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About this book

Rough Guides are designed to be good to read and easy to use. The book is
divided into the following sections and you should be able to find whatever
you need in one of them.

The colour section is designed to give you a feel for Las Vegas, suggesting
when to go and what not to miss, and includes a full list of contents. Then
comes basics, for pre-departure information and other practicalities.

The city chapters cover each area of Las Vegas in depth, giving
comprehensive accounts of all the attractions, while the listings section
gives you the lowdown on accommodation, eating, shopping and more.

Contexts fills you in on history, books and film, while individual
colour inserts introduce Vegas-style entertainment and the way the Strip
has changed.

Next comes the small print, including details of how to send in updates and
corrections, and a comprehensive index.

Colour maps covering the city can be found at the back of the book.

This first edition published April 2011.

The publishers and authors have done their best to ensure the accuracy and currency of all
the information in The Rough Guide to Las Vegas, however, they can accept no responsibility for
any loss, injury, or inconvenience sustained by any traveller as a result of information or advice
contained in the guide.
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Introduction to

Las Vegas

Shimmering from the desert haze of Nevada like a latter-
day El Dorado, Las Vegas is the most dynamic, spectacular
city on earth. At the start of the twentieth century, it didn’t
even exist; one decade into the 21st, it’s home to two
million people. A showcase for all that’s most extravagant
and exuberant about the modern United States, it attracts
almost forty million visitors each year, anticipating their
every appetite and indulging their every whim.

Las Vegas is not like other cities. No city has
ever so brazenly valued its visitors above its
residents. All its growth has been fuelled by
tourism, but the tourists haven’t spoiled the
“real” city; there is no real city. Instead, the
whole thing is completely self-referential; the
legendary Las Vegas Strip boasts twenty of the world’s 27 largest hotels not
because visitors want to see the city, but because they want to see the hotels
themselves. Most visitors never leave the Strip at all, except perhaps for a
day-trip to the Grand Canyon, and many barely explore beyond their own
hotel and its immediate neighbours.

Each of these monsters is much more than a mere hotel, and more too
than the casino that invariably lies at its core. They’re extraordinary places,
self-contained fantasy lands of high camp and genuine excitement that can
stretch as much as a mile from end to end. As well as luxurious accommoda-
tion, each holds half a dozen or more high-class restaurants, a lavish theatre
or two, an array of swimming pools, several bars and nightclubs, and perhaps
a roller-coaster or gallery or aquarium. But the whole is greater than the sum
of its parts: it’s the entire ensemble that visitors flock to see, from the glorious
Roman excess of Caesars Palace to the minimalist modernism of Aria.
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First-time visitors tend to expect Las Vegas to be a repository of kitsch, but

the casino owners are far too canny to be sentimental about the old days. Yes,
there are a few Elvis impersonators around, but what characterizes the city
far more is its endless quest for novelty. Long before they lose their sparkle,
yesterday’s showpieces are blasted into rubble, to make way for ever more
extravagant replacements. The city’s gaze is forever shifting towards what’s
newest. Currently, that means the CityCenter complex’s attempt to redefine
Las Vegas as a sophisticated contemporary metropolis, but there’s always
something even bigger and costlier in the pipeline.

Despite the enduring popular image of the casino business as being seedy
and quasi-criminal, the days when the Mob controlled Las Vegas are far in the
past. No longer is each casino in cut-throat competition with the rest; indeed
most now belong to two massive corporations. MGM Resorts International
owns a massive swathe of properties along the southern Strip, from Mandalay
Bay all the way to Bellagio, while Harrah’s claims a solid chunk of properties
immediately north, centering on Caesars Palace. The rivalry between those
two blocs is the biggest game in town, but there’s still room for some good
old-fashioned personal animosity as well, as seen in the endless one-upman-
ship between Steve Wynn of Wynn Las Vegas and Sheldon Adelson of the
next-door Venetian.

On the face of it, Las Vegas is supremely democratic. However you may be
dressed, however affluent or otherwise you may appear, you'll be welcomed
in its stores, restaurants and above all its casinos. The one thing you almost
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certainly won't get, however, is the last laugh; the whole experience continues
to be rooted in the huge profits the casinos rake in from gamblers. Over eighty
percent of visitors gamble, and they lose an average of around $500 each. On
top of that, most visitors swiftly come to see that virtually any other activity
works out cheaper than gambling, so they wind up spending their money on
all sorts of other things as well. However, Las Vegas makes so certain that you
have such a good time that you don’t mind losing a bit of money along the
way; that's why they don’t even
call it “gambling” anymore, but
“gaming.”

Las Vegas being forever susceptible
to boom-and-bust cycles, its latest
era of soaring optimism —and room
rates — was brought to an abrupt end
by the recession that began in 2008.
As a result, it’s currently once more
an exceptionally cheap destination.
The fact that you can get a high-
quality room on the Strip for well
under $50, at least on weekdays,
means there’s less to gain than ever
in spending your time in the ailing
downtown, let alone elsewhere, and
dining and entertainment prices too
are more reasonable than they've
been for years.
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What to see

as Vegas is not a city that holds
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fascinating little-known neigh-

bourhoods, where visitors can go

off the beaten track to have more
authentic experiences. Instead, although
the urban sprawl stretches fifteen miles
both east to west and north to south,
only two areas hold any interest for
visitors — the Strip and downtown.

The stretch of Las Vegas Boulevard
known as the Strip begins at the Strato-
sphere, two miles south of downtown,
and runs for another four miles south to

Las Vegas for free

The sole defining purpose of Las Vegas is to separate visitors from their
money. However, the tradition of using elaborate free attractions to lure
in passers-by is still going strong. You never have to pay for admission to
any casino, and with their flamboyance, inventiveness and sheer scale the
dozen largest make compelling spectacles in their own right. In addition,
the following specific attractions are the best free shows in town:

Art at CityCenter A dazzling array of contemporary sculpture, by the
likes of Henry Moore and Maya Lin, complements the urban modernism
of this futuristic ensemble.

The Conservatory and Fountains at Bellagio Both indoors and out, you
can always depend on Bellagio for old-fashioned, jaw-dropping ostentation.
The Fremont Street Experience When is a street not a street? When it's
an “experience”, thanks to its digital ceiling.

The Grand Canal at the Venetian Determined to out-Strip the Forum
mall at Caesars Palace, the Venetian went bigger and better with this
amazing indoor, upstairs replica of Venice, with a canal running right
through the middle.

The Lions at the MGM Grand With a lion for its logo, the MGM did the
obvious thing, and installed a real pride of lions to pad through a glass
enclosure alongside the casino floor.

The Sirens of Tl A real only-in-Vegas moment; having built two full-sized
pirate ships, Treasure Island swiftly tired of all that yo-ho-ho-ing, and
crewed them with lingerie-clad lovelies instead.

The Sphinx at Luxor Pass between the paws of a colossal Sphinx to enter
a gigantic pyramid — there’s only one place on earth that could happen.
The Volcano at the Mirage The original Stripfront not-just-for-kids night-
time extravaganza, now with a 21st-century revamp.
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24hr Las Vegas

If ever a city was designed for
round-the-clock living, it’s Las
Vegas. That’s not living as in
residing, or building a secure
future, of course; it’s living as in
refusing to go to bed in case you
miss something.

While the casinos no longer
set out to make visitors lose
track of time — all used to be
dimly lit, devoid of apparent
exits and clock-free — they still
stay up all night. Stumble out of
your room at 4am in search of a
headache pill, or lurch through
the front entrance at 6am as
you return from a night out, and
you're immediately assailed by
the siren sound of shrieking slot
machines. Bleary-eyed gamblers
cluster around the green-baize
tables, cocktail waitresses stalk
the floors, and the 24hr coffee-
shop is still going strong.

Summerlin development to the west.

Mandalay Bay and the airport. Almost
every buﬂding along the way is a casino,
each frantically clamouring for the
attention of the tourists who throng the
road day and night. Officially, the Strip
is not even in the city at all, but in Clark
County; by no coincidence, it begins at
the point where Las Vegas Boulevard
leaves the city limits, meaning that the
casino owners don’t pay city taxes.
Downtown too is utterly dominated
by casinos, albeit with each individual
property being on a smaller scale.
Its centrepiece, the Fremont Street
Experience, is an extraordinary archi-
tectural conceit, in which four blocks
have been roofed over to give it the feel
of a theme park rather than a real city.
City residents, of course, can distin-
guish between several other Las Vegas
neighbourhoods, but tourists are
unlikely to see any of them. Broadly
speaking, the northeast and northwest
quadrants of the metropolis are its less
affluent areas, while its most fashion-

able districts are fast-growing Henderson to the southeast and the newer
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When to go

as Vegas is at the heart of the hottest, harshest desert in North

America, and so receives less than four inches of rain (100mm) per year.
Temperatures, however, vary enormously, with daytime maximums
averaging over 100°F (38°C) in July and August, and night-time
minimums dropping below freezing in December and January. As the cliché
goes, at least it’s a dry heat, meaning that the lack of humidity often makes
things more pleasant than they should be. That said, the mid-summer heat
on the Strip is quite unbearable, making it impossible to walk any distance
during the day, so the ideal times to visit are in spring between April and
May and also during autumn between September and October. Hotel
swimming pools tend to be closed between October and March inclusive.
The city is at its quietest, and room rates are therefore lowest, during the first
few weeks of December and the last few weeks of January, and also during
June and July, while Christmas and New Year are the busiest periods of all.

Average temperatures and rainfall

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Max/min (°C) 16/-2 20/1 22/4 27/8 32/12 37/17 40/20 39/19 35/14 29/9 22/2 17/
Max/min (°F) 60/29 67/34 72/39 81/45 89/52 99/61 103/68 102/66 95/57 84/47 71/36 61/30
Rainfall (mm) 15 18 15 4 6 2 1 12 8 6 8 10
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things not to miss

It’s not possible to see everything Las Vegas has to offer in one trip —
and we don’t suggest you try. What follows, in no particular order,
is a selective taste of the city’s highlights: eye-popping architecture,
fabulous shows and majestic desert scenery. They’re arranged in five
colour-coded categories to help you find the very best things to see,
do and experience. All highlights have a page reference to take you

straight into the guide, where you can find out more.

0 1 Luxor Page 35 * This huge smoked-glass pyramid, complete with giant Sphinx and
tongue-in-cheek Egyptian motifs, continues to lure in visitors of all ages.



0 Fremont Street Experience Page 85 * How do you persuade tourists it’s
safe to walk the downtown streets at night? Simple - you put a roof over the lot and turn

the night sky into a movie screen.

Cirque du Soleil Page 147 ©
0 With an astonishing seven permanent
shows on the Strip, and more on the way,
the Canadian circus/theatre troupe has
transformed Las Vegas’s entertainment scene.

0 Jubilee! Page 149 ¢ Las Vegas
was weird long before it was
postmodern; catch its last surviving ostrich-
feathers-and-showtunes revue before an
entertainment era ends forever.

| SINIA3 | JNASNOD | SIILIAILIY |
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0 The Conservatory at Bellagio Page 53 * Colourful beyond belief, the
changing themed displays in Bellagio’s extraordinary indoor flower garden have a
hallucinatory intensity.

0 Zion National Park Page 113 ¢ If you want to see the Southwestern deserts
at their best, on an easy overnight break from Las Vegas, forget the Grand Canyon and
head to Utah’s Zion instead.



0 Mon Ami Gabi Page 134

Dining al fresco at Paris’s sidewalk
bistro, right on the Strip beneath the Eiffel
Tower, is quintessential Las Vegas.

0 7 New York-New York

Page 39 ¢ A loving recreation of the
Big Apple in the heart of the Big Cheese,
endlessly circled by the demented little
yellow cabs of its Roller Coaster.

0 9 Hoover Dam Page 104 ¢ If you wonder what on earth Las Vegas is doing, out
here in the barren desert, then drive or fly out to see the dam that built the West, and the
surreal waters of Lake Mead - then you’ll realise it makes no sense at all.

SIN3IAT | JWASNOI | SAILIAILIY
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1 $500 on black Page 162 ¢ Can the simple spin of a roulette wheel change your
life? It can; thanks to your donation, there’ll be even more new casinos to gawk at, next
time you come back.

1 Grand Canal Page 70 ¢ There’s more to see and do at the Venetian than perhaps
any other casino in town, but it’s the absurd Grand Canal, with its gondolas, bridges,
squares and high-class shops and restaurants, that you’ll be telling the folks back home about.



1 The Stratosphere thrill rides Page 82 ¢ A thousand feet up from the
Strip, the top of the Stratosphere features not one but four gut-wrenching thrill rides,

including one in which you’re expected just to jump off the edge.

1 The
Forum

Shops Page
172 ¢ The shopping
mall at Caesars
Palace may be

the busiest in the
entire US, but its
“living statues”
and fake sky make
it fun even for
determined small
spenders.

1 Buffets
Page 127
* Whether your
tastes run towards
the refinement of
Wynn Las Vegas or
the 1950s kitsch of
the Imperial Palace,
you can't leave
Las Vegas without
sampling at least
one all-you-can-eat
buffet.
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1 The Havasupai Reservation Page 111 * The turquoise waterfalls of this
remote offshoot of the Grand Canyon, home to the Havasupai for a thousand years, feel
as far removed from Las Vegas as it’s possible to imagine.

1 Gaudi
Bar at
Sunset

Station Page
144 © Quite why the
lounge bar of a
suburban casino
should take the
form of a surreal,
mosaic-ceilinged
tribute to Spanish
architect Gaudi is
just another of

Las Vegas'’s
eternally fascinating
mysteries.
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Getting there

For US and Canadian travellers who live too far from Las Vegas simply to drive
there, and for international visitors, the obvious way to visit the city is to fly direct
to McCarran International Airport, just off the south end of the Strip.

Flights from the US and
Canada

Every major US airline flies to Las Vegas. :
Apart from the national carriers, the largest
operator is Southwest Airlines, which offers :
nonstop flights between Las Vegas and a
phenomenal number of cities — more than :
sixty, if you can be bothered to count them,
ranging from Virginia Beach to Spokane. In :
Midwest flies to Denver and :
Milwaukee; JetBlue has direct flights from
New York (JFK) and Boston, and also from :
Burbank in California; SkyWest connects
with Salt Lake City; and WestJet serves :

addition,

many Canadian destinations.

It’s usually possible to find return fares to
Las Vegas in midweek for little more than :
$100 from Los Angeles, $250 from Seattle,
$350 from New York or CANS$350 from :
Toronto; prices rise significantly at weekends.
Room rates in Las Vegas are so low these :
days that there’s little benefit in booking your :
flight and accommodation together as a :

: package; watch out, though, for special
: deals offered by the casinos themselves.

Flights from the UK and
Ireland

The only direct, nonstop flights from Britain
or lIreland to Las Vegas are the Virgin
Atlantic services from London Gatwick
(daily) and from Manchester (Thurs & Sun).
With their convenient departure times and
ten-hour journey duration these are by far
the most appealing options, but typical
round-trip fares range from around £500 in
winter up to around £750 in summer.
Otherwise, all alternatives require at least
one stop en route. From the UK, you can
either fly nonstop to the West Coast and
catch a connecting flight back to Las Vegas
from there, or touch down on the East Coast
and then fly west; time-wise, it makes little
difference. If you'd rather keep your flying
time to a minimum, it's also worth consid-
ering flying nonstop to California and driving

US entry regulations

Under the visa waiver scheme, passport-holders from Britain, Ireland, Australia,
New Zealand and most European countries do not require visas for trips to the US,
so long as they stay less than ninety days and have an onward or return ticket.
However, anyone planning to use the visa waiver scheme is required to apply for
travel authorization in advance, online. It’s a very quick and straightforward
process, via the website @ www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/travel/. Fail to do so, however,
and you may well be denied entry. Once you have authorization, you can simply fill
in the visa waiver form that’s handed out on incoming planes. Immigration control
takes place at your point of arrival on US soil.

In addition, your passport must be machine-readable, with a barcode-style
number. All children need to have their own individual passports. Holders of older
non-readable passports should either obtain new ones or apply for visas prior to

travel.

Prospective visitors from parts of the world not mentioned above need a valid
passport and a non-immigrant visitor’s visa. How you’ll obtain a visa depends on
what country you’re in and your status when you apply, so call the nearest US
embassy or consulate. For full details visit @travel.state.gov.

©
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to Las Vegas from there, taking advantage of :
: most frequent services from Australia and

From lIreland, you can either fly with Aer
Lingus or Delta to various East-Coast desti- :
nations, and take a connecting flight to Las :

the state’s low car-rental rates.

Vegas, or fly to London and take your pick of
transatlantic routes.

and-accommodation  deals  via

before you pay for a package.

Flights from Australia,
New Zealand and South
Africa

connections — or a rental car — from there.

The cheapest route, and the one with the

New Zealand, is to Los Angeles, which also
has plenty of onward flights to Albugquerque,
Las Vegas and Phoenix. Air New Zealand

and Qantas/American fly to LA at least twice
¢ daily, while United flies once a day; other
Packages can work out cheaper than
arranging the same trip yourself, especially :
for a short-term stay. All the transatlantic :
airlines listed on p.21 offer all-inclusive flight-
their :
websites, though be sure to check the
current room rates at the specified hotel :
: By car
: Much the busiest driving route into Las
Vegas is the I-15 freeway from southern
: California.
close to the state line, can mean that the
There are no direct flights from Australia or :
New Zealand or South Africa to Las Vegas,
so you'll have to fly to one of the main US :
gateway airports and pick up onward :
: quickest way to reach your final destination

airlines that serve LA include Japan Airlines
and Singapore Airlines. From South Africa,
by far the cheapest route is usually to fly with
Virgin from Johannesburg to London, and
then from London to Las Vegas, which costs
in the region of R10,000.

Traffic  congestion, especially
269-mile drive from LA takes as long as
eight hours. Las Vegas Boulevard South,
which becomes the Strip, begins to parallel
I-15 well before it reaches the city, but the

Six steps to a better kind of travel

At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that only
through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the
people we share it with — plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to
developing economies around the world over the last few decades. But the
extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and of
course climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially flying.
This means that now more than ever it’s important to travel thoughtfully and
responsibly, with respect for the cultures you’re visiting — not only to derive the
most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for
everyone to enjoy. At Rough Guides we feel there are six main areas in which you

can make a difference:

* Consider what you’re contributing to the local economy, and how much the
services you use do the same, whether it’s through employing local workers and
guides or sourcing locally grown produce and local services.

e Consider the environment on holiday as well as at home. Water is scarce in many
developing destinations, and the biodiversity of local flora and fauna can be
adversely affected by tourism. Try to patronize businesses that take account of this.
e Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer
in a place, and getting to know it and its people.

¢ Give thought to how often you fly. Try to avoid short hops by air and more harmful

night flights.

