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In 1855 prospectors in what would become Nevada scrabbled through the ubiquitous heavy blue-black sand to pluck a few scattered precious yellow nuggets at Gold Canyon. Only a few of those miners gave that troublesome sand a second look. Assays proved it to be rich silver ore, the harbinger of the great Comstock Lode. Those miners struck it rich.

You too will be rewarded for digging a little deeper into Nevada.

Hike in the cool pine forests of the Sierra Nevada. But also consider a more surreal landscape and wander amid the shadows of the sorrel shale slot canyons of Cathedral Gorge.

Soak in a therapeutic après-ski spa treatment in an ultramodern Lake Tahoe ski chalet. But dig a little deeper and you’ll discover entrepreneurs have been exploiting the healing powers of these waters for 150 years. Mark Twain wrote about the baths at Steamboat Springs in 1863, where “the devil boils the water.” Even earlier, the Washoe people journeyed to Tahoe for a welcome respite from the summer heat.

Enjoy trout almandine in a rustic-chic restaurant. But also explore hundreds of Carson and Truckee River tributaries in the backcountry, where you can cast a line and battle for your own cutthroat, rainbow, or brookie. The hard-won meal will be all the more satisfying.
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Lose your inhibitions in Las Vegas, a microcosm where you can experience New York, Paris, the South Pacific, or ancient Rome, depending on which casino is offering the best deal for the weekend. In Sin City, a single hotel may house more restaurants and movie screens than your hometown. But there’s more to it than bright lights and unchecked hedonism: Vegas has a burgeoning art scene and cuisine to rival any of the world’s top cities. Nearby you can marvel at the engineering genius behind the design and construction of Hoover Dam, and venturing a little farther downriver, you’ll find raining caves, surefooted bighorn sheep, and eagles enjoying the long dry winter.

For sin on a smaller scale, head to Reno, “The Biggest Little City in the World,” but stay long enough to see beyond the poker tables and showgirls. Enjoy the small town that it really is–a town of studious coeds and industrious warehouse workers, a community like any other that enjoys homespun pleasures like balloon festivals and farmers markets.

Like tumbling dice, Nevada is multifaceted, an astonishing collection of contrasts, complexities, and challenges to conventional wisdom. Don’t just scratch the surface; dig deeper. You’ll realize that Nevada’s true riches aren’t hard to find.
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Las Vegas

Some 36 million visitors a year can’t be wrong. Gambling is Nevada’s lifeblood, and Vegas is the heart, pumping millions of dollars into the state’s economy thanks to its irresistible lure. Las Vegas has a way of winning people over. Even nongamblers horrified at the thought of throwing away their hard-earned money often break down and slide $20 into a slot machine—hey, you never know, right? Even strict dieters simply must sample a seafood buffet. Wallflowers gyrate themselves into a lather under pulsing strobes. Dine, drink, dance, and double down, then do it all again tomorrow.




Reno

We know showgirls and Elvis impersonators live here too, but somehow Reno seems like a real town. Where Las Vegas is a gambling city, Reno is a city that has gambling. The Truckee River flows right through town, giving Reno a meandering, almost pastoral feel just a few blocks from the casinos. Still, upscale boutiques, more fine dining than you can experience in a month of Mother’s Day celebrations, and yes, plenty of opportunities to venture a few dollars ensure that you never forget this is a real city—and this is Nevada.




Lake Tahoe and Vicinity

Aspen and Innsbruck have nothing on the Sierra Nevada resorts. Plentiful runs, from bunny slopes to the blackest of black diamonds, challenge all alpine skill levels. For all intents and purposes, Nevada began in nearby Virginia City, the state’s first boomtown; here you can relive the 1850s, when the Comstock Lode created overnight silver millionaires. The pristine waters of Lake Tahoe and its rugged, tree-lined shoreline bear testament to nature’s ability to bounce back from humankind’s exploitation.
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Towering trees and powder-perfect slopes entice skiers of all ability levels to Mount Rose, Reno’s closest ski and snowboard resort.







Humboldt Valley

Northern Nevada’s Humboldt River Valley is your high school geography and history lessons come to life—only more interesting. Sheer-faced Ruby Dome reigns from 11,000 feet, while Pyramid Lake, with its perfect triangular rock jutting through the placid surface, is one of the most beautiful desert waterways in the world. The Black Rock Desert, an expanse of playa at turns spiritually calm and eerily still, comes alive for a couple of weeks each year during the annual Burning Man festival to celebrate individuality, freedom of spirit, and whatever else the eclectic gatherers decide is important.




The Great Basin

Whereas much of Nevada panders to visitors’ desire to live fully in the moment, Nevada’s Great Basin beckons those who want to step into the past. A visit to central Nevada transports visitors to a different world and a different age. This region is home to quintessential icons of the American West. Native American petroglyphs and boomtown relics shed light on the lives of our ancestors; sulfurous hot springs and the hauntingly beautiful formations at Lehman Caves take travelers even further back to primordial times when great ichthyosaurs patrolled the warm shallow seas and Columbian mammoths trod the desert sands. Perhaps it’s this rich past that, if you believe the believers, drives restless spirits to haunt the historic landmarks of Ely, Austin, and Tonopah. Maybe it’s this otherworldly landscape or the supersecret military tests at Area 51 that draw, depending on your point of view, extraterrestrial visitors or tinfoil hat–wearing conspiracy theorists.
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Rail fans can ride the Virginia & Truckee Railroad’s mine-to-mill route from Virginia City.





IF YOU HAVE . . .


	
ONE DAY: Visit the Las Vegas Strip and Downtown.

	
THREE DAYS: Add Red Rock Canyon and Mesquite.

	
ONE WEEK: Add Great Basin National Park.

	
TWO WEEKS: Add Reno, Lake Tahoe, and Virginia City.

	
THREE WEEKS: Add Elko and Winnemucca.
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Ironically, the Lake Tahoe region’s fabulous winter recreation makes the other three seasons a perfect time to visit. Similarly, the brutal (but dry) heat of southern Nevada is no reason to ignore Las Vegas when making summer vacation plans: The rooms are cheap, the blackjack odds never change, and the swimming pool is always open. Nevada in winter gives you the chance to shred the manicured slopes of the north or escape the bitter wind, with January daytime temperatures routinely reaching 60°F in the south.

Spring showers bring out Mojave Desert wildflowers, and the shad hatch entices hungry striped bass close to the shoreline at Lake Mead, while the crisp morning air invites hikers to explore the higher elevations. Summer means celebrations of ethnic traditions and history. Fall sees the baking heat in the south abate in time for family picnics, outdoor concerts, and football, while northern Nevada sneaks in one more camping trip to the Ruby Mountains, a final bargain-hunting expedition among boutiques and antiques shops, and perhaps a dig through a few more bucketfuls of mud in search of the elusive fire opal.

If you’re heading to Las Vegas and have some flexibility in your travel dates, keep in mind that the last two weeks in July, the first two weeks in August, and the period from after Thanksgiving to just before Christmas are the relatively slow seasons in Las Vegas. Hotel rooms are often so available that the hotels nearly bribe you to stay in them. Generally, it’s a good idea to make a few calls to Las Vegas hotels or to the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority (702/892-0711) before you make a final determination on the dates of your vacation to find out if there’s a convention, event, or holiday then that will cause room rates to skyrocket.
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The beauty of Lake Mead is revealed in this shot from a helicopter.
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Las Vegas’s McCarran International Airport is one of the busiest in the country, and Reno-Tahoe International knows a little something about handling visitors as well. Most air visitors will make use of one of these state-of-the-art facilities. However, the resort cities receive huge percentages of their clientele from California. Starting on Thursday nights, the eastbound traffic on I-80 and I-15 can be murder; it’s more of the same in the other direction beginning on Sunday afternoon. Those visitors at least have the advantage of having their cars with them, a must for exploring beyond the resort corridors. However, the big cities are well provided with rental-car companies, and public transportation and taxis are easy to find.

You’ll need copious amounts of sunscreen and water, but you can stock up when you get here. Summer nights in all but the highest elevations are mild. But in late fall, even when daytime highs flirt with 90°F, you’ll often need a sweater when the sun goes down.

Nevada has a bit of a split personality when it comes to attire. Most restaurants are casual, but some—even in the most out-of-the-way places in the state—may require jackets. On the other hand, men often attend southern Nevada church services in shirt sleeves and even shorts. The trendy clubs usually enforce dress codes, most disallowing jeans, tank tops, and tennis shoes.






Explore Nevada
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If you only have a few days to spend, don’t mind a little sleep deprivation, and your bankroll and liver are up for a challenge, Vegas calls!


Day 1

Pay your bills, gather up what money’s left, and fly into McCarran International Airport. Even if you arrive in the morning, you’ll be itching to hit the tables right away. Get your gambling fix, then relax by the pool and regain your strength. Wear sunscreen, and go easy on the margaritas. Schedule a tour of Lake Mead, nestled startlingly on the desert floor, and Hoover Dam, the engineering marvel that created it, for the afternoon. Then it’s time for a late dinner at Paris’s Mon Ami Gabi, if you came with your sweetie, or Excalibur’s Carnegie Deli if it’s just you and the boys. There is only time for one headliner show on this trip, so make it Blue Man Group at the Venetian.




Day 2

Time for a slice of vintage Vegas, baby. Head downtown, stopping at Bonanza Gifts to stock up on Elvis sideburns and Sammy Davis Jr. sunglasses before fueling up with the Gamblers Special breakfast at the Binion’s Café counter. Walk over to the Neon Boneyard, the final resting place of some of Las Vegas’s iconic signage. And while you’re in the neighborhood, witness the rise and fall of the Mafia in Las Vegas at the Museum of Organized Crime and Law Enforcement, aka the Mob Museum. Order the linguini and clams for dinner at Carluccio’s Tivoli Gardens, which once belonged to piano maestro Liberace. Back at the hotel, change into your tux and beat it down to the Sahara. Order up a neat bourbon and watch Sinatra try to make it through “Luck Be a Lady” while Dino, Joey, and Sammy heckle and cut up from the wings in Sandy Hackett’s Rat Pack Show.
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the Neon Boneyard





SKIING IN TAHOE

The first dusting of snow in late October sends Lake Tahoe residents scurrying for the ski wax and the mountain resorts fielding reservations calls. Most resorts open around Thanksgiving, but you can bet they’ll be open any time an early cold front dumps a foot or so of the white stuff. But natural snow isn’t a prerequisite for these resorts; when the temperature dips, they can make their own. Heavenly ski resort operates the most extensive snowmaking operation at Lake Tahoe, capable of layering two-thirds of its runs in the artificial stuff. Its machines can make enough snow in an hour to cover an acre 42 inches deep. The season lasts until temperatures rise so high the mountain can’t sustain snow, around mid-April.

All the resorts in the region cater to all ski and snowboard skill levels, but each features slight differences that make them unique.


	
Mount Rose is the closest ski area to Reno, and considering cost and variety of runs, it is perhaps the best overall resort on the Nevada side. With a base elevation of 8,260 feet, it’s positively arctic at the top and chilly enough along the runs to keep the snow in optimal shape even when the sun beats down. Families will find something for everyone, with 43 runs evenly divided among beginner, intermediate, and expert. The 16 chutes–all black diamond or double diamond–are favorites for advanced snowboarders.

	
Diamond Peak is more overtly family-oriented, with special touches for children such as private and group lessons, indoor and outdoor play areas, and all-day ski and day care packages.

	
Heavenly is for the hard-core downhiller. More than one-third of the trails are rated for experts, and the more than 40 intermediate runs will challenge even the most proficient of alpine aficionados. The undulating, swaying blue runs are long and wide, perfect for snowboarders.
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skiing at Lake Tahoe













Day 3

It’s your last day in Vegas, so live like a high roller. After breakfast, go for a swim or a workout in the hotel’s gym—you’ll want to do justice to that silk shirt or micromini at the club later tonight. Body rejuvenated, it’s time to put a dent in the casino’s quarterly profit statement. Use the basic optimal blackjack strategy. It’s the best way to extend your bankroll, and you might double up if the cards fall your way. Bankroll rejuvenated, you won’t feel bad about dropping a few bills at Caesars Palace’s Forum Shops on a hot outfit for your night on the town. Never fear if it’s a Tuesday: Celebrity knows no weeknights at Pure at Caesars Palace; its Tuesday parties are frequented by national and local stars (be prepared for a long line). Locals seem partial to Blush at Wynn and its themed Tuesday parties. Moon, high above the Palms, has plenty to look at, whether you’re into cityscape, cheesecake, or beefcake.
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Nevada is too tall, wide, and diverse to fully experience it in one visit. But five days will give you a good feel for what makes the state special. If you have more time, consider adding a few days in Las Vegas at the beginning of your trip. Even if Las Vegas glitz holds little charm for you, it boasts one of the world’s most efficient airports, endless hotel rooms, and easy egress from the city, so consider it the starting point for your road trip.
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the Las Vegas Strip: the most exciting skyline in the world





Day 1

Heading out early from Las Vegas, drive 4.5 hours up I-93, the Great Basin Highway, to Great Basin National Park. Stop in Baker for picnic fixings, and eat at the idyllic area adjacent to the Lehman Caves visitors center. Spend the afternoon and evening exploring Nevada’s only national park. The ranger-guided caves tour is a must. Drive the 12-mile scenic road around Wheeler Peak, then stretch your legs on the 0.3-mile Sky Island Forest Trail, which meanders through an isolated conifer forest. Have dinner and spend the night at the Silver Jack Inn. Relax under starry skies, burnished sunsets, and dramatic canyon vistas. If you have a day to spare, go on a snowshoe or cross-country ski photo safari in search of elk and antelope.




Day 2

Heading west on U.S. 50, “The Loneliest Road in America,” for an hour brings you to Ely, the biggest city in east-central Nevada and home to the Nevada Northern Railway. Spend an hour in the museum and a couple more riding the 1905-vintage railcars powered by a steam locomotive. Lunch at the Red Apple, and save room for pie. Pick up I-93 north and drive two hours to I-80; turn west and go another hour to Elko, a town settled by Basques and buckaroos. Have a look at the Northeastern Nevada Museum, home to a mastodon and an extensive collection of Western art. Take an evening horseback ride and bunk down at the Pine Lodge, 20 miles southeast of Elko in Lamoille. A hearty breakfast fit for the cowpokes at this working cattle ranch is included.
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The enamored can demonstrate their unbreakable commitment at Lovelock’s Lovers Lock Plaza, dedicated on Valentine’s Day 2006.







Day 3

Back on I-80 westbound for Reno, you’ll enter Lovelock in about three hours. If you’re traveling with your significant other, buy a decorative lock and attach it to the chain at Lovers Lock Plaza near the round courthouse. Throw away the key to show your love can never be undone. Back on the road, it’s another 3.5 hours to Reno. After spending most of the day in the car, your legs will appreciate a stroll through the Riverwalk District along the fabled Truckee River. Browse the art galleries and dine at one of the riverside restaurants. Check into the Peppermill and find out if the tables are any more generous than they were back in Vegas.




Day 4

Take U.S. 395 south to Highway 341 and follow the signs to Virginia City and the heart of the Comstock Lode silver rush. Take a guided tour of Piper’s Opera House, where Ulysses S. Grant, Mark Twain, Al Jolson, and other luminaries once graced the stage. Visit the Territorial Enterprise Museum and see the desk where Twain launched his writing career. Your nose will lead you to Virginia City Jerky & Smokehouse for a bodacious pulled pork sandwich with all the fixings. If there’s time, see how miners worked with a tour of Chollar Mine. Then see how they diverted themselves with a cocktail and honky-tonk piano at the Bucket of Blood Saloon, dating to 1876. Dine at the Cider Factory; the main dining room was built in 1863 to manufacture cider and vinegar. Check into one of the 19 individually decorated rooms and lodges at the Gold Hill Hotel, the oldest in Nevada.
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After sweating a bucket of blood in Comstock mines, many a miner retired here for a refreshing beverage.







Day 5

Take Highways 341 and 431 to Incline Village on the shores of Lake Tahoe. If you’re here in summer, mosey along the Tahoe Meadows Interpretive Trail, an easy 1.2-mile loop through imposing pines and gurgling creeks. Signs point out the abundant wildlife and plant life you might encounter. If you’ve come in winter, drive straight to Diamond Peak Ski Resort with 30 runs—half geared toward the intermediate skier and about one-third for advanced. After your last run of the day, stow your skis and walk across the parking lot at the bottom of the hill for perfectly smoked pork chops at Big Water Grille. Check into the Hyatt Regency Lake Tahoe, have the grilled buffalo tenderloin at Lone Eagle Grille, and let the hotel’s Stillwater Spa ease you back into the 9-to-5 routine waiting at the end of your flight from Reno-Tahoe International Airport.


BURNING MAN

What started 25 years ago when Larry Harvey expressed himself by burning a human effigy in San Francisco as a dozen of his neo-hippie friends watched has evolved into a $10 million annual festival of individualism for 50,000 free spirits. Burning Man, the weeklong celebration in Black Rock Desert, is part avant-garde art show, part rebellion against commercialism and societal mores, part self-actualization, and whatever else each participant wants it to be. The climax comes at the end of the week with the burning of the Man, a towering sculpture of a person. His immolation also represents something different for everyone in attendance. Perhaps it’s a statement about the precariousness of life, or the futility of clinging to material possessions, or rebirth after destruction; or maybe it’s just a really cool bonfire.

Whatever Burning Man is, it certainly has grown. In 1998 the gathering attracted an estimated 15,000 participants, and by 2010 there were 51,000. In recent years the community known as Black Rock City that springs up on the playa outside Gerlach is temporarily one of the 10 largest towns in Nevada. Huge art installations, bizarre art cars, ornate costumes, all-night music parties, lights everywhere and, of course, lots and lots of fire are the hallmarks of the party in the playa. So too are nudity, alcohol, and drugs.

