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WITH: NEW ENGLAND DESTINATIONS
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ARE YOU
MISSING
YOUR BOAT?
By Kari Bodnarchuk
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

Not all cruises have big casinos, Broadway-style productions, and more shopping fliers than your Thanksgiving newspaper. Nor do they involve sharing deck
chairs and dining space with thousands
of fellow passengers.
Companies that offer one-of-a-kind adventures, journeys to less-visited destinations, or more personalized experiences
aboard smaller ships continue to grow.
The cruises here offer non-traditional
twists to their floating adventures that
may even attract you, the apprehensive
cruiser, to come aboard.
HURTIGRUTEN’s ships sail up and down
the Norwegian coast, stopping at 34 ports
between Bergen in the south and
Kirkenes up north, some of them tucked
away in fjords and otherwise inaccessible
inlets. These working ships have been
plying the coast for 121 years, transporting supplies, shuttling locals, and carrying curious passengers like you between
towns and cities along the way (locals often hop from port to port on Hurtigruten
ships to do errands, visit relatives, or
avoid driving over snowy passes in wintertime). Your simple cabin will have all
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Adventure Canada cruises in Arctic
Canada visit Native Americans.

Inside | cruise

The (modern)
family cruise
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Then a lovebug makes them all feel at home
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Don’t let the buffet
beef you up.
M4

It’s not a cruise —
it’s a crossing.
M3

It was a good run, but this was clearly the end for
me. My heart raced, I experienced shortness of
breath, light-headedness, and I thought I was going
to faint. These were either symptoms of some terrible, mystery illness that had secretly festered in my
body for years, or, more likely, the anxiety and panic I
felt as I packed for a family cruise.
This may sound like a melodramatic reaction to a simple vacation, but
please, hear me out. I was going to be on a boat with my partner, Alex, his parents, and my parents. Easy as lemon merengue pie, right? Well, no. The two
sets of parents had never met. Also, Alex’s parents don’t speak English —
they’re from Spain. My parents don’t speak Spanish — they’re from the Jell-O
belt of north central Massachusetts.
What better way to introduce parents who can’t converse with each other
than a weeklong cruise up the coast of Maine, into the Canadian Maritimes,
and down the Saint Lawrence River into Montreal. Seven days of long, awkward silences.
Cue the ulcer.
A hurricane bore down on Boston as I packed for our departure. Ever the
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Alex Gonzalez savors a sunset from aboard a cruise ship on the
Saint Lawrence River between Quebec City and Montreal.
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Get away on the new cruise ferry from

Portland, maine

There’s never been a better time to visit Nova Scotia.
And there’s never been a better way to get there than
on Nova Star. Three unique dining options, a casino,
duty-free shopping, private cabins, a spa and live
entertainment are all part of the cruise experience.
Just walk right on. Or drive aboard and set your cruise
control to 21 knots. Plan your escape today!
click N ova S tar CruiSeS .com
call 1 844 684 7245
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We got on
board and
came back
a family
uMUTHER
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optimist, I assumed that the storm
would create a 90-foot tidal wave, capsizing the boat and turning my cruise
into a bilingual version of the 1974 disaster film “The Poseidon Adventure.”
But there was no sign of the hurricane the next day when we boarded on
a brilliantly sunny Saturday afternoon.
Alex’s mother learned a sentence in
English, and she greeted my mother
with a warm hug and told her “We are
family now.” My icy heart melted a tiny
bit when I saw this; my mother managed a “Gracias, señora.” For the first
time since the cruise was planned, I
felt a glimmer of hope that this might
not be the painful disaster I was anticipating.
In the early planning stages of the
trip, friends asked, “Why are you doing
this cruise?” Alex and I had very different agendas. My motivation was to go
to strip clubs and gorge on poutine
once we hit Montreal. Alex wanted our
parents to meet and give them an opportunity to get away on a nice vacation. If you haven’t figured this out,
Alex is the nice guy in our relationship.
I held my breath during dinner that
first night on the ship. It was a “wilderness dinner” featuring “regional dishes
inspired by woodsmen and fur trappers of yesteryear.” I don’t remember a
thing about the evening except white
knuckling my utensils and trying to facilitate some kind of conversation between the two sets of parents. Alex is
bilingual and had no problem translating.
In the weeks leading up to the
cruise, I tried brushing up on my Spanish through an iPhone app called Cat
Spanish. You learn Spanish phrases by
looking at pictures of cats. But the only
phrase I could recall was “Yo quiero
vomitar” (“I want to vomit”), which I
could only use so many times before
Alex’s parents would start to think I
had an eating disorder. That was the

