agent, who can help you wade through the choices and answer
your questions.

Before you actually book your cruise, use the Web for research to help
figure out what you want. Cruise the lines’ Web sites as well as those of
travel agencies and online magazines such as www . Frommers .com and

www.CruiseCritic.com. They're all great ways to educate yourself.

Letting travel agents lead the way

Most of us would agree that a live person, whether on the phone or in
person, can offer better costumer service than a computer screen. This
is especially so given that pricing doesn’t vary that much across all
types of cruise agencies.
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Buyer beware!

Keep in mind that if you hear of a deal that sounds too good to be true, as the saying
goes, it probably is. If you get a solicitation by phone, fax, mail, or e-mail that doesn't
sound right or if your agent gives you the heebie jeebies, contact your state consumer
protection agency or local office of the Better Business Bureau (www . bbb . org). You
can also call the cruise line directly and ask them about the agency. And be wary of
working with any company, be it on the phone or the Internet, that refuses to give you
its street address. Here are some more tip-offs:

1~ Beware of snap recommendations. \When agents suggest a cruise line without
asking you a single question first about your tastes, beware. They're probably just
interested in making a commission from a line that pays them the highest rates.

1 Always use a credit card to pay for your cruise. It gives you more protection in the
event the agency or cruise line fails. When your credit card statement arrives,
make sure the payment was made to the cruise line, not the travel agency. If you
find that payment was actually made to the agency, it's a big red flag that some-
thing’s wrong. If you insist on paying by check, you'll be making it out to the
agency, so it may be wise to ask if the agency has default protection. Many do.

v Always follow the cruise line’s payment schedule. Never agree to a different
schedule the travel agency comes up with. The lines’ terms are always clearly
printed in their brochures and usually require an initial deposit, with the balance
due no later than 75 to 45 days before departure. If you're booking two months or
less before departure, the full payment is usually required at the time of booking.

+* Keep on top of your booking. If you fail to receive a document or ticket on the date
promised, ask about it immediately. If you're told that your reservation was can-
celed because of overbooking and you must pay extra for a confirmed and
rescheduled sailing, demand a full refund and/or contact your credit card com-
pany to stop payment.

When it comes time to sign on the dotted line, a good agent — someone
who’s sailed on or inspected a variety of ships and booked many cus-
tomers aboard in the past — can tell you which cabins have their views
obstructed by lifeboats, which cabins are near loud areas such as discos
and the engine room, which ships and itineraries you should avoid if
you’re not looking for a party vibe, and what the major differences are
between cabin categories. An experienced cruise agent can tell you
about special promotions (like free bottles of wine) and help out and act
as an intermediary should any problems arise with your booking, order
special extras such as a bottle of champagne in your cabin when you
arrive, and in general make your planning easy.
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Finding a good travel agent

So, how do you know if an agent is any good? Some are little more than
order-takers, who may never even have been on a cruise themselves.
One usually helpful resource is an agent referred to you by a reliable
friend or acquaintance. This is particularly valuable these days, when
agents are being pressed to squeeze more profit from every sale, making
some of them less likely to take the time to discuss options.

When searching for a good agent, it can’t hurt if an agent is an Accredited
Cruise Counselor (ACC), Master Cruise Counselor (MCC), or Elite Cruise
Counselor (ECC), designations doled out by the Cruise Lines International
Association (CLIA), an industry trade organization. Many of the cruise
lines’ Web sites list preferred agencies (generally broken down or
searchable by city or state), as does the CLIA site at www.cruising.org.
Many of the most reliable agencies are also members of agent groups,
such as Virtuoso and Signature Travel Network. In this book’s appendix,
we list some of the best agencies and also evaluate the major cruise-
selling Web sites.

Choosing Your Cabin
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When it comes right down to it, choosing a cabin is really a question of
money. If you’ve got big bucks, you're gonna get the penthouse. If you've
got just a few bucks, don’t fret, there are decent choices for you, too.
From a windowless lower-deck cabin with upper and lower bunks to a
1,400-square-foot suite with a butler and mile-long private veranda,
cruise ships can offer a dozen or more stateroom categories that differ
by size, location in the ship, amenities, and, of course, price.

