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Introduction

When I first moved to the Las Vegas area in the late 1990s, it seemed that the rest of the state was but a mere backdrop to the great city of glitter and glitz.


And no wonder: The nearly 3 million people who call Las Vegas home represent more than 90 percent of the population of the entire state. Add to that the nearly 39 million people who visit Las Vegas each year and the thousands more who move there every month, and you’ll understand why an ever-brighter spotlight continues to shine on the neon metropolis.


But I soon discovered that there are a lot of fascinating things to see and experience in Nevada when one leaves Las Vegas and ventures off the beaten path. My first experience with wild and wonderful rural Nevada was Virginia City, which I encountered while on a business trip. Virginia City is reached via a winding road that climbs steeply up the side of a mountain—a stark testimony to the endurance and determination of those who reached the site with mule-drawn carts over rutted tracks instead of turbo-charged vehicles over smoothly paved (if winding) highways. The town’s frequent references to the Comstock Lode that built—and broke—many fortunes mirrors the effects rich caches of minerals had on various other parts of the state. And its plank sidewalks and wooden buildings recapture the spirit of Nevada’s role in the history of the American West.


Despite the fact that the preponderance of the population is in Las Vegas, geographically, that metropolitan area represents but a small part of the state. Nevada is the seventh-largest state by area, with 110,543 square miles, and because just over 80 percent of its land is owned by the federal government, much of it is open range. In fact, wide-open spaces characterize the vast majority of rural Nevada, where the scenery varies from the 13,000-foot mountain peaks in the Sierra Nevada near Reno to the stark stretches of the Mojave Desert in the southern part of the state near Las Vegas.


The state’s name is derived from the Spanish for “snowcapped,” a reference to Nevada’s mountain ranges—more than in any other state. Nevada has 51 mountains higher than 9,000 feet.


It also has sparkling-blue Lake Tahoe (in partnership with California), the third-deepest lake in North America and the highest alpine lake of its size in the country; the man-made wonder of Lake Mead, which bloomed from the desert thanks to another man-made wonder, the Hoover Dam; plus national and state parks that afford numerous recreational opportunities including hiking, fishing, boating, and wildlife-watching.


Add to that the ghost towns that dot the state, historic sites, festivals, rodeos, and Native American powwows, and it’s easy to see that Nevada offers countless opportunities to experience the offbeat.


A few caveats: All of that open space means that on many Nevada roads you may not encounter another vehicle—or a gas station or other sign of civilization—for miles, so be sure your vehicle is in good working order and that you have plenty of fuel. Winter travel can be hazardous in some parts of the state, with chains required in many areas when there’s snow (and sometimes roads closed for the season), and wind can restrict high-profile vehicles on some highways. In a large part of the state, summer heat can be life-threatening, so be sure you have sufficient water for your vehicle and everyone in it. And remember to stay away from abandoned mines, which are notoriously dangerous.


All of these cautions aside, Nevada has good roads, great tourism offices, and lots of friendly people. So relax and have fun as you experience its wonders.


Enjoy your time off the beaten path!



Facts at a Glance


NEVADA COMMISSION ON TOURISM

401 North Carson St., Carson City, travelnevada.com or (775) 687-4322.


Chambers of commerce, staffed by locals, are great resources for planning your trip. They can recommend lodging, dining, and sightseeing and provide directions. Folks in the rural backcountry sometimes close up shop in the summer, and those in the northern part of the state may be shuttered during the winter. Call or write to the local chambers and tourism agencies listed at the end of each chapter.





AIRPORTS

Reno/Tahoe International Airport, renoairport.com or (775) 328-6400, and Harry Reid International Airport, Las Vegas, harryreidairport.com or (702) 261-5211, are served by dozens of airlines, including major carriers Southwest, United, Alaska Airlines, American, Delta, Allegiant, Frontier, Air Canada, Hawaiian Airlines, JetBlue, Spirit, and Virgin Atlantic.


The Elko Regional Airport, flyelkonevada.com or (775) 777-7190, is served by Delta.






MOTOR HOME RENTAL COMPANIES

Bates International Motor Home Rental Systems Inc., 3430 E. Flamingo Rd., suite 224, Las Vegas 89109; (702) 737-9050.


Cruise America, 551 N. Gibson Rd., Henderson 89011; cruiseamerica.com or (702) 565-2224.


El Monte RV, 3800 Boulder Hwy., Las Vegas 89121; elmontelv.com or (702) 269-8000.





ATV RENTAL COMPANIES

Las Vegas ATV Tours & Watercraft Rentals, 661 W. Lake Mead Pkwy., Henderson 89015; lvatv.com or (702) 406-0943.


Ultimate Desert Adventures, 250 S. Moapa Valley Blvd., Overton 89040; vegasthrills.com or (702) 952-1633.





RAIL SERVICE

Amtrak, amtrak.com or (800) USA-RAIL.





CLIMATE

Temperatures range from a low of 30 degrees Fahrenheit in Ely in January to a high of 120 degrees Fahrenheit in Laughlin in July.





MAJOR PUBLICATIONS

Las Vegas Review-Journal, daily (state’s largest)


Reno Gazette-Journal, daily


Nevada Magazine





NEVADA STATE PARKS

Expect to pay an entrance fee, which goes toward improvements and staff salaries. Summer ranger programs enhance the camping experience. At the Cathedral Gorge State Park, activities include hiking through volcanic formations—some of them cave-like; others resembling cathedral spires—as well as picnicking, camping, and nature study. Campers pay $15 to $30, which includes the entrance fee that’s normally $5 ($10 for out-of-state vehicles). Fees at private campgrounds are often higher. Visit parks.nv.gov or call (775) 684-2770.






FUN FACTS

Nevada was part of the area ceded by Mexico to the United States in 1848. The discovery of the Comstock Lode in 1859 caused such an influx of settlers that Nevada soon had a big enough population to become the 36th state. Outside of Reno and Las Vegas, Nevada, is a vast, open country of wide ranges and towering, snow-clad mountains. It is still a land where the Old West survives, with historic main streets looking much the same today as they did in the days of Wyatt Earp and Mark Twain.