Since no commerce is allowed except at the café and ice station, “burners” have to haul everything they need in and out with them, although everyone is encouraged to share with others. And there is a lot of infrastructure. The city is mapped out on arcs of streets in which theme camps and individual participants set up elaborately decorated sites. Black Rock City also has its own constabulary (the Black Rock Rangers), radio stations, daily newspapers, and village lamplighters as well as fire, emergency, and sanitation departments. Bicycles are the primary mode of transportation.

Still, taking the leap at Burning Man provides a lesson in survival: Scenes from the parched playa often resemble the film Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome. Everything and everyone is constantly covered in a thin brown coat of alkaline dust. Most participants carry dust masks and goggles with them at all times; dust storms blow through the city, knocking over tents and installations, without warning. Daytime temperatures can soar to over 100°F, and it has been known to freeze at night.

The event takes place on federal Bureau of Land Management land. There’s a hefty admission fee ($220-360 in 2010), part of which goes to the Bureau of Land Management. Ticket prices increase throughout the year, so it pays to buy tickets well in advance.

Organizers promote the festival as an experiment in temporary community, where participants can shed the fetters of society and stretch the ordinary limits of life. They put a lot of effort into trying to make Burning Man a peaceful and safe experience; although police are present, citations are rare. Participants are required to take away everything they brought in, and volunteers stay for weeks to return the Black Rock Desert to its pristine condition. After a while, it’s as though the event never took place... until next year.

Burning Man happens the week around Labor Day (late August-early September) outside Gerlach; check out www.burningman.com.
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the playa in Black Rock Desert
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History almost back to the dawn of time is visible in Nevada. Dinosaurs dating back millions of years, primordial reptiles, and ancient mammals roamed and swam throughout the state during the Triassic and glacial Pleistocene eras. Several Nevada sites preserve their remains, and a few Nevada locations provide homes for the prehistoric creatures’ descendants. People came to the area about 12,000 years ago, and relics from these civilizations provide striking insight into the lives of our ancestors. Travel the state and discover another side—and another time—of Nevada.


Day 1

Start your exploration of Nevada’s ancient history at Las Vegas’s Nevada State Museum & Historical Society, southern Nevada’s only nationally accredited museum. See the remains of an ichthyosaur, a marine reptile that prowled Nevada’s shallow sea 200 million years ago and the official state fossil. The ichthyosaur shares its home with the eons-younger woolly Columbian mammoth.

Not far away is the Marjorie Barrick Museum at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Its collections introduce visitors to pre-Columbian civilizations in Nevada, the Southwestern United States, and Mesoamerica. Adults as well as children will be enthralled by the museum’s “archaeology dig” in the lobby. Kids can unearth buried relics and make artifact rubbings.

Continue your dig into Nevada’s past at the Las Vegas Natural History Museum, where kids can dig for fossils and see a paleontology laboratory. Beasts from the area are featured, and the museum has a collection of dinosaurs from around the world, including a 35-foot-long roaring animatronic T. rex.
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Valley of Fire State Park is one of dozens of petroglyph sites throughout Nevada.







Days 2-3

A paddle down the Colorado River cures museum burnout while keeping the education coming. During your float down the river, stop for hot spring soaks, slot canyon hikes, and cave explorations, coming across Anasazi petroglyphs at Boy Scout Canyon on the Nevada side and Petroglyph Wash on the Arizona bank. Fully exploring the 13-mile stretch of river to Willow Beach, 2,500 years ago a Native American trading post, will take at least two days. Pack a tent, sleeping bags, and food in your canoe, and camp along the tranquil riverbank.




Day 4

Anasazi (“Ancient Ones”) Indians lived in southern Nevada about 300 B.C.–A.D. 1150, farming the valley and leaving their mark through petroglyphs. Though the arid region around Valley of Fire State Park precluded the Anasazi living or farming there, the Indians considered the place sacred. They came here not only to hold religious rites and marvel at the valley’s iron-stained rock walls but also probably to hunt and gather native food-bearing plants. Mouse’s Tank and Atlatl Rock have particularly stunning examples of petroglyphs.

A half-day visit to Valley of Fire will reignite your interest in Nevada’s ancient people and leave enough time to get to Overton, 45 minutes via I-15. Spend the rest of the day at the Lost City Museum, with its Pueblo artifacts that include an entire ancient village. Why the Anasazi abandoned the city a thousand years ago is unclear; there are no signs of war, natural disaster, or disease among the ruins. Continue to Mesquite to dine and overnight at the Casablanca Casino.




Day 5

Nevada’s vastness and sparseness are evident today on a 6.5-hour drive through central Nevada. You’ll skirt the Nellis Air Force Base bombing and gunnery range, home to the infamous Area 51. Keep your eyes peeled for experimental (and alien) aircraft. Stop for lunch and pick up some out-of-this-world souvenirs at the Little A-Le-Inn in Rachel. Take a room at the El Capitan Resort & Casino in Hawthorne, a town founded on explosives. The Hawthorne Ordnance Museum and Mineral County Museum celebrate the town’s U.S. Navy Ammunition Depot and its role in the country’s history.




Day 6

Drive to Berlin-Ichthyosaur State Park in Ione and take the tour of ichthyosaur excavation sites. More than 40 huge sea serpent fossils have been uncovered here. Interpretive displays tell of the creatures’ habitat, food sources, and more. After a half-day at the park, continue west to Carson City and get a room at the Carson Nugget before savoring wonton shrimp at Garibaldi’s.
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Ichthyosaurs were king of the warm, shallow sea that covered Nevada during the Mesozoic Age.
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Pyramid Lake’s namesake outcropping rises serenely from the cornflower blue water.







Day 7

Belly up to the counter for old fashioned bacon and eggs at the Crackerbox before hitting the Carson City version of the Nevada State Museum. Its specialty is prehistory; the Changing Earth exhibit shows how the world changed during the period from 1.7 billion to 40 million years ago, and the museum also shows the biggest Columbian mammoth you’ll ever see. Spend the rest of your last day at Pyramid Lake, what remains of a vast glacial lake that covered northern Nevada 20,000 years ago. There’s not much evidence of it now, but back then, at the end of the Pleistocene period, mammoths, giant sloths, cheetahs, and even camels lived here. The cui-ui fish, whose ancestors date to this last ice age, lives only in Pyramid Lake.
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Twenty-five years ago central Nevada was a vacuum, as dark and mysterious as outer space—at least according to Life magazine and its source from AAA. Only those “confident of their survival skills”—the Chuck Yeagers and Buck Rogers of the vacation universe—should attempt to traverse the void between Ely and Fernley. Today’s roadtrippers prove the magazine was wrong. U.S. 50, which Life called “The Loneliest Road in America,” remains a road to discovery for the mind and a path to freedom for the spirit.


Great Basin National Park

At 13,000 feet above sea level, Wheeler Peak greets visitors entering Nevada from the east. The snow-dusted behemoth in Great Basin National Park convincingly rebuts arguments that Nevada is one vast desert with intermittent outposts of neon.
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Wheeler Peak, Great Basin National Park





SMALL-TOWN CHARM

With just four metropolitan areas with populations over 200,000, Nevada is virtually all small towns. For visitors, that means neighborly hospitality, home-style cooking, fenceless wilderness, and live-and-let-live sensibilities. So kick your shoes off at the state line and take a load off your mind in small-town Nevada:



	
Elko invites visitors to enjoy the view at the end of a hike in the Ruby Mountains, a lunker pulled from a Lamoille Canyon stream, or a well-turned phrase at the National Cowboy Poetry Gathering.

	
Hawthorne has been supporting our troops since long before yellow-ribbon bumper stickers, with a patriotism rooted in the townsfolk’s appreciation of their sacrifices.

	
Pioche offers a community park as unassuming as the town’s residents. It includes a target-shooting range, a motorcycle course, a lassoing field, and a nine-hole golf course built and maintained by volunteers.

	
Winnemucca was there at the birth of Nevada’s a hospitality industry in the 1850s, when entrepreneurs established trading posts, ferries, and other businesses to cater to travelers along the Humboldt Trail. Today visitors still come here in search of fiery opals, messes of crappie, and peace of mind.

	
Ely is a microcosm of Nevada history, from ancient Native American populations to the Pony Express and the mining and railroad days. It’s a great base for exploring Great Basin National Park.
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farmland and desert in the town of Elko









Ely (70 miles)

Seventy miles west of Great Basin National Park on the Loneliest Road, Ely rewards intrepid souls with myriad treasures: semiprecious trinkets from Garnet Hill, monstrous brown trout lurking in Cave Lake, and the romance of the railroad, the gold mine, and the Pony Express.




Eureka (78 miles)

Another hour (78 miles) west, you’ll reach Eureka. The town’s Opera House and courthouse, both built in 1880, are still in use, a testament to Nevadans’ heartiness, resilience, and frugality.




Austin (70 miles)

Back on the westward trail, Austin looms 70 miles ahead through ranchland, abandoned mines, and narrow mountain passes. Tucked into a valley in the northern Toiyabe Range, Austin is to mountain biking what Lake Tahoe is to skiing. Get your tires wet on the Castle Loop Trail, a 4.5-mile tasting menu of climbs, descents, and curves beginning and ending at the town park. As you gain experience, the trails around Austin and the Toiyabe, Shoshone, and Toquima Ranges toss up longer, tougher, and more exhilarating challenges.




Diversion to Berlin-Ichthyosaur State Park (91 miles)

Here’s a good place to venture off the highway, south through Smith Creek Valley. If U.S. 50 is lonely, Highway 722 and National Forest Road 060 are positively solitary, but the views are worth it. And the destination—Berlin-Ichthyosaur State Park—will reward your determination. Berlin sits only 60 miles from Austin, but the teeth-rattling terrain makes the travel time nearly two hours. Make sure you veer left onto Forest Road 060 at Peterson Station. The old mining town appears to have been well preserved, requiring only another silver strike nearby to pick up right where it left off in the 1870s. Head back to the main drag, a tedious hour (31 miles) northward on Snakebite Road, portions of which are unpaved, via Ione. You’ll hit U.S. 50 at Eastgate.




Fallon (55 miles)

It’s 55 miles west to Fallon, home to migratory birds and war birds, all-terrain vehicles, and ancient art. Hawks, loons, pelicans, egrets, and 140 other species stop at the waters around Fallon in the spring, while F-18 and F-14 pilots can be spotted on the wing year-round.




Dayton (50 miles)

Dayton, 50 miles ahead, is as picturesque as its location near Gold Canyon Creek amid the Pine Nut Mountains and the Flowery Range would suggest. Dayton is a county fair every day, inviting visitors to slow down, enjoy a camel- or horse-drawn carriage ride, and play a leisurely round of golf. It’s also the gateway to the much less lonely destinations of Virginia City, Reno, Carson City, and Lake Tahoe, where hot tubs and massage tables await your weary muscles.






[image: e9781598807578_img_9654.gif] ON THE TREASURE TRAIL

Many of Nevada’s treasures are aesthetic and historical, but more than a few are tangible—and convertible to cold hard cash. Nevada is the Silver State, and since silver is found almost exclusively in ore form, it can only be obtained through hard-rock mining—not an option for the amateur treasure hunter or rock hound. But Nevada is generous with her valuables, from turquoise, garnet, and other semiprecious stones to the stuff from which wealth fantasies are made: fire opals and gold nuggets as rare and rewarding as a royal flush.


Gold

The glint at the bottom of the pan and the sparkling vein on the shaft wall have lured argonauts to northern Nevada for more than 150 years. Today, only South Africa and Australia disgorge more gold than Nevada. Almost all Nevada’s gold is in lode form, extracted from deep underground using massive hard-rock mining equipment. But with a good metal detector, you can literally pick up a valuable memento of Nevada. And with gold selling for $1,400 per ounce, “nugget shooting” can be a very lucrative hobby.


[image: e9781598807578_i0028.jpg]

a gold nugget




Mountain runoff and ancient glaciers deposited placer nuggets in Nevada’s dry washes and fast-running streams. To get your hands on some, venture 50 miles north of Lovelock past the Rye Patch Reservoir dam to the Rye Patch or Majuba placer district, which is dotted with mining claims. Like their 19th-century counterparts, modern-day prospectors and law enforcement do not look kindly on claim jumpers, even if the trespassing is unintentional. Respect all claims.

Large-scale gold mining is big business in Nevada, and Newmont Gold Company is one of the largest private-sector employers in the state. It owns mines throughout the world, and its operations along the Carlin Trend in Eureka County have found more than 50 million ounces of gold. Newmont offers public tours on the second Tuesday of each month April–October. You can see how the company extracts gold ore from its open-pit mines and then processes and refines it. Visitors are bused to the mine from the Northeastern Nevada Museum in Elko. Space is limited; reserve at 775/778-4068.




Opals

The miraculous primordial forces of heat, pressure, and volcanic eruption transformed common silica in what is today Nevada’s Virgin Valley into brilliant fire opals. Millions of years of geologic upheaval pushed these ebony, blue, green, and peach gems near the surface, just waiting for someone to free them from their clay prisons. Commercial mines and hundreds of claims continue to uncover them. To get in on the action, visit the Peacock or Bonanza Mines in Denio, just south of the Oregon state line in northwestern Nevada. For a daily fee of about $60, they’ll set you up at the diggings and turn you loose—and you can keep what you find.




Meteorites

Not nearly as beautiful as gold nuggets or light-capturing fire opals, meteorites nevertheless are quite valuable, commanding $30–100 per ounce. Meteorites fall all over Nevada—indeed, all over the world—but are often overlooked. Nevada is an ideal location to metal-detect for meteorites (gold detectors have the sensitivity required for productive hunts). Its arid climate means the otherworldly treasures don’t deteriorate rapidly; the state’s vast expanses—especially its big dry lake beds with little or no vegetation—make for happy hunting grounds. Roach Dry Lake near Jean and several other sites in southern Nevada are good places to start as they’re near a known “strewn field” where meteorite fragments rained down in the last century. Weather forces and continual cosmic pelting constantly replenish the spots for searchers.
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a large specimen of uncut opal




Novices may not recognize a meteorite when they find one. They’re often dark brown or black—like a lot of the rocks found in the Nevada desert. You may have a meteorite if it feels heavy for its size, attracts a magnet, and seems to have “crust” formed by friction as it entered the earth’s atmosphere. Also check out any rock that looks out of place among its neighbors.




Other Gems

Variety, accessibility, and quantity of specimens makes Nevada a rock hound’s paradise. Nevada’s turquoise regions are all mined aggressively, leaving only crumbs for collector hobbyists. Still, you might be able to scoop up a few aqua chips 20 miles north of Tonopah at the old Crow Springs stagecoach stop. Look below the mines in the washes and arroyos. Even if you don’t find turquoise, you’re sure to locate some clear, glassy, and poignantly named Apache tears.

Find different but just as distinctive shades of blue and green in the copper ore deposits near the Cold Springs Valley exit off U.S. 395 north of Reno. Malachite, brochantite, and chrysocolla all make appearances.

Seven miles west of Ely, Garnet Hill yields its namesake gemstones with colors ranging from rose to maple. Break apart clumps of rhyolite to discover the garnets, often encrusted in chunks of quartz, making for interesting specimens.

For an exhaustive listing and directions to Nevada’s other gemstone sites, consult James R. Mitchell’s Gem Trails of Nevada.
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Pack your dancing shoes, your hiking boots, and your flip flops, but leave your sensible shoes at home. Las Vegas is where New Year’s resolutions come to die. From the first glimpse of neon glowing in the middle of the empty desert, Las Vegas seduces the senses and indulges your appetites. An oasis of flashing marquees, endless buffets, feathered showgirls, chiming slot machines, and grand re-creations, the city surrounds visitors—all 35 million of them each year—as a monument to fantasy. Here, you can stroll the streets of Paris, float down a Venetian canal, lie on a tropical beach, soak up Rat Pack swank, and most of all dream that tremendous riches are a slot pull away.

After a brief attempt to pawn itself off as a family destination, the Neon Jungle has stepped into its sequins, ordered a Jäger Bomb, and hollered, “Hit me, baby!” But no one back home has to know you’ve succumbed to Vegas’s siren song. After all, “What happens in Vegas . . .“

With odds overwhelmingly favoring the house, jackpot dreams may be just that—dreams. The slim chance at fortune is powerful enough to have lured vacationers into the southern Nevada desert for more than 75 years, ever since the Silver State legalized gambling in 1931. At first, the cowboy casinos that dotted downtown’s Fremont Street were the center of the action, but they soon faced competition from a resort corridor blooming to the south on Highway 91. Los Angeles nightclub owner Billy Wilkerson dubbed it “The Strip” after his city’s Sunset Strip, and together with Bugsy Siegel built the Flamingo, the first upscale alternative to frontier gambling halls. Their vision left a legacy that came to define Las Vegas hotel-casinos. This shift to “carpet joints,” as opposed to the sawdust-covered gambling floors of frontier Las Vegas, was only one of the many reinventions Las Vegas has gone through—from city of sleaze to Mafia haven, family destination, and finally upscale resort town—each leaving its mark even as the next change takes hold.

[image: e9781598807578_i0030.jpg]


Today each megaresort offers more to do than many a small town. Under one roof you can indulge in a five-star dinner, attend spectacular productions, dance until dawn with the beautiful people, and browse in designer boutiques. If there’s still time you can get a massage and ride a roller coaster too. The buffet, a fitting metaphor for this city with an abundance of everything, still rules in the hearts of many regulars and visitors, but an influx of celebrity chefs is turning the town into a one-stop marketplace of the world’s top names in dining. Similarly, cutting-edge performers such as Blue Man Group and Cirque du Soleil have taken up residence alongside such beloved showroom fixtures as Elvis impersonators and Jubilee! These hip offerings are drawing a younger, more stylish crowd that harks back to the swinging ’60s, when Las Vegas was a pure adult recreation and celebrity magnet.

