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naïve as to expect the ship would 
be driven by a wooden helm. But 
the discreet computer terminals 
were a little underwhelming. Star 
Trek it wasn’t – and our destination 
was hardly the final frontier. In 
fact, as Captain Zini announced on 
the tannoy, we were on ‘the ship to 
nowhere’, a three-night jaunt out of 
Fort Lauderdale for the press and 
travel trade to sample the ship’s 
myriad pleasures.

Under all that razzle 
dazzle, however, cruis-
ing is a serious busi-
ness. It’s the only 
travel sector that has 
consistently grown 

during the recession, as companies 
such as Royal Caribbean expand 
the market beyond the ‘newly wed, 
overfed and nearly dead’ with ships 
that meet and surpass every need 
you and your family ever dreamt 
you had. 

For an all-inclusive experience, 
the standard is remarkably high. 
My cabin facing onto Central Park, 
the planted space exclusive to 
Oasis and Allure that forms one of 
seven ‘neighbourhoods’, was stand-
ard but spacious with flat-screen 
TV, iPod dock, balcony, and the 
most comfortable  bed in history. 
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Chicago, Shrek – and an armless pianist... Robert Mayes is carried       away by the world’s biggest cruise ship

HAR HAR: The Simpsons ride was Robert’s favourite

By Robert Mayes

In the smash-hit musical Chi-
cago, smooth-talking lawyer 
Billy Flynn – played by Rich-
ard Gere in the movie – gives 
naïve young Roxie advice on 
how to charm a jury: ‘Give 

’em the old razzle dazzle… Razzle 
Dazzle ’em!’

As I watched an uncannily Gere-
like Victor Wallace sing that very 
line a fortnight ago in the world’s 
first ocean-going production of 
 Chicago, the irony was as subtle as 
a pair of jazz hands.

You see, I had just been ‘razzle-
dazzled’ by an all-singing, all-danc-
ing extravaganza of stage, screen 
and high-adrenaline kicks on Royal 
Caribbean’s Allure of the Seas, the 
world’s biggest (and most surreal) 
cruise ship.

So of course the ‘dance lounge’ 
where we ended up most often was 
called Dazzles. One night we were 
throwing shapes to Michael Jack-
son, the next we were watching Liu 
Wei, the 23-year-old winner of this 
year’s China’s Got Talent, give a 
piano recital – with his feet. 

From the cruise line that calls 
itself ‘The Nation Of Why Not’, 
came the ultimate ambassador of 
‘Why Not’: an armless pianist play-
ing beautiful, uplifting music with 
his toes as if it is the most natural 
thing in the world. His perform-
ance was as incredible as it was 
inspiring: one more jaw-dropping 
moment on a ship brimming with 
them. 

Naturally, EMF’s Unbelievable 
was the tune blaring out on the 
Sports Deck, where the young and 
the young at heart thronged around 
the Flowrider surfing simulators, 
zipwire ride, full-size basketball 
court, mini-golf course, ping pong 
and so on and on… into the thrilling 
opening riff from Pulp Fiction. 

Cocktails in a hot tub as we 
watched the sunrise? Why not? 
Crazy flavour cola from a Willy 
Wonka-style soda machine? Why 
not? The first official parade by 
Dreamworks stars Shrek, Kung Fu 
Panda and Madagascar?

Why not indeed – and the same 
for the first Starbucks at sea; the 
biggest restaurant in the world; the 
deepest pool at sea; a park with 
thousands of real plants and trees, 
an elevator that’s a bar (or the other 
way round)  ice-skating, climbing… 
and that’s before you even get to 
the stats. 

Last week the Allure of the Seas 
made its inaugural voyage out of 
Fort Lauderdale in Florida, having 
snatched the title of ‘world’s big-
gest cruise ship’ from its virtually 
identical sister ship Oasis of the 
Seas by the margin of a mere 5cm. 

This behemoth comes in at 360m 
(and 5cm) long – a football pitch 
longer than the Titanic, and at a 
hulking 222,282 tonnes, five times 
its size. It is 64m wide, has 16 pas-
senger decks which loom 65m 
above the waves, and has four bow 

thrusters each with 7,500hp which 
propel her formidable bulk to 22.6 
knots. 