	
State capital: Carson City

	
Largest city: Las Vegas (2024 population 667,282, or 2,952,756 in the metropolitan area)

	
State bird: mountain bluebird

	
State animal: desert bighorn sheep

	
State trees: single-leaf piñon, bristlecone pine

	
State grass: Indian ricegrass

	
State flower: sagebrush

	
State reptile: desert tortoise

	
State fish: Lahontan cutthroat trout

	
State metal: silver

	
State fossil: ichthyosaur

	
State rock: sandstone

	
State precious gemstone: Virgin Valley black fire opal

	
State colors: silver and blue

	
State song: “ Home Means Nevada,” by Bertha Eaton Raffetto of Reno; adopted in 1933






MORE FUN FACTS


	Before statehood, Nevada was part of Zion, as the Latter-day Saints (or Mormons) called their desert homeland. Based in Salt Lake City, the Mormons established the State of Deseret, a provisional government that included most of what is now Nevada and Utah and parts of seven other states.

	Nevada ranks on almost every list of top American tax havens because its taxes are among the lowest in the nation. Nevada lures businesses with these advantages: no personal income tax, no corporate income tax, no unitary tax, no inventory tax (although it does have a gross-receipts tax).

	Nevada lists as major industries tourism and logistics.

	
Marriage is another major business. Nevada has few legal restrictions and doesn’t require blood tests, waiting periods, or consent for those 18 and older.

	While the Bureau of Land Management does occasionally sell parcels, 80 percent of Nevada is owned by the federal government. For information about specific areas, contact the Bureau of Land Management, 1340 Financial Blvd., Reno 89502; blm.gov or (775) 861-6500.






UNIQUE WEDDINGS

Some themes played out at Nevada wedding chapels include Santa’s workshop, graveyard, Dracula’s tomb, 1950s and 1960s, gangster, disco, rockabilly, pirate, Egyptian, gothic, The Hangover, Beetlejuice, and zombie. Viva Las Vegas Wedding Chapel, 1205 Las Vegas Blvd. South, specializes in themed weddings: vivalasvegasweddings.com or (702) 384-0771. Out of Nevada’s 15 county clerk offices, these offices issue the most marriage licenses:



	Carson City County, 885 E. Musser St., Carson City 89701-4475, (775) 887-2087 or (775) 887-2085;

	Clark County Marriage License Bureau, 201 E. Clark Ave., Las Vegas 89101, (702) 671-0600;

	Washoe County Clerk’s Office, 1001 E. 9 St., Reno 89512, (775) 328-2003;

	Douglas County Administration Building, 175 Hwy. 50, Stateline 89449, (775) 586-7290 or 1616 E. St., Minden 89423, (775) 782-9017.






HELPFUL WEBSITES


	
travelnevada.com. Nevada Commission on Tourism provides general information, activities, events, and travel articles.

	
visitlasvegas.com. Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority offers a calendar of events plus information on where to stay and eat and what to do.

	
visitrenotahoe.com. Reno-Sparks Convention and Visitors Authority site has information on lodging and attractions, plus trip-planning tips.

	
visitcarsoncity.com. Learn about the state capital and find itineraries on this site from Visit Carson City.

	
visitvirginiacitynv.com. Virginia City Tourism Commission lists attractions, lodging, directions, and events.

	
tonopahnevada.com. Learn about recent developments and attractions in the Queen of the Silver Camps.

	
visitfallonnevada.com. A closer look at things to do in a small town that calls itself “the Oasis of Nevada.”

	
recreation.gov. The federal government’s centralized travel planning and recreation platform is a reservation hub and has information on camping at national and state parks in Nevada.






DETAILED MAPS

The website travelnevada.com has maps and all sorts of tips, plus information on 10 road trips in the state, including the Burner Byway (think Burning Man), Death Valley Rally, and Loneliest Road in America. Free physical highway maps and downloadable maps on cities, counties, and historical tours are available at the site of the Nevada Department of Transportation, dot.nv.gov. The DOT store offers numerous other maps, including a 150-page atlas.





MOVIES FILMED IN NEVADA


	
The Las Vegas Story (1952), with Vincent Price and Jane Russell, filmed partially in Las Vegas.

	
The Misfits (1961), Clark Gable’s last movie, filmed in Dayton and Virginia City.

	
Viva Las Vegas (1964), with Elvis Presley and Ann-Margret.

	
The Shootist (1976), John Wayne’s last movie, filmed in Carson City.

	
Top Gun (1986), with many flight scenes filmed over Fallon.

	
Rain Man (1988) includes scenes filmed at Caesars Palace.

	
Austin Powers: International Man of Mystery (1997), filmed almost entirely in Las Vegas.

	
Fools Rush In (1997), with Matthew Perry and Salma Hayek, has a pivotal scene filmed on Hoover Dam.

	
Casino (1995), a fictionalized accounting of the mob era in Las Vegas.

	
Miss Congeniality (2000) captures the crazy, nonstop action of Las Vegas.

	
Ocean’s 11 (2001) is a casino heist film set in a thinly veiled Bellagio.

	
The Hangover (2009) proves that not everything that happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.






POWWOWS AROUND THE STATE

At powwows you learn about the Native American inhabitants of the state. The Paiutes, Shoshone, and Washoe once thrived in Nevada’s unique environment. Before attending a powwow, view the richly detailed dioramas of tribal life at Carson City’s Nevada State Museum, or learn about Native history and culture at the Lost City Museum in Overton.


Powwows consist of fancy and traditional dances, referring both to dress and dance style. Each tribe adds its own variation to the dance based on its heritage and tribal lifestyle.



	
Stewart Father’s Day Powwow, Jun, Carson City; (775) 687-7410.

	
Moving Forward Together Social Powwow, Jun, Fallon; (775) 423-7433.

	
Schurz Pine Nut Festival Powwow, Sept, Schurz; (775) 773-2306.

	
Snow Mountain Powwow, Oct, Snow Mountain Paiute Reservation, Las Vegas; (702) 386-3926.

	
Nevada Day Powwow, late Oct, Carson City; (775) 450-9655.

	
Pahrump Social Powwow, Nov, Pahrump; (775) 209-3444.













LAS VEGAS TERRITORY
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Las Vegas Territory



Clark County

There’s no better place to start a book about Nevada than Las Vegas—the most exciting city in the world and the source of numerous sightseeing, sports, entertainment, and dining options. It’s visited by some 39 million people each year and is home to nearly 3 million more.

