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It was while working at a hotel 
in New Zealand that Chef Ralf  
Barthel got the opportunity to join 

the Aleksey Maryshev, a Russian polar 
research vessel. 

Chef Barthel estimated he’s worked 
at least 26 contracts with Oceanwide Ex-
peditions since then, both in the Arctic 
and Antarctic. He’s been there since the 
beginning, working to plan operations on 
their first expedition ship, the Plancius, 
and then serving as executive chef when 
it launched in 2010.  

North and South
Chef Barthel is still at sea, serving as ex-

ecutive chef on the Plancius, which cruises 
mainly in the Arctic and Antarctica.

“The biggest challenge is because we 
have such remote ports that it can be dif-
ficult to get supplies. It’s much easier to 
get supplies up north through Norway 
and Iceland,” he said.

It may be easier but can also be quite 
expensive. And Barthel must take into 
account variables including ice blocking 
ship routes, bad weather closing airports, 
and other unexpected situations. 

In Argentina, the challenges can range 
from quality to staffing. “There’s a lot of 
good product in the south, but they don’t 
know what the best yield is. They may 
have some excellent fruit but then they 
don’t package it well and it’s no longer 
so nice.” Barthel does have some favor-
ite suppliers. “If you go to the Falkland 
Islands there’s always another chance to 

get things. There’s a guy there who has 
top-notch products.” 

Due to the unreliability of obtaining 
needed supplies, Barthel has backup 
plans. He always keeps 10 days of ex-
tra supplies onboard. He has also en-
countered staffing challenges due to visa 
issues. 

Passenger Variety 
Oceanwide attracts clients from all 

over the world and Chef Barthel must 
adapt his menus to the tastes of his pas-
sengers. 

“For the French, you need a lot of 
cheese; for the Chinese, a lot of cheese 
is a waste,” he explained.

He never makes chili con carne for 
French or German passengers, but usually 
includes it on an American menu. 

Basic breakfast items can be a chal-
lenge to procure as Argentinians gener-
ally prefer sweets in the morning while 
Americans, the British, and Germans 
prefer a more savory breakfast.

“For Chinese, you must have (rice 
soup). It’s a staple.” Also, when Chi-
nese passengers cruise, Barthel is sure 
to include a dumpling session. Barthel 
prepares fillings, and supplies his guests 
with flour and water to make their own 

dumplings. The passengers then share 
them with each other as well as crew-
members and both seem to enjoy the 
interaction.

 
Always the Traveler

Having grown up in Annaberg Buch-
holz in what was East Germany, Barthel 
enjoys the freedom of travel and, while 
he still enjoys sailing onboard ships and 
on the unique expedition itineraries, he 
also loves traveling on his own. He’s 
lost count but estimates his travels have 
brought him to at least 100 countries. 
His latest passion is traveling throughout 
South America. 

His training has allowed him to live 
in locations around the world. After a 
two-year apprenticeship in the ski-resort 
town of Oberwiesenthal, he worked for 
a number of large hotel chains.

He now finds himself back where he 
started, spending time just outside the 
small town in which he grew up. While 
at home, he enjoys skiing, working on 
his house, and watching soccer. When 
pressed to name his favorite team, he 
expresses his concerns for the strong 
opinions of his coworkers and will only 
say, “I do like my German football, that’s 
for sure.” – Carole Rosenblat
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