
Finding Your Perfect River Cruise:

 A Decision Guide

By Luelle Robinson, your

European River Cruise Specialist

Use this flowchart-style guide to navigate the key decision points 
in choosing your ideal European river cruise.  

As you follow the pathways,  
you'll narrow down the options to find the cruise  

that best matches your preferences.
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STEP 1: What's most important to you for this journey?

History & Culture

• Interested in imperial capitals and classical music? → DANUBE RIVER
• Drawn to medieval towns and castles? → RHINE RIVER
• Fascinated by World War II history and impressionist art? → SEINE RIVER
• Intrigued by Roman ruins and ancient architecture? → RHÔNE RIVER

Scenery & Landscapes

• Want dramatic castle views and vineyard-terraced valleys? → RHINE RIVER
• Seeking picturesque rural villages and rolling countryside? → DANUBE RIVER
• Desire steep terraced vineyards and dramatic gorges? → DOURO RIVER
• Prefer lavender fields and sun-drenched Provençal scenes? → RHÔNE RIVER

Food & Wine

• Passionate about French haute cuisine and wine? → RHÔNE RIVER
• Interested in Germanic beers, wines, and hearty cuisine? → RHINE RIVER
• Focused on port wine and Portuguese specialties? → DOURO RIVER
• Want variety spanning multiple cuisines and wine regions? → DANUBE RIVER

Iconic Cities

• Want to experience Paris? → SEINE RIVER
• Dream of Vienna, Budapest, and Bratislava? → DANUBE RIVER
• Hope to explore Amsterdam and Cologne? → RHINE RIVER
• Wish to discover Lyon and Avignon? → RHÔNE RIVER
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STEP 2: When would you like to travel?

March-April

• Tulip season in Holland → DUTCH WATERWAYS
• Fewer crowds on major rivers → RHINE or DANUBE
• Pleasant temperatures in Southern France → RHÔNE

May-June

• Ideal conditions on most rivers → ANY RIVER
• Spring flowers - green landscapes → RHINE or DANUBE
• Before summer heat in Portugal → DOURO

July-August

• Warmest weather (sometimes hot) → ANY RIVER
• Festivals and outdoor events → DANUBE or RHINE
• Lavender in bloom → RHÔNE
• Note: Possible low water concerns late summer → Consider travel insurance

September-October

• Wine harvests → RHINE, MOSELLE, RHÔNE, or DOURO
• Fall foliage → RHINE or DANUBE
• Ideal temperatures → ANY RIVER

November-December

• Christmas Markets → RHINE or DANUBE
• Festive atmosphere → RHINE or DANUBE
• Fewer crowds in Paris → SEINE

STEP 3: What's your travel style and budget?

Ultra-Luxury Seeker (Higher budget, wanting the finest experience)

• All-inclusive with exclusive access → TAUCK
• Sophisticated ambiance with extraordinary service → TAUCK, UNIWORLD
• Boutique elegance with gourmet dining → UNIWORLD
• Ultra-premium with butler service → SCENIC
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Premium Experience (Mid-high budget, valuing quality and inclusions)

• Cultural immersion with included excursions → VIKING
• Active options and spacious ships → AMAWATERWAYS
• Innovative design with immersive excursions → AVALON

Value-Conscious (Moderate budget, seeking good experience at fair price)

• Contemporary styling with good inclusions → EMERALD
• British atmosphere with excellent value → RIVIERA
• Good core experience without all premium extras → CroisiEurope

STEP 4: What kind of shore experiences interest you?

Cultural Explorer

• Deep cultural immersion → TAUCK, VIKING, UNIWORLD
• Special access experiences → TAUCK, RIVERSIDE
• Historical focus → VIKING, TAUCK

Active Adventurer

• Guided biking excursions → AMAWATERWAYS, AVALON
• Hiking options → AMAWATERWAYS, SCENIC
• Varied active choices → AVALON, AMAWATERWAYS
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Culinary Enthusiast

• Wine-focused programs → AMAWATERWAYS, AVALON
• Gourmet experiences → UNIWORLD, SCENIC
• Cooking classes and market visits → TAUCK, UNIWORLD

Independent Explorer

• More free time → VIKING, AVALON
• Independent exploration tools → SCENIC, 

AMAWATERWAYS
• Flexibility to customize → UNIWORLD, 

TAUCK

STEP 5: What cabin features matter most?

Maximum Space

• Largest standard cabins → AMAWATERWAYS, TAUCK
• Generous suites → UNIWORLD, SCENIC, TAUCK
• Double-width ship with extraordinary space → AMAMAGNA (AMAWATERWAYS)

Balcony Design

• Traditional step-out balconies → AMAWATERWAYS, SCENIC
• French balconies (floor-to-ceiling windows) → VIKING, TAUCK
• Panorama windows that open fully → AVALON
• Twin balconies (both types) → AMAWATERWAYS

Suite Amenities

• Butler service → SCENIC, RIVERSIDE, UNIWORLD
• Separate sitting areas → TAUCK, CRYSTAL, SCENIC
• Premium bath products → UNIWORLD, TAUCK

STEP 6: What about special requirements?

Solo Traveler

• Reduced or waived single supplements → TAUCK, UNIWORLD, RIVIERA
• Dedicated solo cabins → RIVIERA, EMERALD
• Solo-friendly atmosphere → TAUCK, AMAWATERWAYS
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Mobility Concerns

• Elevators serving most decks → UNIWORLD, AMA
• Accessible cabins → AMAWATERWAYS, VIKING
• Gentle walking groups → TAUCK, VIKING, 

AVALON

Family Travel

• Family-focused sailings → AMAWATERWAYS 
(Adventures by Disney), UNIWORLD 
(Generations)

• Connecting cabins → VIKING, AMAWATERWAYS
• Multi-generational appeal → TAUCK, 

AMAWATERWAYS

Final Decision

Having navigated these decision points, you should have a 
clearer picture of which river, season, and cruise line might 
best suit your preferences. During our consultation, I can help 
you refine these choices further based on:

• Specific departure dates
• Current promotions
• Detailed ship features based on my recent inspections
• Pre/post cruise extension options - through the cruise line or on your own
• Air and transfer arrangements
• Special celebration planning
• Group accommodations if 
• traveling with friends/family
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As someone who has personally cruised all these rivers and just inspected 19 ships at the 2025 
ASTA River Cruise Expo, I can provide insights that go far beyond this decision guide. Contact 
me to transform these initial preferences into your perfect river cruise experience!  
#571-617-9042

European River Cruising: Myths vs. Reality

After 15 years as a river cruise specialist and countless conversations with first-time cruisers, I've 
identified the most common misconceptions about European river cruising. Here's the reality 
behind these myths, based on my firsthand experience and my recent inspections at the 2025 
ASTA River Cruise Expo:

MYTH: "River cruises are just for seniors and retirees."

REALITY: While river cruises traditionally attracted an older demographic, the passenger 
profile has evolved significantly. During my ship inspections this week, cruise directors reported 
that their average passenger age has decreased by nearly a decade over the past five years. 
Today's river cruises attract:

• Active professionals in their 40s and 50s
• Multi-generational families (especially on summer and holiday sailings)
• Younger couples seeking deeper cultural experiences than traditional tours offer
• Solo travelers of all ages (with many lines reducing or waiving single supplements)

The addition of active excursion options, enhanced wellness facilities, and more flexible dining 
has broadened the appeal across age groups.

MYTH: "The ships are small and cramped."

