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DISCOVER the Southwest



PLANNING YOUR TRIP


HIT THE ROAD


Best Views


Best Hikes


Stretch Your Legs


The great American road trip finds its wild side in this mysterious landscape.


You’ll rise from arid red rock fairylands through river-cut canyons to the high and mighty evergreen forests, and then descend again—sometimes in one scenic stretch of road. You’ll pass through small towns and villages happily ensconced in a plateau time warp, when colorful billboards marked oases in the desert and freedom could still be found on the back of a Harley.


Bring your hiking boots, your trusty camera, and a water bottle, but leave your preconceptions at home. Follow these twisting two-lane highways with an open mind and an open heart, and you will discover the unexpected and the impossible: the neon-lit hedonism of Las Vegas and the otherworldly hoodoo forests of Bryce Canyon; the indescribable beauty of the Grand Canyon and the dreamy adobe charm of Santa Fe. Wander among the glowing red cliff dwellings and the eroded sandstone monuments to uncover something about beauty, history, time—and perhaps even yourself.


Come to the Southwest and get lost … or found.
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PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


Las Vegas


Rising out of the desert like a high-tech oasis, Las Vegas is an adult playground of casinos, bars, buffets, over-the-top shows, and plush hotels. Dig a little deeper to find fine food, a flourishing arts scene, and local hangouts in the shadows of the Strip.


Zion and Bryce


Zion National Park presents stunning contrasts, with barren, towering rock walls deeply incised by steep canyons containing a verdant oasis. Zion is so awe-inspiring that the early Mormons named it for their vision of heaven. Bryce Canyon National Park is famed for its red and pink hoodoos, delicate fingers of stone rising from a steep mountainside.


Capitol Reef National Park


In Capitol Reef National Park, the Fremont River carves a magnificent canyon through Waterpocket Fold, offering hikers a leafy, well-watered sanctuary from the park’s otherwise arid landscapes.


Arches and Canyonlands


In vast Canyonlands National Park, the Colorado River begins to tunnel its mighty—and soon to be grand—canyon through an otherworldly landscape of red sandstone. The beauty is more mystical at Arches National Park, where hundreds of delicate arches provide windows into the solid rock. High-spirited Moab is a recreational mecca, known for its mountain biking and comfortable, sophisticated dining and lodging.


Monument Valley, Four Corners, and Mesa Verde


A sculptor couldn’t have carved the red sandstone buttes, arches, and spires at Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park. The cliff dwellings at Mesa Verde National Park, built in naturally worn alcoves high up in the canyon walls, are ancient stone masterworks. On the way between these two spots, stop at Four Corners Monument and twist your body into four states at once.


Santa Fe and Taos


New Mexico’s picturesque capital of Santa Fe has a human scale and a golden glow (partly from the loads of money spent here). Museums are a major draw—for state history, folk art, and more—as are the scores of galleries. Taos melds artists, spiritual seekers, and ski bums—plus centuries-old Spanish and American Indian families. Make time to enjoy the creative atmosphere, cultivated in coffee shops and restaurants.


Route 66


Peaceful nostalgia, the ruins of a bygone heyday, and a quirky road culture pervade the sections of Historic Route 66 between Albuquerque, New Mexico, and Kingman, Arizona. It’s possible to spend the whole drive watching the ever-changing scenery of high-desert plains, lava fields, ancient villages, and petrified forests.


The Grand Canyon


A mile-deep slice into the Kaibab Plateau, the Grand Canyon defies easy description. Stare in awe at the colorful layers from the canyon’s edge—or descend deep into the canyon to meet its creator: the mighty Colorado River.




[image: image]

the familiar Las Vegas welcome sign
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New Mexico accessories
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ancient pictographs in Canyonlands National Park.






When to Go



The national parks and the other sights on the Colorado Plateau are open year-round, but spring, summer, and early fall are the best and the busiest seasons for a visit. During the high season from May to September, the parks—especially Grand Canyon, Zion, and Arches—are crowded with vacationing families and international tourists.


In the higher elevations like Bryce Canyon, Grand Canyon, Mesa Verde, and Taos, winter is cold and snowy. These spots are much more sedate, though still steadily occupied, and prices are much lower in some areas. The Wetherill Mesa section of Mesa Verde and the North Rim of the Grand Canyon are both closed during winter.


Perhaps the best time to come to the Southwest is mid-September to early October. You’ll find the major sights a bit less busy since school is in session. The days are mostly warm in the low country and moderate in the highlands, while the nights are generally cool and pleasant at low elevations and brisk and refreshing up high. And of course, the sky everywhere is big, blue, and cloudless.


Before You Go


The easiest places to fly into are Las Vegas and Albuquerque. Flying into Las Vegas will orient your road trip as described in this guide and is the best starting point for a shorter trip heavy on Utah’s national parks and the Grand Canyon. Flying into Albuquerque is the best option for a trip dedicated to discovering Santa Fe, Taos, and Route 66, which will take you right past the Grand Canyon.


You could also fly into Phoenix’s Sky Harbor International Airport, rent a car, and drive 2.5 hours north to start your journey at Grand Canyon National Park’s South Rim.


Book hotels and rental cars in advance for the best rates and availability, especially in the summer, which is high season for travel. If you plan to rent a car in one city and return it in another, you should expect to pay an additional fee, which can be quite high.


High-season travelers should also plan ahead for the big-name attractions. Reservations are essential at the campgrounds and lodges at Grand Canyon National Park. With just one lodge each and limited campsites, reservations are also a must for Zion National Park, Bryce Canyon National Park, and Mesa Verde National Park.
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winter in Zion National Park
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Route 66 in New Mexico
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Havasu Falls.





During the summer high season, it’s essential to make reservations in advance for accommodations in the small towns that surround these popular parks, including Springdale near Zion, Tropic near Bryce, and Tusayan near the Grand Canyon’s South Rim.


If you want to hike or ride a mule down into the Grand Canyon for an overnight stay or raft the roiling rapids of the Colorado River, start planning at least six months out.


Coming to the United States from abroad? You’ll need your passport and possibly a visa.


Bring layered clothing. Expect desert heat in the summer in Las Vegas, the inner depths of the Grand Canyon, and at lower elevations in southern Utah, such as Moab and Arches National Park. Also be prepared for cooler temperatures: Nights, even in the summer, turn cool above 7,000 feet, where several of the great parks on this route sit. Remember this when visiting the Grand Canyon, Bryce Canyon, and Mesa Verde. For much of the Southwest, mid-to-late summer is the rainy season, so you might encounter intermittent afternoon thunderstorms and find yourself in need of rain gear.
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the Vermilion Cliffs






Driving Tips



Las Vegas has a lot of traffic, especially on Thursday and Friday evenings. The Nevada Department of Transportation (http://nvroads.com) has information on current road conditions.


Expect high summer temperatures driving around Las Vegas. Heat can also be a problem on the routes to and from the Grand Canyon, Zion, and Moab. Make sure your car has sufficient engine coolant and working air-conditioning and take along plenty of drinking water. You may also encounter thunderstorms in this area from July to mid-September, which can lead to road flooding. Never enter a running wash. Contact the Nevada Department of Transportation (877/687-6237, http://nvroads.com), the Arizona Department of Transportation (dial 511 in state, www.az511.gov), the Utah Department of Transportation (dial 511 in state, www.udot.utah.gov), the New Mexico Department of Transportation (dial 511 in state, www.nmroads.com), and the Colorado Department of Transportation (dial 511 in state, www.cotrip.org [URL inactive]) for each state’s road conditions.


Though not exactly back roads, the routes on this trip are mostly two-lane highways rather than bustling interstates. During the summer high season you will encounter groups of motorcyclists and RVs inside the national parks and along the roads on the Colorado Plateau, Historic Route 66, and the High and Low Roads from Santa Fe to Taos. Also keep an eye out for the occasional long-distance bicycle gang. You may encounter wildlife along these roads, especially at night or early in the morning and inside Grand Canyon and Mesa Verde National Parks.


Many of the roads in this region pass through Indian reservations, on which you should never drive off-road or even off the main roads without first getting permission to do so. While on the vast Navajo Nation, which crosses portions of Arizona, Utah, and New Mexico, keep an eye out for livestock crossing the road.


While there are gas stations and other services throughout the region, in some areas they are few and far between. Never let your tank go below half full and always keep extra water and food in your vehicle. Bring a hard copy of a map instead of relying on your phone or GPS. The best map of the region is AAA’s Indian Country map. Cell phone service is likely to be spotty on the reservations, in the national parks, and in the remoter corners.



HIT THE ROAD



The 14-Day Best of the Southwest


You can hit the top destinations of the American Southwest in two weeks by driving in a loop of roughly 2,000 miles (3,219 km). The day-by-day route below begins in Las Vegas, but you can just as easily start in Albuquerque or Flagstaff if that works better for you. For detailed driving directions for each leg of this road trip, see Getting To... at the beginning of each chapter. All mileage and driving times are approximate.


Day 1


LAS VEGAS


It’s easy to fill a day with fun in Las Vegas. Walk the Strip and get acclimated to this adult fantasy world, sip drinks by the pool at Harrah’s, or splurge on a room at the Bellagio. Catch a showing of Cirque du Soleil’s Beatles-themed LOVE in the evening and grab a late-night meal at Rose. Rabbit. Lie. For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Vegas, see click here.


Days 2-3


ZION AND BRYCE


235 miles (378 km) / 4.5 hours


Grab a coffee from The Egg & I to wake up for the drive to Zion National Park. Leave Las Vegas at 8am to reach Zion by 11am. The 165-mile (265-km) drive to the Springdale entrance takes about three hours; however, traffic, especially in summer and on weekends, can make it much longer.


Explore Zion National Park to see iconic attractions like Court of the Patriarchs and the Emerald Pools. Make reservations ahead of time to spend the night in the comfort of the Zion Lodge or at the park’s South Campground or Watchman Campground.


Make the 70-mile (113-km), 1.5-hour drive to Bryce Canyon National Park. Hike the Navajo Loop Trail or head to Fairyland Canyon, where worthwhile hikes include the Fairyland Loop Trail. Stay the night at the Lodge at Bryce Canyon (make reservations in advance) or camp at North Campground or Sunset Campground.


Day 4


CAPITOL REEF NATIONAL PARK


141 miles (227 km) / 4 hours


Wake up for the drive to Capitol Reef National Park, a scenic 120-mile (193-km), 2.5-hour drive from Bryce Canyon. Leave by 7:30am and arrive by 10am, and check in at the Capitol Reef Inn and Cafe in Torrey or the park’s Fruita Campground.


Take the park’s 21-mile (34-km) round-trip scenic drive (1.5 hours) to Capitol Gorge. Leave your car in the parking area and take the 2-mile (3.2-km) round-trip hike into Capitol Gorge to see the petroglyphs, pioneer registry, and natural water tanks.


Day 5


ARCHES AND CANYONLANDS NATIONAL PARKS


200 miles (321 km) / 4 hours


Get an early start for the 145-mile (233-km), 2.5-hour drive to Moab, the gateway city to Arches and Canyonlands. Once you drop your bags off and get a bite to eat in town, head to Arches National Park, which is 5 miles (8 km) (10-minute drive) away. Drive to the Windows trailhead and stroll around the easy paths leading to four arches.


It’s a 25-mile (40-km), 40-minute drive to Canyonlands National Park from Arches. Stop at Green River Overlook and the Grand View Point, and hike the short, easy Grand View Trail.


It’s a 30-mile (48-km), 45-minute drive back to Moab from Canyonlands. Stay at the Best Western Canyonlands Inn or the Gonzo Inn, and have dinner at the Desert Bistro.




Best Views


Whether you’re looking across a canyon, down from a mountain, or off the rooftop bar at a high-rise hotel, a stunning view can make you feel like you’re on top of the world.


Las Vegas


[image: image] SkyBar: For unforgettable views of the Strip, visit this sleek, upscale bar on the 23rd floor of the Waldorf Astoria click here.


[image: image] Stratosphere Tower: The thrill rides on the observation deck are hair-raising, but head to the 107th floor and its namesake 107 Sky Lounge for a quieter view—with cocktails click here.


Zion and Bryce


[image: image] Court of the Patriarchs Viewpoint: Zion’s favorite viewpoint features three towering, jagged red-rock peaks with skirts of greenery, called Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob click here.


[image: image] Sunrise Point: This is the ideal place in Bryce to watch the sun climb over the great canyon’s hoodoo forest click here.


Capitol Reef


[image: image] Panorama Point: It’s said this area has some of the clearest air in the United States, which enhances the sweeping view of Capitol Reef and the Henry Mountains click here.


[image: image] Goosenecks Overlook: Watch a humble creek meander through the starkly beautiful canyon that it has been carving for eons click here.


Arches and Canyonlands


[image: image] Grand View Point: See Canyonlands spread out before you from high up on the Island in the Sky click here.


[image: image] Green River Overlook: Watch the mighty Green River, a shock of color contrasting with the hard, red land, snake its way across the plateau click here.


Monument Valley, Four Corners, and Mesa Verde


[image: image] Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park Visitor Center: Take in the otherworldly view of Monument Valley from a high patio click here.


[image: image] Sun Point View: Stop at this Mesa Verde overlook for a classic view of Balcony House, the largest cliff dwelling in North America click here.


Santa Fe and Taos


[image: image] The High Road to Taos: There are several great views on this drive through the mountains from Santa Fe to Taos click here.


[image: image] Rio Grande Gorge: Just outside of Taos, the Rio Grande flows through an 800-foot rift, offering dizzying views from above click here.


Grand Canyon


[image: image] Yavapai Observation Station: Hanging off the Grand Canyon’s South Rim, this museum puts your first glimpse of the canyon into context with interpretive exhibits click here.


[image: image] Mather Point: The most-visited viewpoint in the Grand Canyon is this classic panorama, which includes a quarter of the massive canyon below click here.






Days 6-7



MONUMENT VALLEY, FOUR CORNERS, AND MESA VERDE


330 miles (532 km) / 7 hours


It’s an almost 3-hour drive of 150 miles (242 km) from Moab to Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park. Spend an hour or so driving the dirt road through the valley, stopping at the various pull-offs and viewpoints. Get a closer look at these huge natural sculptures along the short Wildcat Trail. Stay the night in Kayenta or Mexican Hat.


It’s 110 miles (177 km, 2 hours) to Four Corners Monument from Monument Valley. Stop for the requisite photo of yourself in four states at once, and peruse the creations of the Navajo vendors and artists.


From Four Corners, it’s 70 miles (113 km, nearly 2 hours) to the central part of Mesa Verde National Park (one hour to the entrance and about 40 minutes up the mesa). Head to the Chapin Mesa Archeological Museum, tour Cliff Palace and Spruce Tree House, and hike Petroglyph Point Trail. Stay the night at the park’s Far View Lodge, or at one of the hotels in nearby Cortez or Mancos.


Day 8


MESA VERDE TO SANTA FE


270 miles (435 km) / 5.5 hours


After a good night’s sleep, head out for Santa Fe. Including the road down the mesa, the 270-mile (435-km) drive takes about 5.5 hours. Take US 160 to Pagosa Springs, where you can soak for a while in one of the 18 pools at The Springs Resorts. From Pagosa Springs take US 84 to get to downtown Santa Fe.


Days 9-10


SANTA FE AND TAOS


150 miles (242 km) / 4 hours


Walk around the central Santa Fe Plaza, shopping and chatting with the artists selling wares on the sidewalks. Tour the New Mexico Museum of Art and check out the Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi.


Have lunch at Tia Sophia’s, then head over to the Canyon Road art galleries. Have dinner at Café Pasqual’s and stay the night at La Fonda.


Grab a coffee from the French Pastry Shop to wake up for the drive along the High Road to Taos. Leave Santa Fe by 8am to reach Taos by 10:30am, but allow more time to visit the villages along the scenic route. The 80-mile (129-km) drive to Taos takes at least 2.5 hours.


Tour Taos Pueblo, then make your way to the center of town and walk around Taos Plaza. Check out the Taos Art Museum and the Kit Carson Home and Museum. Eat at Abe’s Cantina y Cocina and return to Santa Fe on the Low Road to Taos (70 miles/113 km, 1.5 hours).


Days 11-12


ROUTE 66 TO WILLIAMS


420 miles (677 km) / 7.5 hours


It’s an hour’s drive (65 miles/105 km) on I-25 South to get to Albuquerque from Santa Fe. Once you get to town, check out Petroglyph National Monument and ride the Sandia Peak Tramway. Head out of town in the afternoon and drive Historic Route 66 for 140 miles (225 km, two hours) to Gallup, staying the night at the equally historic El Rancho Hotel.


The next morning, drive Historic Route 66/I-40 for 70 miles (113 km) to Petrified Forest National Park. Leave Gallup by 8am to reach the park by 9am and spend a few hours driving south along the park road.


From the park road’s southern terminus, drive 50 miles (81 km, about one hour) west to Winslow and have lunch at La Posada’s Turquoise Room. Drive 60 miles (97 km, one hour) on I-40 to Flagstaff and wander around its historic downtown.


Continue 35 miles (56 km, just over 30 minutes) on I-40 to Williams. Check in to the Lodge on Route 66, walk the town’s Route 66-centric main strip, and have dinner at Pancho McGillicuddy’s.
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the Windows Section of Arches National Park
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Rod’s Steak House on Route 66 in Williams, Arizona
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an artist drawing on the edge of the Grand Canyon.






