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DISCOVER the Southwest



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


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, binoculars, camera, and 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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10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Explore a fairytale wilderness: Walk among the strange and wonderful hoodoos at Bryce Canyon National Park.
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2 Take a hike: Embark upon some of the world’s best trails, through high pine forests, into wild canyons, and across alien red-rock landscapes.
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3 Wander ancient villages: Learn about Indigenous cultures through their well-preserved dwellings at Mesa Verde National Park, Wupatki National Monument, and Walnut Canyon National Monument.
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4 Follow the U.S.A.’s roadside history: Explore scenic stretches of old Route 66.
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5 Experience a wonder of the world: Hike, bike, raft, or just gaze in awe at Grand Canyon National Park.
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6 See the artistry of wind and water: Stand beneath an eroded sandstone arch at Arches National Park.
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7 Search for art, architecture, and green chiles: Engage with the Southwest’s creative culture in Santa Fe.
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8 Go on a scenic drive through Monument Valley: See the iconic landscape featured in countless movies.
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9 Engage with Native American culture: Visit some of the country’s oldest communities at Taos Pueblo and Acoma Pueblo, which are even more memorable if timed for a ceremonial dance or feast day.
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10 Surrender to your wild side: Give in to luxury and chance in Las Vegas.






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, celebrity chef-run restaurants, 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 the 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.
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the 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, May-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-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. The national park lodges accept reservations up to 13 months in advance, and national park campgrounds open for reservations six months in advance.
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winter in Zion National Park
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Route 66 in New Mexico
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Havasu Falls on the Havasupai Indian Reservation.





During the summer high season, it’s also 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.


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 (2,134 m), 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.


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 July-mid-September, which can lead to road flooding. Never enter a running wash. Contact the Nevada Department of Transportation (dial 511 in state, 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) 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 Native American 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. Head to the top of The STRAT’s SkyPod for incredible views of the city and desert, then walk the Strip along with the other revelers, exploring the expansive worlds of the megaresorts, like the Bellagio and Caesars Palace. Stay the night at the SAHARA, a modern resort that hearkens back to Vegas’s golden age, enjoying drinks and dinner on-site. Then catch a show by Cirque du Soleil or Spiegelworld. For more suggestions on how to spend your time in Vegas.


Days 2-3


ZION AND BRYCE


235 miles (380 km) / 4.5 hours


Grab breakfast from Blueberry Hill Restaurant to fuel 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 the Court of the Patriarchs Viewpoint, and take a hike on the Upper Emerald Pool Trail. 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 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


120 miles (193 km) / 2.5 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


205 miles (330 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) away, a 10-minute drive. Drive to the Windows trailhead and stroll around the easy paths leading to four arches.


It’s a 30-mile (48-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.
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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.







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] SkyPod: Atop The STRAT’s 1,149-foot (350-m) observation tower you’ll find incredible 360-degree indoor/outdoor views of the desert city, with cocktails close at hand.


[image: image] High Roller: Head to The LINQ Promenade to enjoy a leisurely ride and Strip views from this giant observation wheel.


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.


[image: image] Sunrise and Sunset Points: These are the ideal spots in Bryce to watch the sun climb or set over the great canyon’s hoodoo forest.


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.


[image: image] Goosenecks Overlook: Watch a humble creek meander through the starkly beautiful canyon that it has been carving for eons. In the evening, walk 0.3-mile (0.5-km) from the overlook’s parking area to catch sunset at Sunset Point for panoramic views of the Fremont River gorge, the Capitol Reef cliffs, and the distant Henry Mountains.


Arches and Canyonlands


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


[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.


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.


[image: image] Sun Point View: Stop at this Mesa Verde overlook along the Mesa Top Loop Road for a classic view of Cliff Palace, the largest cliff dwelling in North America.


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.


[image: image] Rio Grande Gorge: Just outside of Taos, the Rio Grande flows through an 800-foot (244-m) rift, offering dizzying views from above.


Grand Canyon


[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.


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





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.


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 pullouts 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 Resort. 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 Hotel Santa Fe.


Grab a coffee from Iconik 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.




Best Hikes


TOP EXPERIENCE


Zion and Bryce


[image: image] Upper Emerald Pool Trail: Find an emerald-green pool at the base of a cliff and waterfall on this popular hike.


[image: image] Queen’s Garden and Navajo Loop Trails: Combine these trails for an impressive excursion that descends into Bryce Canyon and winds among the hoodoos below the towering cliffs.


Capitol Reef National Park


[image: image] Grand Wash: Follow a dry riverbed through this canyon offering spectacular scenery and wildflowers.


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


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.


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


Monument Valley and Mesa Verde


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


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


Santa Fe and Taos


[image: image] El Salto de Agua: In Arroyo Seco, experience caves and waterfalls via a short hike.


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


Route 66


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


[image: image] Mount Humphrey Trail: On your way through the forest outside Flagstaff, hike up to the highest point in Arizona.


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.


[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.





Tour Taos Pueblo, then make your way to the center of town and walk around Taos Plaza. Check out the Taos Art Museum at Fechin House and the Kit Carson Home and Museum. Eat at The Love Apple (make reservations in advance) 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 (675 km) / 7.5 hours


It’s an hour’s drive (65 mi/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 Rod’s Steak House.


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.


Day 14


ROUTE 66 TO KINGMAN; RETURN TO LAS VEGAS


260 miles (420 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.


Then it’s time to head back to Las Vegas, which is 110 miles (177 km, two hours) from Kingman. Splurge on a stay at Caesars Palace and enjoy its Roman dreamscape. Spend the day shopping and luxuriating around the pool. Indulge in a true Vegas meal at the Bacchanal Buffet. At night, head out to the Strip and simply stroll among the crowds and lights and falling coins, following your whims and appetites.


Las Vegas, Utah’s National Parks, and 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 arrive, check in at the SAHARA. Spend the late afternoon and early evening lounging around its oasis-like pool complex, Azilo Ultra Pool. After nightfall, walk the Strip and take in the spectacle of the street. Have dinner at Best Friend or Eataly, both at Park MGM, before heading back to the SAHARA for drinks at its stylish Casbar Lounge.


Day 2


ZION AND BRYCE


235 miles (380 km) / 4.5 hours


Grab breakfast from Blueberry Hill Restaurant to fuel up for the 165-mile (265-km), three-hour drive to Zion National Park. Leave the city by 8am to arrive by 10:30am. Explore Zion for about three hours, having lunch at Zion Lodge and strolling the Riverside Walk.





[image: Image]



Zion National Park in Utah





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 embark on the 2-mile (3.2-km) Capitol Gorge hike to see petroglyphs and the names early travelers etched in the canyon wall.


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


35 miles (56 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 30 miles (48 km, 40 minutes) to the Island in the Sky District of Canyonlands National Park and enjoy overlooks like Grand View Point. Hike the short Grand View Trail from here, then head back to Moab for a relaxing night.




Stretch Your Legs


Quick roadside pullovers recharge your batteries and fight road weariness. The Southwest Road Trip loop is flush with worthwhile roadside attractions.


Las Vegas to Zion


Don’t risk missing the spectacular Virgin River Gorge while you’re driving through it at 75 mph (121 km/h). 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, 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.


Capitol Reef to Moab


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


Moab to Monument Valley


See a Chacoan great house at Edge of the Cedars State Park Museum.


Both Goosenecks State Park and Valley of the Gods offer stunning views of the Utah landscape.


Mesa Verde to Santa Fe


Stop at Pagosa Springs, 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









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 Restaurant in Kayenta, about 30 miles (48 km) south of Monument Valley.




[image: Image]


South Rim of the Grand Canyon





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 Fred Harvey Burger.


Day 7


GRAND CANYON TO LAS VEGAS


405 miles (650 km) / 7 hours


The 280-mile (450-km), approximately 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 mi/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.
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Las Vegas



Highlights


Best Restaurants


Getting to Las Vegas


Best Hotels


Orientation


Casinos


Sights


Nightlife and Entertainment


Shopping


Food


Accommodations


Transportation and Services
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Highlights


S Caesars Palace: Explore this once and future emperor of the Strip, a megaresort that’s a city-within-a-city and conjures the beauty and decadence of ancient Rome at every turn (click here).


S Bellagio: This iconic megaresort summons old-world elegance with famous fountains, a lobby filled with Chihuly glass, and an indoor botanical garden that makes high art out of flowers (click here).


[image: Image]


S SkyPod: Head to the top of the nation’s highest freestanding observation tower for unforgettable views of Vegas, the Mojave Desert, and the ringing mountain ranges; cap it off with a drink or a thrill ride (click here).


S Pinball Hall of Fame: Forget the slot machines and play the silver ball at the world’s largest collection of vintage pinball machines (click here).


S Fremont Street Experience: Stroll—or maybe zipline—along this canopied pedestrian promenade and enjoy the world’s largest video screen overhead, where free light-and-sound shows take place nightly amid the bustling street’s casinos, restaurants, and shops (click here).


S The Mob Museum: Learn about the colorful criminal days when the mafia ruled the Strip, then descend to The Speakeasy for a Prohibition-era cocktail (click here).


S Spiegelworld Shows: Enjoy any of the cabaret variety shows by this creative group—each is filled with jaw-dropping acrobatics, adults-only titillation, and laugh-out-loud hilarity (click here).







Best Restaurants


S Best Friend: Savor Los Angeles street food—a delightful combination of Korean and Mexican flavors—in an imitation L.A. bodega at Park MGM (click here).


S Delilah: Dress up for a Vegas-style splurge on steaks and seafood, plus celebrated chicken tenders, at the Wynn’s sophisticated supper club, a throwback to glamorous old Hollywood (click here).


S Bacchanal Buffet: Treat yourself to a gourmet journey across the globe at Caesars Palace’s impossibly large and varied god-of-all-buffets (click here).


S Sinatra: Commune with the spirit of Las Vegas’s patron saint and savor an expertly prepared Italian feast at Encore’s signature restaurant (click here).


S Famous Foods Street Eats: Sample a dizzying array of Asian street food at this sprawling food hall at Resorts World (click here).


S Evel Pie: Toast to legendary Las Vegas stuntman Evel Knievel with a slice of pizza and a cold beer at this downtown joint (click here).





Las Vegas is unlike any other city in the Southwest.


Here, everything is bigger than life: fantastical and nostalgic, hedonistic and hopeful, a mashup of the past and the future, all playing out in a buzzed eternal present. Spread along the famous stretch of road known as the Strip are about half of the world’s largest megaresorts—worlds unto themselves—containing the city’s elaborate casinos and all other manner of entertainment, from celebrity-chef restaurants and high-caliber cabaret and circus shows to poolside parties and thumping nightclubs. The city was built on these pleasure-dome playgrounds—and you’re invited to join in and indulge at every turn.


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 ($25 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 on the Strip.




Best Hotels


S SAHARA: Golden-age Vegas nostalgia mixes with modern luxury and sun-splashed hedonism at this renovated resort dating to 1952 (click here).


S Resorts World: This LEED-certified mini-metropolis offers three hotel options and portends the future of the Vegas vacation (click here).


S Caesars Palace: This iconic pleasure palace built in 1966 never rests on its laurels (click here).


S Bellagio: Spend a night at the most Euro-elegant of all Strip hotels (click here).


S ARIA: An ultramodern LEED-certified luxury complex features sleek rooms and a world-class art collection (click here).


S The Bungalows Hostel: Budget-minded revelers will love this leafy hideaway of a hostel near downtown’s Arts District, featuring remodeled rooms and common spaces with a cool bohemian aesthetic (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. For a quick, casual lunch, Inside Scoop (395 S. Moapa Valley Blvd., 702/397-2055, 11am-8pm Mon.-Sat., $6-15) has filling sandwiches and 30-plus ice cream flavors.


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 Pearce Ferry Road 40 miles (64 km) down past Dolan Springs. Turn right to pick up US 93 North and continue for 63 miles (101 km), as US 93 becomes I-11. Take exit 23 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 about 3 miles (4.8 km).




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 its glory.





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.) From Kingman, jump on US 93 North for 70 miles (113 km), after which the highway merges with I-11. In about 22 miles (35 km), take exit 23 for I-215 West. Continue for another 10 miles (16.1 km), then take exit 12A for I-15 North. It’s another 3 miles (4.8 km) on the interstate to the Strip.


From Kingman (Route 66)


110 miles (161 km) / 2 hours


To get to Las Vegas from Kingman, Arizona, it’s about a 110-mile (177-km), two-hour drive. Join US 93 North for 70 miles (113 km), after which it merges with I-11. After another 22 miles (35 km), take exit 23 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 in about 3 miles (4.8 km) on I-15.


By Air


More than 900 planes arrive or depart Harry Reid International Airport (LAS, 5757 Wayne Newton Blvd., 702/261-5211, www.harryreidairport.com) every day, making it the 6th busiest in the country and 19th in the world. Terminal 1 hosts domestic flights, while Terminal 3 has domestic and international flight. It’s just a few miles east of the lower Strip and serviced by buses, taxis, and ride-sharing services.


Orientation


The Las Vegas Strip comprises 4.2 miles (6.8 km) of Las Vegas Boulevard South, which runs parallel to I-15. It stretches roughly from Mandalay Bay/Russell Road on its southern end, just past the iconic “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign, to The STRAT/Saint Louis Boulevard on its northern end. The Strip is the center of action in Las Vegas, and many of the largest resorts in the world are contained in this small area.


Downtown Las Vegas is about 2 miles (3.2 km) north of the Strip from The STRAT down Las Vegas Boulevard, and of at least two minds: one glittering and futuristic (with a large helping of old-school Vegas) around the Fremont Street Experience, and the other creative, local, and bohemian in the Arts District, around the intersection of Main Street and Charleston Boulevard south of Fremont Street.


