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My week on Celebrity Solstice – 

Bradley Walters

Last October I sailed on Celebrity Constellation and that was an excellent cruise.  I have sailed that class of Celebrity ship many times in the past and knew exactly what to expect.  The Solstice far exceeded my expectations.  It was a Ritz Carlton experience.  Never have I talked with so many passengers that felt privileged to just be on board.  Regent and Crystal cruisers that I met on board were saying that even though this is a much larger ship (122,000 tons) the product was comparable.  I have sailed on 80+ cruises and the Solstice is now my favourite ship and I can’t wait to board her again.  I was really dazzled by this ship.

Well over a year ago I had heard that a new class of ship was being added to the Celebrity line up and the Solstice was going to be the first ship.  I looked at the introductory rates and they were more than I was willing to pay.  

Last summer I read reports that the Solstice was going to be done early and some new departures were going to be announced and with little time to sell the prices were excellent so I decided to book.  

We picked two Concierge Class cabins on the Pool/Spa deck.  There are very few cabins on this deck (Suite and Concierge) which I liked and we were just steps from the pool.  We worried that there could be lots of noise being so close to the pool but we didn’t hear a thing when we were in our cabins.  I would jump at chance to be on this deck in the future.  

There are some nice perks to a Concierge Cabin such as a substantial upgrade to the room service menu, fruit delivered daily, appetizers delivered daily (nothing to write home about but still nice to have), spa type bath towels (wish I knew where to buy them), upgraded amenities, cocktail party, stationary in your name, pillow menu, binoculars in your cabin etc…

We flew into Ft. Lauderdale a day early and went to the fabulous Grand Lux Café (part of the Cheesecake Factory chain) in Plantation.  If you ever go you must try the Oriental Nachos and the Mushroom burger.  We stayed at the Sheraton Suites which at one time was connected to an upscale mall which didn’t survive but the hotel is still there and the rooms were comfortable and large.  All the major restaurant chains are within a couple of miles and a newer Walgreens is a block away.

We got to the Solstice at about 10:45am and by 11am we had boarded the ship.  We saw the Solstice when we sailed into Ft.Lauderdale in November on the Constellation but now that she is welcoming guests she has a new berth.  Four other ships were in port.  Celebrity staff welcomes you with a glass of champagne when you board ship.

We were allowed to go to our cabins around 1pm.  We were very fortunate to have cabins on one of the two ship humps (this area extends outward farther than the rest of the balconies).  I followed many of the internet discussions prior to our sailing and the question was how were these hump location cabins going to be different.  Cabin size was the same but the balconies are oversized.  We had the glass partition between our two balconies unlocked so we ended up with a HUGE balcony.  The balcony furniture was step up from most ships.

The cabins have walls the curve which in turn adds to the space.  The beds are rounded on the corners and are as comfortable as any deluxe hotel beds.  The small sectional coach in the cabin was a nice surprise and was great to sprawl out on.  A flat screen tv offered the typical cruise ship channels.  There were movie and pay for movie channels.  You can order your room service, shore excursions and surf the net on the television.  The bathrooms were the largest I have seen afloat.  A nice curved glass shower stall was very roomy.  The modern long and narrow sink added to the spa look.  I heard a few complaints that it was difficult to access the closet but I didn’t have that problem and there was ample closet space for me. The rooms were designed by a panel of ladies and they did a wonderful job of creating a sophisticated space.  On that team was a frequent cruiser, a travel agent, a hospitality professional, a lady that had never cruised before and a travel writer.

This is the largest cruise ship built in Germany so in turn there were a number of German guests on board wanting to see this beautiful ship.  There were only 14 children aboard.  The kids program although not as extensive as RCCL or Carnival had all kinds of activities, a nice kids’ room with computers but no kids pool.  There was a nice mix of ages on board - overall a sort of country club atmosphere.

There are seven different stateroom categories onboard including the new Aqua Class.  Aqua Class Cabins are the same size as standard but offer a spa type shower head in the shower and upgraded spa amenities.  Aqua class guests have access to a spa lounge with loungers and a beautiful ocean view and have complimentary use of the Spa Persian Gardens (sauna, steam, heated loungers etc)  They also have their own dining room called BLU.  This small, intimate dining space offers healthy menu choices in a very classy setting.  The entryway to this dining room is covered with hundreds of real white roses.  I have the privilege of eating in this dining room one night and the service was excellent, food delicious and atmosphere well worth the Aqua Class upgrade.

The latest of fitness equipment can be found in the gym and guests can access a men’s or ladies’ sauna not in the Persian Spa at no charge.

Why did I like the Solstice so much?  For one it’s the most beautiful ship I have sailed on.  There has been so much thought put into the design of this ship.  Every chair you sit in is so comfortable, the colours are pleasing, the WOW factor is everywhere.  The lounges are all unique.  There is a very trendy disco with Lucite globe chairs suspended from the ceiling, the modern martini bar with the ice countertops, a elegant wine bar, the formal Michaels Club and many people’s favourite is Ensemble  which resembles a drawing room aboard a ocean liner that is located at the entrance of the specialty restaurants and features live jazz music.  The sunset bar was always popular and many evening events are held in the Sky Observation Lounge that features beautiful lighting in the evening.  Innovative ideas such as one of a one of a kind drink has been created for each specialty dining room and the special cut  Solstice Diamond is available in one of many high end shops on board.  

