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In April, with the launch of the paddlewheel-powered
Loire Princesse, CroisiEurope became the first river cruise
operator to sail the Loire. In July, Stuart Render joined a
tour operated by Aberystwyth-based Bryan’s Coaches, the
first UK coach tour operator to secure a cabin allocation.
But as he reports, the promise of a unique cruise on the
Loire was nearly thwarted, by the river itself
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T

he popularity of river cruising among UK passengers
shows no sign of abating. According to CLIA UK &
Ireland, part of the cruise industry trade association
Cruise Lines International Association, the number
of British holidaymakers taking a river cruise in the
UK, continental Europe and further afield in 2014
grew by almost 8,000 to 139,400, an increase of 6%.
One river cruise operator that’s developed a reputation among
UK coach tour operators for offering good quality and value
for money is CroisiEurope. Established 40 years ago, the familyowned, Strasbourg-based operator, currently owns, manages and
operates 43 vessels.
In addition to its programme of cruises on rivers including the
Rhine, Moselle, Danube, Seine and Douro, it has pioneered new
destinations such as Bordeaux and the Gironde, and the river Po
in Italy.
However, one of Europe’s leading rivers, the Loire, has always
been missing from the list. The shallow nature of the river has
prevented traditional river cruise vessels from sailing along it.
In April this year, all that changed, as CroisiEurope introduced
what it described at the time as a “new vessel concept for cruising
on the Loire”.
The new vessel referred to, the first of its kind, is the flatbottomed MS Loire Princesse, a 90-metre long, three-deck,
96-passenger ship, fitted with two side-mounted paddlewheels
instead of a rear-mounted propeller. In this unique configuration,
the vessel became the first ‘hotel ship with cabins’ able to navigate
the shallow waters.
Demand for the product, which includes visits to three of the
best known chateaux of the Loire, together with Angers, Nantes
and Saint Nazaire, has been intense.
Bryan’s Coaches, a small family-run coach and bus operator
based in Aberystwyth in central Wales, has been the only UK
operator to successfully secure cabin allocation for the 2015
season.
Established by George Bryan in 1995, the company has four
coaches that are used on a mix of UK and continental European
tours. The company also operates the 701 inter-urban bus service
that links Aberystwyth with Carmarthen, Swansea and Cardiff.
“I used to be Divisional Manager for mid-Wales for bus operator
Crosville,” says George. “I was made redundant and decided to set
up the coach business. Today, in addition to the bus service, we
run a couple of coach holidays a month.”
George explains why the Loire cruise caught his attention.
“We’re only small, but we have a group of regular, loyal clients.
That means we try to be different, and to give them tours that
they can’t get elsewhere. When I saw the Loire Cruise I was onto
CroisiEurope like a shot, securing 10 cabins for the five-day cruise
that departed on 23 July.”
‘The Loire – a Royal River’ was offered by Bryan’s at £1,447 per
person, with a supplement of £170 per person for an Upper Deck
cabin and balcony, and a single person supplement of £377.
“CroisiEurope is known for offering good value at sensible
prices,” says George. “This tour, because of its uniqueness, came in
at the top end of what our clients would pay, but although it’s a
lot of money for what is basically four days sailing and five nights
aboard, we were confident that they wouldn’t be disappointed.
The Bryan’s price also includes the Brittany Ferries crossing
between Plymouth and Roscoff, and two overnight stops, one
in Roscoff on the outward trip and the other in Plymouth on the
return.”

At Roscoff, this unusual Neoplan shuttle vehicle takes you from
the ship to the passenger terminal to rejoin the coach

The tour begins

On arrival and departure, CroisiEurope staff transfer luggage
between coach and ship

The Apocalypse Tapestry at the Chateau d’Angers is a hugely
popular attraction – but there’s a lot of it!

George and Anne Bryan – “We try to be different, and offer
tours our clients can’t get elsewhere”

New to Flights of Birmingham, Bryan’s Coaches’ Irizar Century
is fitted out to 32-seat executive specification

The Loire Princesse’ waterwheel at work as the vessel carefully
navigates the river at Saint-Nazaire