Casinos


These days, many of the casino megaresorts on the Strip are owned by just two corporations: Caesars Entertainment and MGM Resorts International. They’re ever being updated, remodeled, and even rebranded with new rooms, public spaces, and restaurants.


Upper Strip


The STRAT


Restaurants: Elation Pool Café & Bar, McCall’s Heartland Grill, Nunzio’s Pizzeria, 108 Eats, PT’s Wings & Sports, Starbucks, Strat Café, Top of the World


Entertainment: Banachek’s Mind Games Live, iLuminate, L.A. Comedy Club, Xavier Mortimer


Attractions: Atomic Range, Big Shot, Insanity, SkyJump, SkyPod & Observation Deck, X-Scream


Nightlife: 108 Drinks, REMIX Lounge, View Lounge, WET24 Pool & Bar


The STRAT (2000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/998-6937, http://thestrat.com, $194-300, $37 nightly resort fee) anchors the north end of the Strip, and its location makes it a middle ground between the Strip and downtown’s Fremont Street and Arts District, to which it’s conveniently connected via the city’s free Downtown Loop shuttle. Rooms here are updated and comfortable, ranging from standard kings to large suites for high-rollers. The family suite has two queen beds and a sofa bed, a large bathroom, and a refrigerator.


The resort’s observation tower, SkyPod (10am-1am daily), looms over the area, an unmissable landmark that offers 360-degree views from its observation decks ($20), as well as thrill rides for extra fees (2pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-midnight Fri.-Sun, $5 per ride). An upscale rotating restaurant, the famed Top of the World (5pm-midnight daily June-Aug., 4pm-11pm daily Sept.-May, $32-84), sits 800 feet (244 m) high in the sky. Even higher is 108 Drinks (noon-midnight Mon.-Thurs., noon-1am Fri.-Sun.), a cocktail lounge with some of the best views in town.


Closer to the ground, the 80,000-square-foot (7,432-sq-m) casino offers 750 machines, 44 tables, and the William Hill Sports Book, a space with some 40 feeds and a comfortable sports bar setting. The STRAT brings in top music acts, and magicians, mentalists, and comedians perform daily. Two pools, one 25 stories up, invite sun worshipers in season, and dozens of retail shops stock designer clothes, jewelry, and even magician’s paraphernalia.


SAHARA


Restaurants: Balla Italian Soul, Bazaar Meat by José Andrés, Chickie’s & Pete’s, The Noodle Den, Prendi, Starbucks, Uno Más Street Tacos + Spirits, Zeffer’s Café


Entertainment: The Eddie Griffin Experience, Magic Mike Live


Attractions: Azilo Ultra Pool


Nightlife: Azilo Ultra Lounge, Casbar Lounge, The Tangier


The S SAHARA (2535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/761-7000 or 888/696-2121, www.saharalasvegas.com, $232-300, $45 nightly resort fee) is one of the top places to be for a Las Vegas nostalgist. Though little remains of the original Sahara, a desert playground for mid-century celebrities that opened in 1952 as just the sixth property on the Strip, the resort-casino that has risen in its place—it was renovated in 2020—hearkens back to Vegas’s golden age in the details, but places contemporary style and 21st-century indulgence up front. The accommodations here are fresh and memorable—a mix of elegant old-school and modern luxury, all done up in various shades of the desert landscape and the deep purples and reds of the sunset outside your window. Standard rooms come with pillow-top mattresses and a mini-fridge. There’s also a full-service spa and 24-hour workout room.




Two Days in Las Vegas


TOP EXPERIENCE


Day 1


For an overview of the city and surroundings before you dive in, head to The STRAT’s SkyPod, the highest freestanding observation tower in the country. Then walk the Strip and start soaking up its party atmosphere. Nearly all the megaresorts are worth walking through to get a sense of their inner worlds, but the Bellagio and Caesars Palace are particularly atmospheric. Be sure to check out the Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Garden, and stroll The Forum Shops at Caesars Palace amid Roman statuary and beneath a sky-painted ceiling. Check into your room in the afternoon. Spending a night in the SAHARA, which stylishly conjures both old- and new-school Vegas, is highly recommended. Try your luck in the casino or have a drink at the resort’s Casbar Lounge, then enjoy dinner at on-site Bazaar Meat by José Andrés, one of the most buzzed-about restaurants on the Strip. After dinner, head back outside to see the Strip lit up at night, and catch a show by Cirque du Soleil or, for adults only, Spiegelworld.


Day 2


Start the day at your hotel pool and spend some time swimming and relaxing in the sun; SAHARA’s Azilo Ultra Pool is a massive desert oasis. In the afternoon, head downtown and have lunch at Evel Pie before walking to The Mob Museum to spend some time perusing its collection, and maybe having a drink at The Speakeasy, its Prohibition-era bar. In the evening, walk over to the Fremont Street Experience and catch one of the light-and-sound shows projected on its ceiling—host to the largest video screen on earth—as you take in the street’s many diversions, including the SlotZilla zipline if you’re up for it. Then walk a bit farther down the street for a drink at Atomic Liquors, the oldest freestanding bar in Las Vegas. Save your appetite for a true Vegas meal back on the Strip at Caesars’ all-you-can-eat Bacchanal Buffet. Dance off dinner at Drai’s Beachclub & Nightclub, a poolside, rooftop club.





At the center of the resort is the refined Casbar Lounge (24 hours daily), a stylish place to have a drink. A “secret door” in the Casbar leads to decadent nightclub Azilo Ultra Lounge (8pm-3am Fri.-Sat., no cover). Perhaps the pride of the remodeled SAHARA, other than Magic Mike Live (7:30pm and 10pm Wed.-Sun., $49-104), is the 35,000-square-foot (3,252-sq-m) Azilo Ultra Pool (10am-7pm daily in season, cover for special parties and events), open to guests 21 and over, with its desert-oasis atmosphere, red couches with golden umbrellas, and two-story LED wall featuring sports and other entertainment. Also at the hotel is Bazaar Meat by José Andrés (5pm-10pm Wed.-Sun., $24-98), one of the most talked-about restaurants on the Strip. The SAHARA is also the northernmost stop on the Las Vegas Monorail, so you can leave your car in the parking lot for the duration of your stay.


Resorts World


Restaurants: Agave Bar & Grill, Aubi and Ramsa, Bar Zazu, Bites, Brezza, Carversteak, Caviar Bar, Craig’s Vegan, Crossroads Kitchen, Dawg House Saloon, Famous Foods Street Eats, Fuhu, Genting Palace, The Kitchen, Kusa Nori, Mulberry Street Pizzeria, Redtail, Starbucks, Sun’s Out Buns Out, Tacos El Cabrón, Viva, Wally’s


Entertainment: Resorts World Theatre


Attractions: The District


Nightlife: Allē Lounge on 66, Ayu Dayclub, Baccarat Bar, Bimini Bar, Conrad Lobby Bar, Crockfords Lobby Bar, Crystal Bar, Eight Cigar Lounge, Fat Tuesday, Gatsby’s Cocktail Lounge, High Limit Bar, Zouk Nightclub


Immediately becoming a haunt for celebrities and international high-rollers upon opening in 2021, S Resorts World (3000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/676-7000 or 800/266-7235, www.rwlasvegas.com, $329-599, $45 nightly resort fee) has set a new standard for Strip megaresorts. The complex of sleek red-and-black towers, with monumental LED screens flashing day and night, now dominates the north end of the Strip. Come inside and you may forget about the harsh desert light for days on end, though the designers of this cutting-edge, technologically forward complex never forgot the local environment; this seemingly resource-gobbling mini-metropolis has been Gold-certified by the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) program for energy efficiency.


Resorts World has a 117,000-square-foot (10,870-sq-m) casino, including private gaming rooms and a pub-style sportsbook, and introduced cashless gaming to the Strip. It also has more than 40 restaurants and bars that bring the entire culinary globe to the city. Don’t miss the Famous Foods Street Eats (11am-11pm daily, prices vary by vendor), a unique food hall re-creation of an Asian street-food scene. The Resorts World Theatre brings in top performers like Katy Perry, Celine Dion, and Michael Bublé for extended residencies, and The District (11am-11pm daily) within the resort has 70,000 square feet (6,503 sq m) of upscale shops, bars, and restaurants.


If you ever do get to bed during your visit, you’ll have three distinct hotels to choose from: Hilton, Crockfords, and Conrad. The Hilton offers comfortable, contemporary rooms with big bathrooms, while the Conrad takes the luxury up a notch or two with larger standard rooms as well as suites. Crockfords is splurge-worthy, with a private entrance and lobby, amazing views of the valley, and large suites and villas in addition to luxury rooms.


Wynn/Encore


Restaurants: Allegro, The Buffet at Wynn Las Vegas, The Café, Casa Playa, Charlie’s Bar + Grill, Cipriani, Delilah, Espresso, Jardin, La Cave, Lakeside, Mizumi, Mizumi Teppanyaki, Red 8, Sinatra, SW Steakhouse, Tableau, Terrace Point Café, Urth Caffé, Wazuzu, Wing Lei


Entertainment: Encore Theater


Attractions: Lake of Dreams show, Wynn Golf Club


Nightlife: Aperitifs & Spirits, Bar Parasol, Delilah Late Night, Eastside Lounge, EBC at Night, Overlook Lounge, XS


Two distinct but linked hotels, the Wynn and Encore (3131 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/770-7000, www.wynnlasvegas.com, $636-762, $45 nightly resort fee), offer nearly 5,000 rooms with high-luxury appointments throughout. Along with an 111,000-square-foot (10,312-sq-m) casino, a spa, fashionable salons and barbershops, and an upscale shopping area, the Wynn is the only Strip resort with its own golf course (9am-7pm daily, $650 pp).
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Wynn and Encore
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gondola rides at The Venetian
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Harrah’s





Wynn is also home to a photo-ready curtain-style waterfall and the three-acre Lake of Dreams, which hosts a nightly multimedia show (every half hour dusk-11:30pm daily, free) that blends puppetry, music, and lights. Enjoy the show with a plate of sustainable seafood at Lakeside (5:30pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 5:30-10:30pm Fri.-Sat., $23-85), or from the alluring Overlook Lounge (2pm-3am Sun.-Thurs., 2pm-4am Fri.-Sat.), an exceedingly civilized spot for a drink.


Transport yourself to 1930s Hollywood at the Wynn’s Delilah (5:30pm-10:30pm daily, 21-and-over only after 7pm, $28-50), a glamorous supper club featuring steaks, seafood, and creative takes on comfort cuisine. Or, for an only-in-Vegas experience, locate Sinatra (5:30pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 5:30pm-10:30pm Fri.-Sat., $36-85)—an Italian restaurant tucked away in an unassuming corner past Encore’s busy but hushed poker room and the giant peacocks that guard the high-limit betting room—and enjoy a plate of spaghetti and clams in an atmosphere steeped in the great crooner’s lore. Also don’t miss the Encore Beach Club (11am-6pm Thurs.-Sun. in season, cover $30-60 women, $60-125 men), a hip and stylish pool oasis with private cabanas that turns into a decadent nightclub when the sun goes down.


Center Strip


The Venetian and The Palazzo


Restaurants: Black Tap Craft Burgers & Beer, Bouchon, BRERA osteria, Buddy V’s Ristorante, Canaletto, Cañonita, Canyon Ranch Grill, CAPRI Pool Restaurant & Bar, Carlo’s Bakery, Casanova, CHICA, CUT, Delmonico Steakhouse, Estiatorio Milos, Grand Lux Cafe at The Palazzo, Grand Lux Cafe at the Venetian, Grimaldi’s Pizzeria, Hong Kong Café, LAVO, Matteo’s Ristorante Italiano, Mercato della Pescheria, Moon Palace by David Chang, Mott 32, Noodle Asia, PrimeBurger, Rockhouse, Royal Britannia Gastropub, Smith & Wollensky, Spritz Restaurant & Bar, SUGARCANE, SUSHISAMBA, TAO Asian Bistro, Trattoria Reggiano, Trustworthy Brewing Company, Truth & Tonic Wellness Cafe, The X Pot, Yardbird


Entertainment: Atomic Saloon Show


Attractions: gondola rides, Grand Canal Shoppes, Madame Tussauds Las Vegas, minus5 Ice Experience


Nightlife: Bar Luca, Bellini Bar, The Cocktail Collective, The Dorsey Cocktail Bar, Electra Cocktail Club, Rosina Cocktail Lounge, TAO Nightclub


The Venetian and The Palazzo (3355 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/659-9643, www.venetianlasvegas.com, $299-352, $51 nightly resort fee) comprise two towers linked by an atrium, offering suites with pillow-top mattresses and extra-deep bathtubs. Just strolling around this huge complex, in which every detail suggests opulence, luxury, and exclusivity, is enough entertainment and spectacle for a weekend at least, with old-world pillars and marble statues, lookalikes of Italian landmarks and masterworks, hand-painted frescoes, and, of course, The Venetian’s famous gondola rides (10am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $34 pp) along the resort’s Venice-inspired canals. In this beguiling atmosphere, a stroll through the Grand Canal Shoppes (10am-9pm daily) far surpasses the usual retail therapy session.


The megaresort has more than 40 restaurants and bars, including the spectacular Pan-Asian dining destination TAO Asian Bistro (5:30pm-10:30pm Sun.-Thurs., 5:30pm-11:30pm Fri.-Sat., $20-80), which later becomes TAO Nightclub (10:30pm-close Thurs.-Sat., cover from $15), James Beard Award winner Thomas Keller’s French country spot Bouchon (5pm-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 8am-10pm Fri.-Sat., $25-75), and The Dorsey Cocktail Bar (4pm-midnight Mon.-Wed., 4pm-2am Thurs.-Sun.), a top-shelf cocktail lounge of the highest order.