REALITY: Modern river ships offer surprisingly spacious accommodations. While they must 
maintain certain dimensions to navigate locks and bridges, innovative design has maximized 
space. After inspecting 19 ships this week, I can confirm:
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• Standard cabins now average 160-170 square feet (larger than many European hotel 
rooms)

• Suites can reach 300+ square feet
• Public spaces are thoughtfully designed with multiple lounges and dining areas
• Panoramic windows and open deck plans create a sense of spaciousness
• New ships like AmaWaterways' AmaMagna have nearly doubled the standard width, 

offering unprecedented space
•

MYTH: "There's nothing to do at night."

REALITY: While river cruises don't offer Broadway-style shows or casinos, evening 
entertainment is diverse and often more authentic than on ocean cruises. This week I 
experienced:

• Local folkloric performances brought onboard
• Classical music recitals in the lounges
• Expert lectures on regional history, wine, and culture
• Evening excursions to concerts in world-famous venues
• Tastings of local wines, beers, and spirits
• Scenic nighttime cruising past illuminated landmarks
• Culinary demonstrations and interactive events
• Piano entertainment and dancing

The focus is on enrichment rather than production shows, creating memorable evenings 
connected to the destinations. Late night departures or overnight stays allows for you to explore 
the nigh life of the European Cities you are stock 

MYTH: "River cruises are too structured with no freedom."

REALITY: Today's river cruises offer remarkable flexibility. During my ship inspections this 
week, I observed:

• Multiple excursion choices in most ports (active, regular, and gentle options)
• Concierge services to arrange independent experiences
• Complimentary bicycles on many ships
• Extended time in port, often with evening stays
• "Late riser" excursion groups
• GPS-guided independent exploration tools (like Scenic's Tailormade devices)
• Options to skip organized activities entirely

You can be as scheduled or as independent as you prefer, with the ship as your comfortable home 
base.
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MYTH: "The food is basic and limited."

REALITY: River cruise cuisine has evolved dramatically. After dining on multiple ships this 
week, I can attest that:

• Executive chefs create regional specialties that change with the itinerary
• Many ships feature multiple dining venues (main restaurant, casual options, specialty 

venues)
• Farm-to-table and locally sourced ingredients are emphasized
• Special dietary needs are well-accommodated with advance notice
• Wine selections are curated to highlight regional vineyards
• Open seating allows dining when and with whom you choose
• Al fresco dining options have expanded on newer ships
• Interactive culinary events like tastings and demonstrations enhance the experience

MYTH: "River cruises are just like ocean cruises, but smaller."

REALITY: The experiences are fundamentally different:

• River ships dock in the heart of cities, not industrial ports
• No tenders or long bus rides to reach destinations
• The focus is on destinations rather than the ship itself
• The intimate passenger count (typically 130-190) creates a club-like atmosphere
• You're always within sight of land, with constantly changing scenery
• No days at sea – each day brings a new destination
• Inclusive pricing models differ from à la carte ocean cruise pricing
• The pace is relaxed but enriching, with deeper cultural immersion

MYTH: "European rivers all offer similar experiences."

REALITY: Each river has a distinct personality and appeal. Having cruised them all multiple 
times, I can confirm:

• The Rhine offers dramatic castles and Germanic culture
• The Danube showcases grand imperial capitals and Eastern European gems
• The Seine provides intimate access to Normandy's history and Paris's splendor
• The Rhône flows through France's premier culinary and wine regions
• The Douro reveals Portugal's stunning wine country and unspoiled villages
• Dutch Waterways burst with  

spring tulips and Flemish charm

The differences go beyond scenery to encompass architecture, cuisine,  
history, and culture.
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MYTH: "River cruises are too expensive compared to other vacations."

REALITY: While the upfront price may appear higher than some alternatives, the value 
proposition is compelling when you consider:

• Accommodations, transportation between cities, and meals are included
• Most shore excursions are included (which would cost hundreds if arranged 

independently)
• Wine and beer with meals (at minimum) are typically included
• No nickel-and-diming once onboard
• The efficiency of unpacking once while seeing multiple destinations
• The absence of hidden costs like port parking, taxis to city centers, or separate restaurant 

bills
When comparing total vacation costs (not just the base price), river cruises often represent 
excellent value, especially for travelers who appreciate convenience and inclusion.

Amsterdam to Basel: A Tale of Three Cruise Lines

Having just inspected multiple ships offering this popular  
Rhine River itinerary, I can provide an insider's  
comparison of how three top cruise lines approach 
 the same route. This illustrates why choosing  
the right cruise line is just as important as choosing  
the right itinerary.

The Route: Amsterdam to Basel (7 Nights)

This classic Rhine journey typically includes stops in:

• Amsterdam, Netherlands
• Cologne, Germany
• Koblenz, Germany
• Rüdesheim, Germany
• Rhine Gorge scenic cruising
• Mannheim, (for Heidelberg)
• Strasbourg, France
• Basel, Switzerland
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How Three Leading 
Cruise Lines 
Approach This 
Itinerary

Feature Viking River Cruises AmaWaterways Tauck

Ship Size 190 passengers 156 passengers 130 passengers

Standard 
Cabin 
Size

150-155 sq ft 160-170 sq ft 150-225 sq ft

Balcony 
Style

French balconies 
(sliding glass 

doors)

Twin balconies (French 
+ outside) on most 

cabins
French balconies

Inclusion
s

Wine/beer with 
meals, one included 
excursion per port

All drinks with meals, 
multiple excursion 
choices per port, 

bikes onboard

All-inclusive: premium 
drinks, all excursions, 

gratuities

Dining 
Options

Main restaurant + 
Aquavit Terrace

Main restaurant, 
Chef's Table specialty 

venue, al fresco 
dining

Main restaurant, 
alternative dining 

venue, casual option

Amsterdam 
Experienc

e

Canal cruise, 
Rijksmuseum

Canal cruise, choice 
of Rijksmuseum or Van 
Gogh Museum, guided 

bike option

Private canal cruise, 
Rijksmuseum with early 

access, exclusive 
dinner at Rijksmuseum
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My Personal Observations from Ship Inspections

Viking Longships (Inspected: Viking Ingvi) The Scandinavian design creates a serene, light-
filled environment. The Aquavit Terrace at the bow is an excellent space for casual dining with 
panoramic views. Viking's focus on cultural enrichment shines through in their onboard 
programming and included shore excursions. Their identical ship design means consistent 
experiences across their fleet. Best suited for travelers who appreciate clean design, cultural 
immersion, and predictable excellence.

AmaWaterways (Inspected: AmaBella) The attention to active options sets AmaWaterways 
apart. Their fleet of complimentary bicycles enables guests to explore independently or join 
guided bike tours. The Chef's Table specialty restaurant (included in the fare) offers a tasting 
menu experience. Their twin balconies provide flexibility in how you enjoy the passing scenery. 
Best suited for moderately active travelers who appreciate culinary experiences and multiple 
excursion choices.