Some say Old Vegas is as hard to find as a game of single-deck blackjack. It’s true that you can no longer have your picture taken in front of Binion’s million-dollar display, but the King and the Rat Pack can still be found in impersonators and tribute shows, torch singers still croon in low-lit lounges, and showgirls still prance in sequined headdresses (and little else).



HIGHLIGHTS


[image: e9781598807578_i0031.jpg] Caesars Palace: Las Vegas is an apt heir to the regality and decadence of ancient Rome, and Caesars Palace carries on the empire’s excesses with over-the-top statuary, testosterone-dripping centurions, toga-clad cocktail servers, gluttony-inducing restaurants, endless jugs of wine, and dancing till dawn ([image: e9781598807578_i0032.jpg] Caesars Palace).

[image: e9781598807578_i0033.jpg] Fremont Street Experience: Part music video, part history lesson, the six-minute shows presented in “Viva Vision”–a four-block-long, 12-million-diode, 550,000-watt sensory overload–are the star of this downtown Las Vegas promenade. Caricature artists and strolling musicians add to the street fair atmosphere ([image: e9781598807578_i0034.jpg] Fremont Street Experience).

[image: e9781598807578_i0035.jpg] Gondola Rides: Just like the real Grand Canal, only cleaner, the Venetian’s waterway meanders beside quaint shops, under intricate frescoes, and along the Las Vegas Strip. Gondoliers singing Italian ballads provide the soundtrack ([image: e9781598807578_i0036.jpg] Gondola Rides).

[image: e9781598807578_i0037.jpg] Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat: Trainers and caretakers don’t put on shows with the big cats and marine mammals at the Mirage’s twin habitats, but the tigers, lions, and leopards can often be seen playing impromptu games, wrestling, and cavorting in the water, and the bottlenose dolphins can never seem to resist the spotlight ([image: e9781598807578_i0038.jpg] Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat).

[image: e9781598807578_i0039.jpg] Las Vegas Springs Preserve: Natural springs attracted early Native Americans and inspired visiting Mormons to establish a settlement here. Las Vegas’s birthplace now displays the area’s geological, anthropological, and cultural history along with what very well might be its future: water-conserving landscaping, solar and wind energy, and other “green” initiatives ([image: e9781598807578_i0040.jpg] Las Vegas Springs Preserve).

[image: e9781598807578_i0041.jpg] Atomic Testing Museum: Commemorating Las Vegas’s unique position as the almost literal ground zero of the atomic age, the museum celebrates the science and technology of nuclear power while also taking a sobering look at its sometimes dreadful consequences ([image: e9781598807578_i0042.jpg] Atomic Testing Museum).

[image: e9781598807578_i0043.jpg] Jubilee!: The showgirl has outlived the mob, the Rat Pack, and the Stardust. This show at Bally’s pays tribute to one of Las Vegas’s most enduring icons in all her sequined statuesque grandeur. Dozens of feathered femmes fatales strut their way through intricate production numbers amid juggling, contortionist, and aerial acts ([image: e9781598807578_i0044.jpg] Jubilee!).

[image: e9781598807578_i0045.jpg] Red Rock Canyon: Every bit as vibrant as the Strip’s neon, the canyon’s coral, amber, maroon, and eggshell sandstone beckons visitors to this outdoor paradise. Scramble up the rusty rock faces and strewn boulders, or enjoy a restful stroll through a verdant canyon ([image: e9781598807578_i0046.jpg] Red Rock Canyon).

[image: e9781598807578_i0047.jpg] River Tours: Motorized rafts give riders a trout’s-eye view of the Colorado River as it rolls through Black Canyon downstream from Hoover Dam. Guides lead rafters through slot canyons to hot springs and bracing wading pools. On the other side of the dam, the Desert Princess plies the waters of Lake Mead, coming within a few dozen feet of the dam wall and exploring peaceful coves ([image: e9781598807578_i0048.jpg] River Tours).

[image: e9781598807578_i0049.jpg] Lost City Museum: The ancient Anasazi people inexplicably abandoned this settlement in Overton, leaving behind a pit house and pueblo dwellings. The museum building houses Native American artifacts excavated from various sites in southern Nevada, many of which are now under the waters of Lake Mead ([image: e9781598807578_i0050.jpg] Lost City Museum).
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LOOK FOR [image: e9781598807578_i0052.jpg] TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



 



That’s not to say the city wholeheartedly relishes its reputation as Sin City. Downtown’s art district, Broadway productions, gourmet restaurants, and a few top-notch kids’ attractions balance sin with sophistication and sanity. And despite the go-go reputation, Las Vegas really is a small city surrounded by idyllic retreats and world-class recreational activities.

Lounge beside a gurgling snowmelt stream on Mount Charleston and feel last night’s hangover wash away. Skim across Lake Mead on a rented Jet Ski, and soon you’ll forget all about that bad beat at the hold ’em table. Gaze at mesmerizing Red Rock Canyon long enough, and your swivel-hipped karaoke rendition of “Viva Las Vegas” seems almost résumé-worthy.



HISTORY

Hearths, arrow points, tools, and scarred and charred animal bones found near Tule Springs suggest nomadic peoples traveled through the Las Vegas Valley up to 11,000 years ago. A dearth of water made the area uninhabitable from about 7000 B.C. to 3000 B.C., but after 2500 B.C. the climate changed to nearly what it is today: cool and damp enough, relatively speaking, to support an Anasazi civilization throughout the Archaic or Desert period. Humans have been here ever since.
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The Las Vegas Springs Preserve recreates the townsite auction that created the future gambling capital of the world.




Franciscan friars Silvestre Vélez de Escalante and Francisco Garcés were the first Europeans to visit what would later become the Las Vegas area, but they showed little interest in exploring the region. It took another 50 years before fur trader Jedediah Smith and his party came through, and 20 more years before legendary surveyor and cartographer for the Army Topographical Corps, John C. Frémont, passed through the Las Vegas Valley. By then Las Vegas already was an established camping spot along the Old Spanish Trail. By 1854 this section of the Old Spanish Trail from central Utah to Los Angeles had been tamed by Mormon guides and wagon trains.

A contingent of Latter Day Saints established the first Las Vegas town site in 1855, building a fort, irrigation canals, and farms. Though hardships, lack of supplies, and conflicts with area miners drove the Mormons to abandon the settlement within a few years, Las Vegas wasn’t empty for long. Even before transcontinental railroad travel made the town easily accessible, it boasted 1,500 residents and a thriving economy. In April 1905, with the start of regular through service, the San Pedro, Los Angeles, and Salt Lake Railroad organized the Las Vegas Land and Water Company and platted and built a 40-block downtown. Demand exploded, and a hasty two-day auction sold all the lots. Brothels and gambling dens, along with more “mainstream” businesses, went up virtually overnight, and Las Vegas was on its way. Floods, fires, social upheaval, labor unrest, and political conflict slowed but could not stop the little railroad city.

When the Union Pacific closed its Las Vegas repair shops—a major employer—and the Great Depression hammered the state a few years later, Las Vegas’s future seemed to be in limbo. Victorian values lost the battle with economic reality, and the city found itself perfectly positioned to lure libertine thrill-seekers with money to spend. Booze ran freely, divorce laws were liberalized, prizefights were staged, prostitution was more or less accepted, and, of course, gambling became legal.

The Boulder Dam project in Las Vegas’s backyard created an instant middle class and helped pull the city out of the Great Depression. World War II stimulated local industry and ensured prosperity for the next 25 years.

Organized crime’s hammerlock on the Las Vegas casino industry in the postwar years is well documented. While old-timers still speak wistfully of those days, the Mafia’s blatant flaunting of its control of the city tarnished Las Vegas and the gambling industry. Federal government pressure and a few influential muckrakers brought a renewed effort to break Las Vegas free of the mob’s clutches. The organized crime era began to wane with the arrival of Howard Hughes. The quirky billionaire bought up a huge segment of the casino industry, transforming it from the seedy domain of guys named Lefty, Bugsy, and Lucky into a legitimate—even glamorous—business.

Since then, for better or for worse, entrepreneurs and accountants rather than gamblers and mobsters, have run Las Vegas. Sophistication, opulence, and indulgence are now the watchwords in the city’s casinos.




PLANNING YOUR TIME

Southern Californians have weekend visits to Las Vegas down to a science. If you only have a few days to spend, follow in their footsteps. Head straight to The Strip—a moderately priced resort is a fine option, as long as it makes up in location for what it may lack in dining, nightlife, and fancy-shmancy amenities. Soak up the Vegas vibe with intense gambling sessions, lavish shows, and soul-thumping clubs by night, followed by rejuvenating spa treatments and poolside lounging by day.

If you have more than a couple of days, mix in a little exercise: biking through Red Rock Canyon, hiking an alpine trail at Mount Charleston, or paddling through Black Canyon on the Colorado River. Better yet, rent a houseboat at Lake Mead and see the basin’s sheer walls and colorful mineral-stained boulders in style. The lake’s deep, wide bays and inlets offer boaters access to slot canyons, backcountry camping sites, and secret fishing holes. Marinas within the Lake Mead National Recreation Area and the stores in Boulder City and Overton have all the supplies you’ll need.

If you’ve chosen the Overton Arm of Lake Mead, don’t miss the Lost City Museum, where you’ll learn about the Anasazi people, the valley’s first residents. Or continue on to Virgin Canyon near Mesquite. The Virgin is Nevada’s last wild river, and the gorge carved by its raging waters abounds in recreational activities.

If you opted for the Boulder Basin, of course you’ll visit Hoover Dam. The best view is from the recently completed bypass bridge, just downstream. Park at the bridge and stroll across (there’s a protected pedestrian walkway), learning about the arch bridge’s fascinating construction process and taking full advantage of its dam photo ops. A tour of the dam and visitors center make for an afternoon well spent.


Choosing Accommodations

The most important considerations when planning your visit to Vegas are when to go and where to stay. Las Vegas boasts more than 100 hotels and 200 motels, but sometimes that makes it harder, not easier, to choose the perfect place to stay. Also keep in mind that accommodations either sell out or nearly sell out every weekend of the year. Long weekends and holidays, especially New Year’s Eve, Valentine’s Day, Memorial Day, Fourth of July, Labor Day, and Thanksgiving, along with international holidays such as Cinco de Mayo, Mexican Independence Day, and Chinese New Year, are sold out weeks in advance. Special events such as concerts, title fights, the Super Bowl, the Final Four, NASCAR Weekend, and the National Finals Rodeo are sold out months in advance. Reservations are made for the biggest conventions (Consumer Electronics, Men’s Apparel, and so on) a year ahead of time.

Those 125,000 rooms fill up fast—especially the top hotels, the best-value hotels, and the cheapest motels. What’s more, the crowds are relentless; Las Vegas rarely gets a break to catch its breath. There are some minor quiet times, such as the three weeks before Christmas and a noticeable downward blip in July–August when the mercury doesn’t see fit to drop below 90°F. Also, Sunday–Thursday—when there aren’t any large conventions or sporting events—are a little less crazy than usual; almost all the room packages and deep discounts are only available on these days.

If you’re just coming for the weekend, keep in mind that most of the major hotels don’t even let you check in on a Saturday night. You can stay Friday and Saturday, but not Saturday alone.

No two people pay the same amount for a seat on the same airline, and no two people pay the same amount for a hotel room in Las Vegas. If you have to call the hotel reservations desk for your room, you’ll pay top dollar, if you can even get a room. That’s because the hotel reservations departments are set up to charge the rack rate, one of the most expensive room rates used. Probably the most expensive rate is the convention rate—never tell a hotel reservations agent that you’re coming for a convention.

Shop around. Casino profits continue to subsidize the other revenue-producing departments, so Las Vegas hotels can afford to discount their rooms up to a whopping 80 percent at times. Also, most Las Vegas hotels have a variety of rooms at different rates. At the older places, two classes of rooms are typical: low-rise motel-style rooms, and the more expensive “tower” rooms in newer high-rises. Some offer mini suites and suites for higher prices. It never hurts to ask for better rates.

When making reservations, it’s time well spent to scour the Internet for bargains and call around—not only to compare prices but to find out if something is going on in town during the time you’re planning your trip; special events can make room rates skyrocket. Las Vegas hotel room rates change minute to minute, and the range of rates can be spectacular. A standard room that goes for $300 per night during huge conventions might be available for $40 per night on some midweek dates starting a week later. You might also try an online reservations service, such as www.vegas.com.

Discounts on rooms can often be obtained by finding a good “package,” either one that the hotel itself is offering, one that a tour-and-travel packager has put together, or one that a travel wholesaler is advertising. Look for package deals, often airfare plus a room but sometimes a room only, advertised in the Sunday travel supplement of big-city newspapers. Travel clubs, such as the Entertainment Book, often contain 50-percent-off coupons for Las Vegas hotel rooms. Other discounts might be offered by the hotel for corporate affiliations, AAA, members of the military, or seniors.

Once you’re ready to make a reservation, you have several options. There are four or five different departments within the hotel as well as a number of outside agents that are allocated rooms to sell (or give away); depending on whom you book your room through, your rate can range from free-room comps issued by the casino to top dollar for last-minute reservations through the front desk.

In Las Vegas, the best way to get deep discounts is to stay where you play. If you play table games with an average bet of at least $25, you should be able to get the “casino rate,” a 40–50 percent discount off the rack rate for the room (except for the high-roller casinos, such as Caesars, Mirage, the Venetian, Bellagio, and MGM Grand, where an average bet of $50–100 is often required). If you play slots or video poker, it behooves you to join the slot club at the casino that sees most of your action. The more slot-club points you accumulate in your account, the more free rooms and other free stuff you get.

Of course, your room is where you’ll spend the least amount of time during your stay in Las Vegas, so remember the old travelers’ axiom: Eat sweet, pay for play, but sleep cheap. Otherwise, as always, it’s best to make your room reservations far in advance to ensure the appropriate type, price, and location.






ORIENTATION

The most famous and flamboyant resort city in the world spreads out over a small, harsh lowdesert valley in an unlikely corner of the U.S. Southwest. It’s hard to imagine a less welcoming climate and terrain for a resort, yet 3 million visitors each month and another 2 million locals wouldn’t have it any other way. Sitting as it does in the middle of the minor Mojave Desert, with the northern edge of the great Sonoran Desert and the southern edge of the even larger Great Basin Desert hemming it in on all sides, Las Vegas is one of the hottest and driest urban areas in the United States. It’s also one of the country’s most remote cities, but looking at a map of the Southwest it is obvious that Las Vegas is a perfectly situated playground. Located almost precisely in the geographical middle of the population centers of California, Nevada, Arizona, and Utah, Las Vegas is only a five-hour drive from Los Angeles (272 miles) and less than a two-hour flight from Phoenix (285 miles), Reno (446 miles), San Francisco (570 miles), and Salt Lake City (419 miles).


LAS VEGAS
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See WELCOME TO FABULOUS LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

 



The heart of the Las Vegas Valley is a relatively flat 18- by 26-mile strip cutting diagonally northeast to southwest across Clark County. The Spring Mountain Range to the west, which includes Mount Charleston, eighth highest in the state at 11,910 feet, and Sunrise and Frenchman’s peaks to the east rise sharply from the smooth, gently sloping valley floor. Ten miles southeast of town is the lowest point, the Vegas Wash, which drains the valley’s meager surface water into Lake Mead. Other nearby topographical features of note include Valley of Fire State Park, Red Rock Canyon, Mount Charleston, and the interminable desert.

The city of Las Vegas clings to and branches out from the intersection of the three main highways through southern Nevada: I-15, which runs from northeast (Mesquite) to southwest (the California state line), U.S. 95, from northwest (Beatty) to south (Laughlin), and U.S. 93, from northeast (Caliente) to southeast (Boulder City). Together they define central Las Vegas like the X on a treasure map.

Main Street, Las Vegas Boulevard, and I-15 run roughly parallel through the downtown casino district. Main Street juts due south at Charleston Boulevard and joins Las Vegas Boulevard at the Stratosphere. The Strip and I-15 continue parallel southeast and south out of town.

The corner of Main and Fremont Streets, in the heart of downtown at the Plaza Hotel, is ground zero: All street numbers and directions originate here. Fremont Street, which is technically East Fremont Street because it dead-ends at Main Street, separates north from south until it intersects Charleston Boulevard, which continues east; Fremont Street then cuts south. East of Fremont Street, Charleston Boulevard then separates north from south.

The west side is even vaguer. Here the Las Vegas Expressway (also known as Oran K. Gragson Expressway and U.S. 95) defines north and south, even though it is not a street itself. To further complicate matters, U.S. 95 is a major highway that runs north–south from Canada to Mexico, but in Las Vegas cuts due east (labeled “South”) and west (“North”).

This may become clearer if you look at the map of the area, but if not, many visitors never venture more than half a block from the Strip: Las Vegas Boulevard South between East Sahara Avenue and East Tropicana Avenue. For that matter, some never even step out of Caesars Palace, Circus Circus, the MGM Grand, or wherever they’re staying. The casinos like it that way, and they strive to provide everything their target guests could want under one roof.

Most visitors, however, do manage to find their way between the Strip and downtown. One good reason to know your way around a little is that rush hour in Las Vegas runs about 6–10 A.M. and 3–7 P.M. and is particularly brutal on Las Vegas Boulevard. Use Paradise and Swenson Roads (a long block or two to the east) and Industrial Road and the freeway (a block west) as alternatives.

Watch for speed bumps, installed in most parking lots and some side streets: A few, like those at the airport, are so wide that they’re painted yellow and used for crosswalks. Also, slow down for flashing yellow lights and speedlimit signs at school zones. The police and courts rightly take these 15-mph limits quite seriously. Also, be sure to turn on your headlights at night, especially downtown and on the Strip. These areas can be so bright that even though your lights won’t help you see, they will ensure you are seen.

