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An Invitation to the Reader

In researching this book, we discovered many wonderful places—hotels, restaurants,
shops, and more. We're sure you'll find others. Please tell us about them, so we can share
the information with your fellow travelers in upcoming editions. If you were disappointed
with a recommendation, we'd love to know that, too. Please write to:

Frommer’s Las Vegas 2004
Wiley Publishing, Inc. * 111 River St. * Hoboken, NJ 07030

An Additional Note

Please be advised that travel information is subject to change at any time—and this is
especially true of prices. We therefore suggest that you write or call ahead for confirma-
tion when making your travel plans. The authors, editors, and publisher cannot be held
responsible for the experiences of readers while traveling. Your safety is important to us,
however, so we encourage you to stay alert and be aware of your surroundings. Keep a
close eye on cameras, purses, and wallets, all favorite targets of thieves and pickpockets.

Other Great Guides for Your Trip:
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Frommer's Star Ratings, Icons & Abbreviations
Every hotel, restaurant, and attraction listing in this guide has been ranked for quality,
value, service, amenities, and special features using a star-rating system. In country, state,
and regional guides, we also rate towns and regions to help you narrow down your choices
and budget your time accordingly. Hotels and restaurants are rated on a scale of zero (rec-
ommended) to three stars (exceptional). Attractions, shopping, nightlife, towns, and
regions are rated according to the following scale: zero stars (recommended), one star
(highly recommended), two stars (very highly recommended), and three stars (must-see).
In addition to the star-rating system, we also use seven feature icons that point you
to the great deals, in-the-know advice, and unique experiences that separate travelers from
tourists. Throughout the book, look for:

ﬁi?)ds Special finds—those places only insiders know about

ﬁaﬂ Fact Fun facts—details that make travelers more informed and their trips
more fun

ﬂ(?ds Best bets for kids and advice for the whole family

ﬂv?«:vments Special moments—those experiences that memories are made of

merrated Places or experiences not worth your time or money

ﬁa)s Insider tips—great ways to save time and money
Value Great values—where to get the best deals

The following abbreviations are used for credit cards:

AE  American Express DISC  Discover V' Visa
DC Diners Club MC MasterCard
Frommers.com

Now that you have the guidebook to a great trip, visit our website at www.frommers.com
for travel information on more than 3,000 destinations. With features updated regularly,
we give you instant access to the most current trip-planning information available. At
Frommers.com, you'll also find the best prices on airfares, accommodations, and car
rentals—and you can even book travel online through our travel booking partners. At
Frommers.com, you'll also find the following:

* Online updates to our most popular guidebooks

* Vacation sweepstakes and contest giveaways

* Newsletter highlighting the hottest travel trends

* Online travel message boards with featured travel discussions



What's New in Las Vegas

Gee, what Zsnt new in Las Vegas?
That they want to take your money
and will do so by any means necessary.
Cynical? Hardly. That is, after all, why
this town was built and don’t, for a
minute, think anything else.

Otherwise, everything is new in Las
Vegas. This town is afflicted with termi-
nal restlessness and must keep finding
new ways of attracting visitors who can
then be relieved of their money. Heck,
by the time we've finished writing this,
everything we've written, everything
in the whole town, will be outdated,
changed, or somehow different.

Perhaps we exaggerate. But really,
only a little. Hotels are routinely reno-
vating, upgrading, redecorating their
rooms, and changing their themes
(because everyone knows that a Span-
ish theme will bring in more tourist
dollars than a Mardi Gras theme—that
is, until they decide its been long
enough with the Spanish theme and
then switch to an Asian one), and that’s
only if they aren’t blowing up the hotel
and starting over from scratcch. New
restaurants with celebrity chefs and big
prices open, and longtime stalwarts
with comfort food for the ages close.
Shows that have been touted with
enormous billboards and bigger bud-
gets close in the blink of an eye. Please
remember this and think kindly of us if
anything in this book is inaccurate.
Because that's why.

So, as we write this, what's new? Or
even, what’s going to be new?

PLANNING YOUR TRIP The
Disneyfication of Vegas is pretty much

dead and gone. Do not expect a
“family-friendly” place, not at these
prices. Vegas is returning to its adult
roots, with all that entails, so you
should think twice—and then some
more—about dragging Junior along
with you to Sin City.

Having said that, you might, with
some planning, end up spending a lit-
tle bit less this year than in the most
recent past. Vegas experienced a huge
loss in revenue after September 11,
plus about a 50% drop in tourism,
resulting in about 14,000 people
being laid off, the largest labor cuts
experienced by any one city in the
nation following the terrorist attacks.

With the economy in flux, continu-
ing concerns about security during
travel, and all sorts of world-shaking
events occurring, tourism for Vegas is
up and down and up and down, and
what you are going to face is unpre-
dictable. Conventions are still coming
to town—not as huge, perhaps, as in
the past, but enough to make hotel
bookings impossible during their stag-
ing. The rest of the time, you might
well find a bargain. For cost-cutting
tips and other useful planning advice,
see chapter 2.

ACCOMMODATIONS Youd
think that tourism dips would daunt
any plans for further expansion, but
no, not our fearless Vegas hotel hon-
chos. We shake our heads as reports
come in of stll another giant Vegas
hotel in the planning stages. “Dont
they have enough hotel rooms by now?”



2 WHAT'S NEW

we wonder, “Don’t they ever have too
many?” Apparently not.

You won't be seeing anything apart
from cranes and construction sites
until late 2003, when the Weston Spa
Resort will open on the site of the for-
mer, and not a bit missed, Maxim
Hotel. Mandalay Bay and Venetian
will both open large new expansions
around that same time, with Bellagio
following suit in 2004. You will have
to wait until 2005 for a new hotel, but
it should be worth that wait because
it’s coming from Steve Wynn, the man
responsible for modern-day theme-
intensive Vegas. Wynn Las Vegas
(originally named Le Reve, but the
new one fits so much better!), planned
as really tall resort towers, complete
with a man-made 150-foot-tall moun-
tain in front, will occupy the place of
the demolished Desert Inn.

Or you can watch with us as the
relatively new Aladdin climbs out of
its even newer bankruptcy with the
help of a new owner, Planet Holly-
wood. Watch as the Middle East
theme is swiftly replaced by Holly-
wood memorabilia, and that big globe
of theirs goes up on the Strip. Or
observe the changes to the Golden
Nugget in Downtown now that it has
been unloaded by MGM MIRAGE.