“Ummm…,” you’re likely saying right about now. “But Las Vegas isn’t exactly off the beaten path, now is it?”

Point well taken, but that’s where this book comes in: Las Vegas, like the rest of Nevada, is home to plenty of quirky—and fascinating—places unseen by the average tourist. And once visitors do discover Las Vegas’s offbeat charms, they often find that it’s the ideal gateway for exploring the rest of wild and wonderful Nevada.

Las Vegas actually has been drawing visitors for centuries. You might say the first tourist was Rafael Rivera, who came along in the early 1700s—and without a beer in one hand and a bucket of quarters in the other. That long-standing tradition would begin later.





But back to Rafael. During the early part of the 18th century, Spanish explorers looked on the journey through this part of the West as the jornada de muerte, or journey of death, for the high summer temperatures and dry desert conditions during almost any time of the year.

Rafael Rivera, a young scout, is considered the first European to gaze upon the valley. And when he gazed, he saw wild grasses and trees—and therefore a supply of water, from the natural springs in the valley. It wasn’t news to the Native Paiutes (or the Anasazis who came before them), who had dwelled in the region for centuries, but it was to the Europeans. This newly discovered oasis would become a new stop for the adventurers and cut their journey by several days. Inspired by the green vegetation in the midst of the desert, they named it las vegas, Spanish for “the meadows.”

The Spanish explorers and missionaries who quickly followed them established the Spanish Trail by about 1829. (Parts of it can still be seen today in outlying areas, but most notably, parts of it eventually became the wagon road between Salt Lake City and Southern California, used by settlers making their way west, which today is roughly mirrored by I-15.)

It took a while for the news to get out, however. Conventional wisdom has it that not until explorer John Frémont wrote of Las Vegas in 1844 did word spread beyond the circle of Spanish explorers and missionaries. Frémont wrote:


We ate the barrel cactus and moistened our mouths with the acid of the sour dock. Hourly expecting to find water, we continued to press on to midnight, when after a hard and uninterrupted march of 16 hours, our wild mules began running ahead; and in a mile or two we came to a bold running stream.




AUTHOR’S TOP PICKS



Las Vegas Strip, Las Vegas

Sphere, Las Vegas

Resorts World, Las Vegas

Springs Preserve, Las Vegas

The Mob Museum, Las Vegas

The Neon Museum, Las Vegas

Ethel M Chocolate Factory and Botanical Cactus Garden, Las Vegas

Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area, outside Las Vegas

Hoover Dam, Boulder City

Valley of Fire State Park, Moapa Valley



The “bold running stream” is now known as the Muddy River, which runs through the northeastern part of the valley, most visible near the present-day communities of Logandale and Overton. It’s generally not as “bold” or as “running” anymore, but it sustained several communities for decades.

Once Frémont’s writings about the valley were published, word spread quickly.

In 1855, Brigham Young dispatched a group of Mormon colonists to establish a for-tified mission in the Las Vegas area as a link between California and Utah. The settlement was abandoned in 1858. The adobe remnant of the original mission, known as Old Mormon Fort, is the oldest building in Nevada and listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The fort is at 500 E. Washington Ave. and is open from 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Tues through Sat (with last admission at 4 p.m.). Admission is $3 for adults, free for children 12 and younger. For information, visit parks.nv.gov or call (702) 486-3511.


trivia



Mormon settlers arrived at Las Vegas in 1855, sent by Brigham Young to establish a way station on the Mormon Road from Utah to a settlement in San Bernardino, California.



Located nearby, at 900 Las Vegas Blvd. North, is the Las Vegas Natural History Museum. Kids of all ages will be thrilled with the feeling of entering Tut’s tomb in “The Treasures of Egypt.” There also are huge, animated dinosaurs, international wildlife displays, live sharks, and stingrays in the Marine Life Gallery, a geology gallery, and displays of Nevada wildlife that can be seen, heard, touched—even smelled. The many hands-on exhibits keep kids interested for hours. Museum admission is $14 for most adults, $12 for seniors, members of the military, and youths ages 12 to 18, and $3 for children ages 3 to 11; children younger than 3 are admitted free. There are discounts for Nevada residents, and memberships are available. Hours are 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily. For information, visit lvnhm.org or call (702) 384-3466.

Lied Discovery Children’s Museum in the Symphony Park area piques the interest of children with 3 floors of hands-on exhibits that allow them to visit a life-size pirate ship, a medieval castle, or a metropolitan and environmentally friendly mini-city; perform in a family theater; or explore the “language” of art, the core principles of energy science, or the movement and power of water (complete with kid-sized hooded raincoats). Hours are from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tues through Sat and 12 to 5 p.m. Sun). Admission is $16 ($13.50 for Nevada residents) or $3 for those with EBT, SNAP, or WIC cards. Lied Discovery Children’s Museum is at 360 Promenade Place. For information, visit discoverykidslv.org or call (702) 382-3445.

The Old Mormon Fort may be the oldest building in Nevada, but habita tion wouldn’t have been possible without the springs that gave the city its name—the wellspring, if you will. Kids and adults can learn more about Las Vegas’s origin story at Springs Preserve, which has 180 acres of hiking trails and botanical gardens. Plus there’s the Origen Museum, which serves as an introduction to the preserve and has such delights as a 5,000-gallon flash-flood exhibit; Nevada State Museum, covering everything from ichthyosaurs to atomic tests; Boomtown 1905, a life-size model of the core of the early city; a butterfly habitat during fall and spring; and a playground, splash pad, train rides, live animal exhibits, plenty of wildlife, and more. At 333 S. Valley View Blvd., it’s open from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Thurs through Mon; visit springspreserve.org or call (702) 822-7700.