Finally, take extra care driving around Las Vegas. So many drivers are visitors in rental cars, locals in a daze from the casinos, or visitors and locals full of free booze that the city has some of the highest accident and car-insurance rates in the country. Jaywalking is rampant on the Strip, and one or two people are killed every year.






Casinos


UPPER STRIP


Stratosphere Casino, Hotel, and Tower


	
Restaurants: Top of the World, The Buffet, Roxy’s Diner, Fellini’s Ristorante Italiano, Mamma Ilardo’s, El Nopal Mexican Grill, Tower Pizzeria

	
Entertainment: American Superstars, Bite


	
Attractions: Top of the Tower thrill rides

	
Nightlife: The Back Alley Bar, C Bar, Airbar, Images Dueling Pianos



It’s altitude with attitude at this 1,149-foot-tall exclamation point on the north end of the Strip. Depending on how nitpicky you want to be, the Stratosphere Tower (200 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/380-7777 or 800/99-TOWER—800 /998-6937, $69–200 d) is either the largest building west of Chicago or the largest tower west of St. Louis. Entrepreneur, politician, and professional poker player Bob Stupak opened the Stratosphere in 1996 as a marked improvement over his dark and dive-y Vegas World Casino. Daredevils will delight in the vertigo-inducing thrill rides on the tower’s observation deck. The more faint-of-heart may want to steer clear not only of the rides but also the resort’s double-decker elevators that launch guests to the top of the tower at 1,400 feet per minute. But even agoraphobes should conquer their fears long enough to enjoy the views from the restaurant and bars more than 100 floors up, and the Chapel in the Clouds can ensure a heavenly beginning to married life.


THE STRIP
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White-knuckle rides at 900 feet lure thrillseekers to the Stratosphere Tower.




If the thrill rides on the observation deck aren’t your style, perhaps you’ll find the rush of gambling action on the nearly 100,000-square-foot ground-floor casino, two swimming pools (one where you can go topless), and a dozen bars and restaurants more your speed.

Theater of the Stars is home to American Superstars (6:30 and 8:30 P.M. Tues.–Wed. and Fri., 7 P.M. Sat.–Sun., $40, $45 including buffet), a song-and-dance tribute show heavy on impressions of recent pop idols and old standbys. It’s good, but not as good as Legends in Concert at the Imperial Palace. The showroom also hosts Bite (10:30 P.M. Fri.–Wed., $49), a fantasy mix of sexy vampires, hard rock, dancing, and aerial acts. It’s a little kitschy, perhaps, but definitely something different.

Roxy’s Diner (11 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 11 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat., $12–20) is a trip back to the malt shop for comfort food and singing waitresses.




Circus Circus


	
Restaurants: Circus the Garden Grill, Circus Buffet, Casino Café, Pizzeria, Mexitalia X-press, The Steak House, Westside Deli, Rock & Rita’s

	
Entertainment: Circus acts

	
Attractions: Adventuredome theme park



Quite a contrast to its upscale sister properties in the MGM Mirage family, Circus Circus (2880 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/734-0410, $79–200 d) is perhaps the “themiest” of the theme casinos in Las Vegas. While the city briefly flirted with selling itself as a family destination in the 1990s, Circus Circus has always courted young families with limited gambling budgets. High above the casino floor, aerialists, clowns, and jugglers regularly entertain children and gambling-weary adults. A carnival-style midway lets teenagers test their luck and skill at whacking moles and tossing Ping-Pong balls while their parents test theirs at splitting aces and rolling sevens downstairs. In keeping with its budget-conscious target market, most of the restaurant and bar selections are cheap and predictable. Circus Circus began life as a casino without a hotel and still hasn’t embraced the Vegas-style self-contained vacation experience. Apparently figuring its target customers have traded party time for story time, it eschews Vegas-style shows and nightclubs.

Families with picky eaters will find something for everyone’s palate at the Garden Grill (2 P.M.–2 A.M. daily, $15–25). In addition to Mexican, Italian, Asian, and American food, a $12 all-you-can-eat prime rib dinner is a good option.




Las Vegas Hilton


	
Restaurants: Garden of the Dragon, TJ’s Steakhouse, The Buffet, Teru Sushi, Casa Nicola, Paradise Café, Benihana, 888 Noodle Bar, Hacienda Margarita, Fortuna

	
Entertainment: Sin City Bad Girls, Voices, Steve Dacri, Andrew Dice Clay, The King One Night with You starring Trent Carlini

	
Attractions: Sports Zone video arcade

	
Nightlife: Tempo lounge



The [image: e9781598807578_i0061.jpg] Hilton (3000 Paradise Rd., 702/732-5111 or 888/732-7117, $89–300 d) began life as the International in 1969 and has the distinction of being the final stage home to the jumpsuit-and-sideburns Elvis of the 1970s. Today, the Hilton takes advantage of its location adjacent to the Las Vegas Convention Center and its own 220,000 square feet of exhibit and meeting space to cater to the expense-account crowd. The Hilton is gadgetgeek central when the Consumer Electronics Show rolls into town, but bargains can be had when no major conventions reserve blocks of rooms, and local horse racing fans brave the convention crowds to soak up the atmosphere of the 30,000-square-foot race and sports book (nearly one-third of the total casino space) and its 30 large-screen television monitors. The most loyal patrons enjoy reserved parking outside the book, where a larger-than-life statue of Man o’ War greets punters. The Hilton’s 2008 renovations saw the removal of Star Trek: The Experience, a virtual reality fantasy, and the Hilton Theater hosts delightfully eclectic performers. Recent shows have included glam rockers Twisted Sister’s Christmas concert, Carol Burnett Show alum Tim Conway, and swing-era scion Louis Prima Jr. Lounge acts such as topless rock-and-roll revues, magicians, and comedians frequent the Shimmer Showroom.

 


See LAS VEGAS CASINO CHRONOLOGY

 



Teru Sushi (5:30 P.M.–10:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat., $30–40) inside Benihana Village is popular with locals and conventioneers.






CENTER STRIP


Wynn Las Vegas/Encore


	
Restaurants: Alex, Bartolotta Ristorante di Mare, Stratta, The Country Club, Daniel Boulud Brasserie, Okada, Red 8 Asian Bistro, Pizza Place, SW Steakhouse, Tableau, Terrace Pointe Café, The Buffet, The Café, Wing Lei, Zoozacrackers

	
Entertainment: Le Rêve


	
Attractions: Penske Wynn Ferrari Maserati, Wynn Country Club

	
Nightlife: Blush, Tryst



An eponymous monument to indulgence, [image: e9781598807578_i0062.jpg] Wynn (3131 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/770-7000 or 888/320-9966, $200–400 d) marked the $2.5 billion return of Steve Wynn, “the man who made Las Vegas,” to the Strip in 2005. Wynn invites fellow multimillionaires to wallow in the good life and the hoi polloi to sample a taste of how the other half lives: Gaze at Wynn’s art, one of the best and most valuable private collections in the world, or drool over the horsepower at the Ferrari-Maserati dealership Wynn partly owns. If you’re not in the market for an $800,000 ride, logo T-shirts, coffee mugs, and key chains are available.

Never one to rest on his laurels, Wynn opened the appropriately named Encore Tower next door in 2008. Red must be his favorite color, because the casino area is awash in it. The twins’ opulence is matched by the resort’s Tom Fazio–designed golf course, open to hotel guests only, of course. Although guests come to explore the privileges of wealth, they also can experience the wonders of nature without the inconvenience of bugs and dirt. Lush plants, waterfalls, lakes, and mountains dominate the pristine landscape.


[image: e9781598807578_i0063.jpg]

The beautiful and the rich find a home away from home at Steve Wynn’s trendy twins.




In addition to the gourmet offerings, don’t miss the dim sum at Red 8 Asian Bistro (11:30 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 11:30 A.M.–1 P.M. Fri.–Sat., $30–45). Bartolotta (5:30–10 P.M. daily, $40–55) works as hard on creating a sense of the Mediterranean seaside as it does on its cuisine. The à la carte menu and especially the tasting menus are quite dear, but the appetizers will give you a sense of Italy for about $25.

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




Treasure Island


	
Restaurants: Isla Mexican Kitchen, Phil’s Italian Steak House, Kahunaville, The Buffet at TI, Canter’s Deli, Gilley’s Saloon, Dance Hall & BBQ, The Coffee Shop, Khotan, Pho, Pizzeria Francesco’s, Starbucks, Ben & Jerry’s

	
Entertainment: Treasure Island Theatre, Cirque du Soleil’s Mystère


	
Attractions: Sirens of TI

	
Nightlife: Christian Audigier; Gilley’s Saloon, Dance Hall & BBQ; Kahunaville Party Bar; Isla Tequila Bar; Breeze Bar



Much of Treasure Island’s (3300 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/894-7111 or 800/288-7206, $90–250 d) pirate theme walked the plank when the MGM Mirage property helped Las Vegas shed its family-friendly facade and reclaim its adult playground status. The resort replaced its pirate-skull sign with a more subdued TI logo in a further attempt to distance it from the buccaneer brand that is no longer part of MGM Mirage (Phil Ruffin, owner of the New Frontier, bought it in 2009). The Battle of Buccaneer Bay show out front has been transformed into the sultry Sirens of TI (5:30 P.M., 7 P.M., 8:30 P.M., and 10 P.M. daily, free), trading cutlasses for stilettos and swashbuckling for sensuality. Arrive early if you want a good vantage point. Cross Las Vegas Boulevard if you want to get past the hotel during showtime.

Canter’s Deli (11 A.M.–midnight Sun.–Thurs., 9 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat., $10–20) brings traditional Jewish fare and tradition to Las Vegas from its home base in Los Angles.

The 2,885 standard rooms and suites, modernized in 2008, meet Las Vegas resort standards, but nothing more. They’re only average in size, but upper floors often sport unforgettable views.




Venetian


	
Restaurants: AquaKnox, B&B Ristorante, Bouchon, Canaletto, Canyon Ranch Café, Delmonico Steakhouse, Enoteca San Marco, Grand Lux Café Venetian, Noodle Asia, Pinot Brasserie, Postrio, Tao Asian Bistro, Taqueria Cañonita, The Grill at Valentino, Timpano Tavern, Tintoretto’s, Trattoria Reggiano, Valentino, Riva Poolside, Zeffirino

	
Entertainment: Blue Man Group, Phantom—the Las Vegas Spectacular


	
Attractions: Madame Tussauds Las Vegas, Gondola Rides, Streetmosphere

	
Nightlife: Tao, V Bar, La Scena Lounge



While Caesars Palace bears little resemblance to the realities of ancient Rome and Luxor doesn’t really replicate the land of the pharaohs, the [image: e9781598807578_i0064.jpg] Venetian (3355 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/414-1000 or 866/659-9643, $200–400 d) comes pretty close to capturing the elegance of Venice. An elaborate faux-Renaissance ceiling fresco greets visitors in the hotel lobby, and the sensual treats just keep coming. A life-size streetscape with replicas of the Bridge of Sighs, Doge’s Palace, the Grand Canal, and other treasures give the impression that the best of the Queen of the Adriatic has been transplanted in toto. Tranquil rides in authentic gondolas with serenading pilots are perfect for relaxing after a hectic session in the 120,000-square-foot casino. Canal-side, buskers entertain the guests in the Streetmosphere (various times and locations daily, free), and the Grand Canal Shoppes (10 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat.) entice strollers, window shoppers, and serious spenders along winding streetscapes. Don’t miss the Fabergé eggs at Regis Galerie and blown-glass figurines at St. Mark’s Square.

After you’ve shopped till you’re ready to drop, Madame Tussauds Interactive Wax Museum (10 A.M.–10 P.M. daily, $25 adults, $18 over age 59, $15 ages 7–12, free under age 7) invites stargazers for hands-on experiences with their favorite entertainers and sports stars. Then you can dance the night away at Tao (10 P.M.–late, lounge 5 P.M.–late Thurs.–Sat.).

Fine dining options abound, but for a change, Trattorio Reggiano (11 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 11 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat.) offers pizza and pasta dishes in a bistro setting for about $20. Canyon Ranch Café (7 A.M.–3 P.M. daily, $15–25) is a good bet for a light breakfast.

The Venetian spares no expense in the hotel department. Its 4,027 suites are tastefully appointed with Italian (of course) marble, and they’re big at 700 square feet. They include roomy bedrooms with two queen beds and comfy sitting rooms.




Palazzo


	
Restaurants: Carnevino, Cut, Lavo, Morels French Steakhouse & Bistro, Table 10, SushiSamba, Zine Noodles Dim Sum, Canyon Ranch Grill, Dal Toro Ristorante, Dos Caminos, Espressamente Illy, First Food & Bar, Grand Lux, Lagasse’s Stadium, Solaro, Sweet Surrender

	
Entertainment: Jersey Boys, Palazzo Showroom

	
Attractions: Lamborghini dealership and showroom

	
Nightlife: Lavo Nightclub, The Lounge at Dos Caminos, Salute Lounge, Fusion Mixology Bar, Laguna Champagne Bar, Double Helix Wine Bar



In 2007 the colorful Sheldon Adelson, chairman of Las Vegas Sands Corporation, unveiled the Venetian’s sister property, The Palazzo (3325 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/607-7777 or 866/263-3001, $200–400 d), next door. In the latest broadside in Adelson’s rivalry with Steve Wynn, Adelson expanded his vision during construction to ensure the Palazzo towers more than 100 feet over Wynn Las Vegas. In another swipe at Wynn and his Ferrari showroom, the Palazzo houses Las Vegas’s Lamborghini dealership.

The hotel lobby is bathed in natural light from an 80-foot dome, and half of the 100,000-square-foot casino is smoke-free, part of the Palazzo’s efforts in achieving Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design status.

The smell of Corinthian leather emanates from the high-end boutiques at The Shoppes at the Palazzo (10 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat.). Prada, Manolo Blahnik, and Barneys New York draw in the fashionistas, and aesthetes of all stripes will find something, from collectible books to haute and hot accessories.

Sugarcane (7 P.M.–2 A.M. Fri.–Sat.) is a mash-up of Brazilian and Asian cultures with a dance floor and eclectic entertainers. The North African bathhouse-themed Lavo (10 P.M.–late Tues.–Sun.) will attend to your late-night dining, dancing, and drinking (but not bathing) desires. Lavo’s restaurant (702/791-1818) offers patio dining with a view of Sirens of TI across the way.

 


See OUT WITH THE OLD

 



The Palazzo is a gourmand’s dream, with a handful of four-star establishments. The refreshing take on traditional Mexican fare at Dos Caminos (11 A.M.–11 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–4 P.M. Sat.–Sun., $15–25) is highlighted by made-to-order guacamole and tequila tastings.

Accommodations are all suites, with sunken living rooms and sumptuous beds that would make it tough to leave the room if not for the lure of the Strip.




Harrah’s


	
Restaurants: Café at Harrah’s, Carnaval Court Bar & Grill, Flavors Buffet, KGB, Ming’s Table, Oyster Bar at Harrah’s, Starbucks, The Range Steakhouse, Toby Keith’s I Love This Bar

	
Entertainment: Rita Rudner, Improv Comedy Club, Mac King Comedy Magic Show, Legends in Concert


	
Nightlife: Carnival Court



Once the world’s largest Holiday Inn, then an antebellum riverboat, Harrah’s (3475 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/898-8651, $60–400 d) reinvented itself in 1996 with a Mardi Gras theme. Carnaval Court, outside on the Strip’s sidewalk, capitalizes on the street party atmosphere with live bands and juggling bartenders. Just inside, the Piano Bar invites aspiring comedians and singers to the karaoke stage weekend evenings, and dueling keyboardists take over at 9 P.M. each night.

 


See WORLD SERIES OF POKER

 



The rotating acts at The Improv Comedy Club (8:30 P.M. and 10:30 P.M. Tues.–Sun.) offer witty, sometimes gritty, observations on life and relationships.

The country superstar lends his name and unapologetic patriotism to Toby Keith’s I Love This Bar & Grill (11:30 A.M.–2 A.M. Sun.–Thurs., 11:30 A.M.–3 A.M. Fri.–Sat., $12–20). Try the freedom fries. Ming’s Table (11:30 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 11:30 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat., $15–30) features pan-Asian specialties.

For a while it seemed Harrah’s was unwilling to engage in the one-upmanship of its colleagues, content instead to carve out a niche as a middle-of-the-action, middle-of-the-road, middle-of-the-price-scale option. But now it’s exploring plans to build a pedestrian thoroughfare with bars and shops behind its property—Harrah’s own private urban renewal investment. Called Project Linq, it would be highlighted by a 550-foot Ferris wheel, giving riders unimpeded views of the Strip.




The Mirage


	
Restaurants: B. B. King Blues Club, Blizz Frozen Yogurt, BLT Burger, Stack, Fin, Kokomo’s, Samba Brazilian Steakhouse, Onda, Cravings, California Pizza Kitchen, Coconuts Ice Cream Shop, Japonais, Roasted Bean, Roasted Bean Express, Paradise Café, Carnegie Deli, Starbucks

	
Entertainment: LOVE, Terry Fator

	
Attractions: Secret Garden, Dolphin Habitat, Mirage volcano

	
Nightlife: JET, Revolution Lounge, Rhumbar, King Ink Tattoo Studio and Bar




[image: e9781598807578_i0065.jpg]

It’s no illusion; Steve Wynn’s masterpiece helped return Las Vegas to its grown-up sensibilities.