The Lawn Club, a live grass lawn between the ships funnels on the upper deck features glass blowing demonstrations from the Corning Glass Museum.  The atrium features a tree suspended 1/2 way up overlooking the Team Earth display featuring a huge globe and information on conservation efforts throughout the World.

The Solstice indoor bank of glass elevators are run by solar panel energy.  The ship’s Godmother is a Scientist that has survived a couple bouts with cancer.

This was the first sold out sailing on the Solstice and the ship never seemed busy until you entered the theatre in the evening and it was always filled to capacity with people standing in the back.  The new production shows have received rave reviews and are the finest at sea.  They have come up a innovative Entertainment Court they call Celebrity Central which always had live entertainment as you passed through to the Main Theatre and a smaller theatre just off the main theatre houses the Comedians and smaller shows.  

Over six million dollars of art is found throughout the ship with some displays being changed daily.  

The main dining room called the Grand Epernay is 2 levels with a Grand Staircase on one end and a million dollar glass red wine cellar on the other end.  The large dining room feels intimate.  We had a perfect location table overlooking the first level.  On two occasions for lunch I sat in a wing of the dining room which is very private perfect for a group and there is even audio visual equipment if needed but if I had been seated here for dinner I may have though I was missing out in not getting the experience of the atmosphere of the main dining room.  

We didn’t end up eating dinner in the Grand Epernay many nights because we booked each of the specialty dining rooms – Silk Harvest (Asian), Tuscan Grill (Italian/Steak House) and Muranos (Formal French).  As stated earlier I also ate one night at Blu.  Twice for lunch we went to Bistro on Five a crepe restaurant open for breakfast, lunch and late in the evening for dessert crepes – wonderful  and well worth the $5.00 cover.  

The Ocean View Café offers designer square dishes along with the main dining room but I understand that they are going to be eliminated.  We became friends with the young man from Europe that comes on board and is in charge of opening all the restaurants on board the Celebrity ships.  Due to the difficulties the waiters are having handling the designer shaped plates they will be replaced standard round ones.  There are no serving trays in the Café which is becoming a trend on many ships much to the dismay of the guests but the café is well staffed and help is always available.

I can’t tell you what my favorite Specialty restaurant was because they each had their own personality and the food was outstanding in every one.  The meals in these restaurants were the finest I have had a sea and I would say as good, or better, than any 5 star dining room at home.  We were able to pre-book our specialty restaurant reservations on line prior to sailing and I recommend that as there were waiting lists for all the specialty dining rooms once the guests on board heard how wonderful they were.

 On board here is a solarium with a beautiful fountain that looked spectacular at night, a large pool, hot tubs and a sundry shop.  The main pool is small like on most ships but was surrounded with plush cushioned loungers and private cabana areas.

The nice thing about this ship is it’s a premium experience at a price on par with many other ships.  

The CEO of Celebrity Cruises was on board and was very personable.  He listened to what passengers had to say and mingled with everyone.  Many of the staff including the hotel manager and his brother, the cruise director from Australia will transition to the Equinox the next Celebrity ship in this class which will be identical to the Solstice.  I understand that they wish they could make some changes to the construction of the Equinox but it is too far along to make these changes.  The third ship in this class will in turn be the best designed as changes that are needed will be incorporated into that ship.

Celebrity‘s target demographic is the Gen X’ers with a median household income of 85-125, 000 thousand.

I could go on and on about how wonderful the Solstice experience is.

After an amazing week I said my goodbyes to the Solstice and her staff I got to know and went to Miami where I boarded another ship from another cruise line and it probably was one of the worst cruise experiences I ever had.  When coming into St. Marten the Solstice was also in port which made me very jealous.  I talked with some of her passengers on shore and they   were glowing about how wonderful the ship was.  I gave them hints of must do things aboard.

I had a couple nights at the newly renovated famous Eden Roc located in a more residential area just North of South Beach.  The hotels new tower is not completed so I stayed in the original low rise building and they did a wonderful remodel.  I toured many of the upscale South Beach hotels and the Eden Roc rooms were on par with many of the boutique hotels and much more upscale than Loews which is due for a renovation.  South Beach is an expensive destination.  A mixed drink like a Mojito will set you back 18-20.00.  Dinner at Devitos (Danny Devito – the actor) was great and the bill reflected the experience but the he food was not as fantastic as the wonderful specialty restaurants on the Solstice.  

If you want to experience the most beautiful ship afloat, a country club atmosphere, very few cruise ship announcements, delicious food – the best I have had afloat, state of the art production shows, relaxing pool area with no pool games – this is the ship for you!

