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LIFE

Nicole Pensiero   For South Jersey Times

It was spring 2020 when we decided 
to optimistically book a European river 
cruise through France. We settled on late 
fall 2021, figuring that, surely, the pan-
demic would be under control by then. 
Well, not quite, but enough so that our trip 
went off without a hitch — just a bit more 
paperwork and nail-biting prior to leaving.

Having gone on two previous Viking 
river cruises in Europe, we settled on a 
7-night, 310-mile adventure along the 
Seine, from Paris to Normandy, hopeful 
it would offer just the right mix of urban 
excitement, rural beauty, and culinary 
panache — which it did.

But with COVID cases in constant flux 
throughout Europe during most of 2021, 
we weren’t confident our trip was actually 
going to happen until a couple of weeks 
beforehand. That’s when we had to tune 
into the many requirements leading up 
to our adventure, including filling out an 
online health survey, and getting a COVID 
PCR test within 72 hours of our flights. It 
was all part of Viking’s mandatory safety 
guidelines.

Once onboard the Scandinavian-style 
Viking Fjorgyn — one of four Seine-
friendly ships built in 2020 and launched 
last year — it felt much like a pre-pan-
demic sailing, but with fewer passengers, 

face masks worn in all public areas, lots 
of hand sanitizer, and daily COVID tests. 
(The Fjorgyn can accommodate 168 pas-
sengers; there were 138 onboard when we 
sailed.)

While most European river cruises start 
in one country and end in another, our 
“Paris and the Heart of Normandy” cruise 
remained in France, sailing from Paris to 
breathtaking Normandy and back. But the 
physical diversity of what we saw — from 
“big city” Paris, to quaint villages and the 
unforgettable D-Day landing beaches — 
made us feel as if we’d visited more than 
one country.

Keeping passengers safe was a key pri-
ority onboard. There were hand sanitizers 
throughout the ship and, in our stateroom, 
bottles of hand sanitizers and packets of 
face masks. There, we also found instruc-
tions on how to take part in onboard daily 

COVID-19 testing, an easy process each 
morning that involved spitting into a 
small vial. Constant reminders of this new 
era of travel, these safety measures actu-
ally made us feel more confident about our 
decision to get back on a cruise ship at all.

Aside from when we ate and drank, we 
were advised to keep a mask on, including 
on bus trips to sightsee. I was pleasantly 
surprised to see the popular meal buffets 
were still there — we could go up and serve 
ourselves, too, as long as we wore a mask.

River cruising is a great way to see the 
world. The ships are relatively small, yet 
spacious — and it is virtually impossible 
to get seasick. We loved the idea of travel-
ing through France and taking our hotel 
with us! Viking bills itself as a “thinking 
person’s cruise” with a focus on cultural 
enrichment. Somewhat known for not 
doing what other cruise lines do, there’s 

no casino, no onboard photographer, no 
inside staterooms and no formal nights. 
It’s all about experiencing a country as a 
traveler, not a tourist.

We spent our first two days in Paris, 
docked close to the iconic Eiffel Tower, 
which was built as the centerpiece of the 
1889 World’s Fair. The morning of our 
first full day in the “City of Lights” began 
with a sumptuous breakfast, followed by 
a 3.5-hour tour of the city, partly via bus 
and partly walking. We were introduced 
to some of the most iconic Parisian land-
marks — including the Arc de Triomphe 
— and given time to explore the outside 
of Notre Dame Cathedral, closed and still 
undergoing massive repairs in the wake of 
a devastating 2019 fire.

I hadn’t been to Paris in a couple of 
decades, but the city was as fascinating as 
I remembered, and the people friendlier 
— possibly, I assumed, because they were 
grateful to see tourists return. That after-
noon we took part in our only optional 
excursion, a 3-plus hour walking tour to 
explore the culinary delights of the city. 
Our guide, a charming Frenchman named 
Bruno, said the tour would actually focus 
on food from throughout France, not just 
its capital city. We caught the nearby sub-
way (called the Metro) and zipped over to 
a very chic part of Paris along the bustling 
Boulevard Saint-Germain. There, we café 
“hopped,” tasting everything from cheese 
and beer to pastries and cookies. It was 
great fun, made more enjoyable by Bruno’s 
engaging commentary.