¢ Consider alternatives to flying, travelling instead by bus, train, boat and even by

bike or on foot where possible.

e Make your trips “climate neutral” via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All
Rough Guide flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of
charities devoted to combating the effects of climate change.



will aimost certainly be to stay on the inter-

northeast.

From the major cities of Arizona, direct
access is provided by US-93, which leaves
I-40 at Kingman, a hundred miles southeast.
It joins US-95, running north from Needles,
California, outside Boulder City; together, the
two become 1-515, which crosses [-15
immediately northwest of downtown Las
Vegas.

Four hundred miles northwest of Las

to get between Las Vegas and San

Yosemite and Death Valley national parks is
a much more scenic option.

Buses

Denver, Reno, San Diego, Bakersfield and
other cities use a terminal alongside the

schedules and fares, call ®1-800/231-
2222, or access ®www.greyhound.com.

@ www.luxbusamerica.com) offers somewhat
more expensive daily buses to Las Vegas
from Los Angeles ($88 one-way, $120
return) and Anaheim ($68/$99).

Arrival

The runways of Las Vegas’' busy McCarran :
(®702/261-5211, :
@www.mccarran.com) start barely a mile :
east of the southern end of the Strip.
However, the main terminal is a three-mile :
drive from the Strip via Tropicana Avenue and
Paradise Road, while downtown is roughly :
four miles distant. Although some hotels run :
free airport shuttle buses for their guests, :

International  Airport

: Trains
state as long as possible. I-15 also connects © Amtrak stopped running passenger trains to
Las Vegas with Salt Lake City, 421 miles Las Vegas in 1997, and its downtown
terminal was demolished. Constant rumours
: and proposals suggest that a new light-rail
: service between Los Angeles and Las Vegas
will come into operation at some point
: during the next few years, with a projected
journey time of 5hr 30min. Some level of
: subsidy from the casinos is anticipated;
¢ individual carriages may belong to specific
casinos,
: machines to be switched on as soon the
Vegas, US-95 meets I-80 thirty miles east of : train crosses the Nevada state line.
Reno. Using that interstate is the fastest way :

: Airlines

Francisco, but threading cross-country via Aer Lingus @www.aerlingus.com
© Air Canada @www.aircanada.com

: Alaska Airlines @www.alaskaair.com
: American Airlines @www.aa.com

: British Airways ®www.ba.com
Greyhound's long-distance buses to and Continental Airlines @www.continental.com
from Los Angeles, Phoenix, Salt Lake City, | Delta Air Lines @www.delta.com
: Hawaiian Airlines @ www.hawaiianair.com

: JetBlue @www.jetblue.com

Plaza hotel at 200 S Main St downtown. For Midwest Airlines @www.midwestairlines.com
: Qantas Airways ®www.gantas.com

¢ Scenic Airlines @www.scenic.com

: Skywest @www.skywest.com

In addition, LuxBus (©1-888/217-4066, : gouthwest @ www.southwest.com
© United Airlines @www.united.com

: US Airways @www.usair.com

¢ Virgin Atlantic ® www.virgin-atlantic.com

: Westjet @ www.westjet.com

©
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and be equipped with slot

most people just hop in a taxi. Theoretically,
a cab ride from the airport to the southern
end of the Strip will cost $15 and up, and
more like $30 for the northern Strip or
downtown, but traffic delays can easily force
those fares up by another $10 or so.

Car rental is readily available (see p.22),
while Bell Trans (@702/739-7990, @www
.bell-trans.com) runs minibuses from the

21
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airport to the Strip ($6.50) and downtown :
($8), leaving from just outside the terminal. :
i monorail, or take #109 to downtown.
@www.catride.com) is possible, but slow

Making the journey by public bus ($3;

and laborious; if you must, take CAT service
#108 from the airport to the Sahara

Getting around

If you’re happy to see no more of Las Vegas than the Strip and perhaps downtown
- and on a short visit, there’s no great reason to venture any further - then it’'s
perfectly possible to survive without a car. However, even the Strip is too long to
explore comfortably on foot; walking more than a couple of blocks in summer is
exhausting, so you can expect to make heavy use of taxis, shuttle buses and the
monorail links. Ranging further afield, the metropolitan area is very large and
spread out, with only intermittent public transport access, making driving the only
practical way to explore, while the excursions detailed in chapters Seven and

Eight require the use of your own vehicle.

Driving

tions to neither.

Caesars Palace or the MGM Grand. If you're
spending a day touring the Strip, you may

once only, somewhere central.

all but obligatory.

¢ around $40 per day, $200 per week. All the

Las Vegas is plagued by severe traffic major chains have outlets at the airport, and

problems, especially on the Strip. That said, : )
s0 long as you’re not in a hurry, driving along one car rental outfi.
the Strip is an exhilarating sensory blast, and :
worth experiencing both by day and night.
When speed is a priority, use |-15, even for :
short hops. The fastest east-west route
tends to be Desert Inn Road, which passes :
under the Strip and over 1-15, with connec-

nearly every hotel is affiliated with at least

Car rental companies

Alamo @ www.alamo.com
Avis @ www.avis.com
Budget @www.budget.com
Dollar @ www.dollar.com

Enterprise @www.enterprise.com

All the Strip casinos offer free parking to :
guests and non-guests alike, usually in huge
garages at the back. The snag is that the :
walk from your car to wherever you actually
want to go - your hotel room, for example - :
can be as much as a mile in places like
: Every casino has a line of taxis waiting at its
front entrance. Standard fares are $3.30 for
prefer to go through the rigmarole of parking :
Valet : mile, but the meter continues to run when
parking, usually available at the main casino
entrance, can save a lot of stress; it's :
nominally free, although a tip of around $2 is

Hertz @ www.hertz.com

Holiday Autos @ www.holidayautos.com
National @ www.nationalcar.com
Thrifty @ www.thrifty.com

Taxis

the first mile and $2.40 for each additional

you're caught in traffic, at the rate of $1 every
two minutes. A $1.80 surcharge is added for
trips to the airport; sample fares for the

: airport run are listed above. Tip the driver

Renting a car is worth considering if
you're either staying off the Strip or are :
planning on any amount of exploring. Typical
rates in Las Vegas, including taxes, start at :

between fifteen and twenty percent.

To call a cab, contact ABC (®702/736-
8444; @www.lvcabs.com); Ace (®702/736-
8383; also on @®@www.lvcabs.com); or
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Sightseeing tours

: commercial pressures — and has been a
financial disaster. It's just possible it will close
: down altogether, but for the moment it
: remains more of a handy,
occasional extra than a much-needed lifeline.
: Be warned, too, that for short hops along the
Strip the Monorail can easily be slower than
: walking, because the actual stations tend to
be located at the very back of the casinos.

Las Vegas is not a city that lends
itself to organized sightseeing tours.
On foot, you’d have to walk too far;
on a bus, you couldn’t visit the Strip
casinos that are the main focus of
interest. What bus tours there are
tend to head out from the city
instead, mainly to the destinations
described in Chapter 7. Gray Line, for
example, charges $60 for a 4hr
30min trip to Hoover Dam, and $55
for a six-hour tour of the Strip and
downtown at night (9702/384-1234,
@®@www.grayline.com).

Operators who run tours to the
Grand Canyon are listed on p.109.
Among them, helicopter companies
such as Papillon (®702/736-7243 or
888/635-7272, @ www.papillon.com)
and Maverick (®702/261-0007 or
888/261-4414, @ www.maverick
helicopter.com) also have scenic
flights over Las Vegas itself, from
around $60 for ten minutes.

.com).

The Monorail

The Las Vegas Monorail

$5, 1-day pass $12; @ www.lvmonorail.com),
runs along the eastern side of the Strip from

The media

Despite their radically different standpoints :
on practically every topic, the two long- :
standing rival dally newspapers in Las :
the Las Vegas Review-Journal

Vegas,

or downtown — thanks largely to political and

high-priced

In addition, separate free monorail

: systems, not connected with each other or
the main line but in their own small-scale
: way much more useful, link Mandalay Bay
¢ with Excalibur via Luxor; the Monte Carlo
: with Bellagio via CityCenter;
i Mirage with Tl.

and the

: Buses
CAT buses (flat fare $2 per ride; ®702/228-
7433, @www.catride.com) serve the entire
city from their hub at the Bonneville Transit
: Center, a few blocks south of Fremont
i Street at 101 E Bonnevile Ave at Casino
Center Boulevard. The most useful routes for
: visitors are two 24hr services — the Deuce
: bus, which runs from the Downtown Trans-
Checker (®©702/873-2000; @www.ycstrans portation Center all the way down the Strip
: as far as Mandalay Bay, and the faster Gold
Line, which also runs down the Strip from
: downtown, though it makes fewer stops and
(Mon-Thurs bypasses the Riviera and Stratosphere by
7am-2am, Fri-Sun 7am-3am; one-way trip :

going via the Convention Center instead,

and continues further south to the Town
: Square and Las Vegas Outlet Center
the MGM Grand to the Sahara, with a :
business-traveller-friendly detour off the Strip
via the Convention Center and the Hilton. :
Though trumpeted when it opened in 2004 as
the cure for local traffic problems, the Monorail
doesn’t connect the Strip to either the airport :

shopping malls. Passengers using these two
routes can buy a two-hour pass for $5 or
an all-day pass for $7; if you only use the
other city routes, which is not a very likely
option, the passes cost $3 and $5
respectively.

(@www.lvrj.com) and the Las Vegas Sun
(Wwww.lasvegassun.com), have recently
merged to form a single rather bizarre
hybrid, in which they’re sold together but still



bear separate mastheads. It's worth buying :
at least once during your stay, as the outer :
pages every day are devoted to a basic,
Friday's :
edition, which features the useful Neon :
listings supplement, is the best. The same
conglomerate also owns the free City Life :
a nominally :

current city guide. Otherwise,

(®www.lasvegascitylife.com),

Although Las Vegas celebrates far fewer :
annual festivals than most American cities, :
almost every major event in the national
calendar — from public holidays to sporting :
events — has a major impact on visitor levels, :
and thus on hotel room rates. The city's
annual calendar is in many ways most useful :
for planning when not to visit. In particular, :

: Mid-Aug Men’s Apparel Guild (MAGIC) convention
Las Vegas hosts several enormous conven- : (again)
tions, each one capable of attracting up to : . .

. Early Nov Specialty Equipment Manufacturers
200,000 participants, and sending room : v pecialty Equip

rates soaring — partly due to the demand, but Early Dec National Finals Rodeo @ www
also because conventioneers tend not 10 :  neeyperience.com. Ten-day rodeo at Thomas &

: Mack Center.

: Dec 31 New Year’s Eve celebrations, festivities and

© concerts

gamble as much as tourists.

Mid-Jan Consumer Electronics Show

Mid-Feb Men’s Apparel Guild (MAGIC) convention
Late Feb NASCAR Weekend/Winston Cup @ www
.lvms.com. Racing at the Las Vegas Motor Speedway.

“alternative” weekly, published on Thursdays
and the best source of up-to-date local
listings.

In addition, any number of freesheets and
magazines — usually bursting with discount
vouchers, plus details of accommodation,
buffets and the latest shows — provide local
information.

Seasonal events

Early April National Association of Broadcasters
convention

Late May to mid-July World Series of Poker

@ www.wsop.com. Held at the Rio casino.

June CineVegas @ www.cinevegas.com. Popular
little film festival, centered on the Palms casino, and
attracting a considerable roster of A-list celebrities
and filmmakers.

Association (SEMA) convention

Travelling with children

Despite the claims a few years back that Las Vegas was about to become a child-
friendly destination, it never quite did. For a brief period the casinos competed to
build theme parks and other attractions geared towards children, but it soon
became clear that few visitors actually wanted to bring their kids, and those who
did bring them didn’t gamble enough.

While Las Vegas may primarily be an adult :
playground, there’s plenty about it for kids to :
enjoy. In addition to the Top Ten attractions

for kids listed on p.40, the sheer spectacle
of the Strip mega-resorts is more likely to
impress them than, say, the lacklustre

©
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Children’s Museum downtown (see p.90).

property as well as from one to the next.

Bellagio and Wynn Las Vegas, however,

Costs

in the US than it does at home.

If you want to keep your budget down, :
there’s no need to rent a car to see the city :
itself. You should be able to find a room on
the Strip for $50 or less on weekdays, more :
like $80 at weekends, while you can eat well

for around $30 per day.

Crime and personal
safety

For emergency medical
L @911,
rooms include the University Medical Center,
1800 W Charleston Blvd (®702/383-2000,
No one could pretend that Las Vegas is :
crime-free. While you’re very unlikely to be
robbed or attacked in the casinos, on the :
Strip or on the major downtown streets — all
are well lit and well policed — it's essential to :

: strollers; the children of non-guests can
And in summer, the pools at the bigger :
casinos are irresistible. Just be warned that
almost all the time you spend in the city itself :
is likely to be in casino hotels, which require :
a huge amount of walking, within each
: offering in-house babysitters, but all can put

Note that it is not legal for under-21s to
be in gambling areas (or to drink alcohol). In :
practice that usually means you can walk :
through the casino itself with your kids, but
not stop for any reason. Properties such as :

only enter to visit a specific show or restau-
rant. A city-wide curfew means that
under-18s must be off the street by 10pm
each night.

The big Strip casinos have stopped

guests in touch with local agencies.

Finally, parents with kids in tow are often
troubled by the in-your-face sexualisation
of the Strip as a whole, and in particular the
constant barrage of advertisements, fliers

and street touts offering escort services,
forbid under-18s, other than guests, to :
enter the building at all, and don’t allow :

private dancers and the like.

Travel essentials

: watch out for pickpockets, and be careful

This book contains advice and specific infor- not to display your cash. Always be on your

mation on prices for all Las Vegas activities : )
and expenditures. By way of a general strangers. Never divulge your room number,
overview, North American travellers can :

expect to find prices in the city broadly sure of the source. Casino parking garages

similar to the rest of the US, with the : @ also constantly patrolled, but be sure
exception of hotel costs, which are currently
exceptionally low by national standards, and :
nightlife, from clubs to shows, which is
expensive. Most visitors from Europe and :
Australasia feel that their money goes further :
Plugs are standard two-pins, so you'll need

guard when it comes to interactions with

and never accept food or drink unless you're

you know where the exits are before you
park, and park as close to them as you can.

Electricity
The US electricity supply is 110 volts AC.

an adapter and voltage converter for your
own electrical appliances if coming from a
country with a different system.

Health

assistance, call
Hospitals with 24hr emergency

@ www.umc-cares.org), and Sunrise Hospital,
3186 Maryland Parkway (®702/731-
8000, ®@www.sunrisehospital.com). Lesser
problems can more easily be taken to the fully
equipped Harmon Medical Center, 150 E



Rough Guides travel insurance

Rough Guides has teamed up with WorldNomads.com to offer great travel
insurance deals. Policies are available to residents of over 150 countries, with
cover for a wide range of adventure sports, 24hr emergency assistance, high levels
of medical and evacuation cover and a stream of travel safety information.
Roughguides.com users can take advantage of their policies online 24/7, from
anywhere in the world - even if you're already travelling. And since plans often
change when you’re on the road, you can extend your policy and even claim online.
Roughguides.com users who buy travel insurance with WorldNomads.com can also
leave a positive footprint and donate to a community development project. For
more information go to @ www.roughguides.com/shop.

Harmon Ave (Mon-Fri 8am-5pm; ®702/796- :

1116, ®www.harmonmedicalcenter.com), or Although there’s not a single bank on the

i Strip, there is still no easier city for getting

Pharmacies on the Strip include the 24hr © cash or changing money: the casinos gladly

CVS Pharmacy, next to the Monte Carlo at convert almost any currency, day and night,

3758 Las Vegas Bivd S (©702/262-9284) © and their walls are festooned with every

and Walgreens adjoining the Paiazzo at 3339 conceivable ATM machine (most of which
impose a service charge of around $2). Bear
¢ in mind that withdrawing cash with a credit
card can incur punitive interest.

Because medical care in the US is expensive, :
all travellers visiting from overseas should be

sure to buy some form of travel insurance. © If you want to use your cellphone (mobile

phone) in Las Vegas, you'll need to check
: with your phone provider whether it will work

) " ) i there, and what the call charges are.
— credit card policies. Most Canadians are :

covered for medical mishaps overseas by : phone, a mobile bought for use outside the

US may not work inside the States (and vice
: versa), while many US phones only work
¢ within their local area code.

Al Las Vegas hotel-casinos offer internet :

contact your hotel’s front desk for assistance.

Las Vegas Bivd S (®702/369-8166).

Insurance

American and Canadian citizens should
check they’re not already covered by their
homeowners’ insurance or — in some cases

their provincial health plans.

Internet

access for their guests. Generally you have to
pay, with the typical rate being an exorbitant
$10 or more per day. At most properties,
including all those owned by MGM Resorts,

“resort fee” (see p.120); in Harrah’s-owned
hotels, it's optional. As a result, free wi-fi is

best bet is coffee bars in general.

Money and banks

Phones

Unless you have a tri-band or a 4-band

To save money on calls when you’re on the

road, it’s well worth buying a prepaid phone
: card, available in various denominations from
: casino convenience stores, gas stations,
supermarkets and other outlets. These offer
internet usage is included in the compulsory :

Calling home from abroad

much harder to find than you might expect. :
The only free wi-fi locations on the Strip when
this book went to press were: the whole of the
Venetian and the Palazzo; the Apple stores in :
the Forum and the Fashion Show Mall; the
Pizza Place in Wynn; in and around the Krispy
Kreme outlet in Excalibur; and around the
Coffee Bean outlet in the Miracle Mile shops in
Planet Hollywood. Elsewhere in the city, your :

Note that the initial zero is omitted
from the area code when dialling the
UK, Ireland, Australia and New
Zealand from the US.

Australia 00 + 61

New Zealand 00 + 64

UK 00 + 44

Republic of Ireland 00 + 353
South Africa 00 + 27

©
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sizeable savings on conventional phone rates :
they’re  normally :
Authority runs an advice line at ®702/892-
no additional charge when called from a :
hotel room. Alternatively, if you have a smart- :
phone you may want to use VOIP services
such as Skype using a free wi-fi connection :

— not least because
accessed via a toll-free number that incurs

(see p.27).

Tax

percent on the Strip, and thirteen percent
downtown.

Time

Las Vegas is on Pacific Standard Time,
¢ reservations for shows, tours and the like,

which is three hours behind Eastern

Standard Time and eight hours behind
Greenwich Mean Time, but moves its clocks :
forward by one hour to operate daylight :
saving between the first Sunday in April and
. information from a budget-oriented perspective.
© @www.eatinglv.com Lively blog on the city’s
© dining scene.

: Wwww.gayvegas.com The best source for

When in doubt, tip. The usual rate in restau- : information on the city’s gay scene.

rants or taxis is fifteen to twenty percent. In @y 1asvegasadvisor.com Information and

your hotel, for assistance with luggage, tio © forums for Las Vegas visitors.

