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Go with the flow in France

THERE is a lot more to France than 
popular tourist attractions such 
as the Eiffel Tower and the Lou-

vre. There’s the royal chateaux in the 
Loire region, Premier Cru vineyards 
in Burgundy and the Pope’s Palace  
in Provence. 

“One of the most beautiful ways to 
experience the finest things in France 
is to take a cruise on one of its many 
canals and rivers,” says James New-
combe, publisher at www.french-wa-
terways.com, an authoritative source 
of information on France’s waterways. 

“France has around 8,500km of 
navigable inland waterways. Many of 
the canals were developed as far back 
as the 16th century to transport tim-
ber, wine and other goods, long before 
the railway system. Nowadays these 
canals still wind through picturesque 
scenery and authentic small towns, 
as well as large cities like Paris, Dijon 
and Toulouse, and make a wonder-
ful way of seeing some of France’s  

best kept secrets.”
Some of the most famous canals 

wind through the gorgeous wine-
making areas of Sancerre, Chablis and 
Cotes du Rhone, while the historic 
17th century Canal du Midi links the 
Mediterranean to the Atlantic through 
a 360-km network of waterways. 

Hotel barges are large flat-bottomed 
boats converted into luxurious private 
floating hotels. They typically carry 
only eight to 12 guests, and some as 
few as four, so they can be chartered 
privately for an exclusive experience. 
Hotel barges travel slowly, giving 
guests an up, close and intimate feel 
for French life and culture, and travel 
a short distance each day, docking at a 
new mooring each evening. 

LUXURY ON THE WATERS
Guest accommodation is luxurious 

and spacious, some providing dress-
ing rooms, baths and four-poster beds. 
All are fitted with air-conditioning and 

modern wi-fi communications and 
some will even provide private tel-
ephones and TVs.  

Fleur de Lys, from the fleet run by 
Belmond, is one of the most luxurious 
barges on the waters of Europe and is 
regularly chartered by celebrities and 
dignitaries. It features its own private 
pool, grand piano and three extremely 
spacious suites, each with a separate 
dressing area and bathroom featuring 
twin sinks and power showers.

The Golden Odyssey, a private hotel 
barge operated by an expert husband-
and-wife team, is decorated in a sump-
tuous manner. The wood-panelled 
salon is furnished with Persian rugs, 
antique furniture and an open fire. It 
has an impressive teak sun-deck and a 
temperature-controlled spa pool.

EXPECT TO BE PAMPERED
Hotel barge chefs are highly quali-

fied and experienced and love the 
opportunity to prepare Cordon Bleu 
quality food, from tasty breakfasts of 
fresh croissant pastries and seasonal 
fruit, to tempting hors d’oeuvres, 
right through to five course fine din-
ing menus – all accompanied by the 
best of local wines. 

Indeed, the abundance of fresh 
local produce is what tempted 
Rick Stein, world famous award-
winning chef, to pick a hotel barge 
cruise as the setting for his memo-
rable TV series, ‘French Odyssey’. 

The boat People How Where Specialities

Alouette Four Private whole- 
boat charter

Canal du Midi Scenery and her-
itage

Fleur de Lys Up to eight Private whole-boat 
charter

Burgundy Wine and herit-
age

Amaryllis Up to eight Private whole-boat 
charter

Burgundy Special Interest

Hirondelle Up to eight Private charter or 
Per Cabin

Franche-Comté Food and archi-
tecture

Napoléon 12 Private charter or 
Per Cabin

Rhone-Provence Wine and herit-
age

SO MUCH TO DO
While hotel barge cruises offer an 

unparalleled opportunity to get away 
from the hustle and bustle of life, 
there’s also no fear of boredom. If 
guests don’t feel like sitting back and 
basking in the beauty of the slowly 
passing countryside, there’s a range 
of all-inclusive activities, from wine-
tasting to visiting ancient chateaux, 
from guided city walks to tours of  
monasteries.  

All hotel barges have bicycles on 
board and most barges have an ex-
ecutive mini-bus travelling alongside 
devoted to providing fascinating excur-
sions. The crew can also organise addi-
tional special activities, like hot air bal-
looning, horse riding and golfing.  