That night, our personable program 
director — a young Portuguese man 
named Jorge — advised us not to miss the 
Eiffel Tower’s hourly “show.” While the 
Tower is lit up every evening from dusk 
until 1 a.m., there’s an additional five-min-
ute display each hour on the hour after 
nightfall, with dramatic sparkling lights, 
the result of 20,000 six-watt bulbs. There 
is also a beacon at the top of the Eiffel 
Tower, installed in 1999, that — through 
the help of four marine-type projectors – 
creates the illusion of a 360-degree rotat-
ing beam. It is an amazing sight.

While we had plenty of time onshore, 
there were daily activities onboard, too, 
including a watercolor painting class 
taught by a professional artist (for 10 
euros), and a free baking class, where we 
learned to make a lemon tart (and enjoyed 
samples of it afterward). Each evening, 
before dinner, Jorge would give a “port 
talk,” explaining key things we’d need to 
know about the next day’s planned 
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A river cruise is a great way to see Europe, 
even during a pandemic

The Viking Fjorgyn is one of four specially designed “Seine Longships” built in 2020 to sail in France. Slightly smaller than the traditional Viking river cruise ships, they are able to 
dock in the heart of Paris.   Photos by Nicole Pensiero

In the late 1870s, Roeun Cathedral was, for a brief time, the tallest building in the world. 
It is famous for its three towers, each designed in a different style.    
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onshore excursion. The chef addressed the 
passengers, too, going over the highlights 
of that evening’s menu, and offering his 
recommendations. Dining is elegant, yet 
casual, with no assigned tables. One of our 
favorite parts of the cruise was getting to 
know other passengers over relaxing meals.

On Viking river cruises, meals are 
offered in the formal dining room or on the 
Aquavit Terrace, which has alfresco dining. 
Each lunch and dinner was a gourmet-style 
three-course meal; breakfast was a fabu-
lous buffet with an omelet bar; you could 
also order other standard favorites from an 
a la carte menu. Unlimited complimentary 
beer and wine is offered at lunch and din-
ner; there is a well-stocked bar as well. One 
of our favorite treats was the self-serve cof-
fee station, offering fresh brewed hot bev-
erages and ship-made cookies and pastries 
around the clock.

There are many relaxing public areas 
onboard, including the sun deck, a lounge 
and a small library. Each evening, live 
entertainment or group activities were 
offered, such as the music trivia game we 
enjoyed our last night (which ended up with 
several cruise members hilariously acting 
out the line dance steps to Billy Ray Cyrus’ 
“Achy Breaky Heart”).

Setting off from Paris on our second 
night, we made several stops en route to 
the D-Day beaches of Normandy, includ-
ing Giverny, the quaint town where French 
impressionist Claude Monet settled in 1883, 
and painted his most famous works. His 

house and gardens are a huge tourist draw, 
and for good reason. Although Monet’s 
famed gardens — the greatest inspiration 
for his artwork — were a bit past their peak 
bloom, they were still quite beautiful, as 
was his home. (Before arriving in Giverny, 
we enjoyed a free presentation onboard 
about the impressionist art movement that 
Monet helped create; it was an excellent 
primer for our visit).

The city of Rouen, the capital of the 
region of Normandy, was another high-
light. This medieval city — where Saint 
Joan of Arc was put to death — is a fascinat-
ing mix of history and culture. Its gothic, 
12th century cathedral, is an architec-

tural wonder, and the modern, 1979 church 
named for Joan of Arc is also worth a visit. 
We learned a good deal about the “Maid of 
Orleans” — her victories, imprisonment 
and death — during our walking tour of 
Roeun.

For me, the highlight of our river jour-
ney was our full-day, included excursion to 
the D-Day landing beaches of Normandy. 
A more than two-hour bus ride from where 
our ship was docked, it was totally worth 
the effort to get there. We arrived around 
lunchtime, enjoying a quintessentially 
French lunch of chicken stew at the bus-
tling Hôtel de Normandie, in the seaside 
town of Arromanches-les-bains, which also 
houses an extensive D-Day Museum.