$1-2 per bag; for valet parking, $2; for maid : @ www.lasvegasgleaner.com Progressive
¢ political blog.

stay; and for concrete help from a concierge, :
such as making a reservation, $5. You're
also expected to tip dealers at the gaming :
tables a chip or two each time you win (and
you can place bets on behalf of the dealer, if :
you choose). Bar staff, or cocktail waitresses
bringing free drinks, normally expect $1-2 : @www.lvrj.com Website for the Las Vegas

: Review-Journal, with the latest details from the

: paper’s Neon supplement.

: @Wwww.ratevegas.com Blog focusing on casino
: news, with a strong bias towards design and

© architecture.

While all the major casinos offer designated :
rooms for the physically challenged — plus, of :
course, accessible gaming facilites — the

buildings themselves are on such a vast scale :

the last Sunday in October.

Tipping

service, $1-2 per day at the end of your

per drink.

Travellers with
Disabilities

that visiting Las Vegas can be an exhausting
experience. The Convention and Visitors

7525; to arrange for a free disabled parking
permit, call ®702/229-6431.

Visitor Information

Although Las Vegas does have a visitor
: centre at the vast Convention Center, at
: 3150 Paradise Rd
Sales tax is currently set at 8.1 percent in
Las Vegas. Room tax is charged at twelve :

(Mon-Fri  8am-5pm;
®1-877/847-4858, @www.vegasfreedom
.com), it’s not worth visiting. At half a mile

east of the Strip it's too far to reach on foot,
: and its brochures hold little that you can’t
: find more easily elsewhere. The casino where
you're staying, for example, will have its own

booking or concierge desk that can make

plus racks of brochures. Local newspapers
and free magazines are detailed on p.24,
while useful websites are listed below.
@www.cheapovegas.com Advice and

@Wwww.lasvegassun.com The best local
newspaper site, with a searchable archive of every
article for years.

@www.lvol.com Information, reservations and
reviews for Las Vegas entertainment, including all
the big shows.

@www.vegastodayandtomorrow.com All the
latest news on forthcoming projects, as well as an
archive of those that never got off the ground, and
some amazing maps and statistics.
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The South Strip

roadly speaking, the Strip has been creeping steadily southward for over

sixty years, the empty spaces at its southern end forever tempting devel-

opers with the twin advantages of room to build and proximity to the

airport. When Excalibur opened just south of Tropicana Boulevard in
1990, it was seen as a daring move, but within a few years Luxor and Mandalay
Bay had pushed yet further south. Exactly what constitutes the southernmost
point of the Strip has become a moot point, as during the last few years new
shopping malls and even casino resorts have appeared way to the south along Las
Vegas Boulevard, but by any reckoning Mandalay Bay still counts as the first
significant Strip landmark. Linked to its neighbours both by indoor passageways
and an outdoor monorail, it’s also as far south as any pedestrian sightseer would
ever venture.

Of the six south-Strip casinos described in this chapter, all except the veteran
Tropicana belong to the company now known as MGM Resorts International.
The remaining five therefore tend to complement rather than to compete with
each other. The MGM Grand and the hipper Mandalay Bay are renowned for their
fine dining and nightlife; New York-New York and Luxor are better known for
their eye-catching design; and Excalibur is the game-for-a-laugh family
alternative.

How the Strip began

Seventy years ago, as Hwy-51, Las Vegas Boulevard was just a dusty desert
thoroughfare, scattered with the occasional edge-of-town motel as it set off south
toward California. Now, as a four-mile showcase of the most extravagant architecture
on earth, it’s a tourist destination in its own right, indeed second only to Orlando as
the most popular in the US.

The boulevard was nicknamed “The Strip” because it reminded former LA police
captain Guy McAfee of the Sunset Strip. McAfee moved to Las Vegas in 1938, after
being obliged to resign because he controlled a string of illegal gambling joints, and
took over the boulevard’s first casino, the Pair-O-Dice Club. Over the next ten years,
it was joined on the Strip by El Rancho in 1941, the Last Frontier in 1942, Bugsy
Siegel’s legendary Flamingo in 1946 and the Thunderbird in 1948.

For casino owners, much of the appeal of the nascent Strip was that it lay outside
city limits in Clark County, where they could dominate what little political life there
was, sparing themselves the scrutiny suffered by their rivals downtown. Their control
of the county machine enabled them to resist repeated attempts to bring the Strip
under the jurisdiction of the city authorities, and they’ve been free to pursue untram-
melled development ever since.
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Mandalay Bay

3950 Las Vegas Blvd S & 702/632-7777, W mandalaybay.com. Hotel accommodation
is reviewed on p.122; restaurants include Aureole (p.131), Border Grill (p.131) and
Hussong’s Cantina (p.131); bars and clubs include include Minus5 Ice Lounge (p.142),
Red Square (p.143) and the House of Blues (p.146); and the shops at Mandalay Place
are described on p.172.



Glowing like beacons as their gilded windows commandeer the sunset, the twin
forty-storey sentinels of Mandalay Bay soar above the southern limits of the
Strip. Opened in 1999, Mandalay Bay represented the next step in the upward
progress of Circus Circus Enterprises, each of whose previous properties (from
Circus Circus itself, to Excalibur and then Luxor) had been significantly more
upmarket.

Now subsumed into the MGM empire, Mandalay Bay has successfully targeted
a younger and more affluent generation of customers than its predecessors, with
a hipper, rock’n’roll kind of emphasis that means its most direct competitors are
the Hard Rock and the Palms. The second tower, THEhotel, added in 2004, is
marketed as a distinct hotel, and has a separate entrance, but is to all intents an
integral part of the property. Mandalay Bay has little to offer casual sightseers,
beyond a soft-focus tropical feel in keeping with the vaguely romantic associa-
tions of its name. Its guests get to experience a full-on resort experience centred
on a superb open-air pool complex — The Beach — complete with an “adult”
(read, topless) pool known as Moorea Beach Club, a beachside gaming area, a
scallop-shaped wave pool (not switched on all that often) and a “Lazy River”
tubing ride.

When the Hacienda casino was built on this site back in 1955 — it was finally
demolished by being blown up in 1996 — it stood well over a mile south of the
Strip. An unbroken chain of casinos now stretches all the way here, but few
pedestrians brave the long, discouraging slog to reach it outdoors; hence the
rudimentary feel of the Strip-level entrance. Most visitors either arrive on the
free monorail from Excalibur and Luxor, or on foot, via the indoor Mandalay
Place mall (see p.172) that connects with Luxor.

It’s at night that Mandalay Bay really comes alive. The twin cornerstones of
the casino’s strategy to lure hip customers are the dozen or so top-class, high-
concept eateries that line its glitzy “Restaurant Row”, and the House of
Blues music venue. For major events, like boxing matches, Mandalay Bay
also has its own 12,000-seat arena, while a separate theatre is usually home
to a big-name musical — currently it’s The Lion King. The crowds that spill out
when the show’s over tend to stick around into the small hours, grazing in the
late-night lounges or gambling in the massive, ultra-modern Race and Sports
Book.

Finally, windows from the main hotel lobby look out on an attractive tiled
fountain, but oddly enough the pool beyond belongs not to Mandalay Bay but to
the Four Seasons hotel —an entirely separate property, which has its own separate
lobby and whose 424 guest rooms occupy the top five floors of the original
Mandalay Bay tower.

The Welcome to Las Vegas sign

Long an iconic image in movies and tourist snaps alike, the “Welcome to Fabulous
Las Vegas” sign stands in the centre of the Strip, just over half a mile south of
Mandalay Bay — though it feels a hell of a lot further if you try to walk it in the heat of
summer. Designed by Betty Willis in 1959, the sign celebrated its fiftieth birthday by
being added to the National Register of Historic Places, while miniature replicas have
become the city’s best-selling souvenir. It has also finally acquired its own parking lot
in the central median — only accessible to drivers heading south — so visitors eager
to pose for pics no longer have to sprint through the traffic to reach it. On a pedantic
note, the sign is actually four miles south of the official city line; at this point, you're
still in Paradise, Nevada.
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A Luxor & Excalibur

Hussong’s Cantina
HACIENDA AVENUE

# HACIENDA AVENUE

LAS VEGAS BOULEVARD SOUTH (THE STRIP)

1

I3 Parking
["] Eating & Drinking

\ \ [ Nightiife & Venues

@ Restrooms
fi# Elevators

MANDALAY BAY

Fast Food
Court

Shark Reef

Mandalay Bay @ 702/632-4555, W sharkreef.com. Sun-Thurs 10am-8pm, Fri & Sat
10am-11pm; ages 13 and over $17, under-13s $11.

Mandalay Bay’s one major attraction for sightseers, the Shark Reef aquarium, is a
seriously long walk from the Strip-facing front of the property, far beyond the end
of Restaurant Row. Even once you reach it, you may well be faced with a long
queue; booking tickets online can save considerable time.

The emphasis in “North America’s only predator-based aquarium” is more on
eye-catching monsters than education, with video display panels rather than
lengthy written captions next to each tank. The basic premise is that you're
exploring a steamy, half-submerged temple complex, encountering yellow
crocodiles, Komodo Dragons and (of course) sharks. Sharing these creatures’



living quarters are some miserable-looking fish, many bearing large bite marks
and missing portions of their anatomy. An excitable marine biologist provides a
running commentary on the free “audio-wands,” though for all his expertise
he’s somehow failed to spot that all the so-called “coral” on offer is actually a
multi-colored mix’n’match plastic kit. Despite the substantial price, Shark Reef
is nowhere near the scale of a major aquarium; many visitors scoot through in
around twenty minutes.

Luxor

3900 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/262-4444, W luxor.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.122; restaurants include Company Kitchen & Pub House (p.131); bars
and clubs include Liquidity (p.142) and LAX (p.145).

When it opened in 1993, Luxor was heralded as the ultimate in-your-face Las
Vegas casino. This stark, 350ft pyramid dominated the southern approach to the
Strip, with the most powerful artificial light beam ever created shining straight
into the sky from its apex, and its colossal Sphinx standing guard over not merely
this one casino but all the splendours of the city. These days, however, it’s surpris-
ingly easy to forget that Luxor is even there. The entire exterior is so featureless
that it’s hard to get much sense of its vast scale, while being constructed out of
black glass (technically it’s a very dark bronze, but you’d never know) makes the
pyramid even more inconspicuous, especially at night. It’s flanked by two huge yet
equally inconspicuous step-pyramids, which bring the total number of hotel
rooms to 4407.

Luxor originally represented Las Vegas at its most exuberant; almost everything
about it was Egyptian. Early guests used to sail to their rooms in barges along an
artificial “Nile” (dropped following complaints that it was too slow); a full-size
replica of King Tut’s tomb lay buried upstairs; and every last corner was adorned
with Pharaonic trimmings. Indeed, the Egyptian government announced in 2007
that it intended to sue for royalties. As it turned out, however, they were a little
late; the decision had already been taken to strip Luwxor of its Egyptian identity, and
rebrand it as yet another “hip” casino resort. Fortunately that seems to be taking a
long time to happen, and Luxor has so far lost little of its barmy charm.

The Sphinx

For the moment, Luxor’s original Sphinx still stares impassively out across the
Strip, serving along with a white obelisk as a landmark for passing motorists. In
theory, it’s approached from the sidewalk via a palm-fringed avenue of ram-headed
sphinxes, though the only pedestrians around are in fact Luxor guests briefly
braving the sun for a photo opportunity. Most of Luxor’s foot traffic arrives along
indoor mall-cum-corridors from its two neighbours, Mandalay Bay to the south
and Excalibur to the north. Passengers disembarking from the free monorail that
also links Excalibur and Mandalay Bay do however pass between the Sphinx’s paws
to enter the casino, while its body doubles as a porte-cochére, its vast belly sheltering
dozens of vehicles at a time.

Inside Luxor

Visitors who enter directly from the Strip are greeted by a reconstruction of the
temple of Abu Simbel, guarded by two huge seated statues. Only beyond that do
the Pharaonic fripperies finally fizzle out. Where formerly Luxor’s various clubs
and restaurants, along with its gaming areas, competed to outdo each other with
Egyptian motifs, the main floor is now a dreary morass of minimalist-modern strip
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lighting and square columns. The emphasis these days has shifted more towards
nightlife than dining, and insofar as any new theme exists, it’s water: hence the
central Liquidity bar, with its waterfall walls.

At least there’s excitement in being inside a hollow pyramid. Only guests are
permitted to ride the elevators to the top — those that follow the 39° slope of the
pyramid are known as inclinators — and they don’t in any case offer any views to
speak of. Around the back of the pyramid, the large, attractively landscaped
swimming pool — open to guests only, and very short on shade — is overlooked by
more counterfeit colossi, as well of course as several thousand hotel rooms and a

couple of huge car parks.

The Atrium Level

The best place to get an overall view of Luxor’s interior is the Atrium Level,
immediately upstairs from the main casino floor. Above it towers what at 29
million cubic feet is said to be the world’s largest atrium, with a steadily dimin-
ishing set of concentric tiered balconies providing access to sloping-walled,
outward-facing hotel rooms. And if the obvious question springs to mind — yes,
people do jump, in fact it was a 1996 suicide that prompted Luxor’s buffet to move
downstairs.

Now home to the Bodies and Titanic exhibitions described below, the Atrium
Level was originally intended to represent “the future,” and its decor comes across
as a weird hybrid of modern New York and medieval Cairo. Its small food court
remains Egyptian-themed in every aspect, apart of course from the food itself.

Bodies...the Exhibition

Atrium Level, Luxor @W bodiestheexhibition.com. Daily 10am-10pm; $34, under-13s
$23, audio tours $6 extra.

With its explicit warnings of the consequences of smoking, drinking and over-
eating, Bodies...the Exhibition is by any standards a strange thing to find in a
casino. These are indeed genuine human corpses, “plastinated” by an American
company using techniques originally pioneered by maverick German anatomist
Gunther Von Hagens.

Displays start gently enough, with assorted skeletons and bones, and even once
you reach the entire specimens posed in everyday activities such as playing basket-
ball, the colourful dyes used to make things clearer mean they look more like
models or waxworks than actual dead people. However, before long you're faced
with some serious home truths. There’s a cross-section of a brain blackened by a
debilitating stroke; a healthy liver is set alongside one damaged by alcohol-induced
cirrhosis; and you're invited to discard any cigarettes you may be carrying as you
inspect a smoker’s tar-ruined lungs. Heads, complete with grimacing lips and
sleepless eyes, are cut in half and labelled; genitals meticulously dissected and
preserved; and entire digestive and circulatory systems laid out.

It takes most visitors around an hour to see the whole exhibition; even those
expecting cheap thrills are swiftly sobered up. It’s all unarguably fascinating, and
the captions and educational intent — they call it an invitation to “become an
informed participant in your own health care” — are faultless. Much of it could
even be called beautiful, and many parents consider it appropriate to bring even
young children here. What may be more of an issue for some visitors is the
provenance of the bodies themselves. The company responsible says that these are
“unclaimed” cadavers who died natural deaths and were released by the Chinese
government; at the very least they were not willingly donated, and some have
suggested they may have been prisoners or political detainees.



Titanic: The Artifact Exhibition

Atrium Level, Luxor Wtitanic-online.com. Daily 10am-10pm; $27, under-13s $20,
audio tours $6 extra.

Plans to build an entire Titanic-themed resort across from the Sahara having
struck their own iceberg — being synonymous with a world-famous disaster
presumably didn’t help — Luxor’s Titanic exhibit provides a more serious oppor-
tunity to learn the story of the doomed liner. It centres on the so-called Big
Piece, a genuine chunk of the ship’s side that measures 26ft 6 inches by 12ft 6
inches, scattered with portholes and indented with just a few of its three million
rivets. Most of the other artefacts salvaged from the wreck are essentially trivia,
such as saucepans, discarded shoes and London bus tickets, but they’re poignant
nonetheless, and are complemented by assorted reconstructions. You can pose
for photos on the Grand Staircase, while stepping out into the promenade deck
on the dark, moonless, starlit night of April 14, 1912, is guaranteed to send a
shiver up your spine.

A clever human touch is added by giving each visitor a “boarding pass” in the
name of a particular passenger; you only find out at the end, from scanning the
lists posted on the walls, whether your passenger survived. Allow roughly half an
hour to see the whole thing.

Excalibur

3850 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/597-7777, W excalibur.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.121; the Tournament of Kings is reviewed on p.151.

The oldest and northernmost of the three interlinked MGM-owned casinos at the
southern end of the Strip, the mocked-up medieval castle of Excalibur now
makes a crude and unsophisticated neighbour for Luxor and Mandalay Bay, to
which it’s connected both by indoor passageways and an outdoor monorail.
Hastily erected in 1990, in the hope of beating the then-new Mirage at its own
game, it only cost half as much to build — and it shows. Its original owners, Circus
Circus Enterprises, had earlier pioneered the concept of the child-oriented casino
with the cheerfully downmarket Circus Circus itself (see p.78). Excalibur went a
stage further by appearing to be both designed and assembled by children, with
its oversized primary-coloured turrets drawn straight from a kindergarten art
class, and its sharp angles and visible seams giving it the air of a cheap Christmas
construction kit. The name “Excalibur”, incidentally, was the winning entry in a
public competition

At the planning stage, Excalibur architect Veldon Simpson — later also responsible
for both the MGM Grand and Luxor — was dispatched to Europe to check out
hundreds of genuine castles. The model he chose to follow was itself a playful,
romantic fantasy. Neuschwanstein in Bavaria was built in the late nineteenth
century by Mad King Ludwig, a devoted Wagner fan, who stuck the fairy-tale
flourishes of a French chéteau atop the redoubtable walls of a German fortress. If
that sounds familiar, it’s probably because Neuschwanstein was also the blueprint
for Sleeping Beauty’s Castle in Disney World.

Excalibur’s immediate and continuing success has always been rooted in its appeal
to low-budget tour groups, and its popularity with family vacationers remains
undimmed, thanks to some of the best-value rooms on the Strip. The whole place
has turned a bit more adult, though, with every square inch of the prominent bar/
diner Dick’s Last Resort slathered in innuendos, and the Thunder From Down
Under male strip revue in permanent residence.
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Inside Excalibur

The pedestrian entrance to Excalibur, right at the intersection of Tropicana Avenue
and the Strip, incorporates an elaborate station for the monorail system that ferries
passengers to Mandalay Bay. The castle itself is then approached via lengthy
walkways, on which almost no expense has been lavished.