Tauck (Inspected: MS Savor) The all-inclusive nature extends beyond just beverages and 
gratuities to encompass truly exclusive experiences. Their "uncommon access" philosophy 
means experiencing attractions either before/after regular hours or accessing areas not available 
to the general public. Onboard, the casual dining option transforms into a steakhouse-style venue 
several nights during the cruise. Best suited for travelers who value exclusive experiences and 
seamless, truly all-inclusive luxury.  I was fortunate enough to travel on the MS Savor from 
Passau, Germany to the expo in Vienna, Austria. We had an excursion to the Fine Arts Gallery, 

Rhine 
Gorge

Morning scenic 
cruising with 
commentary

Morning scenic 
cruising with special 
commentary, dedicated 
photo spots on sun 

deck

Morning scenic cruising 
with enhanced 

narration, private 
castle visit not 

available to other 
cruise lines

Strasbour
g

Cathedral visit, 
canal cruise

Choice of traditional 
Strasbourg tour OR 

Alsatian wine village 
OR bike tour

Exclusive early opening 
at Cathedral, private 
boat tour, special 
choral performance

Evening 
Activitie

s

Local performers, 
piano entertainment

Local performers, 
pianist, occasional 

lectures

Enhanced local 
entertainment, 

exclusive evening 
experiences

Service 
Ratio

1 staff per 3.8 
guests

1 staff per 3.1 guests 1 staff per 2.7 guests

Unique 
Features

Scandinavian design, 
cultural enrichment 

programming

Active excursions, 
wine-themed options, 

wellness program

Uncommon access, 
exclusive experiences, 
highest staff ratio

Price 
Point

$$ $$$ $$$$
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with a fantastic guide.  Our first night in Vienna, we were taken by bus to a privately owned 
Palace, where we had a catered dinner and very exemplary Austria Entertainment for the 
evening.

What This Means For You

While all three cruise lines sail the same stretch of the Rhine River, the experience varies 
significantly based on:

• The physical environment (ship design and cabin size)
• Service levels and inclusions
• Excursion depth and exclusivity
• Onboard ambiance and fellow travelers

During our consultation, I can provide even more specific details about these and other cruise 
lines based on your personal preferences, helping you select not just the right itinerary, but the 
right cruise line for your travel style. Having personally sailed with these cruise lines and just 
having inspected their ships at the ASTA River Cruise Expo, I can offer insights that go beyond 
marketing materials.

Client Preference Form

Help Me Plan Your Perfect European River Cruise

I'm delighted that you're considering a European river cruise! To help me recommend the perfect 
itinerary, ship, and cabin for your specific preferences, please complete this form. The more 
details you provide, the better I can tailor my recommendations.

You can print, fill out and email to me at luelle.Robinson@CruisePlanners.com — or you can fill 
it out and snap a picture of both pages and text to me at 571-617-9042

Or click here:       https://www.travelbyluelle.com/Where2Next/ 
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CONTACT INFORMATION:

Name(s): _________________________________________________________________

Email: ___________________________________________________________________

Phone: ___________________________________________________________________

Preferred method of contact: □ Email □ Phone □ Text

Best time to contact you: ___________________________________________________

TRAVEL PREFERENCES:

Number of travelers: _______ Ages: _________________________________________

Have you cruised before? □ Ocean cruises □ River cruises □ No

If yes, which cruise lines? _________________________________________________

What did you enjoy most about previous cruises? ______________________________

What would you change about previous cruise experiences? _____________________

RIVER CRUISE INTERESTS:

Which European rivers interest you most? (check all that apply) □ Rhine □ Danube □ Seine □ 
Rhône □ Douro □ Dutch Waterways □ Other: _____________

Special interests for this trip: (check all that apply) □ History □ Art □ Music □ Wine/Culinary □ 
Architecture □ Active Exploration □ Other: 
_________________________________________________________________

Preferred pace of travel: □ Active with full days □ Moderate with some free time □ Relaxed with 
plenty of leisure time

How important are the following? (1 = Not Important, 5 = Very Important) ___ Luxury 
accommodations ___ Fine dining ___ Included shore excursions ___ Unique/exclusive 
experiences ___ Value for money ___ Ship amenities ___ Evening entertainment ___ All-
inclusive pricing ___ Personalized service

PRACTICAL DETAILS:
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Preferred time of year to travel: □ Spring (Mar-May) □ Summer (Jun-Aug) □ Fall (Sep-Oct) □ 
Winter/Christmas Markets (Nov-Dec)

Approximate budget per person: $________________

Preferred cabin type: □ Standard window □ French balcony □ Full balcony □ Suite

Special considerations (mobility, dietary, etc.): ________________________________

Would you like to add pre/post cruise stays? □ Yes □ No □ Maybe

If yes, which cities interest you? ____________________________________________

GETTING TO KNOW YOU BETTER:

What are you most looking forward to experiencing on this trip? 
_____________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Any concerns about river cruising? __________________________________________

How did you hear about our services? ________________________________________

Anything else you'd like me to know? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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NEXT STEPS:

Upon receiving your completed form, I'll:

1. Review your preferences and match them with my firsthand knowledge of ships and 
itineraries

2. Prepare 2-3 customized options that best meet your needs
3. Contact you to discuss these recommendations and answer any questions
4. Finalize your perfect European river cruise experience!

Thank you for the opportunity to help plan your European river cruise adventure!

Luelle Robinson 
European River Cruise Specialist

Email:  Luelle.Robinson@CruisePlanners.com  

Direct Cell.   540 550 5727
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Some more Comparisons and Observations on European River Cruising

European River Cruising At A Glance

Key Rivers & Their Highlights

Rhine River

• Signature Experience: Cruising the UNESCO-listed Rhine Gorge with 40+ castles
• Must-See Ports: Amsterdam, Cologne, Rüdesheim, Strasbourg, Basel
• Ideal For: First-time cruisers, castle enthusiasts, German culture fans
• Best Season: May-June or September-October
• Typical Length: 7-8 days (Amsterdam to Basel)

Danube River

• Signature Experience: Evening sailing past illuminated Budapest
• Must-See Ports: Budapest, Vienna, Bratislava, Passau, Melk
• Ideal For: Classical music lovers, history buffs, architecture enthusiasts
• Best Season: May-September
• Typical Length: 7-10 days (various segments available)

Seine River

• Signature Experience: Extended time in Paris with nighttime illumination cruising
• Must-See Ports: Paris, Vernon (for Giverny), Rouen, Normandy Beaches
• Ideal For: Art lovers, World War II history, French cuisine enthusiasts
• Best Season: April-October
• Typical Length: 7-8 days (roundtrip from Paris)

Rhône River

• Signature Experience: Wine tasting in Beaujolais and Châteauneuf-du-Pape regions
• Must-See Ports: Lyon, Avignon, Arles, Viviers
• Ideal For: Culinary travelers, wine enthusiasts, Roman history fans
• Best Season: April-October (lavender blooms June-August)
• Typical Length: 7-8 days (Lyon to Avignon)

Douro River

• Signature Experience: Scenic sailing through terraced vineyards
• Must-See Ports: Porto, Pinhão, Régua, Salamanca 
• Ideal For: Wine lovers, photographers, relaxed pace 
• Best Season: May-October
• Typical Length: 7-10 days (roundtrip from Porto)
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Quick Cruise Line Comparison

Cruise 
Line

Price 
Point

Atmosphere Best For

Tauck $$$$
Refined, 
inclusive

Cultural immersion, solo 
travelers

Viking $$
Scandinavian, 

elegant
First-timers, history 

enthusiasts
AmaWater

ways
$$$

Contemporary, 
active

Active travelers, wine 
enthusiasts

Avalon $$ Casual luxury
View seekers, relaxed 

cruisers

Uniworld $$$
Boutique, 
ornate

Design lovers, culinary 
travelers

Emerald $ Modern,casual
Value-conscious, younger 

travelers

Scenic $$$ Modern luxury All-inclusive seekers

Crystal $$$ Sophisticated
Ocean cruisers, fine 

dining fans

Riviera $
British, 

comfortable
Budget-conscious 

travelers
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At-A-Glance Planning Timeline

• 12-18 months before: Book popular itineraries (Christmas Markets, Tulip Time)
• 9-12 months before: Secure preferred cabin types with early booking discounts
• 6-9 months before: Book airfare and travel insurance
• 3-6 months before: Select and book optional excursions
• 2-3 months before: Complete online check-in and review documents
• 1 month before: Confirm all arrangements and begin packing preparations