This is a town full of self-styled
luxury resorts, but the only place with
a real claim to such a title is a 30-
minute drive away. The brand-new
Ritz-Carlton, Lake Las Vegas, is set
right on the lake itself, with a dazzling
view of the water and mountains.
Add to that the kind of service that
made the company’s name famous—
big rooms and lush baths, and a huge
list of amenities and recreation activi-
ties—and we forget all about the siren
lure of the Strip.

Of course, there remain the rumors
about still more Titan-sized theme
hotels, these paying neon-bedecked
homage to San Francisco, London,
and water in general. The good news,

of course, is that Vegas isn’t the same
without such fabulous monsters,
though we are equally pleased with
talk of a boutique hotel, perhaps a W
or something like it, going up next to
the Fronter. (Which may happen
sooner than you think: There’s gossip
that the Venetian is partnering with
Brad Pitt and George Clooney to
build a boutique hotel on the Strip—
over a Walgreen’s drugstore, no less.)
For complete details on the lodging
scene in Las Vegas, see chapter 5.

DINING If you love sandwiches,
then let me put you on to Canter’s,
the popular Los Angeles Jewish deli
that just opened a branch at TI (for-
merly Treasure Island) at the Mirage.
Famous for their sourdough rye, piled
high with pastrami, corned beef, or
whatever, they've also got a lox plate,
soups including matzo ball and the
“famous” barley bean, and New York
cheesecake. For now Canter’s is in a
temporary space in the casino race
book, but a new 125-seat restaurant
should be ready by the end of the year.
But don’t wait: Call me now and I'll
join you for a nosh.

For more dining options in Las
Vegas, see chapter 6.

ABOUT CASINO GAMBLING
There is a big change quietly happening
all over town—and actually, the key
word here is “quiet.” Like us, perhaps
you thrill to that distinct sound of coins
dropping, clinkclinkclinkclinkclink, as
you cash out on your slot (or poker)
machine. That sound will always be
with us, but very soon its just going to
be a programmed audio track, because
all the major casinos (and maybe all
of them, period) are changing their
machines over to a cashless system,
wherein the payouts will come in the
form of printed slips you take to
exchange at the cages. Gambling will
never be the same again.

For tips on maximizing your wins
and choosing a casino, see chapter 8.



SHOPPING When Las Vegas Pre-
mium Outlets Center opens, near
Downtown, in fall 2003, we may be
spending so much money there that we
won't have any left over for gambling,
(Just as well, perhaps.) Can you blame
us? It will have 100 stores, including
Armani Exchange, Coach, Dolce &
Gabbana, Guess, Kenneth Cole,
Lacoste, Polo/Ralph Lauren, St. John,
and Theory. And its just what the
otherwise moribund (if flashy looking)
shopping scene in Vegas needs.

The Forum Shops in Caesars are
undergoing yet another huge expan-
sion; this one will have a three-story
glass entrance right near the Strip. But
don’t get your credit cards too ready—
it won't be open until late 2004.

LAS VEGAS AFTER DARK Its
clear that everyone is open to putting
the “sin” back in Sin City, as more
adult-oriented shows make a come-
back. Its hard to tell the difference
these days between the strip bars and
the hotel clubs and lounges, when new
happening hot spots such as Rain (in
the Palm), Bikinis (in the Rio), and
Risque (in Paris Las Vegas), among
others, have go-go dancers as scantily
clad and performing the exact same
gyrations as the strippers. Other new
joints have names such as Tabu (in the
MGM Grand). And Cirque du Soleil
is opening a new show, Zumaniyy, that
will offer glimpses (or more) of bare
flesh and is strictly for the 18-and-over
set. (Another, regular and nonracy
Cirque show is due at the MGM
Grand by early 2004.) Its just a mat-
ter of time before a hotel opens up its
own “gentlemens club” (read: strip
bar), and when that happens, watch
the others follow with due haste.

WHAT'S NEW 3

As for real strip clubs, this past year
saw the opening of first Jaguars, a
25,000-square-foot extravaganza that
is as marbled and over the top as Cae-
sars Palace in its shameless days. But it
was quickly eclipsed by Sapphire’s,
which clocks in at 71,000 square feet
and so is the largest strip joint in the
world.

But its not all about the nudity;
its also about the big bucks. And
that brings us to the return of Celine
Dion to live performing, thanks to
a luxurious new venue built just for
her at Caesars, where she performs
in a multimillion-dollar extravaganza,
accompanied by a giant LED screen,
special effects, and many, many
Cirque-influenced performers and
enigmatic imagery (thanks to the
director and producer, who was
behind the local productions of O and
Mystere). Thanks to her ticket prices
(starting at $88 and going up to
$150), the big shows all over town
have raised their rates as well.

The long-delayed Neonopolis, a
$100-million open-air restaurant, shop,
and entertainment complex (with an
11-screen movie theater), finally
opened right at the Fremont Street
Experience, where Fremont Street
meets Las Vegas Boulevard South. It
includes a serious entertainment area
run by Jillian’s, a national company, that
offers a great arcade, a huge bowling
alley, and other fun offerings, making
this an alternative to traditional (but
age-limited) Vegas entertainment and
activities. Best of all, it’s open late and it
may provide a shot in the arm to the
still struggling Downtown.

For the scoop on after-dark activi-
ties in Las Vegas, see chapter 10.



The Best of Las Vegas

The point about [Las Vegas], which both its critics and its
admirers overlook, is that its wonderful and awful simultaneously.
So one loves it and detests it at the same time.

—David Spanier, Welcome to the
Pleasure Dome: Inside Las Vegas

As often as you might have seen it on TV or in a movie, there is nothing that
prepares you for that first sight of Las Vegas. The skyline is hyper-reality, a mélange
of the Statue of Liberty, a giant lion, a pyramid, and a Sphinx, and preternaturally
glittering buildings. At night, it’s so bright you can actually get disoriented—and
suffer from a sensory overload that can reduce you to hapless tears or fits of gig-
gles. And thats without setting foot inside a casino, where the shouts from the
craps tables, the crash of coins from the slots, and the general roar combine into
either the greatest adrenaline rush of your life or the 11th pit of hell.

Las Vegas is a true original; there is nothing like it in America or arguably the
world. In other cities, hotels are built near the major attractions. Here, the hotels
are the major attractions. For that matter, what other city has a skyline made up
almost entirely of buildings from other cities’ skylines? Instead of historical
codes to follow, builders in Vegas have to worry about the height of the roller
coaster in their hotel.