Once inside, you're plunged as ever into the maelstrom of the casino floor, but
it’s easy enough to escape to the non-gaming areas, both above and below. Upstairs
you’ll find most of Excalibur’s uninspiring assortment of restaurants, now margin-
ally less child-oriented than they used to be, together with a bunch of “shoppes,”
a food court and assorted family-fun opportunities such as photo studios equipped
with extensive wardrobes for dressing-up. The Canterbury Wedding Chapel
caters to single travellers seized by the urge to settle down, and there’s also a large
outlet of the Krispy Kreme donut chain, where you can ogle the whole cooking
process through plate-glass windows.

Downstairs in the Fantasy Faire Midway, the atmosphere is reminiscent of a
traditional fairground, along the lines of Circus Circus’ Midway (see p.79), filled
with sideshows where kids can spend real money attempting to win plastic swords
and other Arthurian memorabilia (Mon—Thurs 11am—11pm, Fri 11am—midnight,
Sat 10am—midnight, Sun 10am—11pm). A large indoor arena hosts King Arthur’s
Tournament, a twice-nightly mixture of jousting, joshing and noshing.

The Tropicana

3801 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/739-2222, W www.troplv.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.123.

Formerly one of the great names of Las Vegas history, the Tropicana has spent
the last couple of decades in the doldrums. It never managed to take advantage
of the moment in the 1990s when its location, where the Strip meets Tropicana
Avenue, became the city’s hottest address. Said to be the busiest traffic intersec-
tion in the US, this spot holds the most hotel rooms of any crossroads in the
world. The Tropicana, however, came to be seen as very much the poor
relation of its mighty neighbours — the MGM Grand, New York-New York
and Excalibur — all of which are owned by MGM. The “Trop” became a
backwater, where visitors who didn’t care for the new Las Vegas could drown
their sorrows in a dingy, smoky, old-style gambling hall. As such, it was hit
very hard by the recession, and collapsed into bankruptcy in 2008, without ever
actually closing down.

Now owned by a heavyweight consortium, the Tropicana is finally bouncing
back, with an ambitious and expensive revamp. So far, its former half-hearted
Caribbean-village Strip facade has gone, while a much brighter new ceiling has
replaced the century-old stained glass that previously hung above the main casino.
They’ve also added a very high-tech Race and Sports Book. The ultimate aim is to
give the property a South Beach/Miami theme, targeting it significantly towards
Latino visitors from LA and elsewhere, with a general panoply of dazzling white,
finished with abundant marble and gold. The Tropicana has always been renowned
for its pool; Nikki Beach, a combined pool and nightclub, is expected to
re-emerge as a real showpiece.

Las Vegas Mob Experience
For current opening hours and prices, see W www.lvme.com.

The Tropicana’s great claim to fame was always the heavy Mob involvement in its
early years. Originally bankrolled by the New Orleans Mafia in 1957, it was the



focus of repeated FBI investigations into the “skimming” of casino profits that
exposed unsavoury connections with the likes of Jimmy Hoffa’s Teamsters Union,
before several associates of the Kansas City Mob were finally jailed in 1981. That
glorious tradition is celebrated in a new Tropicana attraction, the Las Vegas Mob
Experience. As much theme park as museum, and a counterpoint to the city’s own
museum of organized crime (see p.87), it represents a “personal view” of the Mafia
put together by the daughter of iconic boss Sam Giancana. In its eagerly anticipated
culminating section, “Final Fate”, each visitor is either “made” or “whacked”.

New York-New York

3790 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/740/6969, W nynyhotelcasino.com. Hotel accommoda-
tion is reviewed on p.123; restaurants include America (p.131) and Il Fornaio (p.131);
bars and clubs include The Bar At Times Square (p.142) and Nine Fine Irishmen
(p.143); the Cirque du Soleil show Zumanity is described on p.152.

The craze for creating counterfeit cities in Las Vegas was kicked off by the
construction of New York-New York, which from the moment it was first
unveiled in 1997 was hailed as a radical new departure. On the one hand, it looks
utterly unlike the conventional idea of a “building”, and yet on the other it’s
immediately recognizable as being an entire metropolis compressed into a single
structure. The motives behind the creation of this miniature Manhattan were
much the same as for the original; when space is at an absolute premium, the best
way to build is upward.

Thanks to its exuberant attention to detail, New York-New York is a triumph, a
must-see attraction that despite some recent watering-down remains the most
perfectly realized of all the Strip’s themed casinos. Surprisingly small once you get
inside, with a mere two thousand hotel rooms, it’s better known as a place to drink
— both the Nine Fine Irishmen pub and the Bar At Times Square at street level are
always crowded, while Coyote Ugly and Pour 24 lure in passers-by heading between
the MGM Grand and Excalibur bridges on the mezzanine level — than to eat. That
said, the Italian Il Fornaio deli/restaurant is highly recommended (see p.131) and it’s
worth dropping in at the America diner (see p.131) to see the massive relief map of
the US that dangles alarmingly from the ceiling.

The Statue of Liberty

From street level, New York-New York looks stunning, its twelve pastel skyscrapers
silhouetted sharply against the blue desert sky. Apart from the proud Statue of
Liberty (just over twice the size of the original) at the front, the mock skyline’s
various components are between a third and a half as big as their East Coast
counterparts. Perhaps mercifully, the copycat towers never included the World
Trade Center — strictly speaking, this is a facsimile of 1950s New York — so
although the facade became an obvious site for memorials in the wake of
September 11, 2001, it hasn’t acquired any extra symbolic significance. Instead, the
highest point is the 510ft, 47-storey Empire State Building. This squashed-up
cityscape is not simply a static tableau. A fireboat jets arcs of water across a tiny
New York Harbor, while up above, a Coney Island—style roller coaster loops and
swoops around the skyline in full view — and earshot — of the Strip. Only the
Brooklyn Bridge strikes a somewhat false note, just plonked down on the Strip
sidewalk with nothing to span.

Greenwich Village and the casino

Walking into New York-New York from the Strip, past the large ESPN Zone
sports bar, you find yourself in the Greenwich Village neighbourhood, which
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Top Ten Strip attractions for kids

The following attractions are listed roughly in order of the ages for which they are
most suitable, starting with M&M World for the youngest children.

M&M World p.44
Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat, The Mirage p.67
Shark Reef, Mandalay Bay p.34
Roller Coaster, New York-New York p.40
The Adventuredome, Circus Circus p.79
Madame Tussaud’s, The Venetian p.71
Cyber Speedway, The Sahara p.81
Thrill Rides, The Stratosphere p.82
CSI: The Experience, MGM Grand p.43
Bodies, Luxor p.36

comes complete not only with a fine array of genuine delis and fast-food outlets,
interspersed with false storefronts and a fake subway station, but even fire
hydrants, rubbish bins and postboxes, all sprayed with impressive (if firmly
PG-rated) graffiti.

Beyond that, however, owners MGM, who took over the property in 2005, have
taken a killjoy attitude to the former Central Park theme in its main gaming area,
and made it just another generic casino. Appealing Art Deco touches that still
survive include the elegant “Guys” and “Dolls” toilets, and the styling of the
elevator lobbies, one of which is modelled on the Chrysler Building.

The Roller Coaster

New York-New York. Sun-Thurs 11am-11pm, Fri & Sat 10.30am-midnight; $14 first
ride, $25 for an all-day Scream Pass.

To reach New York-New York’s most popular and eye-catching attraction, once
known as the Manhattan Express but now imaginatively rechristened The Roller
Coaster, head upstairs. You may have to wait for a while, snaking along the
walkways of a mocked-up subway station, but once you've boarded its little yellow
taxicabs, you hurtle very briefly above the casino floor, then race out into the open
air on a juddering ride that reaches speeds of 65mph and spirals through some
fearsomely tight rolls. Not an experience theme-park novices should undertake
lightly, it’s one of Las Vegas’s very best thrill rides.

The Arcade

Most of the rest of the upper floor was when this book went to press still given
over to the Arcade, a cornucopia of carnival sideshows, video games and other
kids™ attractions (daily 8.30am—2am; attractions individually priced). That has
always seemed like an extravagant use of potentially profitable space, as well as an
unnecessary duplication of the same owners’ similar facility at Excalibur next door,
so it may well have been replaced with something a bit more adult by the time you
read this.

MGM Grand

3799 Las Vegas Blvd S & 702/891-7777, W mgmgrand.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.122; restaurants include Diego (p.132), Emeril’s New Orleans Fish
House (p.132), Grand Wok & Sushi Bar (p.132) Nobhill Tavern (p.132) and Rainforest



Cafe (p.132); bars and clubs include Tabu (p.143) and Studio 54 (p.145); the Crazy
Horse Paris revue is reviewed on p.148; and the Cirque du Soleil show Ka is
described on p.149.

Considering that it was built as the world’s largest hotel and is still growing, the
MGM Grand presents a remarkably small frontage to the Strip. Instead its colossal
size only becomes apparent once you’re inside, perhaps after you've been walking
for twenty minutes and are still nowhere near where you want to go. The lack of
a spectacular or even particularly noticeable facade — its one landmark feature is
the 70ft bronze lion that roars at the exact intersection of Tropicana Avenue and
Las Vegas Boulevard — contributes to the Grand’s oddly low profile. In reality, it’s
up there with the best Las Vegas has to offer, with a magnificent array of restau-
rants and shows, and some fine attractions too.

Spreading over 114 acres, the MGM Grand is larger than Luxor and Excalibur
combined. All that now survives of its original 1993 identity, as a child-friendly
celebration of MGM movies like the Wizard of Oz, is its all-pervasive

Kirk Kerkorian — The Wizard of MGM

Now well into his tenth decade, but still going strong as MGM’s largest shareholder,
the amazing Kirk Kerkorian has been a major Las Vegas player since the very
earliest days of the Strip. That his name remains relatively unknown is due both to his
own publicity-shy nature, and to his status as a quintessential wheeler and dealer,
forever buying and selling his assets in a bewildering flurry of billions.

Born in California in 1917, to Armenian parents, Kerkorian never graduated from
high school. Like Howard Hughes, his even more reclusive erstwhile rival, he made
his fortune from aviation. During the 1940s, he operated a charter service that flew
gamblers from LA to Las Vegas; Bugsy Siegel, then building the Flamingo, was a
regular client.

In 1962, Kerkorian bought an eighty-acre tract of land across from the Flamingo for
just under a million dollars. Caesars Palace, which was built on the site in 1966, paid
him rent plus fifteen percent of its gross, and then bought him out in 1968. His total
$8 million profit enabled him to build the largest hotel in the world — the International,
now the Las Vegas Hilton, which opened in 1969 and became legendary as the venue
for Elvis Presley’s comeback.

Kerkorian’s reputation as an asset stripper is inextricably tied up with his purchase
of the MGM movie studios in 1969. Having first sold off most of its production facili-
ties and memorabilia, he sold the movies themselves to Ted Turner, and has since
sold and rebought the entire company twice more.

The first version of the MGM Grand hotel, once again the world’s largest, opened
in 1973. After it was devastated by a horrific 1980 fire in which 84 people died,
however, it became what’s now Bally’s. Kerkorian sold everything except the MGM
name, which he used again to build the current MGM Grand a decade later.

As MGM’s majority shareholder, Kerkorian was the mastermind behind the buy-out
of Steve Wynn’s Mirage Resorts in 2000, and their joint acquisition of the Mandalay
Resort Group four years later, which gave what’s now MGM Resorts International
total domination over the southern end of the Strip. The company is now entirely
devoted to the hotel business, with plans to expand worldwide.

Even so, he remains very much his own man, seeing MGM as just part of his
overall portfolio. As recently as 2007, he offered to buy CityCenter and Bellagio from
MGM; that same year, he made his second serious attempt to buy car manufacturer
Chrysler, having previously owned ten percent of General Motors. Only in 2009
did he finally reduce his MGM holdings to below fifty percent, and there’s still no
saying what may come next; if we could predict his next move, then maybe we’d
be billionaires too.
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Wicked-Witch-green colour. The entire site was previously occupied by the Tropi-
cana’s golf course and the Marina hotel. In fact amazingly enough the Marina is still
right here; the MGM Grand simply swallowed it up like a vast green slime
monster, incorporating it into its record-breaking tally of five thousand rooms.

Inside the MGM Grand

One way in which the Grand copes with its sheer bulk, and potential for
overcrowding, is by not having one obvious main entrance, thus dispersing the
crowds. Pedestrian entrances are located to either side of the lion, both at street
level and also on the second floor, at the end of walkways from the Tropicana
and New York-New York respectively. Hotel guests and all other traffic use a
separate entrance a hundred yards east along Tropicana Avenue, while Monorail
passengers disembark at the back of the property, a very long walk from the
hotel lobby.

Several high-profile attractions stand just indoors from the Strip, including the
Lion Habitat described below, the Studio 54 nightclub (see p.145), the buffet and a
gleaming Race & Sports Book. Beyond that, the casino proper stretches off into
infinity. Even though clubs, restaurants, and theatres stand to all sides of the
gaming area, the Grand’s main concentration of restaurants line the so-called
Studio Walk at the far end. This pedestrian passage leads past the Monorail
Station to the seventeen-thousand-seat Arena, used for big-name rock concerts
and boxing matches, and the Grand’s lavish pool complex, now featuring its own
adult enclave, Wet Republic.

Although there’s surprisingly little shopping at the MGM Grand, it's worth
checking out CBS Television City, on Studio Walk near the monorail entrance
(daily 10am—8.30pm). On first glance, it simply sells toys and gadgets related to
current CBS programmes, but it’s also a research facility where you can watch new
shows and pilots for free — or even test the latest iPhones and Xboxes — in return
for answering questions at the end.

Lion Habitat
MGM Grand. Daily 11am-7pm; free.

Shamelessly taking a leaf from the Mirage and its tigers, the MGM Grand’s Lion
Habitat holds the world’s only commuting lions. At any one time, two or three of
the forty or so lions that the casino owns have made the 12-mile trip from their ranch
home to spend half a day in this glass enclosure, beside the casino floor just off the
Strip, lounging around a ruined temple gnawing at vitamin-enhanced horsemeat.
Visitors can stroll through a glass tunnel as the lions pad, or snooze, directly overhead;
the casino likes to say it’s better than any zoo because they can’t smell or hear you.

Paying $25 enables you to participate in the grotesque charade of having your
photo taken with a cute little lion cub; oblivious to your presence, it’s made to
look wistful and winsome by having its milk bottle whisked away for a fraction of
a second (daily except Tues 11am—5pm).

CSIl: The Experience
MGM Grand @ 702/891-7006, @ csiexhibit.com. Daily 10am-10pm, last admission

8.30pm. Ages 12 and over $30, $26 for repeat visits on same day; ages 4-11 $23/$20;
family ticket $75.

The self-paced, interactive CSI: The Experience is definitely in the top rank of
Las Vegas' paying attractions, especially for family groups. Closely based on the
popular TV shows, it’s sufficiently interesting and challenging that you don’t need
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to be a fan to enjoy it, though if you are you'll no doubt get an extra frisson from
the various on-screen interjections from the cast.

Each visitor chooses one of three cases to solve — a canny ploy that means you
can visit again without repeating the experience. After inspecting a mocked-up
crime scene, under strong pressure to spot every conceivable clue, you pass
through to the crime lab, where assorted microscopes, film clips and other tools
help you hone, and finally confirm, your suspicions as to the culprit.

The whole thing takes around an hour, ideally as part of a brainstorming family
group. You'd have to be a bit wilful to get the case wrong — and you can expect
stern words from Supervisor Gil Grissom if you do — but that doesn’t detract from
the fun.

Showcase Mall

3785 Las Vegas Bivd S @ 702/597-3122.

Immediately north of the MGM Grand, the Showcase Mall is a rarity for the
Strip, as a stand-alone modern development that’s not a casino. As well as the
Strip’s only cinema, the eight-screen Showcase 8 (702/740-4511, @ regmovies
.com), it’s home to the GameWorks arcade of video and virtual-reality games
(Mon—Thurs & Sun 10am—midnight, Fri & Sat 10am—1am; pay per play, or $35
for unlimited play; ®702/432-4263, @ gameworks.com).

Also part of the mall, M&M World (Mon—Thurs & Sun 9am—11pm, Fri & Sat
9am-midnight; @mymms.com) is a four-storey theme park-cum-store that’s
absolutely crammed with primary-coloured candies, both edible and in plush-toy
form. Funnily enough, it gets to be more fun the higher you go, with a free 3-D
movie show (starring “Red” and “Yellow”) at the far end of a psychedelic
revolving walkway.



ityCenter and around

nveiled at the end of 2009, the CityCenter complex represents a bold
attempt to reshape Las Vegas’ urban landscape. Rather than simply adding
another gimmicky casino, owners MGM set out to give the city an entire
new neighbourhood instead. The thrilling new theme is that there is no
theme; CityCenter is supposedly the kind of project that might be built in any
city, or at least any city with $10 billion, burning a hole in its pocket. It’s intended
to mark the moment that Las Vegas stops thinking in straight lines, and steps away

CityCenter: from Genesis to Revelation

The overriding irony about CityCenter — the largest privately funded construction
project in the history of the US —is, of course, that they’d never have built it if they’d
known the recession was coming.

Although ground was broken in April 2006, the planning dates back considerably
further. When what was then MGM-Mirage bought out the Mandalay Resort Group in
2004, attention focused on Mandalay’s higher-profile properties like Luxor and
Mandalay Bay itself. However, CEO Jim Murren had realised that gaining complete
control of Monte Carlo — previously a joint venture with Mandalay — would enable
MGM to develop the huge tracts of under-used land that lay behind it, between the
Strip and the interstate. By showing that visitors could be enticed away from the Strip
into a separate enclave, CityCenter would vastly increase the value of its underlying
real estate.

The project only survived to completion thanks to large elements of luck. Along the
way, MGM managed to persuade Dubai World to pay cash for a half-share in City-
Center just months before Dubai World’s own finances dried up, and MGM also had
to sell Treasure Island for $775 million.

By the time CityCenter actually opened, the notion of adding seven thousand
high-end rooms to Las Vegas’ already bloated inventory, at a time when visitor
numbers and expenditure were in decline, was self-evidently absurd. On top of that,
the project was also predicated on attracting a new breed of urban sophisticates,
drawn as much by art and architecture as by gambling, who would want to live in
Las Vegas rather than merely visit, and buy enough condos to turn the Strip into a
residential neighbourhood for the first time. If all that sounds like a recipe for disaster
in the current economic climate, the sky hasn’t fallen in yet. For the last couple of
decades, Las Vegas has operated on the principle of “if you build it, they will come”.
CityCenter has not, however, delivered any bounce in visitor numbers; within a year
of its opening accountants were valuing it at a mere quarter of what it cost to build.
It remains anyone’s guess whether it will provide proof that Las Vegas has finally
come of age, or simply show that the casino giants are no better at gambling than
the rest of us.
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from building an endless progression of casinos, marching down the Strip, in
favour of branching out to create new multi-purpose districts.