Key Differences From Ocean Cruising

• Ship Size: 120-190 passengers vs. thousands
• Docking: City centers vs. industrial ports
• Entertainment: Cultural enrichment vs. production shows
• Dining: Regional specialties vs. multiple restaurants
• Inclusions: More inclusive pricing structure
• Pace: More time in port, less time cruising
• Demographics: Generally 50+ travelers (though changing)

Top 5 Packing Essentials

1. Comfortable walking shoes (European cobblestones are unforgiving)
2. Layerable clothing (weather can change dramatically)
3. European electrical adapter (type C or F)
4. Medications in carry-on (with copies of prescriptions)
5. Day pack or small bag for shore excursions

5 Common Misconceptions

1. "River cruises are just for seniors" - While the average age skews older, many lines 
now attract younger, active travelers

2. "There's nothing to do at night" - Evening entertainment includes local performers, 
concerts, and regional enrichment

3. "The cabins are tiny" - Today's river ships feature surprisingly spacious 
accommodations

4. "It's too structured" - Most lines now offer multiple excursion choices and independent 
exploration options

5. "It's just like ocean cruising but smaller" - The experience is fundamentally different 
with greater destination immersion
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Why Book With A Specialist?

• Firsthand Knowledge: I've cruised on every European river and personally inspected 19 
ships across 9 cruise lines at the 2025 ASTA River Cruise Expo

• Cruise Line Relationships: Access to unpublished deals and promotions
• Honest Comparisons: Unbiased advice on which experience truly matches your 

preferences
• Problem Prevention: Knowledge of potential disruption areas and backup planning
• Seamless Planning: Coordination of pre/post arrangements and smooth logistics

Ready to take the next step? Contact me for a personalized river cruise consultation:

Luelle Robinson  

Travel by Luelle 
571-617-9042 
Luelle.Robinson@CruisePlanners.com 
www.TravelByLuelle.com
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Frequently Asked Questions About European River Cruises

Based on the hundreds of client consultations I've conducted and the questions I've received at 
the 2025 ASTA River Cruise Expo, here are answers to the most common questions about 
European river cruising:

Cruise Basics

Q: How many passengers are on a typical river cruise ship? 
A: Most European river ships carry between 120-190 passengers. This is dramatically different 
from ocean ships that can hold thousands. After inspecting 19 ships this week, I've found 
AmaWaterways' AmaMagna to be the most spacious with only 196 passengers despite being 
twice the width of standard ships.

Q: What's included in a river cruise fare? 
A: This varies by cruise line, but typically includes:

• Accommodation
• All meals onboard
• Wine, beer, and soft drinks with lunch and dinner (some lines include all beverages all 

day)
• Daily shore excursions (at least one per port)
• Wi-Fi
• Port charges

Premium lines like Tauck, Uniworld, and Scenic also include gratuities and premium alcoholic 
beverages. During my inspections this week, I've verified each line's current inclusion policy.

Q: How dressy are river cruises? 
A: River cruises are generally more casual than ocean cruises. Daytime attire is comfortable and 
casual. Evenings are typically "smart casual" with perhaps one slightly more formal night 
(Captain's Dinner). Based on my ship inspections this week, Uniworld and Riverside tend to be 
the dressiest, while Viking and Avalon are more casual.

Q: Do river cruises accommodate special diets? 
A: Yes, all major river cruise lines can accommodate common dietary requirements (vegetarian, 
gluten-free, diabetic, etc.) with advance notice. During my galley tour on AmaWaterways 
yesterday, the chef explained their comprehensive allergen-tracking system.

Q: Are river cruises good for first-time travelers to Europe? 
A: Absolutely! River cruises offer an ideal introduction to Europe. You unpack once while 
visiting multiple destinations, all logistics are handled for you, and you're always oriented to the 
city center when you dock.
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Practical Concerns

Q: What happens if the water is too high or too low for cruising? 
A: Cruise lines have detailed contingency plans that may include:

• Ship swaps (transferring to an identical ship on a navigable section of the river)
• Modified itineraries
• Bus transfers between ports while still using the ship as your hotel
• Alternative excursions

From my conversations with cruise directors this week, I can share that technology for predicting 
water levels has improved significantly in recent years.

Q: Do I need a visa for European river cruises? 
A: Most itineraries visit countries within the Schengen Zone, which Americans can visit for up to 
90 days without a visa. There are exceptions for certain Eastern European countries. As your 
travel advisor, I'll provide specific requirements for your chosen itinerary.

Q: Is motion sickness an issue on river ships? 
A: No. Rivers are extremely calm, and ships move slowly. Even the most motion-sensitive 
travelers rarely experience any discomfort.

Q: What about accessibility for travelers with mobility limitations? 
A: This is an area where my personal ship inspections provide valuable insight. While European 
rivers weren't built with accessibility in mind, some ships and cruise lines are better than others:

• Most ships have elevators, but they typically don't reach the sun deck
• AmaWaterways and Uniworld offer the most accessible options based on my inspections
• European cities often have cobblestone streets and few accommodations for mobility 

devices
• "Gentle Walker" groups are available on most lines for slower-paced tours

Typically, River Cruises are not recommended for travelers with mobility issues that require a 
wheel chair or scooter.  A walker can be accommodated, but the traveler will have to have a 
traveling companion that can assist them and their walker on and off the “gang plank” from the 
ship to the shore.

Q: Should I purchase travel insurance? 
A: Yes, I recommend it for all river cruises. River cruises have stringent cancellation policies, 
and standard insurance won't cover water level disruptions. I can recommend policies 
specifically designed for river cruising.

Choosing Your Cruise

Q: When is the best time to book a river cruise? 
A: For the best cabin selection and early booking discounts, 12-15 months in advance is ideal, 
especially for popular sailings like Christmas Markets and Tulip Time. Based on conversations 
with cruise executives this week, 2026 itineraries are already seeing strong bookings.
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Q: How do I choose between seemingly similar itineraries? 
A: This is where working with a specialist (like me) provides value. Ships may follow similar 
routes, but differences in:

• Included excursions
• Time spent in each port
• Special access opportunities
• Onboard programming
• Unique shipboard features

All contribute to substantially different experiences. Having just inspected 19 ships, I can 
provide specific comparisons.

Q: Are certain cruise lines better for specific rivers? 
A: Yes! While all major lines cruise the popular rivers, some have distinct advantages:

• Tauck excels on Danube cruises with their exclusive evening events
• AmaWaterways offers the best active options on Rhine cruises
• Uniworld provides exceptional Seine experiences with special Parisian access
• Scenic's Douro program includes extensive Portuguese cultural immersion
• Tauck offers unique experiences on Dutch Waterways itineraries

Q: Can families with children enjoy river cruises? 
A: While traditionally marketed to adults, several lines now offer family-friendly sailings:

• AmaWaterways partners with Adventures by Disney
• Uniworld offers "Generations" sailings during summer and holidays
• Tauck Bridges program is designed for multi-generational travel

Most lines require children to be at least 8 years old, with the sweet spot being teens and older 
who can appreciate the cultural experiences.

Practical Tips

Q: What's the Wi-Fi like on river ships? 
A: Connectivity has improved dramatically in recent years. Based on my testing during ship 
inspections this week, AmaWaterways and Scenic currently offer the most reliable connections, 
though service can still be spotty in some rural areas and locks.

Q: Should I arrive early or stay after my cruise? 
A: I strongly recommend at least one pre-cruise night to adjust to time changes and protect 
against flight delays. Post-cruise extensions are also valuable, especially in major cities like 
Paris, Amsterdam, Budapest, or Prague. I can arrange seamless transfers and accommodations 
that complement your cruise itinerary.
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Q: How much extra should I budget beyond the cruise fare? 
A: This depends on the inclusivity of your chosen cruise line, but generally plan for:

• Gratuities (if not included)
• Optional excursions
• Personal shopping
• Pre/post accommodations
• Travel insurance

During our consultation, I can provide a detailed breakdown based on your specific preferences 
and chosen cruise line.