 Up to 6,296 guests can be accom-
modated in its 2,706 state rooms, 
waited on hand and foot by 2,165 
crew from 71 countries. During my 
short cruise it was these heroic not-
so-few who kept our (free) cock-
tails charged from a supply of ice 
cubes that reaches 50 tonnes a day. 

And they weren’t just generous 
with ice cubes. At my comment on 
being poured a quadruple manda-
rin vodka, the barman waved me 
away: ‘You don’t have to drive – 
Captain Zini is driving.’ 

That would be Captain Hernan 
Zini, the fresh-faced 42-year-old 
Argentinian who leaves a wake of 
swooning womenfolk wherever he 
goes. He gave me a whistle-stop 
tour of the bridge, between photo 
ops and Captain Kirk-esque instruc-
tions to his  lieutenants. 

The ladies may sigh, but Captain 
Zini looks like he could do with a 
nap. Still, he beams with pride 
when I ask him what he likes most 
about the ship. ‘The intimacy,’ he 
says, a master helmsman of PR. 
‘This ship is so big, but you can still 
find so many quiet, intimate 
moments.’ 

As a first-time cruiser, I wasn’t so 

I had a gawp at a loft suite over 
two floors, with two bedrooms, 
grand piano, library, hot tub, vast 
TV and gargantuan bathroom – 
going for a snip at $16,000 a night. 
As a colleague chimed in: ‘You 
could buy a desert island for that – 
hell, you could buy Ireland!’

If you could afford $16k a night, 
you’d probably be an oil sheikh, 
and have your own cruise ship. But 
as the PR lady very reasonably 
pointed out: then you’d have to talk 
to your twentysomething trophy 
wife. Here at least, between the 
casino and the spa and the giant 

gym and the 24 restaurants, you 
could spend days without bumping 
into each other.

To say I never went hungry on the 
ship is something of an understate-
ment. To Oasis’s offering of Asian, 
Italian, New York, steak – even a 
Johnny Rockets – Allure brings Mex-
ican at Rita’s Cantina, Brazilian at 
the Samba Grill, and the haute-cui-
sine 150 Central Park. And those 
gourmet hotdogs on the Boardwalk...

Merely getting around the ship 
should help to work it all off, but 
for the focused, the gym has a 700m 
running track featuring touching 

Give ’em     
the new 
razzle 
dazzle!

Homer truly is a wise man – for a pudgy 
yellow cartoon character. As I sat in the 
Simpson’s ride at Universal Studios in 
Orlando, he was strapping his own 
family into a virtual rollercoaster and 
reassuring a nervous Lisa: ‘Don’t worry 
honey, they won’t kill you on this ride as 
long as you’ve got a dime left in your 
pocket.’

A ride with a sense of humour – now 
that’s something I can get on board with. 
And it was brilliant. Our pod, with its 
surround-screen dome, had me whooping 
and hollering like a kid through a 3D 
world in which Sideshow Bob was on the 
rampage in a themepark and baby 
Maggie had crawled into the nuclear 
reactor and turned 30ft tall. 

The highlight – spoiler alert! – was the 
moment the virtual Maggie picked us up, 

stuck us in her mouth, and we got a big 
fat hit of… baby powder. 

It’s a masterpiece of immersive 
entertainment, and shaded it as my No.1 
ride in a manic day and a half doing 
Universal and Islands Of Adventure.

Close runner-ups were Harry Potter 
and the Forbidden Journey, The Hulk, 
Spider-Man and Rip Ride Rockit.

After my cruise on the Allure, I hired a 
Dodge Caliber through CarHire3000 for 
a long overdue adventure in the capital 
of fun. I had even braved Black Friday, 
which teed me up nicely for anything the 
parks could throw at me.

I sorted a two-day ticket through 
Attraction Tickets Direct, and an 

Express Pass to jump the queues, and 
started with Shrek 4D. I think the ‘4’ 
refers to getting splashed and having air 
blown at the back of your legs to 
simulate rats – which I can take or leave.