As well as a casino resort, Aria, and a high-end shopping mall, Crystals,
City-Center consists of three non-gaming hotels — Vdara, the Mandarin
Oriental and the unfinished Harmon — and a matching pair of condo towers,
Veer, so named because each leans five eye-catching degrees off vertical in
opposite directions. With each component designed by a different architect,
they form not a single homogenous mass but a clashing cluster of futuristic
skyscrapers.

CityCenter is not as large as the hype might suggest. Collectively, it covers
about the same area as the Venetian; less than Caesars Palace or the Mirage. What'’s
genuinely new is its commitment to cutting-edge contemporary architec-
ture, coupled with a vigorous showcasing of large-scale public art (see box
opposite). Casual sightseers will certainly find both Aria and Crystals worth
exploring. Neither holds any specific paying attractions, but each is consistently
breathtaking, not in the familiar Las Vegas sense but in provoking the sort of
wonder you get from wandering the most dynamic urban spaces of, say, New
York and Chicago. In addition, Aria especially holds a superb assortment of
restaurants.

An unexpected consequence of CityCenter’s arrival has been the extent to
which the adjacent Bellagio and Monte Carlo casinos have been drawn into its




ambit. City Center’s Strip frontage, and in particular the two spur roads into the
project, are too austere and exposed to encourage pedestrians, so for anyone
walking along the Strip the best way to reach Aria is indoors, cutting through
either Bellagio or the Monte Carlo. As a result, insofar as CityCenter is a “neigh-
bourhood”, then those two much more traditional MGM-owned properties form
part of it too — which has the effect of diminishing the impact of CityCenter’s
modernism.

As for the elevated monorail that connects Bellagio to the Monte Carlo via Aria,
it’s fun to ride, but not as useful as it sounds — by the time you’ve walked to either
terminus, you're nearly all the way to Aria itself. If you're driving, the only self-
parking in CityCenter proper is in the Aria garage; everywhere else has valet

parking only.

Monte Carlo

3770 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/730-7777, W montecarlo.com. Hotel accommaodation is
reviewed on p.122 and the pub on p.143.

Never one of Las Vegas’ showier properties, the sober, unassuming Monte Carlo
has since the opening of CityCenter effectively turned its back on the Strip
altogether. What used to be its front entrance is now largely obscured by Diablo’s
Cantina, a Mexican bar/restaurant, while its entire interior now amounts to little
more than a corridor leading to and from the CityCenter monorail and Aria casino.

The Art of CityCenter

Using Las Vegas casinos as showcases for fine art is a relatively recent idea, and
one with a chequered history. Steve Wynn, as so often, led the way, with Strip
billboards proclaiming “Now Starring: Picasso and van Gogh” when his own collec-
tion was first displayed in Bellagio’s now-faded Gallery of Fine Art. The Venetian
followed suit by opening two distinct Guggenheim museums, both of which have
long since disappeared.

CityCenter has now upped the stakes by integrating stimulating contemporary
artworks, especially in the form of monumental sculpture, into its overall design, as
opposed to consigning them to paid-admission galleries. Not that the distinction
between art and artifice is always obvious; huge sums have been lavished on
commissioning and buying works by leading artists, but it’s often hard to be sure
whether a particular piece is a major work of art, a design feature put together by a
commercial contractor, or even just a corporate logo.

Big names include Claes Oldenburg, who made the outsized steel-and-fibreglass
typewriter eraser beside the Mandarin Oriental; Henry Moore, whose abstract
Reclining Connected Forms (1969-74) fills the “pocket park” between Aria and
Crystals; and Maya Lin, responsible for the gleaming 84ft Colorado River, cast in
reclaimed silver, above Aria’s check-in desks. The colourful Big Edge installation, by
Nancy Rubins, stands in the middle of the traffic circle between Vdara and Aria.
Composed of hundreds of salvaged canoes, it’s a larger version of her Big Pleasure
Point at New York’s Lincoln Center.

CityCenter's most intriguing and provocative artwork, however, is immediately
below this spot, at Aria’s underground “North Valet Pickup”. The work of Jenny
Holzer, Vegas is a 266ft-long, 18ft-high LED sign along which scroll such elliptical
aphorisms as “the future is stupid”. While Holzer has often been more overtly
political, there’s something deliciously subversive about the only electronic sign in a
Las Vegas casino being an explicit challenge to the over-commercialized role of the
written word in everyday life — and of course ironic about using it to lure lovers of
conceptual art into a gambling den.
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The Missing Link

Considering the harsh financial climate, it’s perhaps surprising that only one element
of CityCenter failed to open on time. The missing piece in the jigsaw is the Harmon
Hotel, designed by the British architectural practice of Norman Foster.

The Harmon is the shiny rounded-end tower that stands closest to the Strip. If it
looks a little stumpy, that’s because it's only half the height it was supposed to be.
Originally intended to soar 49 storeys, things went wrong for the Harmon in 2009,
when it was discovered after its first fifteen floors had been constructed that incor-
rectly installed reinforced steel meant it would be unable to support its planned
weight. The upper half was going to consist of residential condos, which might well
have proved hard to sell anyway. Now, assuming the legal squabbles over the blame
are ever settled, the Harmon will either simply be a hotel, or just be demolished
altogether.

The great irony is that for the moment, although CityCenter set out to eschew
traditional Las Vegas signage, the empty Harmon is nothing more than a gigantic
billboard, with a huge display advertising Viva Elvis!

Ever since it was hastily erected in 1996, Monte Carlo’s nominal theme — it’s
supposedly modelled on the Place du Casino in Monte Carlo — has never amounted
to much more than a few Rococo flourishes scattered along its Strip facade.

Always aimed squarely at middle-Americans looking for a touch of European
class but unwilling to pay premium prices — this is where the Average Joes stayed
in Dodgeball, for example — it now promotes itself with the dreary slogan
“unpretentiously luxurious”. While it’s clearly decided to throw in its lot with
CityCenter, quite how far that process will go will depend on the long-term
success of CityCenter itself. Tantalizing rumours suggest that magician Lance
Burton, whose 14-year run at the Monte Carlo ended in 2010, may be replaced
by the Cirque du Soleil’s latest project, a Michael Jackson show scheduled to
open in 2012, though this may end up at Mandalay Bay instead.

For the moment, however, the Monte Carlo continues to offer middle-of-the-
road dining and entertainment, and little else. Calling its main shopping and
dining arcade the Street of Dreams can only be a tacit acknowledgement that it’s
liable to put you to sleep. The Pub here, incidentally, used to be the Strip’s only
brew-pub until CityCenter built over its brewing facilities; it'’s now an ordinary
sports bar.

Crystals

3720 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/590-5299, W crystalsatcitycenter.com. Restaurants
include Mastro’s Ocean Club (see p.132); the nightclub Eve is reviewed on p.145. See
also Shopping chapter, p.170.

For the sheer exuberance of its design, CityCenter’s most memorable segment has
to be the Strip-front Crystals mall. As a shopping destination, it defines itself as
“extremely high-end”, which is saying something in Las Vegas; only a tiny
percentage of visitors could afford the prices in its exclusive boutiques. However,
Crystals also serves the dual purpose of luring in passing sightseers with the
prospect of a spectacular air-conditioned walkway through to Aria.

Crystal’s spiky roofscape, and the angular planes of its stark white interior
walls — the work of architect Daniel Libeskind — are complemented by its rich
polished-wood floors and staircases, and the stones and crystals embedded
throughout. A plethora of eccentric oddities provide sharp contrast, however.
Most dramatic of all is the 70ft Treehouse, created by David Rockwell, who



designed the Broadway show Hairspray. A sinuous three-storey lattice of
curving wood, it accommodates the main dining room of Mastro’s Ocean Club
within its central bulb. That effect is echoed in the smaller-scale wooden follies
that arch over diners in the more casual Pods, one of the mall’s two Wolfgang
Puck outlets.

Crystals has the feel of a stylish urban park — indeed, it was originally
envisaged as being outdoors, before they decided to put a roof over it (hence
the lamboyant planters and flowerbeds on its lowest level). Interspersed among
them are two extravagant water features. One, Halo, consists of fifty glass
columns, some rising from the floor and others sinking beneath it, all filled with
whirling water that ceaselessly changes colour, level and direction. In the other,
Glacia, pillars of ice both cloudy and clear emerge from a lake then melt back
into it.

Of all CityCenter’s components, Crystals may well prove the most vulnerable to
economic downturn. It has yet to find occupants for all sixty of its retail outlets
— a situation acknowledged by commissioning German graffiti artist DAIM to
cover some of the endless white space on the third floor with a huge mural — and
the dividing line between futuristic fantasyland and white-elephant folly is
looking alarmingly thin.

Aria

3730 Las Vegas Blvd S @702/590-7111, W arialasvegas.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.121; restaurants include Julian Serrano (p.133) and The Buffet (p.128);
the club Haze is described on p.145; and the Cirque du Soleil show Viva Elvis! is
reviewed on p.151.

Despite CityCenter’s longing to be seen as an entire district and not just another
casino, its centrepiece, the 4004-room Aria, is. .. just another casino. The question
is, is it anything more than that? It’s certainly different to what’s gone before,
flaunting a new modernist aesthetic that makes its plush marble-clad predecessors
seem suddenly old and tired. And yet there’s only so far you can take minimalism
when you also have a casino to run, filled with slot machines and gaming tables and
all the glamorous accessories it takes to coax gamblers into spending more than
they ever intended.

Approaching Aria directly from the Strip, your first impression will be of several
curving glass skyscrapers, towering above a darker, low-slung central building that’s
arranged around a traffic circle. On closer inspection, all turn out to be connected to
form a single structure. In the centre of the circle, a fountain spurts pulses of water,
spotlit by coloured lights, which form intricate patterns. WET — the company also
responsible for the balletic fountains at Bellagio — created the 270ft-long, 24ft-high
“water wall” nearby, running along the outer side of the casino proper.

Inside Aria

The most immediately striking feature of Aria’s interior is the abundance of
natural light. With its high glass ceiling, the main atrium especially is the kind of
space youd expect in a cosmopolitan arts centre or new airport rather than a
casino-hotel.

Once in the actual casino, however, which takes up most of the ground-level
floor space, you're plunged into the sort of artificially lit gloom that characterizes
most Las Vegas casinos. At its core, as ever, lie rank upon rank of slot machines, but
all sorts of stylish flourishes lurk around the edges. Look out for the open-sided
Poker Room for example, delineated by columns made up of giant gilded playing
cards; the mysterious cavernous recesses of the high-stakes Baccarat area; or the
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exuberant curves of the adjoining Bar Moderno and Jean-Philippe Patisserie.

In contrast to the labyrinthine tangle downstairs, Aria’s upper floor is very easy to
negotiate. It’s entirely gaming-free, with long broad hallways that lead to the Viva
Elvis! theatre and shop; the lavish Spa; the Buffer and yet more high-class restaurants;
several balconies overlooking the action below; and Aria’s glorious guest-only pool
complex. Presumably the management would prefer it not to be quite so peaceful and
crowd-free; that may change when and if Aria develops its shopping component,
which at opening was the property’s most obvious deficiency compared to its rivals.

Vdara

2600 W Harmon Ave, & 702/590-2111, W vdara.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.123.

Bracketing Aria with its crisp towering arc, the Vdara all-suite hotel serves mainly
as a corridor between Bellagio and the rest of CityCenter. It has however
achieved notoriety for the so-called “Death Ray” produced by its curving mirrored
facade, which focuses an intense, shifting beam of heat onto hapless sunbathers
beside its pool. For visitors, there’s little reason to break your stride, though the Silk
Road restaurant is well worth a stop, and fans of modernist painting will enjoy
Frank Stella’s Damascus Gate Variation I, behind the check-in desk.

Bellagio

3600 Las Vegas Bivd S @ 702/693-7111, W bellagio.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.52; restaurants include Michael Mina (p.133), Noodles (p.133), Olives
(p.133) and The Buffet (p.128); bars and clubs include Caramel (p.142) and The Bank
(p.145); the Cirque du Soleil show O is reviewed on p.150; and the shops of Via
Bellagio are also described on p.173.

The highest-earning and most profitable casino in Las Vegas, Bellagio is a
commanding presence on the Strip, arrayed in stately elegance around an artificial
lake where splendid fountains perform balletic pirouettes to adoring crowds.

The Cosmopolitan Alternative

The one anomalous worm in the (Big) apple that is CityCenter — the Cosmopolitan,
the only property in the vicinity not owned by MGM - had yet to open when this book
went to press. Anywhere else in the world, a three-thousand-room casino hotel
consisting of two fifty-storey skyscrapers might seem rather large. Here in Las Vegas,
squeezed into less than ten acres next door to Bellagio, it’s seen as a plucky little
David pitted against a mass of Goliaths.

The Cosmopolitan was erected on what used to be the parking lot of the long-
established Jockey Club, which meant it had first to dig out its own underground
parking facility. It's owned, somewhat unwillingly, by Deutsche Bank, which found
itself having to complete its construction after its original developers defaulted on
their loans, and no one wanted to take the project over.

Rumours abound that sooner rather than later the Cosmopolitan will be swallowed
up by MGM to become part of CityCenter. For the moment, however, Deutsche Bank
has announced plans to create a luxury casino resort much like its many neighbours,
with a huge ground-floor gaming area opening immediately onto the Strip, and a
dozen or so big-name restaurants. The main defining feature of the hotel above is
that all rooms will have balconies — otherwise unheard of in Las Vegas — and thus
offer unparalleled views, with the twin blocks rising to the height of the Eiffel Tower
opposite. For the latest details, visit @ www.cosmopolitanlasvegas.com.
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W Bally's

And yet, as it approaches adolescence, it finds itself in a peculiar position. Not
only is it starting to fade, but it feels a trifle neglected by owners MGM Resorts
International, whose attention is taken up instead with its brand-new sibling,
CityCenter. More foot traffic than ever is passing through, but after years as a
destination in its own right Bellagio has become a pedestrian walkway to and
from CityCenter. What’s more, the austere modernism of CityCenter so
clearly represents a rejection of this kind of old-world opulence that Bellagio is
having to accept that it’s no longer so much the Belle of the ball as a blast from
the past.

To get the full benefit of Bellagio’s facilities, which include a luxurious spa and
beauty salon, and six superb swimming pools, you need to stay at the hotel. For
any visitor to Las Vegas, however, the property as a whole makes an essential port
of call. Even once you’re done swooning over the general air of decadent luxury,
there’s still plenty to enjoy, including the stellar Cirque du Soleil show O, and
the dozen or so top-quality restaurants, not to mention one of the best buffets
in town.
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The fountains of Bellagio

A graceful curve of blue and cream pastels, Bellagio’s main hotel block stands aloof
from the Strip behind an eight-acre replica of Italy’s Lake Como. The mere
presence of so much water in the desert announces the wealth at Bellagio’s disposal,
but the point is rubbed in every half-hour during the afternoon, and every fifteen
minutes in the evening, when hundreds of submerged fountains erupt in Busby-
Berkeley water ballets, choreographed with booming music and coloured lights.
At the foot of the hotel, the lake is bordered by a reproduction of a small Italian
village. Several of the structures here are restaurants, which offer lakeshore terrace
dining. Each of the windows you sce in the facade above, incidentally, is actually
two storeys high and two rooms wide; it’s a trick to make the building look smaller
and closer than it really is.

Inside Bellagio

Hotel guests sweep up to Bellagio along a grand, tree-lined waterfront drive, to
enter a sumptuous lobby that’s deliberately distinct from the casino. A pedestrian
walkway, starting opposite Planet Hollywood, arrives close by. Within the lobby,
mosaic butterflies and insects writhe across the floor, while the ceiling is filled by
a brooding sort of semi-chandelier of glass flowers, made by sculptor Dale
Chihuly. It’s all said to be hand-blown, but “overblown” would be closer to the
mark. Even the area behind the check-in desks is themed; to reach the executive
offices, disguised as a Venetian villa, the clerks have to make their way through a
fully fledged Roman garden.

Most pedestrians, however, approach Bellagio from its northeast corner, crossing
the bridges from Caesars Palace or Bally’s where Flamingo Road meets the Strip.
Mosaic-floored revolving doors grant admittance to Via Bellagio, a plush paisley-
carpeted corridor of designer boutiques interspersed with restaurants that’s
described on p.173.

The Conservatory

Bellagio’s real showpiece, the opulent Conservatory, lies just beyond the hotel
lobby. Beneath a Belle Epoque canopy of copper-framed glass, a network of
flowerbeds is replanted every six to eight weeks with ornate seasonal displays. A

Bellagio: from New Kid to Grande Dame

As president of Mirage Resorts, back in the mid-1990s, Steve Wynn set his sights
very high indeed. He wanted not merely to build the best hotel in Las Vegas - he’d
just done that, with the Mirage — but the best hotel there has ever been.

Bellagio therefore set out to surpass what’s regarded as the greatest hotel in
history, the Ritz in Paris, built in 1898. Originally the resort was going to be laid out
around a French beach and be called Beau Rivage; then it was decided to replicate
the Italian lakeside village of Bellagio instead. Not surprisingly, it proved hard to
blend the understated elegance of provincial Italy with the Belle Epoque flourishes
of fin-de-siécle Paris, particularly when you also had to squeeze a state-of-the-art
casino into the resultant mélange. Nonetheless, as soon as it opened in 1998,
Bellagio was hailed as a quantum leap ahead of all its competitors. Ever since then,
however, its successors have been raising the bar. First the Venetian proved that
you can be this classy without being quite so elitist; then Wynn himself, with the
money he made when Mirage Resorts was bought by MGM in 2000, gave Wynn Las
Vegas and Encore a younger, hipper edge; and now MGM in turn have redefined
Las Vegas style with CityCenter.
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tremendous amount of imagination and whimsy goes into each redesign,
combining abundant living plants with, for example, giant-sized watering cans
and colossal multi-coloured bees and butterflies in spring, or a cornucopia of
harvest fruits in autumn. Individual spotlights can be trained on each flower, so the
place is at its most spectacular at night. Long considered a must-see attraction, the
Conservatory now stands on the through route to the CityCenter monorail, and
is more crowded with sightseers than ever.

Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art
Sun-Tues & Thurs 10am-6pm, Wed, Fri & Sat 10am-9pm; & 702/693-7871; $15.

When Bellagio first opened, the Bellagio Gallery of Fine Art, reached via
another avenue of shops and cafés at the rear of the casino, housed Steve Wynn’s
personal portfolio of Picassos and Monets. Seen (by Wynn more than anyone else)
as a daring bid to introduce high culture to the Las Vegas scene, it has floundered
ever since, and currently stages mostly lacklustre temporary exhibitions. Even at
the best of times, it only has room for thirty or so paintings, so the high entrance
fee is seldom worth paying.