For the most part, and especially on small ships, where most cabins are
virtually identical, cabins on higher decks are still generally more expen-
sive, and outside cabins (with windows or balconies) are more expen-
sive than inside cabins (those without). Outside cabins whose windows
are obstructed by lifeboats are cheaper than ones with good views.
Figure 4-1 shows a sample deck plan with some other considerations
when choosing a cabin.

For a closer look at a ship, go online for a virtual tour of its cabins and
public rooms. Most cruise lines offer an assortment of photos, videos,
and/or 360-degree tours online, but to save time, go to the Cruises Only
Web site, www.cruisesonly.com, which has visuals on almost all the
mainstream and luxe ships reviewed in this book. Click on “Cruise
Lines,” and then click on the little camera icons next to each ship.
Remember that cruise lines tend to show off their fancier suites and
cabins in these tours, and low-end staterooms, when shown, are pho-
tographed with a wide-angle lens that makes them look much bigger
than they really are.
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eck 9

Deck 11

Deck 12

Figure 4-1: A sample deck plan.
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Cabin Choice Considerations

1 Make note of public areas that
may be loud — the ship’s disco, for
example. Although the nightclub on
this ship is far from any cabins, it
doesn’t hurt to request that your
cabin not be close to or below such a
sleep-inhibitor.

2 Upper-deck cabins are not a good
bet if you're susceptible to
seasickness because the upper
decks feel more of the sea’s motion.

L]

3 The motion-sickness warning also
holds for cabins in the ship’s bow.

4 Outside cabins without verandas
are represented as undivided
rectangles.

5 Outside cabins with verandas show
up as divided rectangles.

6 You can save big by booking an
inside cabin without windows.

@
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7 The cabins least affected by the
motion of the sea are amidships,
especially cabins amidships on the
lower levels.
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8 The cabins next to elevator shafts
may be noisy. Of course, they're also
very convenient.

9 Cabins in the stern can be affected
by the motion of the sea, and also
are prone to vibrations from the
ship’s engines.

10 Cabins near children’s areas may
be fairly noisy during the day.

11 Lifeboats sometimes obstruct the
view from cabin windows. The
lifeboats on this illustrated ship are
near public rooms, so private cabins
aren’t affected.

12 |deally, disabled vacationers have
cabins near the ship’s entrance (13)
and an elevator.

(The Mercury’s deck plan is provided
by Celebrity Cruises.)

Deck 7 Deck 5
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Evaluating cabin size

Inch for inch, cruise ship cabins are smaller than hotel rooms. Of course,
having a private balcony attached to your cabin, as many do, makes
your living space that much bigger. Figure 4-2 shows sample cabin floor
plans.

A roomy standard cabin is about 170 to 180 square feet, although some
of the smallest are about 85 to 100 square feet. Disney has some of the
more spacious standard cabins at sea, at 226 square feet (they call them
“family suites,” but they’re still the most common accommodation
aboard their ships). Carnival and Holland America’s are about 185
square feet, with some going up to a roomy 197 and 220 square feet,
respectively. By way of comparison, equivalent standard cabins on a
good number of ships in the Norwegian and Royal Caribbean lines are
sardine can-like — try 120 to 160 square feet. Cabins on the small-ship
lines such as Windjammer, Clipper, and American Canadian Caribbean
Line are downright closet sized — on the order of 70 to 100 square feet.

All standard cabins on the high-end lines are roomy — in fact, many of
the high-end ships are “suite only,” measuring between about 250 and
300 square feet, not including the balcony space. Across the board, from
mainstream to luxe, the top suites and penthouses are obviously the
most spacious, some as large as 2,000 and 3,000 square feet (and more).

If your budget calls for something a little smaller, think of your cabin like
a bedroom in a large house. It’ll be mostly a place you use only for sleep-
ing, showering, and changing clothes. Out beyond the door, vast acres of
public spaces await, full of diversions.

Getting the scoop on inside versus outside cabins

Whether you really plan to spend time in your cabin is a question that
should be taken into account when deciding whether to book an inside
cabin or an outside cabin (that is, one without windows or one with win-
dows or a balcony). If you plan to get up bright and early, hit the buffet
breakfast, and not stop till the cows come home, you can probably get
away with booking an inside cabin and save yourself a bundle. Inside
cabins are generally not as bad or as claustrophobic as they sound.
Many, in fact — such as those aboard most of the Carnival and Celebrity
fleets — are the same size as the outside cabins, and most cruise lines
design and decorate them to provide an illusion of light and space.

