Danube River Cruise
By Barbara Garton, MSAC Member
I was a late comer to the Viking Danube River Cruise. Apparently, it had been advertised
through the Senior Center back in 2019 and I had either missed the ad or somehow made
a conscious decision not to go, and I had definitely not given any thought to it at all until
the summer of 2020. I was in town, picking up a book I had ordered for the KelloggHubbard library, when I bumped into Jane Osgatharp. I knew Jane through a mutual
friend, and, although we had met on a few occasions, we were not well acquainted.
However, she mentioned to me that she was booked on this cruise for August 2020,
which had now been canceled and rescheduled for August 2021. She was looking for a
new roommate, and, knowing that I liked to travel, she asked if I would be interested in
joining her on this adventure.
I went home and looked up the details and considered her proposal. The trip had
originally been put together by Annie Tiberio, whom many of you might know, although
personally I don’t, and organized by a friend of hers, Marsha Kraft, a cruise agent who
lives in Florida. I contacted Annie and Marsha and, after some consideration, decided to
sign up for the cruise. It involved sailing from Budapest, south and east along the
Danube, passing through Hungary, Croatia, Serbia, Bulgaria and Romania. I had been to
Budapest many years ago, but not to any of the other places on the agenda, and the
destinations piqued my interest.
I think there had been about twenty people signed up for the cruise in the beginning, but
by the time I joined, after the onset of COVID, the numbers had dwindled to eight.
Dauntless, we made our plans, booked our excursions and our flights as the time
approached. All the time, at the back of our minds, as COVID variants reared their ugly
heads, we began to wonder if the cruise would be cancelled yet again. Our original flight
was cancelled but with the help of Marsha and Viking, a new itinerary was booked. Two
more couples backed out, including Annie herself, who was just not comfortable making
the journey under the circumstances. Which left Jane and I, Betty, a friend of Annie’s
from Cape Cod, and Myrna, a friend of Betty’s from Arizona. We four stalwarts hung on
until the bitter end and the trip became Viking’s first departure from Budapest to
Bucharest since COVID shut everything down in March of 2020.
When the departure day arrived, my son drove Jane and I from Montpelier to Logan
Airport where we boarded our Lufthansa flight to Budapest, via Munich. We had
provided all the required vaccination information and filled in more than enough forms
permitting us to make this journey. We met Betty on the flight and hooked up with
Myrna in Munich and all made our way to Budapest, where we were met by our hosts
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from Viking and hustled to our hotel in the Pest part of the city, barely managing to keep
our eyes open. I did force myself out to take a short orientation walk around our hotel
with a local guide and found a restaurant close by where Jane and I went for our first
dinner before settling down for a much-needed early night.
The next morning, we did a guided tour of the city, partly by bus and partly walking.
Budapest straddles the Danube, with the bustling city center on the flat Pest side to the
east, and the scenic, hillier Old Town Buda on the west. I finally got to see some of the
areas that I remembered from my previous visit, mainly on the Buda side, with sweeping
views over the river of the parliament buildings and some of the many bridges.
In the afternoon, a small group of us went to Szentendre, a colorful little town of
cobblestone streets, with many shops displaying and selling the wares of local artists. We
also visited a gallery of a local sculptor and ceramicist, Margit Kovaks.
The next morning, we visited Godollo Royal Palace and Gardens, built in the 1760’s by a
Count and used variously as a summer house, a Soviet barracks and a rest home for the
aged, and now being restored once again as a royal palace.
That afternoon, we were finally able to board our ship, the beautiful Viking Lif, and were
greeted by the anxiously awaiting (and masked) staff and crew. After being assigned our
cabins, we had a lovely lunch, then we were free for the afternoon as sailing wasn’t
scheduled until the evening. Despite the heat, Betty and I walked back into the city to
visit Saint Stephen’s Basilica, the largest church in Budapest.
At this point I must mention that ever since our arrival in Eastern Europe, strict COVID
protocols had been imposed by Viking and continued to be so, according to their policies
and those of the countries we visited. All passengers, staff and crew were tested daily
until within 72 hours of our departure, the latter required for us to return to the US.
Generally, we were required to mask in public areas of the ship, but of course, not when
eating or drinking, which turned out to be most of the time! As we’d all been required to
be fully vaccinated before embarking on the tour and were tested daily, we felt we
couldn’t be safer. Also, in all countries, we were mostly required to mask indoors, but not
outside. Of significant note, all the passengers on the trip were from the US. As of that
time, visitors from other countries were not able to travel, either because they were
unable to leave or return to their native lands without quarantining or other hassles. Due
to all these restrictions, the ship, which was designed to hold 190 passengers, was only
carrying 56 passengers and roughly 50 crew. In the large main dining room, tables were
widely spaced for social distancing and the spacious lounge had plexiglass dividers for
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added safety. The open top deck had plenty of loungers and a walking track, although not
many of us sat up there or walked as it was really hot and sunny for most of the cruise.