Much more fun was Rip Ride Rockit, 
which gives you a choice of 40 or so 
tracks as a personal soundtrack to your 
ride. Daft Punk was good, but I abso-
lutely rocked it with Motley Crue’s 
Kickstart My Heart, arguably the best 
rollercoaster song  – ever.

For sheer G-forces, the Hulk coaster is 
like going ten rounds with, well, the Hulk. 
Spider-Man makes fantastic use of 3D 
and I loved Dr Octopus’s scorching blast. 
Jaws was toothless, and in Men In Black, 
I was beaten at shooting aliens by a 
seven-year-old.  

For a Harry Potter agnostic, well, a 

How a 30ft-tall Maggie got      me whooping like a kid  
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Great
 ESCAPES

AFTER-SCHOOL ACTIVITIES: 
Smarter students will be 

sorting their post-Leaving Cert bash 
in the sun now. Crete is still the top 
draw, followed by Zante and Ibiza, 
and certain dates in August are 
already sold out with youth tour 
operator Club18-30. But it still has 
seven nights at Ellenis Studios in 
Zakynthos for €589pp all-in from 
Dublin on August 20, self catering, 
or at the Tzante Hotel for €595 room 
only. From Cork, try the Vasso 
Studios in Crete from August 19 for 
€595 pp all-in – call  0818 21 41 61, 
club18-30.ie. 

à LA CARTE STAYS: For a 
staycation, Carlton’s 10 hotels 

have ‘duvet day’ two-night breaks for 
€109pps, including breakfast, a meal 
for two and hot chocolate and cookies 
– carlton.ie, 1890 288 288. The Bridge 
House in Tullamore, Co. Offaly, has a 
‘pick & mix’ deal, which starts at a 
basic €22.50pp, and lets you build in 
breakfast, spa treatments, evening 
meals etc from there – bridgehouse.
com, 1850 312 312.

bEAT THE budgET bLuES: 
After the most punitive budget in 

memory, our holidays might seem first 
for the chop. But not if you reassess 
your approach. Here are a few money-
saving tips from lastminute.com: Use 
one airline for your outbound flight 
and another for your return; city hotels 
are cheaper at weekends, while 
country hotels are best mid-week; 
look for up-and-coming destinations 
that aren’t yet tourist traps; look closer 
to home, even the next city and, 
finally, take a chance on its ‘top secret 
hotels’ deals, which give 50% on four 
and five-star hotels whose identity is 
only revealed when you’ve booked. 
See lastminute.com for deals, 
including this one for two nights at a 
three-star hotel in Barcelona from 
€179 departing December 18.

 
THE Sun IS STILL SHInIng: 
Suddenly, we’re not so sniffy 

about a week in the sun with flights for 
€299pp. Sunway will get you to 
Lanzarote on December 19, Gran 
Canaria on December 23 or Agadir in 
Morocco on January 1, including 
transfers and taxes, if you book by 
midnight tonight – (01) 288 6828, 
sunway.ie.

THE 10 dAYS OF EASTER: For 
Easter (April 24), Trailfinders has 

eight nights in Phuket in Thailand at 
the four-star Kamala Beach Courtyard 
by Mariott from €999pp, including 
breakfasts, flights, taxes and charges. 
That’s a saving of €115pp, and is 
effectively 10 days off work for only 
four days’ leave. Flight out is on April 
22 with Cathay Pacific – trailfinders.ie, 
(01) 881 4994/(021) 464 8888.

WORLD APART: 
The Allure of the 
Seas, left, which 

is staging a 
proper broadway 

version of hit 
musical Chicago

Robert Mayes,
Summer Sun Travel Writer  

of the Year
travel@mailonsunday.ie
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messages such as: ‘One more lap... 
or three. Tonight’s dessert could 
be guilt-free.’

I tried surfing on the Flowrider 
and didn’t make a complete and 
utter idiot of myself. And I strapped 
in – a bit too tight – for the blink-
and-you’ll-miss-it zipwire ride nine 
floors above the boardwalk. 