Day 13



GRAND CANYON


Enjoy a break from your car by taking the Grand Canyon Railway from Williams to Grand Canyon National Park. Take in the views from the Rim Trail or descend into the canyon on the Bright Angel Trail. Get an appetizer or a drink at the historic El Tovar hotel before taking the train back to Williams. For dinner, indulge in a prime cut of meat from Rod’s Steak House. For more suggestions on how to spend your time in the Grand Canyon, see page.


Day 14


ROUTE 66 TO KINGMAN; RETURN TO LAS VEGAS


260 miles (419 km) / 4.5 hours


Have a big breakfast at the Pine Country Restaurant in Williams. Head west on I-40 for the 20-mile (32 km), 20-minute sprint to Ash Fork, the starting point for a 50-mile (81 km, one hour) section along Historic Route 66. Stop and tour Grand Canyon Caverns, peruse the gift shops in Seligman, and grab snacks at the Hackberry General Store, another 50 miles (81 km, one hour) west. Next, continue another 30 miles (48 km, 45 minutes) along lonely Route 66 to Kingman.


In Kingman, tour the Historic Route 66 Museum. If you don’t want to end your trip just yet, stop along the 110-mile (177 km, two-hour drive between Kingman and Las Vegas for a tour of Hoover Dam.


Back in Las Vegas, check in to the Cosmopolitan or the Wynn and take a well-deserved rest from the road and relax by the pool before your flight home the next day.


Las Vegas, Utah’s National Parks, and the Grand Canyon


In just one week and approximately 1,100 miles (1,770 km), you can experience many of the Southwest’s most famous attractions. If you have more time, it’s well worth adding another day to each of the main stops. Mileage and driving times are approximate.


Day 1


LAS VEGAS


After you fly in, check in and leave your bags at Aria or Mandalay Bay, then head out to explore the Strip. Go for steak at Scotch 80 Prime at The Palms or gastropub fare at Culinary Dropout at the Hard Rock Casino, then catch a showing of Cirque du Soleil’s O at the Bellagio. Don’t stay out too late—you’ll be rising early and hitting the road.


Day 2


ZION AND BRYCE


235 miles (378 km) / 4.5urs


Get an early start for the 165-mile (265-km), three-hour drive to Zion National Park. Leave by 8am to arrive by 10:30am. Explore Zion for about three hours, having lunch at Zion Lodge and hiking the Riverside Walk.


After lunch, drive 70 miles (113 km, 1.5 hours), to Bryce Canyon National Park. Explore the rim at spots like Inspiration Point, take a short hike below the rim on the Queen’s Garden Trail, and watch the sunset over the canyon. Stay and eat in the park’s Lodge at Bryce Canyon or in nearby Tropic.


Day 3


CAPITOL REEF


120 miles (193 km) / 2.5 hours


Get up early and head out for the 120-mile (193-km), 2.5-hour drive to Capitol Reef National Park. Leave by 8am to arrive by 10:30am. Bring a picnic lunch with you and take the 21-mile (34-km) scenic drive (1.5 hours), then hike the 2.5-mile (4-km) Fremont River Trail to Miners Mountain viewpoint.




Best Hikes


Zion and Bryce


[image: image] Emerald Pools Trails: These short and popular trails lead to spring-fed pools, trickling miniature waterfalls, and striking views of Zion Canyon click here.


[image: image] Queen’s Garden and Navajo Loop Trails: An easy path that descends into Bryce Canyon and winds among the hoodoos below the towering cliffs click here.




[image: Image]


Zion hiking trail





Capitol Reef National Park


[image: image] Fremont River Trail: This climb to an awe-inspiring viewpoint includes a stroll through orchards click here.


[image: image] Capitol Gorge: Walk through a sandy gorge, its red walls etched with petroglyphs and the names of Mormon pioneers click here.


Arches and Canyonlands


[image: image] Delicate Arch Trail: Follow the photographers across the slickrock to stand beneath the park’s most improbable and inspiring arch click here.


[image: image] Grand View Trail: This short rim hike features amazing views of Canyonlands and the meeting of the Colorado and Green Rivers click here.


Monument Valley and Mesa Verde


[image: image] Wildcat Trail: Walk the arid red valley around famous West Mitten Butte in Monument Valley click here.


[image: image] Petroglyph Point Trail: Hike along a forested ridge, high above a canyon in Mesa Verde, to a well-preserved panel of petroglyphs click here.


Santa Fe and Taos


[image: image] Gavilan Trail: Explore the forest high above Taos on this steep hike to a mountain meadow click here.


[image: image] El Salto Falls: In Arroyo Seco, experience caves and waterfalls via a short hike click here.


Route 66


[image: image] Long Logs Trail: Witness the remains of a Triassic forest on this flat trail at Petrified Forest National Park click here.


[image: image] Humphreys Peak Trail: On your way through the forest outside Flagstaff, hike up to the highest point in Arizona click here.


Grand Canyon


[image: image] Rim Trail: An easy 13-mile (20.9 km) trail, this all-day hike showcases the grandeur of the South Rim click here.


[image: image] Bright Angel Trail: Descend into the Grand Canyon for a few hours—or spend the night at Phantom Ranch near the Colorado River click here.






ONWARD TO MOAB



145 miles (233 km) / 2.5 hours


Drive 145 miles (233 km, 2.5 hours) to Moab. Stay at the Best Western Canyonlands Inn or the Gonzo Inn and have dinner at the Desert Bistro or Eddie McStiff’s.


Day 4


ARCHES AND CANYONLANDS


30 miles (48 km) / 50 minutes


Drive 5 miles (8 km, 10 minutes) to Arches National Park. Stop and see the Windows and hike 3 miles (4.8 km) round-trip to Delicate Arch.


Drive 25 miles (40 km, 40 minutes) to the Island in the Sky District of Canyonlands National Park and explore viewpoints like Shafer Canyon Overlook. Hike the short Grand View Trail, then head back to Moab for a relaxing night.


Day 5


MOAB TO SOUTH RIM GRAND CANYON


330 miles (530 km) / 6 hours


It’s a 330-mile (530-km), six-hour drive on US 191, US 163, then US 160 from Moab to Grand Canyon National Park’s South Rim. The route crosses much of the western Navajo Nation and passes right through Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park. Take a few hours to explore the park. Time your trip to have lunch at the Blue Coffee Pot in Kayenta, about 30 miles (48 km) south of Monument Valley.


From Kayenta, take US 160 West to US 89 South, then AZ 64 West to the Desert View entrance of the Grand Canyon. Spend the night at El Tovar or the Bright Angel Lodge.


Day 6


SOUTH RIM GRAND CANYON


Walk along the park’s Rim Trail for outstanding, accessible views of the canyon. In Grand Canyon Village, stop into the Hopi House to see Native American art and the Lookout Studio, where you can use telescopes set up on the outdoor terrace to get better views of canyon features. Get a meal at the El Tovar Dining Room or The Arizona Room.


Day 7


GRAND CANYON TO LAS VEGAS


405 miles (651 km) / 7 hours


The 280-mile (450-km), 4.5-hour drive from Grand Canyon back to Vegas moves along I-40 between Williams and Kingman.


To follow Historic Route 66, exit the interstate at Ash Fork, about 15 miles (24 km, 20 minutes) west of Williams. (This will add 20 miles/32 km and 30 minutes to the drive.)


In Kingman, stop at Mr. D’z Route 66 Diner for lunch. Afterward, jump back on the road for the 110-mile (177-km), two-hour drive back to Las Vegas.




Stretch Your Legs


Quick roadside pullovers recharge your batteries and fight road weariness. The Southwest Road Trip loop is flush with worthwhile roadside attractions, like caverns, ruins, and hot springs.


Las Vegas to Zion


Don’t risk missing the spectacular Virgin River Gorge (click here) while you’re driving through it at 75 mph. Pull over and visit the Virgin River Canyon Recreation Area to see it in all its glory.


Zion to Bryce Canyon


Take time out from driving to tour the Maynard Dixon Living History Museum (click here), where you’ll see the great painter’s charming home and studio and his unique impressions of the landscape.


Bryce Canyon to Capitol Reef


Learn about Ancestral Puebloans and their architecture at the Anasazi State Park Museum (click here).


Capitol Reef to Moab


At Utah’s first national monument, Natural Bridges National Monument (click here), see a few of Mother Nature’s wonders.


Moab to Monument Valley


See the ruins of a Chacoan great house at Edge of the Cedars State Park Museum (click here).


Both Goosenecks State Park (click here) and Valley of the Gods (click here) offer stunning views of the Utah landscape.


Mesa Verde to Santa Fe


Stop at Pagosa Springs (click here), a wooded resort town along the San Juan River, to soak your road-weary bones in the world’s deepest natural hot spring.




[image: Image]


Pagosa Springs, Colorado, has the deepest hot spring in the world.
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Las Vegas



Highlights


Getting to Las Vegas


Best Restaurants


Best Hotels


Orientation


Casinos


Sights


Entertainment


Shopping


Food


Accommodations


Transportation and Services




Highlights


S Caesars Palace: Caesars Palace carries on the Roman Empire’s regality and decadence with over-the-top excess (click here).


S Gondola Rides: Just like the real Grand Canal, only cleaner, The Venetian’s waterway meanders along the Strip, with gondoliers providing the soundtrack (click here).


[image: Image]


S Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat: At The Mirage’s twin habitats, the tigers, lions, and leopards can be seen playing impromptu games, while the bottlenose dolphins never resist the spotlight (click here).


S High Roller: The world’s largest observation wheel overwhelms the senses with driving music, videos, and unmatched views of the Strip (click here).


S Fremont Street Experience: Part music video, part history lesson, the six-minute shows are a four-block-long, 12-million-diode, 550,000-watt burst of sensory overload (click here).


S Mob Museum: Explore what some old-timers still refer to as “the good old days,” when wiseguys ran the town, meting out their own brand of justice (click here).


S Las Vegas Springs Preserve: The city’s birthplace, these natural springs now display the area’s geological, anthropological, and cultural history along with what may be its future: water-conserving “green” initiatives (click here).


S Atomic Testing Museum: Visit a fallout shelter and measure your body’s radioactivity at this museum that traces the military, political, and cultural significance of the bomb (click here).


S LOVE: Cirque du Soleil’s magical mystery tour features artistry, acrobatics, and Beatles music in a surreal examination of the Fab Four’s legacy (click here).





The chance at fortune has lured vacationers into the southern Nevada desert ever since the Silver State legalized gambling in 1931.


At first, the “sawdust joints”—named for the stuff spread on the floor to sop up spilled beer (and perhaps a few tears)—that popped up along downtown’s Fremont Street were the center of the action, but they soon faced competition from a resort corridor blooming to the south on Highway 91. The burgeoning entertainment district reminded Los Angeles nightclub owner Billy Wilkerson of Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood, so he dubbed it “The Strip,” and together with Bugsy Siegel built the Flamingo, the first upscale alternative to frontier gambling halls. Their vision left a legacy that came to define Las Vegas hotel-casinos. Las Vegas has gone through many reinventions in the decades since—from city of sleaze to Mafia haven, family destination, and upscale resort town. Today, Las Vegas is known for its fine restaurants, music festivals, and people-watching as much as its slot machines and craps tables.


So pack your stilettos, string bikini, money clip, and favorite hangover remedy and join the 35 million others who trek to Sin City every year to experience as many of the Seven Deadlies as they can cram into their vacation time. No one back home has to know you’ve succumbed to the city’s siren song.


Getting to Las Vegas


From Zion National Park


165 miles (265 km) / 3 hours


The relatively short, 165-mile (265-km) drive from Zion National Park to the Las Vegas Strip traverses Utah’s lush and temperate Dixie region, negotiates the dramatic Virgin River Gorge, and ends in the Mojave Desert. Traveling primarily along I-15 South, the trip shouldn’t take more than three hours. Rise early in Zion and you’ll be gambling by noon.


Leaving the park, join UT 9 West and drive for nearly 20 miles (32 km). At the intersection with UT 17, turn left to follow UT 9, passing through the town of Hurricane. After 15 miles (24 km), get on I-15 going south toward St. George. The interstate leads right into Sin City after another 130 miles (209 km).


Along the way, the road runs alongside and crosses over the Virgin River, and cuts through the Virgin River Gorge (milepost 13-22). The curvy road demands special attention from the driver, who will no doubt have to contend with the oohing of passengers while trying to keep eyes on the road and off the scenery.


Scenic Detour


Since the drive from Zion to Vegas is comparatively easy and short, consider adding a 70-mile (113-km), two-hour scenic detour through the Moapa Valley and Lake Mead, for a total drive of 200 miles (320 km) and four hours.


About 110 miles (177 km) south of Zion on I-15, take the exit for NV 169 (exit 93) toward Overton, then turn left to get on NV 169 South. NV 169 leads through the Moapa Valley and, after 20 miles (32 km), into Lake Mead National Recreation Area ($10 per car). Continue on Northshore Road (NV 167) for 45 miles (72 km) as it moves past breathtaking desert scenery and the shores of shrinking Lake Mead. Keep your eyes out for desert bighorn sheep. At the intersection with Lake Mead Parkway/NV 564, turn right to get onto the parkway and bid farewell to the lake. After about 7 miles (11.3 km), you’ll drive through Henderson. In another 2 miles (3.2 km), NV 564 becomes I-215. Follow I-215 for 10 miles (16.1 km), then take exit 12A for I-15 North. In less than 5 miles (8 km), you’ll be immersed in the Strip.




Best Restaurants


S The Egg & I: You can order something other than eggs—but given the name, why would you (click here)?


S Mon Ami Gabi: Order the baked gruyère and a baguette and channel your inner Hemingway for a traditional French bistro experience (click here).


S RM Seafood: Soft lines and brushed metal accents evoke a glittering sea, while the menu reflects chef Rick Moonen’s advocacy of sustainable fishing practices (click here).


S Rose. Rabbit. Lie.: Order six or eight small plates per couple, and let the sultry torch singers and rousing dancers play on as you nosh the night away (click here).


S Le Thai: The best of Las Vegas’s impressive roster of Thai restaurants boasts playful interpretations of traditional cuisine in a trendy yet unpretentious atmosphere (click here).


S Phat Phrank’s: The no-frills presentation keeps the focus on the food: California- and New Mexico-inspired variations of traditional Mexican fare (click here).





Stopping in Overton


Twelve miles (19.3 km) off I-15, Overton is a compact agricultural community that makes a good pit stop on the way to Lake Mead. Overton’s downtown is strung along several blocks of NV 169, also known as Moapa Valley Boulevard and Main Street.


The town offers two strong lunch options. Sugars Home Plate (309 S. Moapa Valley Blvd., 702/397-8084, 7am-9pm Tues.-Sun., $9-25) serves $7.50 bacon and eggs, $8-10 burgers, including the Sugar Burger, a cheeseburger with Polish sausage, and homemade pie. There’s also a sports bar with bar-top video poker and sports memorabilia. Just a block away, Inside Scoop (395 S. Moapa Valley Blvd., 702/397-2055, 11am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun., $10-25) has filling sandwiches and 30-plus ice cream flavors. The baked potatoes come with whatever toppings you can imagine.


The Plaza Motel (207 Moapa Valley Blvd., 702/397-2414, $50-60) provides basic guest rooms and a jumping-off point for visits to Valley of Fire State Park and Lake Mead.


From the Grand Canyon


From the West Rim


120 miles (193 km) / 2.5 hours


The good news is that the West Rim is the closest canyon point to Las Vegas—only about 120 miles (193 km), or 2.5 hours, even with the big detour south around the White Hills. The bad news is there’s almost nothing to see along the way.


From Meadview, take Pierce Ferry Road 40 miles (64 km) down past Dolan Springs. Turn right to pick up US 93 North and continue for 50 miles (81 km), until US 93 becomes I-515. Follow I-515 for about 5 miles (8 km), then take exit 61 for I-215 West. Continue on I-215 for about 10 miles (16.1 km), then take exit 12A for I-15 North, and the interstate will lead to the Strip in less than 5 miles (8 km).


From the South Rim


280 miles (450 km) / 5 hours


The South Rim is 280 miles (450 km) from Las Vegas, a five-hour drive. Most summer weekends, you’ll find this route crowded but manageable, unless there’s an accident. From Grand Canyon Village, take US 180/AZ 64 South for 60 miles (97 km) to Williams. Turn right to join I-40 West and continue for 115 miles (185 km) to Kingman, a good stopping point. (For more information on Kingman, see click here.)




Best Hotels


S Wynn: No castles, no pyramids. Opting for class over kitsch, substance over splash, the Wynn is a worthy heir to “Old Vegas” joints (click here).


S Harrah’s: It may seem middle-of-the-road, but its location puts it in the middle of the action (click here).


S Bellagio: All the romance of Italy manifests through dancing fountains, lazy gondola rides, intimate bistros, and—in case the spirit moves you—a wedding chapel (click here).


S Cosmopolitan: Part Museum of Modern Art, part Cabaret Kit Kat Klub, this center-Strip resort blends visual overload with sensuous swank (click here).


S Aria: The centerpiece of City Center makes no concessions to old-school Sin City, choosing an urban feel accentuated by marble, steel, glass, and silk (click here).


S Mandalay Bay: Let the conscientious staff and serene elegance of this end-of-the-Strip hotel take you away from Vegas’s pounding hip-hop and clanging slot machines (click here).


S Golden Nugget: A Strip-style resort in the otherwise staid downtown district, the Nugget features a waterslide surrounded by a shark-filled aquarium (click here).





