es are avail

S OUR SHIP drops down
in the Ice Harbor Lock
and Dam on Washing-
ton’s Snake River, 50 or so
cruise passengers watch
raptly from the deck, some recording
the scene on their smartphones. It’s
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the first of many locks the boat will
transit on this 11-day cruise down the
Columbia and Snake rivers from Rich-
land, Washington, to Portland, Oregon.

Others of us observe through the
large windows of the ship’s lounge,
sipping hot coffee as we listen to Todd

Weber, 64, the historian and guest
speaker on board, point out the fish
ladders built into the lock. Salmon on
this river migrate as many as 1,000
miles and ascend more than 1,000 feet
through rapids and falls to reach their
spawning grounds. “The fish ladders,”




Weber explains, “like small steps, allow
them to swim upriver.”

I’ve joined 165 other passengers
aboard American Cruise Lines’ Amer-
ican Song to get a taste of river cruis-
ing, an increasingly popular vacation
choice in the U.S,, especially among

older travelers. My particular trip takes
us toward the Pacific on the waterway
once traveled, with considerably more
hardship, by the intrepid explorers
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark
on their quest to establish a route to
the West. That 1804-06 expedition

6 U.S. RIVERS
TOCRUISE

COLUMBIA AND
SNAKE RIVERS

CRUISING MONTHS:
March to December

CRUISE LINES: American Cruise
Lines (ACL), American Queen
Steamboat Co. (AQSC), UnCruise
Adventures, and Lindblad
Expeditions (LE), partnering

with National Geographic

ROUTES: A nine-day AQSC cruise
between Clarkston and Vancouver,
Washington, along the 1,243-mile
Columbia River, for example, is
$2,399*% plus port fees and other
charges. Some itineraries include
part of the Columbia’s largest trib-
utary, the Snake River. LE cruises
on the Hood and Palouse rivers,

as well as the Columbia and Snake.

*Prices are per person and subject to change
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provides the theme of our cruise.

The lock experience is educational,
memorable and utterly relaxing—
words that describe the best parts of
our journey and, for that matter, many
American river cruises.

Two major U.S. river-cruise provid-
ers—American Cruise Lines (ACL)
and American Queen Steamboat Co.
(AQSC)—have been gearing up to meet
agrowing demand for these trips, many
of them focused on American history.
Popular routes include the Columbia
and Snake rivers, in the Northwest;
the Mississippi (and, to a much lesser
extent, the Ohio), in the Midwest; the

ALASKA'S
INSIDE
PASSAGE

LE and others

all inclusive.

THE VIEW: A maze of snowcapped mountains,
glaciers and emerald islands; wildlife such as
harbor seals, otters, humpback whales and black
bears (bring binoculars!); small villages

ONBOARD ENTERTAINMENT: Environmental
educators, historians, singers and musicians %
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CRUISING MONTHS: May to September
CRUISE LINES: Viking Cruises (VC), ACL,

ROUTES: The Inside Passage, a series of narrow
waterways between the Gulf of Alaska and
Puget Sound. VC has an 11-day cruise between
Vancouver, British Columbia, and Seward, Alas-
ka, for $4,499 and up, including port fees. ACL
has, among others, an 11-day Juneau, Alaska,
round-trip cruise that’s $7,395 and up, nearly

Intracoastal Waterway, in Florida; the
Hudson and St. Lawrence rivers, in the
Northeast; and Alaska’s wildly popular
Inside Passage (not technically a river,
but in experience it’s nearly indistin-
guishable from one).

Multiday river cruising for tourism
was arelatively sleepy business in the
U.S. until about a decade ago; since
then, the current has been strong.
Helping to jump-start the activity
was the relaunch, in 2012, of the fully
refurbished American Queen, a clas-
sic steam-powered paddle wheeler
built in 1995. With a capacity of 417, it
now features a two-deck-tall perfor-

mance space modeled to resemble a
19th-century opera house, and a din-
ing room that holds 215 guests. The
vessel is one of the AQSC’s two pad-
dle wheelers along the Mississippi; a
third, American Countess, will hit the
water in April. The cruise line has also
added a riverboat on the Columbia
and Snake rivers, American Empress
(which sold out 26 consecutive cruis-
es in 2019).