While the luxury and the slow pace 
of barges are very attractive, what re-

ally sets them apart from other types 
of cruise is the top-class personal 
service on board. In many cases, there 
is one crew member for every two 
guests. Hotel barge teams invariably 
speak English and are used to catering 
for many international cultures.

Although every little nook and cor-
ner of France has marvellous stories 
to divulge, there are some waterways 
that are more loved than others: cruis-
es through Paris and Champagne, Bur-
gundy, Provence, the Loire, Aquitaine 
and Bordeaux. 

The Canal du Midi (a Unesco World 
Heritage site) is a big favourite for its 
stunning beauty and magnificent ar-
chitecture.  Belmond’s Alouette sails on 
the Midi from Béziers to Carcassonne 
in the sun-drenched Languedoc region, 
France’s most productive wine area. n

• The barge season runs from April 
to October. 
• Most cruises are ‘one way’, between 
ports and offer two directions of 
travel, inward or outward. 
• In general, cruises last six to seven 
days.

• Some hotel barges are booked per 
cabin, whereas others are for whole 
barge charter only.
• Hotel barges provide breakfast, lunch 
and dinner on-board or at a high-class 
restaurant. This is included in the cost, 
as are all wines, spirits and excursions.

All about barges

Top cruising options

Belmond’s Alouette offers a private 
charter around Canal du Midi, a 
Unesco World Heritage site

ZAYED Port in Abu Dhabi, UAE, has wel-
comed the maiden call by boutique Ger-
man cruise operator Phoenix Reisen and 
its flagship Artania.  

The arrival of the nine-decked, 45,000 
tonne Artania – the largest ocean-going 
ship of the new-to-market operator’s 

portfolio – launched a dual-season two-
ship presence by Phoenix Reisen in Abu 
Dhabi and will be followed by the arrival 
of Amadea in April, with the company’s Al-
batros joining the Amadea for the October-
April 2014/2015 season.

“The number of maiden calls in the 

Abu Dhabi cruise passenger numbers to swell
current cruise season 
2013/14 has doubled 
compared to last season, 
which is a clear indica-
tor of the rapidly growing 
cruise business in Abu 
Dhabi. For this season we 
have further enhanced 
our facilities and services 
for the passengers and 
cruise liners. Over the 
next few years we will 
continue our efforts to de-
velop Zayed Port and Abu 
Dhabi into a world-class 
cruise destination that of-
fers exciting and unforget-
table leisure experiences,” 
says Mohamed Juma Al 
Shamisi, CEO, Abu Dhabi 
Ports Company (ADPC).  
Artania’s 1,200 mostly 

German guests can choose 
from five full and half-day 
Abu Dhabi shore excursion 
opportunities, and will ex-
perience an all-inclusive 
classic cruise experience 
with modern facilities in-
cluding internet cafés , two 
restaurants, an open-deck 
lido buffet dining option, 
theatre, gym and a spa and 
wellness centre featuring 
saunas, showers and mas-

sage cabins. Extensively 
renovated in 2012, Arta-
nia’s 620 exterior cabins all 
feature either panoramic 
windows or private balco-
nies, and sails on to Oman, 
India, Sri Lanka, Indone-
sia, Thailand and Malaysia 
as part of a 17-day Ara-
bian Gulf and Indian Ocean 
‘Modern Metropolises and 
Asian Natural Paradises’ 
voyage to Singapore. Abu 

Dhabi’s inclusion on the 
Phoenix Reisen itineraries 
requires the destination to 
play to its cultural strengths 
for shore excursion op-
tions, which are increasing 
in demand, according to 
Agata Eibel, cruise man-
ager for Artania’s shore-
based tour operator Rida  
International Tours.

“We have developed a 
range of excursions that 

contrast Abu Dhabi’s mod-
ern metropolis with the 
emirate’s cultural past, 
and have found that tours 
to Al Ain’s World Heritage 
attractions and the Sheikh 
Zayed Grand Mosque are 
proving just as popular as 
high tea at Emirates Pal-
ace or our thrill-seeker’s 
tours of desert dunes or 
the exhilarating Ferrari 
World Abu Dhabi.” n

Phoenix Reisen makes 
way to Abu Dhabi
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