Also here is more Vegas kitsch in the form of wax museum Madam Tussauds Las Vegas (10am-8pm daily, $44) and titillating camp in the shape of Spiegelworld’s Atomic Saloon Show (7:30pm and 9:30pm Fri.-Tues., $149-169).


For the relaxers and rejuvenators, there’s a spa and fitness center, and three pool decks with several pools each, including infinity pools, hot tubs, and splash pads. For those with a more classic Vegas experience in mind, more than 200,000 square feet (18,580 sq m) of gaming space over two casinos includes a 10,000-square-foot (929-sq-m) sportsbook with huge screens showing 42 events at once.


The Mirage/Hard Rock


Restaurants: Blizz Frozen Yogurt, California Pizza Kitchen, Costa, Diablo’s Cantina, Otoro, Pantry, Paradise Cafe, The Roasted Bean, Snacks, STACK, Starbucks, The Still, Tom Colicchio’s Heritage Steak


Entertainment: Aces of Comedy, The Beatles LOVE by Cirque du Soleil, Shin Lim: LIMITLESS


Attractions: Siegfried & Roy’s Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat, volcano show


Nightlife: Bare Pool Lounge, Center Bar, Lobby Bar, Parlor Cocktail Lounge, Rhumbar Tropical Ultra Lounge


Opened in 1989, The Mirage (3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/791-7111 or 800/374-9000, http://mirage.mgmresorts.com, $344-788) helped inspire the wonder-world atmosphere that dominates the Strip today, with its free volcano show outside that erupts nightly on the hour 7pm-11pm—at least for a while longer. In 2021, Hard Rock reached a deal with MGM to purchase The Mirage and has plans to rebrand and remodel the island-themed resort, which includes tearing down the volcano. It’s not clear yet what will happen to the other major attractions here, including Cirque du Soleil’s homage to the Fab Four, The Beatles LOVE (7pm and 9:30pm Tues.-Sat., $47-116), or Siegfried & Roy’s Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat (10am-6pm daily, $25 adults, $19 ages 4-12), the resort’s small zoo, named for magicians Siegfried Fischbacher and Roy Horn, who in the 1990s took to The Mirage’s stage with their trained white lions and tigers and became synonymous with the Strip. Stay tuned.


Harrah’s


Restaurants: Ben & Jerry’s, Bobby’s Burgers by Bobby Flay, Fulton Street Food Hall, Oyster Bar, Pizza Cake by Buddy V., Ruth’s Chris Steak House, Starbucks


Entertainment: Donny Osmond, An Evening with Whitney: The Whitney Houston Hologram Concert, Menopause The Musical, Tape Face, X Country


Nightlife: Carnaval Court, Numb Bar & Frozen Cocktails, The Piano Bar, Signature Bar


Harrah’s (3475 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/214-9110, www.caesars.com/harrahs-las-vegas, $165-345, $37 nightly resort fee) isn’t as huge as some of the other big-name megaresorts surrounding it, but the firmly middle-class casino-hotel offers more affordable rooms that are comfortable and feature modern decor, as well as an all-ages pool area. Its 87,000-square-foot (8,083-sq-m) casino has all the slots and table games as well as a sportsbook with more than 40 screens.


Harrah’s also has two draws that offer some of the most fun to be had on this part of the Strip: The Piano Bar (2pm-12:30am Sun.-Thurs., 2pm-2am Fri.-Sat., cover varies), with its dueling pianos, Elvis impersonator, and karaoke; and Carnaval Court (noon-4am daily, cover $10-30 women, $20-40 men), with its super-tight cover bands.


The Harrah’s Showroom brings Whitney back to life with An Evening with Whitney: The Whitney Houston Hologram Concert (6pm and 8pm Tues.-Sun., $52-92), and Harrah’s Cabaret offers the only-in-Vegas X Country (10pm Thurs.-Mon., $48-83), “A Kick’n Topless Revue.”


Also on-site are several popular chain restaurants, a fast-casual food hall, and the excellent New York-style Pizza Cake (noon-midnight Sun.-Thurs., noon-4am Fri.-Sat., $10-20) by Buddy Valastro.


The LINQ


Restaurants: The Boss Café, Buddy’s Jersey Eats, Chayo Mexican Kitchen + Tequila Bar, Dunkin’, Favorite Bistro, Flour & Barley, Ghirardelli Ice Cream & Chocolate Shop, Gordon Ramsay Fish & Chips, Guy Fieri’s Vegas Kitchen & Bar, Hash House A Go Go, Haute Doggery, In-N-Out Burger, Jaburritos, Maxie’s, Nook Express, Off The Strip, Starbucks, Sweet Sin by Claude Escamilla, Titled Kilt Pub & Eatery, Virgil’s Real Barbecue, Yard House


Entertainment: Jimmy Kimmel’s Comedy Club, Mat Franco: Magic Reinvented Nightly


Attractions: Fly LINQ zipline, High Roller, ICEBAR, The LINQ Promenade, Museum of Selfies, The Promenade Light Show, VR Adventures


Nightlife: American Beer & Cocktails, Breeze Daiquiri Bar, Brooklyn Bowl, Catalyst Cocktail Bar, O’Sheas Pub, Purple Zebra, Re:Match Bar, 3535 Cocktail Bar


One of the newer casino-resort kids on the block, having come into its current iteration in 2014, The LINQ (3535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/634-6441, www.caesars.com/linq, $199-429, $37 nightly resort fee) is a great place to gather a group of party-loving friends for a lost weekend in Vegas. The high-rise offers contemporary standard rooms, decorated with light wood and splashes of bold color, some with two queens and bunk beds so the group can all stay together. Its large, up-to-the-minute casino includes a sportsbook with self-serve beer taps, private “caves,” and video games. A relaxing adults-only pool with cabanas and daybeds is open seasonally, and there’s a fitness center and spa.


But perhaps the hotel’s coolest space is just outside: The LINQ Promenade, a bustling pedestrian-only walkway off the main Strip, hosts the High Roller observation wheel (2pm-midnight, $23.50-34.75 adults, $8.50-17.50 children), light shows, ziplines, games, shops, and restaurants—including Haute Doggery (11am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat., $8-15), a gourmet hot dog joint, and Gordon Ramsay Fish & Chips (11am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat., $16-22).
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The LINQ Promenade





Back inside, check out Hash House A Go Go (7:30am-3pm Sun.-Thurs., 7:30am-10pm Fri.-Sat., $12-27), one of the best brunch spots on the Strip. Also at The LINQ you’ll find Jimmy Kimmel’s Comedy Club (8pm Thurs.-Sun., 10pm Fri.-Sat., prices vary) and the mysterious magician Mat Franco (7pm Sun.-Tues. and Thurs.-Fri., 7pm and 9:30pm Sat., $50-128) from America’s Got Talent.


Flamingo


Restaurants: Bugsy & Meyer’s Steakhouse, Carlos ’n Charlie’s, Club Cappuccino, Flamingo Food Court, Margaritaville, Nook Express


Entertainment: Piff the Magic Dragon, RuPaul’s Drag Race LIVE!, Wayne Newton: Up Close and Personal, X Burlesque


Attractions: Flamingo Wildlife Habitat


Nightlife: Bird Bar, Bugsy’s Bar, The Count Room Live, Garden Bar


The oldest casino-resort on the Strip, the Flamingo (3555 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/733-3111, www.caesars.com/flamingo-las-vegas, $199-349, $37 nightly resort fee) conjures images of the glamorous old-school Vegas of yesteryear. The art deco-esque, South Beach-style megaresort has gathered a lot of legend and lore since mobster Bugsy Siegel first developed it in the 1940s; the upscale Bugsy & Meyer’s Steakhouse (5pm-10pm daily, $38-155) nods to these gangster beginnings. The Flamingo is also where Elvis filmed Viva Las Vegas and the Rat Pack shot the original Ocean’s 11, and where Hunter S. Thompson and his lawyer holed up in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.


Today’s Flamingo makes you feel worlds away from the desert, home to the Flamingo Wildlife Habitat, which features real flamingos and other creatures, as well as the Beach Club Pool (9am-5pm daily in season, free for resort guests, $20 non-guests), with two large pools for all ages, and the Go Pool (9am-6pm daily in season, free for resort guests, $20 non-guests), a splashy adults-only playground with lagoons, waterfalls, private cabanas, and DJs. Relax at the Garden Bar (3pm-11pm Mon., Wed., and Thurs.-Fri., 9am-1am Sat.-Sun.), which has lagoon and waterfall views, or head to the Bird Bar (10am-2am Mon.-Thurs., noon-4am Fri.-Sat.) for its Strip-side outdoor patio and bar games.


Standard rooms here are slightly dated and faded, but nothing that you can’t look past; some have bunk beds for kids and friend-groups. There’s a 93,000-square-foot (8,640-sq-m) main casino as well as a smaller, island-themed Margaritaville Casino next to Jimmy Buffet’s party-centric Margaritaville (8am-10pm daily, $10-20). The great RuPaul’s Drag Race LIVE! (9:30pm Thurs.-Mon., $69-235) is at the Flamingo. But old-school Vegas really shines when the legendary Wayne Newton performs Up Close and Personal (7pm Mon., Wed., and Sat., $82), a 50-year walk down memory lane during which the superstar charmingly interacts with the audience.



S Caesars Palace



Restaurants: Amalfi, Bacchanal Buffet, Beijing Noodle No. 9, Brioche by Guy Savoy, Cafe Americano, Dominique Ansel, Forum Food Hall, Gordon Ramsay Hell’s Kitchen, Gordon Ramsay Pub & Grill, MR CHOW, Nobu, Old Homestead Steakhouse, Peter Luger Steak House, Pronto by Giada, Restaurant Guy Savoy, Starbucks


Entertainment: Absinthe, The Colosseum


Attractions: Appian Way Shops, Fall of Atlantis fountain show, The Forum Shops, Garden of the Gods Pool Oasis


Nightlife: Alto Bar, Lobby Bar, Montecristo Cigar Bar, Numb Bar & Frozen Cocktails, OMNIA, Purple Zebra, Stadia Bar, Vanderpump Cocktail Garden, Vista Cocktail Lounge


A fantastical dreamscape based on imagery of ancient Rome, S Caesars Palace (3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/227-5938, www.caesars.com/caesars-palace, $299-799, $45 nightly resort fee) opened in 1966 but is in many ways still the leader of the Strip, sitting smack in the center of the action and connected to all its vassals via ornate bridges over Las Vegas Boulevard. Guarded by a colossal statue of Caesar himself, the resort sprawls over 85 acres (34 ha) and five hotel towers, offering gorgeous standard rooms with floor-to-ceiling windows providing awesome views of the Strip as well as large bathrooms featuring whirlpool bathtubs.
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Caesars Palace





Among its many restaurants and bars, the Bacchanal Buffet (4pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-10pm Fri.-Sun, $33-51) is in the running for the top all-you-can-eat buffet in Vegas, offering a mind-blowing variety of world cuisines. Here you’ll also find some of the most celebrated celebrity-chef spots in town, including Gordon Ramsay Hell’s Kitchen (11am-11:30pm daily, $40-80) and ever-popular sushi destination Nobu (5pm-10pm daily, $18-85).


The highly entertaining and pulse-quickening Absinthe (8pm and 10pm Mon.-Thurs., 7pm, 9pm, and 11pm Fri.-Sat., $129-169) sets the standard for the contemporary Strip variety show, and The Colosseum welcomes some of the biggest names in music, including Adele, Sting, and Rod Stewart. Nightclub OMNIA (10:30pm-close Tues. and Fri.-Sun., cover $30 women, $50 men) is the place to see and be seen, as is the Garden of the Gods Pool Oasis (9am-5pm daily in season, free for resort guests, $20 non-guests), with its seven shimmering, luxurious swimming pools spread across three levels.


Of course, the huge Caesars casino is not to be missed, nor is the state-of-the-art, 140-seat sportsbook. The Forum Shops (10am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-10pm Fri.-Sat.) and Appian Way Shops (10am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-midnight Fri.-Sat.) are highlights among megaresort malls for their atmospheres, under the palace’s sky-painted ceiling and among Roman statuary. Look for the large crowds gathering around the intricate fountains near The Cheesecake Factory and the Nike store to find the Fall of Atlantis show (on the hour 11am-11pm Sun.- Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sat., free), a strange, thrilling, slightly cheesy animatronic show featuring 9-foot-tall (2.7-m) talking statues, dramatic narration and music, fire and water, and some 400 moving parts. Kids will love it; if you have any in tow, try to arrive early to get a place up front so they can see it properly.


Lower Strip



S Bellagio



Restaurants: Bellagio Patisserie, The Buffet at Bellagio, Cafe Gelato, Harvest, Jasmine, LAGO by Julian Serrano, Le Cirque, The Mayfair Supper Club, Michael Mina, Noodles, Palio, Picasso, The Pool Café, PRIME Steakhouse, Sadelle’s Cafe, Spago, Starbucks, Yellowtail Japanese Restaurant & Lounge


Entertainment: Mayfair After Dark, O by Cirque du Soleil


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


Nightlife: Baccarat Bar, Lily Bar & Lounge, Petrossian Bar, Sports Book & Bar


Like an exclusive Mediterranean village for the rich and famous set in the middle of the Mojave Desert, the S Bellagio (3600 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/693-7111 or 888/987-6667, http://bellagio.mgmresorts.com, $419-656, $51 nightly resort fee) is perhaps the most sophisticated spot on the Strip. Well-appointed with the latest luxury details, the standard rooms here are designed for high-style comfort, decorated with natural stone and muted colors and boasting floor-to-ceiling windows. There are also truly opulent suites and villas with views. Bellagio has a huge casino and five pools too.
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Bellagio





The resort is known far and wide for its famous front lake and Fountains of Bellagio show (every 30 minutes 3pm-8pm and every 15 minutes 8pm-midnight Mon.-Fri., every 30 minutes noon-8pm and every 15 minutes 8pm-midnight Sat.-Sun., free), a visually striking display with strands of water shooting some 460 feet (140 m) into the desert air, accompanied by lights and music, for the amusement of all Strip passersby.