Once you get to Vegas, you'll want to come back again, if only to make sure
you didn’t dream it all. Its not just the casinos with their nonstop action and
sound, the almost-blinding lights, or the buildings that seek to replicate some
other reality (Paris, Venice, New York, and ancient Egypt). It’s not the moun-
tains of shrimp at the buffets, the wedding chapels that will gladly unite two
total strangers in holy wedlock, or the promise of free money. Its the whole
package. It’s the Megabucks slots. It’s Frank and Dino and Sammy. It’s Elvis—
the Fat Years. It’s volcanoes and white tigers and cockrail waitresses dressed in
Roman togas. It’s cheesy and sleazy and artificial and wholly, completely unique.
It’s wonderful. It's awful. Its wonderfully awful and awfully wonderful. Love it,
loathe it, or both, no one has ambivalent feelings about Vegas.

Las Vegas can be whatever a visitor wants, and for a few days, a visitor can be
whatever he or she wants. Just be prepared to leave all touchstones with reality
behind. Here, you will rise at noon and gorge on endless amounts of rich food
at 3am. You will watch your money grow or (more likely) shrink. You will watch
a volcano explode and pirates fight sexy showgirls. And after a while, it will all
seem pretty normal. This is not a cultural vacation, okay? Save the thoughts of
museums and historical sights for the real New York, Egypt, Paris, and Venice.
Vegas is about fun. Go have some. Go have too much. It won’t be hard.

The Vegas of the Rat Pack years, classic Old Las Vegas, does not exist anymore.
Even as ancient civilizations are replicated, “old” in Vegas terms is anything over a
decade. Indeed, thanks to teardowns and renovations, there is virtually nothing
original left on the Strip. In a way, that is both admirable and ghastly, and also part
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CHAPTER 1

of what makes Vegas so Vegas. What
other city can completely shed its skin
in such a short amount of time?

But as much as one might mourn
the loss of such landmarks as the
Sands, one has to admit that time
marches on, and Vegas has to keep
pace. Nostalgia for the vanished does
not mean you can’t enjoy what turns
up in its place. Even as you might
sneer at the sheer gaudy tastelessness
of it all, you have to admit that what’s
out there is undeniably remarkable.

And when its all lit up at night . . .
well, even those who have lived here
for years agree there is nothing like the
sight of the Strip in all its evening
glory. “It still takes my breath away,
even after all this time,” says one long-
time resident. Everything is in lights
in Vegas: hotels, casinos, 7-Elevens,
the airport parking garage. Stand still
long enough, and theyll probably
cover you in neon.

Oh, the gambling? Yep, there’s plenty
of that. Which is much like saying there’s
plenty of sand at the beach. Let’s not kid
ourselves: Gambling is the main attrac-
tion of Vegas. The rest—the buffets, the
shows, the cartoonish buildings—is so
much window dressing to lure you and
your money to the city. But even a
nongambler can have a perfectly fine
time in Vegas, though the lure of count-
less slot machines has tempted even the
most Puritan of souls in their day.

- THE BEST OF LAS VEGAS

Unfortunately, the days of an inex-
pensive Las Vegas vacation are gone.
The cheap buffets and meal deals still
exist, as do some cut-rate rooms, but
both are likely to prove the old adage
about getting what you pay for. If all
you're looking for is fuel and a place to
catch a quick nap, they’ll do just fine.
Be prepared to pay if you want glam-
our and fine dining.

However, free drinks are still
handed to anyone lurking near a slot,
and even if show tickets aren't in your
budget, you won't lack for entertain-
ment. Free lounge shows abound, and
the people-watching opportunities
never disappoint. From the Armani-
clad high rollers in the baccarat rooms
to the polyester-sporting couples at
the nickel slots, Vegas attracts a cross
section of America.

Yes, it’s noisy and chaotic. Yes, it’s
gotten more and more like Disneyland
for adults. Yes, it’s a shrine to greed
and the love of filthy lucre. Yes, there
is little ambience and even less “cul-
ture.” Yes, someone lacking self-disci-
pline can come to great grief.

But in its own way, Vegas is every bit
as amazing as the nearby Grand
Canyon, and every bit as much a must-
see. It’s one of the Seven Wonders of
the Artificial World. And everyone
should experience it at least once—you
might find yourself coming back for
more.

1 Frommer's Favorite Las Vegas Experiences

* A Stroll on the Strip After Dark:
You haven’t really seen Las Vegas
until you've seen it at night. This
neon wonderland is the world’s
greatest sound-and-light show.
Begin at Luxor and work your way
down past the incredible hotels
and their attractions. You'll pass
the amazing New York—New York
on your way, and if your strength
holds out, you will end at Circus
Circus, where live acrobat acts
take place overhead while you

gamble. Make plenty of stops en
route to take in the new Sirens
show at Treasure Island, see the
Mirage volcano erupt, take a
photo of the full moon over the
Eiffel Tower, and, most of all,
marvel at the choreographed
water-fountain ballet at Bellagio.
* Casino-Hopping on the Strip:
The interior of each lavish new
hotel-casino is more outrageous
and giggle-inducing than the last.
Just when you think they can’



FROMMER'S FAVORITE LAS VEGAS EXPERIENCES

possibly top themselves, they do.
From Venice to ancient Egypt,
from a rainforest to a pirate’s lair,
from King Arthur’s castle to New
York City, it is still all, totally, com-
pletely, and uniquely Las Vegas.
An Evening in Glitter Gulch: Set
aside an evening to tour the
Downtown hotels and take in the
overhead light show of the Fre-
mont Street Experience (p. 179).
Unlike the lengthy and exhausting
Strip, you can hit 17 casinos in
about 5 minutes.

Buffets: They may no longer be
the very best of bargains, as the
cheaper ones do not provide the
quality of the more pricey ones,
but there is something about the
endless mounds of food that just
screams “Vegas” to us. Our choices
for the best in town are listed in the
dining section later in this chapter.
A Creative Adventures Tour:
Char Cruze of Creative Adven-
tures (@ 702/361-5565) provides
personalized tours unlike anything
offered by a commercial tour com-
pany, full of riveting stories and
incredible facts about both natural
and artificial local wonders. See
p. 197.

The Liberace Museum: It’s not
the Smithsonian, but then again,
the Smithsonian doesn’t have
thinestones like these. Only in
Vegas. See p. 181.