If, on the other hand, you want to lounge around and take it easy in your
cabin, maybe ordering breakfast from room service and eating while the
sun streams in — or, better yet, eating out in the sun, on your private
veranda — then an outside cabin is definitely a worthwhile investment.
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Typical outside cabins

Twin beds (can often be
pushed together)

Upper berths for extra
passengers fold into walls
Bathrooms usually have
showers only (no tub)
Usually (but not always)
have televisions and radios
May have portholes or
picture windows

. 0o
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Typical suite configurations
* Queen-size or double

beds

Sitting areas (sometimes

with sofa beds for extra

passengers)

Large bathrooms, usually

with tub

Refrigerators (sometimes

stocked, sometimes not)

Stereos and televisions

with VCRs are common

Large closets

Large windows or outside

verandas

D
D
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Figure 4-2: Sample cabin layouts.
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If you want a view of the sea, be sure when booking that your window or
balcony doesn’t just give you a good view of a lifeboat or some other
obstruction (and remember, there are likely to be balconies on the deck
right above your balcony, so they’re more like porches than actual
verandas). Some cruise line brochures tell you which cabins are
obstructed, and a good travel agent or a cruise line’s reservation agent
can tell you which cabins on a particular ship may have this problem.

Considering other cabin matters

Unless you're booking at the last minute (like a few weeks or less before
sailing), as part of a group, or in a cabin-share or cabin-guarantee pro-
gram (which means you agree to a price, and find out your exact cabin
at the last minute), you can work with your agent to pick an exact cabin.

Need a bathtub rather than just a shower? That narrows your choices on
most ships. Want connecting cabins so that you and your kids, friends,
or relatives can share space? Most ships have 'em, but they sometimes
book up early, as do cabins with third or fourth berths (usually pull-
down bunks or a sofa bed). Almost all ships have cabin TVs these days,
but a few don’t. Want an elevator close by, to make it easy to get
between decks? [s the view out the cabin’s windows obstructed by
lifeboats or other ship equipment? Most importantly, keep cabin posi-
tion in mind if you suffer from seasickness. A midships location on a
middle deck is best because it’s a kind of fulcrum point, the area least
affected by the vessel’s rocking and rolling in rough seas.

Booking Your Airfare

Except during special promotions, airfare is rarely included in cruise
rates for Caribbean, Alaska, Mexico, and New England/Canada cruises,
though it often is on Europe and Asia itineraries. So if you can’t drive to
your port of embarkation and need to fly to get to Miami, New York,
Southampton, or Rome, you have to either purchase airfare on your own
through an agent or online, or buy it as a package with your cruise. The
latter is often referred to as an air add-on or air-sea package.

Here are the benefits of booking your airfare through the cruise line:

v When you book through the cruise line, you usually get round-trip
transfers between the airport and the ship.

v A uniformed cruise line employee is in the airport to direct you
to the right bus, and your luggage is taken from the airport to the
ship.
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v The cruise line knows your airline schedule and, in the event of
delayed flights and other unavoidable snafus, does what they
can to make sure you get to the ship. For instance, during the
abnormally fierce hurricane season in fall 2005, those who had
booked the cruise lines’ air were given priority when it came to
rebooking. People who book their air transportation and transfers
separately are on their own.

With pros, there are bound to be cons. Here are the downsides to book-
ing your airfare through the cruise line:

v Odds are it’s more expensive to book through the cruise line than
on your own. In the past, cruise lines offered more competitive
fares, but the airlines aren’t giving them the bulk discounts they
used to, meaning prices have gone up. Consequently, fewer passen-
gers are now booking the lines’ air packages.

v If you book through the lines, you probably can’t use any frequent-
flier miles you've accumulated.

v The air add-on could mean a circuitous route — with indirect legs
and layovers — before you arrive at your port of embarkation.

& airfare is not included as part of your cruise contract. Though rare, if it
is, you're often granted a deduction (usually around $250 per person) off
the cruise fare. Passengers who book their own flights can still buy
transfers from the airport to the ship through their cruise line, but it’s
often cheaper to take a taxi, such as in Miami and Fort Lauderdale.