PHOTOS BY CHRISTOPHER MUTHER/GLOBE STAFF

first and last time I tried to learn Spanish from cats.
Regular cruisers know that there is
a nightly show after dinner. To be polite, these shows were not exactly my
cup of Long Island ice tea, but the silver lining to these song-and-dance
clouds was that they kept our parents
occupied and gave Alex a break from
his job as translator.
Instead of buying daily onshore excursions through the ship, we planned
our own off-the-boat fun. We rented a
minivan or large SUV at each port, and
the six of us piled in every morning to
visit locations we mapped out. This
gave us the freedom to cover more
ground, travel at our own pace, and experience different restaurants rather
than be bound to itineraries dictated
by the ship. It may sound more expensive, but we ended up saving money
and were able to see parts of Maine
and Canada that we otherwise
wouldn’t have.
We took every meal and excursion
together as one, big, happy-but-unable-to-communicate family. Everyone
took turns being overly polite and volunteering to sit in the third row of the
van. Gradually an odd language began
to emerge among our parents. My
mother, Susan, and Alex’s mother, Maria, developed some sort of maternal,
telepathic system of nodding and smiling.
Alex’s father, Vidal, could speak
some English, albeit heavily accented
and rather quietly. But he and my father, Ed, also started bonding. The language barrier became helpful when
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Meet the parents
(above, from left):
Susan Muther, Vidal
Gonzalez, Maria
Gonzalez, Edmund
Muther. At right, the
Maasdam docked in
Quebec City.

they tried to talk about politics.
The first stop for our boat, Holland
America’s Maasdam, was Bar Harbor.
We made a beeline for Acadia National
Park, driving up Cadillac Mountain
with stops to walk around and enjoy
the scenery. Our primary goal at these
stops was to enjoy the natural landscape. The next day in Halifax we went
to the ruggedly rocky Peggy’s Cove,
and then drove to Lunenburg.
Lunenberg was one of my favorite
excursions. A charming little fishing
village filled with unique British architecture that has evolved into a tourist
destination, it was named a UNESCO
World Heritage Site in 1995.
The Maasdam, which holds approximately 1,200 passengers, had activities for those who chose to stay onboard. But I don’t think any of us were
keen on programs called “Complimentary Footprint Analysis” and “How
about a game of cribbage?” so we were
glad for our stops. We alternated between dress-up and casual dinners. Every night my father scanned the menu
for lobster, and complained if it wasn’t
there. Alex’s father gave him a new
name: Mister Lobster. There was lighthearted joking taking place and our
parents started bonding as our ship

made its way to Prince Edward Island.
The knot in my stomach was slowly
loosening.
I began to understand why people
enjoy cruises as the week wore on.
There are easy-to-follow patterns and
rhythms. Every night after the show,
we would descend upon the bar and
listen to Jamm the Piano Man sing his
way through the American songbook,
or Elton John and Billy Joel. Soon, our
waiter Edison didn’t need to ask what
our drink order was, he just brought
them. He even learned to bring me extra to calm my nerves.
The ship never felt overwhelming.
There were two pools, five restaurants,
a tennis court, a basketball court, and
a spa. There were shops, bars, and a
cafe. The decor wasn’t the most up-todate, but none of our parents was
snooty about accommodations.
The most frustrating part of the
cruise, aside from the fact that my
Spanish was limited to “ Yo quiero
vomitar,” was that we didn’t have
much time at our stops. In Quebec City
we arrived at 7 a.m. and had to be back
on the boat by 3:30 p.m., barely giving
us enough time to chew our crepes.
Our week on the boat didn’t resemble any television advertisement I’d ever seen for a family cruise — we were
never attired in matching T-shirts —
but it was memorable in its own odd
way. I spent the months leading up to
the cruise worrying for nothing. Our
parents seemed to adore each other.
The cruise ended in Montreal, and
the plan was to spend a day in the city
with parents, and then get them on a
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There’s a boat leaving now with you in mind
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you need: a bathroom with a small
shower-bathtub, a single or double
bed, and a small desk. Take an organized tour and meet the indigenous
Sami people and their reindeer, visit
the northernmost point of mainland
Europe, and go on walking or boat
tours above the Arctic Circle. Or just
wander around charming towns
where the ship’s passengers (650 at
most) typically won’t outnumber the
locals. Winter rates, as of Nov. 1, start
at $1,311 per person for five-night
(one-way southbound) to $2,093 for
11-night (round-trip) journeys. 866552-0371, www.hurtigruten.us
UNCRUISE ADVENTURES caters to
those with little interest in rigid schedules and restricted elbow room. This
Seattle-based company runs trips
aboard small ships or boutique yachts
in Alaska, Hawaii, and the Pacific
Northwest that embody Un-Cruise’s
“unrushed, uncrowded” motto. Join
up to 35 other people on the Safari Explorer yacht for a one-week adventure
cruise to Maui, Lana’i, Moloka’i, and
Hawaii (the Big Island), for instance.
You and your fellow passengers can go
night snorkeling with giant Pacific
manta rays off Maui, and on a tour to
less-visited Moloka’i, where you can
hike to a waterfall in the ancient Halawa Valley, see taro fields and learn to
make poi, and visit a local family to
learn about traditional Hawaiian life
and “talk story.” Like most small cruises, you’ll have a schedule that’s flexible
enough to accommodate chance encounters with dolphins, whales, and
green sea turtles. The all-inclusive
price means no surprise charges, and