The Dolphins at The Mirage:
Actually, a most un-Vegas experi-
ence. Zone out as you watch these
gorgeous mammals frolic in their
cool, blue pool. If you are really
lucky, theyll play ball with you.
See p. 184.

Playing Penny Slots: Where even
the most budget-conscious traveler
can gamble for hours. The Gold
Spike in Downtown has them,
but so does Bally’s on the Strip and
any of the Station casinos. See
chapter 8.

Shop the Big Three Casino
Arcades: Take what Napoleon
called “the greatest drawing room
in Europe,” replicate it, add
shops, and youve got the Grand
Canal Shoppes at The Venetian
(p. 239)—it’s St. Marks Square,
complete with canals and working
gondolas. Then there are the Forum
Shops at Caesars Palace (p. 237),
replicating an ancient Roman
streetscape, with classical piazzas
and opulent fountains. Dont miss
the scary Audio-Animatronic stat-
ues as they come to glorious,
cheesy life. And not to be outdone,
the Desert Passage at Aladdin (p.
236) re-creates the ancient trade
route through Morocco, complete
with a special-effects rainstorm
over an indoor harbor (at least until
the hotel’s new owners take over).
Cirque du Soleil’s O and Mys-
tére: You haven’t really seen
Cirque du Soleil until you've seen
it performed in a showroom
equipped with state-of-the-art
sound-and-lighting systems and a
seemingly infinite budget for sets,
costumes, and high-tech special
effects. It’s an enchantment. Note
that by the time you read this, a
new Cirque show, Zumanity, the
“intended for adults over 18”
risqué show at New York-New
York will have opened. Another
Cirque production will debut at
the MGM Grand in January 2004,
though details have yet to be
announced. See p. 248 and 249.
Your Favorite Headliners: As
soon as you arrive in town, pick
up a show guide and see who's
playing during your stay. For the
top showrooms, see chapter 10.
Finding the Worst Lounge Shows:
Some feel this is the ultimate Vegas
experience and dedicate many an
evening to it. Be sure to watch out
for Cook E. Jarr and the Crumbs.
See chapter 10 for some ideas.
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- THE BEST OF LAS VEGAS

@ A Look Back at Vegas: No Tomorrow

Las Vegas is convention central. Orthodontists go there as well as archi-
tects. Computer geeks and gynecologists, TV preachers and township
clerks, postal workers and pathologists. There’s an abundance of good
hotel rooms, cheap eats, agreeable weather. Coming and going is rea-
sonably painless. There’s golf and gambling and ogling girls—showgirls
of unspeakable beauty—and, of course, the mountains and the desert
and the sky.

The National Funeral Directors Association advertised its 116th
Annual Convention and International Exposition there in the trade press
as “A Sure Bet.” Debbie Reynolds was talking to the Spouse’s Luncheon.
Neil Sedaka was singing at the Annual Banquet. There was a golf
outing, a new website, the installation of officers. | called the brother
and the brother-in-law and said, “Let’s get our funeral homes covered
and go out to Vegas for the convention.” Pat and Mike agreed. All of
us are funeral directors. All of us were due for a break. Here's another
coincidence: All of our wives are named Mary. The Marys all agreed to
come along. They'd heard about the showgirls and high-stakes tables
and figured Pat and Mike and | would need looking after. They’'d heard
about the great malls and the moving statues and the magic shows.

My publisher paid for my airfare and our room at the Hilton. “A Sure
Bet” is what they reckoned, too. My book, The Undertaking—Life Stud-
ies from the Dismal Trade, was being featured in the Marketplace Booth
at the exhibit hall. The association would be selling and I'd be signing
as many copies as we could for a couple of days. So there | sat, behind
a stack of books, glad-handing and autographing, surrounded by cas-
kets and hearses, cremation urns and new computer software, flower
stands and funeral flags and embalming supplies. Some things about
this enterprise never change—the basic bias toward the horizontal, the
general preference for black and blue, the arcane lexicons of loss and
wonder. And some are changing every day. Like booksellers and phar-
macists and oncologists, many of the small firms are being overtaken by
the large consolidators and conglomerates. Custom gives way to con-
venience. The old becomes old, then new again.

Five thousand undertakers made it to Vegas—the biggest turnout
since the last time here, in ‘74—and 2,300 sales reps and suppliers. It was
bigger than Orlando or Kansas City or Chicago, or next year in Boston.

Las Vegas seems perfect for the mortuary crowd—a metaphor for the
vexed, late-century American soul that seems these days to run between

2 Best Hotel Bets

¢ Best for Conventioneers/Business offers extensive facilities that
Travelers: The Las Vegas Hilton, include a full business center—and

3000 Paradise Rd. (@ 888/732-
7117), adjacent to the Las Vegas
Convention Center and the setting
for many on-premises conventions,

soon, it will be a stop on the nifty
new monorail, making access to the
Strip easier than ever. See p. 108.
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extremes of fantasy and desolation. Vegas seems just such an oasis: a
neon garden of earthly delights amid a moonscape of privations, abun-
dance amid the cacti, indulgence surrounded by thirst and hunger.

Or maybe it's that we undertakers understand these games of
chance—the way life is ever asking us to ante up, the way the wager’s
made before the deal is dealt or dice are tossed, before we pull the
lever. Some people play for nickels and dimes, some for dollars, some
for keeps. But whatever we play for, we win or lose according to these
stakes. We cannot, once winning is certain or losing is sure, change our
bet. We cannot play for dollars, then lose in dimes or win in cash when
we wager matchsticks. It's much the same with love and grief. They
share the same arithmetic and currency. We ante up our hearts in love,
we pay our losses off in grief. Baptisms, marriages, funerals—this life's
casinos—the games we play for keeps.

Oh, we can play the odds, hedge our bets, count the cards, get a sys-
tem. | think of Blaise Pascal, the 17th-century French mathematician
who bet on heaven thus: “Better to believe in a God who isn't than not
to believe in a God who is.” Figure the math of that, the odds. Pascal’s
Wager is what they called it. All of us play a version of this game.

| came downstairs in the middle of the night and lost 200 bucks
before it occurred to me that this is how they built this city—on folks
like me, on what we'd be willing to lose. The next night my Mary won
800 on one pull of the lever on the slots. They paid her off in crisp C-
notes. We laughed and smiled. She tipped the woman who sold her the
tokens. She went shopping the next day for a pair of extravagant shoes
and came home, as they say, with money in her pockets.