L:?%“P' If you arrange your own air transportation, make absolutely sure that
‘

Making Dinner Reservations and
Dealing with Special Diets

Though most ships have casual, walk-in restaurants that don’t require
reservations, most also still offer at least one outlet that operates the
traditional way with fixed early and late seating times. In this case, when
you book your cruise you must choose an early or late seating for
dinner, and sometimes even put in a request for the size table you're
interested in (tables for two, four, eight, ten, and so on). Early usually
means a 6 p.m. seating, while late is anywhere between 8 and 8:30 p.m.
Families with young children often choose the early seating. The later
seatings allow you to linger a little longer over your meal, with no rush
set up for another group. For a more detailed discussion, see Chapter 7.

On all but the smallest luxury ships, it’s almost impossible to reserve a
table for two, considering the sheer numbers requesting the same. Still,
it can’t hurt to ask.

Most ships now offer vegetarian meals and health-conscious choices as
part of their daily menus. If you follow any other special diet — whether
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low-salt, low-fat, heart-healthy, kosher, halal, or any other — or if you
have certain food allergies, make this known to your travel agent when
you book, or at least 30 or more days before the cruise, and make sure
your diet can be accommodated at all three meals (sometimes special
meal plans cover only breakfast and dinner). If you're sailing on a small
ship and have special food needs, definitely tell your agent.

Extending the Trip

Cruise lines often offer hotel packages in the cities of embarkation and
debarkation, and because most of these cities are tourist attractions in
their own right, you may want to spend some time in New York, Oahu, or
London before you sail, or drive to Disney World from Port Canaveral.
The cruise lines’ package deals usually include hotel stays and trans-
portation from the hotel to the ship (before the cruise) or from the
docks to the hotel (after the cruise). Compare what the line is offering
with what you may be able to arrange on your own.

Considering Cancellations and Insurance

Given world’s wacky geopolitical situation these days, it pays to have a
handle on a cruise line’s cancellation and insurance policies. What should
you do if the cruise you've booked is canceled before it departs? A cruise
can be canceled because of shipyard delays (if you've booked an inaugu-
ral cruise), the outbreak of an infectious disease, mechanical breakdowns
(such as nonfunctioning air-conditioning or an engine fire), the cruise line
going out of business, act of war, or an impending hurricane.

“,

big efforts to appease disappointed passengers, whether they bought
insurance or not. Typically, a line will reschedule the canceled cruise
and offer passengers big discounts on future cruises — after all, they
don’t want the bad press they’d get if they cheated hundreds or thou-
sands of people. There are, however, no set rules on how a line will com-
pensate you in the event of a cancellation.

5“3'15 Luckily, given today’s competitive market, cruise lines have been making

If the shoe’s on the other foot and you need to cancel, you can generally
get a refund — most lines give you every cent back if you cancel at least
two to three months before your departure date, although details vary
from line to line. If you cancel closer to departure, you can usually get a
partial refund up until about 15 days before the cruise. After that, you
won'’t get any refund at all, even if you cancel for medical reasons. In
recent times, temporary exceptions have been made when a major
world event negatively impacted travel planning. For example, in early
2003, in response to the impending war with Iraq and the general uneasi-
ness in the Middle East, many lines liberalized their cancellation and
insurance policies for their European cruises, and, in some cases, all
their itineraries, in order to encourage bookings.
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If you're just worried about missing the ship, go a day early and spend
your money on a hotel and nice dinner instead. If you’re worried about
medical problems occurring during your trip, on the other hand, travel
insurance may be more vital.

Except for the small coastal cruisers described in Chapter 13, most
cruise ships have an infirmary staffed by a doctor and a nurse or two;
but in the event of a dire illness, the ship’s medical staff can only do so
much. Therefore, you may want a policy that covers emergency medical
evacuation and, if your regular insurance doesn’t cover it, the potential
cost of major medical treatment while away from home.

Cruise line policies versus third-party insurers

A good travel agent can tell you about policies sold through the cruise
lines and ones sold independently of the lines. No matter which you
choose, it’s absolutely crucial to read the fine print because terms vary
from policy to policy, although the following information usually applies
to all policies:

v Both kinds typically reimburse you in some way when your trip is
affected by unexpected events (such as canceled flights, plane
crashes, dockworkers’ strikes, or the illness or death of a loved
one, as late as the day before or day of departure) but not by “acts
of God,” such as hurricanes and earthquakes (the exception being
if your home is made uninhabitable, putting you in no mood to con-
tinue with your cruise plans).