 

Q: Do I need to get Euros?  Do I need to get them before I leave?

•  Getting Euros before you leave will save you some time.  Your bank will do it 
for you… Usually at no charge.  May take up to two weeks so plan ahead.

• You can exchange money at the Airport of Arrival in Europe.

• Vendors in the larger cities will accept US Dollars

• Credit Cards are accepted at most locations.

• Your ship may exchange money for you.
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Which European River Is Right For You? A Quick Quiz

Take this quick quiz to get an initial recommendation for which European river might best match 
your interests and preferences. Circle or note your answers, then check the results at the end!

1. Which of these aspects of European travel interests you most?

a) Castles, medieval towns, and dramatic landscapes b) Imperial capitals, classical music, and 
grand architecture c) Art, cuisine, and charming villages d) Wine regions, rural scenery, and 
relaxed pace e) Roman ruins, lavender fields, and gourmet food

2. Your ideal shore excursion would be:

a) Exploring a hilltop castle with panoramic views b) Attending a classical concert in a historic 
venue c) Visiting an artist's home or studio d) Wine tasting at a family-owned vineyard e) 
Walking through ancient Roman amphitheaters

3. Which cuisine appeals to you most?

a) German (sausages, pretzels, beer) b) Austrian/Hungarian (schnitzel, goulash, strudel) c) 
French (pastries, cheeses, fine dining) d) Portuguese (seafood, port wine, pastries) e) Provençal 
French (herbs, olive oil, fresh vegetables)

4. Your preferred pace of travel is:

a) Moderate with some scenic cruising time b) Balanced between cities and countryside c) City-
focused with cultural highlights d) Relaxed with emphasis on scenery e) Active with culinary 
experiences

5. Your ideal evening entertainment would be:

a) Castle illumination viewing from the sun deck b) Classical music performance c) 
Impressionist art discussion d) Port wine tasting with a sommelier e) Provençal cooking 
demonstration

Results

Mostly A's: The Rhine River You're drawn to the dramatic landscapes, medieval castles, and 
charming towns of the Rhine Valley. You'll love cruising through the UNESCO-listed Rhine 
Gorge with its 40+ castles and the half-timbered houses of the Alsace region.
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Mostly B's: The Danube River The imperial splendor of Vienna, Budapest, and Bratislava will 
appeal to your love of grand architecture and classical music. The Danube offers a perfect blend 
of magnificent cities and scenic cruising.

Mostly C's: The Seine River Art, culture, and Parisian elegance call to you. A Seine cruise 
offers Monet's Gardens at Giverny, the romance of Paris, and the historic beaches of Normandy.

Mostly D's: The Douro River Portugal's stunning wine country with its terraced vineyards and 
authentic rural experiences matches your desire for a more relaxed, scenic journey focused on 
wine and local culture.

Mostly E's: The Rhône River Provence's lavender fields, Roman ruins, and world-class cuisine 
make the Rhône perfect for those who appreciate ancient history combined with France's most 
celebrated food region.

Mixed Results? Many experienced river cruisers find that certain combinations work 
beautifully:

• Rhine + Danube: The classic first-timer combination
• Seine + Rhône: The ultimate French experience
• Rhine + Dutch Waterways: Perfect for spring tulip season
• Danube + Lower Danube: Explore both Western and Eastern Europe

During our consultation, I can provide more detailed guidance based on your specific interests 
and preferences. Having cruised all these rivers multiple times and just inspected ships sailing 
these routes at the ASTA River Cruise Expo, I can offer insights beyond what any quiz can 
provide!   Appendix: Quick Reference Guides
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River Cruise Packing Checklist

Based on my dozens of European river cruises, here's my tried-and-true packing list:

Essential Documents:

• Passport (valid for at least 6 months beyond your return date)
• Cruise documents and boarding passes
• Travel insurance information
• Credit cards (inform your bank of travel plans)
• Small amount of local currency
• Copies of prescriptions and medical information

Clothing for Various Weather Conditions:

• Lightweight, breathable tops and bottoms
• One warmer layer (sweater, light jacket)
• One waterproof outer layer
• Comfortable walking shoes (already broken in)
• One "smart casual" outfit for the Captain's Dinner
• Scarf or wrap (useful for variable temperatures and visiting religious sites)

Technology and Adapters:

• European electrical adapter (type C or F, depending on destinations)
• Portable charger for excursions
• Camera and memory cards
• Smartphone (with international plan or local SIM card strategy)

Personal Items:

• Prescription medications (in original containers)
• First-aid supplies (pain relievers, band-aids, anti-diarrheal)
• Refillable water bottle
• Daypack or small bag for excursions
• Sunglasses, hat, and sunscreen
• Hand sanitizer and travel-sized toiletries
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Glossary of River Cruising Terms

Aquavit Terrace: Viking's indoor/outdoor dining area at the bow of the ship

Balcony Types:

• French Balcony: Floor-to-ceiling sliding glass door with railing, but no step-out space
• Step-out Balcony: Traditional balcony with outdoor space
• Panorama Balcony: Avalon's wall-to-wall windows that open to create an open-air 

sitting area

Captain's Dinner: Special formal dinner event hosted by the ship's captain

Christmas Markets Cruise: Seasonal sailings (late November to December) featuring Europe's 
traditional holiday markets

French Balcony: A floor-to-ceiling sliding glass door with a railing but no actual balcony to step 
onto

Gentle Walkers: Excursion groups that move at a slower pace with fewer stairs and shorter 
distances

Lock: Water elevator system that raises or lowers ships between different water levels

Panorama Suite: Avalon's signature cabin design with beds facing the window views

Port Talk: Daily briefing about the next day's destinations and excursions
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Rhine Gorge: The most scenic stretch of the Rhine with numerous castles (UNESCO site)

Sun Deck: The top open-air deck of the ship, typically featuring lounge chairs and sometimes 
pools or hot tubs

Vox Box/QuietVox: Wireless audio system used during shore excursions to hear the guide

Wachau Valley: Scenic stretch of the Danube in Austria known for vineyards and apricots 
(UNESCO site)

Recommended Reading and Viewing Before Your Cruise

Books That Enhance Your River Cruise Experience:

• "A Time of Gifts" by Patrick Leigh Fermor (Danube journey)
• "Prague Winter" by Madeleine Albright (Danube/Eastern Europe)
• "The Hare with Amber Eyes" by Edmund de Waal (Danube/Vienna)
• "Paris to the Past" by Ina Caro (Seine)
• "A Year in Provence" by Peter Mayle (Rhône)
• "Wine and War" by Don and Petie Kladstrup (Rhine/wine regions)
• "The Wines of the Northern Rhône" by John Livingstone-Learmonth (Rhône)
• "The Most Beautiful Villages of the Loire" by James Bentley (Loire)

Films Set Along European Rivers:

• "Before Sunrise" (Vienna/Danube)
• "The Sound of Music" (Salzburg/Danube)
• "Amélie" (Paris/Seine)
• "Midnight in Paris" (Paris/Seine)
• "A Good Year" (Provence/Rhône)
• "The Grand Budapest Hotel" (Eastern Europe)

Documentaries:

• "The Story of the Danube" (PBS)
• "Great European Rivers" (Netflix)
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• "Rick Steves' European Christmas"  
       (for Christmas Market cruises)

• "The Rhine: River of Europe"  
(National Geographic)# Thinking 
 About a European River Cruise?