Also don’t miss the spectacular Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Garden (24 hours daily, free), which changes seasonally and always delights, and the gorgeous lobby with its massive glass ceiling sculpture, Fiori di Como, by Dale Chihuly. The Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art (10am-6pm daily, $16) shows surprisingly cutting-edge exhibitions throughout the year. See the dreamy, surreal acrobatics of O by Cirque du Soleil (7pm and 9:30pm Wed.-Sun., $71-165), and browse the Bellagio Shops (hours vary), which offer a who’s who of designer retail.


The dining scene here is splurge-worthy, featuring household names and bucket-list spots like Le Cirque (5pm-10pm Thurs.-Sat., $128-358) and Spago (5pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sun., $29-80). A real treat is The Mayfair Supper Club (5pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-1am Fri-Sat., $49-125), a place nostalgic for the 20th-century heyday when stylish New Yorkers would jet to Vegas.


Paris


Restaurants: The Bedford by Martha Stewart, Beer Park, Bobby’s Burgers by Bobby Flay, Brioche by Guy Savoy, Cafe Americano, Cafe Belle Madeleine, Eiffel Tower Restaurant, Gordon Ramsay Steak, Hexx Kitchen + Bar, JJ’s Boulangerie, La Creperie, Mon Ami Gabi, Nobu at Paris Las Vegas, Vanderpump à Paris


Attractions: Eiffel Tower


Nightlife: Alexxa’s Bar, Chateau Nightclub & Rooftop, Gustav’s Las Vegas Bar, Le Bar Du Sport, Le Central Bar, Napoleon’s Lounge


At Paris Las Vegas (3655 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/242-6753, www.caesars.com/paris-las-vegas, $279-419, $52 nightly resort fee), the name really says it all: The casino-resort brings a fantasy of Paris to life on the Strip. Strolling down the faux boulevards past slot machines and shops or having a fruity drink on the patio at Cafe Americano (24 hours daily, $19-55), it may not be completely convincing—but it is a lot of fun. This Paris also comes complete with a half-sized Eiffel Tower, built from the original’s blueprints; you can pay to rise 46 stories up to a viewing deck (3pm-10pm Thurs.-Sun., $24.50) for sweeping views of the Strip.


The Eiffel Tower Restaurant (5pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 5pm-10:30pm Fri.-Sun., $36-84) serves French cuisine and seats diners high atop the tower, with views of the Fountains of Bellagio, while Mon Ami Gabi (7am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 7am-11pm Fri.-Sat., $20-50) offers al fresco Strip-side sidewalk seating. The Chateau Nightclub & Rooftop (10pm-2am Thurs.-Sat., cover $20 women, $30 men) is the place to dance the night away, with views of the Strip beneath the Eiffel Tower. Open seasonally, the Pool a Paris (10am-5pm daily in season, free for resort guests and guests of other Caesars properties, closed to non-guests) also sits in the picturesque shadow of the tower.


Standard rooms here feel lavish and comfortable, with French country decor and a refrigerator. Suites come with a spa tub.


The Cosmopolitan


Restaurants: Bāng Bar by Momofuku, Beauty & Essex, Blue Ribbon, China Poblano, District: Donuts. Sliders. Brew., é By José Andrés, Eggslut, Ghost Donkey, Hattie B’s Hot Chicken, The Henry, Holsteins, Jaleo, The Juice Standard, Lardo, Milk Bar, Momofuku, Overlook Grill, Red Plate, Scarpetta, Starbucks, STK, Superfrico, Tekka Bar: Handroll & Sake, Va Bene Caffé, Wicked Spoon, Zuma


Entertainment: The Chelsea, OPIUM


Attractions: art collection


Nightlife: The Barbershop Cuts and Cocktails, The Chandelier, Clique, Marquee Night/Day Club, Vesper


Offering luxury in all its guises, The Cosmopolitan (3708 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/698-7000, www.cosmopolitanlasvegas.com, $450-820, $51 nightly resort fee) has a crackling atmosphere of big-city wealth and high-rise style. It offers something like your own extravagant pied-à-terre on the Las Vegas Strip. Standard rooms have sleek decor and a large bathroom, larger studios have a living area and views of the Strip, and some suites have private terraces. Around the resort, you’ll see curated and collectible art—if you see something you love, you can purchase it on www.artspace.com.


Along with a large contemporary casino, there are dozens of unique and imported well-known national restaurants and bars here. For stylish drink, head to Vesper (24 hours daily). Don’t miss the New Orleans flavors of District: Donuts. Sliders. Brew. (7am-7pm Mon.-Wed., 7am-10pm Thurs.-Sat., $5-10) or the creative and delicious Mexican bar fare and drinks at Ghost Donkey (4pm-midnight daily, $11-22). For entertainment, The Chelsea concert hall brings in popular acts such as Jack White and Haim; Marquee Night/Day Club (11am-sunset Fri.-Sun., 10:30pm-4am Wed. and Fri.-Sun. in season, cover $20 women, $30 men) offers poolside partying under the sun, then dancing under the moonlight; and OPIUM (7pm and 9pm Wed.-Sun., $99-129) presents a campy sci-fi romp that’s strictly adults only.


ARIA


Restaurants: ARIA Patisserie, Bardot Brasserie, Blossom, Carbone, CATCH, Din Tai Fung, Javier’s, Jean Georges Steakhouse, Julian Serrano Tapas, Lemongrass, Moneyline Pizza & Bar, Posh Burger, Pressed Juicery, Salt & Ivy, Starbucks


Attractions: ARIA Fine Art Collection


Nightlife: ALIBI Ultra Lounge, Baccarat Lounge, Gem Bar, High Limit Lounge, JEWEL, Lift Bar, LIQUID Pool Lounge, Lobby Bar


One of the most technologically advanced and energy-efficient resorts in the world, S ARIA (3730 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/590-7757, http://aria.mgmresorts.com, $429-699; $45 nightly resort fee) sets a high standard of luxury and sustainability in the middle of one of the driest places in North America. Rooms and suites come with tablets that allow you to control your environment, and they’re also designed to automatically adjust the temperature, curtains, and lights to save energy when you leave. These and other energy-efficient features have earned the resort LEED Gold certification, making it one of the largest hotels in the world to earn the environmental distinction.
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ARIA
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Park MGM
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New York-New York





The hotel also has a 150,000-square-foot (13,935-sq-m) casino—you can hang out and watch the action at the glittering Lift Bar (24 hours daily) on the edge of the casino floor—and numerous restaurants. Try the mouthwatering Thai food at Lemongrass (5pm-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-1am Fri.-Sat., $21-78) or French cuisine at Bardot Brasserie (877/230-2742, 5:30pm-10pm Wed.-Thurs., 9am-10pm Fri.-Sun., $23-34). Dance and party at the opulent nightclub JEWEL (10:30pm-4am Mon. and Fri.-Sat., cover $20-40 women, $40-60 men).


ARIA is also the anchor of the massive CityCenter complex, a world unto itself, including several high-end hotels, condos, and the upscale Crystals Retail and Entertainment District. One of the best things about ARIA and the CityCenter properties is the world-class art collection contained in the vast area. Many of the best pieces are on display in the ARIA, including Maya Lin’s can’t-miss sculpture of the Colorado River, Silver River, in the lobby. Also look for sculptures by the likes of Henry Moore and Frank Stella. You can download a brochure for a self-guided walking tour of the art collection from the ARIA website.


Park MGM


Restaurants: Bavette’s Steakhouse & Bar, Beerhaus, Best Friend, The Crack Shack, Eataly, La La Noodle, La Pizza e La Pasta, Manzo, NoMad Library, Nusr-Et, Primrose, Side Betty Grill, Starbucks


Entertainment: Dolby Live, The Park


Nightlife: Juniper Cocktail Lounge, Mama Rabbit, On The Record


One of the newest names on the Strip, Park MGM (3770 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/730-7777, http://parkmgm.mgmresorts.com, $299-431, $39 nightly resort fee) appeared from the ruins of the old Monte Carlo in 2018 and became the first Strip megaresort to go non-smoking. Its gorgeous standard rooms are comfortable and filled with art.


The resort also has a large up-to-date casino, an eye-catching pool complex with daybeds and cabanas done up in a retro mint-and-white color scheme, and a slew of excellent restaurants. Among these are Eataly (7am-10pm daily, prices vary by restaurant), the sprawling, can’t-miss-it Italian food hall; Best Friend (5pm-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-midnight Fri.-Sat., $15-50), featuring flavorful L.A. street food; and NoMad Library (5pm-10pm Thurs.-Mon., $14-34), which has a hip, sophisticated vibe and serves classics like steak and sea bass.


Park MGM and New York-New York just south are linked together by The Park, a dining and entertainment district featuring Marco Cochrane’s Bliss Dance, a striking 40-foot-tall (12.2 m) sculpture that first debuted at Burning Man and now lives here. You’ll also find the 5,200-seat Dolby Live concert hall here, which brings in huge acts like Aerosmith, Usher, and Lady Gaga. The T-Mobile Arena is nearby as well.


New York-New York


Restaurants: America, Broadway Burger Bar and Grill, Chin Chin Cafe & Sushi Bar, 48th and Crepe, Gallagher’s Steakhouse, Gonzalez y Gonzalez, Il Fornaio, Nathan’s, New York Pizzeria, Sake Rok, Shake Shack, Starbucks, Tom’s Urban, Village Street Eateries


Entertainment: Mad Apple by Cirque du Soleil, Terry Fator: Who’s The Dummy Now?


Attractions: The Big Apple Arcade, The Big Apple Coaster


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


Before you enter New York-New York (3790 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/689-1797, http://newyorknewyork.mgmresorts.com, $229-500, $37 nightly resort fee), stand across the street and take in its “skyline,” complete with a replica Statue of Liberty—plus a roller coaster. The hotel-casino is family-friendlier than many other spots on the Strip, with a fun, energetic vibe, and usually there’s a live band playing somewhere within earshot.


Inside you’ll find a miniature Times Square and an attempt to re-create NYC street scenes. The best ambience can be found strolling along the Greenwich Village-inspired food hall experience, Village Street Eateries (7am-2am Mon.-Thurs., 7am-3am Fri.-Sat., prices vary by eatery), where you’ll find a deli, pizza, and hot dogs. For family fun, check out the The Big Apple Arcade (11am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sun.), jam-packed with video games and other amusements, and The Big Apple Coaster (1pm-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sun., $19-23), a scary, twisting thrill-ride.


After putting the kids to bed, watch the dueling pianos at the Bar at Times Square (5pm-1am Mon.-Thurs., 11am-2am Fri., 10am-2am Sat.-Sun., $25 pp for a guaranteed seat) or spend the night carousing with endless pints of beer at fabulous NYC-style Irish pub Nine Fine Irishmen (noon-1am Mon.-Thurs., 11am-2am Fri., 10am-2am Sat., 10am-midnight Sun.), where you can also sate any cravings for shepherd’s pie or bangers and mash.


MGM Grand


Restaurants: Ambra Italian Restaurant, Avenue Café, Blizz Frozen Yogurt & Desserts, Bonanno’s New York Pizzeria, Cabana Grill, Crush, Emeril’s New Orleans Fish House, food court, Grand Wok Noodle Bar, Greek Sneek, Hakkasan Restaurant, International Smoke, Jöel Robuchon, L’Atelier de Jöel Robuchon, MGM Grand Buffet, Morimoto, Nellie’s Southern Kitchen, Pieology, Starbucks, TAP Sports Bar, Tom Colicchio’s Craftsteak, Wolfgang Puck Bar & Grill


Entertainment: Brad Garrett’s Comedy Club, David Copperfield, Jabbawockeez, KÀ by Cirque du Soleil


Attractions: The Hunger Games: The Exhibition, Topgolf, Virtual Reality, Wet Republic Ultra Pool


Nightlife: Centrifuge, Fat Tuesday, Hakkasan Nightclub, Level Up, Lobby Bar, Loser’s Bar, 32 Degrees, Whiskey Down


The MGM Grand (3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/880-0880, http://mgmgrand.mgmresorts.com, $310-495, $39 nightly resort fee) offers posh rooms with clean lines, earth tones, and plush pillow-top mattresses, a perfect space to rest in between megaresort adventures.


You won’t want to miss the Wet Republic Ultra Pool (11am-6pm Thurs.-Mon. in season, cover $30 women, $50 men), one of the best pool complexes on the strip. The 54,000-square-foot (5,017-sq-m) outdoor watery pleasure palace has a party atmosphere, hosting drinking, dining, and dancing under the blazing desert sun.


The resort’s entertainment options include Cirque du Soleil’s KÀ (7pm and 9:30pm Sat.-Wed., $50-105); the legendary David Copperfield (7pm and 9:30pm Sun.-Fri., 4pm, 7pm, and 9:30pm Sat., $72-220), king of the Las Vegas magicians; and Brad Garrett’s Comedy Club (8pm daily, $59-79), featuring touring comics and sets from the great Robert Barone himself.