The Central Strip:
Caesars Palace and
aroung

The central section of the Strip remains the heart of Las Vegas. Bugsy Siegel’s
legendary Flamingo ruled the roost here from 1946 to 1966, when it was joined by
Caesars Palace, and mighty casino-resorts now cram into every available inch of
space. No longer, however, are they cut-throat rivals.

Instead, the entire central swathe of properties, on both sides of the Strip, is now
owned by the same company. And what no one would have predicted even ten
years ago is that it’s humdrum, unremarkable Harrah’s that has managed bit by bit
to buy up all its neighbours. Besides Harral’s itself, its portfolio currently includes
Caesars Palace, the Imperial Palace, the Flamingo, Bally’s, Paris and Planet Hollywood (as
well as the nearby off-Strip Rio, covered in chapter 6).

Not only that, but despite its old-fashioned image Harrah’s has achieved its
success by a stealthy, under-the-radar strategy of using cutting-edge technology to
target its low-rolling but reliable middle-aged middle-American customers ever
more precisely, while its rivals were chasing such chimeras as the notion of Las
Vegas as a child-friendly destination.

This part of the Strip was the first portion to attract significant foot traffic.
Although at first casinos fought to keep pedestrians from wandering from casino
to casino, they’ve had to bow to the inevitable, and feed the process instead by
building over their parking lots and pushing ever closer to the street. Harrah’s
has taken that process to its logical conclusion by consolidating a large block of
adjacent casinos together and encouraging guests to see them as a single entity.

That said, Harrah’s has so far shown little desire to change the individual identi-
ties of any of the casinos it has bought, let alone to build any new ones. As a result,
they remain distinct, with Caesars Palace still very much the pick of the bunch for
sightseers, followed by Paris.

Planet Hollywood

3667 Las Vegas Blvd S & 702/785-5555, @ planethollywoodresort.com. Hotel accom-
modation is reviewed on p.123; restaurants include Koi (p.134), Lombardi’s Romagna
Mia (p.134) and Todai Seafood Buffet (p.134); shows include The Amazing Johnathan
(p.148) and V - The Ultimate Variety Show (p.151); the Miracle Mile Shops are also
described on p.172.
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Planet Hollywood is the latest incarnation of a casino that has been plagued by
one disaster after another. From 1966 until 1998, this site was occupied by the
legendary Aladdin, best known as the venue for the 1966 wedding of Elvis and
Priscilla. After the original Aladdin was imploded, it was replaced by an entirely
rebuilt version that opened in 2000, just in time for its Arabian Nights Middle-
Eastern theme to be rendered inappropriate by the events of 9/11. It subsided into
bankruptcy and was bought out by Planet Hollywood in 2004 (although confus-
ingly the Planet Hollywood dining chain is a separate entity, which explains why Las
Vegas’ Planet Hollywood restaurant is in Caesars Palace and not in, say, Planet
Hollywood). They kept the Aladdin’s doors open while progressively transforming
the place from the inside out, and only finally changed its name in 2007. In 2010
they went broke in turn, and the casino is now along with most of its neighbours
part of the Harrah’s empire.

Harrah’s is not expected to make major changes in the immediate future, which
leaves Planet Hollywood as something of a second-tier property in its ranks. The
main casino interior has been given a complete makeover since the Aladdin days,
very much geared towards the kind of younger crowd who go to Mandalay Bay



and the Hard Rock. They call the decor “Hollywood Hip”, which means lots of
strip lighting and neon towers and giant screens, and a soundtrack of self-
consciously hip rock music. Part of the gaming area, designated as the Pleasure Pit,
features female dealers wearing “chic lingerie”.

Planet Hollywood’s exterior, on the other hand, has always been neglected and
strangely inconspicuous. The building had been here nearly ten years before
someone thought of adding a big sign saying “Casino Entrance”. Now, finally,
they’ve created a more imposing approach, and started added Strip-view balconies
to the facade.

Despite being wrapped in an elaborate figure-of-eight around the casino and its
theatre, the lengthy Miracle Mile shopping mall is owned and run by separate
management. Formerly the Desert Passage, this too used to have a Middle-Eastern
theme, but here much of the theme survives, especially further back from the
Strip. In its Merchants Harbor segment, the faux-sky clouds over to unleash
“thunderstorms” every half-hour. For a full description of its stores — typically
more affordable than in other casino malls — see p.172.

Paris

3655 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 877/603-4386, W parislasvegas.com. Hotel accommodation
is reviewed on p.123; restaurants include Les Artistes Steakhouse (p.134), Mon Ami
Gabi (p.134) and Le Village Buffet (p.130).

The last Strip casino to open in the twentieth century — September 1999, to be
precise — Paris was the handiwork of the same team that designed New York—New
York. Operating under similar spatial constraints, they made the most of Paris’s
smallish site by planting three legs of its centrepiece Eiffel Tower replica smack in
the middle of the casino floor, and allowing it to straddle the Arc de Triomphe and
the Opera. In this case, however, it's somewhat of a shame; feeling squashed up
and claustrophobic is part of the fun of Manhattan, but Paris should surely be a bit
more spacious and elegant.

The Eiffel Tower Experience
Paris. Daily 9.30am-midnight; $10 daytime, $15 evening, $22 for both in same day.

The Strip-front exterior of Paris is a well-realized miniature, incorporating a
welcome strolling- and picture-taking area focused around the fourth leg of the
Eiffel Tower, a sparkling fountain, a handful of trees and a colourful replica
Montgolfier balloon. The Eiffel Tower itself — strictly speaking, the Eiffel Tower
Experience —is also, of course, an extravagant sign in the finest Las Vegas tradition.
Standing 540ft tall, it’s half the size of the 1889 original, and made of welded steel
rather than wrought iron, with fake rivets added for cosmetic effect. Some compo-
nents, most obviously the elevators, had to be built at full size in order for people
to use them, so it’s not a perfect scale model. Oddly enough, for all its presence on
the Strip, it can barely be seen from elsewhere in the city, or even from the air.
Nevertheless, taking the ninety-second ride straight through the roof and up to the
summit — for which you might have to wait in line for up to thirty minutes — offers
amazing views, at their best after dark, and most specifically across to Bellagio’s
water ballet. There’s also a very expensive dinner-only restaurant, La Tour Eiffel, on
its first level, seventeen storeys high and reached by separate elevators.

Inside Paris
Inside, the joyful wealth of detail ranges from top-notch French restaurants,
authentic bakeries and pastry shops, to toy stores where the Sesame Street dolls
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talk in French. As any true Parisian could have warned you, the cobbled
alleyways wreak havoc on high heels, strollers and wheeled suitcases, but no one
seems too concerned. Notices everywhere are written in cod-French — “Les
Show Tickets” — and in theory, every member of staff (or “citizen of Paris”) has
a twenty-word French vocabulary, which is splendidly inadequate to cope with
any genuine situation.

An air of French glamour wafts appealingly over the gaming tables, which are
covered by metalwork canopies modelled on the metro stations of Paris, and the
appeal of all that fabulous French food is unlikely to pall. Paris’s original intention
of programming predominantly French entertainment, on the other hand, has
failed to pay off, and its 1200-seat theatre currently features such attractions as a
long-term residency by Barry Manilow, or Cheap Trick performing as Sergeant
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

Bally’s

3645 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 877/603-4390, W ballyslasvegas.com. Hotel accommodation
is reviewed on p.123 and the show Jubilee! on p.149.

Though long since outclassed by its mighty neighbours, the casino now known as
Bally’s was thirty years ago the most famous, and infamous, hotel in the world.
This is the original MGM Grand, which opened in 1973. Setting out to prove that
there was far more money to be made in the casino business than in producing
movies, entrepreneur Kirk Kerkorian (see p.41) had sold off almost the entire
assets of MGM Studios in order to build the biggest hotel that had ever existed.
Named after the 1932 movie Grand Hotel, the MGM Grand did indeed generate
vast profits. However, it was devastated in November 1980 by the worst hotel fire
in history, when faulty wiring in the deli caused a blaze that killed 84 people and
injured over seven hundred more. The MGM Grand reopened in identical shape
within eight months, but four years later Kerkorian sold it to Bally’s, the pinball-
and slot-machine manufacturers, who had just had a tremendous cash windfall
from the worldwide success of their Pac-Man machines. The name Bally’s has for
some reason survived repeated takeovers by other companies, most recently
Harrah’s; Kerkorian, meanwhile, retained the MGM Grand name for his own
future use.

The fact that Bally’s is actually one of the Strip’s dullest buildings, consisting of
little more than two monolithic rectangular towers, has been disguised by turning
the whole thing into a giant neon sign. Not only the towers, but also the tubular
walkway that carries pedestrians into the casino, shift constantly through a
spectrum of four garish colours. The walkway moves so slowly, however, that
you’ll probably have tired of the light show long before you reach the end. This
whole area used to be the hotel car park, famous as the spot where the parachuting
Elvises landed in 1992’s Honeymoon in Vegas.

Should the economy ever pick up, it’s widely predicted that Harrah’s will
demolish Bally’s and replace it with something much closer to the Strip. For the
moment, you enter Bally’s to find just a run-of-the-mill casino, with poor restau-
rants; the one spark of life is provided by the long-running Jubilee! show, the last
surviving throwback to Las Vegas® feathers-and-tassels era. Most visitors simply
head straight through, either following the connecting corridor to Paris next door,
or making for the Monorail station, right at the back of the property. Free shuttle
buses to the Rio leave every half-hour from Bally’s Flamingo Road entrance (daily
10am—1am).



Caesars Palace

3570 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 866/227-5938, W www.caesarspalace.com. Hotel accommo-
dation is reviewed on p.121; restaurants include Beijing Noodle No. 9 (p.134), Mesa
Grill (p.135), The Palm (p.135) and Serendipity 3 (p.135); bars and clubs include
Cleopatra’s Barge (p.142), Seahorse Lounge (p.143) and Pure (p.145); the Forum
Shops are described on p.172.

Despite approaching its fiftieth birthday — making it virtually prehistoric by Las
Vegas standards — Caesars Palace remains the most famous name in the casino
business. In the last few years, it has comprehensively overhauled itself to meet the
challenge of upstart rivals like Bellagio and the Venetian, to become once again a
must-see for every visitor.

When Las Vegas’s definitive themed casino was unveiled, in August 1966, it had
cost less than $25 million to build — less than the volcano at the Mirage. The brain-
child of entrepreneur Jay Sarno, who had previously owned a Palo Alto motel in
partnership with Doris Day, it was the first Vegas casino to be financed through
loans from the pension fund of Jimmy Hoffa’s Teamsters’ Union.

A powerful Mob presence at Caesars was barely concealed from the word go, and
became even more apparent after Sarno sold out in 1969. However, Caesars has
been under sanitized corporate control since the early 1980s, and under a succes-
sion of unimaginative owners it had fallen way behind the pack by the time it was
acquired by the Harrah’s empire in 2005.

Caesars was originally designed to be approached by car. In those days, its
distance from the highway was not a drawback, but made it seem even more
majestic. Over the years, the intervening space became filled, initially by fountains,
formal gardens and statuary, and then by Caesars itself. At its northern end, the
hugely successful Forum mall first snaked out to reach the Strip, and now towers
three storeys above it. To the south, across from Bellagio and the Flamingo, Caesars
has constructed the open-air Roman Plaza, with the large stand-alone Serendipity
3 restaurant (see p.135).

Inside Caesars Palace

Although there’s a little less togas-and-sandals high camp in the interior of Caesars
than there used to be, half-naked Roman centurions and Cleopatra-cropped
cocktail waitresses still scuttle through night and day. In terms of hotel rooms,
Caesars remains relatively “small”, but the casino proper — the hub around which
everything else revolves — is a bewildering labyrinth, vast enough that it can take
half an hour’s brisk walk to get from one end to the other. And that’s if you know
the place well; with its low ceilings, low lights and lack of signs, it’s designed to be
as disorienting as possible, and you're all too likely to be distracted by the appear-
ance of an armour-clad Roman legionary standing guard atop a bank of slot
machines.

At the very front of the property, but only accessible via the casino, the four-
thousand-seat Colosseum proudly maintains Caesars’ reputation as the biggest
name in Las Vegas entertainment. It was built specifically for Celine Dion in
2003; she still appears regularly, while it has also housed long-term residencies by
Cher, Bette Midler and Elton John.

One side passage from the casino connects with the Appian Way, a shopping
mall where a replica of Michelangelo’s David stands beneath the central dome.
Another obliges you to squeeze between the golden prow of Cleopatra’s Barge (a
floating nightclub and bar). Keep on heading back behind the scenes, and you’ll
find yourself in the actual hotel, which is every bit as huge again. Large plate-glass
windows look out over the sumptuous and ever-expanding Garden of the Gods
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pool area, built using Carrara marble and modelled after the baths of Pompeii. The
lavish high-roller “villas” in the new poolside Octavius Tower rent for $40,000 per
night, plus a minimum expenditure of $5000 on food and drink.

The Forum Shops
3500 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/893-4800, W forumshops.com. Sun-Thurs 10am-11pm,

Fri & Sat 10am-midnight. Restaurants in the Forum Shops are reviewed on p.135
onwards. For a full description of the actual shops, see p.172.

A high proportion of visitors to Caesars are here to explore the stores and restau-
rants in the adjoining, seamlessly connected Forum. For twenty years now,
crowds have gathered to gawk at the complex play of lights that transforms its
blue-domed, cloud-strewn ceiling between dawn and dusk every hour, and
enhancements and extensions have been added at regular intervals. The mall
itself is now three storeys tall, but you may have to hurry to see the gloriously
kitsch animatronic “living statues” which inhabit its various fountains; they do
seem to be falling out of favour, and disappearing into the netherworld at an
alarming rate.

Bill’s Gamblin’ Hall & Saloon

3595 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/737-2100, W billslasvegas.com. Hotel accommodation
is reviewed on p.121.

Slotted in between so many behemoths, the tiny, 200-room Bill’s Gamblin’ Hall
— the smallest casino on the Strip — feels like a throwback to a long-lost Las Vegas.
Its main distinguishing feature is a classic piece of old Vegas neon, the hourglass-
shaped sign above its front entrance. Until 2007, when it was bought by Harrah’s
and renamed, this was the Barbary Coast. Don’t expect to see “Bill” himself; the Bill
in question is Bill Harrah, founder of Harrah’s, who died in 1978.

Despite appearances, Bill’s Gamblin’ Hall is not in fact an independent entity; it’s
run by the staff from the nearby Imperial Palace. With its doors always thrown
open wide, and clattering tables and slots just inside, it’s kept ticking along nicely
by walk-in gamblers weary of ogling its outsized neighbours — and by punters
eager to watch “Big Elvis”, who delivers his spirited renditions of the King’s
repertoire in the lounge (Mon—Fri 3pm, 5pm & 6.30pm; free). Elsewhere, the
interior is filled with brass and glass, including “the world’s largest Tiffany-style
glass mural,” but amenities are minimal. You can’t help suspecting that one of
these quiet nights, Bill’s will disappear altogether, to make way for some new
expansion plan.

The Flamingo

3555 Las Vegas Bivd S @ 702/733-3111 or 800/732-2111, W flamingolasvegas.com.
Hotel accommodation is reviewed on p.124.

Though neither brick nor bloodstain remains of Bugsy Siegel’s original resort, the
very name of the Flamingo is dripping with Las Vegas legend. Popular myth
regards it as having been the first of the great Strip casinos. In fact, El Rancho Vegas
and the Last Frontier had already blazed the trail by the time it opened in 1946, and
the Flamingo when it started out — with barely a hundred hotel rooms — was much
more a consummately stylish Forties motel than a foretaste of the neon extrava-
ganzas of the Fifties. What it did offer, however, was the ambition to look beyond
its bleak desert setting in both theme and ambience, not to mention a glamorous
hint of underworld menace.
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In a sense, Siegel’s 1947 murder (see box below) was the perfect advertising
gimmick to launch the Flamingo. It turned out that Las Vegas punters actually liked
to feel that they were rubbing shoulders with murderous gangsters. Countless
changes of ownership were required before the Mob presence was finally shaken
off — the ubiquitous Kirk Kerkorian owned it for a while — and the Flamingo now
belongs to Harrah’s.

Today, it stakes its patch opposite Caesars with a magnificent cascade of neon,
centered on a bulbous unfurling flower of light. As recently as 1990, this was the
largest hotel in the world; now it pitches itself (not entirely convincingly) as a
sophisticated upmarket resort, an elder statesman too secure of its status to need to
compete head-on with brash modern competitors. In truth, you can get a better
sense of its middle-American, middle-aged target audience from the ongoing
presence of Donny and Marie Osmond in its main showroom, and the crowds in
Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville, open on one side to the Strip.

Inside the Flamingo
In the casino proper, only a continuing design predilection for the kind of
pinks and oranges seldom seen outside Barbie’s boudoir — take a peek at the
guest elevators, for example — bears witness to the Flamingo’s racy past. There
are no particular attractions inside, but it’s worth stepping into the elaborate
landscaped gardens at the back. Closest to the casino, the Wildlife Habitat
abounds in flamingos both real and plastic, and also holds a few African
penguins, unique among their kind in having adapted to hot climates. Beyond
that lies a lovely complex of pools, lagoons, water slides and palm-shaded
walkways.

In an unusual twist, the Flamingo caters to customers who hanker for the old days
by offering lower-stakes gaming and cheap eats in what looks like a separate casino
next door, the nominally Irish-themed O’Sheas.

Don’t call me Bugsy

Benjamin Siegel started out as a New York mobster, co-founder with Meyer Lansky
of the infamous Murder, Inc syndicate. By his own admission, he killed around twenty
men; the FBI reckoned the total was more than thirty. His quick-fire temper, displayed
in his tendency to “go bugs”, earned him his famous nickname - though heaven help
anyone who used it to his face.

Siegel headed west in the early 1940s in the hope of making it as a movie star;
failing that, he settled for making it with movie stars. Las Vegas initially beckoned as
a good base for running a horse-racing betting racket, but the casino business swiftly
caught his eye. Hearing about the cash-flow problems of LA restaurateur Billy
Wilkerson, who was building a new casino a mile beyond the Last Frontier, he put
together a million-dollar package that enabled him to squeeze Wilkerson out and
take control.

Construction materials were expensive and in short supply after the war, and Siegel
soon found himself in trouble. There are tales of contractors delivering supplies to
the site by day, stealing them back at night, and then delivering them again the next
day, not so much to defraud Bugsy as to avoid his wrath at their failure to get hold of
any more. Desperate to start repaying the additional $5 million he’d been forced to
borrow, Siegel opened the incomplete Flamingo too early, only to have to close down
after two weeks even deeper in debt. Although the hotel swiftly reopened, and was
soon running at a profit, Siegel’s backers had lost patience, and he was shot dead
at his girlfriend’s home in Beverly Hills in June 1947. Literally within minutes, new
Mob-appointed managers announced themselves at the Flamingo.