We undertakers understand winners and losers. Our daily lives are les-
sons in the way love hurts, grief heals, and life—always a game of
chance—goes on. In Vegas we get to play the game as if there’s no tomor-
row. And after a long night of winning or losing, it's good to have a
desert close at hand into which we wander, like holy ones of old, to raise
our songs of thanks or curse our luck to whatever God there is, or isn't.

—Thomas Lynch

Thomas Lynch is a poet and essayist and a funeral director in
Milford, Michigan. The Undertaking—Life Studies from the Dismal
Trade won the Heartland Prize and the American Book Award and
was a finalist for the National Book Award. His latest work is Bodies
in Motion and at Rest: On Metaphor and Mortality.

* Best Luxury Resort: There really of setting (gorgeous, peaceful) and

is only one, and that’s the Ritz-
Carlton, Lake Las Vegas, 1610
Lake Las Vegas Pkwy. (@ 800/
241-3333), perched on the edge
(and over part of) Lake Las Vegas
in Henderson. It’s the combination

experience (such service!) that wins
them the prize. See p. 119. But
you might want something that’s
actually in town, and for that,
you must go straight to the Four
Seasons, 3960 Las Vegas Blvd. S.



10

CHAPTER 1

(@® 8771632-5000), because ex-
perience running luxury resorts
around the world makes them the
only true claimant to the throne
within the Vegas city limits. See
p. 73.

Best Resort for the Indecisive:
Green Valley Ranch, 2300 Paseo
Verde Pkwy. (at 1-215), Hender-
son (@) 866/782-9487), somehow
manages to combine the comfort
of a Ritz-Carlton with the style of
boutique chains such as the W,
and makes it all work. Have your
cake and eat it too, either in the
most comfortable beds in town, or
by one of our favorite pools. See
p. 121.

Best Archetypically Las Vegas
Hotel: As of the end of 2001,
there weren’t any. Las Vegas hotels
are one and all doing such massive
face-lifts that the archetype is
going to be but a memory. Still,
despite some major changes,
including a complete exterior face-
life, Caesars Palace, 3570 Las
Vegas Blvd. S. (© 877/427-
7243), will probably continue to
embody the excess and, well,
downright silliness that used to
characterize Vegas—and to a cer-
tain extent still does. See p. 86.
Best Swimming Pool: If you want
lushly landscaped areas surround-
ing amorphously shaped pools
with water fountains and slides,
plus a rather festive atmosphere,
head to The Mirage, 3400 Las
Vegas Blvd. S. (@ 800/627-6667).
See p. 94. But if you've ever longed
to swim at Hearst Castle, Bellagio,
3600 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (@ 888/
987-6667), with six swimming
pools in a neoclassical Italian gar-
den setting (and a more hushed,
chic ambience), is for you. See
p. 85. Then again, the pool at the
Green Valley Ranch Resort
(p. 121), with its foliage, beach, in-
water gambling, and everything
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else, perhaps has them both beat.
But its distant location (in south
Las Vegas) takes it out of the run-
ning. Only just, though.

Best Spa/Health Club: We only
wish our own gym was as hand-
somely equipped as the one at the
Canyon Ranch Spa in The Vene-
tian (p. 91), which also has a
number of other high-priced
amenities on which you can blow
your blackjack winnings. A little
more affordable is the spa at the
Aladdin, 3667 Las Vegas Blvd. S.
(@ 877/333-WISH); they sent
the designers to study the Moorish
structures in Morocco, and it
shows in the gorgeous detailing
of this lush facility. The treatments
are wonderful as well. See p. 74.
We are also partial to the full com-
pliment of machines at the health
club at The Mirage (p. 94), prob-
ably the best-equipped club of all.
Attendants who soothe you with
iced towels and drinks, a well-
stocked locker room, and comfort-
able lounges in which to rest up
after your workout are other pluses.
Best Hotel Dining: Foodies will
work up a good case of gout trying
all the haute-cuisine options at
Bellagio (p. 85), which has
branches of Le Cirque, Circo, and
Aqua, plus restaurants by Todd
English (Olives) and Julian Ser-
rano (Picasso). The hotel has seven
James Beard award—winning chefs
on staff. The Venetian (p. 91) isnt
too far behind, with restaurants
from Wolfgang Puck, Emeril
Lagasse, and Joachim Splichal
(Pinot), plus branches of the noted
Star Canyon and Lutece. And the
hotel’s latest addition is going to
feature an entry from Thomas
Keller, of Napa Valley’s French
Laundry, considered perhaps the
best restaurant in the country. See
chapter 6 for reviews of these
restaurants.



Best for 20-Somethings to Baby
Boomers: The Hard Rock Hotel
& Casino, 4455 Paradise Rd.
(® 800/473-ROCK), which bills
itself as the world’s “first rock 'n’
roll hotel and casino” and “Vegas
for a new generation.” Aficionados
of headbanger clubs wont mind
the noise level, but we aren’t sure
about everyone else. See p. 106.

Best Interior: For totally different
reasons, its a tie between New
York—New York Hotel & Casino,
3790 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (@® 800/
693-6763), The Mirage, and The
Venetian. The Mirage’s (p. 94)
tropical rainforest and massive
coral-reef aquarium behind the reg-
istration desk may not provide as
much relaxation as a Club Med
vacation, but theyre a welcome
change from the general hubbub
that is usual for Vegas. Speaking
of hubbub, New York—New York
(p- 79) has cornered the market on
it, but its jaw-dropping interior,
with its extraordinary attention to
detail (re-creating virtually every
significant characteristic of New
York City), makes this a tough act
to beat (though Big City residents
may despise its realism). The Vene-
tian’s (p. 91) authentic re-creation
of Venice, however, might top it.