Y THE END of the year,

ACL will have 13 ships

on U.S. waterways—up

from eight in 2017. Two

of them, American Song
and American Harmony, are modern
riverboats (which look like small
oceangoing ships) that were added in
the past year and a half. Three more
ships are on the way. In total, ACL
has more than 350 river and coastal
cruises scheduled for 2020. PR man-
ager Alexa Paolella says the company
is preparing for the surge in demand
from “the huge number of boomers
coming into retirement age.”

Indeed, most passengers I meet on
my October cruise are 70 or older. On
American river cruises, more than on
European ones, “it’s hard to find peo-
ple under 60,” notes Chris Gray Faust,
managing editor of cruise-review site
Cruise Critic. These cruises, she adds,
draw “people who can no longer or
don’t want to travel overseas.” For one
thing, the ships are easy to navigate
even if you use a wheelchair or have
other mobility issues (the five-level
American Song has two elevators).

They also entice vacationers who
aren’t interested in mega cruise ships
on the ocean. The river journeys feel
much less crowded; many U.S. river-
boats accommodate only 200 or fewer
passengers. And, like all cruise ships,
river vessels are essentially mobile ho-
tels, which makes for a very easy get-
away. “You unpack and you’re there,”
says Jane Hollar, 72, a waitress from
Indianapolis who’s on my Columbia
River cruise, her fourth U.S. trip with
ACL. “That’s it until you go home.”

Plus, of course, the main reason river

SIHNLNIAQY dIHS TIVIWS LNNOT1E "OD LVOSWVILS NIINO NVIIHIWY ‘'SNOILIAIdXT dVIgaNI]
ASILENOD L4371 WOHS ISIMMDOTD ‘AVIHdS SIHL 'NIFLS SVIT3 A9 NOILVYHLSNTTI :dVIFdS SNOIATHd



cruises attract older customers is that
such travelers tend to possess two key
things they might not have had at an
earlier stage of life: money and time.

It can be pricey to cruise American
rivers, especially compared with many
ocean options ($299 for a seven-day
Caribbean cruise, anyone?). ACL’s
Columbia route starts at $7,005 for 11
days, though most of the company’s
Columbia and Snake river cruises are
eight days, starting at $5,220 on the
American Song—a sleek boat launched
in 2018—or at $3,725 on the paddle
wheeler Queen of the West. On top of
this sizable cost, you pay your own
airfare, unless you choose a river trip
within driving distance of your home.

On my cruise, Sandy Skwirut Hart,
71, from Frankfort, Illinois, tells me
that she’s on her third river journey
and that she and her husband of one
year, Jim Hart, 76, see them as de-
served splurges. “We call these SKI
trips—‘spend the kids’ inheritance,”
she jokes.

But some trips are nearly all inclu-
sive. On the American Song the stan-
dard fare includes all meals, drinks,
tips, a hotel stay the night before the
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<3 MISSISSIPPI
RIVER

CRUISING MONTHS: Year-round
CRUISE LINES: ACL, AQSC

ROUTES: These include the
entire river (2,320 miles, from
Minneapolis-St. Paul to New
Orleans) or partial journeys.
ACL’s eight-day Lower Missis-
sippi cruise is $3,670 and up,
mostly all inclusive. AQSC’s
nine-day Antebellum South
cruise, fromm Memphis to New
Orleans, starts at $1,999, plus
extras such as port fees.

cruise, transport to airports, and most
excursions at ports on either the north
(Washington) or south (Oregon) shore.
The outings are described in a daily
“Ship to Shore” itinerary slipped un-
der your door: bus trips to Multnomah
Falls, wineries, Mount St. Helens,
Fort Clatsop (where Lewis and Clark
camped in 1805-06) and downtown
Portland. A train ride to the stunning
snowcapped Mount Hood, billed as a
“signature tour,” is $55, one of the few
add-on charges.