The ship is even a floating 
museum, featuring 1,600 works 
of art in public spaces, and a con-
cept store by graphic artist 
Romero Britto.

But it’s the entertainment which 
really sets Allure apart. 

Chicago brings a full Broadway 
staging to the 1,500-seat theatre, 
and its cast are no part-time war-
blers. Genevieve Nicole, who 
plays Velma Kelly, was on the UK 
touring production, Victor Wal-
lace is a seasoned Broadway per-
former, and Helen Turner as 

blonde Roxie is a bright young 
talent from British stage school.

Many of the cast also 
star in the sister 
production Blue 
Planet, an eco-
themed musical 
with trampolining 

galore and an arresting dance 
scene in a tree. And some will 
turn out in OceanAria in the 
AquaTheater to perform epic 
feats of diving and gymnastics.

The little ones will go doolally 
for Royal Caribbean’s first tie-up 
with Dreamworks animation. In 
the Let You Entertain Me parade 
and even at breakfast, you can 
shake hands with or even hug 
Shrek, Fiona or Puss In Boots, or 
even better, the lemurs out of 
Madagascar giving it some ‘Move 
it, move it’. Meanwhile on the ice 

rink, there’s How To Train Your 
Dragon on skates, or a 3D movie, 
or a comedy show, or a football 
match on a cinema-sized screen. 
Why not indeed?

I’ll admit I felt a twinge of guilt 
at all this indulgence as Ireland 
sinks into an economic (and cli-
matic) ice age. One could also 
argue that such an orgy of choice 
is an unsavoury symptom of a 
commercial culture that pack-
ages every last travel experience 
into bland homogeneity. 

On the other hand, Royal Carib-
bean and the rest are expecting 
10pc growth next year. As our 
holiday time (and money) becomes 
ever more precious, cruising on 
ships like Allure just might be the 
most sensible maximisation of 
value for money.  And that’s all 
before you’ve even stepped off at 
a single port.

An eight-night Western 
Caribbean fly-cruise on Allure 
in April costs €1,596pp (two 
adults sharing an inside cabin). 
This includes return flights from 
Dublin or Cork with overnight 
in Miami and a seven-night 
cruise departing Port Ever-
glades, Fort Lauderdale, and 
calling at Labadee, Haiti; 
Jamaica; and Mexico. Meals, 
entertainment and all cruise 
taxes/fees included – see 
cruiseholidays.ie or call (01) 
817 3555 / (021) 242 9555 and 
quote ref. 369317. For more on 
Fort Lauderdale, see sunny.
org. US Airways via Philadel-
phia courtesy of Tour America.

GETTING 
THERE

little of the magic rubbed off 
on me too. Dragon Challenge 
is a decent coaster, but the 
Forbidden Journey is the main 
attraction. 

The queue is an experience in 
itself, with portraits debating 
each other, 3D video vignettes 
and Dumbledore’s talking 
wizard’s hat. The pod seats four 
and moves in a circle through 3D 
screens and surprisingly old-
school horror clichés. The 
quidditch match – and 
dodging Hagrid’s escaped 
dragon – is the closest you’ll 
ever get to the exhilaration of 

flying. And the rest of the area is like stepping into 
a Potter movie. I may have been charmed, but I 

still draw the line at butterbeer, a 
sickening mixture of butterscotch and 
shortbread. Happily, the pub even does 
a pint of Bass. Those Universal people 

really do think of everything.

l Getting there: The Orlando 
FlexTicket from Attraction
ticketsdirect.ie gives 14 days 
access to five theme parks for 
€197 for adults, €181 for 
children. I stayed in a luxury 

selfcatering apartment at 
Sheraton Vistana Villages  
(001407) 9034449 starwoodvilla
rentals.com. For Orlando Tourism, 
see orlandoinfo.com. Carhire3000.
ie has car hire from €18 a day.

EAT MY SHORTS: Robert meets 
Bart Simpson at Universal Studios
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SKiPPER!: The penguins from 
the movie Madagascar are the superstars of the ship


