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HEART OF THE SEA

| had the
voyage of a
lifetime on the
Mediterranean.
And | think this
one may have
spoiled me for
all other
cruises
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EGULAR READERS of this column may recall

that 1 am ambivalent about crulse ships. I ind

them too blg, oo overpowering, and extremely

limiting. If the fooad 13 Inedible or the other

guests are obnoxious well then, that's too bad
= you are stuck there for a week or so.

S0 when Sudesh Kishore Invited me nearly two years
ago to twravel in one of the SeaDream boats, 1 put him off.
Eventually I agroed to do a voyage around the south of
France but the general ¢lections and TV commitments In
tervenad, so | backed out again. But Sudesh I8 nothing if
not indefatigable. He came up with another voyage sched.
uled to start around a formight after the election resulis
were declared. Why didn’t I uy that? He was sure it would
be a nice break after the marathon of TV shows and count-
ing day special progranuming
at the ond of Max I boanded SeaDyeam 1 in Rome
for a woek-Jong Mediterranean voyage. [ had no kea what
to expect. Sudesh had told me that SeaDream called thelr
expertence ‘yachting' rather than “crulsing’. and the cymi
cal sod that | am, | had been sceptical and leery But, Sudesh
was right. It was a far; far better experience than [ had ever
Imagined: & 2ort of once-in-adiftime trip,

The first swrprise came when my taxl pulled up to
Sealream 11 at Civitaveochta port In Rome. 1 had viskons of

checking in but an elegant young woman greeted me, sent a
porter to get my bags and motioned me to the ship. [ walked
on to what turned out to be a surprisingly small boat (only
56 cabins) to be greeted by the capiain and his officers. They
directed me to a saloon where walters were handing out
glasses of champagne and o chef was extracting hugs por-

tlons of caviar fnom a coupse of glant one Kilo tins. At some
Stagee, somebody ook my passport anay and returned with
my room ke, which also served as my 1D on the boat, One
had the sense of checking into a swish hotel

SeaDream’s cabins are lange by boat standands and dec
orated ke luxury hotel rooms with flat screen TVs, Bvlgari
tolletries in the bathrooms, DVD players, minl-bars etc. But
It took me half a day to work out why the experience felt ho-
el ke and Yot, not guite hotel-1ke. The difference was that
on this ship, onee You've bought vour ticket there's usually
nothing you pay {Intermet 15 $100 por woelk and Buandry
Is extra, but tha bout 1t.) You can order what you like
from room service, ralkd the mink-bar, live on the best liquor,
studl your face with caviar - and all of 1t is free.

‘That night, when | went to the saloon for cocktalls,
there was more caviar and more champagne. And they ex
Pladned it adl to me. [ ooubl go toany of the bars on the decks
(there are about three of them) and drink Black Label, o
gnae, cocktalls, Bombay Sapphire martinis or whatever

Premfzaize

and never have to worry about the bill. Dinner in the din
ing room was an elaborate affair each night: at least three
codrses from a menu that was hot on lobster, scallops, fole
gras, US Prime beef, crab and other high-value
ftems. But vou dkin’t hive to stick to thive cours-
s You could order five. They didn't care. Two
sommeliers came around with the wines of the
day (ot least one white and one red), which were
also free. If you wanted special meals (say, Indian
vegetarian everyday), no problem. They would do
that o,

I've had my share of lusury experiences in

this job but even [ was gobsmacked by the sheer
Lwvishness of SeaDream. Because the staffl ratlo
Is extraordinary (at least one employes to each
guest), the service is exceptional. With half an
hotir of having got on to the ship, every guest was bilng ad
dressad by name. (1 disooversd Eater that stafl wore given a
chart with photos of each guest and told to memorise thelr
nAMES)

The way it worked was that the ship would saill by night
and then each morning we would arvive at a new port: Posi-
tano, Sorvento, Caprl o wherever You had the choloe of
taking guided tours i by the ship through local op
erators (at about $100 or 80 per head por tripy, which could
be Intoresting: 1 ook one to the excavations of the anclent
Roman <ty of Pompell. Or vou oould do vour own thing. In
Corsica, | walked around the town. In Capii, I took taxis and
toured the island

Whatever option you chose, the ship’s crew would help.
At each port. there would be a SeaDream counter near the
hartour; stocked with cold drinks and snacks, and stadl
who would help you find your way apcund. Some people
went ot toeat but 1 thought that was a waste of time In the
tourist owns because most restaurants were ghastly tour.

TAKE A BREAK
Once the SeaDream (right) docked at Corsica, | walled around the
town, The ship yard in Corsica (above)

ist traps and the food on the ship was always somuch better:
(And free!) If I went out to a port, [ usually ate after | came
back. And there was always food on the ship. Typically [
might return at three in the aftérnoon, sit on the deck, eat &

hamburger or one of SeaDream’s excellent (and addictive)
hot dogs while the sommeller Kept trving to persiasde me 1o
try one of the wines of the day. Then I would el
ther read or write on the deck staring out at the
clear Blue waters of the Maditerranean,

It was while talking to sther guests thae 1
discoversd that SeaDream has lts own junkles,
people who come back agaln and again. One
couple | had dinner with had spent 114 days on
the ship over the last few years and knew every
member of the stafl by name. [ asked another
couple why they came so often given that, un-
like me, they hardly bothersd to go out to port.
They came for the luxury, they sald. They were
obviowsly well-off, 30 1 asked them what was so
special about this ship compared to the hotels
and resorts they went to,

“Well, I pot five-star service elsewhere, But
1 g0t ten-star sorvice home,” was the reply And cor
tainly there Is the sense of belng pampered, of stall who
know your preferences and anticipate Your évery need and
of gourmet food and wine. Plus, you can play it any way
you like. Some people came with groups of fiiends. Some
made new friends on the boat. Some (ke me) used the time
to unwind rather than socialise. Some used the jet skis and
the water sports that SeaDream is famous for Some went to
every port. Some never left the ship.

On this ship,
once youve
mught are few alrports In Southern Italy and you

your ticket

there's

usually
nothing you

pay for

WALK THROUGH THE RUINS
| took one guided tour organised by the ship through local operators 1o
the excavations of the ancient Roman clty of Pompei (sbove)

There are only two SeaDream ships and they are identi-
cal In nearly every respect. (A third Is sald to be under con-
struction). They sail all around the world (one touched In-
dia a few month: from Australia to South America by

basically, they do the Carfbbean routés In the winter o
the Mediterranéean in the summer. Space |5 - by definitlon -
limited and most people book months in advance.
It Is expensive by any standards. But how
expensive 18 a matter of perspective, If a guest
had done the vovage we did using other means
of ransport, it would have been difficult - there

would have to rent chauffeured cars, which (in
haly, especially) can be dangerous and expen-
sive. If you stayed at grand hotels throughout
and ate at good restaurants every day, then your
costs would far exceed the cost of a SeaDream
voyage. You should expect to pay upwards of
$1.500 a day for a couphe which sounds 1ke a kot
thll you work out that this includes trave] (no
extra fares between destinations), hotel room
and all meals and drinks. Most wealthy Indlans
spend far more when they go to Europe in the sum-
mer. Andd there 15 none of the hassleof packing and unpack-
Ing at each destination, of chacking into fights, of finding
rains or cars or of being sure that you've got the best deal
at each hotel you go to. On a boat, all that is taken care of.
So have | changed my mind about cruises? Well yes and
no. [ had the voyags of a lifetime on SeaDream so, yes. But
it ts also a no, Because | think this one may have spolled me
for all other crulses.

e

T