Steve Wynn reinvented Las Vegas and ushered in a building boom on Las Vegas Boulevard with the opening of his first major Strip property in 1989. While grand and attention-grabbing, the Mirage (3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/791-7111 or 800/627-6667, $150–300 d) was the first understated megaresort, starting a trend that signifies Las Vegas’s return to mature pursuits. This Bali-Hai–themed paradise lets guests bask in the wonders of nature alongside the sophistication and pampering of resort life. More an oasis than a mirage, the hotel greets visitors with exotic bamboo, orchids, banana trees, secluded grottoes, and peaceful lagoons. Dolphins, white tigers, stingrays, sharks, and a volcano provide livelier sights.

Jet (10:30 A.M.–4 A.M. Mon. and Thurs.–Sat.) has three rooms with three different kinds of music and crowded dance floors. King Ink Tattoo Studio and Bar (11 A.M.–4 A.M. daily) doesn’t really mix alcohol and needles—Mario Barth’s parlor is completely separate from the tattoo art–inspired barroom.

Headliners and a Beatles production show are the high-end entertainment options, but B. B. King’s Blues Club (6:30 A.M.–2 A.M. Sun.–Thurs., 6:30 A.M.–4 A.M. Fri.–Sat.) dishes out delta blues and other genres nightly, with Cajun and creole fare. Stack (5–10 P.M. Sun., Tues., and Thurs., 5 P.M.–midnight Mon. and Fri.–Sat., $35–50) serves variations of what Mom used to make (pigs in a blanket, Shake ’n Bake chicken, a grown-up version of Tater Tots) and what she never would have attempted (sashimi, calamari).

Since a 2008 renovation, the Mirage’s rooms have jettisoned the South Pacific theme in favor of tasteful appointments and some of the most comfortable beds in town. The facelift gave Mirage rooms a modern and relaxing feel in browns, blacks, and splashes of tangerine and ruby.




Imperial Palace


	
Restaurants: Emperor’s Buffet, Pizza Palace, Hash House a Go Go, Embers, Burger Palace, Quesadilla, Ginseng Barbecue, Betty’s Diner

	
Entertainment: Human Nature, Matsuri, Divas Las Vegas


	
Attractions: Automobile Collection, King’s Ransom Museum

	
Nightlife: Karaoke Club, Rockhouse Bar and Nightclub



Built by the intriguing Ralph Englestad, one of the last holdouts among independent casino owners on the Strip, the Imperial Palace (3535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/731-3311 or 800/351-7400, $74–300 d) was added to the Harrah’s family in 2006.

The IP started the trend of entertainment at the tables. Its celebrity look-alikes deal blackjack in the Dealertainers Pit. The Imperial Theater is home to Matsuri (4 P.M. Sat.–Wed., 7 P.M. and 9:30 P.M. Fri.), a celebration of Japanese athleticism and acrobatics.

Embers (5–10 P.M. Thurs.–Mon., $15–30) is the choice for the meat-and-potatoes crowd, and Hash House a Go Go (7 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 7 A.M.–2 A.M. Fri.–Sat., $20–35) is the IP’s take on comfort food.

Like Harrah’s, the Imperial Palace is a low-cost alternative surrounded by upscale neighbors. An unassuming pagoda facade hints at the interior’s unassuming Oriental decor but gives little clue that it’s one of the largest hotels in the world, with 2,640 guest rooms.




[image: e9781598807578_i0066.jpg] Caesars Palace


	
Restaurants: Augustus Café, Beijing Noodle #9, Bradley Ogden, Cafe Lago, Cypress Street Marketplace, Guy Savoy, Hyakumi Japanese Restaurant & Sushi Bar, Mesa Grill, Munch, Neros, Payard Pâtisserie & Bistro, Rao’s, Sea Harbour, Serendipity 3, Trevi, La Salsa, Max Brenner, Chocolate by a Bald Man, The Palm, Planet Hollywood, Spago, The Cheesecake Factory, BOA Steakhouse, Il Mulino, Joe’s Seafood, Prime Steak & Stone Crab, Sushi Roku, Cafe Della Spiga

	
Entertainment: Celine Dion, Matt Goss

	
Attractions: Fall of Atlantis and Festival Fountain shows, Aquarium

	
Nightlife: Pure, Cleopatra’s Barge



It’s not hard to imagine that Rome would look a lot like Las Vegas had it survived this long. But since the empire doesn’t exist, Jay Sarno had to invent Caesars Palace (3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/227-5938, $200–600 d), incorporating all the ancient civilization’s decadence and overindulgence and adding a few thousand slot machines. Sarno’s palace—there’s no apostrophe in the name because Sarno wanted to treat all his guests like Caesars—opened with great fanfare in 1966. It has ruled the Strip ever since. And like the empire, it continues to expand, now boasting 3,348 guest rooms in six towers and 140,000 square feet of gaming space accented with marble, fountains, gilding, and royal reds. Wander the grounds searching for reproductions of some of the world’s most famous statuary. The eagle-eyed might spy Michelangelo’s David and Giovanni da Bologna’s Rape of the Sabines as well as the Brahma Shrine.

The casino is so big that the website includes a “slot finder” application so gamblers can navigate to their favorite machines.

Cleopatra’s Barge (6 P.M.–3 A.M. daily), a floating lounge, attracts the full spectrum of the 21-and-over crowd for late-night bacchanalias, while Pure (10 P.M.–4 A.M. Tues. and Thurs.–Sun.) accommodates a mostly younger crowd of up to 2,400 at a time and keeps them all happy by spinning different dance music in different areas of the club.

All roads lead to the Forum Shops (10 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat.), a collection of famous designer stores, specialty boutiques, and restaurants. Not all the shops are as froufrou as you might expect, but an hour here can do some serious damage to your bankroll. You’ll also find the Fall of Atlantis and Festival Fountain Show (hourly 10 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat., free), a multisensory, multimedia depiction of the gods’ wrath. The saltwater aquarium is also nearby. Feeding times (1:15 P.M. and 5:15 P.M. daily, tours 3:15 P.M. daily) offer the best views of the sharks and other denizens of the deep.

If you (or your wallet) tire of Caesars’s high-on-the-hog dining, nosh on a burger or salad at the Cypress Street Marketplace (11 A.M.–11 P.M. daily) alfresco, agora-style.

With so many guest rooms in six towers, it seems Caesars is always renovating somewhere. The sixth tower, Octavius, opened in 2010, and the Palace Tower was overhauled in 2009. Most newer rooms are done in tan, wood, and marble. Older rooms still feature Roman niceties like plaster busts and columns.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Flamingo


	
Restaurants: Tropical Breeze, Paradise Garden Buffet, Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville, Steakhouse46, Hamada of Japan, Java Coast, food court, Pink Bean, Beach Club, The Burger Joint

	
Entertainment: George Wallace, Nathan Burton Comedy Magic, Donny and Marie, Vinnie Favorito, X Burlesque


	
Attractions: Wildlife Habitat

	
Nightlife: Sin City Brewing Co.



Named for Virginia Hill, the long-legged girlfriend of Benjamin “don’t call me Bugsy” Siegel, the Flamingo (3555 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/733-3111 or 800/732-2111, $50–200 d) has at turns embraced and shunned its gangster ties, which stretch back to the 1960s. After Bugsy’s (sorry, Mr. Siegel) Flamingo business practices ran afoul of the Cosa Nostra and led to his untimely end, Meyer Lansky took over. Mob ties continued to dog the property even after Kirk Kerkorian bought it to use as a training ground for his pride and joy, the International (now the Las Vegas Hilton). Hilton Hotels bought the Flamingo in 1970, giving the joint the legitimacy it needed. Today, its art deco architecture and pink-and-orange neon beckon pedestrians and conjure images of aging mafiosi lounging by the pool, their tropical shirts half unbuttoned to reveal hairy chests and gold ropes. And that image seems just fine with the current owner, Caesars Entertainment, in a Vegas where the mob era is remembered almost fondly. Siegel’s penthouse suite, behind the current hotel, has been replaced by the Flamingo Wildlife Habitat (8 A.M.–dusk daily, free), where pheasants, a crane, ibis, swans, and, of course, Chilean flamingos luxuriate amid riparian plants and verdant streams.

Vinnie Favorito (8 P.M. daily, $60–71) channels Don Rickles in Bugsy’s Cabaret, followed by the naughty nymphs of X Burlesque in the same venue (10 P.M. daily, $54–66). The all-ages crowd will enjoy Nathan Burton Comedy Magic (4 P.M. Tues. and Fri.–Sun., $22–49) in the Flamingo Showroom.

Guests can search for their lost shaker of salt in paradise at Jimmy Buffett’s Margaritaville (8 A.M.–2 A.M. Sun.–Thurs., 8 A.M.–2 A.M. Fri., 8 A.M.–3 A.M. Sat., $20–30) while people-watching on the Strip and noshing on jambalaya and cheeseburgers.

The Flamingo recently completed the transformation of many of its guest rooms into “GO rooms,” dressed in swanky mahogany and white with bold swatches of hot pink. The rooms are swank and savvy with high-end entertainment systems. Suite options are just as colorful and include 42-inch TVs, wet bars, and all the other Vegas-sational accoutrements.




Rio


	
Restaurants: All-American Bar & Grille, Búzios, Café Martorano, Carnival World Buffet, Gaylord, Hamada Asian, Mah Jong, Sao Paulo Cafe, Sports Kitchen, The Village Seafood Buffet, VooDoo Steak & Lounge, McFadden’s Irish Pub, Starbucks, Wetzel’s Pretzels

	
Entertainment: Penn & Teller, Chippendales

	
Attractions: Show in the Sky

	
Nightlife: I-Bar, Flirt Lounge, VooDoo Lounge



A hit from the beginning, this carnival just off the Strip started expanding almost before its first 400-suite tower was complete in 1990. Three towers and 2,100 more suites later, the party’s still raging with terrific buffets, beautiful-people magnet bars, and steamy shows. “Bevertainers” at the Rio (3700 W. Flamingo Rd., 866/746-7671, $80–200 d) push the stereotype of the starving artist as waitress to the hilt, taking turns on mini stages scattered throughout the casino to belt out tunes or gyrate to the music. Dancers and other performers may materialize at your slot machine to take your mind off your losses.

The South American vibe comes to life with the Show in the Sky (hourly 7 P.M.–midnight Thurs.–Sun., free). Formerly a pseudo-family-friendly parade of bead tossing and floats, the show has morphed into a naughty, scantily clad writhe fest. For $12.95, guests can get into costume and become part of the show. Three unique productions keep the show fresh. Flirt Lounge (6:30 P.M.–late Thurs.–Tues.) and its all-male waitstaff keep the Rio’s Ultimate Girls Night Out churning. VooDoo Lounge (9 P.M.–late daily), 51 stories up, is just as hip.

Búzio’s (5–11 P.M. Wed.–Sun., $30–50) has great crab-shack appetizers and buttery lobster and steak entrées.

All of the Rio’s guest rooms are suites—two small sofas and a coffee table replace the uncomfortable easy chair found in most standard rooms. Rio suites measure about 650 square feet. The hotel’s center-Strip location and room-tall windows make for exciting views. The his-and-hers dressing and vanity areas are a nice touch.






LOWER STRIP


The Palms


	
Restaurants: Alizé, Blue Agave Oyster & Chile Bar, Garduños, Little Buddha, N9NE, Nove Italiano, 24/Seven, Bistro Buffet, food court

	
Entertainment: Playboy Comedy Club

	
Nightlife: Rain, Ghostbar, Moon, Playboy Club



The expression “party like a rock star” could have been invented for The Palms (4321 W. Flamingo Rd., 702/942-7777, $120–400 d). Penthouse views, Playboy bunnies, and starring roles in MTV’s The Real World: Las Vegas and Bravo’s Celebrity Poker Showdown have brought notoriety and stars to the property’s fantasy suites and recording studio. The Pearl regularly hosts rock concerts, and Playmate appearances at the Playboy Comedy Club (9 P.M. Thurs.–Fri., 8 P.M. and 10 P.M. Sat., $40–60) add some sex appeal to the stand-up. The Moon nightclub (11 P.M.–late Tues., Thurs., and Sat.) is three floors up from the Playboy Club in the same tower, giving it a commanding view of the stars. Ghostbar (8 P.M.–late daily) is small, with a capacity of 300, and has vistas of the Strip and a bird’s-eye perspective on the pool area through a section of transparent floor. For a more down-to-earth party experience, you can’t go wrong with Rain (11 P.M.–late Fri.–Sat.) and its light shows and fireballs over the dance floor.

The Palms has plenty of gourmet restaurant choices, but to give your wallet a bit of a break, try the dark, intimate Little Buddha (5:30–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 5:30 P.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat., $25–45). The cuisine is French-Chinese fusion.

The Fantasy Tower houses the Playboy section and the fantasy suites, while the original tower offers large guest rooms. They’re nothing special to look at, but the feathery beds and luxurious comforters make it easy to roll over and go back to sleep, even if you’re not nursing a hangover. The newest tower, Palms Place, is part of the Las Vegas “condotel” trend. Its 599 studios and one-bedrooms are highly recommended.




Bellagio


	
Restaurants: Café Bellagio, Café Gelato, Circo, FIX, Jasmine, Jean-Philippe Pâtisserie, Le Cirque, Michael Mina, Noodles, Todd English’s Olives, Palio, Palio Pronto, Petrossian Bar, Picasso, Pool Café, Prime, Snacks, The Buffet, Sensi, Yellowtail Sushi Restaurant & Bar

	
Entertainment: Cirque du Soleil’s O


	
Attractions: The Fountains at Bellagio, The Conservatory, Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art, Tuscany Kitchen

	
Nightlife: The Bank, Caramel



With nearly 4,000 rooms and suites, Bellagio (3600 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/693-7444 or 888/987-6667, $180–500 d) boasts a population larger than the village perched on Lake Como from which it borrows its name. And to keep pace with its Italian namesake, Bellagio created an 8.5-acre lake between the hotel and Las Vegas Boulevard. The view of the lake and its Fountains at Bellagio (3 P.M.–midnight Mon.–Fri., noon–midnight Sat.–Sun.) are free, as is the aromatic fantasy that is Bellagio Conservatory (24 hours daily). And the Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art (10 A.M.–6 P.M. Sun.–Tues. and Thurs., 10 A.M.–7 P.M. Wed. and Fri.–Sat., $10–15) would be a bargain at twice the price—you can spend an edifying day at one of the world’s priciest resorts (including a cocktail and lunch) for less than $50. Even if you don’t spring for gallery admission, art demands your attention throughout the hotel and casino. The glass flower petals in Dale Chihuly’s Fiori di Como sculpture bloom from the lobby ceiling, foreshadowing the opulent experiences to come.

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

Would you like not only to eat like an Italian but to cook like one too? The Tuscany Kitchen (by reservation only, 15-person minimum, $75–150) is your own private Food Network special. World-class chefs demonstrate the preparation of Tuscan delights, and generous samples are included.

Befitting Bellagio’s world-class status, intriguing and expensive restaurants abound. Sensi (5–10 P.M. Mon.–Thurs., 5–10:30 P.M. Fri.–Sun.) offers a worldwide menu heavy on Italian and seafood for moderate prices. Authentic Asian dishes are the specialty at Noodles (11 A.M.–2 A.M. daily), another affordable option.
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The Bellagio perches on a lagoon on the Las Vegas Strip.




 


See CITY WITHIN A CITY

 



The Bank (10:30 P.M.–4 A.M. Thurs.–Sun.) is a busy upscale nightclub, with most partiers opting for bottle service and the table space and legroom it buys. Caramel (5 P.M.–4 A.M. daily) is a bit more laid-back but no less sophisticated. Primarily a wine and martini bar, it caters to the before- and after-show crowd.

Bellagio’s tower rooms are the epitome of luxury, with Italian marble, oversize bathtubs, remote-controlled drapes, Egyptian-cotton sheets, and 510 square feet in which to spread out. The hunter green and mauve decor is a refreshing change from the goes-with-everything beige and the camouflages-all-stains paisley often found on the Strip.




Paris


	
Restaurants: Café Belle Madeleine, Eiffel Tower Restaurant, Les Artistes Steakhouse, Mon Ami Gabi, Le Provençal, Le Village Buffet, du Parc, Le Café Île St. Louis, JJ’s Boulangerie, La Creperie, Sugar Factory, Le Burger Brasserie Sports Grille

	
Entertainment: Barry Manilow, Anthony Cools

	
Attractions: Eiffel Tower

	
Nightlife: Napoleon’s Dueling Piano Bar, Gustav’s Casino Bar, Le Cabaret, Le Central Lobby Bar, Le Bar du Sport



Designers used Gustav Eiffel’s original drawings to ensure that the half-size version that anchors Paris Las Vegas (3655 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/242-6753, $120–300 d) conformed—down to the last cosmetic rivet—to the original. That attention to detail prevails throughout this property, which works hard to evoke the City of Light, from large-scale reproductions of the Arc de Triomphe, Champs Élysées, and Louvre to more than half a dozen French restaurants. The tower is perhaps the most romantic spot in town to view the Strip; you’ll catch your breath as the elevator whisks you to the observation deck 460 feet up, then have it taken away again by the lights of the resorts up and down one of the most famous skylines in the world. Back at street level, the cobblestone lanes and brass streetlights of Le Boulevard (10 A.M.–11 P.M. daily) invite shoppers into quaint shops and “sidewalk” patisseries. The casino offers its own attractions, not the least of which is the view of the Eiffel Tower’s base jutting through the ceiling.

The Paris Theatre hosts headliners. With the showroom named after him, Anthony Cools–The Uncensored Hypnotist (9 P.M. Tues. and Thurs.–Sun., $54–75) appears destined for a long run, cajoling his mesmerized subjects through very adult simulations.

Waiters at Le Provencal (5–10:30 P.M. daily, $15–30) serenade diners with traditional French and Italian songs between the caprese salad and the bouillabaisse.

