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Gabriella Le Breton samples 
a cruise that promises tranquillity, 
privacy and an air of calm

Discovering the pleasures of privilege 

As a solo traveller I tend to 
avoid travelling during school 
holidays, when prices are 
higher, places busier and 
children noisier. However, 
reasoning that even parents 
must occasionally seek respite 
from their “angels”, I considered 
MSC Cruises’ answer to 
tranquil family cruising: a 
voyage on one of the Italian 
cruise line’s Yacht Club ships.

The Yacht Club aims to 
create “a ship within a ship”, 
dedicating the prestigious 
foredecks of four Fantasia-class 
ships to guests who sign up for 
this unashamedly elitist 
experience. The fortunate few 
(up to 142 passengers) enjoy 
benefits including superior 
cabins, inclusive fares, a butler 
and concierge, access to 
exclusive dining and pool 
facilities, priority check-in and 
an air of calm — a tall order 
on a ship with hundreds of 
children on board.

To put the Yacht Club to the 
test I chose a Mediterranean 
voyage in mid-July, when 
the 3,274-passenger MSC 
Splendida was guaranteed 
to be popular with families. 
I embarked with my mother 
in Barcelona; MSC offers the 
unusual option of boarding at 
various ports of call on many 
Mediterranean voyages, handy 
when it comes to selecting 
convenient dates and flights.

Splendida is big on bling, 
with an eye-popping golden 
Swarovski-crystal-inlaid 
staircase in the Yacht Club’s 
double-height foyer. Yet, as 
we discovered during a ship’s 
tour with our butler, Donny, this 
pales into insignificance when 
compared with its larger sister 
in the main atrium.

Fortunately, the Yacht Club’s 
other public areas are more 
restrained. Ocean views are the 
focus of the Top Sail Lounge, 
where light breakfasts, 
afternoon tea and sundowners 
are served. The private sun 
deck, with a small salt-water 
pool and two hot tubs, is home 
to the One Bar, which serves 
alfresco lunches and, with its 
curved teak and steel counter, 
really does exude the 
atmosphere of a private yacht. 

MSC serves quintessentially 
Mediterranean cuisine in 
all restaurants except the 
speciality Tex-Mex Santa Fe. 
Dinner at the dedicated Yacht 
Club restaurant, L’Olivo, was 
a delight: bathed in evening 
sunshine, it was decorated like 
an Italian garden and had 
charming, efficient staff.     

Our first day on board was 
spent at sea. Pottering around 
Splendida’s restaurants, bars, 
pools and shops, we had to 
agree that the Yacht Club truly 
is a ship within a ship. Back 
in our serene pool area, and 
looking down three decks, 
there was barely an inch of 
space visible between bodies 
flanking the main pool. While 
most children were being kept 
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amused in the popular kids’ 
clubs, plenty more roamed the 
decks, pools and games areas, 
splashing and shouting (the 
wind whipping their cries out 
of Yacht Club earshot).

The full extent of our Yacht 
Club benefits became apparent 
when we used the concierge to 
make independent sightseeing 
arrangements in Tunis rather 
than join coach tours or haggle 
with a local taxi cartel. 

On an MSC excursion from 
Genoa to Portofino, Yacht 
Clubbers were escorted off 
Splendida first, enabling us to 
bag coach seats of our choice. 

However, by the time the ship 
reached Civitavecchia, half-
price treatments in the Aurea 
Spa (linked to the Yacht Club by 

a dedicated lift) held more 
appeal than battling the crowds 
in hot, sticky Rome.

In Malta I had booked a half-
day private tour of Mdina and 
Valletta through Viator (viator.
com). Meeting us off the ship, 
our guide, Christine, ushered 
us into a Mercedes and related 
Malta’s turbulent history as the 
car took a winding coastal road 
to the fortified town of Mdina. 
As our schedule was the reverse 
of that followed by bigger 
groups, we could appreciate the 
“Silent City”, resplendent with 
medieval and baroque 
architecture, before the tourist 
buses arrived. In Valletta we 
visited the Barrakka Gardens 
and Grandmaster’s Palace 
before a walking tour of the 

city’s stately buildings, 
churches and museums.

Just as Viator offers options 
for those keen to create their 
own shore itinerary, MSC’s 
Yacht Club allows guests to 
choose between small- and 
big-ship life. On occasion we 
watched impressive theatre 
shows, slurped gelatos in the 
Piazzetta and tucked into fajitas 
in Santa Fe restaurant. On 
other evenings we ordered 
room service from the Yacht 
Club menu and booked a 
private out-of-hours shopping 
expedition with Donny.

The Yacht Club’s appeal is 
diverse. It is ideal for families, 
as children can enjoy the kids’ 
clubs while their parents relish 
peace and quiet. It suits 

cruisers who don’t want to 
forgo big-ship facilities but like 
a small-ship ambience. And, as 
an all-inclusive holiday, early-
booking offers make it good 
value for money.

As a glamorous, and 
amorous, 40-something couple 
said: “We love the anonymity of 
Yacht Club. On small ships 
you’re invariably sucked into 
conversations but here you can 
get lost in the crowd and simply 
focus on each other.”  

MSC Cruises offers seven-
night Mediterranean voyages 
with departures year-round, 
from £299pp in a standard 
inside cabin excluding flights; 
from £1,539pp in a Yacht Club 
suite including flights (020 3426 
3010; msccruises.co.uk).
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