There’s a relaxed schedule today as we make our way across
Brittany towards Nantes to join the Loire Princesse. We stop in St
Brieuc for some sightseeing and lunch.
On the journey, George has been giving the group regular
briefings on places of interest, and more information about the
Loire Princesse.
In one of these briefings he mentions Le Grand Éléphant, a 12
metre-high, 21 metre-long steel and wood animal that ‘walks’
around the riverside area alongside the CroisiEurope pontoon in
Nantes. It’s a remarkable sight and worth checking out the website
at www.lesmachines-nantes.fr
We enter Nantes along the river and soon see the Loire Princesse
on her berth on the opposite bank. Behind her we get our first
glance of the elephant – and it’s spectacular.
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It’s 1pm on Wednesday 22 July and the Bryan’s coach, after its 6am
start from Aberystwyth, has arrived in Plymouth at the Brittany
Ferries terminal to check in, and to pick up this writer.
The coach, A2 FTG, is an Irizar Century tri-axle with 32-seat
executive configuration.
The vehicle was new to Flights of Birmingham and used as the
team coach for Aston Villa FC.
Passengers have been given a ‘Welcome bag’, prepared by
George’s wife Anne. Inside there’s an eight-page, hand produced
information sheet giving details of the coach, the itinerary, and
what will (should) happen on board the Loire Princesse. A nice
touch is a passenger list showing who’s sitting where on the
coach.
The bag also contains a battery operated fan, a notebook with
a photo of the Loire Princess on the cover; a travel alarm clock;
tissues and wet wipes. On the front of the bag is a hand-produced
label bearing the words ‘From Bryan’s Coach Tours with our
compliments’. It’s a very nice touch, and echoes George’s desire to
“do things differently”.
We join the Armorique as foot passengers leaving the coach to
drive on in the usual way.
George has booked reserved seats in a dedicated lounge area
(£5 per seat). He also has vouchers (£12.80) which allow us to buy
a full meal from the restaurant.
The crossing takes five and a half hours and at 9.30pm we’re
docking in Roscoff. We walk off the ship and join a shuttle vehicle
that takes us to the passenger terminal. After the passport check
we rejoin our coach in the parking area outside.
It’s a short journey into the centre of Roscoff and to our hotel,
the three-star, family-run Best Western Roscoff, known to many
operators as the Hotel Talabardon.

Elephant and access

The weather plays its cards
River cruising is always at the mercy of nature. Rising or falling
water levels can mean that ships are unable to moor at the
expected points, can’t get under bridges or through locks, or
simply can’t navigate safely.
When this happens, the cruise operator will adjust the itinerary,
transfer passengers between boats to avoid trouble spots, or
organise coaches to ensure passengers get to see destinations
further along the river.
A few days before the Bryan’s Coaches tour was about to leave,

George received a phone call from CroisiEurope saying that the
combination of the hot weather and lack of rain meant that water
levels in the Loire were unusually low.
“I was advised that unless it rained, the Loire Princesse, even with
its flat bottom and paddlewheel propulsion, probably wouldn’t be
able to travel any further up river than Nantes,” says George.
“With the whole tour based around the uniqueness of being
able to cruise on the Loire, this was a real set back. This wasn’t
CroisiEurope’s fault of course, but after looking forward to what
was going to be a rather exciting trip, I know we all felt really
disappointed. I immediately rang round our clients to let them
know about the situation.”
But in addition to the likelihood of much of the planned cruising
having to be cancelled, there was another challenge now facing
George.
“On this cruise our coach was due to shadow the ship as it made
its way along the Loire,” explains George. “Where there were shore
excursions to be made, our vehicle would come and pick up the
group. We had therefore booked our driver into hotels along the
route. So, as the day of departure dawned, we crossed our fingers,
and waited to see whether our much anticipated cruise on the
Loire would, in reality, turn out to be little more than a coach tour
to a rather nice floating hotel!”
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Finding the access route from the main road into the
pedestrianised area alongside the CroisiEurope pontoon presents
a new challenge. A location map and some direction signage
would undoubtedly be beneficial here.
A local bus driver helps us find where we need to be, and, after
another sighting of the elephant, we’re soon approaching the
pontoon.
CroisiEurope staff come to meet us. In short order they’ve taken
our suitcases onto the ship and we’re being welcomed by Pedro
(the purser) and Shanna (the entertainments officer). Individual
members of the ship’s 24-strong staff escort each guest to their
cabin, and offer a brief explanation of the facilities.
In the meantime, our driver, Rob, has taken the coach away to
his hotel near to Nantes station. We won’t see him again until the
following day.