In America’s glittering city in the desert, casinos and resorts grow more lavish and imaginative each year. The Las Vegas Strip is the only place in the world where, in a single day, you can stroll past the Eiffel Tower, a giant Egyptian pyramid, a medieval castle, the streets of Manhattan, and a Roman temple, or shop your way through a Venetian square complete with indoor and outdoor canals. The Fontainebleau, the city’s newest hotel-casino, reflects its Miami roots and is the state’s tallest habitable building, with 67 floors. Resorts World has soaring digital displays on the building’s exterior, 3 hotels, 6 pools, a massive casino, a sprawling food market, and a “street” of shops and restaurants. Bellagio welcomes you with a choreographed ballet of water, music, and lights on a 9-acre lake out front. Wynn Las Vegas and Encore are a celebration of elegance. The legendary Caesars Palace evokes ancient Roman excess, and Mandalay Bay is a tropical paradise. Check out the big names on the marquees—Adele, Lady Gaga, Katie Perry, Taylor Swift, Carrie Underwood, U2, Bruno Mars, Christina Aguilera, David Copperfield, and Usher. Heck, you can even see Elvis all over town. Production shows range from the traditional—personified by Donny Osmond and Carrot Top—to the avant-garde—Blue Man Group, the mind-freaking magic of Criss Angel, impressive impressions by Terry Fator, and the nightly naughtiness of Absinthe and Fantasy, plus the numerous companies of Cirque du Soleil (Bellagio, Treasure Island, New York–New York, MGM Grand, and Mandalay Bay).


trivia



The Rat Pack was comprised of the five biggest names in show business in the 1960s: Frank Sinatra, Sammy Davis Jr., Dean Martin, Joey Bishop, and Peter Lawford. They performed together at a number of properties, including the Sands, while in Vegas to film the original Ocean’s Eleven.



Cirque du Soleil’s O is performed at Bellagio resort. Through Cirque du Soleil’s cunning mix of diving, synchronized swimming, aerial acrobatics, character actors, and musicians, O rises to the apogee of live entertainment. The stage is the first of many surprises. Performing in, on, and above a 1.5-million-gallon pool, the cast appears otherworldly: stunningly masked, costumed, and painted. To the creators of Cirque du Soleil, imagination is without limits as long as reality is well masked. A team of 15 divers changes sets underwater. Props are continuously raised, lowered, and docked. Bubbles from a perforated hose along the bottom of the pool mask this flurry of underwater activity. Performances begin at 7:30 and 9:30 p.m., Wed through Sun. For information, visit cirquedusoleil.com or call (877) 773-6470.


Making the Cirque Circuit in Las Vegas

In Las Vegas these days, life’s a circus—or at least a Cirque. Since Cirque du Soleil’s Mystere became the showpiece of Treasure Island (3300 Las Vegas Blvd. South) in 1993, numerous other Cirque productions have been established on the Las Vegas Strip, each slightly different from the others. Currently, there are four other shows: O, in which the star is a 150-by-100-foot pool at Bellagio (3600 Las Vegas Blvd. South); KÀ, which is brought to life on a moving stage that is at times vertical, at MGM Grand (3799 Las Vegas Blvd. South); Michael Jackson ONE at Mandalay Bay (3950 Las Vegas Blvd. South); and Mad Apple, an adults-only celebration of “The City that Never Sleeps,” at New York–New York (3790 Las Vegas Blvd. South). For tickets and information, visit cirquedusoleil.com, call (877) 773-6470, or visit the websites of the individual resorts.



Las Vegas is always looking ahead. At press time, the Mirage—where a nightly erupting volcano kicked off a few decades of offbeat (and sometimes off-kilter) public attractions at Strip hotels—is in the process of becoming the Hard Rock Hotel, with the faux-geologic spectacle scheduled to give way to a 36-story, nearly 600-foot guitar-shaped hotel tower in 2027. (Go to hardrock-hotels.com for more.) The landmark Tropicana closed in 2024 to make way for a baseball stadium for the A’s.

When the Four Seasons opened in 1999, it was the first deluxe non-gaming hotel on the Strip and also the first hotel within a hotel, with 424 guest rooms atop Mandalay Bay’s main tower. It was joined in the former category 10 years later by Vdara and Mandarin Oriental, both part of the CityCenter complex on the middle Strip; the Mandarin Oriental became the Waldorf Astoria in 2018. And the hotel-within-a-hotel trend would continue, with the W Las Vegas at Mandalay Bay, Venezia at The Venetian, NoMad at Park MGM, and Nobu Hotel at Caesars Palace. And when Resorts World opened in 2021, it was with three hotels in the complex—Crockfords, Conrad, and Hilton.

Lots of other trends have died as new ones have come to life. The lions, tigers, and dolphins—not to mention the nightly battle between two full-sized pirate ships—are gone from the Strip, replaced by clubs, restaurants, and top-drawer specialty shops. About the only fauna you’re likely to spot these days is a Fluffy or two, as more local hotels are accepting pets. For something resembling wildlife, you’ll want to hit the Flamingo Wildlife Habitat, a 4-acre space that’s home to exotic birds, turtles, and fish, set among waterfalls and ponds. It’s open from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. daily; visit caesars.com/flamingo-las.vegas.

But while Las Vegas, in its frequent rebirths, is fond of imploding its history, it has somewhat recently begun to appreciate it. The Mob Museum opened in 2012 in a neoclassical building that, since 1933, has housed various federal facilities including the post office and courthouse and, in 1950, was the site of the Kefauver hearings into organized crime. The 4 floors of exhibits, many of them interactive, depict various aspects of organized crime, including the birth of the mob, a century of made men and the efforts to defeat them, famous mob hits, a crime lab, firearms-training simulation, how casino skimming operated, and 300 bricks from the infamous St. Valentine’s Day massacre wall. The basement holds exhibits on the Prohibition era and, appropriately enough, a speakeasy and distillery. Admission to the museum at 300 Stewart Ave., which is open from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. daily, ranges from $34.95 to $54.95. Visit themobmuseum.org (which has a cool nickname generator) or call (702) 229-2734.


The Mafia

Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, Meyer Lansky, Frank “Lefty” Rosenthal, and Anthony “the Ant” Spilotro were some members of the Mafia who transformed a sandy desert into a multimillion-dollar business called Las Vegas. Explore the Mafia connection in these five books:

Beyond the Mafia: Italian Americans and the Development of Las Vegas, by Alan Richard Balboni.

The Black Book and the Mob: The Untold Story of the Control of Nevada’s Casinos, by Ronald A. Farrell and Carole Case.

Bugsy, by James Toback.

The Enforcer: Spilotro—The Chicago Mob’s Man over Las Vegas, by William F. Roemer.

War of the Godfathers: The Bloody Confrontation Between the Chicago and New York Families for Control of Las Vegas, by William F. Roemer.