From Kingman, jump on US 93 North for 80 miles (129 km), after which the highway becomes I-515. In about 10 miles (16.1 km), take exit 61 for I-215 West. Continue for another 10 miles (16.1 km), then take exit 12A for I-15 North. It’s another 5 miles (8 km) on the interstate to the Strip.


From Kingman (Route 66)


100 miles (161 km) / 2 hours


To get to Las Vegas from Kingman, Arizona, it’s a 100-mile (161-km), two-hour drive. Join US 93 North and, after 75 miles (121 km), turn right, following signs for US 93 North. After 5 miles (8 km), US 93 North joins with I-515 North. After another 5 miles (8 km), take exit 61 for I-215 West. Drive on I-215 for 10 miles (16.1 km), then take exit 12A for I-15 North toward Las Vegas. To reach the Strip, take the exit for Flamingo Road after less than 5 miles (8 km) on I-15.


By Air


More than 900 planes arrive or depart McCarran International Airport (LAS, 5757 Wayne Newton Blvd., 702/261-5211, www.mccarran.com) every day, making it the sixth busiest in the country and 19th in the world. Terminal 1 hosts domestic flights, while Terminal 3 has domestic and international flights.


McCarran Airport provides easy transfers to the Las Vegas Strip using shuttle vans, buses, and rental cars. Limousines are available curbside for larger groups. A taxi ride from the airport to the Strip (15 minutes) or downtown (20 minutes) runs no more than $25. A $2 surcharge is assessed for pickups from the airport, and there is a $3 credit card processing fee. It’s cheaper and often faster to take the surface streets from the airport to your destination rather than the freeway, which is several miles longer.




Stretch Your Legs


The short section of I-15 through the Virgin River Gorge (Zion-Las Vegas drive, milepost 13-22) is dramatically scenic, but it’s also a bit more twisty and technical than the average stretch of interstate. This portion of I-15 is actually in Arizona, a lonely corner of the state called the Arizona Strip, and it’s a sight to behold.


You can’t really see it and drive it at the same time, unless you want to do both poorly. Take the exit for Cedar Pockets (exit 18) to Virgin River Canyon Recreation Area (www.blm.gov/az, $8), a BLM-managed campground and trailhead, for the perfect spot to get out of the car and take in the scenery of the Virgin River and its great gorge. Look for the Virgin River Gorge Nature Trail, an easy 0.2-mile (0.3-km) stroll with a view of the canyon in all of its glory.





Orientation


Las Vegas Boulevard South—better known as the Strip—is the city’s focal point, with 14 of the 25 largest hotels in the world welcoming gamblers and hedonists from around the world. Six of the world’s 10 biggest hostelries line a 4-mile (6.4-km) north-south stretch between Tropicana and Sahara Avenues. Running parallel to I-15, this is what most folks think of when someone says “Vegas.”


Major east-west thoroughfares include Tropicana Avenue, Harmon Avenue, Flamingo Road, Spring Mountain Road, Desert Inn Road, and Sahara Avenue. Koval Lane and Paradise Road parallel the Strip to the east, while Frank Sinatra Drive does likewise to the west, giving a tour of the loading docks and employee parking lots of some of the world’s most famous resorts.


I-15 also mirrors the Strip to the east, as both continue north-northeast through downtown and its casino and arts districts. Main Street juts due south at Charleston Boulevard and joins Las Vegas Boulevard at the Stratosphere. The Strip and I-15 continue parallel southeast and south out of town.


Casinos


Upper Strip


Ranging from Spring Mountain Road to the Stratosphere, the Upper Strip is known for its throwback swagger, but has something for everyone. Visitors can opt for world-class art, celebrity chef creations, midway games, stand-up comedy—and friendly rates at old standby casinos.
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Stratosphere Casino, Hotel, and Tower


Restaurants: Top of the World, McCalls, Nunzio’s Pizzeria, Fellini’s, Crafted Buffet, Roxy’s Diner, Tower Creamery, Starbucks, McDonald’s, El Nopal Mexican Grill, Wok Vegas, Chicago Food House


Entertainment: MJ Live, L.A. Comedy Club


Attractions: SkyJump, Top of the Tower thrill rides, Elation Pool, Radius Pool, Observation Deck, Roni Josef Spa, Tower Shops, Fitness Center


Nightlife: Sin City Hops, Air Bar, CBar, 107 Sky Lounge


It’s altitude with attitude at this 1,149-foot-tall (350-m) exclamation point on the north end of the Strip. The Stratosphere Tower (2000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/380-7777, www.stratospherehotel.com, $103-146) is the brainchild of entrepreneur, politician, and professional poker player Bob Stupak. Daredevils will delight in the 40-mph (64.4-kmp) quasi-freefall at SkyJump, along with the other vertigo-inducing thrill rides on the tower’s observation deck. The more faint of heart may want to steer clear not only of the rides but also the resort’s double-decker elevators, which launch guests to the top of the tower at 1,400 feet (426.7 m) per minute. But even acrophobes should conquer their fears long enough to enjoy the views from the restaurant and bars more than 100 floors up, where the Chapel in the Clouds can also ensure a heavenly beginning to married life.




Two Days in Las Vegas


Day 1


Pick a hotel based on your taste and budget. We suggest The Linq, close to the High Roller observation wheel, fine dining, hip watering holes, and rocking live music venues.


Get your gambling fix for a few hours before heading across the street for brunch at The Mirage’s Cravings Buffet. It operates on a familiar theory, with separate stations highlighting different cuisines. After the gorge-fest, you’ll be ready for a nap, and you’ll need it. This is Vegas; no early nights for you!


Couples should start the evening off with a romantic dinner at Paris’s Mon Ami Gabi. For a more modest meal, the flame-grilled patties at Gordon Ramsay Burger hit the spot. Don’t forget the extra-crispy fries with curry ketchup. If you only have time for one show, make it LOVE at The Mirage. The show is a loose biography of the Beatles’ creative journey, told by tumblers, roller skaters, clowns, and the characters from John, Paul, George, and Ringo’s songs—Eleanor Rigby, Lucy in the Sky, and Sgt. Pepper.


Day 2


Celebrate the kitsch and class of vintage Vegas. Head downtown to stock up on Elvis sideburns and Sammy Davis Jr. sunglasses at the World’s Largest Gift Shop, kitty-corner to the SLS, before loading up on eggs Benedict and 1970s flair at the Peppermill Restaurant & Fireside Lounge. While it’s daylight, make your way to the Neon Museum and Boneyard, the final resting place of some of Las Vegas’s iconic signage. And while you’re in the neighborhood, witness the rise and fall of the Mafia in Las Vegas at the Mob Museum.


Back at the hotel, change into your glad rags and beat it over to the Tuscany’s Copa Room. Order up a neat bourbon and watch Sinatra try to make it through a rendition of “Luck Be a Lady” while Dino and Sammy heckle and cut up from the wings in The Rat Pack Is Back. Then get out there and gamble into the wee hours! For a chance to rub elbows with celebrities, head over to XS at the Wynn. Expect celebrity DJs, a major party, and steep prices.





If the thrill rides on the observation deck aren’t your style, get a rush of gambling action on the nearly 100,000-square-foot (9,290-sq-m) ground-floor casino. Or perhaps the two swimming pools (one is tops-optional) and the dozen bars and restaurants are more your speed.


Spot-on impersonators and elaborate choreography make the Stratosphere’s two tribute shows among the best in town. Each night, one of two Michael Jackson impersonators takes the stage at MJ Live (daily 7pm, $61-90), backed by a full cast of dancers, a live band, and a dazzling array of lighting effects in the Stratosphere Theater.


Roxy’s Diner (daily 24 hours, $10-15) is a trip back to the malt shop for comfort food, red vinyl booths, checkered floors, and wisecracking waitstaff.


SLS


Restaurants: Katsuya, Bazaar Meat, Cleo, Umami Burger, 800 Degrees, Northside Café & Chinese Kitchen, The Perq


Entertainment: The Foundry, Sayers Club


Attractions: Foxtail Pool


Nightlife: Center Bar, Monkey Bar, W Living Room


On the site of the legendary Sahara Casino, SLS (2535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/761-7000, www.slslasvegas.com [URL inactive], $139-249) draws 21st-century Frank and Sammy wannabes and the rest of the swanky sophisticate set. It’s Rat Pack cool, filtered through modern hipsterism.


Two towers offer standard rooms of 325-360 square feet (30.2-33.5 sq m), with suites measuring up to a spacious 730 square feet (67.8 sq m). All standard accommodations boast 55-inch (139.7-cm) televisions, minibars and snacks at no extra charge, soft pastel accents, and 310-thread-count sheets atop BeautyRest mattresses. A third tower is the independent W Hotel, where guests in the European-accented rooms enjoy their own entrance, pool, and spa.


Chef Jose Andres doesn’t want guests at Bazaar Meat (Sun.-Thurs. 5:30pm-10pm, Fri.-Sat. 5:30pm-11pm, $65-140) ordering a huge bone-in rib eye, rack of lamb, or inch-thick tuna steak. He wants you to try them all. His Spanish-influenced meat-centric dishes are meant to be shared. The restaurant’s decor reinforces that aim with long communal tables, open cooking stations, and a small gaming area.


Sayers Club (Thurs.-Sat. 10pm-2am) bills itself as a live music venue. There’s plenty of live indie pop, folk, and psychobilly bands on weekends, but with lots of open space and an industrial-warehouse feel, it’s a natural environment for DJs. The go-go cages, platforms, and poles seem imported en masse from the Sayers’ original location on L.A.’s Hollywood Boulevard.


Wynn Las Vegas/Encore


Restaurants: Andrea’s, Costa Di Mare, Country Club, Lakeside Seafood, Mizumi, Sinatra, SW Steakhouse, Tableau, Wing Lei, The Buffet, Allegro, La Cave, The Café, Jardin, Red 8 Asian Bistro, Wazuzu, Terrace Point Café, Goodies on Demand, Charlie’s Bar & Grill


Entertainment: Le Rêve, Encore Theater


Attractions: Lake of Dreams, Esplanade shopping, Wynn Salon and Spa, Encore Salon and Spa, fitness center, pools


Nightlife: XS, Intrigue, Encore Beach Club, Eastside Lounge, Lobby Bar, Players Bar, Parasol Up, Parasol Down, Tower Suite Bar


An eponymous monument to indulgence, S Wynn (3131 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/770-7000 or 888/320-9966, www.wynnlasvegas.com, $200-450) is mogul Steve Wynn’s $2.5 billion invitation to wallow in the good life. Gaze at Wynn’s art, one of the best and most valuable private collections in the world. The appropriately named Encore is next door. The twins’ opulence is matched with casino areas awash in red—carpet, tapestries, and neon. Although guests come to explore the privileges of wealth, they can also experience the wonders of nature without the inconvenience of bugs and dirt. Lush plants, waterfalls, lakes, and mountains dominate the pristine landscape. Plans call for further growth with the construction of Paradise Park, a 20-acre (8.1-ha) sandy lagoon and waterfront entertainment complex. The lake will be big enough for waterskiing and nonmotorized boating, while bars, boutiques, ice cream stands, and nightly fireworks will tempt beachcombers.


In addition to the gourmet offerings, don’t miss the dim sum and Hong Kong barbecue at Red 8 Asian Bistro (11:30am-midnight Sun.-Thurs., 11:30am-1am Fri.-Sat., $20-40). Then party to excess at XS ($20-50) where Skrillex, David Guetta, or some other world-class DJ is likely to be spinning this weekend.


The formal sophistication belies the hotels’ location on the site of the old Desert Inn, with the unself-conscious swagger Frank, Dino, and Sammy brought to the joint. Both towers boast some of the biggest guest rooms and suites on the Strip, with the usual (although better-quality) amenities, including 55-inch (139.7-cm) TVs, and a few extra touches, like remote-controlled drapes, lights, and air-conditioning. Wynn’s guest rooms are appointed in wheat, honey, and other creatively named shades of beige. Encore’s all-suite accommodations are more colorful, with the color scheme running toward dark chocolate and cream.


Center Strip


The Center Strip is between Harmon Avenue and Spring Mountain Road. The casinos are packed tight, and though the sidewalks can become masses of humanity on weekend nights, all the temptations are within walking distance.


The Venetian


Restaurants: AquaKnox, Factory Kitchen, Bouchon, Bouchon Bakery, Black Tap Burgers and Beer, CR Creat, Chica, Delmonico Steakhouse, Mercato della Pescheria, Grand Lux Café, Juice Farm, Noodle Asia, Public House, Sugarcane, Canyon Ranch Café, Yardbird, Zio Gelato, Buddy V’s Ristorante, Canaletto, Canonita, Carlo’s Bakery, Casanova, Cocolini, Lobster ME, Tao Asian Bistro, Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf, Trattoria Reggiano, Food Court


Entertainment: Human Nature Juke Box


Attractions: Madame Tussauds Las Vegas, gondola rides, Streetmosphere, Grand Canal Shoppes, Tao Beach


Nightlife: Tao Nightclub, Rosina, Bellini Bar, The Dorsey, Sin City Brewing Co., Rockhouse, Fat Tuesday, Gondola Bar


The Venetian (3355 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/414-1000 or 866/659-9643, www.venetian.com, $209-349) comes close to capturing the elegance of Venice. An elaborate faux-Renaissance ceiling fresco greets visitors in the hotel lobby, and the sensual treats just keep coming. A life-size streetscape—with replicas of the Bridge of Sighs, Doge’s Palace, the Grand Canal, and other treasures—gives the impression that the best of the Queen of the Adriatic has been transplanted in toto. Tranquil rides in authentic gondolas with serenading pilots are perfect for relaxing after a hectic session in the 120,000-square-foot (11,148-sq-m) casino. Canal-side, buskers entertain the guests in the Streetmosphere (St. Mark’s Square, noon-6pm daily on the hour, free), and the Grand Canal Shoppes (10am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-midnight Fri.-Sat.) entice strollers, window-shoppers, and serious spenders.


World-class DJs, A-list celebrities, and wall-to-wall hardbodies pack Tao Nightclub (10:30pm-5am Thurs.-Sat.) at the end of each week to groove to thumping house and hip-hop. Reservations and advance tickets are recommended, as this is one of the hottest party spots in town, with a powerful light and sound system, two dance rooms, and open architecture. Scattered throughout, bathing beauties luxuriate, covered (more or less) only by rose petals.


After you’ve shopped till you’re ready to drop, Madame Tussauds Las Vegas (10am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-9pm Fri.-Sat., adults $30, ages 4-12 $20, under age 4 free) invites stargazers for hands-on experiences with their favorite entertainers, superheroes, and athletes.


Fine-dining options abound. Try the lobster ravioli or traditional pizza and pasta dishes in the bistro setting of Trattoria Reggiano (10am-midnight daily, $20-30). Or step away from the Italian theme and go French at Thomas Keller’s Bouchon (702/414-6200, 7am-1pm and 5pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 7am-2pm and 5pm-10pm Sat.-Sun., $30-65). Try the sensational croque madame sandwich with its rich Mornay sauce, or climb a tower of French fries to recover from a night in Sin City. The luxe setting features high ceilings, wood columns, and tile floors.


The Venetian spares no expense in the hotel department. Its 4,027 suites are tastefully appointed with plum accents and Italian (of course) marble, and at 650 square feet (60.4 sq m), they’re big. They include sunken living rooms and Roman tubs.


The Palazzo


Restaurants: Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf, Cut, Grand Lux Café, Once, Hong Kong Café, Espressamente Illy, Juice Farm, Lagasse’s Stadium, Lavo, Morels Steakhouse & Bistro, Grimaldi’s Pizzeria, Sushisamba, Solaro, Canyon Ranch Grill


Attractions: Grand Canal Shoppes, Atrium Waterfall


Nightlife: Fusion Latin Mixology Bar, Laguna Champagne Bar, Lavo Lounge, Double Helix Wine and Whiskey Bar


An 80-foot (24.4-m) domed skylight illuminates a faux-ice sculpture, bronze columns, and lush landscaping surrounding the lobby at The Palazzo (3325 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/607-7777 or 866/263-3001, www.palazzo.com, $239-349). Motel 6 this ain’t. A big chunk of the 100,000-square-foot (9,290-sq-m) casino is smoke-free, embodying the casino’s efforts toward energy efficiency and environmentally friendly design.


The Palazzo is a gourmand’s dream, with a handful of four-star establishments dominated, as you would expect, by Italian influences.


Accommodations are all suites, measuring even larger than The Venetian’s, with Roman tubs, sunken living rooms, and sumptuous beds that would make it tough to leave the room if not for the lure of the Strip.


The Mirage


Restaurants: Tom Colicchio’s Heritage Steak, Otoro, Cravings Buffet, Carnegie Delicatessen, Paradise Café, Pantry, LVB Burger, Osteria Costa, Stack, Paradise Café, California Pizza Kitchen, Blizz Frozen Yogurt, The Roasted Bean


Entertainment: LOVE, Terry Fator, Aces of Comedy, Matt Goss


Attractions: Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat, Aquarium, Mirage Volcano, Atrium


Nightlife: 1 Oak, Rhumbar, The Still, The Sports Bar, Lobby Bar, Center Bar, Parlor Cocktail Lounge, Heritage Steak Lounge, Stack Lounge, Otoro Lounge


The Mirage (3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/791-7111 or 800/627-6667, www.mirage.com, $140-300) was the first “understated” megaresort, starting a trend that brought Vegas full circle to the mature pursuits it was built on—gourmet dining, lavish production shows, hip music, and hard liquor. This Bali Hai-themed paradise lets guests bask in the wonders of nature alongside the sophistication and pampering of resort life. More an oasis than a mirage, the hotel greets visitors with exotic bamboo, orchids, banana trees, secluded grottoes, and peaceful lagoons. Dolphins, white tigers, stingrays, sharks, and a volcano provide livelier sights.
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The Mirage
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Harrahs







[image: Image]


Caesars Palace





The Mirage’s guest rooms have tasteful appointments and some of the most comfortable, down-comforter beds in town. The standard 396-square-foot (36.8-sq-m) rooms emit a modern and relaxing feel in golds, blacks, and splashes of tangerine, mauve, and ruby.