As we left the museum to explore the 
actual landing beaches, Jorge invited the 
veterans from our ship to lay a wreath at 
the massive monument to the allies. It was 
a brief, but moving ceremony. In fact, the 
entire visit to Normandy’s D-Day beaches 
was incredibly poignant, made even more 
special by the spectacular weather we 
enjoyed — which seemed in especially 
stark contrast to the brutal weather faced 
by soldiers on June 6, 1944. After leaving 
the beaches, we moved on to the Ameri-
can Cemetery, located on 172.5 acres and 
containing the graves of 9,386 of our mil-
itary dead, most of whom lost their lives 
in the D-Day landings. Row upon row of 
white crosses bear silent witness to those 
who changed the course of history. It was 
an incredible experience. That evening, 
we shared stories about our day over a deli-
cious buffet dinner featuring an array of 

French cuisine.
Sailing back to Paris, we stopped in the 

small town of Les Andelys, best known for 
the imposing Château Gaillard — built in 
the late 1190s under the auspices of Rich-
ard the Lionheart, who was both King of 
England and Duke of Normandy. Although 
there is nothing inside the medieval ruin, 
the view it affords from its perch above the 
Seine is quite impressive.

Our final stop before arriving back in 
Paris, was a small town considered its 
“gateway” — Le Pecq. There we enjoyed 
an included shore excursion to Chateau de 
Malmaison, where Napoleon Bonaparte 
and his wife, Empress Josephine, lived 
during some of his peak years in power. A 
serious botanist, Josephine bought the run-
down chateau and transformed it into a 
small palace, with its famed rose garden her 
personal passion. After the couple divorced 
(who knew?), Josephine lived there until 
her death four years later, in 1814, at age 50. 
While in Le Pecq, we took the opportunity 
to do a little souvenir shopping in the popu-
lar Monoprix store, a French franchise that 
sells everything from gifts to groceries.

We enjoyed a relaxing last night in Paris, 
enjoying our farewell dinner with new-
found friends, then strolling around our 
ship’s “neighborhood” — and being dazzled 
yet again, by the Eiffel Tower. It was a long-
awaited adventure that ended up being all 
we could have hoped for, and more.

Nicole Pensiero is a South Jersey resi-
dent and a member of the North American 
Travel Journalists Association. 

TRAVEL

Mary Ann Anderson   Tribune News Service

One-of-a-kind travel experiences do 
exist, and a visit to Little St. Simons Island, 
one of Georgia’s barrier islands that pro-
tects the coast from the tumultuous tides 
and waves of the Atlantic, is singular in 
the experiences and isolated atmosphere 
it provides. 

The relatively small island combines 
romance with nature, beach and seclu-
sion. You can’t walk, drive, fly or even 
swim to Little St. Simons. Instead, you get 
there only by boat from nearby and much-
larger St. Simons Island.

Nature reigns on the 11,000-acre Lit-
tle St. Simons, just a few minutes’ ride but 
worlds away from the mainland. Of the 
island’s vast acreage, about 3,000 of that 
is an amphitheater of majestic upland and 
maritime forests, with the remaining land 
in scenic salt marsh and beach. Not an 
ounce of pavement mars its surface. Other 
than the 20-acre compound that includes 
lodges and guest cottages, the remainder 
of the island is undeveloped. 

It is hauntingly beautiful with deeply 

verdant forests.
The island is serene and unspoiled. 

The cottages and main lodge, once a rus-
tic hunting cabin, are encircled by ancient 
oaks drizzled with Spanish moss. Accom-
modations are comfortable and simple, 
not particularly luxurious. Call it more 
island classic than Four Seasons.

With a maximum of 32 guests in the 16 
guest rooms, you will have roughly 688 
acres just for the two of you to explore. 
If you really want to be alone, full island 
rentals can be arranged.

The beach, unbroken except for perhaps 
the spill of freshwater creeks or tidal pools, 
is  seven miles long. On a cool and breezy 
late fall day when my husband and I last 
visited, we found that entire sliver of beach 
empty. Our only company was untold 
numbers of shorebirds – pelicans, seagulls 
and plovers among them – masses of sea-
shells and an ocean view that stretched 
across the Atlantic. 

