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A  
Christmas  

Story
A FESTIVE CRUISE FILLED WITH MEDIEVAL TOWNS,  

FAIRYTALE MARKETS AND ICE-CREAM ON DEMAND PROVED  
THE PERFECT FAMILY GIFT, WRITES KARLA COURTNEY.
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If I had to draw my idyllic vision of Christmas, I’d sketch scenes of 
spruce trees sparkling with snow, cobblestoned German squares 
filled with clouds of steam from vats of glühwein or a happy  
family wearing tacky matching pyjamas and watching Elf. But it’s  
20 December and my husband, Scott, eight-year-old son Marshall 
and I aren’t in the North Pole, Nuremberg or at home in our PJs  
– we’re standing on the south bank of the Seine, about to board 
Uniworld’s S.S. Joie de Vivre for an eight-day, festive-themed river 
cruise through the Normandy region from Paris to Rouen and back.

The itinerary promises a whimsical celebration that I’d never 
previously have conjured, including pomp and palaces, cathedrals 
and choir music, medieval houses and macaroons, plus a little 
mulled wine for good measure. We’ll experience it all from the 
comfort of our floating luxury hotel, with its wellness centre, 
restaurants, small pool and – as part of our intergenerational,  
family-friendly edition – a dedicated kids’ playroom and daily 
activities such as gingerbread decorating. 

As we walk up the gangway, other passengers have already 
embarked and are sitting under candy-striped parasols on the sun 
deck, with views of the Pont de Grenelle to the left and the Eiffel 

Tower to the right. At 125 metres long, the ship is large enough to  
be comfortable with all 128 revellers on board and yet just small 
enough to dock in the centre of the French capital. 

In the ship’s regal lobby a large gilded chandelier sparkles 
overhead and two curved marble-and-gold staircases wrapped in 
garlands serve as a festive centrepiece. As fast as I can say “joyeux 
Noël”, a dashing white-gloved, tail-coated gentleman introduces 
himself as Paul, our dedicated butler for the trip. He assures us  
that, without hesitation, we can ask for anything we need at any  
time of day. Marshall gives me a cheeky smile: “So does that mean  
I can have some ice-cream, please?” It’s 11am. But it is Christmas time 
and we are on holiday so I give Paul a wink and when we arrive at 
our stateroom there’s a silver dish waiting. 

Our suite is decked out in sumptuous style: the wall coverings 
and bedspread are coordinated with pastoral-scened Pierre Frey 
Braquenié fabric and every surface that isn’t our floor-to-ceiling 
balcony window seems to be silk, marble, velvet or rich timber.  
My husband and I will sleep in a large, custom-made Savoir bed, 
while a love seat in the small sitting area converts to a pull-out  
bed that will be turned down each night for Marshall. 

The cruise’s first stop  
is La Roche-Guyon,  
a medieval village far 
from the bustle of Paris
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The first stop is La Roche-Guyon, a tiny medieval village about  
67 kilometres north-west of Paris, known for its 12th-century 
château that served as the headquarters for German Field Marshal 
Rommel during World War II. We enjoy a leisurely walking tour 
through basement tunnels once used as bunkers, wander grand 
Louis XVI-style living quarters and climb to the top of the tower  
along a carved-out troglodyte passageway. Marshall is busy in the 
pigeon loft, peeking inside hundreds of small nest holes as the adults  
catch our breath and look out at the river and the countryside.

We set sail just in time for lunch. The ship’s main restaurant,  
Le Pigalle, offers an ample buffet for breakfast and lunch, plus  
a six-course à la carte dinner seating. It’s a pleasant mix of fine- 
meets-family-meets-festive dining. The cuisine (I’m having steak 
frites with a bold pinot noir selected by the sommelier) and smartly 
dressed waiters are a constant reminder that we are in France, while 
the kids’ menu – and the all-day grab-and-go table with every 
Christmas cookie you could dream of – is pure holiday fun.