Bump and grind at 1 Oak (10:30pm-4am Wed., Fri., Sat.), an urban space with lots of hip-hop and gritty, socially aware artwork. Two separate rooms have bars, DJs, and crowded dance floors. With dark walls and sparse lighting, it’s a sinful, sexy venue for the beautiful people to congregate.


The Mirage commands performances by the world’s top headliners, but Cirque du Soleil’s Beatles show LOVE packs them in every night for a celebration of the Fab Four’s music.


Harrah’s


Restaurants: Ruth’s Chris Steak House, Flavors the Buffet, Oyster Bar, Ben & Jerry’s, Toby Keith’s I Love This Bar & Grill, Fulton Street Food Hall, Starbucks


Entertainment: Tenors of Rock, Menopause the Musical, Mac King Comedy Magic, Tenors of Rock, Tape Face, Big Elvis, The Comedy Lineup, X Country


Nightlife: Carnaval Court, Numb Bar, Piano Bar, Signature Bar


Adjacent to the happening Linq, S Harrah’s (3475 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/214-9110, www.caesars.com/harrahs-las-vegas, $115-201) suddenly finds itself on the cutting edge of the Las Vegas party scene. The venerable property has taken a few baby steps toward hipsterism, booking the topless X Country revue, and the raunchy Menopause the Musical. Still, conservative habits are hard to break, and Mac King’s family-friendly comedy magic show remains one of the best afternoon offerings in town.


Carnaval Court, outside on the Strip’s sidewalk, capitalizes on the street-party atmosphere with live bands and juggling bartenders. Just inside, Vegas icon Big Elvis (2pm, 3:30pm, and 5pm Mon., Wed., and Fri., free) performs in the Piano Bar, which invites aspiring singers to the karaoke stage Monday through Wednesday evenings, and dueling twin sister keyboardists take over each night at 9pm. The country superstar lends his name and unapologetic patriotism to Toby Keith’s I Love This Bar & Grill (11:30am-2am Sun.-Thurs., 11:30am-3am Fri.-Sat., $15-25). Try the fried bologna sandwich.


For the best experience, book a room in the remodeled (2016) and renamed Valley Tower. Its 600 rooms and 72 suites feature subtle blues and grays along with traditional Harrah’s purple in geometric designs and artwork throughout. Backlighted vanities, big windows, and modern lights and fixtures add to the sleek design.



S Caesars Palace



Restaurants: Bacchanal Buffet, Gordon Ramsay Hell’s Kitchen, Gordon Ramsay Pub & Grill, Restaurant Guy Savoy, Brioche by Guy Savoy, Pronto by Giada, Beijing Noodle No. 9, Mesa Grill, Old Homestead Steakhouse, Rao’s, Mr. Chow, Searsucker, Nobu, Café Americano, Forum Food Court (Smashburger, The Halal Guys, Earl of Sandwich, Crepes and More, La Gloria, Difara Pizza, Tiger Wok and Ramen), Starbucks


Entertainment: Absinthe


Attractions: Fall of Atlantis, aquarium, Appian Way Shops, Forum Shops


Nightlife: Omnia, Fizz, Cleopatra’s Barge, Spanish Steps, Numb Bar, Alto Bar, Lobby Bar, Vista Lounge, Montecristo Cigar Bar


The Roman Empire probably would look a lot like Las Vegas had it survived this long. Caesars Palace (3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/227-5938, www.caesars.com, $175-300) has incorporated all of ancient Rome’s decadence while adding a few thousand slot machines. Caesars opened with great fanfare in 1966 and has ruled the Strip ever since. Like the empire, it continues to expand and innovate, now boasting 3,348 guest rooms in six towers and 140,000 square feet (13,006 sq m) of gaming space accented with marble, fountains, gilding, and royal reds. Wander the grounds searching for reproductions of some of the world’s most famous statuary, including Michelangelo’s David.


Cleopatra’s Barge (7pm-2am Tues.-Wed., 8pm-3am Thurs.-Sat.), a floating lounge, attracts the full spectrum of the 21-and-over crowd for late-night bacchanalia. Local rockers and pop-choral fusionists are the current house bands, with occasional forays from touring groups taking the stage for acoustic performances in the intimate, 170-seat venue.


Guests luxuriate in the Garden of the Gods Pool Oasis, with each of several distinct water-and-sun shrines catering to a different proclivity. Gamblers can play at a swim-up blackjack table at Fortuna; beach bunnies can flaunt it toplessly at Venus; tanners can roast in peace at Apollo; kids can frolic at Temple; and the wealthy can splurge on cabanas at Bacchus. What, no aqueduct?


All roads lead to the Forum Shops (10am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-midnight Fri.-Sat.), a collection of famous designer stores, specialty boutiques, and restaurants. An hour here can do some serious damage to your bankroll. You’ll also find the Fall of Atlantis show (hourly 11am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat., free), a multisensory, multimedia depiction of the gods’ wrath.


Caesars is the center of the world for celebrity chefs, with culinary all-stars lending their names to multiple eateries. Epicureans (and fans of the F-word, we presume) enjoy beef Wellington or eggs in purgatory at Gordon Ramsay Hell’s Kitchen. More casual guests can get their British on at Gordon Ramsay Pub & Grill (11am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $25-40). Sip a Guinness while munching on shepherd’s pie, bangers and mash, and fish-and-chips among the iconic red London-style phone booths.


With so many guest rooms in six towers, it seems Caesars is always renovating somewhere. Most newer guest rooms are done in tan, wood, and marble. Ask for a south-facing room in the Augustus or Octavius tower to get commanding vistas of both the Bellagio fountains and the Strip.


The Linq


Restaurants: Guy Fieri’s Vegas Kitchen and Bar, Chayo Mexican Kitchen & Tequila Bar, Hash House a Go Go, Nook Café, Off the Strip


Entertainment: Mat Franco’s Magic Reinvented


Attractions: High Roller, Fly Linq Zipline, VR Adventures, Auto Collection, Club Tattoo, Influence pool, Brooklyn Bowl, Silver Sky Chapel


Nightlife: 3535, Catalyst, O’Shea’s, Tag Lounge and Bar


Rooms at The Linq (3535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/634-6441, www.caesars.com/linq, $99-249) are sleek, stylish, and smallish, at 250-350 square feet (23.2-32.5 sq m). Pewter and chrome are accented with eggplant, orange, or aqua murals depicting vintage Vegas in all its neon glory. Other amenities include marble countertops, 47-inch (119.4-cm) flat-screen TVs, and iPod docks. But the hotel is really just a way to stay close to all the Gen X-focused boutiques, bars, and restaurants in the adjacent outdoor promenade.


The high point of this pedestrian-friendly plaza is the High Roller ($22-32, age 4-12 $9-19), the highest observation wheel in the world, but there’s plenty more to warrant a stop. Brooklyn Bowl (5pm-1am Sat.-Thurs., 5pm-2am Fri., $15-25) has you covered on eat, drink, and be merry, combining tenpin excitement with dozens of beer taps, delectable finger foods, and live entertainment. The spicy diablo shrimp highlights the modern fare at Chayo Mexican Kitchen & Tequila Bar (9am-midnight Sun.-Thurs., 9am-3am Fri.-Sat., $16-28), but the menu takes a backseat to the tequila-fueled party. There’s a mechanical bull in the middle of the dining room, for goodness’ sake. Patio seating puts diners and drinkers in prime people-watching territory. Vegas icon and local favorite O’Shea’s (24 hours daily) brings back the lowbrow frivolity of the kegger party with cheap drafts, heated beer pong matches, and a rockin’ jam band that keeps the festivities raging well into the wee hours.


America’s Got Talent winner Mat Franco (7pm Thurs.-Mon., 4pm Sat., $48-88) combines jaw-dropping production illusions with how’d-he-do-that close-up tricks. His easygoing banter and anything-to-please attitude ensure it’s never the same show twice.


Flamingo


Restaurants: Center Cut Steakhouse, Paradise Garden Buffet, Jimmy Buffett’s Margaritaville, Carlos N Charlie’s, Beach Club Bar & Grill, Club Cappuccino, Café Express Food Court (Bonanno’s Pizza, Johnny Rockets, L.A. Subs, Pan Asian Express)


Entertainment: Donny and Marie, Piff the Magic Dragon, Legends in Concert, X Burlesque


Attractions: Wildlife Habitat


Nightlife: It’s 5 O’Clock Somewhere Bar, Garden Bar, Bugsy’s Bar


Named for Virginia “Flamingo” Hill, the girlfriend of Benjamin “don’t call me Bugsy” Siegel, the Flamingo (3555 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/733-3111, www.caesars.com/flamingo-las-vegas, $109-219) has at turns embraced and shunned its gangster ties, which stretch back to the 1960s. After Bugsy’s (sorry, Mr. Siegel’s) Flamingo business practices ran afoul of the Cosa Nostra and led to his untimely end, Meyer Lansky took over. Mob ties continued to dog the property until Hilton Hotels bought the Flamingo in 1970, giving the joint the legitimacy it needed. Today, its art deco architecture and pink-and-orange neon conjure images of aging mafiosi lounging by the pool in a Vegas where the mob era is remembered almost fondly. At the Flamingo Wildlife Habitat (8am-dusk daily, free), ibis, pelicans, turtles, koi fish, and, of course, Chilean flamingos luxuriate amid riparian plants and meandering streams.


Guests can search for their lost shaker of salt at Jimmy Buffett’s Margaritaville (702/733-3302, 8am-1am Sun.-Thurs., 8am-2am Fri.-Sat., $20-30).


Piff the Magic Dragon (8pm, days vary, $69) performs mind-boggling card tricks with deadpan delivery and the help of adorable Chihuahua Mr. Piffles. Most of the humor is family-friendly, but the venue recommends audience members be age 13 and over.


The Flamingo transformed many of its guest rooms into Fab Rooms in 2012, but the older Go Rooms are actually more modern, dressed in swanky mahogany and white. The rooms are only 350 square feet (32.5 sq m) but boast high-end entertainment systems and 42-inch (106.7-cm) TVs, vintage art prints, padded leather headboards, and all the other Vegas-sational accoutrements. Fab Rooms are more boldly decorated, incorporating swatches of hot pink.


Rio


Restaurants: VooDoo Steakhouse, Carnival World & Seafood Buffets, Royal India Bistro, Wine Cellar & Tasting Room, KJ Dim Sum & Seafood, All-American Bar & Grille, Hash House a Go Go, Pho Da Nang Vietnamese Kitchen, Guy Fieri’s El Burro Borracho, Sports Deli, Smashburger, Starbucks


Entertainment: Penn & Teller, Comedy Cellar, Chippendales, X Rocks


Attractions: VooDoo Beach, VooDoo Zip Line, KISS by Monster Mini Golf, Masquerade Village, Count’s Tattoo Company, Rio Las Vegas Spa and Salon


Nightlife: VooDoo Rooftop Nightclub & Lounge, IBar, Flirt Lounge, Masquerade Bar, Purple Zebra Daiquiri Bar


This Carnival-inspired resort of more than 2,500 all-suite accommodations just off the Strip keeps the party going with terrific buffets, beautiful people-magnet bars, and steamy shows. “Bevertainers” at the Rio (3700 W. Flamingo Rd., 866/983-4279, www.caesars.com/rio-las-vegas, $99-199) take breaks from schlepping cocktails by jumping on ministages scattered throughout the casino to belt out tunes or shimmy to the music. Dancers and other performers may materialize at your slot machine to take your mind off your losses.


Rio suites measure about 600 square feet (55.7 sq m). The hotel’s center-Strip location and room-tall windows provide middle-of-the-action sights. A dressing area separate from the bathroom makes night-on-the-town preparations easy.


VooDoo Beach is a complex comprising four pools, a maze of waterfalls, cabanas, and more. Kids are welcome everywhere but Voo Pool, which attracts the over-21 crowd with a bar, spa treatment tables, and topless bathing.


Lower Strip


The Lower Strip—roughly between the “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign and Harmon Avenue—is a living city timeline. The Tropicana is here, providing a link to the mobbed-up city of the 1960s and 1970s. Camelot-themed Excalibur, completed in 1990, and the Egyptian-inspired Luxor, which opened in 1993, serve as prime examples from the city’s hesitant foray into becoming a “family” destination in the early 1990s. Across from the Tropicana, the emerald-tinted MGM Grand opened in 1993 as a salute to The Wizard of Oz. City Center puts the mega in megaresort—condos, boutique hotels, trendy shopping, a huge casino, and a sprawling dining and entertainment district—and cemented the city’s biggest-is-best trend. The Lower Strip seems made for budget-conscious families. Rooms are often cheaper than mid-Strip, and there are plenty of kid-friendly attractions (even a roller coaster).


The Palms


Restaurants: Scotch 80 Prime, Laguna, Send Noodles, A.Y.C.E. Buffet, Lucky Penny, The Eatery food court


Entertainment: Pearl Theater, Brendan Theater


Nightlife: Rojo, Tonic, Unknown Bar, Apex Social Club, Camden Cocktail Lounge


Station Casinos spent nearly $1 billion to buy and renovate The Palms (4321 W. Flamingo Rd., 866/942-7777, www.palms.com, $110-175), where rock star excess was just another Tuesday night when it opened in 1999 to penthouse views, uninhibited pool parties, lavish theme suites, and several televised parties. The 2,500-seat Pearl Concert Theater still regularly hosts rock concerts, and the Fantasy Tower still lets guest splurge on rooms with bowling lanes, basketball courts, curated art, and more. The original Ivory Tower offers large guest rooms. They’re sleek, with geometric shapes and custom artwork, but their best features are the feathery beds and luxurious comforters. The rejuvenating shower and “spa-inspired” stone, glass, and chrome bathrooms help get the day started. The newest tower, Palms Place, has 599 studios and one-bedrooms with suite views, gourmet kitchens, and nearby restaurant, spa, and pool.


Bellagio


Restaurants: Lago, Yellowtail, Spago, Harvest by Roy Ellamar, Jasmine, Fix, Michael Mina, Picasso, Prime Steakhouse, Le Cirque, Noodles, The Buffet, Bellagio Patisserie, Starbucks, Café Bellagio, Pool Café, Juice Press


Entertainment: Cirque du Soleil’s O


Attractions: Fountains at Bellagio, Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Garden, Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art, public art


Nightlife: Hyde, Lily Bar & Lounge, Petrossian Bar, Baccarat Bar, Pool Bar, Sports Bar Lounge


With nearly 4,000 guest rooms and suites, S Bellagio (3600 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/693-7111 or 888/987-6667, www.bellagio.com, $199-349) boasts a population larger than the village perched on Lake Como from which it borrows its name. To keep pace with its Italian namesake, Bellagio created an 8.5-acre (3.4-ha) lake between the hotel and Las Vegas Boulevard. The views of the lake and its Fountains at Bellagio (3pm-midnight Mon.-Fri., noon-midnight Sat., 11am-midnight Sun.) are free, as is the 80,000-flower aromatic fantasy at Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Garden (24 hours daily). The Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art (10am-8pm daily, $18) would be a bargain at twice the price—you can spend an edifying day at one of the world’s priciest resorts (including a cocktail and lunch) for less than $50. Even if you don’t spring for gallery admission, art demands your attention throughout the hotel and casino. The 2,000 glass flower petals in Dale Chihuly’s Fiori di Como sculpture bloom from the lobby ceiling, foreshadowing the opulent experiences to come. Masatoshi Izumi’s A Gift from the Earth, comprising four massive basalt sculptures representing wind, fire, water, and land, dominates the hotel’s main entrance.
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Bellagio





The display of artistry continues but the bargains end at Via Bellagio (10am-midnight daily), the resort’s shopping district, including heavyweight retailers Armani, Prada, Chanel, Gucci, and their ilk.


Befitting Bellagio’s world-class status, intriguing and expensive restaurants abound. Michael Mina (5:30pm-10pm Mon.-Sat., $70-100) is worth the price. Restrained decor adds to the simple elegance of the cuisine, which is mostly seafood with European and Asian influences.


Bellagio’s tower rooms are the epitome of luxury, with Italian marble, oversize bathtubs, remote-controlled drapes, Egyptian-cotton sheets, and 510 square feet (47.4 sq m) in which to spread out. The sage-plum and indigo-silver color schemes are refreshing changes from the goes-with-everything beige and the camouflages-all-stains paisley often found on the Strip.