Among the dozens of restaurants here are the MGM Grand Buffet (8am-3pm daily, $28-37), a Vegas-style all-you-can-eat experience for a relatively affordable price; International Smoke (5pm-10pm daily, $36-66), a collaboration between Michael Mina and Ayesha Curry featuring globally inspired barbecue; and Wolfgang Puck Bar & Grill (8am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $25-50), serving California cuisine at its best, including wood-fired pizza, pasta, and steak. Or try the stir-fried lobster or adventurous three-course chef’s menu at Hakkasan Restaurant (5:30pm-9:45pm Sun. and Wed., 5:30pm-10:45pm Thurs.-Sat., $22-68), a beloved contemporary Chinese destination. Above this stylish restaurant is the Hakkasan Nightclub (10:30pm-close Thurs.-Sat., cover $20-50 women, $30-75 men), featuring world-class DJs and live shows.


Mandalay Bay


Restaurants: Aureole, BBQ Mexicana, Beach Bar & Grill, Border Grill, Burger Bar, Citizens Kitchen & Bar, Della’s Kitchen, Fleur, Foundation Room, House of Blues Restaurant & Bar, Hussong’s Cantina, Kumi, Libertine Social, Lupo by Wolfgang Puck, Mandalay Bay Food Court, Noodle Shop, Rivea, Seabreeze Cafe, Slice of Vegas, Starbucks, STRIPSTEAK, 3940 Coffee and Tea


Entertainment: House of Blues Music Hall, Michael Jackson ONE by Cirque du Soleil, Michelob Ultra Arena


Attractions: Shark Reef Aquarium


Nightlife: Big Chill, Bikini Bar, B Side at House of Blues, Daylight Beach Club, Eyecandy Bar & Lounge, Fat Tuesday, Foundation Room, Hazel Coffee & Cocktails, LIGHT Nightclub, Minus5° Ice Bar, 1923 Bourbon Bar, Rhythm & Riffs, Rí Rá Irish Pub, S Bar, Skyfall Lounge


Anchoring the southernmost end of the Strip is the sprawling 43-story Mandalay Bay (3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/632-7700, http://mandalaybay.mgmresorts.com, $300-600, $39 nightly resort fee), which seems to become a faraway tropical island paradise the second the lobby doors shut behind you. Standard rooms at the resort are decorated in ocean blue, green, and tan and come with a pillow-top mattress and a deep tub and separate shower.


The resort is perhaps most famous for its 11-acre (4.5 ha) Mandalay Bay Beach (9am-6pm daily, free for resort guests, open Mon.-Thurs. to non-guests who rent a cabana at $300-1,500), a legendary Strip pool complex with a wave pool and a lazy river that’s open year-round. It’s also known for its Shark Reef Aquarium (10am-6pm daily, $29-36 adults, $24-31 ages 5-12), featuring sharks, of course, as well as crocodiles, turtles, and Komodo dragons in a lost-world jungle-style aquarium.


For a sophisticated meal here, try the Libertine Social (4pm-10pm daily, $26-72), a fantastic contemporary gastropub (try the fried chicken sandwich!) by James Beard Award-winning chef Shawn McClain. Head up to the Skyfall Lounge (5pm-midnight Mon.-Tues. and Fri.-Sun.) for craft cocktails and amazing views, then hit the 35,000-square-foot (3,252-sq-m) LIGHT Nightclub (10:30pm-4am Fri.-Sat., $20-30 cover) for dancing.


For more entertainment, Rhythm & Riffs (24 hours daily, no cover) has a super-fun atmosphere with live bands; there’s also the world-famous restaurant, bar, and live music venue House of Blues (7am-11pm daily, $10-30). But the biggest headliners come to the 12,000-seat Michelob Ultra Arena. Also on-site is Cirque du Soleil’s popular Michael Jackson ONE (7pm and 9:30pm Thurs.-Mon., $69-155), which celebrates the music of the late King of Pop.


Downtown


Golden Nugget


Restaurants: Cadillac Mexican Kitchen, Chart House, Chick-fil-A, CJ, The Grille, Grotto Italian Ristorante, Red Asian Cuisine, Salt Grass Steak House, Starbucks, Vic & Anthony’s


Entertainment: The Tank


Nightlife: Bar 46, Claude’s Bar, Ice Bar, Rush Lounge, Sports Book Bar, Stage Bar, Troy Liquor Bar


[image: Image]


The Golden Nugget (129 Fremont St., 702/385-7111, www.goldennugget.com, $170-629, $36 nightly resort fee) has been welcoming gamblers to downtown Las Vegas since 1946, and it’s in a fantastic spot right on the Fremont Street Experience. Standard rooms are up-to-date, comfortable, and stylish, many of them having been completely remodeled between 2015 and 2018. The seasonally open pool complex includes a 21-and-over pool with a bar as well as a family-friendly swimming pool set beside a jaw-dropping 20,000-gallon (75,700-l) shark aquarium, known as The Tank—and a water slide (noon-4pm daily, free for hotel guests, $25 non-guests) that takes you through it.


Circa


Restaurants: Barry’s Downtown Prime, East 8, Jack Pots, Project BBQ, Saginaw’s Delicatessen, Victory Burger & Wings Co.


Attractions: Stadium Swim


Nightlife: Circa Bar, Legacy Club, Mega Bar, Overhang Bar, Vegas Vickie’s


Opened in 2020, the adults-only Circa (8 Fremont St., 702/247-2258, www.circalasvegas.com, $389-479, $40 nightly resort fee) is downtown’s newest casino-hotel, a sleek and futuristic-looking high-rise on Fremont Street. There’s a king bed and refrigerator in every room, some good restaurants, and the rooftop cocktail lounge Legacy Club (4pm-2am Sun.-Thurs., 2pm-4am Fri.-Sat.), with fire pits and awesome views of the city. Circa’s also home to what’s said to be the world’s largest sportsbook, spanning three stories and set up with a 350-seat stadium for viewing. But the resort’s major claim to fame is its Stadium Swim (9am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 8am-9pm Sat.-Sun., cover from $20); open year-round, it’s a downtown oasis and party space with six pools, two swim-up bars, cabanas and daybeds, and an amphitheater.


Sights


The Strip



S SkyPod



The SkyPod Observation Deck Experience (The STRAT, 2000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/998-6937, http://thestrat.com, 10am-1am daily, $20) can’t be beat for sweeping views of the Strip and the sprawling desert and mountains beyond. The highest freestanding observation tower in the country—at 1,149 feet (350 m)—it offers unobstructed 360-degree Vegas views from two observation decks, one inside behind glass and one outside. It’s better to head up in daylight hours if you want to see the city and surroundings and discern regional landmarks, but a night visit is best for sheer neon beauty and twinkling mystery. There’s an exciting atmosphere up here in the rarified air, as well as video maps of the area, shops, a wedding chapel, and a bar and a casual restaurant—108 Drinks (noon-midnight Mon.-Thurs., noon-1am Fri.-Sun.) and 108 Eats (11am-11pm daily, $4-16)—for high-altitude drinks and snacks.


If the views from on high aren’t thrilling enough for you, you can add on some adrenaline with the SkyPod’s rides (2pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-midnight Fri.-Sun.), like SkyJump ($130), in which you strap a bungee cord to your back and jump from the tower, or X-Scream ($5), a roller coaster that snakes around the tower at impossible speeds.


High Roller


One of the highlights of The LINQ Promenade is the High Roller (The LINQ, 3545 Las Vegas Blvd. S., www.caesars.com/linq, 2pm-midnight, $23.50-34.75 adults, $8.50-17.50 children), a 550-foot-high (168-m) observation wheel featuring enclosed, climate-controlled glass-walled pods, each holding up to 40 people. It takes 30 minutes for the wheel to make one rotation, offering long, clear views of the valley. And yes, you can take drinks in the pod with you. If you’re with a large group, perhaps the best way to experience this ride is to gather up to 25 of your friends for a Happy Half Hour cabin ($60 pp), which comes with an all-you-can-drink-in-30-minutes open bar and bartender.


Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Garden


A floral work of art that changes five times a year to ring in Lunar New Year, spring, summer, fall, and winter, the Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Garden (Bellagio, 3600 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/693-7111, http://bellagio.mgmresorts.com, 24 hours daily, free) is one of the cheapest thrills to be had in Vegas. The resort employs an army of gardeners to construct and maintain this 14,000-square-foot (1,300-sq-m) botanical wonderland adjacent to the Bellagio lobby. One recent spring display featured seemingly free-floating hot-air balloons covered in flowers, and giant hummingbirds made of flowers hovering over giant petals, awash in natural light streaming in from the glass ceiling.


Exhibitions at the Luxor


Beneath the pyramid at the Luxor (3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/262-4400 or 800/557-7428, http://luxor.mgmresorts.com), two longtime exhibitions continue to fascinate a new generation of Las Vegas Strip-goers, revealing, respectively, the gross results of too much sin and the sad outcomes of too much hubris.


Bodies . . . The Exhibition (11am-8pm daily, $32 adults, $24 ages 4-12) displays 13 real human bodies and about 260 organs and partial bodies in an exceedingly frank manner that erases the usual scientific distance you might enjoy while considering the fragility of your human existence. You’ll see the skeletal, muscular, respiratory, and circulatory systems in all their complexity, and fascinating human insides just as they appear beneath your sunburned skin. You may decide for yourself whether you will, after returning to the Strip, heed the warnings of the side-by-side diseased and ruined organs fallen to sloth, gluttony, and other well-known sins upon which Vegas was founded.


Titanic: The Artifact Exhibition (11am-8pm daily, $32 adults, $24 ages 4-12) shows the remains of the doomed ocean liner. This examination of history’s most famous ship, the story of whose professed unsinkability and subsequent sinking everybody learns eventually, presents more than 250 artifacts recovered from the actual wreck, as well as re-creations of the once state-of-the-art vessel, and affecting personal items such as a lost passenger’s luggage and an unopened bottle of champagne.


You can purchase tickets for both shows for just $44 at the box office only. Allow at least an hour for each show.


Shark Reef Aquarium


Mandalay Bay’s Shark Reef Aquarium (Mandalay Bay, 3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/632-4555, http://mandalaybay.mgmresorts.com, 10am-6pm daily, $29-36 adults, $24-31 ages 5-12) is something like a lost seaside city, hidden by overgrown jungle and home to laid-back sea turtles, a few elusive crocodiles, an intimidating Komodo dragon, and a notably diverse collection of shark species. All told there are about 2,000 sea creatures here, including a giant octopus and a group of neon-lit jellyfish. Don’t miss the shark habitat, made up to look and feel like a sunken ship; you’ll watch them swim all around you while listening to the groaning of the wreck. The crowning experience here is a slow walk through the glass underwater viewing tunnel, surrounded by the sea and its inhabitants. Plan on spending 1-2 hours here. To get even closer, there are opportunities to feed stingrays ($65 pp), sea turtles ($99 pp), and sharks ($99 pp), or even swim with the sharks ($650 pp or $1,000 per couple).



S Pinball Hall of Fame



The Pinball Hall of Fame (4925 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 11am-9pm daily, free), housed in a hangar-like building with a large parking lot just south of Mandalay Bay, is a 25,000-square-foot (2,323-sq-m), 400-machine Temple to the Silver Ball—and the world’s largest pinball machine collection. Come here with your pockets full of quarters and play rare, well-preserved machines primarily dating from the 1950s to the 1980s (aka the golden age of pinball). Operated by the nonprofit Las Vegas Pinball Collectors Club, the arcade’s excess change goes to charities such as the Salvation Army. Most of the pinball machines cost just $0.25 per game, though there are some fancier models from the 1990s that cost $0.50. Don’t miss the Star Wars, Indiana Jones, and Rush machines, and spend some time checking out the older games from the 1950s and ’60s, the space-age graphics of which are pure mid-century kitsch. There’s a change machine on-site that takes $1, $5, $10, and $20 bills.
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Pinball Hall of Fame
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Fremont Street Experience
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The Mob Museum





Downtown



S Fremont Street Experience



Spanning a handful of downtown blocks, the Fremont Street Experience (Fremont St. between Main St. and Las Vegas Blvd., 702/678-5600, www.vegasexperience.com, free) is a covered pedestrian mall whose canopy hosts the largest video screen on earth (130,000 sq ft/12,077 sq m)—and 12 million LED lights, ever flashing overhead. Consider this downtown’s Strip, where you can stroll past casinos, restaurants, shops, novelty booths, and marijuana shops, and maybe happen upon free concerts, eyes wide and senses tingling. While the Fremont Street Experience is always open, night-strolling is highly recommended; the whole area loses a bit of its glamour in the hard desert light, and the massive ceiling-screen presents exciting (and free) light-and-sound shows regularly 6pm-2am. While the main point here is people-watching and spectacle, zipline aficionados won’t want to miss the mighty SlotZilla (425 E. Fremont St., Ste. 160, 702/678-5780, www.vegasexperience.com, 4pm-1am Mon.-Wed., noon-2am Thurs.-Sun., $39-59), offering two zipline experiences—one seated and 7 stories high, and the other Superman-style and 11 stories high—that let you zoom down the street above the crowds below.


Downtown Container Park


The spectacular Downtown Container Park (707 Fremont St., 702/359-9982, www.downtowncontainerpark.com, 11:30am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-9pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-8pm Sun.) is a collection of local boutiques and restaurants that occupy their own shipping containers. At the entrance is The Mantis, a giant metallic praying mantis originally constructed by artists Kirk Jellum and Kristen Ulmer for Burning Man and now stationed here; the sculpture is the site of regular drum circles starting at sunset every day to “wake up” the mantis—which shoots fire from its mouth. The Lawn area at the park hosts live entertainment and activities, and there’s also a playground—intended for adults as well as kids—including The Treehouse, a 33-foot-tall (10-m) slide.