The glitz and glimmer that made Las Vegas famous originally came from miles and miles of neon, much of which has been replaced by LED lighting in static and elaborate video displays. But more than 250 classic neon signs dating to the 1930s, many of which are art in and of themselves, have been preserved in the unrestored state at the The Neon Museum, where they’ve come to rest in the Neon Boneyard. Among the famous signs on display are those from the Stardust, the El Cortez in the Bugsy Siegel era, and the City Center Motel, designed by Betty Willis, creator of the famous WELCOME TO FABULOUS LAS VEGAS sign. The museum’s Brilliant exhibit reanimates 40 vintage signs in a 360-degree audiovisual experience, and the visitor center is in the restored lobby of the former La Concha hotel, with its sweeping mid-century lines. Daytime or evening admission, with or without guided tours, starts at $20 for adults, $10 for children 7 to 17, with discounts for seniors and military. The museum is at 770 Las Vegas Blvd. North; visit neonmuseum.org or call (702) 387-6366. Note: Fifteen restored signs, including those from the Silver Slipper, Horseshoe, and Pair-A-Dice—are available for free public viewing 24/7 along Las Vegas Boulevard in the downtown area.


TOP ANNUAL EVENTS



Rock ‘n’ Roll Las Vegas marathon and half-marathon

The Strip, Las Vegas, Feb

runrocknroll.com

Henderson St. Patrick’s Day Parade and Festival

Water Street, Henderson, Mar

cityofhenderson.com

Pennzoil 400

Las Vegas Motor Speedway, Las Vegas, Mar

lvms.com

Viva Las Vegas Rockabilly Weekend

The Orleans, Apr

vivalasvegas.net

Electric Daisy Carnival

Las Vegas Motor Speedway, Las Vegas, May

lasvegas.electricdaisycarnival.com

Life Is Beautiful Festival

Downtown Las Vegas, Sept

lifeisbeautiful.com

Las Vegas Greek Fest

St. John the Baptist Greek Orthodox Church, Las Vegas, Sept

lasvegasgreekfest.com

Art in the Park

Boulder City, Oct

bchcares.org

Wrangler National Finals Rodeo

Thomas & Mack Center, Las Vegas, Dec

nfrexperience.com

Las Vegas Great Santa Run

Downtown Las Vegas, Dec

opportunityvillage.org



For history of a more ancient era, consider Discovering King Tut’s Tomb at—appropriately enough—Luxor, 3900 Las Vegas Blvd. South. The exhibits take visitors back to Howard Carter’s discovery in 1922. Visitors start by lighting a torch, breaking the seal, and entering to see the king’s nested coffins, death masks, and more. Tickets are $33 for adults, $23 for children 4 to 12. Upgraded packages include options such as an audio tour narrated by Carter, a virtual reality (VR) experience, and a souvenir photo. Hours are 10 a.m. to 8 p.m. daily. For more information, visit kingtutvegas.com.

You’ll come back to the future with a visit to—or even a sighting of—the Sphere, 255 Sands Ave. It’s an 18,600–seat performance venue but so much more. When U2 or another scheduled act aren’t on stage, you can indulge in the Sphere Experience, with tickets starting at $69. That gets you inside the gargantuan globe, where you’ll be greeted by Aura, a humanoid robot, and see avatar captures and a 50-foot-high holographic-like image. You can also settle into a haptic chair for Postcard from Earth, an immersive film from Darren Aronofsky that merges science fiction and nature documentary on the world’s largest high-definition screen. But speaking of high definition: The exterior of the Sphere is one 336-foot-high, 516-feet wide, 4-acre programmable LED screen. Images vary; you may see a very realistic-looking basketball during NBA Summer League, a patriotic display on the 4th of July, fireworks, or an eyeball that borders on the creepy. And best of all, the exterior views—which can be seen over much of the tourism corridor—are free. Visit thespherevegas.com, or call (725) 258-0001.

While you’re encountering the futuristic, experience local travel of tomorrow via The Loop, an underground system from Elon Musk’s Boring Company. It has 6 stations, with 1 at Resorts World, 1 at the Westgate, and 4 at the Las Vegas Convention Center. While it takes about 25 minutes for convention-goers to walk from the center’s South Hall, The Loop makes the trip in 2 minutes. Recently, 18 more stations have been approved and will come online as construction proceeds. Rides in the three-passenger Teslas are free within the convention center complex for attendees, with day passes for the Resorts World and Westgate legs priced at $5.

Another way to get around town is the Las Vegas Monorail, which may not be so futuristic but is still a rarity as public transportation. The monorail connects 6 resorts and the Las Vegas Convention Center. It’s a very efficient way of traveling along the east side of the Strip, especially for people attending shows at the Convention Center. It starts at 7 a.m. and runs as late at 3 a.m., depending on the day. Fares start at $5.50 for one day ($1 for locals), with passes for as many as 7 days available. Visit lvmonorail.com or call (702) 699-8200.

And while you’re riding high above the city, take time to hitch a ride on the High Roller, which is hard to miss even on Las Vegas’s spectacular skyline. At The LINQ, at 3535 Las Vegas Blvd. South, it stretches 550 above the Strip, making it the tallest observation wheel in North America, and is dotted with 28 spherical cabins. Options for riding it are numerous and include regular rides, for a full rotation in 30 minutes or happy hour 30-minute rides, complete with open bar and bartender, for groups up to 25. Daytime rides start at $25 for adults, $10 for kids 4 to 12, and nighttime rides at $35.50 for adults, $19 for kids. Happy (half) hour starts at $61.50 for those 21 and older. Visit caesars. com or call (800) 634-6441.

Another high-flying experience at The LINQ is the Fly LINQ Zipline, with riders taking off from a 12-story tower and gliding—more than 1,000 feet at 35 mph—from the Strip along The LINQ Promenade to land near the High Roller. It starts at $40.50; visit caesars.com or call (702) 777-2782.

The mega resorts of the Strip are so spacious and spread out you’ll do a lot of walking if you don’t take advantage of public transportation or ride-sharing, but there are a few places in Las Vegas that are more compact.