Standard guest rooms in the 33-story tower are decorated in a rich earth-tone palate and have marble bathrooms. There’s nothing Left Bank bohemian about them, however. The rooms exude little flair and little personality, but the simple, quality furnishings make Paris a moderately priced option in the midst of a top-dollar neighborhood.




Hard Rock


	
Restaurants: Ago, Johnny Smalls, Mr. Lucky’s 24/7, Nobu, Rare 120, Pink Taco, Starbucks, Espumoso

	
Entertainment: The Rogue Joint

	
Nightlife: Wasted Space, Vanity



The Palms and a few others have stolen a bit of the Hard Rock’s (4455 Paradise Rd., 800/473-7625, $200–500 d) mojo, but young stars and the media-savvy 20-somethings who idolize them contribute to the frat party in the casino and the spring-break atmosphere poolside. The casino is shaped like a record (although if your music collection dates back to records, this probably isn’t the place for you), with the gaming tables and machines in the “record label” and the shops and restaurants in the “grooves.”

Contemporary and classic rockers regularly grace the stage at the Rogue Joint and party with their fans at Wasted Space (9 P.M.–4 A.M. Wed.–Sun.). Vanity (10 P.M.–4 A.M. Thurs.–Sun.) is a little more refined, with a 20,000-crystal chandelier that showers sparkles on the sunken dance floor.

The provocatively named Pink Taco (11 A.M.–10 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 11 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat.) dishes up Mexican and Caribbean specialties.

Undersized and always in demand, the Hard Rock Hotel has undergone major expansion and renovation in the last few years, including construction of HRH Towers, an effort to attract more mature visitors. The resort’s 1,500 guest rooms are decorated in warm hues and include Bose CD sound systems and plasma TVs.




Monte Carlo


	
Restaurants: Andre’s, Buffet, BRAND Steakhouse, d.vino, Diablo’s Cantina, Dragon Noodle Co., Café, Monaco Garden Food Court, The Pub

	
Entertainment: Frank Caliendo

	
Nightlife: BRAND Lounge, Diablo’s Lounge



As evidenced by all the marble and chandeliers we’ve come to expect from a Europeanthemed Vegas resort, Monte Carlo (3770 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/730-7777 or 800/311-8999, $100–300 d) doesn’t compromise on quality. But its location, entertainment, dining, and prices make it a good choice for families seeking a happy medium. Parents will appreciate the continental theme, and its flair is understated in comparison to Bellagio and Paris. Kids and teens especially will enjoy the pool, Easy River, and the wave pool. The magic and comedy impersonator shows are tame by Vegas standards.

Diablo’s Cantina (11 A.M.–1 A.M. daily) opens onto the Strip for terrific people-watching. Margaritas, sangrias, and Mexican-tiled floors carry through the south-of-the-border party atmosphere.

High-end shops dot Street of Dreams (10 A.M.–11 P.M. daily), tempting big winners with jewelry and motorcycles and enticing the rest to smother their losses in decadent designer cupcakes.

With 3,000 rooms, Monte Carlo provides the casino-resort feel, but room rates are reasonable, especially for families not willing to settle for the bare-bones kitsch of Circus Circus. Standard guest rooms include dark wood furniture, overstuffed chairs, and brass bathroom fixtures. The layout allows you to reach your room without a detour through the casino, so you can more easily resist the urge to drunkenly throw down a Benjamin on the hard four as you stumble through after a night of revelry.




New York New York


	
Restaurants: America, Chin Chin Café, Coney Island Pavilion, Gallagher’s Steakhouse, Gonzalez y Gonzalez, Greenberg’s Deli, Il Fornaio, Nine Fine Irishmen, Schrafft’s Ice Cream, Village Eateries

	
Entertainment: Cirque du Soleil’s Zumanity, Dueling Pianos

	
Attractions: The Roller Coaster

	
Nightlife: Rok Vegas, Coyote Ugly



One look at this loving tribute to the city that never sleeps and you won’t be able to fuhgedaboutit. From the city skyline outside (the skyscrapers contain the resort’s hotel rooms) to laundry hanging between crowded faux brownstones indoors, New York New York (3790 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 866/815-4365, $200–500 d) will have even grizzled Gothamites feeling like they’ve come home again. Window air conditioners in the Greenwich Village apartments evoke the city’s gritty heat. A more poignant sight, the fence surrounding the replica Statue of Liberty contains tributes to the victims of the World Trade Center attack.

The Roller Coaster at New York New York (11 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 10:30 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat., $14) winds its way around the resort, an experience almost as hair-raising as a ride in a New York City cab, which the coaster cars are painted to resemble. Coney Island Emporium (hours vary, daily) has games of skill and luck, motion simulators, and rides.

Dueling pianists keep The Bar at Times Square (8 A.M.–2 P.M. daily) rocking into the wee hours, and the sexy bar staff at Coyote Ugly (9 P.M.–2 A.M. Sun.–Thurs., 9 P.M.–3 A.M., Fri.–Sat.) defy its name.

New York New York’s 2,023 guest rooms are standard size, 350–500 square feet. The roller coaster zooms around the towers, so you might want to ask for a room out of earshot.




MGM Grand


	
Restaurants: Joël Robuchon, L’Atelier de Joël Robuchon, Seablue, Tom Colicchio’s Craftsteak, Pearl, Diego, Fiamma Trattoria, Emeril’s New Orleans Fish House, Nobhill Tavern, Rainforest Cafe, Wolfgang Puck Bar & Grill, Grand Wok and Sushi Bar, Shibuya, Studio Café, Stage Deli, Grand Buffet, ’Wichcraft, Cabana Grille, Starbucks, food court

	
Entertainment: Cirque du Soleil’s Kà, Crazy Horse Paris

	
Attractions: Lion Habitat, CBS Television City Research Center, CSI: The Experience

	
Nightlife: Studio 54, Tabú



When the MGM Grand (3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 888/646-1203, $150–400 d) opened in 1993, guests entered through the gaping maw of the MGM lion. This literal and figurative ingress to the belly of the beast didn’t sit well with the superstitious Asian high rollers that the megaresort sought. After renovation, gamblers now enter through portals guarded by the 45-foot-tall king of the jungle. The uninitiated may feel like a gazelle on the savanna, swallowed by the 171,000-square-foot casino floor, the largest in Las Vegas. But the watering hole, MGM’s 6.5-acre pool complex, is relatively predator-free.

MGM capitalizes on the movie studio’s greatest hits. Even the hotel’s emerald facade evokes the magical city in The Wizard of Oz.

Boob tube fans can volunteer for studies at the CBS Television City Research Center (10 A.M.–8:30 P.M. daily), where they can screen pilots for shows under consideration by the network. And if your favorite show happens to revolve around solving crimes, don some rubber gloves and search for clues at CSI: The Experience (9 A.M.–9 P.M. daily, $30 age 12 and up, not recommended for children under 12). Three crime scenes keep the experience fresh. Patterned on the French classic, Crazy Horse Paris (8 P.M. and 10:30 P.M. Wed.–Mon., $61) bills itself as “artistry of the nude.” Enough said.

MGM Grand houses enough top restaurants for a week of gourmet dinners. Winning selections include Diego (4–10 P.M. Sun.–Fri., 5–10 P.M. Sat., $35–55), for tangy rib eyes in a vibrant setting, and Pearl (5:30–10 P.M. daily), for crispy Peking duck in a subtle Asian-Pacific atmosphere.

Standard guest rooms in the Grand Tower are filled with the quality furnishings you’d expect in Las Vegas’s posh hotels. The West Tower guest rooms are a bit smaller but exude the swinging style of a posh Hollywood studio apartment crammed with a CD and DVD player and other high-tech gizmos; those in the Grand Tower are more traditional. All 5,000-plus guest rooms and suites measure more than 440 square feet.




Tropicana


	
Restaurants: Bacio Pasta & Vino, Legends Steak & Seafood, Havana Go Go Café, South Beach Café & Deli

	
Entertainment: Hypnosis Unleashed, Brad Garrett’s Comedy Club

	
Attractions: Las Vegas Mob Experience

	
Nightlife: Nikki Beach, Celebration Lounge



When it opened at Tropicana Avenue and Las Vegas Boulevard in 1959, the Tropicana (801 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 888/381-8767, $75–175 d) was the most luxurious, most expensive, and southernmost resort on the Strip. It has survived several boom-and-bust cycles since then, and its decor reflects the willy-nilly expansion and refurbishment efforts through the years. Another $125 million renovation was completed in 2010, renovating every guest room and the casino while incorporating a new sports book and poker room. Standard guest rooms now reflect the beach theme, with plantation shutters and art deco colors, 42-inch plasma TVs, and iPod docks.

The South Beach–inspired changes in 2011 will see transformation of the Trop’s historic four-acre pool area into Nikki Beach Club and Club Nikki, which will capture the sultry vibe à la South Beach and Saint-Tropez with fruity cocktails, cocoa butter–scented bikini babes, and cool, fresh cuisine.

The renovation will go a long way toward the Tropicana shedding its image as the ugly stepsister to the Luxor, Monte Carlo, MGM Grand, and even Excalibur, which share its intersection. That’s good, we suppose, but there was an undeniable charm to the old joint’s laid-back atmosphere and commitment to treating low rollers with deference (the casino even offers free gambling lessons to help guests mitigate their losses). We hope the facelift doesn’t give the Trop airs.

Touting “interactive entertainment technology,” the Las Vegas Mob Experience uses artifacts, photos, and videos to provide a multisensory immersion into the seedy underworld of Las Vegas past and the law enforcement efforts that cleaned up the city. Details were sketchy at press time, but promoters promised visitors “an authentic reach and real perspective into the personal lives and property of the fascinating individuals” who helped create one of Las Vegas’s enduring legacies.

The Trop is not big on entertainment, but it did open Brad Garrett’s Comedy Club (800/829-9034, 8 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 8 P.M. and 10 P.M. Fri.–Sat., $43–65), and Hypnosis Unleashed (800/829-9034, 9 P.M. nightly, $44–66) is performed in The Cellar. It’s only a short walk to world-class entertainers at nearby resorts.




Excalibur


	
Restaurants: The Steakhouse at Camelot, Regale, Dick’s Last Resort, Sherwood Forest Cafe, Roundtable Buffet, Krispy Kreme, Starbucks, food court

	
Entertainment: Tournament of Kings, Thunder from Down Under, Defending the Caveman


	
Attractions: Fantasy Faire Midway, simulated motion rides

	
Nightlife: Octane Lounge



This bright white castle with vibrant parapets was one of the more interesting designs when it opened on the Strip in 1990, and despite some design changes—a robotic Merlin no longer slays the dragon in a nightly battle—it still clings to the Arthurian legend throughout. It’s difficult to shed the whole “quest for the Holy Grail” image when your hotel is a depiction of Camelot. Shops and restaurants are named for the trappings of medieval Europe; minstrels and strolling entertainers transport guests into the realm of fantasy role-play. Sitting between the Luxor and New York New York, Excalibur (3580 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/750-5464, $50–200 d) provides a logical (for Las Vegas) progression along the timeline of world civilization. Like the rest of Las Vegas, the resort has grown up, replacing those primary colors with rich burgundies and navies, updating the casino decor and filling the rooms with modern conveniences. The clientele is still of the nickel-slot and $5 blackjack ilk, but not every casino can attract the whales. And to its credit, Excalibur doesn’t try to be all things for all people. Its entertainment, restaurants, and attractions—the beefcake-y Thunder from Down Under (702/597-7600, 9 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 9 P.M. and 11 P.M. Fri.–Sat., $40–50) notwithstanding—are geared more toward budget-minded families than perk-seeking big spenders.

Little gamers can lose themselves for hours at the Fantasy Faire Midway (10 A.M.–midnight Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–1 A.M. Fri.–Sat.), home to carnival games and the Spongebob Squarepants 4-D ride.

Kevin Burke’s witty observations bridge the gender gap at Defending the Caveman (3 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 3 P.M. and 7 P.M. Fri.–Sat., $49–72) in the Down Under Showroom.

Restaurant choices are of the nongourmet variety, but the snarky waitstaff at Dick’s Last Resort (1 P.M.–late Mon.–Thurs., 11:30 A.M.–late Fri.–Sat.) is good for some laughs. Dig in to some fried finger food and leave your manners at the door.

Standard guest rooms feature hardwood furniture and dark accents. An upgrade can get you a “Widescreen Room” with a 42-inch TV, padded headboard, and the Las Vegas standard marble bathroom.




Luxor


	
Restaurants: Backstage Deli, Company Kitchen and Pub House, TENDER Steak & Seafood, Pyramid Cafe, T&T Tacos & Tequila, Luxor Food Court, Starbucks, MORE the Buffet at the Luxor

	
Entertainment: Criss Angel Believe, Carrot Top, Fantasy, Menopause the Musical


	
Attractions: Bodies…the Exhibition, Titanic: The Artifact Exhibition

	
Nightlife: CatHouse, LAX, Flight, Noir Bar, Aurora, Liquidity, Flight, High Bar, Playbar



With a pyramid shape and a name like Luxor (3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/386-4658, $50–175 d), it’s difficult to imagine this resort without an Egyptian theme, but that’s the strategy MGM Mirage has taken over the last few years. Similar to the company’s move away from the pirate theme at Treasure Island, beginning in 2007 the parent company moved the resort away from the archeological-dig theme. Much of the mummy-and-scarab decor from the casino, hotel lobby, and public areas was swept away in a $300 million revamp in 2007. In their place are upscale and decidedly postpharaoh nightclubs, restaurants, and shops. The large (120,000-square-foot) casino received a big part of that makeover budget, as did all 2,500 guest rooms in the pyramid and twin 22-story towers.

What remains are the largest atrium in the world, the intense light beam that is visible from space, and inclinators—elevators that move along the building’s oblique angles.

Magic meets magic mushrooms in the surrealistic, psychedelic dream sequences of Mindfreak Criss Angel in Believe (702/262-4400 or 800/557-7428, 7 P.M. and 9:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat., $65–176). The Atrium Showroom (702/262-4400 or 800/557-7428) is home to Fantasy (10:30 P.M. daily, $54–70), a typical jiggle-and-tease topless review; Menopause the Musical (5 P.M. and 8:30 P.M. Tues., 5:30 P.M. Wed.–Mon., $60–77), a musical salute to the change; and the comedian and prop jockey Carrot Top (8 P.M. Mon. and Wed.–Sun., $55–66).

For late-night noshing or traditional dinner, visit Company Lounge (5 P.M.–late Wed. and Fri.–Sat., $15–25) for a rustic yet sophisticated atmosphere. A good spot to end the evening after partying is LAX (5 P.M.–late Wed. and Fri.–Sat.).

The hotel’s pyramid shape makes for interesting room features, such as a slanted exterior wall, as well as a few challenges. Tower rooms are more traditional in their shape, decor, and amenities.




Mandalay Bay


	
Restaurants: Aureole; Bay Side Buffet; Beach Bar & Grill; Border Grill; China Grill; Fleur de Lys; House of Blues; Mizuya; Raffles Cafe; Red, White and Blue; Red Square; Rumjungle; Sea Breeze Pizza, Ice Cream, and Juices; Shanghai Lilly; Strip-Steak; Trattoria del Lupo; The Noodle Shop; Turf Club Deli; Hussong’s Cantina; Giorgio Caffé & Ristorante; The Burger Bar; Mix; food court

	
Entertainment: House of Blues, Disney’s The Lion King
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A shimmering gold ingot, Mandalay Bay is the jewel of Las Vegas’s lower Strip.






	
Attractions: Shark Reef, Lion King Exhibit

	
Nightlife: Rumjungle, Foundation Room, Eyecandy, Mix Lounge



 


See LOCALS’ FAVORITE CASINOS

 



Enter this South Pacific behemoth at the southern tip of the Las Vegas Strip and try to comprehend its mind-boggling statistics. [image: e9781598807578_i0069.jpg] Mandalay Bay (3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/632-7800, $120–600 d) has one of the largest casino floors in the world at 135,000 square feet. Wander into Mandalay’s beach environment, an 11-acre paradise comprised of three pools, a lazy river, and a 1.6-million-gallon wave pool complete with a real beach made of 5 million pounds of sand. There’s also a tops-optional sunbathing pool deck. You could spend your entire vacation in the pool area, gambling at the beach’s three-level casino, eating at its restaurant, shopping for pool gear at the poolside stand, and loading up on sandals and bikinis at the nearby Pearl Moon boutique.

When you’re ready to check out the rest of the property, don’t miss House of Blues (hours and days vary by event), with live blues, rock, and acoustic sets as well as DJs spinning dance tunes.

Mandalay Place (10 A.M.–11 P.M. daily) is a bit smaller and less hectic than other casino malls. Unusual shops such as Viva Dogs Vegas, for owners who want to pamper their pooches, share space with eateries and high-concept bars like Minus 5 (11 A.M.–3 A.M. daily), where barflies don parkas before entering the below-freezing (23°F) establishment. Here the glasses aren’t just frosted, they’re fashioned completely out of ice. The promenade also houses the Lion King Exhibit (10 A.M.–11 P.M. daily), a look into the creative genius behind the Broadway smash that is presented in the Mandalay Bay Theatre.

Sheathed in Indian artifacts and crafts, the Foundation Room (11 P.M.–late daily) is just as dark and mysterious as the subcontinent, with private rooms, a dining room, and several bars catering to various musical tastes.

Vegas pays tribute to Paris, Rome, New York, and Venice, so why not Moscow? Round up your comrades for caviar and vodka as well as continental favorites at Red Square (5 P.M.–2 A.M. Sun.–Thurs., 4 P.M.–4 A.M. Fri.–Sat., $25–40). Look for the headless Lenin statue at the entrance.