S The Mob Museum



The Mob Museum (300 Stewart Ave., 702/229-2734, http://themobmuseum.org, 9am-9pm daily, $29.95), also known as the National Museum of Organized Crime and Law Enforcement, engages with Las Vegas’s—and the nation’s—enduring fascination with mobsters and wise-guys, and the cops who chase them. It’s located in downtown’s historic U.S. Post Office and Courthouse, an imposing 1933 neoclassical building with some 20,000 square feet (1,858 sq m) of exhibition space; allow a few hours to take it all in.


Of particular interest in the museum’s excellent collection, comprised mostly of photos, videos, and rare original artifacts and documents, are displays about the mob’s years running Vegas. That fascinating era began in the 1940s, when Eastern mobsters transformed Las Vegas from an out-of-the-way desert railroad hub into a glamorous international gambling playground, buying and building legal casino-resorts and gambling halls so that they could skim cash off the top and send millions in unreported funds back to their bosses in New York, Chicago, Cleveland, and elsewhere. The dream began to end in the late 1960s, when local law enforcement officials cracked down, Howard Hughes bought six of the top mobbed-up casinos, and state officials changed casino ownership rules to encourage more legitimate corporate investment.


The museum’s prized possession is a section of the bullet-pocked wall from the 1929 Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre in Chicago. On that day, seven members of George “Bugs” Moran’s gang were lined up and murdered in a spray of submachine gun fire, allegedly by members of Al Capone’s bootlegging gang (though the murders have never officially been solved).


There are also a few fun interactive displays here, such as crime lab and firearm simulations, as well as some amazing artifacts that you’re not likely to see anywhere else, including a chair from the Nevada gas chamber, a third-draft script from The Godfather, and Bugsy Siegel’s sunglasses. After touring the museum, adults can head to The Speakeasy, where they can sip Prohibition-era cocktails.


The Neon Museum


Las Vegas over the years has reinvented itself without regret, but The Neon Museum (770 Las Vegas Blvd. N., 702/387-6366, www.neonmuseum.org, 4pm-midnight daily May-Aug., 3pm-11pm daily Mar.-Apr. and Sept.-Oct., 2pm-10pm daily Nov.-Feb.) uses signage of the past to tell the history of the city. Start your tour at the striking visitors center, located in the remodeled lobby of the old La Concha Motel, a mid-century, shell-shaped building designed by architect Paul Revere Williams. Then head to the Neon Boneyard, an outdoor space where the museum’s main collection of unrefurbished neon signs lives, where you’ll see some rare, iconic signs saved from demolished casinos. Self-guided tours ($20) are available for limited hours during the day (hours vary seasonally), but in the evening all tours are guided ($28) and last about 45 minutes. Visiting at night is recommended so you can enjoy some of that neon the way it’s meant to be seen. The museum’s North Gallery houses the Brilliant! (additional $23), a light-and-sound experience about Vegas’s history.


Arts District


The downtown Arts District (www.dtlvarts.com), which is centered at the intersection of Main Street and Charleston Boulevard, is the place to go if you want to get a taste of local Las Vegas. It has a bohemian, retro vibe with street art, art studios and galleries, breweries and eateries, and some awesome antique and vintage shops where you can find your one-of-a-kind Vegas souvenir. The best time to visit is during First Fridays (6pm-10pm first Fri. of the month), which features art, food, music, street performers, and crowds of fun and interesting people. Parking is available at the City of Las Vegas garage (500 S. Main), where a free shuttle will bring you to the district. The center of the action here is The Arts Factory (107 E. Charleston Blvd., 702/383-3133, www.theartsfactorylv.com, hours vary by business), a sprawling structure (look for the multicolored building that says “LOVE LAS VEGAS” in huge white letters) with more than 30 artist studios, galleries, shops, and restaurants. Also don’t miss the Conrad West Gallery (15 W. Colorado Ave., 702/596-3536, www.conradwestgallery.com, 11am-7pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-8pm Fri., 11am-6pm Sat.), which stays open an hour later on First Fridays and has wonderful paintings and sculptures on view and for sale by cutting-edge contemporary artists.


Off the Strip


Area 15


The leader of the trend toward the “immersive” in Vegas is Area 15 (3215 S. Rancho Dr., 702/846-1900, http://area15.com, noon-1am Mon., noon-midnight Tues.-Thurs., noon-2am Fri., 10am-3am Sat., 10am-midnight Sun., 21-and-over only after 10pm, Sun.-Thurs.), a tech-forward entertainment complex about 2 miles (3.2 km) west of the upper Strip. The huge warehouse-style building—it would take several trips to properly explore—has been transformed into a darkened fantasy world with incredibly detailed spaces. It’s free to enter Area 15 (get free passes online) except for Friday and Saturday nights after 10pm ($10-15), but each experience or ride requires a ticket, and none of them is cheap. The big hit here is surrealistic “grocery store” Omega Mart ($55), a wild space full of strange and artful playscapes by Meow Wolf, the Santa Fe art collective behind that city’s House of Eternal Return. Among the many other experiences to be had are inhabiting paintings by Van Gogh and Klimt ($35-45) or fighting for your life against zombies in a virtual-reality simulation of Zack Snyder’s Vegas action flick Army of the Dead ($25-30). Also here are flight simulators, ziplines, and all manner of found art and sculpture that’s just fun to look at, not to mention several restaurants and bars, plus a shop selling retro candy and soda that you won’t find anywhere else.




[image: image] Side Trip to Hoover Dam


Once the largest dam of its kind just about anywhere, the Hoover Dam is still one of the nation’s greatest engineering and construction feats, and stands today as a testament to the brawn and ambition of a people set on taming the wild Colorado River. The Southwest as we know it simply would not exist without this dam. Las Vegas itself gets about 90 percent of its water from the Colorado River.
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Hoover Dam





If you just want to see the dam, drive out to the Hoover Dam Bypass Bridge (aka the Mike O’Callaghan-Pat Tillman Memorial Bridge), where there’s a small parking lot, bathrooms, and a somewhat steep but paved pathway out to the bridge, from which you can see the great dam in all its glory.


If you want more than a quick glimpse, head to the Hoover Dam Visitors Center (702/494-2517 or 866/730-9097, www.usbr.gov/lc/hooverdam, 9am-5pm daily, $10 without tour), which has numerous exhibits on the building of the dam and the scientific and social justifications behind the enormous undertaking. There’s a short movie and an elevator to the roof—which has the best overview of the dam complex and the river flowing beyond it to Lake Mohave. Two tours are also available. In summer, the first tour begins at 9am, and the last tour begins at 5:15pm. In winter, the last tour begins at 4:15pm. The last tickets are sold an hour before the last tour. The Powerplant Tour ($15 adults, $12 ages 4-16) lasts about 30 minutes and gives a comprehensive view of the dam and an explanation of how it works. The Hoover Dam Tour ($30, minimum age 8) lasts about one hour and goes deep into the dam, revealing the inner workings of the huge complex; this tour is highly recommended and worth the extra money. Participants walk the rounded and brightly lit low-ceilinged corridors inside the damworks and view the lazy band of river from high up in the dam. The tour also provides a chance to see all the beautiful art deco touches that were folded into the design of the dam complex in the 1930s. The entire inner complex is floored with a gray Italian marble flecked with reds and yellows, and there are stylized Native American-inspired designs etched into the floor in even the most out-of-the-way corners.


Getting There


The Hoover Dam is about 40 miles (64 km) east of the Strip, about a 45-minute drive. To get to the bridge, take I-15 to I-215. After 11.5 miles (18.5 km), take exit 1 for I-11/US 93. After about 21 miles (34 km), take exit 2, following signs for the Hoover Dam. At the traffic circle, take the third exit, turning right onto NV 172/Hoover Dam Access Road and continuing on it for 2 miles (3.2 km) to the parking lot for the bridge overlook. For the visitors center, continue on the Hoover Dam Access Road for 0.7 mile (1.1 km) to the Hoover Dam Visitors Center parking garage ($10 parking fee).


If you’d prefer not to drive yourself, Pink Adventure Tours (800/873-3662, www.pinkadventuretours.com) offers a three-hour door-to-door excursion to the dam ($114 pp) in a jeep that holds about eight passengers, while Gray Line (702/739-7777 or 877/333-6556, www.graylinelasvegas.com) offers a 4.5-hour daily bus excursion to the dam ($65 pp) from hotels along the Strip or downtown.






National Atomic Testing Museum



Just 1.5 miles (2.4 km) east of the Strip, the National Atomic Testing Museum (755 E. Flamingo Rd., 702/409-7366, www.nationalatomictestingmuseum.org, 9:30am-3pm Thurs.-Tues., $24 adults, $18 ages 7-14) preserves a fascinating collection of Cold War artifacts. It includes detailed displays and videos about the destructive power of the bomb and political, cultural, and moral aspects of the nuclear age, as well as technical information about the bomb-testing process. The museum’s displays and stories about the early Atomic Age in Vegas—the 1950s, when the U.S. government regularly ignited nuclear bombs in the desert, only about 75 miles (121 km) from the city, as part of its nuclear weapons testing program—are the intriguing (and disturbing) highlight of the collection. You could see the flash and the mushroom cloud from the roofs of downtown casinos; the thing to do back then, apparently, was party all night, then climb up to a rooftop or a mountain and watch the explosion at dawn. By the early 1960s international agreements had pushed all testing underground, but this museum holds onto the memories and artifacts of that crazy era when Vegas almost made the Bomb sexy. Don’t leave without checking out the gift shop, where you can buy retro postcards that advertised the early atomic tests in “Up and Atom City” to tourists around the world.


Seven Magic Mountains


Leave the bustle of the Strip behind for a bit and drive out to the desert to see Swiss artist Ugo Rondinone’s Seven Magic Mountains (off Las Vegas Blvd., www.sevenmagicmountains.com, free), a site-specific installation featuring a large-scale series of mysterious, evocative dayglow rock spires in the desolate desert area near Jean Dry Lake. It’s 20 miles (32 km) south of Mandalay Bay; you can take Las Vegas Boulevard the entire way, and the parking lot will be to your left coming from the Strip. The stacked rock pillars, constructed using local boulders, provide a quiet, thoughtful, and memorable artistic spectacle worth the extra effort it takes to get out here.
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Swiss artist Ugo Rondinone’s Seven Magic Mountains





Nightlife and Entertainment


Bars and Clubs


Many of the bars and clubs along the Strip are decidedly upscale and ultra-hip, and have strict dress codes.


The Strip


Dress for style when you head to the SAHARA’s Casbar Lounge (SAHARA, 2535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/761-7000, www.saharalasvegas.com, 24 hours daily) for a drink. It’s one of the coolest places on the Strip, with large photos of light-blue goddesses watching over golden booths and tables. Always open, the Casbar offers happy hours two times a day (3pm-5pm and 8pm-9pm daily), live entertainment including DJs and piano players (Wed., Thurs., and Sun.), and televisions for catching a game. Another upscale experience can be had at The Dorsey Cocktail Bar (The Venetian, 3355 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/414-1000, www.venetianlasvegas.com, 4pm-midnight Mon.-Wed., 4pm-2am Thurs.-Sun.), a supremely sophisticated lounge with tasty drinks (try the Spicy Flamingo). Another stylish cocktail bar with eye-catching style is Vesper (The Cosmopolitan, 3708 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/698-7000, www.cosmopolitanlasvegas.com, 24 hours daily), shimmering with color and overstuffed with art, photographs, and elegant details.


There’s a lot of big-time Vegas fun to be had at The Piano Bar (Harrah’s, 3475 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/369-5000, www.caesars.com/harrahs-las-vegas, 2pm-12:30am Sun.-Thurs., 2pm-2am Fri.-Sat., cover varies), with its ever-popular dueling pianos (9pm Tues.-Sat.), a plus-sized Elvis impersonator (2pm-5pm Thurs.-Fri.), and karaoke (6pm-9pm Wed.-Sun.). The outdoor, Strip-side Bird Bar (Flamingo, 3555 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/733-3111, www.caesars.com/flamingo-las-vegas, 10am-2am Mon.-Thurs., noon-4am Fri.-Sat.) is an entertaining place to kick back with a few beers or cocktails and play a game of beer pong with your new fast-friends from the Midwest.


For thumping, dance-the-night-away good times in Vegas, you can’t go wrong with the palatial OMNIA (Caesars Palace, 3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/785-6200, www.omniaclubs.com/las-vegas, 10:30pm-close Tues. and Fri.-Sun., cover $30 women, $50 men), a 75,000-square-foot (6,968-sq-m), multilevel party space that includes a rooftop garden with views of the Strip. The world-class nightclub brings in the globe’s top DJs and live performers. Located above Hakkasan Restaurant, Hakkasan Nightclub (MGM Grand, 3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/891-3838, www.hakkasannightclub.com, 10:30pm-close Thurs.-Sat., cover $20-50 women, $30-75 men) is another huge and decadent dance club that brings in a roster of top-shelf DJs and performers from around the world.


The Las Vegas strip is crowded with amazing pools offering day- and nightclub experiences, basically high-level pool parties with music, dancing, and free-flowing cocktails, both under the sun and the desert moon, and one of the very best is Drai’s Beachclub & Nightclub (The Cromwell, 3595 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/777-3800, http://draisgroup.com, beach club 11am-6pm Fri.-Sun., nightclub 10:30am-4am Thurs.-Sun., $20 women, $40 men), located on the roof of The Cromwell. With more than 35,000 square feet (3,252 sq m) of party space, including several pools, two bars, cabanas, daybeds, and, of course, top DJs and live concerts, this is definitely the place to worship both the sun and the almighty gods of good times. Drai’s also offers “swim nights” (10pm-4am Tues., cover $30 women, $50 men) and an after-hours party (2am-10am Thurs.-Sun., cover $40 women, $50 men).