Paris Las Vegas


Restaurants: Burger Brasserie, Mon Ami Gabi, Hexx, Martoranos, Gordon Ramsay Steak, Eiffel Tower Restaurant, JJ’s Boulangerie, Beef Park, Café Belle Madeleine, Sekushi, La Creperie, Le Café Ile St. Louis, Le Village Buffet, Yong Kang Street


Entertainment: Sex Tips for Straight Women from a Gay Man, Marilyn! The New Musical, Anthony Cools, I Love the ’90s, Jeff Civillico – Comedy In Action


Attractions: Eiffel Tower


Nightlife: Napoleon’s Lounge, Alexxa’s Bar, Le Cabaret, Le Central, Le Bar du Sport, Gustav’s, Chateau Nightclub & Rooftop


Designers used Gustav Eiffel’s original drawings to ensure that the half-size tower that anchors Paris Las Vegas (3655 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/242-6753, www.caesars.com/paris-las-vegas, $149-276) conformed—down to the last cosmetic rivet—to the original. That attention to detail prevails throughout this property, which works hard to evoke the City of Light, from large-scale reproductions of the Arc de Triomphe, Champs-Élysées, and Louvre to more than half a dozen French restaurants. The tower is perhaps the most romantic spot in town to view the Strip; you’ll catch your breath as the elevator whisks you to the observation deck 460 feet up, then have it taken away again by the lights from one of the most famous skylines in the world. Back at street level, the cobblestone lanes and brass streetlights of Le Boulevard (8am-2am daily) invite shoppers into quaint shops and patisseries. The casino offers its own attractions, not the least of which is the view of the Eiffel Tower’s base jutting through the ceiling. Paris is one of the first casinos to test “skill-based” gaming, which combines video poker with video games. It also offers a variation of fantasy football during the NFL season.


Entertainment veers toward the bawdy, with Anthony Cools—The Uncensored Hypnotist (9pm Tues. and Thurs.-Sun., $49-82) cajoling mesmerized subjects through very adult simulations. The same venue hosts the Broadway export Sex Tips for Straight Women from a Gay Man (7pm Sun., Tues., Thurs, Fri., 9 pm Mon., 7 pm and 11pm Sat., $52-92), in which the audience and flamboyant Dan help uptight Robyn shed her bedroom inhibitions. Hip-hop, R&B and pop artists take viewers back to the “golden age” in I Love the ’90s (9 pm Thurs.-Mon., $70-135).


You’ll be wishing you had packed your beret when you order a beignet and cappuccino at Le Café Ile St. Louis (6pm-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 6am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $12-20). While the checkered tablecloths and streetlights scream French sidewalk café, the menu tends toward American comfort food.


Standard guest rooms in the 33-story tower are decorated in a rich earth-tone palette and have marble baths. There’s nothing Left Bank bohemian about them, however. The guest rooms exude little flair or personality, but the simple, quality furnishings make it a moderately priced option. Book a Red Room if modern decor is important to you.


Cosmopolitan


Restaurants: Scarpetta, Rose. Rabbit. Lie., E by Jose Andres, STK, Beauty & Exxex, Blue Ribbon, China Poblano, Zuma, Secret Pizza, Eggslut, Estiatorio Milos, The Henry, Holsteins, Jaleo, The Juice Standard, Milk Bar, Momofuku, Overlook Grill, Starbucks, Va Bene, Wicked Spoon


Attractions: public art


Nightlife: Marquee, Bond, The Chandelier, Clique, The Study, Vesper Bar


Modern art, marble bath floors, and big soaking tubs in 460-square-foot (42.7 sq m) rooms evoke urban penthouse living at S Cosmopolitan (3708 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/698-7000, www.cosmopolitanlasvegas.com, $220-4380). The hefty rates do nothing to harsh the NYC vibe. Because it’s too cool to host production shows, the resort’s entertainment schedule mixes DJs of the moment with the coolest headliners.


That nouveau riche attitude carries through to the dining and nightlife. Rose. Rabbit. Lie. (6pm-midnight Wed.-Sat., $70-125) is equal parts supper club, nightclub, and jazz club. Bluesy, jazzy torch singers, magicians, tap and hip-hop dancers, and a rocking sound system keep the joint jumping. If you go for dinner, order 5-6 small plates per couple. Vesper Bar (24 hours daily), named for James Bond’s favorite martini, prides itself on serving hipster versions of classic cocktails. Possibly the best day club in town, Marquee (11am-sunset daily Apr.-Oct.), on the roof, brings in the beautiful people with DJs and sweet bungalow lofts. When darkness falls, the day club becomes an extension of the pulsating Marquee nightclub (10:30pm-5am Mon. and Fri.-Sat.).


Aria


Restaurants: Bardot, Sage, Catch, Herringbone, Blossom, Jean Georges Steakhouse, Carbone, Aria Patisserie Javier’s, Lemongrass, The Buffet, Julian Serrano Tapas, Aria Café, Five50 Pizza Bar, The Pub, Bobby’s Burger Bar, Burger Lounge, Starbucks, Pressed Juicery, Pinkberry


Entertainment: Cirque du Soleil’s Zarkana


Attractions: public art, Crystals


Nightlife: Jewel, Alibi, Baccarat Lounge, High Limit Lounge, Lift Bar, Lobby Bar, Pool Bar, Sports Bar


All glass and steel, ultramodern S Aria (3730 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/590-7757, www.aria.com, $210-379) would look more at home in Manhattan than Las Vegas. Touch pads control the drapes, the lighting, the music, and the climate in Aria’s fern- or grape-paletted guest rooms. Program the “wake up scene” before bedtime, and the room will gradually summon you from peaceful slumber at the appointed time. A traditional hotel casino, Aria shares the City Center umbrella with Vdara, a Euro-chic boutique hotel with no gaming.


Guests are invited to browse an extensive public art collection, with works by Maya Lin, Jenny Holzer, and Richard Long, among others. Crystals, a 500,000-square-foot (46,452-sq-m) mall, lets you splurge among hanging gardens. Restaurants fronted by Julian Serrano and Michael Mina take the place of Sbarro’s and Cinnabon.


Park MGM


Restaurants: Primrose, Bavette’s Steakhouse, Eataly, Roy Choi, Starbucks


Entertainment: Park Theater


Nightlife: Double Barrel Roadhouse, Moneyline Sports Bar & Book, On the Road, Juniper Cocktail Lounge


The former Monte Carlo has gotten the MGM glam treatment and now, as Park MGM (3770 S Las Vegas Blvd., 702/ 730-7777, www.parkmgm.com, $99-179), it pulls the big names (Cher, Bruno Mars, etc.) into its bustling Park Theater. Rooms in the middle-of-the-action hotel weigh in at over 400 square feet (37.2 sq m). They are decorated in hunter green, and the alcove bed and blackout curtains screen guests, even when they choose the Strip-view accommodations. Curated art makes each room unique.


Hard Rock


Restaurants: MB Steak, Culinary Dropout, Fu Asian Kitchen, Mr. Lucky’s, Nobu, Pink Taco, Oyster Bar, Fuel Café, Goose Island Pub, Pizza Forte, Juice Bar, Dunkin’ Donuts


Entertainment: Magic Mike Live, The Joint, Raiding the Rock Vault, Vinyl, Soundwaves


Nightlife: Rehab Pool Party, Smashbar, Vanity, Center Bar, Sidebet Draft Bar, Luxe Bar, Midway Bar


Young stars and the media-savvy 20-somethings who idolize them contribute to the frat party mojo at the Hard Rock (4455 Paradise Rd., 800/473-7625, www.hardrockhotel.com, $129-275). While the casino is shaped like an LP, if your music collection dates back to wax records, this probably isn’t the place for you. The gaming tables and machines are located in the “record label,” and the shops and restaurants are in the “grooves.”


Contemporary and classic rockers regularly grace the stage at The Joint and party with their fans at Rehab Pool Parties (11am-dusk Fri.-Sat.). The provocatively named Pink Taco (11am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-2am Fri.-Sat., $15-25) dishes up Mexican and Caribbean specialties.


The 1,500 sleek guest rooms include stocked minibars, Bose CD sound systems, and 55-inch (139.7-cm) plasma TVs, a fitting crib for wannabe rock stars.


New York New York


Restaurants: Tom’s Urban, Il Fornaio, Nine Fine Irishmen, Gallagher’s Steakhouse, America, New York Pizzeria, Chin Chin Café & Sushi Bar, Broadway Burger Bar & Grill, Gonzalez y Gonzalez, Shake Shack, 48th and Crepe, Greenberg’s Deli, Fulton’s Fish Frye, Village Bakery, Times Square to Go, Nathan’s Famous, Starbucks


Entertainment: Cirque du Soleil’s Zumanity, Brooklyn Bridge buskers, dueling pianos, The Park


Attractions: Hershey’s Chocolate World, Big Apple Coaster & Arcade, T-Mobile Arena


Nightlife: Coyote Ugly, The Bar at Times Square, Center Bar, Pour 24, Big Chill, High Limit Bar, Lobby Bar, Chocolate Bar


One look at this loving tribute to the city that never sleeps and you won’t be able to fuhgedaboutit. From the city skyline outside (the skyscrapers contain the resort’s hotel rooms) to laundry hanging between crowded faux brownstones indoors, New York New York (3790 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/740-6969 or 866/815-4365, www.newyorknewyork.com, $130-255) will have even grizzled Gothamites feeling like they’ve come home again.


The Big Apple Coaster (11am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 10:30am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $15, all-day pass $26) winds its way around the resort, an experience almost as hair-raising as a New York City cab ride, which the coaster cars are painted to resemble.


Dueling pianists keep The Bar at Times Square (1pm-2:30am Mon.-Thurs., 11am-2:30am Fri.-Sun.) rocking into the wee hours, and the sexy bar staff at Coyote Ugly (6pm-3am daily) defy its name.


The Park takes dining, drinking, and strolling to new heights. The plaza surrounding T-Mobile Arena, where the NHL’s Vegas Golden Knights and the hottest musical acts play, incorporates responsible landscaping and artistic, if man-made, shade structures.


New York New York’s 2,023 guest rooms are standard size, 350-400 square feet (32.5-37.2 sq m). The roller coaster zooms around the towers, so you might want to ask for a room out of earshot.


MGM Grand


Restaurants: Morimoto, Joël Robuchon, Tom Colicchio’s Craftsteak, Michael Mina Pub 1842, Emeril’s New Orleans Fish House, L’Atelier de Joël Robuchon, Wolfgang Puck Bar & Grill, Hakkasan, Hecho En Vegas, Crush, MGM Grand Buffet, Fiamma Italian Kitchen, Tap Sports Bar, Dapper Doughnut, Blizz, Pieology, Avenue Café, Cabana Grill, Corner Cakes, Starbucks, Subway, Pan Asian Express, Bonanno’s New York Pizzeria, Sports Deli, China Tang, Häagen-Dazs, Nathan’s Famous, Original Chicken Tender, Tacos N ’Ritas, Johnny Rockets


Entertainment: Cirque du Soleil’s Kà, David Copperfield, Virtual Reality, Jabbawockeez, Brad Garrett’s Comedy Club, MGM Garden Arena


Attractions: Topgolf, Level Up, CSI: The Experience, CBS Television City Research Center


Nightlife: Wet Republic, Hakkasan, Level Up, Whiskey Bar, Losers Bar, Centrifuge, Lobby Bar


Gamblers enter MGM Grand (3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 888/646-1203, www.mgmgrand.com, $130-250) through portals guarded by MGM’s mascot, the 45-foot-tall (13.7-m) king of the jungle. The uninitiated may feel like a gazelle on the savanna, swallowed by the 171,000-square-foot (15,886-sq-m) casino floor, the largest in Las Vegas. But the watering hole, MGM’s 6.5-acre (2.6-ha) pool complex, is relatively predator-free. MGM capitalizes on the movie studio’s greatest hits. Even the hotel’s emerald facade evokes the magical city in The Wizard of Oz.


Boob tube fans can volunteer for studies at the CBS Television City Research Center (10am-8:30pm daily, free), where they can screen pilots for shows under consideration. If your favorite show happens to revolve around solving crimes, don some rubber gloves and search for clues at CSI: The Experience (9am-8pm daily, age 12 and up $32, not recommended for children under 12). Three crime scenes keep the experience fresh.


MGM Grand houses enough top restaurants for a week of gourmet dinners. You can take your pick of celebrity chef establishments, but L’Atelier de Joël Robuchon (5pm-10pm daily, $75-200) offers the most bang for the buck. Counter service overlooks kitchen preparations, adding to the anticipation.


Standard guest rooms in the Grand Tower are filled with the quality furnishings you’d expect. The West Tower guest rooms are smaller, at 350 square feet (32.5 sq m), but exude swinging style with high-tech gizmos; the 450-square-foot (41.8-sq-m) rooms in the Grand Tower are more traditional.


Tropicana


Restaurants: Bacio, Fresh Mix, Robert Irvine’s Public House, Oakville Steakhouse, Red Lotus Asian Kitchen, Savor Buffet


Attractions: Xposed!


Entertainment: David Goldrake Imaginarium, Purple Reign, the Prince Tribute, Rich Little, Laugh Factory


Nightlife: Tropicana Lounge, Lucky’s Sports Bar, Coconut Grove Bar


When it opened at in 1959, the Tropicana (3801 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/739-2222, www.troplv.com, $140-200) was the most luxurious, most expensive resort on the Strip. It has survived several boom-and-bust cycles since then, and its decor reflects the willy-nilly expansion and refurbishment efforts through the years. Today, the rooms have bright, airy South Beach themes with plantation shutters, light wood, 42-inch (106.7-cm) plasma TVs, and garden views.


The beach chic atmosphere includes a 2-acre (0.8-ha) pool complex with reclining deck chairs and swim-up blackjack. After a slow start, Las Vegas is now quite LGBTQ-friendly. On summer Saturdays (noon-7pm) the pool deck hosts Xposed!, a gay-friendly pool party with sand volleyball, go-go dancers, and trendy DJs.


Luxor


Restaurants: Tender Steak & Seafood, Rice & Company, Public House, T&T Tacos & Tequila, The Buffet, Pyramid Café, Backstage Deli, Blizz, Burger Bar, Ri Ra Irish Pub, Slice of Vegas, Hussong’s Cantina, Bonanno’s Pizzeria, Johnny Rockets, LA Subs, Nathan’s Famous, Original Chicken Tender, Starbucks


Entertainment: Carrot Top, Blue Man Group, Fantasy


Attractions: Bodies . . . the Exhibition, Titanic artifacts, Temptation Sunday


Nightlife: Centra, Aurora, Flight, High Bar, PlayBar


Other than its pyramid shape and name, not much remains of the Egyptian theme at the Luxor (3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/262-4000, www.luxor.com, $99-220). In its place are upscale and decidedly post-pharaoh nightclubs, restaurants, and shops. Many are located in the Shoppes at Mandalay Place, on the sky bridge between Luxor and Mandalay Bay. The huge base of the pyramid houses a cavernous 120,000-square-foot (11,148-sq-m) casino, while the slanted walls and twin 22-story towers contain 4,400 guest rooms. Luxor also has the largest atrium in the world, an intense light beam that is visible from space, and inclinators—elevators that move along the building’s oblique angles.


Staying in the pyramid makes for interesting room features, such as a slanted exterior wall. Stay on higher floors for panoramic views of the atrium below. Tower rooms are newer and more traditional in their shape, decor, and amenities.


Mandalay Bay


Restaurants: Aureole, Red Square, Lupo by Wolfgang Puck, Charlie Palmer Steak, Fleur by Hubert Keller, Rick Moonen’s RM Seafood, Kumi, Stripsteak, Libertine Social, Border Grill, Rx Boiler Room, Rivea, Ri Ra Irish Pub, BBQ Mexicana, Della’s Kitchen, Hussong’s Cantina, Citizens Kitchen & Bar, Slice of Vegas, Seabreeze Café, Burger Bar, Bayside Buffet, Noodle Shop, Bonanno’s Pizzeria, Nathan’s Famous, Pan Asian Express, Johnny Rockets, Subway, Mizuya Sushi/Sake, Sports Book Grill, Starbucks, Yogurt In


Entertainment: House of Blues, Michael Jackson One, Nashville Unplugged


Attractions: Shark Reef, Mandalay Place


Nightlife: Foundation Room, Light, Daylight Beach Club, Skyfall, Minus 5 Ice Bar, Rhythm & Riffs, Eyecandy Sound Lounge, Orchid Lounge, Evening Call, Fat Tuesday, Bikini Bar, Verandah Lounge, 1923 Bourbon Bar


The South Pacific behemoth S Mandalay Bay (3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/632-7800, www.mandalaybay.com, $150-300) has one of the largest casino floors in the world at 135,000 square feet (12,542 sq m). An 11-acre (4.5-ha) paradise comprises eight pools, including a lazy river, a 1.6-million-gallon wave pool complete with a real beach made of five million pounds (2.3 million kg) of sand, an adults-only dipping pool, and tops-optional sunbathing deck. You could spend your entire vacation in the pool area, gambling at the beach’s three-level casino, eating at its restaurant, and loading up on sandals and bikinis at the nearby Pearl Moon boutique. The beach hosts a concert series during summer.


House of Blues (hours vary by event) hosts live blues, rock, and acoustic sets and a surprisingly good restaurant. It’s the site of the Sunday Gospel Brunch (702/632-7600, 10am and 1pm Sun., $55), where a gospel choir serenades guests with contemporary spirituals as they dine on Southern delicacies like chicken and waffles, biscuits and gravy, brisket, and more.


Even at 100,000 square feet (9,290 sq m), Mandalay Place (10am-11pm daily), on the sky bridge between Mandalay Bay and the Luxor, is smaller and less hectic than other casino malls. It features unusual shops, such as the Guinness Store, celebrating the favorite Irish stout, and Cariloha, with clothes, accessories, and housewares made of bamboo. The shops share space with eateries and high-concept bars like Minus 5 Ice Bar (11am-3am daily), where barflies don parkas before entering the below-freezing (23°F/-5°C) establishment. The glasses aren’t just frosted; they’re fashioned completely out of ice.