Standard rooms are chic and roomy (550 square feet), with warm fabrics and plush bedding. The rooms are nothing special visually, but the bathrooms are fit for royalty, with huge tubs, glass-walled showers, and king’s-and-queen’s commodes. To go upscale, check out Thehotel; for ultraposh, book at the Four Seasons—both are part of the same property.






DOWNTOWN


Main Street Station


	
Restaurants: Garden Court Buffet, Triple 7 BrewPub



As its full name suggests, Main Street Station Casino, Brewery, and Hotel (200 N. Main St., 800/522-4700, $40–100 d) works hard to provide something for everyone. The result is an eclectic blend of interesting curios, themes, and styles. The casino combines a railroad motif—with Pullman cars belonging to Louisa May Alcott, Buffalo Bill Cody, and Theodore Roosevelt—with European Victorian-era decor—artifacts from London’s Barclay’s Bank, Paris’s Figaro Opera House, and Belgium’s city streets. A hunk of the Berlin Wall graces the men’s restroom, and a chandelier from the El Presidente Hotel in Buenos Aires is thrown in for good measure.

Despite these extras, Main Street Station comes up short on amenities that travelers may want. Restaurant choices are limited, but the Triple 7 Brewpub (11 A.M.–7 A.M. daily, $10–20) has the hotel’s five signature brews on tap as well as pretty good pizza and bargain breakfasts for early risers and late partiers.

Main Street does not offer room service. It also lacks a swimming pool, not unusual for a downtown hotel; but guests have access to the pool at the California just up the street.

Just steps away from the Fremont Street Experience, the hotel’s 400 guest rooms are bright and airy, but they are smallish by Las Vegas standards at 400 square feet.


DOWNTOWN LAS VEGAS
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Binion’s


	
Restaurants: Ranch Steakhouse, Binion’s Café, Benny’s Bullpen



Before Vegas became a destination resort city, it catered to inveterate gamblers, hard drinkers, and others on the fringes of society. Ah, the good old days! A gambler himself, Benny Binion put his place in the middle of downtown, a magnet for the serious player, offering high limits and few frills. Binion’s (128 Fremont St., 702/382-1600) still offers single-deck blackjack and a poker room frequented by grizzled veterans. While Binion’s and the rest of Las Vegas have been overtaken by Strip megaresorts, the little den on Fremont Street still retains the flavor of Old Vegas, though the Binion family is no longer involved. Harrah’s bought the place in 2004 but kept its popular and profitable World Series of Poker.

The hotel at Binion’s closed in 2009, but the casino and restaurants remain open, including the Ranch Steakhouse (5:30–10:30 P.M. daily, $25–40), famous for its Fremont Street views and primo cuts.




Golden Nugget


	
Restaurants: The Buffet, Chart House, Lillie’s Noodle House, Vic & Anthony’s, Grotto Ristorante, Red Sushi, Carson Street Cafe, Starbucks

	
Entertainment: Gordie Brown

	
Attractions: Hand of Faith, The Tank

	
Nightlife: Rush Lounge, Gold Diggers



Considered by many to be the only Strip-worthy resort downtown, the [image: e9781598807578_i0071.jpg] Golden Nugget (129 E. Fremont St., 800/634-3454, $50–150) has been a fixture for 65 years, beckoning diners and gamblers with gold leaf and a massive gold nugget. Landry’s, the restaurant chain and new Nugget owner, has embarked on an ambitious campaign to maintain the hotel’s opulence, investing $160 million for casino and guest room upgrades.

If you don’t feel like swimming with the sharks in the poker room, you can get up close and personal with their finned namesakes in The Tank (10 A.M.–8 P.M. daily, $10–20 nonguests, free for hotel guests), an outdoor pool with a three-story waterslide that takes riders through the hotel’s huge aquarium, home to sharks, rays, and other exotic marine life. Bathers can also swim up to the aquarium for a face-to-face with the aquatic predators. Waterfalls and lush landscaping help make this one of the world’s best hotel pools.

Gold Diggers nightclub (9 P.M.–late Wed.–Sun.) plays hip-hop, pop, and classic rock for the dancing pleasure of guests and go-go girls.

When checking in, pause to have your picture taken with the Hand of Faith, a 62-pound gold nugget. Rooms are appointed in dark wood and chocolate hues.




The Plaza


	
Restaurants: Firefly, Downtown Grill, Stuffed Buffet, food court

	
Entertainment: The Rat Pack Is Back


	
Nightlife: Aqua Lounge



The largest hotel in Las Vegas when it opened in 1971 as the Union Plaza—a nod to the Union Pacific rail line out back—the Plaza (1 Main St., 702/386-2110 or 800/634-6575, $40–100 d) has held court over Main Street ever since. The hotel’s location was the site of the first Las Vegas land auction in 1905. All street numbers in town originate here—1 Main Street—making it the center of modern Las Vegas. In keeping with the hotel’s place in history, the Rat Pack is Back (7:30 P.M. daily, $55, $69 with dinner) does a credible job of recreating the heyday of Frank, Dean, and Sammy.

Still one of the larger places downtown, with more than 1,000 guest rooms, the Plaza also offers a variety of suites; expect to get what you pay for.








Sights


DOWNTOWN


[image: e9781598807578_i0072.jpg] Fremont Street Experience

With land at a premium and more and more tourists flocking to the opulence of the Strip, downtown Las Vegas in the last quarter of the 20th century found its lights beginning to flicker. Enter Fremont Street Experience (702/678-5777), an ambitious plan to transform downtown and its tacky “Glitter Gulch” reputation into a pedestrian-friendly enclave. Highlighted by a four-block-long canopy festooned with 12 million light-emitting diodes 90 feet in the air, Fremont Street Experience is downtown’s answer to the Strip’s erupting volcanoes and fantastic dancing fountains. The canopy, dubbed Viva Vision, runs atop Fremont Street between North Main Street and North 4th Street.

The casinos were slow to embrace the vision at first, concerned that the productions would cause a mass exodus from their slot machines and table games at show time. Viva Vision’s backers even wanted the properties to dim their marquees, reducing ambient light, to make the shows more vibrant. But with little else to help them compete with the Strip, they acquiesced.

Urban architect Jon Jerde unveiled his $70 million creation in 1995, and it has been drawing millions of people each year ever since, introducing new generations to “Old Vegas,” the casinos that birthed the gambling boom, launched legendary careers, and developed Vegas-style service that makes every gambler feel like a high roller.

A $17 million upgrade in 2004 boosted the resolution of the light show, bringing it nearly to video quality to complement its high-fidelity 550,000-watt sound system.

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

Before and after the light shows, strolling buskers sing for their supper, artists create five-minute masterpieces, and caricaturists airbrush souvenir portraits. Fremont Street hosts top musical acts, including some A-listers during big Las Vegas weekends such as National Finals Rodeo, NASCAR races, and New Year. Viva Vision runs several different shows daily at 8:30 P.M., then on the hour 9 P.M.–midnight.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Las Vegas Natural History Museum

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

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

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




Neon Museum and Boneyard

The Neon Museum and Boneyard (821 Las Vegas Blvd. N., 702/477-7751), which reopened in late 2010 after construction of Neon Park, is a trip to Las Vegas’s more recent past. Housed in the relocated scallop-shaped lobby of the historic La Concha Motel, the museum includes a walking tour north from the Fremont Street Experience. The lamp from the Aladdin Hotel, The Silver Slipper, the Red Barn’s martini glass, and the Hacienda’s horse and rider, all in glorious twinkling lights, are part of the tour. The self-guided tour is accessible 24 hours a day, but the neighborhood is a bit dubious, so be careful if you go at night.

Neon Park, just behind the clamshell visitors center, is home to some 200 other flashy homages to Old Vegas. Las Vegas doesn’t often hold onto its past, so this little walking tour of old signs is an intriguing sight—and it’s free.

The small park includes interpretive signage, benches, picnic tables, and a “NEON” sign created from the N’s from the Golden Nugget and Desert Inn, the E from Caesar’s Palace, and the O from Binion’s.




Lied Discovery Children’s Museum

Voted Best Museum in Las Vegas by readers of the local newspaper, the Lied Discovery Children’s Museum (833 Las Vegas Blvd. N., 702/382-5437, 9 A.M.–4 P.M. Tues.–Fri., 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Sat., noon–5 P.M. Sun., $8.50 adults, $7.50 seniors and minors) presents more than 100 interactive scientific, artistic, and life-skill activities. Children enjoy themselves so much that they forget they’re learning. Among the best permanent exhibits is It’s Your Choice, which shows kids the importance of eating right and adopting a healthy lifestyle. Exhibits show kids creative ways to explore their world: drama, cooperation, dance, and visual arts. Adult-guided science and arts education programs help open youngsters’ imaginations as well, and traveling exhibitions run the gamut from fun and frivolous (a recent special exhibit challenged problem-solvers of all ages to find their way through mazes) to serious and thought-provoking (the museum recently hosted Torn From Home: My Life as a Refugee).




Mormon Fort

This tiny museum (500 E. Washington Ave., 702/486-3511, 8 A.M.–4:30 P.M., $1) is the oldest building in Las Vegas. The adobe remnant, constructed by Mormon missionaries in 1855, was part of their original settlement, which they abandoned in 1858. It then served as a store, a barracks, and a shed on the Gass-Stewart Ranch. After that, the railroad leased the old fort to various tenants, including the Bureau of Reclamation, which stabilized and rebuilt the shed to use as a concrete-testing laboratory for Hoover Dam. In 1955 the railroad sold the old fort to the Elks, who in 1963 bulldozed the whole wooden structure (except the little remnant) into the ranch swimming pool and torched it. The shed was bought by the city in 1971.

Since then, a number of preservation societies have helped keep it in place. The museum includes a visitors center, a re-creation of the original fort built around the remnant. A tour guide presents the history orally while display boards provide it visually. Your visit will not go unrewarded—it’s immensely refreshing to see some preservation of the past in this city of the ultimate now.




Mob Museum

The Museum of Organized Crime and Law Enforcement (300 Stewart Ave., 702/2296582) is scheduled to open in 2011—but you didn’t hear it from us. Celebrating Las Vegas’s Mafia past and the cops and agents who finally ran the mob out of town, the museum is located inside the city’s downtown post office and courthouse, appropriately the site of the 1951 Kefauver Hearing investigating organized crime.

Displays include “The Skim,” an examination of how casinos funneled unreported income to their unacknowledged underworld owners, and “Mob Mayhem,” which shows the violence, ceremony, and hidden meanings behind Mafia “hits,” all against a grisly background—the wall from Chicago’s St. Valentine’s Day Massacre that spelled the end of six members of Bugs Moran’s crew and one hanger-on. “Bringing Down the Mob” displays the tools federal agents used—wiretaps, surveillance, and weapons—to clean up the town.




Downtown Arts District

Centered at South Main Street and East Charleston Boulevard, the district gives art lovers a concentration of galleries to suit any taste, plus an eclectic mix of shops, eateries, and other surprises. The Arts Factory (107 E. Charleston Blvd., 702/383-3133), a two-story redbrick industrial building, is the district’s birthplace. Its ground floor is home to Contemporary Arts Collective, where artists meet, share ideas, and find creative support and patrons can explore and learn about artists, their media, and their styles. Contemporary Arts Collective hosts shows monthly; performing arts as well as two- and three-dimensional artworks are included—“as long as it can fit through the door,” says local artist and volunteer Mark Diederichsen.

Upstairs at Damned Ink, you’ll find paintings and ink drawings that explore artist Danny Roberts’s sometimes hopeful, sometimes heartbreaking examinations of humankind’s conflicted relationship with culture, nature, and responsibility. “Each subject is on the verge of an epiphany and facing a new conflict,” Roberts says. “It is a brief moment of either acceptance or rebellion.”

Make an appointment to stop by S2 Editions Atelier (1 E. Charleston Blvd., 702/868-7880), next to the Arts Factory, to see the painstaking process the master printers use to reproduce fine art lithographs on massive 140-year-old presses. Pick up one of the colorful Tom Everhart “Snoopy” lithos printed at S2, or journey north to the Arts Village (1039 N. Main St., 702/249-3200) to see Sharon Gainsburg’s realist and abstract stone sculptures and wine-rack art.

Virtually all the galleries and other paeans to urban pop culture participate in Las Vegas’s First Friday event (6–10 P.M. first Fri. of every month), but otherwise galleries keep limited hours, so if there’s something you don’t want to miss, call for an appointment.

From here, you can head south to Commerce Street Studios (1551 S. Commerce St., 702/678-6278) to browse out the edgy, often avant-garde displays at The Fallout and neighboring Circadian Gallery, with its aggressive, brooding expressions and impressionistic nudes by Daniel Pearson. Or you can mosey westward to Gallery P (231 W. Charleston Blvd., Suite 160, 702/384-8155), where Joseph Palermo displays his modernist art. Or check out the renovated Holsum Design Center (241 W. Charleston Blvd.), a former 1950s bakery recently converted to shops, studios, and artist lofts.






CENTER STRIP


Imperial Palace Auto Collection

The exhibits are always changing at this gem hidden atop the parking garage at the Imperial Palace Hotel (3535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/794-3174, 10 A.M.–6 P.M., $9 adults, $5 children and seniors, free under age 3). That’s because most of the classic muscle and luxury cars are for sale, but this is far from your run-of-the-mill used car lot.

Among the beauties recently on display were two dozen Duesenbergs, Elvis Presley’s 1976 Cadillac Eldorado, and a 1957 Jaguar XKSS, appraised at about $7 million. History buffs and celebrity watchers as well as motor-heads will find plenty to pique their interest. The museum recently featured W. C. Fields’s custom-made Fleetwood limousine—complete with electric martini mixer—and one of Johnny Carson’s first rides, a 1939 Chrysler Royal sedan that ferried him and his date to Carson’s senior prom.

In all, more than 250 cars and a few motorcycles fill several galleries. Discount coupons are plentiful, so don’t pay full price.




Madame Tussauds

Ever wanted to dunk over Shaq? Marry George Clooney? Leave Simon Cowell speechless? Madame Tussauds (3377 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/862-7800, www.madametussauds.com/lasvegas, 10 A.M.–9 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–10 P.M. Fri.–Sat., $25 adults, $18 seniors, $15 children) at the Venetian Hotel gives you your chance. Unlike most other museums, Madame Tussauds encourages guests to get up close and “personal” with the world leaders, sports heroes, and screen stars immortalized in wax. Photo ops and interactive activities abound. With “Karaoke Revolution Presents: American Idol” you can take to the stage and then hear Simon Cowell and Ryan Seacrest’s thoughts on your burgeoning singing career. The crowd roars as you take it to the rack and sink the game-winner over Shaquille O’Neal’s vainly outstretch arm. You’ll feel right at home in the “mansion” as you don bunny ears and lounge on the circular bed with Hugh Hefner.

But it’s not all fun and games, especially in the Chamber of Horrors, where the inmates have taken over the asylum. Relax and take a deep breath—all the figures are made of wax, after all. Or are they? Discounts are available on the website.




[image: e9781598807578_i0073.jpg] Gondola Rides

We dare you not to sigh at the grandeur of Venice in the desert as you pass beneath quaint bridges and idyllic sidewalk cafés, your gondolier serenading you with the accompaniment of the Grand Canal’s gurgling wavelets.

The indoor gondolas skirt the Grand Canal Shoppes inside the Venetian Hotel (3355 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/607-3982, 10 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat., $16 for a half mile) under the mall’s painted-sky ceiling fresco.

Outdoor gondolas skim the Venetian’s 31,000-square-foot lagoon for 12 minutes, giving riders a unique perspective on the Las Vegas Strip.

Plying the waters at regular intervals, the realistic-looking gondolas seat four, but couples who don’t want to share a boat can pay double.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




[image: e9781598807578_i0074.jpg] Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat

It’s no mirage—those really are pure white tigers lounging in their own plush resort on the Mirage casino floor. Legendary Las Vegas magicians Siegfried and Roy, who have dedicated much of their lives to preserving big cats, opened the Secret Garden (Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/791-7188, 10 A.M.–7 P.M. daily, $15 adults, $10 ages 4–12, free under age 4) in 1990. In addition to the milkyfurred tigers, the garden is home to blue-eyed, black-striped white tigers as well as panthers, lions, and leopards. Though caretakers don’t “perform” with the animals, if your visit is well-timed, you could see the cats playing, wrestling, and even swimming in their pristine waterfall-fed pools. The cubs in the specially built nursery are sure to register high on the cuteness meter.

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

Budding naturalists (age 13 and over and willing to part with $550) won’t want to miss Dolphin Habitat’s Trainer for a Day program, which allows them to feed, swim with, and pose for photos with some of the aquatic stars while putting them through their daily regimen.


[image: e9781598807578_i0075.jpg]

Goldoliers serenade families and couples on the canal at the Venetian.




 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS






LOWER STRIP


Showcase Mall

“Mall” is an overly ambitious moniker for the Showcase Mall (3785 Las Vegas Blvd. S.), a mini diversion on the Strip. The centerpiece, the original M&M’s World (702/736-7611, 9 A.M.–11 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 9 A.M.–midnight Fri.–Sat., free), underwent a 2010 expansion and now includes a printing station where customers can customize their bite-size treats with words and pictures. The 3,300-square-foot expansion on the third floor of the store, which originally opened in 1997, includes additional opportunities to stock up on all things M: Swarovski crystal candy dishes, an M&M guitar, T-shirts, and purses made from authentic M&M wrappers. The addition brings the chocoholic’s paradise to more than 30,000 square feet, offering key chains, coffee mugs, lunch boxes, and the addicting treats in every color imaginable. Start with a viewing of the short 3-D film, I Lost My M in Las Vegas. A replica of Kyle Busch’s M&M-sponsored No. 18 NASCAR stock car is on the fourth floor.