Downtown


Perhaps the most interesting place for a drink downtown is The Speakeasy (300 Stewart Ave., 702/229-2734, http://themobmuseum.org, noon-10pm Mon.-Wed., noon-midnight Thurs.-Sun.), a small, historically decorated bar with Prohibition-era exhibits and artifacts in the basement of The Mob Museum, where you can consider the U.S. pastimes of bootlegging and smuggling while kicking back a few intricate cocktails. The Speakeasy also has a small stage that welcomes jazz, blues, Dixieland, and other throwback-style music groups on the weekends (8pm-midnight Fri.-Sat., 7pm-11pm Sun.). Access to the bar and shows is free with admission to the museum, or you can get in free if you can locate the secret password in the museum’s Instagram Stories.


The Commonwealth (525 Fremont St., 702/445-6400, www.commonwealthlv.com, 9pm-3am Sun. and Tues.-Thurs., 6pm-3am Fri.-Sat., no cover) is a popular cocktail lounge, club, and general hang-out spot near the Fremont Street Experience. The 1950s-era building is fixed up to be a lost getaway from reality, and is famous for its rooftop dance floor with spectacular views. A handful of blocks farther from the Fremont Street Experience is the oldest freestanding bar in Las Vegas, Atomic Liquors (917 Fremont St., 702/982-3000, http://atomic.vegas, noon-2am Sun. and Wed.-Thurs., noon-3am Fri.-Sat.), which dates to 1952, when downtown was the place to be in Vegas. A beer-centric bar, Atomic features an ever-changing host of craft brews on tap and has a Certified Cicerone—a credentialed beer professional—on staff.


Headliners and Production Shows


Cirque du Soleil Shows


The undisputed leader of the Las Vegas show scene is the mysterious, glorious Cirque du Soleil (www.cirquedusoleil.com). The world-renowned high-art acrobats have taken over the Strip, presenting no fewer than six different productions. These technologically advanced, gravity-mocking, visually mind-blowing shows generally include a heady mix of acrobatics, music, dancing, comedy, unforgettable imagery, and non-linear storytelling, but what Cirque du Soleil is best known for, and what you will certainly remember long afterward, are the amazing things the performers can do with their incredibly strong and flexible bodies; like a lot of Vegas spectacles, they must simply be seen to be believed.


Perhaps the best of the Cirque Du Soleil shows in Las Vegas is The Beatles LOVE (The Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 7pm and 9:30pm Tues.-Sat., $47-116), a 90-minute salute to the Fab Four, with their greatest hits accompanying jaw-dropping sights.


The troupe also celebrates the King of Pop’s music and tragically shortened life in Michael Jackson ONE (Mandalay Bay, 3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/632-7400, 7pm and 9:30pm Thurs.-Mon., $69-155).


The performers appropriately head to New York-New York for the NYC-themed Mad Apple (New York-New York, 3790 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/606-7111, 7pm and 9:30pm Fri.-Tues., $49-85).


More surreal and dreamy than its shows about familiar icons are the group’s productions of O (Bellagio, 3600 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 888/488-7111, 7pm and 9:30pm Wed.-Sun., $71-165), Mystère (Treasure Island, 3300 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/944-7444, 7pm and 9:30pm Fri.-Tues., $75-136), and KÀ (MGM Grand, 3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/740-7711, 7pm and 9:30pm Sat.-Wed., $50-105), each amazing in its own way.



S Spiegelworld Shows



The creative, slightly off-kilter artists at Spiegelworld Productions (http://spiegelworld.com [URL inactive]) have raised the bar for Las Vegas Strip cabaret and variety shows with their strange and wonderful adults-only fantasies featuring equal parts comedy, circus acrobatics, titillation, and style. Shows tend to run about 75 minutes.


The group’s most popular production, and one of the best-reviewed shows on the Strip, is Absinthe (Caesars Palace, 3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 855/234-7469, 8pm and 10pm Mon.-Thurs., 7pm, 9pm, and 11pm Fri.-Sat., $129-169), a hilarious, raunchy foray into a bohemian strip club of sorts, in which the rude and deeply funny host introduces a string of unbelievably agile performers.


The Atomic Saloon Show (The Venetian, 3327 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 7:30pm and 9:30pm Fri.-Tues., $149-169) finds the amazing performers in the Old West at a drunken, sex-soaked party hosted by raunchy redhead Madam Boozy Skunton.


OPIUM (The Cosmopolitan, 3708 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 7pm and 9pm Wed.-Sun., $99-129) is a hilarious and pulse-quickening variety show centered around a campy sci-fi journey to space, with a roster of impressive performers (not all of them human) who jump, fly, dance, balance, and juggle.



Other Shows



Families will love iLuminate (The STRAT, 2000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/380-7777, http://thestrat.com, 8pm Wed.-Fri., 2pm Sat.-Sun., $49-109), a spectacular show in which dancers wearing custom-made light suits perform feats of grace and style.


Presented by superstar actor and ex-exotic dancer Channing Tatum, Magic Mike Live (SAHARA, 833/624-4265, www.magicmikelivelasvegas.com, 7:30pm and 10pm Wed.-Sun., $49-104) brings all the ladies to the north end of the Strip for a sensual good time reminiscent of some of the scenes in the hit movie on which this very popular show is based. Sculpted young hunks sans shirts (and more), loud music, impressively synchronized dancing, and an atmosphere that oozes sexiness. . . . What more do you need for a weekend in Vegas?


Extravaganza - The Vegas Spectacular (Bally’s, 3645 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 855/234-7469, www.caesars.com/ballys-las-vegas, 7pm, 8pm, 8:30pm, and 9:30pm daily, $55-103) tells the history of Las Vegas in family-friendly fashion. The variety show features excellent comedians, acrobats, and magicians—plus back-from-the-dead holograms of Elvis and Frank.


With its unique blend of mime, percussion, and spectacle, the strange and wonderful Blue Man Group (Luxor, 3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/557-7428, www.blueman.com, 8pm Mon.-Wed., 5pm and 8pm Thurs.-Sun., $49-113) has been a hit on the Strip for years, performing its thought-provoking, challenging act since the late 1980s. The group even has its own theater at the Luxor, complete with a large gift shop. One of the best family-friendly shows in Vegas, these three bald, blue men never disappoint.


Showrooms and Lounge Acts


Tributes


If you love the late, great Whitney Houston, you can’t miss An Evening with Whitney Houston: The Whitney Houston Holograph Concert (Harrah’s, 3475 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 855/234-7469, www.whitneyvegas.com, 6pm and 8pm Tues.-Sun., $52-92). Sanctioned by Houston’s estate, the futuristic show features a projection of Whitney on stage singing all of her greatest hits, with live back-up singers. Yes, it’s weird. Yes, it’s unsettling . . . but only for a second, and then the music and the glamour take over.


In Purple Reign: The Prince Tribute Show! (Tropicana, 3801 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/829-9034, http://purplereign.net, 9:30pm Wed.-Mon., $58-90), the legendary Prince Rogers Nelson and his music are brought back to life via a highly polished, blood-and-guts rock show featuring talented impersonators (of Prince, Morris Day, Vanity, and others) and musicians.


Comedy


Jimmy Kimmel’s Comedy Club (The LINQ Promenade, 3545 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/777-2782, www.kimmelscomedyclub.com, 8pm Thurs.-Sun., 10pm Fri.-Sat., prices vary) brings the nation’s best touring comics to the Strip.


Hilarity is also on tap at Brad Garrett’s Comedy Club (MGM Grand, 3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/740-7711, http://mgmgrand.mgmresorts.com, 8pm daily, $59-79), featuring top touring comedians and a set now and then from the titular comic actor.


Magic


Piff the Magic Dragon (Flamingo, 3555 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 855/234-7469, www.caesars.com/flamingo-las-vegas, 7pm Thurs.-Mon., $53-78) is a charming, hilarious British magician who performs in a less-than-realistic dragon costume and brings his adorable chihuahua along for the show, which includes cool magic tricks and audience participation.


Harry Potter fans will laugh until they cry during Potted Potter (Bally’s, 3645 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 855/234-7469, www.caesars.com/ballys-las-vegas, 2pm and 8pm daily, $69-89), a hilarious quick-fire summing-up (and sending-up) of all seven novels.


Live Music


Country music lovers shouldn’t miss Gilley’s (Treasure Island, 3300 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/286-3890, www.gilleyslasvegas.com, 2pm-close Mon.-Fri., 10am-close Sat.-Sun., no cover), where live bands regularly take to the stage and the line-dancing goes on long into the Vegas night.


All the rockers should hurry to Carnaval Court (Harrah’s, 3475 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/693-6138, www.caesars.com/harrahs-las-vegas, noon-4am daily, cover $10-30 women, $20-40 men), a fun-loving outdoor bar and live music venue where you can dance and sing along under the desert stars and moon while talented lounge bands—The Droids and the Whip among the best of them—play your favorite songs.


At the Bar at Times Square (New York-New York, 3790 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 5pm-1am Mon.-Thurs., 11am-2am Fri., 10am-2am Sat.-Sun., $25 pp for a guaranteed seat), you’ll find one of the best dueling-piano shows in town.


Rhythm & Riffs (Mandalay Bay, 3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/632-6112, http://mandalaybay.mgmresorts.com, 24 hours daily) is a fun bar and cocktail lounge where excellent live bands playing country and rock-and-roll frequently take to the stage (10pm-2am Thurs.-Sun., no cover).


Shopping


The Strip


With so many stores in every megaresort up and down the Strip, you won’t be at a loss for shopping opportunities while in Vegas. But some experiences are more atmospheric than others. At the Grand Canal Shoppes (The Venetian, 3377 Las Vegas Blvd. S., Ste. 2600, 702/414-4525, www.grandcanalshoppes.com, 10am-9pm daily), with more than 160 upscale designer boutiques, you’ll browse alongside The Venetian’s canals under a ceiling of puffy white clouds and blue sky. Another ambience-filled shopping experience—probably the best on the Strip—is at The Forum Shops (Caesars Palace, 3500 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/893-4800, www.caesars.com/caesars-palace, 10am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-10pm Fri.-Sat.), with more than 160 stores and restaurants amid Caesars Palace’s Roman architecture and statuary, under the realistic-looking sky of a ceiling. A few art galleries are in The Forum, including two outposts of the excellent Park West Fine Art Museum & Gallery (702/630-1037, www.parkwestgallery.com), which has relatively affordable original prints by giants like Picasso, Miró, and Dalí.


If you’re looking for classic souvenirs, including products emblazoned with the “Welcome to Las Vegas” logo, the most interesting place to shop for them is Bonanza Gift & Souvenir (2440 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/385-7359, 8am-10:30pm daily), the “World’s Largest Gift Shop,” at the corner of Sahara and the Strip. It’s been around since 1980 and has more than 40,000 square feet (3,716 sq m) of shopping space—and pretty much every piece of manufactured Las Vegas memorabilia in existence.
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Bonanza Gift & Souvenir
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Korean tacos at Best Friend
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Evel Pie





Semi-professional shoppers and fashionistas must see Fashion Show Mall (3200 Las Vegas Blvd. S., Ste. 600, 702/784-7000, www.fslv.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-9pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun.), which has more than 250 mid- and upscale stores, including Saks Fifth Avenue and Neiman Marcus, as well as live fashion shows on weekends.



Food



Restaurants in the casino-resorts trend toward upscale dining and celebrity chefs, but there are areas along the Strip with inexpensive street-food and chain restaurants. If you have a fine-dining destination in mind, make a reservation at least a few days in advance. Casual-elegant is the typical dress code at the high-end spots.


The Strip


Vegas Views


High up in the SkyPod tower, Top of the World (The STRAT, 2000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., http://thestrat.com, 5pm-midnight daily June-Aug., 4pm-11pm daily Sept.-May, $32-84) serves upscale surf-and-turf some 800 feet (244 m) above the Strip and makes a full revolution once every 80 minutes. Offering a unique atmosphere, award-winning cuisine—including a lobster bisque, a rack of lamb, steaks, and an array of creative sides such as crunchy green beans with a ginger-soy glaze—and impeccable service, this longtime fine-dining destination is an excellent option for your lavish night out in Las Vegas. Tables seat up to seven people, and there is free self-parking in the hotel garage.


Celebrity-Chef Spots


S Best Friend (Park MGM, 3770 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/730-6770, http://parkmgm.mgmresorts.com, 5pm-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-midnight Fri.-Sat., $15-50) occupies a small spot off the Park MGM casino floor and is playfully dressed up to look like an L.A. bodega, where chef Roy Choi, seen on Netflix’s The Chef Show, crafts outstanding Korean-Mexican street food. The best dish here, and one of the best on the Strip, is the Kogi short rib tacos, a wonderful mashup of flavors featuring corn tortillas stuffed with Korean barbecue. They pair perfectly with a dirty martini. Also consider the buttermilk fried chicken with sweet-and-sour sauce, shrimp cocktail with lemongrass cocktail sauce, or french fries sprinkled with ramen seasoning.


The carnivores’ can’t-miss spot, Bazaar Meat (SAHARA, 2335 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/761-7610, www.saharalasvegas.com, 5pm-10pm Wed.-Sun., $24-98) is James Beard Award-winning celebrity chef José Andrés’s ritzy meat hall, tapas joint, open grill, and butcher shop. There’s almost too much meat to choose from, including a raw bar with tartare and carpaccio, caviar cones, Wagyu and Kobe beef prepared tableside, even a fire pit serving up suckling pig (you can order a full pig with 24 hours’ advance notice). The space itself is a visual feast, with giant hunting scenes depicted in the wallpaper, glittering chandeliers, and taxidermied wild animals watching over the sprawling eatery.