An urban hip-hop worldview and the King of Pop’s unmatched talent guide the vignettes in Michael Jackson One (7pm and 9:30pm Fri.-Tues., $69-170). Michael’s musical innovation and the Cirque du Soleil trademark aerial and acrobatic acts pay homage to the human spirit.


Sheathed in Indian artifacts and crafts, the Foundation Room (5pm-3am daily) is just as dark and mysterious as the subcontinent, with private rooms piled with overstuffed furniture, fireplaces, and thick carpets; a dining room; and several bars catering to various musical tastes.


Vegas pays tribute to Paris, Rome, New York, and Venice, so why not Moscow? Round up your comrades for caviar and vodka as well as continental favorites at Red Square (5pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-11pm Fri.-Sat., $35-50). Look for the headless Lenin statue at the entrance.


Standard guest rooms are chic and roomy (550 square feet/51.1 sq m), with warm fabrics and plush bedding. Get a north-facing room and put the floor-to-ceiling windows to use gazing the full length of the Strip. The guest rooms are big, but nothing special visually, but the baths are fit for royalty, with huge tubs and glass-walled showers. To go upscale, check out the Delano boutique hotel or book at the Four Seasons—both are part of the same complex.


Downtown


Binion’s


Restaurants: Top of Binion’s Steakhouse, Binion’s Deli, Binion’s Café, Benny’s Smokin BBQ & Brews


Entertainment: Hypnosis Unleashed


Nightlife: Cowgirl Up Cantina, Whiskey Licker


Before Vegas became a resort city, it catered to inveterate gamblers, hard drinkers, and others on the fringes of society. Ah, the good old days! A gambler himself, Benny Binion put his place in the middle of downtown, a magnet for the serious player, offering high limits and few frills. Binion’s (128 Fremont St., 702/382-1600, www.binions.com [URL inactive]) now attracts players with occasional $1 blackjack tables and a poker room frequented by grizzled veterans. This is where the World Series of Poker began, and the quaint room still stages some wild action on its 10 tables. Players can earn $2 per hour in comps—about double what they can pull down in most rooms. A $4 maximum rake and big-screen TV add to the attraction. The little den on Fremont Street still retains the flavor of Old Vegas.


[image: Image]


The hotel at Binion’s closed in 2009, but the restaurants remain open, including the Top of Binion’s Steakhouse (5pm-10pm daily, $40-55), famous for its Fremont Street views, aged steaks, and chicken-fried lobster appetizer.


Golden Nugget


Restaurants: Vic & Anthony’s, Chart House, Grotto, Lillie’s Asian Cuisine, Red Sushi, Cadillac Mexican Kitchen, Buffet, The Grille, Claim Jumper, Starbucks


Entertainment: 52 Fridays


Attractions: Hand of Faith, shark tank


Nightlife: Rush Lounge, Troy Liquor Bar, H2O Bar at the Tank, Claude’s Bar, Ice Bar, Bar 46, Cadillac Tequila Bar, Stage Bar


The S Golden Nugget (129 E. Fremont St., 702/385-7111, www.goldennugget.com, $129-249) has been a fixture for nearly 70 years, beckoning diners and gamblers with gold leaf and a 61-pound (27.7-kg) gold nugget in the lobby. Landry’s, the restaurant chain and Nugget owner since 2005, has maintained and restored the hotel’s opulence, investing $300 million for casino expansion, more restaurants, and a new 500-room hotel tower. Rooms are appointed in dark wood and warm autumn hues.


If you don’t feel like swimming with the sharks in the poker room, you can get up close and personal with their finned namesakes at the Golden Nugget Pool (9am-6pm daily, free), an outdoor pool with a three-story waterslide that takes riders through the hotel’s huge aquarium, home to sharks, rays, and other exotic marinelife. Bathers can also swim up to the aquarium for a face-to-face with the aquatic predators. Waterfalls and lush landscaping help make this one of the world’s best hotel pools.


Sights


Center Strip


Madame Tussauds Las Vegas


Ever wanted to dunk over Shaq? Party with the dudes from The Hangover? Madame Tussauds Las Vegas (3377 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/862-7800, www.madametussauds.com/lasvegas, 10am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-9pm Fri.-Sat., adults $30, age 4-12 $20, under age 4 free) at The Venetian gives you your chance. Unlike most other museums, Madame Tussauds encourages guests to get up close and “personal” with the world leaders, sports heroes, and pop icons immortalized in wax. Photo ops and interactive activities abound. Club Tussauds puts you in the middle of the happening club scene, with A-listers all around. Share a cocktail with Angelina Jolie; hit the dance floor with Channing Tatum; or discuss your screenplay with Will Smith.



S Gondola Rides



We dare you not to sigh at the grandeur of Venice in the desert as you pass beneath quaint bridges and idyllic sidewalk cafés, your gondolier serenading you with the accompaniment of the Grand Canal’s gurgling wavelets. The indoor gondolas (Venetian, 3355 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/607-3982, www.venetian.com, 10am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $29) skirt the Grand Canal Shoppes inside The Venetian under the mall’s painted-sky ceiling fresco for a half mile (0.8 km); outdoor gondolas (11am-10pm daily, weather permitting, $29) skim The Venetian’s 31,000-square-foot (2,880-sq-m) lagoon for 12 minutes, giving riders a unique perspective on the Las Vegas Strip. Plying the waters at regular intervals, the realistic-looking gondolas seat four, but couples who don’t want to share a boat can pay double.



S Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat



It’s no mirage—those really are pure-white tigers lounging in their own plush resort on The Mirage casino floor. Legendary Las Vegas magicians Siegfried and Roy, who have dedicated much of their lives to preserving big cats, opened the Secret Garden (Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/791-7188, www.miragehabitat.com, 10am-6pm daily, adults $22, age 4-12 $17, under 4 free) in 1990. In addition to the milky-furred tigers, the garden is home to blue-eyed, black-striped white tigers as well as black panthers, lions, and leopards. Although caretakers don’t “perform” with the animals, if your visit is well-timed you could see the cats playing, wrestling, and even swimming in their pristine waterfall-fed pools. The cubs in the specially built nursery are sure to register high on the cuteness meter.


Visit the Atlantic bottlenoses at the Dolphin Habitat right next door, also in the middle of The Mirage’s palm trees and jungle foliage. The aquatic mammals don’t perform on cue either, but they’re natural hams and often interact with their visitors, nodding their heads in response to trainer questions, turning aerial somersaults, and “walking” on their tails across the water. An underwater viewing area provides an unusual perspective into the dolphins’ world. Feeding times are a hoot.


Budding naturalists (age 13 and over) won’t want to miss Dolphin Habitat’s Trainer for a Day program ($495), which allows them to feed, swim with, and pose for photos with some of the aquatic stars while putting them through their daily regimen. Other interactive activities with the aquatic mammals include painting and yoga.



S High Roller



Taller than even the London Eye, the 550-foot (167.6-m) High Roller (Linq, 3545 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/777-2782 or 866/574-3851, www.caesars.com/linq/high-roller, 11:30am-2:30am daily, $25-37, youth $10-20) is the highest observation wheel in the world. Two thousand LED lights dance in intricate choreography among the ride’s spokes and pods. The dazzling view from 50 stories up is unparalleled. Ride at night for a perfect panorama of the famous Strip skyline. Ride at dusk for inspiring glimpses of the desert sun setting over the mountains. Forty passengers fit in each of the High Roller’s 28 compartments, lessening wait time for the half-hour ride circuit. With Happy Half Hour tickets (noon-1am daily, age 21 and up, $52) passengers can board special bar cars and enjoy unlimited cocktails during the ride. Book online to save on tickets.


Lower Strip


Showcase Mall


“Mall” is an overly ambitious moniker for the Showcase Mall (3785 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/597-3117, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat.), a minidiversion on the Strip. The centerpiece, the original M&M’s World (702/736-7611, www.mmsworld.com, 9am-midnight daily, free), underwent a 2010 expansion and now includes a printing station where customers can customize their bite-size treats with words and pictures. The 3,300-square-foot (306.6-sq-m) expansion on the third floor of the store, which originally opened in 1997, includes additional opportunities to stock up on all things M: Swarovski crystal candy dishes, a guitar, T-shirts, and purses made from authentic M&M wrappers. The addition brings the chocoholic’s paradise to more than 30,000 square feet (2,787-sq-m), offering key chains, coffee mugs, lunch boxes, and the addicting treats in every color imaginable. Start with a viewing of the short 3-D film, I Lost My M in Las Vegas. A replica of Kyle Busch’s M&M-sponsored No. 18 NASCAR stock car is on the fourth floor.


As you might expect, everything inside the Everything Coca-Cola store (702/270-5952, 10am-11pm daily, free) is related to the iconic soft drink. The small retail outlet has collectibles, free photo ops, and a soda fountain where you can taste a dozen Coke products from around the world ($7). Look for the giant green Coke bottle facade on the Strip.


Other mall tenants include a food court, an eight-screen movie theater, Adidas, and Hard Rock Café.


Bodies . . . the Exhibition and Titanic Artifacts


Although they are tastefully and respectfully presented, the dissected humans at Bodies . . . the Exhibition (Luxor, 3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/262-4400, www.luxor.com, 10am-10pm daily, adults $32, over age 64 $30, age 4-12 $24, under age 4 free) still have a creep factor. That uneasiness quickly gives way to wonder and interest as visitors examine 13 full-body specimens, carefully preserved to reveal bone structure and muscular, circulatory, respiratory, and other systems. Other system and organ displays drive home the importance of a healthy lifestyle, with structures showing the damage caused by overeating, alcohol consumption, and sedentary lifestyle. Perhaps the most sobering exhibit is the side-by-side comparisons of healthy and smoke-damaged lungs. A draped-off area contains fetal specimens, showing prenatal development and birth defects.


Luxor also hosts some 250 less surreal but just as poignant artifacts and reproductions commemorating the 1912 sinking of the Titanic (3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/262-4400, 10am-10pm daily, adults $32, over age 64 $30, ages 4-12 $24, under age 4 free). The 15-ton rusting hunk of the ship’s hull is the biggest artifact on display; it not only drives home the Titanic’s scale but also helps transport visitors back to that cold April morning a century ago. A replica of the Titanic’s grand staircase—featured prominently in the 1997 film—testifies to the ship’s opulence, but it is the passengers’ personal effects (a pipe, luggage, an unopened bottle of champagne) and recreated first-class and third-class cabins that provide some of the most heartbreaking discoveries. The individual stories come to life as each patron is given the identity of one of the ship’s passengers. At the end of tour they find out the passenger’s fate.


Luxor offers combination admission to both attractions for $42.


Shark Reef


Just when you thought it was safe to visit Las Vegas. . . . This 1.6-million-gallon (6-million-l) habitat proves not all the sharks in town prowl the poker rooms. Shark Reef (Mandalay Bay, 3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/632-4555, www.sharkreef.com, 10am-10pm daily, $25, ages 65 and over $23, ages 4-12 $19, under age 4 free) is home to 2,000 animals—almost all predators. Transparent walkthrough tubes and a sinking-ship observation deck allow terrific views, bringing visitors nearly face-to-face with some of the most fearsome creatures in the world. Among the 15 species of sharks on display is a sand tiger shark, whose mouth is so crammed with razor-sharp teeth that it doesn’t fully close. Other species include golden crocodiles, moray eels, stingrays, giant octopuses, the venomous lionfish, jellyfish, water monitors, and the fresh-from-your-nightmares 8-foot-long (2.4-m) Komodo dragon.


Mandalay Bay guests with dive certification can dive in the 22-foot-deep (6.7-m) shipwreck exhibit at the reef. Commune with 8-foot (2.4-m) nurse sharks as well as reef sharks, zebra sharks, rays, sawfish, and other denizens of the deep. Scuba excursions (3pm daily, age 18 and over, $650) include 3-4 hours underwater, a guided aquarium tour, a video, and admission for up to four guests. Wearing chain mail is required. One tour option will prove your love runs deep: Have a reef diver present a surprise proposal at the end of a guided one-hour tour ($100). The price includes a commemorative photo.


Downtown



S Fremont Street Experience



With land at a premium and more and more tourists flocking to the opulence of the Strip, downtown Las Vegas in the last quarter of the 20th century found its lights beginning to flicker. Enter the Fremont Street Experience (702/678-5600, www.vegasexperience.com), an ambitious plan to transform downtown and its tacky “Glitter Gulch” reputation into a pedestrian-friendly enclave. Highlighted by a four-block-long canopy festooned with 12 million light-emitting diodes 90 feet (27.4 m) in the air, the Fremont Street Experience is downtown’s answer to the Strip’s erupting volcanoes and fantastic dancing fountains. The canopy, dubbed Viva Vision, runs atop Fremont Street between North Main Street and North 4th Street.


Once an hour between dusk and 1am, the promenade goes dark and all heads lift toward the canopy, supported by massive concrete pillars. For six minutes, visitors are enthralled by the multimedia shows that chronicle Western history, span the careers of classic rock bands, or transport viewers to fantasy worlds. Viva Vision runs several different shows daily.


Before and after the light shows, strolling buskers sing for their supper, artists create five-minute masterpieces, caricaturists airbrush souvenir portraits, and (sometimes scantily) costumed characters pose for photos. Tipping is all but mandatory ($2-5 is fair). Fremont Street hosts top musical acts, including some A-listers during big Las Vegas weekends such as National Finals Rodeo, NASCAR races, and New Year’s. The adjacent Fremont East Entertainment District houses quirky eateries, clubs, and art galleries.


Las Vegas Natural History Museum


Las Vegas boasts a volcano, a pyramid, and even a Roman coliseum, so it’s little wonder that an animatronic Tyrannosaurus rex calls the valley home, too. Dedicated to “global life forms. . . from the desert to the ocean, from Nevada to Africa, from prehistoric times to the present,” the Las Vegas Natural History Museum (900 Las Vegas Blvd. N., 702/384-3466, www.lvnhm.org, 9am-4pm daily, adults $10, seniors, military, and students $8, ages 3-11 $5) is filled with rotating exhibits that belie the notion that Las Vegas culture begins and ends with neon casino signs.


Visitors to the Treasures of Egypt gallery can enter a realistic depiction of King Tut’s tomb to study archaeological techniques and discover golden treasures of the pharaohs. The Wild Nevada gallery showcases the raw beauty and surprisingly varied life-forms of the Mojave Desert. Interactive exhibits also enlighten visitors on subjects such as marine life, geology, African ecosystems, and more.


The 35-foot-long (10.7-m) T. rex and his friends (rivals? entrées?)—a triceratops, a raptor, and an ichthyosaur—greet visitors in the Prehistoric Life gallery. And by “greet” we mean a bloodcurdling roar from the T. rex, so take precautions with the little ones and the faint of heart.


Neon Museum and Boneyard


Book a one-hour guided tour of the Neon Museum and Boneyard (770 Las Vegas Blvd. N., 702/387-6366, www.neonmuseum.org, 8:30am-10pm daily, adults $19-26, students, seniors, and veterans $15-22) and take a trip to Las Vegas’s more recent past. The boneyard displays 200 old neon signs that were used to advertise casinos, restaurants, bars, and even a flower shop and a dry cleaner. Several have been restored to their former glory and are illuminated during the more costly nighttime tours. The boneyard is not open for self-guided exploration, but the visitors center, housed in the scallop-shaped lobby of the historical La Concha Motel, offers a prime example of Googie architecture and can serve as a base for a do-it-yourself tour of restored neon displayed as public art. A word of caution: The neighborhood surrounding the museum and public neon signs is a bit sketchy after dark.


Lied Discovery Children’s Museum


Voted Best Museum in Las Vegas by readers of the local newspaper for 21 out of the last 25 years, Lied Discovery Children’s Museum (360 Promenade Pl., 702/382-3445, www.discoverykidslv.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun. summer, 9am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat., noon-5pm Sun. winter, $14.50) near the Smith Center in the cultural corridor presents more than 100 interactive scientific, artistic, and life-skill activities. Children enjoy themselves so much that they forget they’re learning. Among the best permanent exhibits is It’s Your Choice, which shows kids the importance of eating right and adopting a healthy lifestyle. Exhibits show kids creative ways to explore their world: drama, cooperation, dance, and visual arts. The Summit is the playground jungle gym on steroids—three levels of slides, ladders, tubes, and interactive experiments. Solve It! Mystery Town lets junior CSI agents gather evidence and practice the scientific method.


Mormon Fort


The tiny Mormon Fort (500 E. Washington Ave., 702/486-3511, http://parks.nv.gov, 8am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., $1, under 12 free) is the oldest building in Las Vegas. The adobe remnant, constructed by Mormon missionaries in 1855, was part of their original town site, the first permanent nonnative settlement in the valley, which they abandoned in 1858. It then served as a store, a barracks, and a shed on the Gass-Stewart Ranch. After that, the railroad leased the old fort to various tenants, including the Bureau of Reclamation, which stabilized and rebuilt the shed to use as a concrete-testing laboratory for Hoover Dam. In 1955 the railroad sold the old fort to the Elks, who in 1963 bulldozed the whole wooden structure (except the little remnant) into the ranch swimming pool and torched it.


Now a state park, the museum includes a visitors center, a recreation of the original fort built around the remnant, and a recreation of the little spring-fed creek that enticed the Mormons to put down roots here in the first place. A tour guide presents the history orally while display boards provide it visually. Your visit will not go unrewarded—it’s immensely refreshing to see some preservation of the past in this city of the ultimate now.