includes kayaking, paddleboarding,
skiff excursions, a massage, yoga on
deck, and meals. Rates for the 7-night
trips start at $3,595 per person, double
occupancy. 888-862-8881, www.un
cruise.com
TOM HARPER RIVER CRUISES (named
after Tom Sawyer and his best friend
Joe Harper in “The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer”) attracts travelers interested
in cultural experiences, such as homehosted visits and regional cuisine, and
adventure. The company, launched by
Boston University graduate Bret Gordon and based here, offers trips in Europe, Asia, and Africa. Its new Scotland trip proves perfect for tentative
cruisers: It starts with three landbased days, followed by a week cruising the country’s lochs and rivers from
Edinburgh to the wild Highlands, offering plenty of off-ship excursions en
route. The MV Lord of the Glens, with
its 27 staterooms, will take you to rugged Trossachs National Park, made famous by Sir Walter Scott; to Loch Nevis, home to “the remotest pub in mainland Britain”; to a musical quartz
beach off the rugged west coast; and to
the Sound of Mull, with its white-tailed
sea eagles and colorful fishing villages.
Or just hang out on the bridge and
watch the castles go by. Rates for this
10-night cruise start at $5,199 per person, double occupancy, and include all
food and excursions, so no surprise
charges on disembarkation day. 855464-2773, www.tomharper.com
AQUA MEKONG, a 20-suite luxury vessel, takes you on a cruise that follows
the Mekong River through Cambodia
and Vietnam. Travel between Siem
Reap near Cambodia’s Angkor Wat,

and My Tho near Saigon, stopping in
Phnom Penh along the way. You won’t
run into other tour groups on this
ship’s private excursions, when you
can sit with Buddhist monks, paddle
through a floating market on a flatbottom wooden boat, visit a remote
fishing village that’s only accessible by
water, and accompany the ship’s chef
to a Vietnamese market. The luxury
cruise, run by Aqua Expeditions, offers
five-star boutique accommodations
with floor-to-ceiling windows, and cuisine by celebrity chef David Thompson. The ship even has a gym, spa,
pool, library, and screening room.
Rates for the seven-night cruises start
at $7,735 per person, double occupancy. 866-603-3687, www.aquaexpedi
tions.com
ALASKAN DREAM CRUISES, a locally
owned company, offers small ship adventure cruises and special trips
geared to families. On these laid-back,
personalized trips, wear your jeans,
fleece, and hiking boots, enjoy meals
with 56 people at the most in one dining room, and unplug from your devices — there is no cell or Internet service
for much of the trip, nor are there any
televisions onboard. Instead, tune into
your surroundings: Keep an eye out for
calving glaciers, breeching whales, and
more bald eagles than you can count.
Learn all about the region from the
ship’s onboard scientific and cultural
expedition leaders, and wander up to
the bridge to chat with the captain.
You will have private access to wilderness areas, and a chance to explore
smaller communities inaccessible to
big ships, such as Kake and Petersburg, where you can meet local naturalists, educators, and artisans. The