Your Guide to Unforgettable 
Waterway Journeys

By Luelle Robinson

Introduction: The Magic of River Cruising

Maybe your friends had glowing reports about their River Cruise. 
Maybe you've seen the Viking River Cruise marketing in your mailbox. 
Maybe you've been on Ocean Cruises and are wondering about River Cruises.

OK, you're interested. But where to start?

• Which River?
• Which Itinerary?
• Which Cruise Line?
• What time of year?
• How about Air?
• Do I need a Passport? How about a Visa?

We'll deal with all of those questions and more in this short guide.
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A Bit About Me

I've been a travel agent specializing in European River Cruises for over 15 years and have sailed 
on every river in Europe. I am currently attending the 2025 River Cruise Expo in Vienna, 
Austria, where I'm personally inspecting 19 different ships from 9 cruise lines. This hands-on 
research allows me to provide you with trustworthy, firsthand insights rather than simply 
repeating what's in the brochures.

During these ship inspections, I'm evaluating everything from cabin layouts and public spaces to 
dining options and onboard amenities—all with my clients' preferences and needs in mind. I'm 
also meeting directly with cruise line executives to learn about upcoming itineraries and special 
offerings for 2025-2026.

We had done some ocean cruising earlier, but after completing our first European River Cruise in 
2008, my husband said, "No more ocean cruising!" He was sold on the European River Cruise 
experience. He has relented and we've done some more Ocean Cruises... Like to Alaska, but even 
there we added a River Cruise into the package. (Ask me how, if you're interested). But our 
favorite and what I'm most knowledgeable about is European River Cruising.

Let's get started on those questions.

Why Choose a European  
River Cruise?

What's the difference?

1. The size of the ship and number of 
passengers. Usually about 130 compared to thousands on the Ocean Ships. This means 
more personalized service and the opportunity to really get to know your fellow travelers.

2. The ports of call are more accessible and interesting (at least it seems that way to us). 
Europe grew up along the rivers and wherever you dock, you are in the middle of history. 
You never have to ride a tender in to port and back to the ship, and never a long bus ride 
to the point of interest.

3. Different options: Like riding a bike and catching your ship at the next port, or exploring 
a charming village at your own pace.

4. Unpack once, see multiple destinations without the hassle of changing hotels or 
managing luggage.

5. Inclusive value: Most river cruises include shore excursions, wine and beer with meals, 
and often gratuities and transfers.

￼31



6. Cultural immersion opportunities that larger tours simply can't provide - from local 
entertainment onboard to intimate visits with regional artisans.

7. Scenic journeys where the travel itself becomes part of the experience - castle viewing 
from your balcony, anyone?

The Major European Rivers: Choosing Your Perfect 
Itinerary

Here is a basic map showing all the rivers of Europe. This is from the Tauck brochure, but all of 
the cruise lines sail on the same rivers (with some exceptions, which we'll touch on later as we 
discuss each line's special offerings). These special offerings change regularly so contact me if 
you see anything that catches your interest.

Finding Your Perfect River

• The Rhine: Castle-viewing through the dramatic Rhine Gorge, wine regions like the 
Moselle Valley, and historic cities such as Cologne and Strasbourg. Perfect for first-time 
river cruisers who want that quintessential European experience.

• The Danube: Imperial capitals including Vienna, Budapest, and Bratislava, musical 
heritage in the footsteps of Mozart and Strauss, and Eastern European gems like 
Belgrade. Ideal for history buffs and music lovers.

• The Seine: Paris (often with overnight stays), historic Normandy beaches, Monet's 
Gardens at Giverny, and impressionist landscapes that inspired countless artists. Great for 
art enthusiasts and World War II history.

• The Douro: Portugal's spectacular wine country, terraced vineyards, charming villages, 
and Spanish excursions to Salamanca. Wine lovers' paradise with a more relaxed pace.

• The Rhône: Provence's lavender fields, culinary delights in Lyon (France's gastronomic 
capital), and impressive Roman ruins in Arles and Avignon. Foodies and history 
enthusiasts will love this journey.

• Lesser-known waterways: Dutch and Belgian waterways for tulip time, the Elbe 
through Eastern Germany and Prague, the Po River in Italy, and more specialized 
itineraries for return river cruisers looking for something new.

￼32



￼33



Seasonal Considerations: When to Cruise

As someone who has experienced European rivers in every season, I can offer firsthand insights 
into the unique character of each time of year:

Spring (March-May)

• Blooming Beauty: The Netherlands and Belgium burst with tulips (particularly mid-
April), and riverside vineyards show their first green shoots

• Fewer Crowds: Popular destinations like Vienna and Budapest are less crowded than 
summer months

• Variable Weather: Pack layers! I've experienced everything from snow flurries to warm 
sunshine on spring sailings

• Value Season: Early spring often offers the best 
pricing of the year

• Personal Experience: My very first River Cruise
was Tulips and Windmills.  That trip ruined me 
(almost) for ocean cruising and launched my love 
affair with River Cruising.

Summer (June-August)

• Long Daylight Hours: Enjoy evening scenic cruising 
and late sunsets (until 9-10pm in places like Budapest)

• Outdoor Dining: Most ships set up alfresco dining 
options on their sun decks during summer

• Lively Atmosphere: Towns along the rivers host festivals and outdoor concerts
• Higher Prices: Peak season means premium pricing and busy ports
• Water Level Awareness: Based on recent years, late summer can bring low water 

concerns on certain stretches of the Rhine and Danube
• Personal Experience: During my July sailing in a previous year, evening concerts in 

Vienna's parks offered magical moments that weren't possible in other seasons

Fall (September-October)

• Wine Harvest: The Rhine, Moselle, Douro, and Rhône regions come alive with grape 
harvesting activities

• Beautiful Foliage: Dramatic red and gold landscapes, particularly along the Rhine and 
Danube

• Pleasant Temperatures: Often the most comfortable weather for exploring
• Sophisticated Atmosphere: With fewer families, fall cruises tend to attract experienced 

travelers
• Personal Experience: My October cruise along the Douro included a visit to a family 

vineyard during harvest – we actually participated in grape stomping and enjoyed a farm 
lunch with the workers
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Winter (November-December)

• Christmas Markets: From late November, the magical Christmas markets transform 
riverbank cities

• Festive Atmosphere: Ships are beautifully decorated, and special holiday menus 
• Cozy Experience: Returning to a warm ship after exploring snowy towns feels 

wonderfully indulgent
• Budget-Friendly: Early November and early December (pre-Christmas market season) 

offer excellent values
• Personal Experience: One December on the Danube, I watched Salzburg transform into 

a winter wonderland during the first snowfall of the season, with the scent of glühwein 
and roasted chestnuts filling the air,  It was wonderful to get back to a warm ship!

My Recommendation

While each season has its charms, for first-time European river cruisers, I typically recommend 
late May, early June, September, or early October for the ideal balance of good weather, 
reasonable prices, and vibrant destinations. Having just discussed 2025-2026 sailings with cruise 
line executives this week, I can share which specific departure dates might offer the best 
experience for your interests.

Finding Your Perfect Cruise Line: Styles and Specialties

Having personally inspected 19 ships across these 9 major river cruise lines at the ASTA River 
Cruise Expo in Vienna, I can offer insights that go beyond marketing materials. Here's what I've 
observed firsthand about each line's distinctive character and offerings:

• Tauck: All-inclusive luxury with no hidden costs, exclusive cultural experiences not 
available to the general public, and the highest staff-to-guest ratio in the industry. Their 
ships feature elegant common areas and spacious staterooms. During my inspection of 
their MS Savor, I was particularly impressed by the alternative dining venue (Arthur’s) 
and the uncommon spaciousness of their entry-level cabins.