This is what you come to see on a Loire cruise and, on this occasion, well worth
the lengthy coach journey. Villandry is best known for its magnificent gardens

The CroisiEurope experience
The 48 cabins, all facing out, are spread across two decks. On
this trip I have an Upper Deck cabin. It feels spacious and well
designed. A double bed faces the full-width French windows.
Open the sliding door and you walk out onto a balcony, which
comes complete with a table and two chairs. Full height dividers
maintain your privacy from the neighbouring cabins.
Back in the cabin and there’s a television screen that drops
down from the ceiling at the touch of a button. It’s a nice spacesaving touch. There are two mirrors on the wall just inside the
entrance which, either intentionally or not, double up as coat
hooks. The wardrobe, with the ubiquitous safe, has 16 coat
hangers.
The ‘facilities’ comprise a toilet, wash basin, and walk-in shower
unit, with a rather pleasant golden tile motif to break up the
otherwise drab, but functional white decor.
Having familiarised ourselves with our cabins, we adjourn to the
lounge where a talented pianist is entertaining guests as they take
advantage of CroisiEurope’s relatively recently introduced ‘free
drinks’ offer.
All main drinks are free, including some whiskies, lager and the
house wine, but you pay for Champagne, Baileys and Cognac. The
free drinks offer also includes the daily ‘Cocktail du Jour’.

For more information about working with CroisiEurope
call Gabrielle Alam, Head of Sales and Marketing, on 020
8328 0649, or email galam@croisieurope.com

To see more photos from the tour, go to
www.coachmonthly.com or see the Coach Monthly
Facebook page
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and lunch aboard the Loire Princesses.
Fed and watered we’re soon back on the coach and we’re off to
Escal‘Atlantic (Battle of the Atlantic), a visitor attraction that tells
the story of the transatlantic ocean liners that used to dock in
Saint-Nazaire.
We discover that the Loire Princesses has not only moored in
what used to be a WWII submarine base, but it’s also the very spot
where the ocean liners used to moor.
Escal’Atlantic, which opened in April 2000 and uses interactive
displays and multimedia devices, has already attracted more than
1.3m visitors. It’s an unusual and well-produced attraction.
Nearing the end of the visit, we board a lifeboat and are
‘lowered’ over the side and into the water. The group comment
that it was “brilliant and good fun”.
Leaving the attraction, it’s back on our coach to travel the short

following her as she jogs around the deck.
Unlike other river cruises, there are no other cruise ships on the
river. It’s a reminder why this cruise is special.
It also highlights the challenges faced by CroisiEurope in
managing what one French guest described, not altogether
positively, as ‘Madame Loire’.
After lunch it’s back on the coaches, this time for a short visit to
the village of Clisson where a medieval pageant is taking place.
The town and castle were destroyed in the revolution-inspired war
in the Vendée region in the late 18th century, and rebuilt in the
early 19th century.
The coach then takes us to a vineyard and wine-tasting at the
Chateau de la Cassemichere. The evening entertainment back
on the Loire Princesse comes in the form of a singing duo who
present a range of traditional Breton songs.

Nantes’ most famous attraction – Le Grand Eléphant. Note the
‘passengers’, and the ‘driver’ in his cabin under the trunk

Local coach operator Richou was kept busy taking passengers
from the ship to the various destinations and attractions

The Loire Princesse is an impressive vessel. Low water levels in the river meant it
stayed moored at this pontoon in Nantes for longer than usual

After dinner we make our way up the pontoon ramp to board
two specially chartered coaches, from locally-based operator
Richou. We’re heading to the centre of Nantes to join an evening
river cruise operated by Bateaux Nantais along the River Erdre.
Once back on the Loire Princesses, the ‘revised’ itinerary kicks
in. The crew cast off and we head down river (where water levels
are perfectly fine) towards the coast and a night-time arrival in
Saint-Nazaire.
Pedro explains the reasons: “The section of river upstream from
Nantes towards Ancenis and Angers has very low water,” he says.
“This ship has been specifically designed to allow us to cruise
that section. We only need 60cm of draft, but in some areas the
combination of the hot summer and very little rain has meant
there’s as little as 40cm. The levels haven’t been this low for at least
eight years.
“We’ve checked the weather forecast and the tides, and making
our way up to Saint-Nazaire now means that all being well we
can have a full morning’s cruise, hopefully in sunny weather, on
Saturday.”

distance to the STX shipyard to see “the biggest cruise ship in the
world”.
Harmony of the Seas is being built for Royal Caribbean Cruise
Lines (RCCL). Costing a modest £1bn, the ship, which is due for
delivery in April 2016, has 4,700 cabins, will carry 6,360 passengers
and 2,300 crew, and has 20 decks. Our guide tells us that it won’t
stay the ‘biggest’ for long as another RCCL vessel is already on
order.
It’s been a busy yet interesting day, but we have an evening
treat in store. Members of the crew present an evening of song,
dance and quirky entertainment.
Pedro explains that in light of the ‘water situation’, consideration
had been given to operating an evening cruise around the SaintNazaire area of the Loire.
However, at this end of the river the Loire is wide, open and
unprotected, and it’s too windy. Pedro advises that because of its
flat-bottomed configuration, the Loire Princesses doesn’t do ‘windy’
very well.
We stay resolutely moored in our submarine base, the wind no
doubt bringing echoes of the long lost days of the transatlantic
liners. All rather romantic really!