S The Mob Museum



The Museum of Organized Crime and Law Enforcement (300 Stewart Ave., 702/229-2734, http://themobmuseum.org, 9am-9pm daily, $24, seniors, military, law enforcement, and teachers $18, age 11-17 $14, under age 11 free) chronicles Las Vegas’s Mafia past and the cops and agents who finally ran the wiseguys out of town. The museum is inside the city’s downtown post office and courthouse, appropriately the site of the 1951 Kefauver Hearing investigating organized crime.


Displays include the barber chair where Albert Anastasia was gunned down while getting a haircut, as well as an examination of the violence, ceremony, and hidden meanings behind Mafia “hits,” all against a grisly background—the wall from Chicago’s St. Valentine’s Day Massacre that spelled the end of six members of Bugs Moran’s crew and one hanger-on. Bringing Down the Mob displays the tools federal agents used—wiretaps, surveillance, and weapons—to clean up the town. Another section explores Hollywood’s treatment of organized crime. Say hello to my little friend!


Downtown Arts District


Centered at South Main Street and East Charleston Boulevard, the district gives art lovers a concentration of galleries to suit any taste, plus an eclectic mix of shops, eateries, and other surprises. The Arts Factory (107 E. Charleston Blvd., 702/383-3133, www.theartsfactory.com), a two-story redbrick industrial building, is the district’s birthplace. It hosts exhibitions, drawing classes, and poetry readings. Tenants include a toy shop, a yoga studio, a roller-skate store, a très chic bistro, and galleries and studios belonging to artists working in every medium and genre imaginable. One downstairs space, Jana’s RedRoom (11am-7pm Wed.-Sun. and by appointment), displays and sells canvases by local artists.


Virtually all the galleries and other paeans to urban pop culture in the district participate in Las Vegas’s First Friday (https://ffflv.org, 5pm-11pm 1st Fri. each month) event, which includes wine receptions, pub crawls, art lessons, and plenty of exhibits. Otherwise galleries keep limited hours, so if there’s something you don’t want to miss, call for an appointment.


Bringing art to the masses, the nonprofit City of the World Art Gallery (1229 S. Casino Center Blvd., 702/523-5306, www.cityoftheworldlasvegas.org, 1pm-5pm Sun. and Wed., 1pm-7pm Thurs., 11am-7pm Fri.-Sat., donation) showcases the works of dozens of local artists and offers classes for children and adults.


Off the Strip



S Las Vegas Springs Preserve



The Las Vegas Springs Preserve (333 S. Valley View Blvd., 702/822-7700, www.springspreserve.org, 10am-6pm daily, adults $19, students and over age 64 $17, ages 5-17 $11, free under age 5) is where Las Vegas began, at least from a Eurocentric viewpoint. More than 100 years ago, the first nonnatives in the Las Vegas Valley—Mormon missionaries from Salt Lake City—stumbled on this clear artesian spring. Of course, the native Paiute and Pueblo people knew about the springs and exploited them millennia before the Mormons arrived. You can see examples of their tools, pottery, and houses at the site, now a 180-acre (72.8-ha) monument to environmental stewardship, historical preservation, and geographic discovery. The preserve is home to lizards, rabbits, foxes, scorpions, bats, and more. The nature-minded will love the cactus, rose, and sage gardens, and there’s even an occasional cooking demonstration using the desert-friendly fruits, vegetables, and herbs grown here.


Las Vegas has become a leader in water conservation, alternative energy, and other environmentally friendly policies. The results of these efforts and tips on how everyone can reduce their carbon footprint are found in the Sustainability Gallery.


Nevada State Museum


Visitors can spend hours studying Mojave and Spring Mountains ecology, southern Nevada wildlife (both contemporary and prehistoric), and local mining and railroad history at the Nevada State Museum (309 S. Valley View Blvd., 702/486-5205, http://nvculture.org, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun., $19, included in admission to the Springs Preserve, college students and ages 65 and over $17, ages 5-17 $11, under 5 free). Permanent exhibits on the 13,000-square-foot (1,208-sq-m) floor describe southern Nevada’s role in warfare, mining, and atomic weaponry and include skeletons of a Columbian mammoth, which roamed the Nevada deserts 20,000 years ago, and the ichthyosaur, a whalelike remnant of the Triassic period. The Nevada from Dusk to Dawn exhibit explores the nocturnal lives of the area’s animal species. Other exhibits trace the contributions of Las Vegas’s gaming, marketing, and business communities.



S Atomic Testing Museum



Members of the “duck and cover” generation will find plenty to spark Cold War memories at the Atomic Testing Museum (755 E. Flamingo Rd., 702/794-5151, www.nationalatomictestingmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., adults $22). Las Vegas embraced its role as ground zero in the development of the nation’s atomic and nuclear deterrents after World War II. Business leaders welcomed defense contractors to town, and casinos hosted bomb-watching parties as nukes were detonated at the Nevada Test Site, a huge swath of desert 65 miles (105 km) away. One ingenious marketer promoted the Miss Atomic Bomb beauty pageant in an era when patriotism overcame concerns about radiation.


The museum presents atomic history without bias, walking a fine line between appreciation of the work of nuclear scientists, politicians, and the military and the catastrophic consequences their activities and decisions could have wrought. The museum’s best permanent feature is a short video in the Ground Zero Theatre, a multimedia simulation of an actual atomic explosion. The theater, a replica of an observation bunker, is rigged for motion, sound, and rushing air.


One gallery helps visitors put atomic energy milestones in historical perspective, along with the age’s impact on 1950s and 1960s pop culture. Another permanent exhibit explains the effects of radiation and how it is tracked and measured. Just as relevant today are the lectures and traveling exhibits that the museum hosts.


Computer simulators, high-speed photographs, Geiger counters, and other testing and safety equipment, along with first-person accounts, add to the museum’s visit-worthiness.


Entertainment


Headliners and Production Shows


An American version of French burlesque, the Las Vegas production show has been gracing various stages around town since the late 1950s. Recently, however, these variety shows have evolved from distinct acts—a juggler, followed by a contortionist, magician, acrobat, etc. Today, many shows incorporate these talented performers, but in the context of a connected story. The Cirque du Soleil franchise is a good example. Most other variety shows have given way to more one-dimensional, specialized productions of superstar imitators, jukebox musical revues, and striptease acts masquerading as song-and-dance programs. Most of these are large-budget, skillfully produced and presented extravaganzas, and they make for highly entertaining nights on the town.


As Las Vegas has grown more sophisticated, it has also attracted Broadway productions to compete with the superstar singers—many now signing extended-engagement miniresidencies—that helped launch the town’s legendary status.


Since they’re so expensive to produce, the big shows are fairly reliable, and you can count on them being around for the life of this book’s edition. They do change on occasion; the smaller shows come and go with some frequency, but unless a show bombs and is gone in the first few weeks, it’ll usually be around for at least a year.




Grand Canyon Tours from Vegas


Nearly a dozen tour companies relay visitors from Vegas to and through the Grand Canyon via a variety of conveyances—buses, airplanes, helicopters, off-road vehicles, and rafts. Coupons and discounts for online reservation and off-season bookings are plentiful; it is not uncommon to book tours at less than half the rack rates listed here.


Grand Canyon Tours


Grand Canyon Tours (702/655-6060 or 800/222-6966, www.grandcanyontours.com) packs plenty of sightseeing into its bus tours ($80-200), which can include the Grand Canyon Railway or Hualapai Ranch. Helicopter tours ($275-408) cut down the commute, leaving more time at the canyon and allow an earlier return. Choppers skim over Hoover Dam, Lake Mead, the Black Mountains, and the Strip during the 1.5-hour flight. Stops can include the Grand Canyon Skywalk, Grand Canyon West Ranch, and the canyon floor.


Look Tours


Look Tours (4285 N. Rancho Dr., 702/749-5715 or 888/796-4345, www.looktours.com) also offers bus tours (6am-10pm daily, $80-115) and an overnight trip via fixed-wing aircraft ($160-309). Do-it-yourselfers can rent an SUV from Look (7am, 8am, or 9am daily, $170 pp, 2-person minimum) for a leisurely 24-hour exploration of the West Rim.


Maverick Helicopter Tours


Maverick Helicopter Tours (6075 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/261-0007 or 888/261-4414, and 1410 Jet Stream Dr., Ste. 100, Henderson, 702/405-4300 or 888/261-4414, www.maverickhelicopter.com) shuttles its customers to the canyon via spacious, quiet Eco-Star helicopters (7am-4:30pm daily, $619) and partners with Pink Jeep Tours for a guided road tour to the West Rim followed by a slow descent to the bottom of the canyon (6am-5pm daily, $395).


SweeTours


SweeTours (6363 S. Pecos Rd., Ste. 106, 702/456-9200 or 877/997-9338, http://sweetours.com) offers several packages ($169-385), which include options for travel by bus, SUV, helicopter, and boat.





Absinthe


As great as they are, the world-class singers and dancers and specialty acts featuring astounding acts of balance, athleticism, magic, striptease, and other vaudeville- and cabaret-inspired performances aren’t even the main attraction in Absinthe (Caesars Palace, 3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 855/234-7469, www.absinthevegas.com, 8pm and 10pm daily, $99-159). That distinction goes to the Gazillionaire, the show’s foulmouthed, sleazeball ringmaster, and his female counterpart.


If you go, leave your inhibitions and prudishness at home, lest you find yourself the target of the Gazillionaire’s barbs. In-the-round audience configuration assures there’s not a bad seat in the house, but with VIP tickets, the performers are, sometimes literally, right in your lap.


Avengers S.T.A.T.I.O.N./Transformers


Immerse yourself in two of today’s most enduring entertainment franchises at Avengers S.T.A.T.I.O.N./Transformers (Treasure Island, 3300 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/894-7722, www.stationattraction.com, 10am-10pm daily, $34, age 4-11 $24). Train to become a Marvel Avenger at this interactive Scientific Training and Tactical Intelligence Operative Network center, full of movie props like a life-size Iron Man suit and David Banner’s laboratory. Guests will be tested on their Marvel superhero knowledge with trivia questions throughout. The same creative team is developing a similar museum/experience (not yet open at press time) based on the Transformers.


Blue Man Group


Bald, blue, and silent (save for homemade PVC musical instruments), Blue Man Group (Luxor, 3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/262-4400 or 877/386-4658, www.blueman.com, 7pm and 9:30pm daily, $69-128) was one of the hottest things to hit the Strip when it debuted in 2000 after successful versions in New York, Boston, and Chicago. It continues to wow audiences with its thought-provoking, quirkily hilarious gags and percussion performances. It is part street performance, part slapstick, and all fun.


Carrot Top


With fresh observational humor, outrageous props, and flaming orange hair, Scott Thompson stands alone as the only true full-time headlining stand-up comic in Las Vegas. He’s also better known as Carrot Top (Luxor, 3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/262-4400 or 800/557-7428, www.luxor.com, 8pm Wed.-Mon., $55-76). His rapid-fire, stream-of-consciousness delivery ricochets from sex-aid props and poop jokes to current events, pop culture, and social injustice, making him the thinking person’s class clown.


Chippendales


With all the jiggle-and-tease shows on the Strip, Chippendales (Rio, 3700 W. Flamingo Rd., 702/777-7776, www.chippendales.com, 8:30pm and 10:30pm Thurs.-Sat., 8:30pm Sun.-Wed., $55-90) delivers a little gender equity. Tight jeans and rippled abs bumping and grinding with their female admirers may be the main attraction, but the choreography is more tasteful than most similar shows, and the guys really can dance. The “firefighters,” “cowboys,” and other manly man fantasy fodder boys dance their way through sultry and playful renditions of “It’s Raining Men” and other tunes with similar themes. They occasionally stroll through the crowd flirting and lap-sitting. However, there is a hands-off policy (wink, wink).


Donny and Marie


A little bit country, a little bit rock-and-roll, Donny and Marie Osmond (Flamingo, 3555 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/733-3333, www.caesars.com, 7:30pm Tues.-Sat., $116-134) manage a bit of hip-hop and soul as well, as they hurl affectionate put-downs at each other between musical numbers. The most famous members of the talented family perform their solo hits, such as Donny’s “Puppy Love” and Marie’s “Paper Roses,” along with perfect-harmony duets, while their faux sibling rivalry comes through with good-natured ribbing.


Terry Fator


America’s Got Talent champion Terry Fator (Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/792-7777, www.terryfator.com, 7:30pm Mon.-Thurs., $65-163) combines two disparate skills—ventriloquism and impersonation—to channel Elvis, Garth Brooks, Lady Gaga, and others. Backed by a live band, Fator sings and trades one-liners with his foam rubber friends. The comedy is fresh and mostly clean, the impressions spot-on, and the ventriloquism accomplished with nary a lip quiver.


Fear the Walking Dead


Because Las Vegas naturally will be the Armageddon of the zombie apocalypse, guests can receive their basic training at Fear the Walking Dead (425 Fremont St., 702/947-8342, www.vegasexperience.com, 1pm-1am Sun.-Thurs., 1pm-2am Fri.-Sat., $30), in the Fremont Street Experience. Only the most intrepid and dexterous will escape the brain-eaters. The 20-minute walk-through attraction is part haunted house, part escape room, part video game.


Kà


Cirque du Soleil’s Kà (MGM Grand, 3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/531-3826, www.mgmgrand.com, 7pm and 9:30pm Sat.-Wed., $75-209) explores the yin and yang of life through the story of separated twins journeying to meet their shared fate. Martial arts, acrobatics, puppetry, plenty of flashy pyrotechnics, and lavish sets and costumes bring cinematic drama to the variety-show acts. Battle scenes play out on two floating, rotating platforms. The show’s title was inspired by the ancient Egyptian belief of ka, in which every human has a spiritual duplicate.


Legends in Concert


The best of the celebrity impersonator shows, Legends in Concert (Flamingo, 3555 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/777-2782, www.legendsinconcert.com, 7:30pm and 9:30pm Mon., 9:30pm Tues., 4pm and 9:30pm Wed.-Thurs. and Sat., 7:30pm Sun., $53-82), brings out the “stars” in rapid-fire succession. Madonna barely finishes striking a pose before Janis Joplin gives us another little piece of her heart. Each show features four acts; two generally rotate, while Elvis and Michael Jackson appear in almost every show.


Le Rêve


All the spectacle we’ve come to expect from the creative geniuses behind Cirque du Soleil is present in the aquatic stream-of-unconsciousness Le Rêve (Wynn, 3131 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/770-9966, www.wynnlasvegas.com, 7pm and 9:30pm Fri.-Tues., $115-175). The loose concept is a romantically conflicted woman’s fevered dream (rêve in French). Some 80 perfectly sculpted specimens of human athleticism and beauty flip, swim, dive, and show off their muscles around a huge pool/stage. More than 2,000 guests fill the theater in the round, with seats all within 50 feet; those in the first couple of rows are in the “splash zone.” Clowns and acrobats complete the package.



S LOVE



For Beatles fans visiting Las Vegas, all you need is LOVE (Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/983-4279, www.cirquedusoleil.com/love, 7pm and 9:30pm Tues.-Sat., $86-196). This Cirque du Soleil-produced journey down Penny Lane features dancers, aerial acrobats, and other performers interpreting the Fab Four’s lyrics and recordings. With the breathtaking visual artistry of Cirque du Soleil and a custom sound-scape using the original master tapes from Abbey Road Studios, John, Paul, George, and Ringo have never looked or sounded so good.
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The Mob Museum
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Blue Man Theater
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Love at The Mirage





Magic Mike Live


Is it hot in here, or is it just the 13 studs parading around the Magic Mike Live stage (Hard Rock, 4455 Paradise Rd., 800/745-3000, www.magicmikelivelasvegas.com, 7pm and 10pm Wed.-Sun., $55-165)? Based on the wildly popular movies, the show features baby oil-slathered hunks in tight jeans, tear-away T-shirts, and less, strutting around a facsimile of Club Domina.


Marilyn! The New Musical


After an inauspicious Vegas start and a short hiatus, Marilyn (Paris, 3655 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/944-4224, www.caesars.com/paris-las-vegas/shows/marilyn-the-new-musical, 7pm Tues.-Sun., $49-97) returns, juxtaposing the breathless blonde’s flouncy personality against an often-tragic personal life. The latter includes 19 original songs, while the former is augmented by video and still photography of the real Marilyn and the spot-on (in appearance and voice) Ruby Lewis and her innocence-betrayed alter ego, Norma Jean.


Mystère


Celebrating the human form in all its beauty, athleticism, and grace, Mystère (Treasure Island, 3300 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/894-7722 or 800/392-1999, www.cirquedusoleil.com/mystere, 7pm and 9:30pm Sat.-Wed., $76-149) is the Cirque du Soleil production that most resembles a traditional American circus. But among the trapeze artists, feats of strength, and clowning around, Mystère also plays on other performance archetypes, including classical Greek theater, Kabuki, and surrealism. The first Cirque show in Las Vegas, Mystère continues to dazzle audiences with its revelations of life’s mysteries.


O


The Bellagio likes to do everything bigger, better, and more extravagant, and O (Bellagio, 3600 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/983-4279, www.cirquedusoleil.com/O, 7:30pm and 9:30pm Wed.-Sun., $107-187) is no exception. This Cirque du Soleil incarnation involves a $90 million set, 80 artists, and a 1.5-million-gallon (5.7-million-l) pool of water. The title comes from the French word for water, eau, pronounced like the letter O in English. The production involves both terrestrial and aquatic feats of human artistry, athleticism, and comedy.


