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Pleasure cruises are a relatively new phenomenon. The concept was first started in the 19th century, when the Peninsular and Orient Steam Navigation Company advertised trips to Mediterranean ports, starting from Southampton. At that time, long-distance transportation was usually carried out by sea: overland trips were impossibly long and uncomfortable, whereas an ocean liner could carry people between continents in much greater comfort.
However, ships intended for transport across major oceans were generally not suitable for pleasure cruises. The ships were built to withstand ocean storms, and most of the cabins were inside the ship and usually windowless, or with (at most) a small porthole. Since passengers would normally only be on board for a few days, comforts and amenities were limited: a cruise lasting a week or more would require much more in terms of hedonic features.
Eventually companies began to shift away from using transport ships as cruise ships, and purpose-built cruise ships were commissioned. During the 1960s, as long-range passenger jets came into service, ocean liners declined in popularity: for example, only the Cunard line still runs transatlantic liners, and even these have to provide entertainment and superb fine dining in order to attract people away from airlines.
Modern cruise ships have cabins with private verandas, and stop at interesting ports every couple of days. They have top-class live entertainment, gourmet dining and exceptional personal service – on some ships there are as many crew as there are passengers, in order to provide perfect food, entertainment and personal service. The world’s largest cruise liner, Symphony of the Seas, has a maximum capacity of 6,780 passengers accommodated in 2,700 cabins. Such town-sized vessels cruise in calm waters such as the Mediterranean and the Caribbean, avoiding hurricane season: they are so stable some even have bowling alleys on board, and it would be hard to know that one was on board a moving vessel if it were not for the view from the private veranda.
Cruise companies compete heavily on price, so they tend to make their profits from selling shore excursions and extras such as alcoholic drinks. Since the alcohol on board a cruise ship is duty-free this can be very profitable: however, food is usually included in the price.
Perhaps not surprisingly, cruising tends to be popular with an older clientele. For an elderly person, a cruise means having a regular change of scenery, plenty of entertainment on tap and good food, all without the need to go out into the streets of a foreign city or indeed go out at all. All the passengers have to do is relax and be pampered – and should anything untoward happen, the medical facilities on board are exemplary. Cruise liners even carry coffins, in case of any deaths among the passengers.
At the other end of the spectrum there are small cruise ships. Some ply the same waters as their larger cousins, but simply have a more intimate feel, while others operate on major river systems such as the Rhine. All try to offer the same level of luxury, but of course a small vessel cannot hope to offer the range of facilities a large vessel has.
One of the major players is, of course, the Peninsular and Orient Steam Navigation Company, although nowadays it is called simply P&O. The company has come a long way since its experiment in offering pleasure trips alongside transport – but the journey has certainly been worthwhile.
Questions
1.	What would be the key factors in choosing a cruise holiday rather than a holiday in a hotel?
2.	Why do cruise companies offer excursions?
3.	What is the reason for including food in the price?
4.	Why might somebody prefer a small ship rather than a large one with more facilities?
5.	Why do ocean liners offer entertainment and gourmet food?