The name Area 15 is clearly a play on the legendary (or notorious? nonexistent?) Area 51 north of the city, where secret experiments on aliens and spaceships are supposedly conducted, but this complex at 3215 S. Rancho Dr. doesn’t rely on conspiracy theories for its existence. It’s billed as an immersive experience, and it is; but its avant-garde nature shouldn’t be discounted and becomes obvious when you encounter the sculpture displays out front that appear to have escaped from Burning Man.

Inside you’ll find Meow Wolf’s Omega Mart, which has several aspects including a “supermart” with only-in-your-imagination merchandise. Virtual reality (VR) attractions abound at Area 15, as well as some linked to actual reality, such as Dueling Axes. The complex also has bars and restaurants. It’s free if you just want to walk through, and passes start at $49 for 6 attractions per day and go to $250 for 3 days of unlimited attractions, most of which are open to all ages. Visit area15.com.

An attraction that offers kids a chance to cut loose and be kids is the Downtown Container Park at 707 Fremont St. Part of the Downtown Project conceived by the late visionary Tony Hsieh, it’s a complex of shipping containers that have been remodeled and repurposed to house shops and restaurants. At the entrance is a fire-breathing praying mantis that debuted at Burning Man, and at the center of the complex is a sprawling play area, anchored by a multi-story treehouse, with innovative equipment for climbing and spinning. Kids are permitted until 9 p.m.; after that, the complex is for those 21 and older. Visit downtowncontainerpark.com.

Most of the downtown casinos—which by and large are smaller than those on the Strip—are sheltered by the towering electronic canopy of the Fremont Street Experience, which extends from Main Street to 4th Ave. South. The largest LED canopy screen in the world is 1,375 by 90 feet and has 16.4 million pixels, with sound and light shows featuring musical acts such as Katy Perry, Shakira, and Las Vegas’s own Imagine Dragons. Shows, which begin on the hour nightly from 6 p.m. (or after dark, depending on the time of year) to 2 a.m., are free.

While you’re there, you can ride another zipline attraction, Slotzilla. Choose the traditional zipline in a sitting position, 77 feet up for 350 feet, or opt for the zoomline to soar like a superhero 114 feet in the air for 1,750 feet. Rates start at $49 for the zipline and $69 for the zoomline. Visit vegasexperience.com.

While most of the downtown casino-resorts are proudly vintage—the Golden Gate, at 1 Fremont St., is the oldest in Las Vegas, dating to 1906—there’s a new kid on the block(s) in the form of Circa Resort & Casino, 8 Fremont St., which opened in 2020 as the first-from-the-ground-up casino built in 40 years. The 35-story resort has 26 room types and is packed with high-tech features, with the exception of the historic neon Sassy Sally that graces the lobby and a parking garage dubbed the Garage Mahal. The rooftop Stadium Swim has 6 pools and a 143-foot video screen for really seeing the game.

Circa is also home to some of Las Vegas’s best restaurants, including Barry’s Downtown Prime, from legendary Las Vegas chef Barry Dakake, and exudes lots of old-school glamour. Visit circalasvegas.com or call (702) 247-2258.

While Barry’s is a newish restaurant that honors the past, there are some restaurants in the downtown area that actually date back to the Rat Pack era. The brick-lined Hugo’s Cellar at the Four Queens, 202 Fremont St., has such old-school touches as a tableside cart for custom-made salads, a rose for every lady, and a menu of dishes such as rack of lamb, beef Wellington, a signature hot-rock appetizer, and tableside bananas foster or cherries jubilee. Visit fourqueens.com or call (702) 385-4011.

And the recently expanded Golden Steer, 308 W. Sahara Ave., which opened in 1958, was an actual hangout for the Rat Park, who would pop in after performing at the Sahara across the street. Ask nicely and they’ll point out Frank Sinatra’s booth. The Golden Steer has an extensive steak menu, lots of updated throwback dishes, and tableside caesar salads, bananas foster, and cherries jubilee. Visit goldensteer.com or call (702) 384-4470.

An area in central Las Vegas that’s come into its own over the past decade or so—roughly following the path set by downtown as a whole—is the offthe-beaten-path Arts District, roughly 18 square blocks in the vicinity of Charleston Boulevard and Main Street that not long ago was home to some businesses that had seen better days and some that never would. The most public face of the Arts District is presented during the First Friday events held monthly, weather permitting. This bazaar-on-the-street is a colorful pastiche of art exhibits and demonstrations, food, music, and more. Since parking can be an issue, a free shuttle service is offered from the City of Las Vegas parking garage at 500 S. Main St.

The Arts Factory at 17 E. Charleston Blvd., long a studio space for artists, was the de facto birthplace of the district and still its center, currently showcasing more than 30 artists and art galleries (theartsfactorylv.com), while other makers and creators have opened spaces branching out from the heart and public art is becoming more plentiful. Stroll through the area and you’re likely to find Priscilla Fowler Fine Art at 1300 S. Main St. (priscillafowler.com), Conrad West Art Gallery at 15 W. Colorado Ave. (conradwestgallery.com), and Recycled Propaganda at 1114 S. Main St. (recycledpropoganda.com).

The more daring among us might want to stop by Zak Bagans’ The Haunted Museum, where the master of the Discovery Channel’s Ghost Adventures displays his collection of the supernaturally spooky such as the Dybbuk box, said to be the world’s most haunted object, and the original staircase from the Indiana “demon house.” At 600 E. Charleston Blvd., it’s open from 10 a.m. to 8 p.m., Wed through Mon, and admission starts at $54 for most adults older than 14; $48 for locals, seniors, and members of the military. Flashlight ghost tours—if you dare—are $204. Visit thehauntedmuseum.com or call (702) 444-0744.

Now that we’ve covered death, know that bars and restaurants have given new life to the Arts District, beginning in 2013 with the intimate Velveteen Rabbit, founded by a pair of sisters at 1218 S. Main St., which serves a creative and eclectic mix of cocktails, wine, and spirits (velveteenrabbitlv.com). Garagiste, 197 E. California Ave., prides itself on seeking out and featuring excellent obscure wines (garagiestlv.com).

Main Street Provisions at 1214 S. Main St., from veteran Las Vegas restaurateur Kim Owen, serves “modern American comfort food” such as short rib dumplings, duck breast with farro, and the daily chef-inspired Main Street affogato (mainstprovisions.com). Wolfgang Puck’s organization has skin in this game, too, with 1228 Main at…well…1228 S. Main St., which specializes in baked goods, such as crème brûlée croissants and lemon cruffins, but also has built a following for brunch dishes such as classic quiche lorraine and Tunisian shakshuka (1228mainlv.com).