True Alaska Family Cruise also includes scavenger hunts, geocaching, a
chance to make native crafts, and family friendly cuisine. Rates for the seven-night Glacier Bay and Island Adventure start at $2,749 per person,
double occupancy; $3,699 per person
for the eight-night family cruise (children’s prices available). 855-747-8100,
www.alaskandreamcruises.com
ADVENTURE CANADA, family-owned
and operated for the past 26 years, specializes in cruises to the remote Canadian Arctic on small ships with up to
198 passengers. The Ocean Endeavor,
renovated for 2015, has Inuit staff and
guides onboard who share their
knowledge of the local landscape,
wildlife, and culture (keep an eye out
for polar bears and icebergs). The 11night Arctic Explorer adventure includes stops in many rarely visited
communities on Baffin Island, including Pont Inlet, one of Canada’s northernmost villages. Excursions typically
involve immersive experiences that enable passengers to interact with the locals: Join in a community-versus-ship
soccer game, visit with Inuit carvers
and weavers, or learn about traditional
throat singing and drum dancing. On
the 12-night Heart of the Arctic trip,
two world-renowned Inuit artists offer
printmaking workshops onboard, and
local children challenge guests in a variety of Inuit games in their school
gym in Kimmirut. Each trip includes a
chance to meet with community elders
who share stories about traditional
and modern-day life. Rates start at
$3,995 per person, double occupancy,
for Heart of the Arctic, $5,595 for Arctic Explorer. 800-363-7566, www.ad
enturecanada.com

plane and send them home so Alex
and I could spend a few days alone. In
other words, our vacation would begin
once the parents were gone. But this
plan unraveled when my parents insisted on staying in Montreal with us. I
pleaded with them, and even bluntly
explained how Alex and I were looking
forward to a few days alone, but they
wouldn’t leave. Alex’s parents obediently flew home after a day in Montreal, but my family vacation continued.
This was all testing my patience,
but I learned it was also another test.
Alex, ever the nice guy, wanted our
parents to meet and spend time because he had a secret agenda. After
dating for more than two years, he was
ready to propose marriage, and if we
were going to get married, he wanted
our families to know each other.
So, on the last night of our trip,
with my parents out wandering somewhere in Montreal (I’m guessing they
found my poutine restaurants and
strip clubs), Alex brought me to a nice
restaurant and asked me to marry
him. I had passed the test.
Shortly after I told my parents Alex
and I were getting married, my father
suggested that we celebrate our honeymoon with another family cruise.
Bring the gang back together for another week on the high seas. I quietly
thought “Yo quiero vomitar” and felt
the knot return to my stomach.
Christopher Muther can be reached at
christopher.muther@globe.com.
Follow him on Twitter
@Chris_Muther.
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From left: Tom Harper
River Cruises explore
lochs and rivers in
Scotland; Adventure
Canada cruises go to
Arctic Canada; and Paul
Gauguin Cruises visit
Bora Bora in French
Polynesia.

PAUL GAUGUIN CRUISES in French
Polynesia, with no at-sea days, offer
you plenty of time to explore the lush
forests, ancient sites, sandy beaches,
and fascinating culture of the Society
Islands. Take Tahitian language classes
onboard, learn how to harvest and
open a coconut, and visit a private island where you can learn about traditional Tahitian dishes from Les Gauguines, the ship’s Polynesian ambassadors. Spend two days in Bora Bora,
where you can feed stingrays in a lagoon, ride an underwater scooter on
an aqua bike adventure, or go on an
aqua safari, when you walk along the
sandy ocean floor using a helmet for
breathing and a weight belt to keep
you submerged. On Moorea, go trekking with a renowned anthropologist
and learn about ancient Tahitian sites,
or go dolphin watching with a marine
specialist. Passengers can also get their
PADI SCUBA certification onboard,
and even go kayaking, paddleboarding, and windsurfing off the back of
the boat (it has a retractable marina).
The ship may have up to 332 passengers, but it offers a 1:1.5 crew-to-passenger ratio. All-inclusive seven-night
trips start at $3,995 per person, double
occupancy, and include airfare from
Los Angeles — a nice bonus. 800-8486172, www.pgcruises.com
Kari Bodnarchuk can be reached at
travelwriter@karib.us.