THE
HUDSON

CRUISING MONTH: October

CRUISE LINES: ACL, Blount Small
Ship Adventures (BSSA)

ROUTES: ACL cruises round trip
from New York City; its eight-day
fall-foliage trip starts at $4,445,
mostly all inclusive. BSSA offers

a nine-day fall-foliage cruise that
starts in New York, travels the 315-
mile Hudson River and Long Island
Sound, and disembarks in Warren,
Rhode Island. It’s about $2,455, not
including extras such as gratuities
and port fees.

THE VIEW: Along the Hudson you're
surrounded by the Catskill Moun-
tains to the west and the Taconic
and Berkshire hills to the east, all
ablaze with fall colors.

ONBOARD ENTERTAINMENT:

Historian talks on the region and its
storied Gilded Age tycoons.

What’s more, there’s plenty of free
onboard imbibing—delicious North-
west wines at lunch and dinner, a
predinner cocktail hour, an evening
bar service, and on a day when the
boat was between ports, a noon mar-
garita party and 3 p.m. happy hour.
The food is plentiful. You have a
choice for your hot breakfast (om-
elets, pancakes, waffles) and three op-
tions each for appetizers and entrées
during lunch (club sandwich, roasted
vegetable pasta, grilled cheese) and
dinner (braised short ribs of beef,
cioppino, zucchini Parmesan).

The young crew members literally
go overboard to meet guests’ special
requests; one passenger tells me that
on her recent ACL cruise in Alaska
they picked up a specially flavored
coffee creamer for one guest and an-
other’s favorite chardonnay.

Many age-50-plus travelers prefer
that kind of simple all-inclusive ser-
vice over, say, access to a zip line or a
laser-tag arena. “They’re looking for
sophisticated travel experiences and
are not as attracted to giant ships with
go-carts and casinos,” Paolella says.
“It’s about comfort and great food and
being taken care of”

In fact, some might find the expe-
rience a little too low energy at times.
That said, you can find more active
river-cruise itineraries, such as ex-
cursions along the Columbia that offer
kayaking, biking, fishing or zip-lining.

You’re pretty much guaranteed to
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ST. LAWRENCE
RIVER

CRUISING MONTHS:
May to October

CRUISE LINES: VC, BSSA,
St. Lawrence Cruise Lines (SLCL)

ROUTES: Mostly from New York
City to Montreal. VC’s 13-day
cruise, $5,999 and up, skirts the
East Coast; BSSA’s two-week trip
($3,909 and up, plus extras) goes
up the Hudson to the St. Lawrence;
SLCL has eight all-Canada routes.

make friends on small ships like these.
All ACL itineraries, including those on
the American Song, have open seating
for every meal, so you can plop your-
self down next to whichever person
or group looks fun or interesting. And
if you make a connection, it’s easy to
find your new pals in the dining room
and hang out with them for the rest of
the trip. “You get to visit with the same
people over and over, instead of losing
yourself in a crowd of 2,000 people,”
Skwirut Hart points out. “We like that
part the best”

After dinner there’s often a mu-
sic performance or history talk. On
my cruise, passengers would gath-
er some evenings in the spacious
window-walled Cascade lounge for a
Lewis and Clark history lesson from
the dynamic Weber, who dons hand-
made frontiersman-style clothing,
including a beaver-felt hat, plus moc-
casins, trousers and a coat of buckskin
with deer-antler buttons. He answers
questions on everything from the
tools they used for hunting to Clark’s
depressive tendencies. Weber has
cruised this river more than 500 times,
by his count, and some who’d traveled
with him in the past signed on for this
trip because they knew he’d be aboard.

Once the evening entertainment
wraps up, by 10 p.m., the ship is calm
and quiet, most passengers settled in
their cabins with their big flat-screen
TVs and private balconies.

The overall mood is of relaxation.
One beautiful brisk evening I watch
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the sun setting over a stunning rocky
gorge from the vast upper deck,
which is full of comfy couches, and
I am alone but for one woman who
has a long gray ponytail and is prac-
ticing yoga. Throughout the cruise I

FLORIDA'S ST. JOHNS

CRUISING MONTHS:
November and December

CRUISE LINE: ACL

ROUTE: ACL’s eight-day round-trip
cruise from Amelia Island follows
the 310-mile St. Johns River—which
winds into Lake George and through

S AND TOLOMATO RIVERS

don’t notice anyone restlessly scroll-
ing through a smartphone (Wi-Fi is
spotty, anyway), as is the norm in my
home city, Washington, D.C. And I
see only a few guests using the tiny
exercise room during slow periods;
they’re more likely to be reading a
book or chatting over drinks in one
of the many lounge areas.