Submarines and cruise ships
Friday morning and after breakfast we board the aforementioned
Richou coaches for our morning walking tour – of Nantes!
Arriving in the city after an hour’s drive, we leave the main
group to meet up with our own coach. George explains the
thinking.
“There’s a cost to using the coaches and guides supplied by
CroisiEurope,” he says. “Because we have our own coach with us it’s
cheaper to do it this way, and we can pass on the savings to our
clients.”
The tour of Nantes is in two parts: the Passages, then back on
the coach, and off to see the Chateau and Cathedral. At regular
intervals we meet the CroisiEurope-run tour, the itineraries being
identical.
At the end of the tour it’s an hour’s run back to Saint-Nazaire

Cruising at last
Day four of our tour and it’s Saturday morning and sunny. The
Loire Princesses negotiates the full-size locks that protect the
docks from the Atlantic and we’re soon manoeuvring out into the
wide expanse of the Loire estuary. We turn to port and begin our
journey upstream to Nantes.
As the two paddlewheels get up to full speed we pass the
Harmony of the Seas, glinting in the sunshine in the STX Shipyard,
and glide under the impressive Pont de Saint-Nazaire, on its
opening in 1975, the longest bridge in France.
The combination of sunshine and cruising brings most guests
onto the sun deck. Shanna, the enthusiastic entertainments
officer, holds a keep fit session that sees a good number of guests

Tapestries and chateaux
Day five, and with the ship resolutely moored on the pontoon in
Nantes, and the ‘cruising’ element now absolutely thwarted by
‘Madame Loire’, the tour turns into a traditional coach tour.
This time we’re travelling on the Richou coach. A stop at St
Florent le Vieil gives us an opportunity to look over the Loire from
a viewpoint.
We’ve heard about the sandbanks, but it comes as quite a
surprise to see how very low the river is. Lunch is taken at La
Pointe, a pleasant riverside restaurant, before we arrive at our
main stop, the city of Angers.
Our guide leads us to the Chateau d’Angers, home of The
Apocalypse Tapestry, the oldest surviving French medieval
tapestry, produced between 1377 and 1382. There are 90 scenes
depicting the story of the Apocalypse from the Book of Revelation
by Saint John the Divine.
Our guide is clearly passionate about the tapestries, but after
an hour in the castle, and with no end in sight to his enthusiastic
descriptions, some of the group abandon ship, or rather the castle,
to explore some of the old town.
Back on the ship and tonight is Gala Night, a day earlier than
usual because of the ‘revised itinerary’, and an opportunity for
guests to dress up and dance the night away.

A trio of chateaux
It’s day six of the Bryan’s Coaches tour, and with our ship
scheduled to be moored near Ancenis, the trip to the chateaux of
the Loire would normally be a relatively short one. Sadly, we’re still
in familiar territory moored to the pontoon in Nantes.
One member of our group, whose cabin looks out onto the end
of the pontoon suggests that in situations like this, CroisiEurope
could ‘turn’ the vessel through 180˚ so that guests could at least
have a different view.
As he so plainly put it: “There comes a point when you get fed
up looking at the bins!”.
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For general information about CroisiEurope go to
www.croisieurope.com

With a maximum of 96 passengers, the Loire Princesses is smaller
than many of CroisiEurope’s other vessels, meaning that the
internal public areas are limited to the lounge and bar area, the
restaurant, and the reception area. Outside, the sun deck stretches
along the entire roof of the vessel. Access to and from the sun
deck takes you past the two paddlewheels, which, at cruising
speed, are a sight to behold.
Back in the lounge and Benoit, the ‘First Captain’ (there are two)
and Pedro, the purser, bring us up to date on the likelihood of us
keeping to the scheduled cruising programme. It’s unlikely, so a
change from the scheduled itinerary is being put in place.
But first, it’s time for dinner. The restaurant, which is located on
the lower deck, is large enough to cater for one sitting. You keep
the same seat at every meal. The food was varied and well cooked
with no menu repetition.
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We join the Richou coach today for the three-hour journey to
the first castle, Azay le Rideau.
On arrival we’re disappointed to find the castle shrouded in
tarpaulins. A major renovation is underway, and although the
tarpaulins carry an image of what the castle should look like, it’s
not quite the same.
We have our ‘tapestry’ guide with us again, and he’s straight
into the tour, ignoring cries from the group that after the lengthy
journey, a coffee stop would be nice.
It’s a short drive to Villandry where lunch is taken in a restaurant
a few metres down from the castle entrance. Villandry is best
known for its magnificent gardens, and the sun makes a welcome
appearance at exactly the right time.
Our final stop is at the Château d’Ussé (see page 35), which sits
on the river L’Indre, a Loire tributary. Often described as being ‘the