» Both also typically cover cancellation of the cruise for medical rea-
sons (yours or a family member’s); medical emergencies during the
cruise, including evacuation from the ship; lost or damaged lug-
gage; and a cruise missed due to airline delays (though some only
cover delays over three hours).

v Neither kind of policy reimburses you if your travel agent goes
bankrupt, so using a travel agent you're very familiar with or who
has been recommended to you is the safest precaution you can
take. (And, of course, always use a credit card, never a check. If a
corrupt travel agent cashes it, or a decent one just goes out of busi-
ness, then you could get screwed.)

v Most cancellation policies also do not cover cancellations due to
work requirements.

Third-party coverage

Even though agents get a commission for selling both cruise line policies
and independent policies, most agents and industry insiders believe that
non—cruise line policies are the best bet because some will issue insurance
to those with pre-existing medical conditions if the condition is stable
when purchasing the insurance (a doctor would have to verify this if you
ever made a claim) and if you purchase the policy within 14 days of your
initial deposit on the cruise. They also offer supplier-default coverage that
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kicks in if a cruise line goes bankrupt, which a handful did between 2000
and 2003.

Though bankruptcies are rare, a well-connected travel agent should see
the writing on the wall months before a cruise line fails — commissions
slow or stop being paid, phone calls aren’t returned, and industry trade
publications report on any problems — and tip you off. The less cus-
tomer-service-driven cruise sellers may not stop pushing a troubled
cruise line, however, selling these lines up to the very last minute.

According to the Fair Credit Billing Act, if you paid by credit card (and
again, you should), you can generally get your money back if you dis-
pute the charge within 60 days of the date the charge first appears. If
you paid in full four months before the cruise, you're likely out of luck
going this route and may have to resort to litigation.

Policies are available from reputable insurers such as Access America,
Box 71533, Richmond, VA 23286 (& 866-807-3982; www .accessamerica.
com), and Travel Guard International, 1145 Clark St., Stevens Point, WI
54481 (T 800-826-4919; www . travelguard.com), whose Web sites
maintain lists of the lines they cover (or no longer cover); these are
helpful in figuring out which lines may be considered financially shaky.

Cruise line coverage

Cruise lines offer their own policies, many of them administered by
New York-based based BerkelyCare (&3 800-797-4514). If you opt for
this type of policy out of sheer convenience (the cost is added right
onto your cruise fare), keep in mind that they do not cover you in the
event of a cruise line bankruptcy (though using a credit card can save
you here; see the “Cruise line policies versus third-party insurers” sec-
tion earlier in this chapter) or for cancellation of your cruise due to pre-
existing medical conditions. Some lines’ policies issue a cruise credit for
the penalty amount if a medical claim is deemed pre-existing, and issue
you cash if you cancel for a covered reason.

Generally, the cancellation penalty imposed by the cruise line would be
100 percent of the cruise fare, for example, if you cancel a few days
before the cruise (assuming you’ve paid in full), or it could be just $300
if you cancel right after making the initial cruise deposit.

Sounds like the third-party policies win hands down, right? Well, to make
it just a little more complicated, a handful of cruise line policies are actu-
ally better in some areas than outside policies. For example, Princess
Cruises has an insurance policy that allows you to cancel for all the
reasons that an outside policy would (illness, injury) and get cash reim-
bursement or they will let you cancel for any reason whatsoever (from
fear of flying to a bad hair day) up until the day of departure and have

75 percent to 90 percent of the normal penalty for canceling your cruise
applied toward a future trip. Norwegian, Celebrity, Royal Caribbean, and
Silversea offer similar “any reason” policies.
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Putting Down a Deposit

)
&

If you book at the last minute, you typically pay in full when making your
reservation. If you book several months or more ahead of time, then you
pay a deposit to secure the booking. Depending on the policy of the line
you selected, the amount is either fixed at a predetermined amount or
represents a percentage of the ticket’s total cost. The length of time
cruise lines hold a cabin without a deposit is getting shorter by the
minute. It seems pretty clear, in this age of near-obsessive “shopping
around,” that the cruise lines are doing their part to discourage it. It
used to be a cruise could be held for a week before you had to plunk
down cash; most lines have now shortened this window to one to three
days (exceptions include exotic itineraries that aren’t ultracompetitive).
Carnival, for instance, now requires a deposit within 24 hours.