Best for Families: The MGM
Grand, 3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S.
(® 800/929-1111), is stll a hit
with families, despite backing away
from more child-friendly details
such as its original Oz theme and
eliminating its amusement park.
See p. 77. Then there is also the
classic choice: Circus Circus
Hotel/Casino, 2880 Las Vegas
Blvd. S. (® 800/444-CIRC), with
ongoing circus acts, a vast video-
game arcade, a carnival midway,
and a full amusement park. See
p. 104. Less aged, and less hectic,
Mandalay Bay, 3950 Las Vegas
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Blvd. S. at Hacienda Ave. (@) 877/
632-7000), is a more modern
choice, right for families because
you can gain access to both the
guest rooms and the pool area (itself
fun for kids, with a beach, a wave
pool, and a lazy river) without trot-
ting through the casino. And
grown-ups will find party-fun
restaurants, bars, and clubs (includ-
ing the House of Blues) for their
own enjoyment. See p. 75. Those of
you with bigger budgets might
want to try the Ritz-Carlton
(p. 119), because not only is it well
out of range of Sin City’s tempta-
tions, it also offers a variety of
healthy and fun activities (from
hikes to fly-fishing to stargazing).
Best Rooms: Again, we love the
Ritz-Carlton (p. 119), with its
petfect decor, spacious interior,
and gorgeous bathrooms, but
you'll probably want something
closer to town. On the Strip, the
700-square-foot extravaganzas at
The Venetian (p. 91), with sepa-
rate sitting and bedroom areas, are
full of all sorts of special details.
The Grand Tower (but not the
Emerald Tower) rooms at the
MGM Grand (p. 77) are the best
bet in the lower price range; their
modern twist on 1930s curves
stands out from the cookie-cutter
decor found all around town.
Downtown, the rooms at the
Golden Nugget, 129 E. Fremont
St. (@ 800/634-3454), are by far
the best. See p. 116.

Best Bathrooms: This honor defi-
nitely goes to Mandalay Bay
(p. 75), where the spacious bath-
room setup features copious
amounts of glass and marble, plus
double sinks and deep soaking
tubs—it’s a wonder anyone ever
leaves them to go to the casino.
Best Noncasino Hotel: Four Sea-
sons (p. 73) wins this category,
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hands down. Once youve experi-
enced their quiet good taste, supe-
rior service and pampering, and the
serenity of their noncasino prop-
erty, its hard to go back to tradi-
tional Vegas hotels. But best of all,
should you want the best of both
worlds, you need only pass through
one door to have access to Man-
dalay Bay (p.75) and all its tradi-
tional Vegas hotel accoutrements,
including that missing casino.

Best Casinos: Our favorite places
to gamble are anywhere we might
win. But we also like the casinos
in The Mirage (lively, beautiful,
and not overwhelming; p. 94),
New York—New York (because of
the aforementioned attention to
detail—it almost makes losing fun;
p- 79), and Main Street Station,
200 N. Main St. (© 800/713-
8933), because it’s about the most
smoke-free casino in town, and
because it’s pretty. See p. 119.

Best Downtown Hotel: Its a tie.
The upscale Golden Nugget
(p. 116) is exceptionally appealing
in every aspect. And Main Street
Station (p. 119), which has done a
terrific job of renovating an older
space, now evokes early-20th-cen-
tury San Francisco, with great Vic-
torian details everywhere, solidly
good restaurants, and surprisingly
nice rooms for an inexpensive
price.

Best Views: From the high-floor
rooms at the Stratosphere Casino
Hotel & Tower, 2000 Las Vegas
Blvd. S. (® 800/99-TOWER),
you can see clear to the next county
(p. 103), while the Strip-side
rooms at Four Seasons (p. 73) give
you the entire Las Vegas Boule-
vard panorama from the southern-
most end. Higher-up floors at the
Las Vegas Hilton (p. 108) show
you that same panorama from a
different perspective.

3 Best Dining Bets

A number of celebrity chefs are cook-
ing in Vegas, awakening us to the
opinion that Vegas’s rep for lackluster
restaurants is no longer deserved.
Reviews for all of the restaurants listed
below can be found in chapter 6.

¢ Best All-Around: Given our
druthers, we are hard-pressed to
choose between Alizé (@ 702/
951-7000; p. 135), at the top
of the Palms, where nearly flawless
dishes often compete with the
sparkling view for sheer delight,
and Rosemary’s Restaurant
(@ 702/869-2251; p. 158), a 20-
minute drive off the Strip and
worth twice as much effort, for
some Southern-influenced cook-
ing. Each of these may well put
the work of those many high-pro-
file chefs, so prominently featured
all over town, to shame. Lastly

though, speaking of high-profile

.

.

chefs, we never ever turn down a
chance to eat what Julian Serrano
is making over at Picasso (@ 702/
693-7223; p. 139), nor what Alex
Strada is cooking up at Renoir
(@ 702/791-7223; p. 140).

Best Inexpensive Meal: The beau-
tiful, fresh, monster submarine
sandwiches at Capriotti’s (© 702/
474-0229; p. 147). They roast
their own beef and turkey on the
premises and assemble it (or cold
cuts, or even vegetables) into
delicious well-stuffed submarine
sandwiches, ranging in size from 9
to 20 inches, and none of them
over $10. We never leave town
without one . . . or two.

Best Buffet: On the Strip, it’s the
Paris, Le Village Buffet (© 888/
266-5687), where the stations
break from standard form by
adhering to regional French food



specialties (from places such as
Provence, Alsace, and Burgundy)
and the results are much better
than average. Though not cheap,
this is a reasonable substitute
for an even more costly fancy
meal. See p. 168. Mirage Buffet
(@® 702/791-7111) remains our
favorite midrange choice. The
salad bar comes loaded with
countless possibilities, including a
variety of cold salads (when was
the last time you saw gefilte fish
on a buffer?). And the gigantic
mountain of shrimp is the right
sort of decadent touch you want
in a Vegas buffet. See p. 169.
The Palms Festival Market Buf-
fet (@ 702/942-7777) offers the
best of the more budget-oriented
options, with an array of Middle
Eastern goodies and some eccen-
tric additions to the ubiquitous
carving stations. See p. 170.
Downtown, the Main Street Sta-
tion Garden Court, 200 N. Main
St. (@ 702/387-1896), has an
incredible buffet: all live-action
stations (where the food is made
in front of you, sometimes to
order); wood-fired brick-oven piz-
zas; fresh, lovely salsas and gua-
camole in the Mexican section;
and better-than-average desserts.
See p. 172.
Best Sunday Champagne
Brunch: Head for Bally’s, at Mid-
Strip, where the lavish Sterling
Sunday Brunch (® 702/967-
7999) features tables dressed with
linen and silver. The buffet itself
has everything from caviar and
lobster to sushi and sashimi, plus
fancy entrees that include the likes
of roast duckling with black-
currant and blueberry sauce. See
p. 167.
* Best Group Budget Meal Deal:
Capriotti’s (p. 147) again—a
large sandwich can feed two with
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leftovers, for about $5 each. Or
split a bowl of soup at the Grand
Wok (© 702/891-7777) in the
MGM. This pan-Asian restaurant
offers a variety of soups in such
generous portions that four people
can make a decent meal out of one
serving. See p. 132.