As we down cutlery, we arrive in the town of Vernon. There’s  
an organised tour but we branch off on our own, strolling streets 
lined with pitched-roof timber houses and snapping copious 
photos. It looks very much like the town from Disney’s Beauty and  
the Beast. The temperature is perfect: warm enough to explore 
comfortably but just cool enough to eat roasted chestnuts and  
skate on the small ice rink. 

Dinner is on board at Le Bistrot, which charms with its Parisian 
café style: the 10 tables are covered in red-and-white checked cloths 
and the menu is a neat list of French specialities, including onion 
soup, moules-frites and duck confit. Marshall, who is happy with  
a ham and cheese baguette, makes an early exit to watch How the 
Grinch Stole Christmas in the kids’ room. There are six other children 
on the ship, all under 10. Over the course of the trip our family falls 
into an easy routine: touring in the morning, swimming in the late 
afternoon, ship activities, dinner, movie. It’s ideal for everyone.

Next morning we wake up in Rouen, the capital of Normandy, 
which is famous for its quaint Norman and Gothic architecture.  
We join the group walking tour that takes us through the colourful 
old town to the imposing Rouen Cathedral: with a spire reaching  
151 metres high it is the tallest in France and one of the loftiest in the 
world. Inside, we’re treated to a moving performance from a local 
choir – even the children are silent as Minuit, Chrétiens (O Holy  
Night) echoes around the vaulted ceilings. 

Outside, Christmas is on full display. There are markets in front of 
the cathedral as well as in the main square, Place du Vieux-Marché. 
We pick up a plate of crisp bread with gooey raclette then hop on  
a Ferris wheel to see the city from above: the cobblestoned streets, 
the lights and trees, the pretty squares and the towering spire.

Our final stop on the way back to Paris is Mantes-la-Jolie, where we 
disembark to visit the Palace of Versaille. While a few gasps escape 

Seasonal attractions 
across Normandy 

include ice-skating (left) 
and Christmas markets 

selling mulled wine  
and other treats (right)
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Adventure time

Day 1 Paris. Transfer from 
Paris-Charles de Gaulle 
airport to Uniworld’s S.S.  
Joie de Vivre for the Parisian 
Royal Holiday cruise.
Day 2 La Roche-Guyon and 
Vernon. Visit Château de  
La Roche-Guyon.
Day 3 Rouen. Walking 
discovery tour, Christmas 
market and cathedral choir.
Day 4 Mantes-la-Jolie.  
Visit Versailles for Secret 
Versailles palace tour.
Day 5 Paris.
Day 6 Paris. Illuminations 
evening tour.
Day 7 Paris. Walking discovery 
tour to the Paris Opera and 
Boulevard Haussmann.
Day 8 Paris. Disembark  
and transfer.

them in the Hall of Mirrors, the children are most impressed on our 
private tour of the living quarters, where the velvet-cushioned toilet 
seat and a lesson in chamber pots elicit plenty of giggles.

On Christmas Eve we arrive back in Paris and take a shuttle bus  
to Place de la Concorde to enjoy the yuletide splendour, from the 
huge market in Jardin des Tuileries to the free Santa train rides in 
front of Hôtel de Ville and the millions of lights sparkling along the  
Champs-Élysées. Skating on the seasonal ice rink, under the glass-
domed ceiling of the Grand Palais, is like being inside a snow globe. 
Later we warm up in the ship’s plush main lounge, a staff choir 
singing carols as we cradle mugs of mulled wine and hot chocolate.

Santa visits overnight – outside our door we find gift bags of 
French toiletries for us and a cuddly toy for Marshall. We unwrap  
a few other small presents from our suitcases, bundle up, grab 
coffees and croissants to take away and walk along the river bank  
to Trocadéro, which has never looked emptier. The day is bright, 
crisp and cool, rays of sun radiating through the lattice of the Eiffel 
Tower on another beautiful Christmas Day with my family.  

Yuletide cheer at  
Hôtel de Ville, one of  

the many Parisian sites 
that are transformed  

for the season