The balance of the cruise price is due anywhere from about 60 to 90
days before you depart; holiday cruises may require final payments
earlier, perhaps 90 days before departure.

Credit card payments are made directly to the cruise line, but payments
by check are made out to the agency, which then passes payment on to
the cruise line. As we've said repeatedly in this chapter, it’s preferable
by far to pay by credit card, for the added protection it offers.

Reviewing Your Tickets

Carefully review your ticket, invoice, itinerary, and/or vouchers to con-
firm that they accurately reflect the departure date, ship, and cabin cate-
gory you booked. The printout usually lists a specific cabin number; if it
doesn’t, it designates a cabin category. Your exact cabin location will
then be assigned to you when you board ship.



Chapter 5

Ticking Off Your Pre-Cruise
Checklist

In This Chapter

Getting your ID in order

Verifying all the info in your cruise documents
Dealing with money, on board and on shore
Packing for your trip

Knowing how to stay in touch while at sea
Double-checking your flight

Checking all the things that most people forget

our cruise is paid for and you think you're ready to go. But are you?

Before you head to the airport or hop in your car, you may have
some chores to do. Do you have the ID you need to get on board? Are
your cruise tickets and other documents in order? Have you figured out
your spending-money situation so that you can pay for stuff on board
and at the ports? You need a checklist. Wow! You're in luck. We’ve made
one for you right here. (Well, not an actual one, but you get the general
idea.)

Identifying Yourself

Ah, the old days. Not long ago we watched the 1970s disaster movie
Airport, and there was a scene in which Helen Hayes cons her way onto a
departing jet by saying her son had dropped his wallet before he
boarded. Could she go aboard to give it to him? Sure, they said. Go on
through.

It ain’t that way anymore. Today you need an ID to get into some office
buildings, let alone planes, so it should come as no surprise you need ID
to get aboard ship, too — and probably a passport, as well. For decades,
U.S.-based cruise ships operated under rules that permitted U.S. citizens
to travel to Canada, Mexico, and the Caribbean without need of a pass-
port, but that’s all changing. On December 31, 2006, the first phase of the
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Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative (part of the Intelligence Reform
and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004) will require U.S. citizens to pos-
sess a valid passport for all air or sea travel to or from Canada, Mexico,
Central and South America, the Caribbean and Bermuda — no ifs, ands,
or buts. On December 31, 2007, the second phase of the initiative will
extended the passport requirement to all land border crossings as well.

This means even passengers taking weekend jaunts to the Bahamas
need a passport, as do passengers boarding ship in Vancouver for their
Alaska cruise.

The bottom line? Get a passport if you're planning any kind of cruise
that leaves U.S. territorial waters. Don’t dilly-dally either, since U.S. pass-
port services are likely to be deluged when the new rules take effect.
Passport applications generally take six to eight weeks to process,
though expedited service is also available (see below).

If you don’t currently have a passport, the State Department Web site
(http://travel.state.gov/passport) provides information on
obtaining one. Current fees for new passports are $97 adult, $82 children
under 16. Renewals cost $67.

To get a passport for the first time (or if you have an expired passport
issued more than 15 years ago, or issued while you were under 16), you
need to go in person to one of the more than 7,000 passport acceptance
facilities located throughout the country, bringing two photographs of
yourself, proof of U.S. citizenship (an expired passport, certified birth
certificate, naturalization certificate, certificate of citizenship, or con-
sular report of birth abroad), and a valid form of photo ID, such as a
driver’s license. Acceptance facilities include many federal, state, and
probate courts, post offices, some public libraries, and a number of
county and municipal offices. Find the one nearest you using the State
Department’s search page at http://iafdb.travel.state.gov.

Citizens who need a new passport for travel within two weeks may

visit any of the 15 regional passport agencies listed at http://travel.
state.gov/passport/about/agencies/agencies_913.html.
Appointments are required, and you need to bring a completed pass-
port application (downloadable at http://travel.state.gov/
passport/forms/forms_847.html), appropriate ID, proof of citizen-
ship (see list above), and two regulation passport-size photos. Expedited
service costs $60 plus any mailing fees, above and beyond the regular
application fees.