The beach, a combination of hard-
packed sand and white dunes, is two 
miles from the lodge compound. You 
can walk, bike or ride in a staff truck to it 
along a well-maintained road. As an over-
night guest, you have access to a fleet of 
cruiser-style bicycles, kayaks and motor-
ized skiffs. Also to-do are a range of natu-
ralist-led activities, among them fishing – 
rods and reels and fly-fishing equipment 
are provided – kayaking, hiking miles of 
trails, birding and seine netting. Activi-
ties are based upon factors such as tides, 

wind, temperature, season and wildlife 
movement.

It is so stunningly quiet that you can 
hear raccoons and armadillos skittering 
among the palmetto, swift-footed Euro-
pean fallow deer scampering in the woods, 
the great throaty bellow of an alligator 
swishing through the marsh, and yes, even 
the occasional diamondback rattlesnake 
slithering through the grass. The critters 
live among the four distinct ecosystems 
that define the island’s landscape, includ-
ing the pristine wilderness of the maritime 
forests with its tangled canopy of oaks, 
cedars, pines, and wild magnolias; acres of 
brilliant green salt marshes teeming with 
fauna; wetlands highlighted by ribbons of 
tidal creeks; and the beach.

You’ll have cell and Wi-Fi coverage, but 
it may be spotty. 

Nearly 300 bird species live here or 
migrate seasonally, including the fabu-
lously pink roseate spoonbill, heron, dove, 
cuckoo, woodpecker, turkey, duck and bald 
eagle. The queen of the island, though, is 
the painted bunting, whose bright plumage 
of red, blue, green and yellow makes it one 
of the most beautiful birds in the world. 

There is no light pollution here — the 
night skies are lit only by brilliant constel-
lations, and in spring and summer by the 
soft glow of lightning bugs.

Meals, comfortable and casual, are 
included and are announced by the clang-
ing of a cast-iron dinner bell hanging on 
the front porch and then served fami-

ly-style on long tables. At breakfast, you’ll 
enjoy specialties of stone-ground grits 
from Statesboro’s Freeman’s Mill, real 
country ham, biscuit, and sausage gravy.

For lunch and dinner, think seasonal, 
regional fare of plump wild-caught Geor-
gia shrimp, oysters, and fish; Geor-
gia-grown chicken, beef and pork; and 
Georgia-made cheeses from Sweet Grass 
Dairy, Flat Creek Dairy and Capra Gia 
Cheese Co. Sometimes meals are served 
beachside, so think fried chicken or Low 
Country boil, a spicy mixture of shrimp, 
potatoes, sausage and corn. It’s seed-to-ta-
ble here, with fruits, vegetables and herbs 
harvested from the island’s organic gar-
den. Finish off your meals with homemade 
Southern treats including pecan pie and 
strawberry shortcake.

IF YOU GO
Information: Contact Little St. Simons 
Island, a Select Registry member property, 
at LittleStSimonsIsland.com or call 888-733-
5774. 

Details: Rates begin at $475 per night 
for lodge rooms, $1,150 for cottages and 
lodges, and $8,800 for full island rental. 
Rates are all-inclusive and include the boat 
ride, accommodations, daily housekeeping 
service, daily breakfast, lunch, snacks, hors 
d’oeuvres, dinner, soft drinks and natural-
ist-led excursions offered twice daily as well 
as use of recreational equipment. Beer and 
wine are available at an additional charge.

TRAVEL FOR TWO

Nature inspires in a grand way on an island made for romance

Built in 1917, the historic Hunting Lodge is the heart of Little St. Simons Island, Georgia. It is a gathering spot for island guests, and its warm ambiance is complemented with a cozy 
fireplace, wrap-around porches, a comfortable living room and family-style dining rooms.   Mary Ann Anderson, TNS

The famed gardens at Giverny, where 
impressionist Claude Monet painted many 
of his greatest works, is a popular tourist 
destination.   Nicole Pensiero
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Nature reigns on the 11,000-

acre Little St. Simons, just a few 

minutes’ ride but worlds away 

from Georgia’s mainland.


	SJTimes-RiverCruise-2-13-2022
	Page2SJTIMES river cruise