• Viking: Scandinavian-inspired design with clean lines and abundant natural light, strong 
focus on destination-centered cultural enrichment, and a consistent experience across 
their nearly identical longships. Their included shore excursions are comprehensive, and 
the onboard cuisine features regional specialties. The Viking Egdir showcases their 
signature Aquavit Terrace, perfect for casual dining with panoramic views.

• AmaWaterways: Active options including guided bike tours and hikes, extensive wine-
themed cruises with special tastings and vineyard visits, and some of the most spacious 
staterooms in river cruising. Their twin balconies (French and outside) offer flexibility in 
viewing the passing scenery. The AmaMagna, is nearly twice the width of standard river 
ships with exceptional dining venues.
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• Avalon: Unique Panorama Suite design where beds face the windows for optimal river 
views, relaxed luxury atmosphere, and immersive "Active & Discovery" excursions that 
go beyond traditional sightseeing. Their focus on wellness extends to dining with Avalon 
Fresh menu options. The Avalon Illumination's wall-to-wall windows that open to create 
an open-air balcony are truly impressive.

• Uniworld: Boutique décor with each ship individually designed with antiques and art, 
culinary excellence with farm-to-table dining, and the most elegant atmosphere on the 
rivers. Their unlimited premium spirits and personalized service rival luxury hotels. 
Walking through the S.S. Maria Theres this morning, I was struck by the lavish fabrics, 
custom furniture, and original artwork throughout.

• Emerald Cruises: Contemporary styling with modern amenities like indoor pools that 
convert to cinemas at night, excellent value with many inclusions, and programming that 
appeals to a somewhat younger demographic. Their innovative public spaces maximize 
the guest experience. The Emerald Dawn's multi-functional swimming pool area is 
particularly clever in its design.

• Scenic: Ultra-all-inclusive experience with butler service for every guest, modern luxury 
with sleek design elements, and truly all-inclusive pricing that covers everything from 
premium drinks to laundry service. Their Scenic Tailormade GPS devices allow for 
independent exploration. The Scenic Jasper's multiple dining venues offer remarkable 
variety for a river ship.

• Riverside: Sophisticated ambiance with spacious public areas, extraordinary service with 
European-trained staff, and exceptional fine dining with multiple venues rarely found on 
river ships. Their farm-to-table cuisine and wine pairings are outstanding. The Riverside 
Ravel features a glass-enclosed swimming pool with a retractable roof – unique in river 
cruising.

• Riviera: British atmosphere with afternoon tea service, excellent value for budget-
conscious travelers, and varied excursions that offer good flexibility. Their onboard 
entertainment and enrichment focus on regional culture. The Riviera Cruises' William 
Shakespeare ship offers surprising luxury touches at a more accessible price point.
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Based on my personal inspections and conversations with cruise executives this week, I can help 
match you to the perfect cruise line for your preferences, budget, and travel style.

Travel Tips for First-Time European Travelers

As someone who has guided hundreds of clients through their first European experiences, I've 
developed these practical tips based on real-world situations:

Packing Essentials

• Versatile Layers: European weather can change rapidly – I've experienced four seasons 
in one day in the Alps

• Comfortable Walking Shoes: Based on my step counter, I average 5-7 miles daily on 
river cruises

• Adapters and Converters: European outlets are different (I can provide a specific guide 
for your destinations)

• Prescription Medications: Bring extra in your carry-on with copies of prescriptions
• Rain Gear: A packable raincoat is better than an umbrella on narrow European streets
• Dress Code Knowledge: From my ship inspections this week, I can tell you that 

Uniworld and Tauck trend more formal while Viking and Avalon are more casual for 
evening attire

Currency and Payment Considerations

• Inform Your Bank: Set travel notifications for your cards to prevent fraud alerts
• Cash Needs: While cards are widely accepted, some small shops and markets are cash-

only
• Currency Strategy: Wait until you arrive in Europe for the best exchange rates – airport 

ATMs offer better rates than currency exchange desks
• Tipping Guidelines: I maintain a current guide to tipping expectations by country and 

service type
• VAT Refunds: For significant purchases, you may qualify for tax refunds (I can explain 

the process)

Communication Solutions

• Ship Wi-Fi: Based on my testing this week, AmaWaterways and Scenic currently offer 
the most reliable onboard Wi-Fi

• International Plans: Most U.S. carriers offer travel passes (I can help evaluate cost-
effective options)

• Local SIM Cards: Available in most arrival airports for unlocked phones
• Emergency Contacts: All my clients receive a detailed contact sheet with international 

dialing instructions
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Transportation To and From Your Cruise

• Arrival Buffer: I always recommend arriving at least one day before your cruise to 
account for flight delays

• Private Transfers: Most cruise lines offer these, but I can often arrange more cost-
effective alternatives

• Pre/Post Hotels: Based on my site inspections, I can recommend properties within 
walking distance of your ship

• Airport Navigation: I provide terminal-specific guidance for major European airports
• Train Options: In many cases, high-speed 

rail is a comfortable alternative to flying

Extending Your Stay

• Logical Extensions: Based on your interests, I can suggest pre/post extensions that 
complement your river itinerary

• Accommodation Insights: My personal hotel database includes properties at all price 
points in major European cities

• Local Guides: I maintain relationships with excellent private guides in most major 
destinations

• Transportation Logistics: I can arrange seamless connections between your cruise and 
extended stays

Health and Insurance Recommendations

• Travel Insurance: Not all policies cover river cruise disruptions – I recommend specific 
providers based on your needs

• Prescription Medications: Bring a supply that exceeds your travel period by at least a 
week

• Medical Information: Carry a basic medical information card in English and the local 
language

• Water Safety: Tap water is generally safe throughout river cruise regions, but bottled 
water is always available
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• Walking Preparation: Begin a walking regimen before your trip – European sightseeing 
involves more walking than many Americans are accustomed to

Cultural Etiquette Tips

• Basic Phrases: Learning just a few words in local languages makes a tremendous 
difference in how you're received

• Dining Customs: Understanding when to ask for the check, tipping norms, and table 
etiquette varies by country

• Volume Awareness: Americans often speak louder than Europeans – being mindful of 
this is appreciated

• Photography Respect: Many European churches and museums restrict photography
• Dress Considerations: Some religious sites require covered shoulders and knees

Maximizing Your River Cruise Experience: Insider Tips

After personally sailing on every European river and inspecting dozens of ships over the years 
(including my current tour of 19 ships at the ASTA River Cruise Expo), I've gathered some 
insider knowledge that can help you get the most from your river cruise experience:

Making the Most of Included Excursions

• Always attend the pre-excursion briefings – they often share insights not in the printed 
materials

• Request the "gentle walkers" group if you prefer a slower pace (I've noticed Tauck and 
AmaWaterways are particularly accommodating with this)

• Don't overlook the included orientation walks – they help you get your bearings for 
independent exploration later

• During my recent ship inspections, I've seen an increasing trend toward more active 
options being included rather than optional

When to Consider Optional Tours

• Special interest tours often have limited capacity and provide deeper experiences – worth 
the extra cost for passionate travelers

• Evening concerts in Vienna, Budapest, and other musical capitals are typically optional 
but offer authentic cultural immersion

• Culinary experiences like cooking classes and wine tastings tend to be more intimate and 
hands-on than included options

• Based on my conversations with cruise directors this week, booking these before your 
cruise often secures better availability
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Onboard Life: Getting the Most from Your Floating Hotel