From the viewpoint at St Florent le Vieil the
low water levels in the Loire can be seen

Coach Monthly would like to thank CroisiEurope and Bryan’s
Coaches for their generous assistance in making this article
possible

Pedro the purser and Shanna the entertainments
officer welcome guests back from a coach trip

most beautiful chateau in France’, this is also the original ‘Sleeping
Beauty’ castle. Charles Perrault, author of the famous 17th century
tale, spent time here as a guest of the Count of Saumur, and
legend has it that Ussé inspired him to write the famous story.
We’re now a little further to the west so it’s a mere two and a
half hour journey back to our Nantes pontoon.
In the bar later in the evening, one guest is overheard to say:
“I understand why we can’t sail, but this has turned into a very
expensive coach tour”.

Returning home
The morning of departure from Nantes arrives and Pedro, Shanna
and the team are there to say goodbye.
The CroisiEurope team have taken our luggage to our coach,
and Shanna comes on board to wish us a final farewell.
We leave Nantes, with one final view of the elephant as we
do so. It’s a pleasant journey up through Brittany in time to join
Brittany Ferries’ Armorique at Roscoff for the six-hour sailing to
Plymouth.
During the sailing there’s an opportunity to talk with Barbara
Friar from Machynlleth, a former head teacher, who celebrated her
80th birthday during the cruise.
“I’ve travelled with Bryan’s for the last six years,” she says.
“George and Anne always make me welcome. They care, and
people keep returning to travel with them. George always does his
best to find things to interest you.”
But what about this trip? Has Barbara been disappointed?
“It’s been an enlightening experience,” she says.
“I’ve always wanted to come to the Loire region and it didn’t
disappoint. In many ways, travelling by coaches gave us the
opportunity to see even more.”
Barbara highlights a concern about the busy schedule.
““It’s all been rather strenuous,” she says. “People need to be
aware of that.
“I also think CroisiEurope could give more information out
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about the places we’ve been, especially on the river sections. But
it’s good to have things organised, especially when there are no
other expenses.”
Barbara is clear about the tour’s highlight. “It has to be the
morning on the sun deck,” she says. “It was so beautiful. Oh, and
my surprise birthday cake.”
We arrive in the UK at 8pm. Bryan’s Coaches is stopping
overnight at the Future Inn in Plymouth, and will make the final
leg of the journey to Aberystwyth tomorrow morning.
For this writer, it’s time to say my goodbyes. It’s been quite a
trip!

Barbara Friar, travelling with Bryan’s Coaches,
celebrates her 80th birthday on board

COACH MONTHLY SAYS

CroisiEurope has invested significant resources into delivering the
Loire product and must be hugely frustrated that on this occasion it
was unable to deliver on its promise of something new, unique and
rather special.
Coach tour operators, in turn, find themselves in something of
a dilemma. Do they add the tour into their programmes, and keep
their fingers crossed that all will be well, or do they not take the risk?
What happens if there is disruption? Is compensation an option?
Coach Monthly put this to CroisiEurope. In a response, the
company says: “CroisiEurope values all of our coach and tour
operator partnerships. We will always work with our partners to
find amicable and mutually agreeable solutions and goodwill
gestures to cement those partnerships. “We has always pioneered
new destinations. In some cases there have been teething problems
and lessons learned. Even tried and tested rivers such as the Rhine or
Danube can encounter challenges. Our long standing partnerships
with many British coach and tour operator partners stands
testimony to the fact we will always work towards achieving the best
operational and communications standards. Looking at the Loire
product, we are planning technical improvements over the winter in
order to optimize cruise operation in the future.”
As we closed for press we heard from George Bryan.
“Discussions with CroisiEurope have resulted in a significant
refund,” he says. “This includes a goodwill amount, all the Upper
Deck supplements, the excursion to Angers (where the promised
city tour turned into the tapestry tour), and the extra cost to us of
providing a hotel for our driver.
I appreciate the situation was exceptional, but it’s important that
operators and their clients feel that CroisiEurope has done everything
it can to put things right.
“Despite the lack of cruising, all of our customers really enjoyed the
experience of a 5-star ship, the camaraderie and the excellent ship
staff. Some have said it was one of the best holidays they’ve had.”