The Imperial Palace

3535 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/731-3311, Wimperialpalace.com. Hotel accommodation
is reviewed on p.122, the Emperor’s Buffet on p.129 and the Human Nature show on
p.148.

Despite its small and ultra-tacky exterior, which looks less like the facade of a
major casino than that of a rundown used-car dealership — which is oddly appro-
priate, since that’s exactly what its Auto Collections section is — the Imperial
Palace is among Las Vegas’ largest hotels. Every square inch of the twelve-acre site
that stretches away from its slender frontage on the Strip is pressed into use. It has
even built over its driveway, to create a separate building sandwiched between the
Strip and the front doors that’s currently occupied by the raucous Rockhouse
nightclub and all-day daiquiri bar.

The empbhasis inside the Imperial Palace remains squarely on gambling. As well as
having a splendidly old-fashioned, theatre-like Race Book, rising in tiers above
a central pit on the second and third floors, it also has a special, very central
section of the casino floor where the table games are conducted by celebrity
lookalike “dealertainers” — they even include Stevie Wonder, despite the obvious

pitfalls.

Auto Collections

Imperial Palace & 702794-3174, W autocollections.com. Daily 10am-6pm; $9, or free
with coupon from casino, website or listings magazines.

Former Imperial Palace owner Ralph Engelstad, who died in 2001, had a predilec-
tion for dictators (he was once fined $1.5 million by the Nevada Gaming Control
Board for holding a party to celebrate Hitler’s birthday) and a passion for cars. He
indulged both in the Auto Collections, which can still be visited on the fifth floor
of the parking garage at the rear. The collection is now as much showroom as
museum; almost all of Engelstad’s personal favourites have long gone, but there’s
a wide selection of beautiful and extraordinarily expensive vintage vehicles for
sale. Exactly what you'll see can’t be predicted, as the stock turns over regularly;
at the time of going to press, however, the oldest car on show was a gorgeous
pastel-blue Mercedes tourer from 1914.

King’s Ransom Museum
Imperial Palace & 516/382-4414, W thekingsransom.com. Daily 11am-7pm; $12.

Tucked away behind the buffet, near the back of the Imperial Palace’s third floor, the
King’s Ransom Museum holds a small collection of Elvis memorabilia. Not
nearly as extensive as Las Vegas’ much-missed Elvis-A-Rama museum, which
closed down a few years back, it consists of assorted stage and movie costumes,
jewellery, guns and other “law enforcement items”, all padded out with photos,
cuttings and film footage.

Harrah’s

3475 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/369-5000, W www.harrahsvegas.com. Hotel accommo-
dation is reviewed on p.122; the Improv comedy club is reviewed on p.149; Legends
In Concert on p.149; and the Mac King magic show on p.150.

It’s perhaps the greatest irony of the hip, new Las Vegas, which makes such a show
of updating itself to lure in the affluent younger generation, that staid old
Harrah’s so consistently outperformed its high-profile neighbours for so long that
it was eventually able to buy most of them.
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Even so, it remains easy to walk past Harrah’s namesake casino without noticing
it’s there. The only aspect likely to attract your attention is the large plaza that
adjoins the Imperial Palace at its southern end. Still one of the few open-air public
spaces on the Strip, it mollifies passers-by irritated at having to detour around the
hotel’s parking tunnel with free live performances on its Carnaval Court stage, and
also holds souvenir, sandwich and cocktail kiosks, plus a Ghirardelli Soda Fountain
and Chocolate Shop.

Behind its frontage, festooned with trumpeting golden Mardi Gras jesters,
Harral’s is a sedate and rather boring affair, filled with the kind of middle-
American visitors whose eyes light up at the prospect of country superstar Toby
Keith’s restaurant and gaming area. They're gently satirized by the prominent
statue of “The Greenbacks,” a very lifelike tourist couple dripping dollars from
every pore and pocket. The main reasons outsiders might actually bother to pass
through are either to catch the comedy shows at the Improv (see p.149), or to use
the spacious parking garage, handy for other nearby Strip attractions.



The North Strip

xactly where the northern end of the Strip is deemed to start seems to

change almost year on year. Now that a solid block of Harrah’s-owned

casinos cuts the Strip in two, however, it makes sense to think of the

North Strip as starting with the Mirage and the Venetian. Since it also
includes the showcase Wynn Las Vegas, that makes it a very glamorous neigh-
bourhood indeed.

While all those properties are very much worth seeing, it doesn’t mean the North
Strip is thriving. Less than ten years ago, the North Strip label was taken to refer to
a fading cluster of long-standing casinos half a mile or so further north, which it
was promised would soon be swept away and replaced with vastly ambitious upscale
new developments. Two have indeed been demolished — the New Frontier, which
dated back to 1942, and 1958’s Stardust — but extravaganzas such as Echelon and
Fontaineblean never materialized, and things are looking worse than ever. Long
empty lots are interspersed with abandoned construction sites, and analysts believe
other ailing veterans like the Riviera, Circus Circus and Sahara may not survive either.

The Mirage

3400 Las Vegas Blvd S @702/791-7111, W mirage.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.122; restaurants include BLT Burger (p.135) and the Cravings buffet
(p.129); bars and clubs include BB King’s Blues Club (p.142), Japonais (p.142) and the
Revolution Lounge (p.143); Terry Fator & His Cast of Thousands is reviewed on p.151,
and the Cirque du Soleil show Love on p.150.

Perhaps the best measure of the impact the Mirage has had upon Las Vegas is
that now, over twenty years since it opened, it’s hard to remember quite what
was so different about it. Completed in 1989, the Mirage was the first new hotel
to be built from scratch on the Strip since 1973. Its high-rise Y-plan design was
perfect for its prime position, commanding the point where the Strip curves
northeast to parallel the rail tracks towards downtown. Original owner Steve
Wynn, however, eschewed many of Las Vegas’ most time-honoured traditions.
He spared no expense on fixtures and fittings for the three thousand guest
rooms, he neglected neon in favour of plating the entire facade with 24-carat
gold stripes, and he even proclaimed that from now on Las Vegas was going to
be a family destination.

By common consent, Wynn’s $620 million gamble was risky even by Las Vegas
standards, and it was no secret that the Mirage could only pay its way by making
$1 million clear profit from its gaming tables every day of the year. The fact that
it succeeded — not in every specific goal, but in the one detail that counts in Las
Vegas, financially — transformed the city. However, in due course the opening of
Bellagio — Wynn’s next brainchild — saw the Mirage relegated to second-best even
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within the Mirage Resorts organization, and since 2000 it has been just another
cog in the vast MGM machine.

The volcano

The much-vaunted volcano outside the Mirage was created to lure passing pedes-
trians into the property at night — just when they’re in the mood to spend money.
Within 48 hours of the Mirage opening, though, Wynn was kicking himself for
failing to create a vantage point inside the casino overlooking the volcano, which
meant that the jostling crowds were outside on the Strip instead. Twenty years
on, in 2008, the volcano was finally entirely rebuilt, by the company responsible
for fountains at Bellagio and Aria. It remains basically a lumpy fibreglass island,
topped by palm trees and poking from a shallow artificial lagoon, which “erupts”
in 12ft fireballs and cascades of water every hour on the hour between nightfall
and midnight. Choreographed to a percussive soundtrack by Grateful Dead
drummer Mickey Hart and tabla player Zakir Hussain, the show is once more
drawing large crowds.

Inside the Mirage

Entering the Mirage’s opulent central atrium, housed beneath a geodesic dome,
feels like stepping into a lush garden. Narrow footpaths meander away in various
directions, skirting flowerbeds planted with an artful mix of fake and real vegeta-
tion. Off to the right, a massive thatched roof shelters the hotel’s registration
area, while the giant fish tank located behind the check-in desks teems with
pygmy sharks and stingrays.

There’s little scope for leisurely sightseeing within the Mirage. It’s simply not on
the scale of the newer mega-casinos, and the one narrow walkway through the
heart of the casino always seems to be busy with visitors eager to get from A to
B. It has, however, thoroughly upgraded its restaurants and bars in the last few
years, even if shopping opportunities remain minimal. The pool complex out
back is also impressive, and now features an “adult” (ie topless) area, imaginatively
entitled Bare.

The Mirage’s strongest hand has always been entertainment. Until 2003,when a
wayward white tiger finally declared enough was enough, it was home to
high-camp Germanic illusionists Siegfried and Roy. The injured Roy Horn
recovered sufficiently for the duo to make a final charity appearance in 2009, with
the self-same tiger, but they’ve been superseded at the Mirage by an even more
prestigious double act, the Cirque du Soleil joining forces with the Beatles to
stage the spectacular and highly recommended show Love (see p.150). A separate
theatre hosts the extraordinary singing ventriloquist Terry Fator (see p.151) and
there’s also a branch of B.B. King’s Blues Club.

While there’s a bronze statue of Siegfried and Roy out on the Strip, and their
Secret Garden is still there at the back of the property, the glass-walled cages that
formerly housed their tigers in the casino proper have been converted into bars and
restaurants.

Secret Garden and Dolphin Habitat

The Mirage W miragehabitat.com. Mon-Fri 11am-6.30pm, Sat & Sun 10am-6.30pm;
adults $15, ages 4-12 $10.

One relic of the Siegfried and Roy era survives — the Secret Garden and Dolphin
Habitat, reached via a landscaped ramp that leads up from the pool area at the
back of the Mirage. This surprisingly spacious zoo — a better deal than Mandalay
Bay’s Shark Reef aquarium (see p.34) — is as the name suggests divided into two
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distinct parts. The first consists of two interconnected pools, in which you can
watch dolphins experience “random interactions” both above and below the water
(as opposed to performing tricks, because this is supposedly an educational facility,
though it comes to much the same thing). Enclosures beyond hold the world’s
greatest concentration of big white cats, including snow leopards and hetero-
zygous white lions, as well as the signature white tigers.

Tl (Treasure Island)

3300 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/894-7111, W treasureisland.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.123; restaurants include Isla (p.135) and Pho (p.135); Gilley’s Saloon is
described on p.142; and the Cirque du Soleil show Mystére is reviewed on p.150.

The casino known as both TI and Treasure Island perfectly epitomizes the many
recent changes Las Vegas has gone through. When Steve Wynn built it in 1993,
using the first profits from Mirage next door, the city was in thrall to the notion
that it was about to become a child-friendly destination. Treasure Island took the
Mirage’s volcano concept several stages further by having its entire lower facade
sculpted into a novelty attraction — an intricate, pastel-pretty seafront village
straight out of Pirates of the Caribbean. Amid much yo-ho-ho-ing and cannonfire,
two “pirate ships” clashed nightly on the moat in front, drawing crowds of kids
and their parents to the boardwalks and rigging that still line the Strip.

As the years went by, the whole Vegas-for-kids notion passed away, taking with
it most of Treasure Island’s lovingly crafted fripperies, like the skull motifs that
adorned everything from its main sign to the door handles. Even the very name
was replaced by the anodyne acronym TI, though it’s a sign of ongoing ambiva-
lence that the words “Treasure Island” still seem to crop up everywhere.

Most ludicrous of all, the pirate battle was revamped as a “sexy” adult show, in
which the victorious ship is now crewed by the lingerie-clad Sirens of TI, who
screech rock songs to lure the few remaining “renegade pirates” into their clutches
(nightly: spring and summer 7pm, 8.30pm, 10pm & 11.30pm; autumn and winter
5.30pm, 7pm, 8.30pm, & 10pm).

Then MGM-Mirage ran into stormy waters building CityCenter, and sold TI
out of the blue to Phil Ruffin, the former owner of the veteran, recently-
imploded New Frontier casino a little further north. When Ruffin took over TTin
2009, business was ticking over nicely, and he was in no hurry to make changes.
Bit by bit, however, he’s showing his hand, targeting “budget-minded tourists
with blue-collar tastes” to leave TI with more of a split personality than ever.
While the sirens are still doing their thing outside, the fancy Italian restaurant and
nightclub indoors have been replaced by Gilley’s Saloon, a country-themed beer-
and-barbecue joint previously at the New Frontier.

The whole place is an entertaining mix of discordant tastes. A shiny customized
motorbike — the Sirens of TI Chopper — jostles for space alongside Ruffin’s prized
collection of antique Oriental carvings, such as an enormous 35,000-year-old
mammoth tusk. You can still buy pirate souvenirs, but further back Ruffin’s
ex-model wife, a former Miss Ukraine, has been given free rein to create the lavish
Oleksandra Spa.

Treasure Island is still home to Mystére, Las Vegas’ first-ever Cirque du Soleil
show (see p.150), but on spare nights the showroom hosts country stars like LeAnn
Rimes. And while TT still holds a handful of high-end restaurants, departing
theatregoers can now buy pizza by the slice, or cubic zirconia jewellery from the
Bling Co.

T1I remains umbilically connected to its estranged parent; they share the same
driveway, and a stand-alone monorail runs to the front of the Mirage. It’s also
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perfectly sited to take advantage of pedestrian traffic from its high-profile,
big-money neighbours. Quite how far downmarket Ruffin manoeuvres its profile
will make fascinating watching.

The Venetian

3355 Las Vegas Bivd S & 702/414-1000, W venetian.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.124; restaurants include Bouchon (p.136), Delmonico Steakhouse
(p.136), Tao Asian Bistro (p.136) and Zefferino’s (p.136); bars and clubs include
Smokin’ Hot Aces (p.143), Tao (p.145), and the V Bar (p.143); the Blue Man Group
show is reviewed on p.148 and the Phantom Of The Opera on p.151; and the Grand
Canal Shoppes are also described on p.172.

The Venetian occupies a legendary Las Vegas location, which as home to the Sands
casino from 1952 onward played host to the fabled antics of the Rat Pack.
Although Howard Hughes announced plans for the “new Sands” during the late
1960s, the old structure was not demolished until 1996, and the Venetian only just
managed to make its debut in the twentieth century. It was the brainchild of one
man, Sheldon Adelson, who made his fortune establishing Las Vegas’ annual
COMDEX exhibition as the world’s premier computer-industry trade show, and
then selling it for $800 million in 1995.

The birth of the Venetian was plagued with complications, and its eventual
emergence in 1999, with only a handful of restaurants in action and no shops,
was acclaimed as a textbook example of how not to open a casino. Initial
prognostications were gloomy, and having cost around $1.4 billion to build it
soon racked up heavy losses. But a dozen years on, and now holding a staggering
seven thousand rooms if you include the supposedly distinct Palazzo, it’s a major
success. While every bit as lavish as Wynn Las Vegas or Bellagio, for example, it’s
much more user-friendly, with architecture and attractions to lure in passing
tourists, and the conference centre and luxury accommodation to keep it packed
with business travellers.

When he originally sketched out plans for the Venetian, Mr Adelson apparently
set out to cram all the snapshots of his real-life 1991 honeymoon in Venice into a
single frame. The Venetian’s Strip facade incorporates facsimiles of six major
Venice buildings — from south to north, the Library, the Campanile, the
Palazzo Contarini-Fasan, the Doge’s Palace, the Ca’ d’Oro and the Clock
Tower — as well as the Rialto Bridge, the Bridge of Sighs and a small stretch
of “canal”.

Inside the Venetian

Although Venice was the first European city to have a public gambling house — it
opened in 1638, and guests were obliged to wear masks — the challenge of making
the casino itself particularly Venetian has been largely ignored. The coolness of its
marble floor comes as a welcome relief after the heat of the Strip, but the slot
machines and tables in the gaming area beyond are much like any others. The
internal layout of the Venetian focuses around extravagant public spaces like the
huge hallway that leads to the hotel lobby, paved with Escher-like trompe-I'oeil
marble tiles, and the magnificent central stairwell, topped by vivid frescoes, that
leads to the breathtaking Grand Canal.

The Grand Canal

A preposterous recreation of the waterways of Venice, complete with gondolas
and opera-singing gondoliers, the Grand Canal is quintessential Las Vegas — for
God’s sake, it’s upstairs. Topped by a Forum-esque fake sky, it’s lined by the Grand



Canal Shoppes (see p.172) and passes by the broad St Mark’s Square, where
musicians and living statues do their stuff in between the gelato stands and restau-
rants. A store at the far end sells tickets for gondola rides, both inside and also on
the section of canal outside (indoors Sun—Thurs 10am—11pm, Fri & Sat 10am—
midnight, outdoors much shorter hours, varying seasonally and dependent on
wind and weather conditions; $16 per person, $8 under-13s, or $64 for a 2-person
private ride).

Madame Tussaud’s

The Venetian, 3355 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/862-7800, W mtvegas.com. Daily
10am-10pm, some seasonal variations; $25, over-60s $18, ages 7-12 $15, 25 percent
discount online.

The Venetian’s one major Strip-level attraction is the first US outpost of Madame
Tussaud’s waxwork museum. Set on the second and third floors of the Library,
it’s styled as “Interactive Wax,” on the grounds that visitors can shoot hoops with
Shagq, sink a putt with Tiger, sing karaoke for Simon Cowell, or even put on a
wedding dress and marry George Clooney. The actual effigies remain completely
static, so the main objective for most visitors is to subject them to such indignities
as posing for photographs with them, prodding them gently, or making sarcastic
remarks about them. Come in a lively group and you might have a great time;
wander through solemnly inspecting wax models of chef Wolfgang Puck or
assorted TV hosts, and you may well feel the whole experience is seriously
overpriced. There’s an extra charge of $15 to have a souvenir photo taken with
President Obama in a replica Oval Office.

The Palazzo

3325 Las Vegas Blvd S ®702/607-7777, @ palazzolasvegas.com. Hotel accommoda-
tion is reviewed on p.123; restaurants include Dos Caminos Mexican Kitchen (p.136)
and Lavo (p.137); and the musical Jersey Boys is reviewed on p.149.

It’s far from obvious why the Palazzo, which opened in 2008, is officially regarded
as being a resort in its own right rather than simply Sheldon Adelson’s latest
addition to his adjoining Venetian. Although it does have its own separate Strip
entrance, most visitors stumble across the Palazzo by walking the full length of the
Venetian’s Grand Canal Shoppes and finding to their surprise that another casino
lies immediately beyond.

Perhaps it’s just that if the Palazzo did count as part of the Venetian, that would
make it the world’s largest hotel, and that somehow wouldn’t fit comfortably with
the image of luxurious exclusivity that each tries to cultivate. Even so, the
company president is quite happy to refer to the two combined as “the largest
building in the world”.

Thanks to its relatively small site, and to Clark County forcing Adelson to provide
the obligatory level of parking for the Venetian and its Convention Center, the
Palazzo was the first Las Vegas casino to be constructed atop its own underground
parking garage. It was also, at 642ft, briefly the tallest building in Las Vegas, though
it was swiftly surpassed when Wynn Las Vegas added its Encore tower next door.

