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A Few Do’s and Don’ts About Cruising

Like a baby’s tentative first step and a teenager’s first real kiss, every passenger embarks on a first cruise at least once.  For smooth sailing, these tips can help make your initial embarkation and first evening on board just a little more comfortable.

Do’s
1.      Bring along some single dollar bills for the luggage handlers at the pier.  It is customary to tip $1 per bag.  Of course, that is if you’re planning to see the luggage again. They are not cruise line employees but members of the stevedores union.

2.      Fill out all those little cards in your documents (such as immigration forms, etc.) before leaving home. Not only it is a pain fumbling for a pen, but have you ever tried to write while standing in an embarkation line? If you wait to start filling them out at the embarkation desk watch out—you may be asked to go to the back of the line.

3.      If you are flying to the port city early for a pre-cruise hotel stay, be sure to read your documents for luggage instructions. Cruise lines no longer forward suitcases directly from the airport to the port terminal, even if they have cruise ship luggage tags affixed to them. You'll have to claim them yourself at the airport and take all of your luggage to the hotel and then to the ship on embarkation day. Luggage delays occur with more frequency these days, so be sure to have a carry on bag containing your necessities.

4.      Check your dining room seating assignment as soon as you receive it. You will generally get it either at the embarkation desk or you will find it in your cabin. If there is an error, proceed to the Maître D immediately. Trust me; there will already be a line! Most ships have dining room personnel stationed in a specified lounge to assist with problems and special requests.

5.      Ladies, make the very next stop the spa/salon area if you really have your heart set on a particular service. Make scheduling spa appointments one of your first priorities. Even at the quite high prices on board ship they sell out quickly.
Don’ts
1.      Most cruise lines process your credit card during check in. If yours didn't, there's no need to rush and get in line at Reception to validate your on board account. Your “sail and sign” card will be accepted without validation for the first day or two. Let everyone else wait in those slow lines. You can head down to the reception desk at your leisure the next day or after everyone has boarded and the ship has sailed. There will be no line and you can validate your card in about one minute compared to the twenty or more minutes it would have taken earlier.
2.      Don't get upset when you see the long lines for the welcome buffet. They won't be like that all the time. For future reference, never rush to get to buffets at the moment they begin serving. Trust me, there is enough food and no reason to rush and wait in line. Let the onslaught pass you by.

3.      Don't hurry to wait for the dining room to open. If your dinner seating is at 8:30, arrive at 8:35. Those who are there at 8:15 will spend the next twenty minutes huddled in a huge crowd waiting for the door to open. Your table is assigned and you will be just as “on time” walking in at end of the crush.
4.      Don't think those lovely bon voyage drinks in souvenir glasses that are repeatedly offered to you are complimentary. They aren't! Drinks are served on board in regular glasses and souvenir glasses. The ones in souvenir glasses are more expensive and you can buy souvenir glasses later in the shop. Many people don't even realize they paid for the glass and walk away, leaving it on the table when they are finished. Buy a regular drink in a lounge or ask the bar server to bring you a drink without the souvenir glass—unless you really want it.

5.      Don't go nuts waiting for your luggage. Chances are excellent that it will get to your cabin sooner and sometimes later. The evening dress code is casual the first night on board and no one really feels like dressing up after a travel day. Heck you can even fib and say you’re still waiting for your luggage. (Let's hope it’s just a fib.)

6.      Don't get crazy, you're on vacation! You'll figure everything out quickly enough.
A Few More Tips – 

What is the dress code in the dining rooms?  The ships do not allow jeans, t-shirts, shorts, tank tops or bare feet at dinner in any of the restaurants at dinner.  (Dockers or slacks and a polo shirt for the guys is acceptable and a nice pantsuit or skirt and blouse for the ladies). 

What about “formal” nights?  There are two “formal” nights on a 7-day cruise.  (Black tie/tux or suit and tie for the gentlemen is acceptable and an evening gown or cocktail dress for the ladies).  You can choose to dine in of the other restaurants instead and just leave your dressier clothes at home.  

How do I pay for things on board the ship?  For your convenience, all shipboard expenses are charged to your cabin on your sea-pass card.  This is done before you board the ship with your credit card of choice.  You will receive your statement the last day of the cruise.
Do I need a Passport?  Yes, you need a Passport.  All persons (including US citizens) traveling by air between the United and Canada, Mexico, Central and South America, the Caribbean and Bermuda , and Europe are required to present a valid passport.
How do I book Shore Excursions? Once your cruise is booked and you have a confirmation number, you can register online on the cruise line website for your Cruise o.  This is where you will enter your personal information as well as make your choices for your shore excursions.  There will be a list of shore excursions for each port; and you can view the descriptions to make your choices.  Some cruise lines require payment when you book the excursion and some will charge your stateroom once you are on board.
Please note – If you choose to book your shore excursions on your own after you get to a port, it is your responsibility to make sure you are back on board the ship before it sails.  If you are on a ship-sponsored shore excursion, the ship must wait for the entire part to return it before it sails.  If you are on a non-ship excursion and you miss the ship, it is your responsibility to find transportation to meet the ship at the next port – at your own expense. 
How much should I pack?  It is almost guaranteed that you will pack more than you will actually use on your cruise - especially on your first cruise.  Make sure you pack plenty of “essentials” and then figure out what you can wear again if you mix and match outfits.  Basic black is always good as a base.
Remember—on your next cruise, you’ll be a veteran!  

Now – Relax and enjoy!  Bon Voyage!
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