Among the most prominent faces in the area these days are Kristen Corral, who has become an activist of sorts in the district and has the Tacotarian plant-based Mexican restaurant at 1130 Casino Center Blvd., and chef-restaurateur James Trees.

Trees, a James Beard Award nominee, opened Esther’s Kitchen on California Avenue in 2018, naming it for the aunt who helped him get through culinary school. It wasn’t long until Esther’s truly became the toughest ticket in town, beloved for its house-made retinue of updated and innovative Italian-style dishes and phenomenal house-baked bread.

In 2023 he opened a new Esther’s Kitchen, just around the corner at 1131 S. Main St. (with plans for a new concept in the original space and more on the way). Even if you’re not in the neighborhood, it’s worth a jaunt for that unforgettable bread and dishes such as mafalda amatriciana with guanciale, egg tagliatelle with clams and smoked butter, and saffron and carrot risotto. Oh, and don’t miss the massive charcuterie board. Lunch is served weekdays; dinner is served daily. Visit estherslv.com or call (702) 570-7864.

Lodging in the Arts District hasn’t kept up with the art galleries, restaurants, bars, and coffee shops, so you’ll probably want to stay downtown. Good bets are the aforementioned Circa or Golden Gate or the Golden Nugget, 129 Fremont St., which has an elaborate pool area complete with shark tank. Visit goldennugget.com or call (702) 385-7111.

One thing that escapes many visitors to Las Vegas is that the city has an active and vibrant Chinatown area, and it’s not far from the Strip. Extending mostly along Spring Mountain Road between Valley View and Jones Boulevard, and around the corner stretching north on Jones, the area is home to scores of Asian businesses, many of which don’t bother with English-language signs. While the neighborhood has really become pan-Asian and even has prominent Western businesses such as Sparrow + Wolf restaurant at 4480 Spring Mountain Rd. (sparrowandwolflv.com) and The Golden Tiki, a Disney-esque, high-fantasy bar at 3939 Spring Mountain Rd. (thegoldentiki.com), the main emphasis remains Chinese.

The neighborhood’s centerpiece has long been and remains the Chinatown Plaza at 4205 Spring Mountain Rd. (lvchinatownplaza.com), home to the Asian supermarket 99 Ranch Market, the Chinatown Outlet gift store, T&T Ginseng, the Lohan School of Shaolin, and restaurants including Xiao Long Dumpling, Pho Vietnam, and 888 Korean BBQ.

Las Vegas casinos draw thousands of Asian tourists each year, and while most of them cater to the visitors with culturally appropriate restaurants and other services, it’s not unusual to see a bus pull up in Chinatown Plaza and unload its Asian-national passengers to do their shopping and dining. For Westerners, it’s also not unusual to be seated in a Chinatown restaurant and have the server go get someone else because he or she doesn’t speak English, or to be slipped a fork just in case chopsticks are unfamiliar.

The city also has a number of major cultural events including the Lunar New Year, which is huge and widely celebrated. The Las Vegas Greek Fest at St. John the Baptist Greek Orthodox Church, 5300 El Camino Rd., was founded in 1973 and draws more than 25,000 people each September for three days of Greek food, music, and vendors, as well as amusements for the kids. Visit lasvegasgreekfest.com.

In October, the Snow Mountain Powwow attracts Native Americans and other visitors from across the country for traditional dances and Native American crafts such as handmade jewelry, beadwork, and clothing, with artisans demonstrating their skills. It’s on the Snow Mountain Reservation off US 95/I-11 north of Las Vegas. Visit lvpaiutetribe.com.

And the heritage of Las Vegas’s Latin population is celebrated each May with an annual festival in the Sammy Davis Jr. Festival Plaza at Lorenzi Park, 3333 W. Washington Ave. Cinco de Mayo activities include music, food, dancing, and artisan vendors. Visit lasvegasnevada.gov.

While city residents have long been proud of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, sports teams, the arrival of professional teams in the past few years has generated a great deal of excitement and dedicated pools of fans among locals and visitors alike, and this has added “sports” to the reasons people are drawn to Sin City.

The Vegas Golden Knights National Hockey League (NHL) team, which was the first to come to town in 2017 and retains an extremely loyal fan base, plays at T-Mobile Arena on the Strip near New York–New York. Visit nhl.com/goldenknights. They were followed by the Las Vegas Raiders, a National Football League (NFL) team that arrived in 2020 and plays at Allegiant Stadium near Tropicana Avenue and Valley View Boulevard. Visit raiders.com. The Women’s National Basketball Association’s Las Vegas Aces, who were the WNBA champions in 2022 and 2023, play at Michelob Ultra Arena at Mandalay Bay on the Strip. Visit aces.wnba.com.

At press time the Oakland Athletics had committed to move to Las Vegas, following in the footsteps of the Raiders. The Tropicana resort on the Strip has been demolished to make way for their new stadium; they’re expected to start playing baseball there in 2028.

Las Vegas also has the Las Vegas Lights Football Club (FC), a professional soccer team that plays at Cashman Field (visit lasvegaslightsfc.com); the minor-league Las Vegas Aviators, who play at Las Vegas Ballpark at Downtown Summerlin (milb.com/las-vegas); and the professional lacrosse team Las Vegas Desert Dogs, who play at Michelob Ultra Arena at Mandalay Bay (lasvegasdesertdogs.com).

The Wrangler National Finals Rodeo in December continues to be among Las Vegas’s biggest sporting events, with a total attendance of 173,500. There is more than a week of rodeo competitions at the Thomas & Mack Center on the campus of UNLV, and other associated events, such as Cowboy Christmas at the Las Vegas Convention Center. Visit nfrexperience.com.

