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Introduction

The title of this tome may be a bit misleading. An American in Paris, starring the incomparable Gene Kelly, has always been one of my favorite movies. It seemed only natural when it came time to attach a title to this book—detailing our first visit to Paris, France, as well as Disneyland Paris and a trans-Atlantic voyage aboard the Disney Magic—that the title should reflect the film classic, despite the fact that I was far from alone on this grand adventure.

My wife, Janet, a closet travel professional, deserves all the credit for meticulously planning, preparing, and pulling off an amazing 20-day odyssey on two continents and one very large ocean. She worked for months ironing out all the details of our trip, which began at Newark Liberty International Airport in New Jersey on September 10, 2015, and finished there on September 30. Me? I was just along for the ride, notepad and pen in hand.

So, even though An American in (Disneyland) Paris implies there was just one person involved, that’s the furthest from the truth. Merci beaucoup, my love.

In addition to Janet’s stellar planning and scheduling skills, she helped enlist two other wonderful people who also were instrumental in the trip’s success—Gail and Julian Robinson. When the Robinsons (who live in Canada when they’re not “snow-birding” in Florida) found out Janet and I were planning to visit France and would be on board the Disney Magic during its trans-Atlantic voyage from Barcelona, Spain, to Miami, Florida, they wanted to be part of the fun. 

Julian was born in England and has visited Paris on several occasions. His presence ensured that we would see the City of Lights from the perspective of a seasoned visitor, avoiding the tourist traps and finding some hidden gems along the way. And since both Gail, a retired teacher, and Julian have visited Disneyland Paris in the past, they were able to guide us to some pretty amazing places in the parks, like a classy restaurant named Walt’s along Main Street U.S.A. and Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in the Disney Village. We are eternally grateful to the Robinsons for their expertise and companionship during our amazing adventure. And thanks, as well, for the photos they took, many of which adorn this book.

Our original plans called for us to visit London first, then take the high-speed Eurostar train through the Channel Tunnel to Paris. We would take in as many of the fabled Parisian sites as we could before spending several days in Disneyland Paris. A short flight to Barcelona, Spain, would allow us to hook up with the Disney Magic for its return to the United States after the ship had spent most of the summer plying the waters of Northern Europe and the Mediterranean. But after much thought, we scaled back our plans a bit, saving London for another trip.

The following is a day-by-day account of our 20-day excursion, which included stops in Paris; the Disneyland Paris resort in Marne la Vallee; Barcelona to board the Disney Magic; the beautiful Portuguese island of Madeira; Castaway Cay, the Disney Cruise Line’s private island; and finally, Miami.

It was an often exhilarating, sometimes exhausting, but always exciting trip…with memories that will surely last a lifetime.


CHAPTER ONE

Our Land-and-Sea Adventure Begins

Thursday, September 10, 2015

In 1984, The Walt Disney Company and Premier Cruise Line entered into a 10-year partnership which offered guests staying at a Walt Disney World resort in Florida the opportunity to experience what became known as “land and sea” vacations: you’d spend a few days in the theme parks before heading over to Florida’s East Coast and hopping on one of Premier’s “big red boats” for a few days plying the waters of the Caribbean. It was a diverse itinerary which proved to be extremely popular…so popular, in fact, that even before the Disney-Premier association ran out in 1994, Disney decided to expand its portfolio by entering the cruise industry.

In many ways, our trip was the ultimate Disney land-and-sea adventure: seeing one of the world’s most famous cities, exploring the No. 1 travel destination in all of Europe (Disneyland Paris), and sailing across the vast Atlantic Ocean on an 11-night voyage. The Disney Magic had spent nearly five months in Northern Europe and the Mediterranean during the spring and summer of 2015 and was due back in the United States in the beginning of October; thus, it had to be “repositioned”…and we were more than happy to join in on this exciting excursion.

In a somewhat ironic twist, I was on board the Magic on May 18 as it made a port call in New York City on the first leg of its crossing to Europe. The ship left its home base at Port Canaveral, Florida, on May 15 and sailed up the East Coast of the United States, docking at the Manhattan Cruise Terminal for a day. While most of the passengers disembarked and enjoyed a variety of port adventures, such as the Intrepid Sea, Air and Space Museum, the Statue of Liberty, midtown Manhattan, and the 9/11 memorial downtown, I was among a select group of journalists and other members of the media invited to spend the afternoon touring the Magic, which had undergone a major overhaul the year before. Among the new features were a totally revamped atrium (gone was one of the winding staircases leading from Deck 3 to Deck 4; gone, too, was the distinctive and much-loved chandelier created by award-winning artist Dale Chihuly). Added was a water slide called AquaDunk, now featured on the top decks, while the adult spaces on Deck 3 were, in Disney parlance, re-imagined. There also was a visible addition to the aft of the ship: a ducktail—which lengthened the ship by 20 feet and serves to positively impact the ship’s efficiency moving through the water—now brought up the rear of the ship.