Best Bistro: Actually, we just
invented this category to have
a way to call Mon Ami Gabi
(® 702/944-4224), in the Paris
Las Vegas hotel, to your attention.
Offering lovely, reasonably priced
bistro fare (steak and pommes frites,
onion soup), it may be our new
favorite Vegas restaurant (at least of
the noncelebrity-chef variety). See
p. 145.

Best Restaurant Interiors: The
designers ran amok in the restau-
rants of Mandalay Bay. At Aureole
(® 702/632-7401), a four-story
wine tower requires that a pretty
young thing be hauled up in a har-
ness a la Peter Pan to fetch your
chosen vintage. See p. 127. The
post-Communist party decor at
Red Square (@ 702/632-7407;
p. 129) is topped only by the fire-
and-water walls at neighboring
rumjungle (© 702/632-7408;
p. 270).

Best Spot for a Romantic Din-
ner: Alizé, at the top of the Palms,
has windows on three sides of the
dining room, with no other build-
ings around for many blocks. You
get an unobstructed view of all of
Vegas, the desert, and the moun-
tains from every part of the restau-
rant, not just the window seats.
Seriously, aren’t you in the mood
already? See p. 135.

Best Spot for a Celebration: Lets
face it, no one parties like the Red
Party, so head to Red Square in
Mandalay Bay, where you can have
caviar and vodka in the ultimate
capitalist revenge. See p. 129.
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(Ti;:s Winning Websites

Start your online journey to Sin City at www.vegasdvisitors.com. This
small, family-run endeavor is packed full with information; unbiased
reviews; contact info; maps; photos; and links to hotels, restaurants,
and more.

If you want to pick the brains of the local populace—and who bet-
ter to ask about life in Las Vegas—head over to www.lasvegas
weekly.com. You'll find out where locals go for fun, and you can
browse through reviews of bars, cafes, nightclubs, restaurants, and
amusement parks.

For the most comprehensive Vegas dining resource on the Web, go
to www.nightonthetown.com. The site arranges its plethora of restau-
rants by cuisine and location so you can find what you want, where
you want it.

If you like your information with a side order of humor, head over
to www.cheapovegas.com. This fun site offers lots of sassy reviews
and unbiased opinions, especially on the Las Vegas casino hotels.
There's also a small section on getting freebies while you're in town.

And, finally, for a plethora of information, including trip reports
and reviews written by Vegas visitors and locals, try www.A2Zlas
vegas.com. The site also features ratings for hotels, restaurants, and
shows based on their appropriateness for kids, making this a good site

for families.

Best Free Show at Dinner: At
Treasure Island’s Buccaneer Bay
Club (@ 702/894-7223), every-
one rushes to the window when
the ship battle begins outside.
(Though as we write this, that bat-
tle is getting altered, and so is the
restaurant. But still.) See p. 136.
And then there is the vista offered
by the restaurants in Bellagio
(Picasso, Le Cirque, Olives, and
Circo), which are grouped to take
advantage of the view of the danc-
ing water fountains. See chapter 6
for reviews of all of the Bellagio
restaurants.

Best Wine List: It’s a competitive
market in Vegas for such a title,
and with sommeliers switching
around, it’s hard to guarantee any
wine list will retain its quality. Still,
you cant go wrong at Mandalay
Bay’s Aureole (@ 702/632-7401),

which has the largest collection of
Austrian wines outside of that
country, among other surprises.
See p. 127.

Best Beer List: Rosemary’s
Restaurant offers “beer pairings”
suggestions with most of its menu
options, and includes some curious
and fun brands, including fruity
Belgian numbers. See p. 158.

Best View: Alizé (p. 135) wins
with its floor-to-ceiling window
views, but there is something to be
said for seeing all of Vegas from
the revolving Top of the World
(@ 702/380-7711), 106 stories
off the ground in the Stratosphere
Casino Hotel & Tower. See p. 141.
Best Seafood: The Asian-influ-
enced dishes at Bellagios Aqua
(® 702/693-7223) are the only
fish dishes consistently worth eat-
ing in this desert town—fresh,



light, and beautifully and expertly
flavored. See p. 135.

Best Italian: For a Mediterranean
angle, head to Todd English’s
Onda (@ 702/791-7223), in The
Mirage, which is quietly but swiftly
heading to the top of the “locals’
favorite” list. See p. 139. For Tus-
can cuisine at slightly less dear
prices, Circo (© 702/693-8150),
in Bellagio, is terrific. See p. 142.
Best Deli: The Stage Deli (@) 702/
893-4045), in Caesars, will give no
cause for complaints (your mouth
will be too packed with out-of-this-
world pastrami to say much of any-
thing). See p. 146.

Best New Orleans Cuisine:
Emeril’s New Orleans Fish
House (@ 702/891-7374), in the
MGM Grand, and his Delmonico
Steakhouse (@ 702/414-3737),
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in The Venetian, bring the celeb-
rity chef’s “Bam!” cuisine to the
other side of the Mississippi, and
we are glad. See p. 128 for Emeril’s
New Orleans Fish House and
p. 136 for his Delmonico Steak-
house.

Best Southwestern Cuisine: We
still dream about the huge portions
of spicy, amusing food at The
Venetian’s Star Canyon (@ 702/
414-3772). It’s the brainchild of
Stephen Pyles, the chef most often
credited with inventing Southwest-
ern cuisine. See p. 144.

Best Red Meat: Lawry’s The
Prime Rib, 4043 Howard Hughes
Pkwy. (@ 702/893-2223), has
such good prime rib, it’s hard to
imagine ever having any better.
See p. 150.



Planning Your Trip to Las Vegas

Before any trip, you need to do a bit of advance planning. You'll need to decide
whether a package tour makes sense for you, when to go, and more. In the pages
that follow, youll find everything you need to know to handle the practical
details of planning your trip in advance: airlines and area airports, a calendar of
events, a list of major conventions you may want to avoid, resources for those of
you with special needs, and much more.

We also suggest that you check out chapter 10, “Las Vegas After Dark,” before
you leave home. If you want to see the most popular shows, it’s a good idea to
call ahead and order tickets well in advance to avoid disappointment. Ditto if
you want to dine in one of the city’s top restaurants: Head to chapter 6, “Where
to Dine,” for full reviews and contact information.