Take a drive out to the City of Las Vegas’s Floyd Lamb Park at 9200 Tule Springs Rd., 10 miles off US 95/I-11 north of the city. The green oasis is a great haven for bird-watching (it’s doubtful you’ll miss the screeches of the roam ing peacocks), fishing, or just having a picnic under the groves of trees. Native Americans used this spot as a watering hole for generations. Later it became a privately owned working ranch, as well as a guest/dude ranch; the historic Tule Springs Ranch within the park provides a peek at the way things worked in the old days. The park has fishing ponds and 680 acres of land. Admission is $6 per vehicle (no cash accepted). It’s open daily from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. Apr through Sept, and 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. the rest of the year. Visit lasvegas nevada.gov or call (702) 229-8100.


trivia



The second Saturday in June of each year is Nevada’s Free Fishing Day, the only day you can fish without a license. For more information on Nevada’s Free Fishing Day or to locate the best angling sites, visit ndow.org or call (702) 486-5127 for recommendations. Lakes Mead and Mohave on the Colorado River are Nevada’s largest fisheries in terms of angler use and offer year-round angling for striped bass, largemouth bass, and rainbow trout.



Continue to explore the northern part of Clark County. From Floyd Lamb Park, head south on US 95/I-11 about 2 miles to Route 215 East to I-15, then north about 34 miles to exit 75, and 12 miles to the western entrance of an archaeological and geological wonder. Valley of Fire State Park encompasses 40,000 acres of unusual sandstone formations, petrified trees, and ancient petroglyphs. Between 1930 and 1950, this was a popular site to film westerns. Within Nevada’s oldest state park, breathtaking views abound as you travel through rugged rust-colored rock outcroppings.

One look and you’ll fall in love with the Nevada desert. The Valley of Fire was formed millions of years ago from the great shifting of sand dunes. Oxidized iron gives the park its name and eerie appearance. Basins, canyons, uplifts and overthrust belts, and mountain ranges represent a geologist’s dream. Several loop roads within the park lead you to intriguing sites, hiking trails, and picnicking and camping areas.

The visitor center is located in the center of the park, just off the main road. It has excellent displays on geology and the area. The visitor center presents a variety of interesting and informative programs, such as desert survival, desert wildflowers, moonlight hikes, and archaeology and geology.

You can get a copy of the park brochure with a road map and points of interest at the visitor center but try to pick one up at the entrance booth so you won’t have to double back to see some sights.

Take the scenic loop road that goes off to your left to reach Atlatl Rock, the site of many petroglyphs carved high on the bluff. A long metal stairway reaches high above the desert floor to bring you face-to-face with the ancient rock carvings, including one of an atlatl, a notched stick used to add speed and distance to a thrown spear. It was a predecessor to the bow and arrow.

Stop at the Beehives, unusual sandstone formations weathered by eroding wind and water. Proceed to the Petrified Logs, washed into the area from ancient forests more than 225 million years ago. Next, it’s time to take out your camera for a shot of Rainbow Vista and the towering red giants. A 0.5-mile hiking trail takes you through a sandy canyon to Mouse’s Tank, a natural basin where water collects after each rainfall, and allegedly the hiding place for a Paiute fugitive nicknamed Mouse. Along the way, interpretive signs point out petroglyphs.

For shaded picnic areas with grills, choose between the one at the Seven Sisters rock formation and the one at the 1930s Civilian Conservation Corps stone cabins. Be sure to take a look inside the cabins; it’s tough to imagine travelers staying there, no matter the era.

Valley of Fire has 72 campsites—some of which will accommodate RVs, with some hookups available—with shaded tables, grills, water, and restrooms. Camping fees are $20 per night, or $25 per non-Nevada vehicle. Hookups are $10 extra.

This would be a good time to point out that Valley of Fire is aptly named and, especially in summer, is not an environment that’s really compatible with human life. Its proximity to Las Vegas makes it a popular spot for day trips but, occasionally, even seasoned hikers have perished in the heat. Be sure to carry plenty of water—a gallon per person is ideal—and avoid being outdoors during the hottest part of the day. Current weather conditions are available via a link on the park’s website, and information on surviving the heat is available at the visitor center.

Admission to Valley of Fire State Park is $10, or $15 for non-Nevada vehicles. For more information, visit parks.nv.gov/parks/valley-of-fire or call (702) 397-2088.

If you’re driving a four-wheel drive, high-clearance vehicle, have a sense of adventure and 2 or 3 hours to spare, and want to really get off the beaten path, take the 28-mile Bitter Springs Backcountry Byway, which winds through remote basins and canyons. The alert and adventuresome may spot coyotes, kit foxes, wild horses, burros, roadrunners, and desert tortoises. Picturesque geologic formations include buttes, natural arches, and windows. There are ample opportunities for backpacking, hiking, and camping. A bonus is the remnants of a historic borax mining operation.

The trail is accessible from the Valley of Fire Highway, about 3 miles from I-15. For more information on the byway, visit ohv.nv.gov/trails/bitter-springs-backcountry-byway or call (702) 515-5000.

Wrap up your visit to Valley of Fire State Park by leaving by the eastern gate, on the opposite side of the park from where you entered. Before you depart, take the short, marked hiking trail from the entrance station to view Elephant Rock.

Exiting from the park’s eastern entrance, turn north on SR 169 and travel 8 miles to Overton. On the edge of town, stop at the Lost City Museum. This excellent museum houses one of the nation’s most complete collections of early Pueblo Native American artifacts. Learn the history of the Anasazi (the Ancient Ones) and the ruins of the Pueblo Grande de Nevada (Lost City’s original name), situated along the Muddy and Virgin River Valleys until the people mysteriously disappeared 1,200 years ago. The Lost City ruins were discovered by explorer Jedediah Smith around 1826. In 1924 Nevada governor James Scrugham arranged for a New York archaeologist, M. R. Harrington, to investigate the sites.

The Anasazi had established a highly developed culture and were engaged in agriculture, mining, and trade. They cultivated corn, beans, squash, and cotton and developed permanent dwellings along the entire length of the Moapa Valley before they disappeared. Just inside the entrance to the museum is the 1935 Gallery, housed within the original adobe brick museum built by the Civilian Conservation Corps and listed on the National Register of Historic Places. It displays materials dating to the discovery of the Pueblo Grande de Nevada.

At the center of the main exhibition hall is an actual archaeological site excavated in the 1930s, which illustrates the stages of an archaeological excavation. The hall also captures the Lost City’s culture with displays of baskets, pottery, jewelry, and interpretive exhibits. Outdoors is a model of a pit dwelling.
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