After an introduction from our cruise coordinator, Alina, the Lif finally set sail on a
beautiful warm summer evening. We first headed north, mostly in order to turn the ship
around, but also to see Budapest’s buildings and bridges on the banks of the Danube
magnificently lit up at night. During the night we gently sailed along the river and docked
at our first port, Kalocsa, Hungary. There we visited the cathedral to listen to an organ
recital. The current organ is about 150 years old and has 4668 pipes producing a
wonderful sound. It was even played by Liszt. We then headed to the Badokpuszta Ranch
Equestrian Center to witness some acrobatic achievements on horseback by Magyar
Cowboys. The horses, a breed called Nonius, are trained by the sound of a whip which
resembles gunfire, though the whip never touches them. Traditionally, the horses were
trained to lie flat in the grass so they couldn’t be seen to the enemy. This is still done in
the show. This was the one morning of our trip when it rained, but it didn’t dampen our
spirits.
Back on board there was lunch, followed by a talk by Alina about her experiences
growing up in Eastern Europe, through Communism and its downfall. As a young child,
Alina was staunch Communist, following in her father’s footsteps. In her teenage years,
she more understood the restrictions of this regime and its lack of freedom, but she
retained her strong work ethic through the end of its power. Today, as well as being an
amazing organizer, she is very knowledgeable, friendly and inviting.
At some point in the afternoon, we passed through border control from Hungary into
Croatia. After dinner, we had a nautical talk by our Captain, a big guy from the
Netherlands, who had been born and spent all his life on ships and had captained the Lif
since its launch in 2014. We arrived at our next port, Vukavor, Croatia, sometime during
the night. The ship was so smooth and quiet that I never felt it dock.
Our morning outing involved driving through the city of Vukovar to Osijek. Both cities
had been severely damaged by the war in Croatia in the early 1990’s and many of their
citizen’s had been killed. Some of the unrestored buildings still bear the bullet holes as
reminders of those terrible times. Also, there are many remnants of the Soviet occupation,
including many identical, grey, concrete Communist style apartment blocks, some of
which had been modernized, others not. These are all over the countries of Eastern
Europe. In one of the city’s churches, we were treated to a beautiful song and piano
recital by a lovely, local young woman.
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We were then split into smaller groups to visit some local families. The hostess for my
group spoke very good English and served us delicious home baked desserts, juice,
coffee and palinka, the traditional fruit brandy. She told us about her daily life in that part
of Croatia where she raised three children and now had one grandchild. She worked as a
cleaner in a nearby facility and had a vegetable garden and chickens, typical of many of
the families in the area, especially outside the major cities.
In the afternoon we took a drive out into the beautiful Croatian countryside to visit a
small local winery where we got to taste many of the products of their labors. Many of us
bought bottles to take home, although after six tastings, I myself could barely remember
which was which!
Back on the ship we had our daily pre-dinner port talk for the next day, gorged ourselves
on more food and wine and went to sleep to recover for the next day’s outings. During
the night we sailed to our next port, Belgrade, Serbia.
Our morning tour began with a visit to the Kalamegdan Fortress, dating back to the 3 rd
century BC. Belgrade has been ravaged and rebuilt many times and now is being restored
to its former glory. The fortress grounds provide an imposing view over the confluence of
the Danube and Sava Rivers. A soaring monument to “The Victor” towers over the
viewpoint. Back on the coach, we visited the Church of St. Sava, one of the largest
Orthodox churches in the world, then had some free time to stroll the pedestrian street of
Belgrade and visit Republican square with its 19th century opera house. I opted not to tour
the opera house in the afternoon but went on a drive into the countryside to the Kovacica
Art Colony. The drive took us by numerous sunflower fields which are a dominant
feature in the areas of Eastern Europe that we visited. The land area which is bisected by
the Danube is referred to as the “breadbasket” for its preponderance of crops, and
sunflowers are grown to produce oil. The art colony is in the middle of nowhere but is
home to the Naïve Art movement, a form of folk art where untrained artists painted the
daily life around them without perspective or realism. One artist’s work reminded me of
that of Grandma Moses. We also visited a violin maker who demonstrated some of his
techniques and showed us his works in progress and finished products.
That evening we sailed onto our next port, Golubac, Serbia, the site of an impressive
medieval fortress, strategically situated on the Danube, with impressive views of the
surrounding landscape. Remnants of high stone walls and looming square towers
dominate the structure. This was followed by a drive to Lepenski Vir, an archeological
site of a stone age settlement established 8,500 years ago along the banks of the river.