If you don’t live near a passport center, you can apply for expedited
service at a local passport acceptance facility, located in post offices,
courthouses, and so on, and then follow up through overnight mail.
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You can renew an expired passport through the mail as long as you were
over age 16 when it was issued and still have the same name (or can pro-
vide legal documentation of a name change), and your old passport is
undamaged and was issued within the past 15 years. Forms are down-
loadable at http://travel.state.gov/passport/forms/forms_

847 .html.

When traveling, carry a photocopy of your passport in a separate piece
of luggage from your real one. If you lose your passport while abroad, go
directly to the nearest U.S. embassy or consulate. Bring all the forms of
identification you have so that the officials can start generating you a
new passport.

Reviewing Your Cruise Documents

Your tickets and other cruise documents usually arrive in your mailbox
about a month before your cruise. Sometimes, however, they don’t get
to you until a week before your cruise. Plenty of important items are
included, such as:

v Your airline tickets (if you bought them from the cruise line)

v A boarding document that contains your cabin assignment (or at
least your cabin category) and sometimes your dining table
assignment

v Boarding forms to fill out
1 Luggage tags

v Vouchers for transportation between the airport and the port
(if you arranged for this option)

v A booklet describing the shore excursions available on your trip,
which you may be able to book ahead of time

v Another booklet with emergency phone numbers and answers to
frequently asked questions, such as what kind of power outlets
are in your cabin, what kind of laundry services are available, and
so on

Read through your documents carefully and verify the info. Confirm that
your cabin category is correct, as well as your dining preferences (on
ships that still do formal, fixed-seating dining). Check that your airline
tickets show the correct flights and arrival times. And definitely make
sure that you've got enough time to reach the port at least a few hours
before the ship is scheduled to depart.

When the big day arrives, keep your cruise documents with you in your
purse, briefcase, or carryon.
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Paying Up: Paper or Plastic?

Cruising is like Monopoly: It feels like you're playing with funny money.
It’s only at the end that reality hits.

Spending on board

With the exception of some of the small ships discussed in Chapter 13,
cruise vessels operate on a cashless basis from day to day. What that
means is that everything you buy on board, from bar drinks to shore
excursions to spa treatments and dinners at extra-cost restaurants, is
put on your tab, to be paid at the end of the trip. Most small ships just
mark down your purchases by hand throughout the cruise, but main-
stream and luxury ships will issue you an onboard charge card, which
on most ships also serves as your room key and as your cruise ID.

Shortly before or after you first come aboard, a purser or check-in clerk
will take an imprint of your credit card and issue you your onboard
charge card. You also have the option of using cash, traveler’s checks, or
sometimes personal checks to pay your account, but if you decide to
pay cash, you probably have to put down a deposit of at least $250.

On the last night of your cruise, you get an itemized account of all
you've charged. If you don’t dispute the charges, they're automatically
billed to your credit card. If you're paying in cash or if you dispute any
charge, you need to stop by the office of the ship’s cashier or purser.
There may be a long line, so don’t go if you don’t have to.

The only time you may need cash on board is at the end of the cruise,
when (depending on the cruise line’s policies) you may be leaving tips
for your cabin steward, dining steward, and other staff. You may also
want to keep some cash on hand to use in the laundry room (if your ship
has one). In general, you need cash for the casino, but often ships allow
you to charge gambling dollars to your shipboard account, up to a cer-
tain amount per day.

If you find that you need more cash, some ships have their own ATMs —
often located, not surprisingly, in the casino. The ATMs give out U.S. dol-
lars, though fees are typically higher than ATMs on shore.

Settling up on shore

Almost all the stores at the ports take credit cards, and most restaurants
do, too, but you need some cash on hand to pay for taxis, to buy small
items and snacks, and to tip tour guides. Small bills are best.

Pretty much all the Caribbean, Mexican, and Canadian ports we describe
in Part V accept U.S. dollars. If you want to use the local currency, you
can often find ATMs, bureaux de change, and banks close to the docks.
ATMs are your best bet, as their exchange rates are most favorable —
just be sure you have some idea of the exchange rate ahead of time, so
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you know how much you’re taking out. In Europe, you need to convert
your dollars to euros (or pounds, in Britain).

A\
To check conversion rates before your trip, use the “Quick Cross Rates”
table and currency calculator at www.xe . com.

Using ATMs means that you don’t have to carry large amounts of trav-
eler’s checks or cash from the United States, but we usually carry some
cash anyway, as an emergency reserve.