• Dining: Don't miss the regional specialties that change with your itinerary (the Executive 
Chef on Uniworld's S.S. Maria Theresa shared that their menus change three times more 
frequently than on ocean cruises)

• Entertainment: Smaller ships mean more intimate performances – often featuring 
impressive local talent

• Enrichment: Attend the historical and cultural presentations – they provide context that 
enhances your port visits

• The Sun Deck: I've found this to be the most underutilized space on many ships, perfect 
for scenic cruising through the Rhine Gorge or Wachau Valley

Personalizing Your Experience

• Cruise directors wield tremendous influence – I've watched them arrange special birthday 
celebrations, secure hard-to-get restaurant reservations, and customize excursions

• Don't hesitate to share special interests or occasions – the small passenger count means 
personalized service is actually possible

• After inspecting the Viking Ingvi yesterday, I was impressed by their new concierge 
service that can arrange private experiences in port

Photography Tips From My Experience

• The magical "blue hour" just after sunset offers the best light for photographing 
illuminated castles and cities

• Pack a small tripod for low-light situations (many ships now have dedicated photography 
stations with stabilizing rails)

• River ships move slowly enough that motion blur is rarely an issue
• The Cruise Director can often alert you to the best side of the ship for upcoming scenic 

highlights

Staying Active

• Many ships now have expanded fitness centers (I was particularly impressed with 
AmaWaterways' dedicated wellness hosts)

• Bikes are available on most ships – but based on my inspections this week, Avalon and 
AmaWaterways have the newest fleets

• Walking loops on the sun deck – some ships even mark measured walking tracks
• Active excursions are increasingly common – the hiking tour I took from Dürnstein 

Castle offered views you simply can't get any other way
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Special Considerations: What You Need to Know

Accessibility and Mobility Concerns

Having personally inspected 19 ships this week at the ASTA River Cruise Expo, I can provide 
current insights on accessibility:

• River ships typically have 3-4 decks connected by stairs, and most do not have elevators 
that reach the Sun Deck

• Based on my recent inspections, Uniworld and AmaWaterways offer the most accessible 
ships with elevators serving most decks

• European cobblestones and historic sites present challenges – but most lines now offer 
"gentle walking" tours

• Some excursions can require standing for extended periods – I've personally vetted which 
cruise lines best accommodate mobility issues

• Several ships I inspected this week have a limited number of accessible cabins with wider 
doorways and 
roll-in showers

Dietary 
Requirements and Special Occasions

• All cruise lines I've sailed with handle common dietary needs (gluten-free, vegetarian, 
etc.) with advance notice

• Special dietary needs are increasingly well-accommodated – during my inspection of the 
Crystal Ravel yesterday, the chef explained their comprehensive ingredient-tracking 
system

• Anniversary, birthday, and other celebrations can be wonderfully memorable on river 
cruises – I've arranged dozens for clients with great success

• Wine enthusiasts should note that AmaWaterways and Avalon offer the most extensive 
complimentary wine lists, based on my tastings this week

Solo Traveler Options

• Single supplement waivers are becoming more common – I have access to special 
promotions not available online

• Some lines offer dedicated solo cabins (I just toured several on Riviera's ships)
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• River cruises foster a social atmosphere ideal for solo travelers – communal dining and 
small-group excursions make connection easy

• Based on my conversations with cruise directors this week, Tauck and Uniworld are 
particularly attentive to solo travelers

Family-Friendly River Cruise Options

• While not traditionally marketed to families, river cruises can work wonderfully for 
multi-generational travel

• AmaWaterways partners with Adventures by Disney for family-focused sailings
• Connecting cabins are avaible on some ships – I've just verified configurations on Viking 

and Avalon vessels.  Viking does not allow passengers under 18.
• Summer and holiday sailings often feature programming that appeals to younger travelers
• The minimum age varies by cruise line – I maintain a current list of policies
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Tauck has a program called “Bridges” which is crafted for families.   Email me for more 
info and a brochure luelle.robinson@cruiseplanners.com 
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Water Level Issues: The Reality and Solutions

After experiencing water level disruptions firsthand on three occasions over my years of river 
cruising, I can offer realistic guidance:

• Low or high water can affect certain stretches of rivers, primarily during peak summer 
and late fall

• Most cruise lines have contingency plans that may include ship swaps or modified 
itineraries

• Travel insurance with "cruise protection" is essential – I can recommend specific policies
• Some rivers and seasons are more prone to disruptions than others – the Rhine and 

Danube in late summer face the highest risk
• Based on my discussions with cruise executives this week, many lines are modifying ship 

designs to operate in lower water conditions

Taking the Next Step: From Planning to Booking

Having just returned from personally inspecting 19 ships across 9 cruise lines at the ASTA River 
Cruise Expo in Vienna, I'm equipped with the most current information to help you navigate the 
booking process:

Questions to Ask Your Travel Advisor

• Which cruise lines best match your personal travel style and preferences?
• What specific cabin categories offer the best value on your preferred ship?
• Are there any special promotions or exclusive offers available?
• What pre- and post-cruise options would enhance your river cruise experience?
• How do different cruise lines handle potential disruptions like water levels?
• What additional costs should you budget for beyond the cruise fare?

My Consultation Process

When we work together to plan your river cruise, I'll:

• Conduct a detailed interview to understand your travel preferences, pace, and interests
• Present specific options based on your desired destinations and timeline
• Provide side-by-side comparisons of relevant cruise lines and itineraries
• Share actual cabin photos and deck plans from my personal ship inspections
• Explain the nuances between seemingly similar itineraries
• Offer transparent pricing that includes all foreseeable expenses
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Booking Timeline Recommendations

• 12-18 months before departure: Ideal for popular itineraries (Christmas Markets, Tulip 
Time) and preferred cabins

• 9-12 months before departure: Good availability on most sailings with early booking 
discounts

• 6-9 months before departure: Still reasonable options, though specific cabin types may 
be limited

• 3-6 months before departure: Last-minute deals occasionally available, but with limited 
selection

• Air arrangements: Should be finalized 6-11 months before departure for best routing 
and pricing

After You've Booked: Preparation Timeline

• 6 months out: Confirm passport validity (must be valid for 6 months beyond your return 
date)

• 3-4 months out: Consider travel insurance options (I'll provide comparisons). **Some 
policies require purchase within 14 days or original deposit to allow for a pre-existing 
(medical condition) waiver coverage.

• 2-3 months out: Review and book optional excursions
• 1-2 months out: Prepare packing lists based on seasonal weather forecasts
• 2-4 weeks out: Receive final documents and personalized destination guides
• 1 week out: Review day-by-day itinerary and pack accordingly

My Promise to You

As your dedicated river cruise specialist, I commit to:

• Leveraging my firsthand knowledge from sailing every European river
• Using insights from my personal inspections of ships across all major cruise lines
• Providing honest comparisons without bias toward any particular cruise line
• Being available throughout your planning process and during your trip
• Advocating for you if any issues arise before, during, or after your journey
• Sharing my passion for river cruising while respecting your personal preferences

Ready to Explore the Possibilities?

I'd be delighted to schedule a complimentary consultation to discuss your river cruise dreams. 
During our conversation, we can explore specific itineraries, ships, and destinations based on 
your interests. Having just returned from examining the newest innovations and offerings across 
the river cruise industry, I'm eager to share the latest developments that might enhance your 
experience.   
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Contact me at:

• 540 550 5727 cell  //  571 617 9042 office direct
• Email: Luelle.Robinson@CruisePlanners.com
• www.TravelByLuelle.com

Let's transform your river cruise dreams into unforgettable memories!

Luelle Robinson 

PS. Congratulations!  You made it to the end of my little eBook! 
Let me know.which of the photos on the last page gets you curious.  
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