Opium


From the producers of Absinthe, Opium (Cosmopolitan, 3708 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/698-7000, www.cosmopolitanlasvegas.com, 8pm and 10pm Wed.-Sun., 8pm Mon. and Thurs., $79-129) invites you to stowaway on an interstellar burlesque show of R-rated joke, singers, and specialty acts that you will never see on America’s Got Talent.


Penn & Teller


The oddball comedy magicians Penn & Teller (Rio, 3700 W. Flamingo Rd., 702/777-2782, www.pennandteller.com, 9pm Sat.-Wed., $77-97) have a way of making audiences feel special. Seemingly breaking the magicians’ code, they reveal the preparation and sleight-of-hand involved in performing tricks. The hitch is that even when forewarned, observers still often can’t catch on. And once they do, the verbose Penn and silent Teller add a wrinkle no one expects.


Raiding the Rock Vault


Join rock archaeologists as they unearth the treasures of the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s in Raiding the Rock Vault (Hard Rock, 4455 Paradise Rd., 800/745-3000, www.raidingtherockvault.com, 8:30pm Sat.-Wed., $69-109). Each room of the vault brings a rock era to life, with members of music’s hit-makers—Bon Jovi, Quiet Riot, Whitesnake, Guns N’ Roses, Heart, and more—performing the best arena anthems.


Tournament of Kings


Pound on the table with your goblet and let loose a hearty “huzzah!” to cheer your king to victory over the other nations’ regents at the Tournament of Kings (Excalibur, 3580 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/597-7600, www.excalibur.com, 6pm and 8:30pm Sat.-Sun. and Wed.-Thurs., 6 pm Fri. and Mon., $76). Each section of the equestrian theater rallies under separate banners as their hero participates in jousts, sword fights, riding contests, and lusty-maid flirting at this festival hosted by King Arthur and Merlin. A regal feast, served medieval style (that is, without utensils), starts with a tureen of dragon’s blood (tomato soup). But just as the frivolity hits its climax, an evil lord appears to wreak havoc. Can the kings and Merlin’s magic save the day? One of the best family shows in Las Vegas.


Zumanity


Cirque du Soleil seems to have succumbed to the titillation craze with the strange melding of sensuality, athleticism, and voyeurism that is Zumanity (New York New York, 3790 Las Vegas Blvd. S., www.cirquedusoleil.com/zumanity, 866/983-4279, 7pm and 9:30pm Fri.-Tues., $75-145). The cabaret-style show makes no pretense of story line, but instead takes audience members through a succession of sexual and topless fantasies ranging from teasing to torrid—cellmates, sexual awakening, bathing beauties, ménage à trois, and more for the uninhibited over-18 crowd.


Showroom and Lounge Acts


Showrooms are another Las Vegas institution, with most hotels providing live entertainment—usually magic, comedy, or tributes to the big stars who played or are playing the big rooms and theaters under the same roofs.


The Vegas lounge act is the butt of a few jokes and more than one satire, but they offer some of the best entertainment values in town—a night’s entertainment for the price of a few drinks and a small cover charge. Every hotel in Las Vegas worth its salt has a lounge. These acts are listed in the free entertainment magazines and the Las Vegas Review-Journal’s helpful website, but unless you’re familiar with the performers, it’s the luck of the draw: They list only the entertainer’s name, venue, and showtimes.


The Rat Pack Is Back


Relive the golden era when Frank, Dean, Sammy, and Joey ruled the Strip with The Rat Pack Is Back (Tuscany, 255 E. Flamingo Rd., 702/947-5981, www.ratpackisback.com, 7:30pm Mon.-Sat., $60-66). Watch Sinatra try to make it through “Luck Be a Lady” amid the others’ sophomoric antics. Frank plays right along, pretending to rule his crew with an iron fist, as the crew treats him with the mock deference the Chairman of the Board deserves.


All Shook Up: A Tribute to the King


A swivel-hipped, curled-lip journey through his career, All Shook Up (Planet Hollywood, 3667 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/260-7200, www.vtheaterboxoffice.com, 6pm daily, $60-70) is the only all-Elvis impersonator show on the Strip. Both rotating impressionists bear a strong resemblance to the King, capturing not only his voice but also his mannerisms, as they recount Elvis’s hits from rock-and-roll pioneer to movie idol. The intimate 300-seat showroom makes every seat a good one.


Mac King Comedy Magic Show


The quality of afternoon shows in Las Vegas is spotty at best, but Mac King Comedy Magic Show (Harrah’s, 3475 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/983-4279, www.mackingshow.com, 1pm and 3pm Tues.-Sat., $36-47) fits the bill for talent and affordability. King’s routine is clean both technically and content-wise. With a plaid suit, good manners, and a silly grin, he cuts a nerdy figure, but his tricks and banter are skewed enough to make even the most jaded teenager laugh.


Matt Goss


A worthy and dapper heir to Darin, Damone, and Sinatra, crooner Matt Goss (Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/791-7111, www.mirage.com, 7:30 pm Tues., Fri.-Sun., $18-88) is backed by a live band and the Dirty Virgins dance troupe. British-born Goss is a Vegas veteran, with previous residencies at the Palms and Caesars Palace.


Gordie Brown


A terrific song stylist in his own right, Gordie Brown (Hooters, 115 E Tropicana Ave., 702/739-9000, www.gordiebrown.com, 7pm Wed.-Thurs. and Sat.-Mon., $59-80) is the thinking person’s singing impressionist. Using his targets’ peccadilloes as fodder for his song parodies, Brown pokes serious fun with a surgeon’s precision. Props, mannerisms, and absurd vignettes add to the madcap fun. But make no mistake—behind the gimmicks, Brown is not only a talented impressionist but a gifted singer in his own right, no matter whose voice he uses.


Comedy


Nearly gone are the days of top-name comedians as resident headliners. However, A-listers like Ron White, George Lopez, Jerry Seinfeld, Wayne Brady, and others still make regular appearances as part of the Aces of Comedy (Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/791-7111, www.mirage.com, 7:30pm-10pm Fri.-Sat., $50-60). But most of the yuks nowadays come from the talented youngsters toiling in the comedy club trenches.


The journeymen and up-and-coming have half a dozen places to land gigs when they’re in town. Among the best are the Comedy Cellar (Rio, 3700 W. Flamingo Rd., 702/777-2782, www.comedycellar.com/las-vegas, 7pm and 9pm Tues.-Sun.), Brad Garrett’s Comedy Club (3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/740-7711, www.bradgarrettcomedy.com, 8pm daily, $43-65, plus $22 when Garrett performs) at the MGM Grand, L.A. Comedy Club (Stratosphere, 2000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/380-7777 or 800/998-6937, www.thelacomedyclub.com, 8pm daily, 6pm and 10pm shows some nights, $47-64), Laugh Factory (Tropicana, 3801 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/739-2222, www.laughfactory.com, 8:30pm and 10:30pm daily, $38-55), Las Vegas Live (Planet Hollywood, 3667 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/260-7200, www.lasvegaslivecomedyclub.com, 9pm daily, $56-67), and Jokesters (D, 301 Fremont St., 702/388-2111, www.jokesterslasvegas.com, 10:30pm daily, $30-40).


Magic


Magic shows are nearly as ubiquitous as comedy, with the more accomplished, such as Penn & Teller at Rio, Criss Angel at Planet Hollywood, and David Copperfield (MGM Grand, 3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/740-7711, www.davidcopperfield.com, 7pm and 9:30pm Sun.-Fri., 4pm, 7pm, and 9:30pm Sat., $78-123) playing long-term gigs in their own showrooms.


The best smaller-scale magicians also have the distinction of being kid-friendly. In addition to Mac King at Harrah’s, two other clean prestidigitators have taken up residency at Planet Hollywood. Both are America’s Got Talent alumni. Nathan Burton Comedy Magic (Planet Hollywood, 3663 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/932-1818, www.nathanburton.com, 4pm daily, $50-60) serves up epic disappearing acts, while Murray the Magician (Planet Hollywood, 3663 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/932-1818, www.murraymagic.com, 4pm Sat.-Mon. and Thurs., $60-80) mixes comedy banter with his sleight of hand. Note that Burton and Murray likely will be in search of new digs when Criss Angel moves into Planet Hollywood in spring 2019.


Live Music


Those who don’t want to deal with the hassles of a trip to the Strip or whose musical tastes don’t match the often-mainstream pop of the resort lounges might find a gem or two by venturing away from the neon.


The newest, best, and most convenient venue for visitors, Brooklyn Bowl (Linq Promenade, 3545 Las Vegas Blvd. S., Ste. 22, 702/862-2695, www.brooklynbowl.com, 5pm-late daily) replicates its successful New York City formula with 32 lanes, comfortable couches, beer, and big-name groups sprinkled among the party band lineup. Elvis Costello, Wu-Tang Clan, Jane’s Addiction, and the Psychedelic Furs are among the notables that have played the Brooklyn. Showtimes range from noon to midnight, often with several acts slated throughout the day.


The best indie bands in Las Vegas, as well as touring jammers, electropoppers, and garage bands, make it a point to play the Bunkhouse Saloon (124 S. 11th St., 702/982-1764, www.bunkhousedowntown.com, 5pm-1am Sun.-Mon. and Wed.-Thurs., 5pm-2am Fri.-Sat.). Count’s Vamp’d (6750 W. Sahara Ave., 702/220-8849, www.vampdvegas.com, 11am-2am daily) books a mix of tribute bands and ’80s metal icons appearing solo or with their newest project. Progressive metal and punk fans should check out Backstage Bar & Billiards (601 Fremont St., 702/382-2227, www.backstagebarlv.com, 8pm-3am Tues.-Sat.).


With more than 20,000 square feet (1,858-sq-m) of space and a 2,500-square-foot (232.3-sq-m) dance floor, Stoney’s Rockin’ Country (6611 Las Vegas Blvd. S., Ste. 160, 702/435-2855, http://stoneysrockincountry.com, 7pm-2am Wed.-Sat.) in the Town Square mall could almost be its own country. It is honky-tonk on a grand scale, with a mechanical bull and line-dancing lessons. Muddy Waters, Etta James, B. B. King, and even Mick Jagger have graced the stage at the reopened Sand Dollar (3355 Spring Mountain Rd., 702/485-5401, http://thesanddollarlv.com, 7pm-3am Tues.-Sun.), where blue-collar blues and smoky jazz rule. Bands start around 10pm weekends. The people your mama warned you about hang out at the never-a-cover-charge Double Down Saloon (4640 Paradise Rd., 702/791-5775, www.doubledownsaloon.com, 24 hours daily), drinking to excess and thrashing to the punk, ska, and psychobilly bands on stage.


The Arts


With all the plastic and neon, it’s easy to accuse Las Vegas of being a soulless, cultureless wasteland, and many have. But beyond the glitz, Las Vegas is a community. Why shouldn’t the city enjoy and foster the arts?


The local performing arts are thriving, thanks to the Smith Center for the Performing Arts (361 Symphony Park Ave., 702/749-2012, www.thesmithcenter.com), a major cog in the revitalization of downtown. It is home to the Las Vegas Philharmonic (702/258-5438, http://lvphil.org) and the Nevada Ballet Theatre (702/243-2623, www.nevadaballet.org) and also hosts local performances and theatrical touring companies.


Rides and Games


Stratosphere Tower


Daredevils will delight in the vertigo-inducing thrill rides on the observation deck at the Stratosphere Tower (2000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/383-5210, www.stratospherehotel.com, 10am-1am Sun.-Thurs., 10am-2am Fri.-Sat., $15-120). The newest ride, SkyJump Las Vegas, invites the daring to plunge into space for a 15-second free fall. Angled guide wires keep jumpers on target and ease them to gentle landings. This skydive without a parachute costs $120. The other rides are 100-story-high variations on traditional thrill rides: The Big Shot is a sort of 15-person reverse bungee jump; X-Scream sends riders on a gentle (at first) roll off the edge, leaving them suspended over Las Vegas Boulevard; Insanity’s giant arms swing over the edge, tilting to suspend riders nearly horizontally. These attractions are $25 each, including the elevator ride to the top of the tower. Multiple-ride packages and all-day passes are available but don’t include the Sky Jump.


SlotZilla


For an up close, high-speed view of the Fremont Street Experience canopy and the iconic casino signs, take a zoom on SlotZilla (425 Fremont St., 702/678-5780, www.vegasexperience.com, 1pm-1am Sun.-Thurs., 1pm-2am Fri.-Sat., $25-45), a 1,750-foot-long (533.4-m) zip line that takes off from a the world’s largest slot machine (only in Vegas, right?). Riders are launched horizontally, Superman-style, for a 40-mph (64.4 kph) slide. For the less adventurous, SlotZilla also operates a lower, slower, half-as-long version. Fly before 6pm to save $5 per ride.


Adventuredome


Behind Circus Circus, the Adventuredome Theme Park (2880 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/794-3939, www.circuscircus.com, 10am-midnight daily summer, 10am-6pm Sun.-Thurs. and 10am-midnight Fri.-Sat. during the school year, over 48 inches /122 cm tall $33, under 48 inches/122 cm $19) houses two roller coasters, a 4-D motion simulator, laser beam mazes, climbing wall, miniature golf, and vertigo-inducing amusement machines—all inside a pink plastic shell. The main teen and adult attractions are the coasters—El Loco and Canyon Blaster, the only indoor double-loop, double-corkscrew coaster in the world, with speeds up to 55 mph (88.5 kph), which is pretty rough. The 5-acre (2-ha) fun park can host birthday parties. The all-day passes are a definite bargain over individual ride prices, but carnival games, food vendors, and special rides and games not included in the pass give parents extra chances to spend money. It’s not the Magic Kingdom, but it has rides to satisfy all ages and bravery levels. Besides, Las Vegas is supposed to be the adult Disneyland.


Star Wars: Secrets of the Empire


Join the Rebel Alliance and steal the Secrets of the Empire in the Grand Canal Shoppes (Venetian, 3377 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 385/323-0090 10am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $32-37). The virtual reality experience immerses teams of four (10 years and older) in a full-body, multimedia adventure beginning with a mission briefing. Then after gearing up with helmets, communications equipment, and minicomputer, they go undercover as Imperial Stormtroopers to solve puzzles, escape traps, and fight villains to steal plans vital to the rebel cause.


ESports


The Luxor has fired the first shot in what could become a huge eSports market in Las Vegas. Its 30,000-square-foot (2,787-sq-m) arena (3900 S. Las Vegas Blvd., 11am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $10 first hour, multi-hour discounts) welcomes athletes to show off their driving, shooting, and fighting skills on a huge LED display using either console or PC controls. Even the Donkey Kong generation can relive their glory days on retro-gaming consoles. There’s plenty of viewing space for the professional gaming events the Luxor hosts, and the space includes a network-quality television production studio so the next big thing in sports can be broadcast to fans around the world.


Wet ’n’ Wild


With rides conjuring Las Vegas, the desert, and the Southwest, Wet ’n’ Wild (7055 Fort Apache Rd., 702/979-1600, www.wetnwildlasvegas.com, 10:30am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 10:30am-10pm Fri.-Sat. June-Aug. and weekends and holidays Apr., May, and Sept., $35, discounts for seniors, guests under 42 inches/107 cm tall, and entrance after 4pm) provides a welcome respite from the dry heat of southern Nevada. Challenge the Royal Flush Extreme, which whisks riders through a steep pipe before swirling them around a simulated porcelain commode and down the tube. The water park boasts 12 rides of varying terror levels along with a lazy river, wave pool, and Kiddie Cove. Guests must be over 42 inches (107 cm) tall to enjoy all the rides.


Cowabunga Bay


Wet ’n’ Wild’s competitor on the east side of town, Cowabunga Bay (900 Galleria Dr., Henderson, 702/850-9000, www.cowabungabayvegas.com, 11am-7pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat. June-Aug., limited days and hours Apr., May, and Sept., $40, under 48 inches/122 cm $30) has nine waterslides, four pools, and the longest lazy river in the state.


Driving Experiences


Calling all gearheads! If you’re ready to take the wheel of a 600-hp stock car, check out the Richard Petty Driving Experience (Las Vegas Motor Speedway, 7000 Las Vegas Blvd. N., 800/237-3889, www.drivepetty.com, days and times vary, $109-3,200). The Rookie Experience ($499) lets NASCAR wannabes put the stock car through its paces for eight laps around the 1.5-mile (2.4-km) tri-oval after extensive in-car and on-track safety training. Participants also receive a lap-by-lap breakdown of their run, transportation to and from the Strip, and a tour of the Driving Experience Race Shop. Even more intense—and more expensive—experiences, with more laps and more in-depth instruction, are available. To feel the thrill without the responsibility, opt for the three-lap ride-along ($109) in a two-seat stock car with a professional driver at the wheel.


Exotics Racing (6925 Speedway Blvd., Ste. C-105, 702/802-5662, www.exoticsracing.com, 7am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-7pm Sat.-Sun., $300-500 for five laps), Dream Racing (7000 Las Vegas Blvd. N., 702/599-5199, www.dreamracing.com [URL inactive], $199-500 for five laps), and Speed Vegas (14200 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 888/341-7133, www.speedvegas.com, $39-99 per lap) offer similar pedal-to-the-metal thrills in Porsches, Ferraris, Lamborghinis, and more. All offer add-ons such as videos of your drive, passenger rates, and ride-alongs with professional drivers.
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