During the press tour, we saw a presentation in Fathoms, one of the redesigned adult spaces, where we learned of one of the main reasons for the port call in New York City: with music and confetti filling the room, long-time DCL cruise director Brent Davies officially announced that when the Disney Magic returns to the states after its European season in late 2016, it will be sailing out of the Big Apple for about a month.

Our trip aboard the Magic was still 10 days away when we boarded United Flight #57 at Newark Liberty International Airport on September 10, 2015, bound for Charles de Gaulle Airport in France. The northeast was in the throes of a prolonged dry spell from late July into September, so, naturally, it rained all day on September 10, and our flight was delayed. 

As we settled into our seats on the jumbo jet and waited for clearance to take off, a number of things raced through my mind. First, we were sitting on a Boeing 777 jumbo jet. During a span of five months in 2014, two Malaysia Airlines jets—both Boeing 777s—plummeted to earth, killing 537 people combined on board both planes. The first, Flight #370, disappeared on its way from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing, while the second, Flight #17, was shot down over the Ukraine-Russian boarder. Both tragedies were apparently unrelated to aircraft malfunctions, but still, it was a bit concerning.

And then the day before our flight, one of the engines of a British Airways Boeing 777 caught fire while hurtling down a runway during takeoff at an airport in Las Vegas; thankfully, the pilots were able to abort the takeoff and all of the passengers disembarked safely. Adding to the angst was that we’d be landing in France on the 14th anniversary of the September 11, 2001, terror attacks. Thankfully, despite the delay and all my concerns, Flight #57 from EWR to CDG was uneventful. Our unforgettable adventure had begun.

Friday, September 11

It was sunny and clear as our plane glided in for a landing at Charles de Gaulle Airport north of Paris at about 8:30 a.m. local time. In retrospect, it would be one of the few times we would be able to say that while visiting Paris, as rain seemed to follow us almost everywhere we went during our stay in France. As we learned later, France is where tropical storms in the Atlantic Ocean often go to wring themselves dry.

We disembarked the plane and made our way toward French customs, which was located quite a long distance from our gate in Terminal 1. A series of long sidewalk conveyors helped in the commute, but there also was a lot of walking through cramped, crowded spaces inside the huge terminal. As we walked, we noticed several large containers filled with European currency, each benefiting a different local charity. It was still early in the morning, so many of the airport shops hadn’t opened yet.

Once through customs and after securing our luggage, we were faced with the task of finding the tram that would take us to Terminal 2, where we would catch a train to the heart of Paris. Since all the signage was in French, it was a bit disconcerting. Thankfully, Julian had given us detailed instructions, which proved invaluable in helping us navigate through the terminal, purchase our five-day train tickets, and get us onto the right metro line.

Above the doors inside most of the trains in Paris, there are lighted maps highlighting each stop along the route. It was with a great sense of relief that our destination—Gare du Nord station—was on the map as we boarded. As our train made its way out of the enclosed station and into the Parisian suburbs, we noticed a rather disturbing site—graffiti. It seemed to be everywhere and made our first impression of the French countryside a bit tarnished.

When we arrived at Gare du Nord, it was obvious that this was a major transportation hub. In fact, the Eurostar stops there, and several other metro lines, including the RER, pass through the multi-layered facility. The exterior of the building reminded us of some of the stately train stations in the United States, like Grand Central in New York City and Union Station in Washington, D.C. In fact, the Paris underground rail system seemed very much like the Metro line in D.C.—you place your ticket in a machine, the doors swing open, and your ticket pops out as you walk through.

Once outside the train station, our next stop was the Terminus Hotel—or Mercure Terminus Nord, if you want to get technical—which, thankfully, was located on the other side of the bustling Boulevard de Denain. The area outside the station was a beehive of activity, with Parisians and tourists milling about and cars, trucks, and buses clogging the streets. It’s a typically hectic scenario that plays out in just about
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