While we were there, our ship sailed on to the next dock as we continued alongside the
river by coach. Back on board, we spent the afternoon sailing through the most
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spectacular scenery on our cruise, known as the Iron Gates, a passage between the
Carpathian Mountains of Romania to the north and the Balkan Mountains of Serbia to the
south. This was once a treacherous journey for ships to navigate until the construction of
a large dam in the 1960s. Once through the gorge, we passed through two locks where a
road links Serbia and Romania. As Serbia is not yet a member of the European Union,
passports are required to make this crossing.
Our next port of call was Vidin, Bulgaria, and our morning journey took us to the
Belogradchik Rocks and Fortress, an area of strange red-hued cliffs and massifs which
are Bulgaria’s great natural wonder and the site of the fortress. I climbed to the highest
point for majestic views of the surrounding Balkan Mountains. An area at the foot of the
rocks was being set up for “Opera of the Peaks” which I am sure would have been
wonderful if we could have been around for the performance.
Our next port of call was Russe, also in Bulgaria, and our excursion took us into the heart
of the country to visit Arbanasi and Veliko Tarnovo. In Arbanasi, we visited the Nativity
Church, home to many intricate frescoes, and a former merchant house, now a museum.
Lunch was in a local restaurant with excellent food and Bulgarian wine. We were
entertained by traditional musicians and dancers in native dress. Veliko Tarnovo is a
medieval town with a commanding fortress atop Tsaravets Hill. We had free time to
wander an old street teeming with handicrafts and artwork.
Our final journey aboard the ship was a very short river crossing to dock at the Romanian
side of the river. It took about half an hour for the captain to navigate the ship across. We
had our final dinner and night on board and were very sad to disembark the following
morning. We said a heartfelt goodbye to our wonderful staff and crew, but we carried
with us many happy memories from on board (and a few extra pounds gained from the
excellent food!)
From there we drove north to Romania’s capital city, Bucharest. We visited the Village
Museum where authentic dwellings from all regions of the country have been relocated
and reassembled. After lunch we saw some highlights of the city, including Revolution
Square, site of the former home of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, and
the location of the balcony from which the dictator Nicolae Ceausescu gave his final
speech in December 1989, before being arrested and executed, along with his wife.
As an optional tour, I went to visit the Palace of Parliament, which was the brainchild of
Ceausescu and was designed and supervised by chief architect, Anca Petrescu. It was
built over a period of thirteen years from 1984 to 1997. At the time of the assassination,
the palace was roughly two thirds complete. A decision had to be made as to whether to
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demolish it, sell it or complete it. It was impossible to put a price on it and the cost of
completion was less than the cost to demolish so construction was continued. It is now
the second largest building in the world after the Pentagon and was built almost
exclusively from Romanian materials, including 24-carat gold ceilings. It is also the
heaviest building in the world and is settling at a rate of 6mm per year. We visited only
three percent of it and seventy percent of the building is still unused. The National
Cathedral is now being built on the grounds and will be the largest domed cathedral in the
world.
This was the last organized tour of the cruise. That evening, Betty, Myrna, Jane and I
gathered for our final dinner together. Betty and Myrna were leaving early the next
morning for their flight back to the US, while Jane and I were joining an extension into
Transylvania. (This is another story!) The four of us reflected on what an amazing trip
this had been and how lucky we were to have gone when we did, from the two thirds
empty ship to the lack of crowds on our tours, and the joy with which we were greeted by
all the staff and crew on the ship and the tour guides in all five of the countries we
visited. Even the weather cooperated. We agreed that a similar trip could never be
replicated under such circumstances.
Eastern Europe has an extensive history, which for me is hard to follow. One invited
speaker on the ship tried to sum it up in a nutshell – impossible. From before the Roman
Empire, to the Byzantines, the Ottomans, the Habsburgs and Communism to the modern
day. I am impressed by the resilience of these people after all they have gone through and
saddened by the fact that other countries are suffering such atrocities today.
This trip made me think about river cruising in a different way. I used to think of it as
something I would do when I got older and less active, but some of the excursions were
quite strenuous and not for the faint of heart. Of course, as with any cruise, you can
always stay on the ship and enjoy the facilities onboard and the views from the deck,
which is very relaxing, but that is not my style. I have a disease referred to as FOMO –
fear of missing out – so I must make every detour I can, as long as I am physically able.
I am really pleased that I stuck with this booking and owe enormous thanks to our agent,
Marsha, for putting up with all our questions, doubts and fears, from the moment of sign
up until the “Welcome Home” email received as our flight landed at Logan airport.
---------------------Several photos are on the following pages:
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