As for why to choose this trip over
the more exotic itineraries abroad?
“Just about all our trips have been
outside the country,” George Mon-
talvan, 77, a former economist and
international-banking consultant
from Miami, says over a leisurely
lunch aboard American Song with his
wife, Patricia. “We’ve traveled in the
Far East, including Vietnam, and did
a three-week cruise in Europe. Now
we’re curious about the U.S.” —With
additional reporting by Andrea Barbalich

the Ocala National Forest, home to
alligators and manatees—and the
Tolomato River. It’s $3,325 and up
(mostly all inclusive) for the Great
Rivers of Florida Cruise, with excur-
sions that include visits to beaches;
the historic homes of Fernandina
Beach; Amelia Island; Green Cove
Springs (known for its mineral
springs and wildlife); and a tram ride
through St. Augustine.
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: WESTERN RIVER EXPEDITIONS; MORRISONS ROGUE
WILDERNESS ADVENTURES; OARS; GLACIER GUIDES. ILLUSTRATIONS BY TIM BOELAARS

FIRST-TIMERS

GUIDE
What to
know before
you go

You can leave your
ball gowns at home
Comfort is key. For
dinner, khakis or nice
jeans with a shirt or
sweater are fine.

You may sail
during the day
Cruising can take place
during the day as well
as at night—sometimes
for a full day, if ports
are far apart.

..l +
| 1° b

Find out what’s
included in the fare
before booking
Avoid surprises at the
end of your cruise. Some
tack on port charges
(as much as $599).

There are ways to save
For the best rates,
book far in advance,
choose a less expensive
room—and go between
low and high season.

Plan some time apart
from your travel mates
You’ll meet new people

and come back with
stories to share.

River Wild

Pick up the pace with a guided adventure vacation

_ Arizona

Aa

Grand Canyon 4-Day Rafting
PRICE: From $1,785

Hold on to your cowboy hats, action
lovers: Western River Expeditions’
Grand Canyon tour begins with a
charter flight from Las Vegas to a
working cattle ranch on the canyon’s
North Rim, followed by three days of
camping and fast-paced, water-based
fun on the Colorado River. You'll tra-
verse intermediate rapids, explore a
waterfall grotto and spot wildlife. It's a
trip suited for more hardy adventurers;
westernriver.com.

> Oregon { ————

Rogue River 3-Day Lodge

Rafting Trip

PRICE: From $1,099

If outdoor sleeping arrangements don’t
appeal, this small-group rafting trip
from Morrisons Rogue Wilderness Ad-
ventures, available throughout the sum-
mer, provides travelers with the best of
both worlds: several hours of rafting on
Oregon’s Rogue River each day, passing
lush stretches of evergreens along the
40-mile route, followed by overnights
at rustic lodges with hot showers and
comfy beds; rogueriverraft.com.

5 Montana {

peg

Smith River 5-Day Fishing
Adventure

PRICE: From $3,800
($2,800 if you’re not fishing)

Glacier Guides offers this 60-mile river
trip every June, taking up to eight
guests into a pristine limestone canyon
within Montana’s Big Belt Mountains.
You’'ll enjoy camping and catch-and-
release angling on the Smith River,
home to some of the country’s best
trout fishing. The guides do the rowing
and cooking, and explain the region’s
ecology and history; glacierguides.com.

P G—

Main Salmon River 6-Day

Rafting Tour

PRICE: From $2,299

Those who love a gourmet meal as
much as outdoor adventure can get
their fill of both on Oars’ Wilderness
Gourmet annual August camping jaunt
along Idaho’s Main Salmon River, where
a pro chef prepares multicourse can-
dlelit dinners. Guests have the chance
to explore the Salmon’s approachable
rapids (Class Ill, max) on a variety of
watercraft and should be reasonably fit;
oars.com. —Sarah Elizabeth Adler

FEBRUARY / MARCH 2020 39