Everything Coca-Cola really should be named “A Few Things Coca-Cola.” The small retail outlet has collectibles, free photo ops, and a soda fountain where you can taste Coke products from around the world, but it’s a pale vestige of Coke’s ambitious marketing ploy, à la M&M’s World, that opened in 1997 and closed in 2000. The giant green Coke bottle facade, however, attracts pedestrians into the mall.

GameWorks (702/432-4263, 10 A.M.–midnight Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–1 A.M. Fri.–Sat., games priced individually), with various all-you-can-play options, gives you the chance to work off your sugar rush as you assume the role of hunter, snowboarder, and race-car driver on the virtual gaming floor. The virtual bowling is a kick. You can even go old-school, showing off the Pac-Man and pinball skills that made you an arcade legend. A bar and restaurant are on-site to keep the energy levels up.





Bodies…the Exhibition and Titanic Artifacts


Although they are tastefully and respectfully presented, the dissected humans at Bodies… the Exhibition at Luxor (3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/262-4400 or 800/557-7428, 10 A.M.–10 P.M. daily, $31 adults, $29 ages 65 and over, $23 ages 4–12, free under age 4) still have a bit of the creepy factor. That uneasiness quickly gives way to wonder and interest as visitors examine 13 full-body specimens, carefully preserved to reveal bone structure and muscular, circulatory, respiratory, and other systems. Other system and organ displays drive home the importance of a healthy lifestyle, with structures showing the damage caused by overeating, alcohol consumption, and sedentary lifestyle. Perhaps the most sobering exhibit is the side-by-side comparisons of healthy and smoke-damaged lungs. A draped-off area contains fetal specimens, showing prenatal development and birth defects.

Luxor also hosts the 300 less surreal but just as poignant artifacts and reproductions commemorating the 1912 sinking of the Titanic (3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/262-4400 or 800/557-7428, 10 A.M.–10 P.M. daily, $31 adults, $29 age 65 and over, $23 ages 4–12, free under age 4). The 15-ton rusting hunk of the ship’s hull is the biggest artifact on display; it not only drives home the Titanic’s scale but also helps transport visitors back to that cold April morning a century ago. A section of the Titanic’s grand staircase—featured prominently in the 1997 film with Leonardo DiCaprio and Kate Winslet—testifies to the ship’s opulence, but it is the passengers’ personal effects (a pipe, luggage, an unopened bottle of champagne) and recreated first-class and third-class cabins that provide some of the most heartbreaking discoveries. The individual stories come to life as each patron is given the identity of one of the ship’s passengers. At the end of tour they find out the passenger’s fate.




Lion Habitat

A descendant of the famed MGM Studios movie lion and a couple of dozen friends cavort in the luxurious MGM Grand Lion Habitat (3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 11 A.M.–7 P.M. daily, free). It’s a palace fit for a king—of the jungle—in the middle of the casino. Big cat expert Keith Evans designed the habitat to educate and protect the majestic beasts. Evans cares for his 26 lions, three tigers, and two snow leopards at his 8.5-acre Las Vegas compound when they’re not entertaining casino guests. The habitat invites visitors to get up close and personal with the lions, separated only by a couple of inches of bulletproof glass. Like your teenage son, lions sleep about 19 hours a day. However, they do rouse themselves twice a day for feeding time—again, just like a high schooler—so it’s best to arrive well before the dinner bell rings at 11:15 A.M. and 4:15 P.M. daily to get a good viewing spot. If you come at other times, the handlers may be able to entice the cats into a bit of training or roughhousing. But given the lions’ adolescent bent, be prepared to watch a whole lot of snoozing and lazy grooming. Still, it’s worth a detour, and posters around the exhibit offer insights into the lion lifestyle.




Shark Reef

Just when you thought it was safe to visit Las Vegas…this 1.6-million-gallon habitat proves not all the sharks in town prowl the poker rooms. Shark Reef (Mandalay Bay, 3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/632-4555, 10 A.M.–8 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–10 P.M. Fri.–Sat., $17 adults, $11 ages 5–12, free under age 5) is home to 2,000 animals—almost all predators. The premise, though a bit farfetched, is pretty cool: Patrons traipse through a slowly sinking ancient temple, coming face to face with some of the most fearsome creatures in the world, such as the sand tiger shark, whose mouth is so crammed with razor-sharp teeth that it doesn’t fully close. Fifteen shark species call the reef home, along with golden crocodiles, moray eels, piranhas, giant octopuses, the venomous lion fish, stingrays, jellyfish, water monitors, and the fresh-from-your-nightmares eight-foot-long Komodo dragon.

Mandalay Bay guests with dive certification can dive in the 22-foot-deep shipwreck exhibit at the reef. Commune with eight-foot nurse sharks as well as reef sharks, zebra sharks, rays, sawfish, and other denizens of the deep. Scuba excursions (Tues., Thurs., and Sat.–Sun., age 18 and over, $650) include 3–4 hours underwater, a guided aquarium tour, a video, and admission for up to four guests. Chain mail is required.






OFF STRIP


[image: e9781598807578_i0076.jpg] Las Vegas Springs Preserve

The Springs Preserve (333 S. Valley View Blvd., 702/822-7700, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. daily, $19 adults, $17 students and age 65 and over, $11 ages 5–17, free under age 5) is where Las Vegas began, at least from a Eurocentric viewpoint. More than 100 years ago, the first nonnatives in the Las Vegas Valley—Mormon missionaries from Salt Lake City—stumbled on this clear artesian spring. Of course, the native Paiute and Pueblo people knew about the springs and exploited them millennia before the Mormons arrived. You can see examples of their tools, pottery, and houses at the site, now a 180-acre monument to environmental stewardship, historic preservation, and geographic discovery. The preserve is home to lizards, rabbits, foxes, scorpions, bats, and more. The nature-minded will love the cactus, rose, and herb gardens, and there’s even an occasional cooking demonstration using the desert-friendly fruits, vegetables, and herbs grown here.

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

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Nevada State Museum and Historical Society

Once money can be found in the state budget, the state museum (700 Twin Lakes Dr., 702/486-5205, 9 A.M.–5 P.M. Wed.–Sat., $4 adults, free under age 18) will be moving to the Las Vegas Springs Preserve. In the meantime, the Lorenzi Park location is a comfortable and enjoyable place to spend a hour or two studying Mojave and Spring Mountains ecology, southern Nevada history, and local art. Permanent exhibits describe southern Nevada’s role in World War II and include skeletons of the Columbian Mammoth, which roamed the Nevada deserts 20,000 years ago, and the ichthyosaur, a whalelike remnant of the Triassic Period. The Cahlan Research Library houses Clark County naturalization and Civil Defense records, among other treasures.




[image: e9781598807578_i0077.jpg] Atomic Testing Museum

Kids might not think it’s da bomb, but if you were part of the “duck and cover” generation, the Atomic Testing Museum (755 E. Flamingo Rd., 702/794-5161, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Sat., noon–5 P.M. Sun., $12 adults, $9 military, age 65 and over, ages 7–17, and students, free under age 7) provides plenty to spark your memories of the Cold War. Las Vegas embraced its position as ground zero in the development of the nation’s atomic and nuclear deterrents after World War II. Business leaders welcomed defense contractors to town, and casinos hosted bomb-watching parties as nukes were detonated at the Nevada Test Site, a huge swath of desert 65 miles away. One ingenious marketer promoted the Miss Atomic Bomb beauty pageant in an era when patriotism overcame concerns about radiation.

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

One gallery helps visitors put atomic energy milestones in historic perspective along with the age’s impact on 1950s and 1960s pop culture. The Today and Tomorrow Gallery examines the artifacts associated with explosives, war, and atomic energy, including a section of I-beam from the World Trade Center. Just as relevant today are lectures and traveling exhibits the museum hosts. A recent offering was Journey through Japan, a look at the postwar culture and development of the only nation to be attacked with atomic weapons.

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

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Marjorie Barrick Museum of Natural History

The museum and the adjacent Donald H. Baepler Xeric Garden (4505 S. Maryland Pkwy., 702/895-3381, 8 A.M.–4:45 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–2 P.M. Sat., donation) on the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) campus are good places to bone up on local flora, fauna, and artifacts. First, study the local flora in the arboretum outside the museum entrance, then step inside for the fauna: small rodents, big snakes, lizards, tortoises, Gila monsters, iguanas, chuckwallas, geckos, spiders, beetles, and cockroaches.

Other displays are full of native baskets, kachinas, masks, weaving, pottery, and jewelry from the desert Southwest and Latin America, including Mexican dance masks and traditional Guatemalan textiles.

To find the museum and garden, drive onto the UNLV campus on Harmon Street and follow it around to the right, then turn left into the museum parking lot.








Entertainment


HEADLINERS AND PRODUCTION SHOWS

Production shows are classic Las Vegas–style entertainment, the kind that most people identify with the Entertainment Capital of the World. An American version of French burlesque, the Las Vegas production show has been gracing various stages around town since the late 1950s and usually includes a magic act, acrobats, jugglers, daredevils, and maybe an animal act. The Cirque du Soleil franchise and Jubilee! keep the tradition alive, but other variety shows have given way to more one-dimensional, specialized productions of superstar imitators, sexy song-and-dance reviews, and female impersonators. Most of these are large-budget, skillfully produced and presented extravaganzas, and they are highly entertaining diversions.

As Las Vegas has grown into a sophisticated metropolis, with gourmet restaurants, trendy boutiques, and glittering nightlife, it has also attracted Broadway productions to compete with the superstar singers that helped launch the town’s legendary status.

Since they’re so expensive to produce, the big shows are fairly reliable, and you can count on them being around for the life of this edition. They do change on occasion; the smaller shows come and go with some frequency, but unless a show bombs and is gone in the first few weeks, it’ll usually be around for at least a year. All this big-time entertainment is centered, of course, around Las Vegas’s casino resorts, with the occasional concert at the Thomas & Mack Center on the UNLV campus.


Blue Man Group

Bald, blue, and silent (save for homemade PVC musical instruments), Blue Man Group (Venetian, 3355 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/414-9000 or 800/258-3626, 7 P.M. and 10 P.M. nightly, $65–149) was one of the hottest things to hit the Strip when it debuted at Luxor in 2000 after successful versions in New York, Boston, and Chicago. It continues to wow audiences with its thought-provoking, quirkily hilarious gags and percussion performances. It is part street performance, part slapstick, and all fun.




Garth Brooks

Steve Wynn lured the country music superstar out of retirement in 2009 for a series of concerts to run through 2015. Garth and his friends in low places put on a dazzling rock concert–worthy stage show (Encore, 3131 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/770-9966, $225) while he delivers his lengthy repertoire of hits with gusto. Shows dates and times for the best-selling solo artist in history are announced a few months in advance.




Frank Caliendo

Talk show–circuit veteran and football prognosticator Frank Caliendo (Monte Carlo, 3770 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/730-7160 or 844/386-8224, 9:30 P.M. Thurs.–Sat., 7:30 P.M. Sun.–Mon., $49–81) has all the standard voices down pat, including George W. Bush, John Madden, Robin Williams, and Bill Clinton. But it’s more than just the voice, mannerisms, and facial expressions that capture his foils’ personae; Caliendo also stars in a few video skits, allowing him to display his wide range of talents.




Celine Dion

Family connections re-established and vocal cords rested, the ultimate diva returns to the Caesars Palace Colosseum (3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/423-5463—877/4CELINE, 7:30 P.M., days vary, $55–250) after a year out of the limelight. The multi-platinum, multi-Grammy songstress is back to deliver pitch-perfect versions of “My Heart Will Go On” and all of her signature hits.




Chippendales

With all the jiggle-and-tease shows on the Strip, The Chippendales (Rio, 3700 W. Flamingo Rd., 702/777-7776, 8 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 8 P.M. and 10:30 P.M. Fri.–Sat., $50–97) deliver a little gender equity. Tight jeans and rippled abs bumping and grinding with their female admirers may be the main attraction, but theirs is a fairly strict hands-off policy. The boys dance their way through sultry and playful renditions of “It’s Raining Men” and other tunes with similar themes.




Crazy Horse Paris

A faithful reproduction of the original French “celebration of the nude,” Crazy Horse Paris (MGM Grand, 3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/891-7902 or 866/740-7711, 8 P.M. and 10:30 P.M. Wed.–Mon.) is sensual and alluring but not overtly sexual. The premise is a celebration of women of each astrological sign. Though the dancers are topless and nearly nude, lighting effects and their ballet training puts the spotlight on the movement of their bodies rather than on their exposed parts.




Donny and Marie

Donny and Marie Osmond (Flamingo, 3555 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/733-3333, 7:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat., $104–285) hurl affectionate putdowns between musical numbers. The most famous members of the talented family perform their solo hits, such as Donny’s “Puppy Love” and Marie’s “Paper Roses” along with a little bit country, a little bit rock-and-roll duets while their faux sibling rivalry comes through with good-natured ribbing.




Terry Fator

America’s Got Talent champion Terry Fator (Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/792-7777 or 800/963-9634, 7:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat., $59–129) combines two disparate skills—ventriloquism and impersonation—to channel Elvis, Cher, and others. Backed by a live band, Fator sings and trades one-liners with his foam rubber friends. The comedy is fresh, the impressions spot-on, and the ventriloquism accomplished with nary a lip quiver.




Matt Goss

A three-year deal he signed in 2010 means Matt Goss (Caesars Palace, 3570 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/745-3000, 10 P.M. Fri.–Sat., $40–95) will be delivering his selections from the great American songbook for some time to come. Backed by a swingin’ nine-piece band and the requisite sexy dancers, Goss, in fedora and bowtie, brings his own style to standards like “I’ve Got the World on a String,” “Luck Be a Lady,” and other Rat Pack favorites.


Jersey Boys

The rise of Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons from street-corner doo-woppers to superstars gets the full Broadway treatment in Jersey Boys (Palazzo, 3325 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/411-9000 or 866/641-7469, 7 P.M. Thurs.–Fri. and Sun.–Mon., 6:30 P.M. and 9:30 P.M. Tues. and Sat., $63–200). Unlike, say, Mamma Mia, the popular ABBA spectacular, Jersey Boys has a true story line, chronicling the lives of the falsetto-warbling Valli and his bandmates. Terrific sets and lighting create the mood, alternating from the grittiness of the Newark streets to the flash of the concert stage. Remember, it’s the story of inner-city teens in the 1950s, so be prepared for more than a few F-bombs in the dialogue.




[image: e9781598807578_i0078.jpg] Jubilee!

The last of the old-style variety shows, Jubilee! (Bally’s, 3645 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 800/237-SHOW—800 /237-7469, 7:30 P.M. and 10:30 P.M. Sat.–Thurs., $53–113) is showgirl heaven, with dozens of the statuesque, feathered, rhinestoned, topless beauties escorting audiences through seven revue acts that include acrobats, contortionists, aerialists, jugglers, and other specialty acts. Complicated production numbers with intricate dance steps and nearly 100 performers on the 150-foot stage give the showgirls appropriate backdrops for strutting their stuff (the early show is suitable for families; the late show is topless). The climactic sinking of the Titanic is a real show-stopper. A Strip must-see for 30 years, Jubilee! is a throwback to the swanky Vegas of old.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Kà

Returning to more “traditional” Cirque du Soleil fare, Kà (MGM Grand, 3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/531-3826 or 866/740-7711, 7 P.M. and 9:30 P.M. daily, $69–150) explores the yin and yang of life through the story of two twins’ journey to meet their shared fate. Martial arts, acrobatics, plenty of flashy pyrotechnics, and lavish sets and costumes bring cinematic drama to the variety-show acts. The show’s title was inspired by the ancient Egyptian Ka belief, in which every human has a spiritual duplicate.




Legends in Concert

The best of the celebrity impersonator shows, Legends in Concert (Harrah’s, 3475 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/369-5111, 7:30 P.M. and 10 P.M. Sun.–Fri., $48–70), emceed by “Jay Leno,” relies on the tried-and-true superstars, eschewing the flavor-of-the-day pop idols. Elvis is here, of course, for an extended set, as is Madonna. On any given night, you might hear the Temptations, Garth Brooks, Dolly Parton, or James Brown. A Vegas fixture for 25 years, Legends is truly legendary.




Le Rêve

All the spectacle we’ve come to expect from the creative geniuses behind Cirque du Soleil is present in this stream-of-unconsciousness known as Le Rêve (Wynn, 3131 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/770-WYNN—702/770-9966 or 888/320-7110, 7 P.M. and 9 P.M. Fri.–Tues., $99–179). The loose concept is a romantically conflicted woman’s fevered dream (rêve in French). Some 80 perfectly sculpted specimens of human athleticism and beauty cavort, flip, and show off their muscles around a huge aquatic stage. More than 2,000 guests fill the theater in the round, with seats all within 50 feet; those in the first couple of rows are in the “splash zone.” Clowns and acrobats complete the package.




The Lion King

The familiar story of Simba’s rise from tragedy to his rightful place at the head of his pride comes to life through African beats, glorious costumes, and elaborate choreography in The Lion King (Mandalay Bay, 3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 877/632-7400, 7:30 P.M. Mon.–Thurs., 4 P.M. and 8 P.M. Sat.–Sun., $77–127). It’s based on the Disney animated film, but because it’s a resident show, the staging and lighting are tailored for extra appeal.




LOVE

For Beatles fans visiting Las Vegas, all you need is LOVE (Mirage, 3400 Las Vegas Blvd. S., 702/792-7777 or 800/963-9634, 7 P.M. and 9:30 P.M. Thurs.–Mon., $94–150). This Cirque du Soleil–produced trip down Penny Lane features dancers, aerial acrobats, and other performers interpreting the Fab Four’s lyrics and recordings. With a custom soundscape using the original master tapes from Abbey Road Studios and breathtaking visual artistry, John, Paul, George, and Ringo never sounded so good.
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