< Before you leave home, be sure any cash you intend to access is in the
checking part of your account if your ATM card allows you to access
both savings and checking — some foreign machines allow you to with-
draw only from your checking account and don’t offer you the option of
transferring money between accounts.

You can find ATMs at most ports — even the tiny ones. Don’t take out
more money than you need that day or you may end up with a bunch of
bills that you have to convert back at the end of your trip. Also, remem-
ber that you can’t convert coins, so spend those first.

Personal checks are pretty much useless for cruise travel purposes,
except as accepted on your ship (check with the cruise line for its policy
on personal checks).

Decking Yourself Out: What to Pack

Some people worry about packing for vacations. Don’t. Seriously, you
probably have everything you need right in your closet. Over the past
several years, cruises have gotten more and more casual, attire-wise.

Understanding shipboard dress codes

(such as they are)

Back around the dawn of the 21st century, Norwegian Cruise Line (NCL)
looked at the cruise business, saw that pretty much every line had stuck
with a mix of formal, informal, and casual nights for the past, oh, hun-
dred years, and then said, “Screw it. We’re going casual.” The move
started a stampede, with many other lines either toning down or scrap-
ping their own dress codes.

Today, no matter what the itinerary, you can find people spending their
days in T-shirts, polo shirts, shorts or khakis, plus casual dresses for
women and sweat shirts or light sweaters to compensate for the air-
conditioning. The vibe is about the same on the luxury lines, though
those polos and khakis probably sport better labels. If you're going on
an Alaskan or other cold-weather cruise, pack sweat shirts or fleece,
jeans, comfortable (and preferably waterproof) walking shoes, and a
light jacket and/or a waterproof jacket. In the evenings, people typically
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dress up, but not to the tux-and-gown level they used to. A lot of main-
stream lines still have two traditional formal nights during any 7-night
itinerary, but most men opt for dark suits over real formalwear, while
women dress in cocktail dresses, sequined jackets, gowns, or the like.
Some other lines are ditching the formal concept entirely. The closest
NCL comes is an “optional formal” captain’s cocktail night, though it’s
totally up to you what you decide to wear — just no shorts in the dining
rooms, please. Aboard all the small-ship lines we discuss in Chapter 13,
such as Windstar and Oceania, it’s very rare to see anything dressier
than a sport jacket at any time, and those usually appear only for the
captain’s dinner. Most of these lines are all-casual all the time.

On lines that still have delineated formal, informal, and casual nights,
here’s the scoop:

+* Formal nights: Imagine what you’d wear to a nice wedding: tuxe-
dos or dark suits for men; cocktail dresses, sequined jackets,
gowns, or other fancy attire for women.

v+~ Informal (or semiformal) nights: Suits or sport jackets and ties for
men,; stylish dresses or pantsuits for women.

v~ Casual nights: Decent pants and collared shirts for men, and
maybe a sport jacket; dresses, skirts, or pantsuits for women.

Suggested dress for the evening is usually printed in the ship’s daily
schedule. Cruise lines also usually describe their dress codes in their
brochures, on their Web sites, and in one of the booklets you get with
your cruise tickets.

Planning for appliances and other odds and ends

If you plan to bring electronic devices, check the information you
receive with your tickets to find out about the power situation on board.
Not all ships use 110 current (although most in North American fleets
do). Even if the ship is 110, you may find only two-pronged jacks rather
than three-pronged, so you may need an adapter. And if you stay at a for-
eign hotel before or after your cruise, you may need a converter kit and
different plugs.

Most ships provide hair dryers, though they’re frequently low-powered
models. If you use one regularly, and have a lightweight model, it can’t
hurt to bring it along. Just be careful where you plug it in. Some cabin
outlets won’t handle heat-producing devices such as dryers, curling
irons, and the like.

Here are some other things for you to consider:

v Most cabins come with toiletries such as soap and shampoo, and
sometimes conditioner and lotion, although you still may want to
bring your own favorite products. If you forget something, all but a
few of the smallest ships have a shop on board selling razor blades,
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toothbrushes, sunscreen, film, and other sundries, usually at
inflated prices.

v Except for the small ships, most vessels have a laundry service and
some dry cleaning, too, with generally about a 24-hour turnaround
time. A price list will be in your cabin. Some ships also have