Inside, the Palazzo has its own fair share of high-end stores, arranged on two
levels around the atrium that connects to the Grand Canal. In total, though, it
seems remarkably devoid of any identity; it just feels like a big, bland mall, with
the odd good restaurant, the overblown Lavo club-cum-restaurant, and a theatre
that’s currently hosting the hit show Jersey Boys. If you're sightseeing on the
Strip, you're better off giving it a miss.
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Fashion Show Mall

3200 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/784-7000, W thefashionshow.com. Mon-Sat 11am-9pm,
Sun 11am-7pm; shopping reviewed on p.74.

The Fashion Show Mall caused a sensation when it opened in 1981 as the first
significant shopping mall to appear on the Strip. Thirty years on, it has grown out
of all proportion, and it’s now ensconced behind a glittering frontage and topped
by the bizarre 300ft disc-shaped “Cloud” (which sometimes resembles a high-
fashion hat and sometimes a UFO). Strangely enough, it’s still the only mall on the
Strip that’s not attached to a casino, which is both a strength and a weakness. While
it’s certainly not a must-see attraction like the Forum or Grand Canal Shoppes, it
surpasses both by offering full-sized department stores, and if you just want to
shop quickly and efficiently without all the frippery, this is the place to come.

Wynn Las Vegas

3131 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/770-7000, W wynnlasvegas.com. Hotel accommodation
is reviewed on p.124; restaurants include Red 8 (p.137) and the Buffet at Wynn
(p.129); bars and clubs include Blush (p.142), Parasol Up/Parasol Down (p.143) and
Tryst (p.146); Le Réve show is reviewed on p.151; and the Wynn Esplanade shops are
described on p.173.

Wynn Las Vegas, widely seen as Las Vegas’ premier upscale property, is yet
another brainchild of entrepreneur extraordinaire Steve Wynn. After selling his
beloved Bellagio to MGM in 2000, he used his personal profit of $275 million to
buy — and destroy — the 50-year-old Desert Inn. Five years to the day later, he
opened Wynn Las Vegas.

Wynn’s initial plan was to build a resort called Le Réve (French for “The Dream”),
named for his favourite among those Picassos he owns, but his bankers felt that was
too abstract, and the project took on his name instead (with its obvious gambler-
friendly connotations). Wynn suffers from an eye disease called retinitis pigmentosa,
which severely limits his field of vision; indeed in 2006, he agreed to sell Picasso’s Le
Réve for $139 million, potentially the most expensive price ever paid for a painting,
only to abort the deal by accidentally poking his elbow through the canvas. His
affliction, however, clearly enhances his appreciation of colour, for bright colours are
the major defining characteristic of his resorts.

In a nutshell, Wynn Las Vegas is Bellagio reimagined for a younger, hipper crowd,
with a marked shift away from European elegance in favour of contemporary
Asian design. A pleasant and surprisingly intimate space to stroll around, it features
several stores and some excellent restaurants — Wynn has the very rare policy for
Las Vegas of insisting his celebrity chefs actually move to the city. Even though the
colours are fading somewhat as the years go by, and Wynn’s attentions have moved
on, both towards Encore next door and further afield, Wynn Las Vegas remains a
breathtaking creation.

Lake of Dreams

The Strip facade of Wynn Las Vegas consists of assorted gardens and waterfalls,
tumbling down the outer slope of an artificial “mountain”. Once you find your
way inside, you discover that the mountain frames the bizarre, enormous Lake of
Dreams, an “environmental theatre” in which a massive waterfall serves as the
backdrop, and a large expanse of water serves as the stage. Thanks to intricate light
projections, everything is in a constant state of flux, with the colour of the
waterfall, trees and indeed the entire mountain endlessly changing, and all sorts of
strange figures appearing and disappearing. Most of the best views of the lake
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Howard Hughes in Las Vegas

By welcoming Howard Hughes as a guest at Thanksgiving in 1966, the now-defunct
Desert Inn, which was demolished to make way for Wynn Las Vegas, inadvertently
spearheaded Las Vegas’ move toward corporate domination. As New Year
approached, the management insisted that the non-gambling Hughes check out
before the annual influx of high-roll gamblers arrived. Hughes instead took over the
whole hotel, buying its licence to operate until 2002 (although not the casino itself)
for $13.2 million.

Hughes remained at the Desert Inn for four years, living on the ninth floor with
curtains drawn and windows taped over, and keeping the entire eighth floor empty.
During that time, he bought enough casinos to become Nevada’s largest single
operator, despite seldom, if ever, allowing even his closest associates to see him.
Tales of his eccentricity abound; quite apart from storing all his urine in jars in his
closet, and having total transfusions of Mormon blood, he cancelled the hotel’s
traditional Easter Egg hunt because he loathed children, and abandoned its pro
golf tournaments because he couldn’t bear the thought of golfers coming onto his
property after putting their hands in those dirt holes.

come from the various restaurants and nightclubs arrayed along the water’s edge,
but you can get a good overall perspective from the North Show Terrace, which
opens off the main hotel registration area.

Inside Wynn Las Vegas

The interior of Wynn Las Vegas is a riot of colour, with spectacular patterns and
motifs sprawling all over carpets, mosaics and tiles, and a central atrium, open to
natural light, that’s filled with sparkling trees and dazzling hydrangeas and
chrysanthemums. Lanterns and parasols add to the Eastern theme. Other than the
Lake of Dreams, it holds few specific attractions, though the affluent thirty-
somethings who are its prime target audience are drawn to the Ferrari-Maserati
car dealership alongside the lobby, where typical vehicle prices are in the hundreds
of thousands of dollars. Ordinary folk can buy toys and accessories in a souvenir
store alongside, but have to pay even to take a peek at the sleek red beauties in the
main showroom (W penskewynnferrari.com; $10, free for under-13s and owners
of either brand who can produce their keys).

Encore Las Vegas

3121 Las Vegas Blvd S ®702/770-8000, W encorelasvegas.com. Hotel accommoda-
tion is reviewed on p.121; restaurants include Wazuzu (p.137); the club Surrender is
described on p.145.

Wynn Las Vegas having proved an immediate success, Steve Wynn followed up in
2008 by opening Encore Las Vegas immediately north. Encore is not only slightly
taller than its predecessor, but by no coincidence at all it’s 11ft higher than Palazzo
and 8ft higher than the nearby Trump, Wynn having waited until both those phallic
symbols had topped out before completing his own. Just to rub the point home, he
posed for TV ads sitting at Encore’s very apex, dangling his legs over the side.

Clad in the same glossy colour as its parent, officially known as Wynn Bronze,
Encore stands in much the same relationship to Wynn as does the Palazzo to the
Venetian. Interior passageways connect the two, and while Encore is certainly seen
as being every bit as opulent and exclusive, it doesn’t have any particular attractions
— or even very much identity — of its own.



When Encore first opened, its main Strip entrance opened onto a huge open atrium
much like that at Wynn. The original idea was that this would offer views of all sorts
of new developments, including the Echelon. Within a year, however, those projects
were scuppered by the recession, so Steve Wynn ripped up that whole side of his
new property to make room for the Encore Beach Club. This extraordinarily
lavish over-21s pool complex also incorporates a nightclub, Surrender.

An even more unexpected twist came in 2009 when Steve Wynn signed up the
supposedly retired country star Garth Brooks — the bestselling solo performer in
US musical history — for a five-year engagement to perform sixteen weekends per
year in the Encore Theater. Tickets for Brooks™ one-man acoustic show have been
kept to a reasonable price (by Las Vegas standards) of less than $150.

Inside Encore

Encore is linked to Wynn via the Encore Esplanade of shops (see p.173), which
leads directly off Wynn’s main casino floor and includes the theatres of both
properties. Not that the transition is imperceptible; as soon as you cross the
threshold to enter Encore, everything grows almost hallucinogenically redder and
redder. While the interior holds no specific sights or attractions, chief designer
Roger Thomas plays such endless variations on his basic components — besides the
predominant red, the fundamental motifs are butterflies and dragonflies — that it’s
never boring or repetitive. Even if it’s all too extravagantly ostentatious to be
exactly tasteful, it’s certainly not kitsch.

The actual casino in Encore forms a large rectangle, formally divided into four
quadrants by awnings, each of which is then divided in four again. Each segment
features a different style of colossal red chandeliers, creating a glorious panoply.
The baccarat area — the high-rollers’ favourite — is set in a candy-striped marquee
in a sort of flower garden at the far end, while yet another splendid selection of
restaurants is arrayed around the periphery.

Guardian Angel Cathedral

302 Cathedral Way @ 702/735-5241, W lasvegas-diocese.org. Sunday masses take
place at 8am, 9.30am, 11am, 12.30pm & 5pm.

Immediately north of Encore, a small spur road to the right leads to one of the
Strip’s least likely sights. Though dwarfed to the point of invisibility by the

In March 2007, the veteran Stardust casino — which despite standing only two storeys
high when it opened in 1958 was nonetheless the world’s largest hotel — was finally
demolished. Soon afterwards, the Boyd Gaming Corporation set about constructing
the new Echelon development on the site the Stardust had occupied for almost fifty
years. Barely a year later, however, the project stalled. There’s currently no scheduled
date for its completion, but Boyd continues to talk the talk, and it’s just possible that
it may finally materialize.

Echelon is designed very much along the lines of CityCenter. Of its five planned
towers, one is due to hold three distinct hotels — the 2500-room Echelon itself, the
650-room Enclave and the 350-room Shangri-La Las Vegas — plus an Asian-style spa
known as Chi. Another will contain two further hotels, the 860-room Mondrian Las
Vegas and the 550-room Delano, an offshoot of the Miami original, which will share
use of the Agua spa. The whole project will also have one giant casino, the usual
array of restaurants, bars and stores, and a 4000-seat theatre used for permanent
production shows. For updates, visit @ www.echelonlv.com.
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surrounding cathedrals to Mammon, the starkly angular Guardian Angel
Cathedral is a genuine Roman Catholic cathedral. Looking very spruce, and
much newer than its actual construction date of 1963, it’s a welcome haven from
the frenzy outside its doors, but it does feature some true Las Vegas touches. The
baptismal font resembles an over-sized marble Jacuzzi, coin-in-the-slot electric
“candles” line the aisles, and of course there’s a gift store. Best of all is the stained-
glass window to the right of the altar, depicting the Stardust, the Sands and the
Hilton rising above a maze of concrete freeways.

The Riviera

2901 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/734-5110, Wrivierahotel.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.123.

In 1955, the new Riviera held considerable novelty value. Merely by remaining
erect, it confounded sceptics who predicted that the sands of Las Vegas could
never bear the weight of its unbelievable nine storeys. Furthermore, its style,
derived in theory from the French Céte d’Azur, seemed both exotic and romantic
—even if in practice the decor owed more to the Florida resorts already run by its
Miami backers.

More than fifty years on, the Riviera is continuing to defy expectations by its
very existence. Despite endless rumours that it may soon go the way of neighbours
and contemporaries like the New Frontier and the Stardust, it’s still here, and indeed
has undergone a major internal refurbishment. Any pretence of creating a sophis-
ticated Mediterranean ambience is long gone, however. These days the Riviera
boasts an exuberantly garish facade, with neon stars, stripes and curlicues swirling
across a towering curved mirror.

After that, the interior comes as a disappointment; while the Riviera claims to
devote more floor space to gambling than any of its rivals, the casino area into
which you're plunged straight off the Strip is relentlessly mundane. A separate
arcade known as Penny Town is devoted exclusively to nickel and penny slots and
cheap snacks.

Ever since the Riviera began, it has stuck to the old formula of enticing in gamblers
with traditional semi-sexy entertainment. When it first opened, it set new records
by paying Liberace $50,000 per week — by no coincidence, it went briefly broke
within three months — and it still has four showrooms in nightly operation.
However, nothing of what’s on offer is worth going out of your way to see.

Circus Circus

2880 Las Vegas Blvd S @ 702/734-0410, W circuscircus.com. Hotel accommodation is
reviewed on p.121, and the Horse-a-Round Bar on p.142.

“The aspect of Circus that has me disturbed is the popcorn, peanuts and kids side
of it. And also the Carnival Freaks and Animal side of it ...The dirt floor, sawdust
and elephants...After all, the Strip is supposed to be synonymous with a good-
looking female all dressed up in a very expensive diamond-studded evening gown
and driving up to a multi-million dollar hotel in a Rolls-Royce. Now you tell me
what, in that picture, is compatible with a circus in its normal raiment, exuding its
normal atmosphere and its normal smell?”

Howard Hughes

A rare constant in the ever-changing world of Las Vegas, Circus Circus has
remained true to itself for over forty years. Back in the 1960s, combining
children’s entertainment with casino gambling under a single roof was a radical
concept. Later on, that idea was embraced as a surefire money-spinning formula.



When it subsequently became a discredited cliché, Circus Circus carried on
regardless. Only now does it finally seem to be running into the rails. Since the
recession hit, and it turned out that the stalwarts along this portion of the Strip
had been destroyed to make room for replacements that never materialized,
pedestrian traffic hereabouts has plummeted, and Circus Circus has become very
much the weakest link in the MGM portfolio.

Circus Circus began life as Jay Sarno’s follow-up to his mega-hit Caesars Palace,
reinvesting the profits from the sale of Caesars to create a new property that would
appeal to fun-seeking families and high rollers alike. The basic theme, of a hectic,
spit-and-sawdust gaming area at street level overlooked by a carnival-style
“midway” on the mezzanine, featuring sideshows and circus performers, was
much as it remains today. It took a while to get the details right, however. Not
only did the original Circus Circus lack any hotel accommodation, but it even
charged an admission fee to visitors. On top of that, Hughes’ revulsion had some
basis in fact. The midway was at first the sleazy preserve of unsavoury independent
operators. One sideshow, for example, “Bed Toss”, invited patrons to throw
softballs in the hope of spilling naked showgirls out of giant satin beds. At least
Sarno was forced to abandon his experiments with propelling “flying” elephants
along a concealed monorail system, when it became clear that his would-be
Dumbos couldn’t contain their excitement and would have to wear diapers. Only
once Sarno sold his stake in 1974 did Circus Circus turn both wholesome and
profitable, so much so that Circus Circus Enterprises went on to become the
leading casino operator in the country, before eventually being subsumed into the
MGM-Mirage empire.

Inside Circus Circus

Though the main building of Circus Circus is very low-rise by Las Vegas standards,
its presence on the Strip is unmistakable, thanks both to its 123ft Lucky-the-
Clown neon sign and its marquee-like Big Top canopy. Clowns, contortionists
and trapeze artists still cavort on The Midway stage upstairs between 11am and
midnight daily, surrounded by a more consistently child-oriented array of
fairground stalls and attractions. Behind it, the whole complex stretches so far
back that there’s an in-house monorail link to help exhausted guests return to
their rooms. Aside from the extraordinarily low rates it charges for those rooms,
Circus Circus’s other big attraction for tourists with children is the five-acre
Adventuredome theme park, described below.

No one could mistake Circus Circus for a sophisticated joint. It’s the one truly kitsch
casino still surviving on the Strip, and its pervasive clown motifs even have a slight
down-at-heel creepiness, while the Horse-a-Round Bar is downright weird. Hunter S.
Thompson made great play with the whole place in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,
writing “Circus Circus is what the whole hep world would be doing on Saturday
night if the Nazis had won the war,” and calling it the “Sixth Reich”. Small wonder
that its owners refused permission to film here for the 1998 movie version.

Even the most gung-ho apologist for the gaming industry would be hard pressed
to find anything glamorous about Circus Circus’s three low-stakes, high-volume
casinos. What’s more, while it may have pioneered the provision of no-smoking
areas, its low ceilings actually make it one of the most claustrophobic and smoky
places to gamble in town.

The Adventuredome

Circus Circus, 2880 Las Vegas Blvd S & 702/734-0414, W adventuredome.com. Hours
vary: typically daily 10am-midnight during school holidays, otherwise Mon-Thurs
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The Floundering Fontainebleau

Said to be the most expensive uncompleted building in the US, the half-built blue-
glass skyscraper that stands on a 24.5-acre site immediately north of the Riviera was
originally intended to open in 2009 as the 3812-room Fontainebleau Las Vegas. Its
financing was thrown into such disastrous disarray by the recession, however, that
despite having so far cost $2 billion, it was sold to investor Carl Icahn for a mere £156
million. Quite what he’ll do with it remains unclear. Although it was planned as a chic
luxury resort, modelled on the Fontainebleau in Miami Beach, if it does ever open
for business it’s more likely to be as a mid-range property more in keeping with the
current economic climate, and under a different name. Its rooms were fully furnished
by the time work was abandoned, but their upscale fixtures and fittings were sold to
the Plazza down town in 2010

11am-6pm, Fri & Sat 10am-midnight, Sun 10am-9pm; $4-7 individual attractions, $25
all-day wristband, $15 kids under 4ft.

Sheltered beneath a huge bubble of pink glass at the back of Circus Circus, but
entered only through the casino proper, the Adventuredome encloses a Disney-
land-esque melange of rides and sideshows. Its central feature is a big red-rock
mountain holding the corkscrewing Canyon Blaster roller coaster (rated by
aficionados as among the best in town), the spinning Disk’O ride, and the Rim
Runner water chute, which passes such dioramas as an Indian pueblo village and
a herd of animatronic dinosaurs.

The Sahara

2535 Las Vegas Blvd S ®702/737-2654, W saharavegas.com. Hotel accommodation
is reviewed on p.123 and the NASCAR Café on p.137.

The Sahara looks set to be the last bastion of a once-ubiquitous Las Vegas
tradition. Strip casinos used to relish the city’s desert setting, but with the demise
of soulmates like the Dunes, the Sands and the Aladdin, only the Sahara still caters
to those who nurture Arabian Nights fantasies of sheiks at play in the shifting sands.

Sixty years have elapsed since 1952, when the combined efforts of LA jeweller
Milton Prell and Phoenix developer Del Webb went into replacing the bankrupt
Bingo Club with the gleaming new Sahara, but only recently has the hotel made any
significant changes. On the down side, the trademark camels above the main
entrance have been put out to pasture, in favour of a glittering golden dome
encircled by Moorish arches. Inside, the Sahara’s theme was always pretty
rudimentary, and it still resembles a Third World airport more than a sultan’s
palace, though at least the venerable Casbar Lounge and the Caravan Cafe are still
going strong.

The Sahara’s long-standing association with cars is epitomized by the prominent
NASCAR Café beside its main entrance. That passion for speed dates back to the
1960s, when Las Vegas was the auto-racing capital of the West. Indeed, Elvis
Presley and his entourage made the Sahara their home during the filiming of the
racing-themed movie Viva Las Vegas.

The Speed Ride

Sahara. Mon-Thurs noon-8pm, Fri-Sun noon-10pm; $10 per ride or $23 for all-day
combo pass with Cyber Speedway.

A constant eye-catching distraction to motorists passing by on the Strip, the
Sahara’s conspicuous Speed Ride might look like a rol