In the shadow of the High Roller, Gordon Ramsay Fish & Chips (The LINQ Promenade, 3545 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/322-0529, www.gordonramsayrestaurants.com, 11am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat., $16-22) serves British street cuisine as interpreted by the multi-Michelin-starred celebrity chef. The fast-casual counter-service spot has limited seating, but expect excellent fish-and-chips, of course, as well as shrimp, chicken, battered sausages, and lobster. Don’t forget the curry dipping sauce, which you’ll want to slather on the sea-salt-dusted chips (fries). Or choose the “dirty chips,” loaded with spices and cheese. Afterward, try to resist the sticky toffee shake—even though it’s not possible.


Supper Clubs


If you want live entertainment with your meal, head to a supper club.


A dazzling contemporary spot inspired by 1930s Hollywood, S Delilah (Wynn, 3131 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/770-3300, www.wynnlasvegas.com, 5:30pm-10:30pm daily, 21-and-over only after 7pm, $28-50) is a self-consciously glamorous restaurant, bar, and showroom, all marble and metal and shiny wood, with palm trees and art deco lamps. Sip cocktails and feast on Maine lobster, Wagyu beef wellington, and innovative takes on comfort food like pigs-in-a-blanket and chicken tenders—made famous by Delilah’s L.A. location. A smaller late-night menu is available after 10:30pm. Entertainment features live music, including Sunday night jazz, and DJs. Make a reservation, dress your best, and bask in this fantasy space for a few hours.


Another highlight of the Vegas supper club scene is The Mayfair Supper Club (Bellagio, 3600 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/693-8876, http://bellagio.mgmresorts.com, 5pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 5pm-1am Fri-Sat., $49-125), overlooking the Bellagio’s world-famous fountains. Outlandishly elegant—decorated in rose-gold and light blue tones, with crisp white tablecloths and miniature lamps on the tables—it hearkens to the 20th-century heyday when stylish New Yorkers jetted to Vegas. Jazz bands, torch singers, and other entertainment grace the stage, and the menu features gourmet staples like salmon, steak, and lobster.


Old-School Vegas


The Golden Steer Steakhouse (308 W. Sahara Ave., 702/384-4470, www.goldensteerlasvegas.com, 4:30pm-10:30pm daily, $25-83) opened in 1958 and has a memorable retro-Vegas vibe, from the sign outside to the big black-and-red booths inside. If you’re looking for a classic and nostalgic Vegas steakhouse experience, this is your place. With a serious staff of longtime employees, this legendary spot just off the Strip has been visited over the decades by members of the Rat Pack, Joe DiMaggio, and even Elvis. Come for the lore and atmosphere, and stay for the top-notch steaks, fresh seafood, and expertly prepared Italian dishes.


A stand-alone restaurant, Peppermill Restaurant and Fireside Lounge (2985 Las Vegas Blvd., 702/735-4177, www.peppermilllasvegas.com, 7am-11pm Mon.-Wed., 7am-2am Thurs.-Sun., $16-43) is a classic. Offering a thick menu of familiar American comfort food with large portions and comfortable booths, it has a fun old-school Vegas atmosphere with its neon highlights, sunken fireplaces, and tabletop poker machines. It’s a great place to have a few Bloody Marys with your big plate of pancakes and bacon for breakfast. For lunch and dinner, there are delicious and dependable burgers, sandwiches, steaks, fish-and-chips, and pasta. Stick around afterward and sample the roster of fruity drinks that may taste too good for your own good—like the signature 64-ounce Scorpion.


Buffets


You only have 1.5 hours to do as much damage as you can at the S Bacchanal Buffet (Caesars Palace, 3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/731-7928, www.caesars.com/caesars-palace, 4pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-10pm Fri.-Sun, $33-51), truly the god of all Las Vegas buffets. It could take you that long just to look over the vast offerings at this upscale all-you-can-eat experience at Caesars Palace; you’ve got to focus. Maybe head for the carving stations first and pile up on succulent prime rib. Or should you go to Italy, Mexico, or Asia? It’s simply too much to take in, but a must.


Italian


S Sinatra (Encore, 3131 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/770-5320, www.wynnlasvegas.com, 5:30pm-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 5:30pm-10:30pm Fri.-Sat., $36-85) is an upscale Italian restaurant that pays homage to its namesake, whose music plays in the background and whose pictures are everywhere. Chef Theo Schoenegger’s lasagna Bolognese, spaghetti and clams, and branzino don’t disappoint. There’s also patio dining.


Eataly (Park MGM, 3770 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/730-7617, http://parkmgm.mgmresorts.com, 7am-10pm daily, prices vary by restaurant) is a 40,000-square-foot (3,716-sq-m) Italian food hall and marketplace that’s said to be the largest of its kind in the world. Your head will spin as you peruse all the options, with its dozens of counters, bars, eateries, and shops offering pizza, gelato, baked goods, pasta, meats, wine, cocktails, and so much more.


Asian


A bold new concept in the Strip’s food hall game, S Famous Foods Street Eats (Resorts World, 3000 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/676-7000, www.rwlasvegas.com, 11am-11pm daily, prices vary by vendor) is a 24,000-square-foot (2,230-sq-m), 18-stall space inspired by Asian street-food markets. If you have the time, it’s worth making multiple trips to this wonderful place to sample the array of appetizing choices, including fried noodle dishes from Malaysia, spicy roasted pig from the Philippines, and barbecue with Asian spices from Texas.


Tacos


Looking for inexpensive, late-night eats on the Strip? Follow your nose to the Gold Key Shops strip mall. Here you’ll find Tacos El Gordo (3041 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/331-1160, 10am-2am Sun.-Thurs., 10am-4am Fri.-Sat., $3-13), which has been serving long lines of late-night revelers for years with its Tijuana-style tacos and other filling Mexican staples, and Tacos El Pastor (3049 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/916-4444, 10am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 10am-4am Fri.-Sat., 10am-2am Sun., $3-13), a more recent arrival serving northern Mexico-style tacos and burritos that helps cut El Gordo’s line a bit. While similar—both are fast-casual spots with counter-service and indoor and outdoor tables—each has a flavor all its own, and it’s difficult to say which is better. Why not try both?


Burgers


The casual Stripburger and Chicken (Fashion Show Mall, 3200 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/737-8747, www.stripburger.com, noon-8pm daily, $12-23) offers large portions of simple and delicious American food, particularly great burgers, chicken sandwiches, and shakes. A meal here is best consumed from a Strip-facing table at the small outdoor bar area, a comfortable and shady place to hang out for a while, watching the people pass by.


Breakfast


A rib-sticking regional chain, Hash House A Go Go (The LINQ, 3535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/254-4646, www.hashhouseagogo.com, 7:30am-3pm Sun.-Thurs., 7:30am-10pm Fri.-Sat., $12-27) calls its offerings “twisted farm food,” a perfect description for meals that are often Midwest-inspired and always fresh and homemade, with huge portions and distinctive flavors. Try one of the delectable hashes served in a skillet with homemade bread, or the epic fried chicken and waffles. On weekends, pot roast and other classic rural American dishes are also on the menu.


Cafe Americano (www.cafeamericano.com, 24 hours daily, $19-55) has two locations, one in Caesars Palace (3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/650-3921) and one in the Paris (3655 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/946-4568). It serves American dishes with a bit of Latin flavor. It’s always open, serves breakfast all day, offers late-night eats, and has a fine selection of tasty drinks. As with all the other in-casino eateries, it’s a bit expensive, but it has ambience, especially at the Paris with its large patio and European street-scene atmosphere.


Downtown


Farm-to-Table


Main St. Provisions (1214 S. Main St., 702/457-0111, www.mainstprovisions.com [URL inactive], 5pm-10pm Wed.-Fri., 4pm-10pm Sat., 11am-7pm Sun., $14-40) serves creative comfort food in a bright and sleek space in downtown’s Arts District. It’s locally focused, serving seasonal ingredients, sustainable meats, and local and regional beers and featuring local artwork on the walls. The menu here presents a re-imagining of American cuisine with options like a red deer tartare, poached rabbit sausage, and charcoal frybread, among many other delicious and unusual dishes. Also in the Arts District, Esther’s Kitchen (1130 S. Casino Center Blvd., 702/570-7864, http://estherslv.com, 11am-3pm and 5pm-11pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-3pm and 5pm-11pm Sat.-Sun., $14-36) is led by local chef James Trees, a Hell’s Kitchen and Kitchen Nightmares alum, and offers seasonal, farm-to-table Italian cuisine, including house-made pastas and breads, meat-and-cheese boards, and naturally leavened pizzas.


Pizza


A small pizza joint just off the Fremont Street Experience, S Evel Pie (508 E. Fremont St., 792/840-6460, www.evelpie.com, 11am-2am Sun.-Wed., 11am-4:20am Thurs.-Sat., $7-25) has a local, rock-and-roll vibe and celebrates the career of stuntman Evel Knievel, who made a permanent place for himself in Las Vegas history on the last day of 1967 by jumping the fountains at Caesars Palace on a motorcycle. He crash-landed and was in a coma for a month, but every kid in the country knew his name throughout the 1970s and ’80s. There’s a good amount of memorabilia here, including an awesome Evel Knievel pinball machine and tons of photographs of the man himself. Oh yes, and the pizza, which comes in slices or whole pies, is excellent.


Off the Strip


Asian


Head west on Spring Mountain Road from the Strip for a couple of miles and you’ll find yourself in Las Vegas’s Chinatown. Spread among various strip malls in the area are more than 150 restaurants, including the ultra-casual Lee’s Sandwiches (3989 Spring Mountain Rd., 702/331-9999, www.leessandwicheslv.com [URL inactive], 8am-10pm daily, $5-9), serving fresh and delicious Asian and American sandwiches on fresh-baked baguettes. This is the perfect place to pick up a quick, filling, and flavorful lunch. Farther east, District One Kitchen & Bar (3400 S. Jones Blvd., Ste. 8, 792/413-6868, 11am-10pm Wed.-Mon., $15-35) serves uncommon, mouthwatering dishes such as oxtail fries and lobster fried rice, but it’s the big bowls of pho that keep people coming back.


Breakfast


Blueberry Hill Restaurant (1505 E. Flamingo Rd., 702/696-9666, www.blueberryhillrestaurants.com, 24 hours daily, $10-15) is a small family-owned and -operated local chain, but this outpost, just 2 miles (3.2 km) east of the Strip, is always open, convenient to the National Atomic Testing Museum, and a great place to stop for breakfast if you’re heading out of town. It’s not always easy to find classic big breakfasts in the Strip casinos for a decent rate, and it’s well worth venturing out this way for the dependable and delicious diner-style breakfasts—including fluffy pancakes, homemade bread, and succulent sausages—at reasonable prices.


Accommodations


The Strip’s megaresorts (click here) are where most people choose to stay in Vegas. Prices are highest on weekends and tend to fall precipitously mid-week—you can sometimes get a room at a high-end destination up to 70 percent off what you’d pay on a Friday or Saturday night. You’ll never avoid the nightly resort fee, though, even if the pools are closed for the season; don’t forget to factor it into your budget, or you’ll be in for a shock when the bill comes. Resort pools are open to guests with room keys, and many are also open to non-guests for a fee or with cabana rental. Many are only open seasonally, March-October, although a few strip resorts keep at least one pool open year-round, and some have heated pools for the winter. Typical check-in time at the megaresorts is 4pm; if you want to check in earlier, you will usually be charged an extra fee.


Vegas does have other options than the megaresorts, however, from RV parks and hostels to boutique and luxury hotels attached to the megaresorts that have their own separate entrances, towers, pools, and restaurants; the latter are good options for Vegas visitors who want to get away from the bustle of the main resort while still having access to all of the action.


If you’re willing to stay just off the Strip—along Las Vegas Boulevard’s major cross and parallel streets—you’ll find a variety of more affordable lodgings. Many belong to familiar chains and are a short walk or ride from all the Strip action.


The Strip


Hotels


Nobu Hotel (Caesars Palace, 3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/727-4923, www.caesars.com/nobu-caesars-palace, $499-799, $52 nightly resort fee) is a posh boutique hotel within Caesars Palace, with its own entrance and vibe. Rooms are designed in contemporary Japanese style and range from comfortable standard guest rooms to Sake Suites that come with their own billiards tables and bars to the outlandishly upscale high-roller villas. Guests of the Nobu Hotel are taken care of by a dedicated concierge and receive priority reservations at the celebrated restaurant of the same name.


The Vdara Hotel & Spa (2600 W. Harmon Ave., 866/745-7767, http://vdara.mgmresorts.com, $459-840, $45 nightly resort fee) is a 57-story private tower within the LEED Gold-certified ARIA and is a sustainable and energy-efficient hotel in its own right, and also filled with grand art and deep style. All the rooms are luxurious, from the standard suites to apartment-style lofts with incredible views. Dog-friendly rooms are available for an extra fee. There’s also a beautiful rooftop pool. Vdara is part of the massive CityCenter complex, a popular Strip retail and dining destination. Also at CityCenter is the Waldorf Astoria (3752 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/590-8888, www.waldorfastorialasvegas.com [URL inactive], $442-571, $45 nightly resort fee), a supremely luxurious spot with well-appointed rooms and suites featuring tasteful modern decor, breathtaking views of the Strip, and large bathrooms with separate showers and tubs—it’s like having your own private spa, really. The 8th-floor pool is a sun-splashed oasis offering fun under the desert sun, with cabanas and cocktails. Afterward, head up to the awesome 23rd-floor Skybar (4:30pm-midnight Sun.-Thurs., noon-1am Fri.-Sat.) for sushi, drinks, and sweeping views of the bright lights.
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