1 Visitor Information

For advance information, call or write
the Las Vegas Convention and Visi-
tors Authority, 3150 Paradise Rd., Las
Vegas, NV 89109 (© 877/VISIT-LV
or 702/892-7575; www.vegasfreedom.
com). They can send you a compre-
hensive packet containing brochures, a
map, a show guide, an events calendar,
and an attractions list; help you find a
hotel that meets your specifications
(and even make reservations); and tell
you if a major convention is scheduled
during the time you would like to visit
Las Vegas. Or stop by when you're in
town. They’re open daily from 8am to
Spm.

Another excellent  information
source is the Las Vegas Chamber of
Commerce, 3720 Howard Hughes
Pkwy., #100, Las Vegas, NV 89109

(® 702/735-1616; www.lvchamber.
com). Ask them to send you their Visi-
tors Guide, which contains extensive
information about accommodations,
attractions, excursions, children’s activ-
ities, and more. They can answer all
your Las Vegas questions, including
those about weddings and divorces.
They're open Monday to Friday from
8am to 5pm.

For information on all of Nevada,
including Las Vegas, contact the
Nevada Commission on Tourism
(@ 800/638-2328; www.travelnevada.
com). They have a comprehensive
information packet on Nevada.

There’s also lots of great info on the
Web. See “Planning Your Trip Online,”
later in this chapter, which will send
you straight to the most useful sites.

ATMS

The easiest and best way to get cash
away from home is from an ATM
(automated teller machine). The Cirrus
(@® 800/424-7787; www.mastercard.

com) and PLUS (@ 800/843-7587;
www.visa.com) networks span the
globe; look at the back of your bank
card to see which network youre
on, then call or check online for ATM



@ Las Vegas Advisor

Professional gambler and longtime Las Vegas resident Anthony Curtis,
author of Bargain City: Booking, Betting, and Beating the New Las
Vegas, knows all the angles for stretching your hotel, restaurant, and,
most important, gaming dollar. His 12-page monthly newsletter, the Las
Vegas Advisor, is chock-full of insider tips on how to maximize your odds
on every game, which slot tournaments to enter, casino promotions that
represent money-making opportunities for the bettor, where to obtain
the best Fun Books (coupon books full of freebies and discounts), which
hotel offers a 12-ounce margarita for 99¢ or a steak dinner for $3, what
the best buffet and show values in town are, and much, much more.
Subscribers get more than $1,300 worth of coupons for discounts on
rooms, meals, show tickets, and car rentals, along with free slot plays,
two-for-one bets, and other perks. A subscription is $50 a year, a single
issue $5. To subscribe, call @ 800/244-2224 or send a check to Las Vegas
Advisor, 3687 S. Procyon St., Las Vegas, NV 89103. You can also subscribe
through the Las Vegas Advisor website at www.lasvegasadvisor.com
and get everything except the mailed newsletters and reference guide

for $37 per year.

locations at your destination. Be sure
you know your personal identification
number (PIN) before you leave home
and be sure to find out your daily with-
drawal limit before you depart. There is
an ATM within several feet of you at all
times in Las Vegas; no one wants you to
find yourself without cash you could
lose in a slot! Beware of withdrawal
charges, though, which can often run as
high as $2 or $3 (the highest charges are
usually for commercial machines in
convenience stores and hotel lobbies).
Also be aware that your own bank may
impose a fee every time a card is used at
an ATM in a different city or bank. To
compare banks’ ATM fees within the
U.S., use www.bankrate.com.

TRAVELER’S CHECKS

Traveler’s checks are something of an
anachronism from the days before the
ATM made cash accessible at any
time. Traveler’s checks used to be the
only sound alternative to traveling
with dangerously large amounts of
cash. They were as reliable as currency,

but, unlike cash, could be replaced if
lost or stolen.

These days, traveler’s checks are less
necessary because most cities have 24-
hour ATMs that allow you to with-
draw small amounts of cash as needed.
However, keep in mind that you will
likely be charged an ATM withdrawal
fee if the bank is not your own, so if
youre withdrawing money every day,
you might be better off with traveler’s
checks—provided that you don't mind
showing identification every time you
want to cash one.

You can get traveler’s checks at
almost any bank. American Express
offers denominations of $20, $50,
$100, $500, and (for cardholders
only) $1,000. You'll pay a service
charge ranging from 1% to 4%. You
can also get American Express trav-
eler’s checks over the phone by calling
© 800/221-7282; Amex gold and
platinum cardholders who use this
number are exempt from the 1% fee.

Visa offers traveler's checks at
Citibank locations nationwide, as well
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as at several other banks. The service
charge ranges between 1.5% and 2%;
checks come in denominations of
$20, $50, $100, $500, and $1,000.
Call @ 800/732-1322 for informa-
tion. MasterCard also offers traveler’s
checks. Call @ 800/223-9920 for a
location near you.

If you choose to carry traveler’s
checks, be sure to keep a record of
their serial numbers separate from
your checks in the event that they are
stolen or lost. You'll get a refund faster
if you know the numbers.

CREDIT CARDS

Credit cards are safe way to carry
money, they provide a convenient

Most of a Las Vegas vacation is usually
spent indoors, so you can have a good
time here year-round. The most pleas-
ant seasons in this area are spring and
fall, especially if you want to experi-
ence the great outdoors.

Weekdays are slightly less crowded
than weekends. Holidays are always a
mob scene and come accompanied by
high hotel prices. Hotel prices also
skyrocket when big conventions and
special events are taking place. The
slowest times of year are June and July,
the week before Christmas, and the
week after New Year’s.

If a major convention is to be held
during your trip, you might want to
change your date. Check the box on
p- 36 for convention dates, and con-
tact the Las Vegas Convention and
Visitors Authority (© 877/VISIT-LV
or 702/892-7575; www.vegasfreedom.
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record of all your expenses, and they
generally offer good exchange rates.
You can also withdraw cash advances
from your credit cards at banks or
ATMs, provided you know your PIN.
If youve forgotten yours, or didn’
even know you had one, call the num-
ber on the back of your credit card
and ask the bank to send it to you. It
usually takes 5 to 7 business days,
though some banks will provide the
number over the phone if you tell
them your mother’s maiden name or
some other personal information.

For tips and telephone numbers to
call if your wallet is stolen or lost, go
to “Lost & Found” in the Fast Facts
section of chapter 4.

com), as convention schedules often
change.

THE WEATHER

First of all, Vegas isnt always hot, but
when it is hot, its really hot. One
thing you'll hear again and again is
that even though Las Vegas gets very
hot, the dry desert heat is not unbear-
able. This is true. The exception is
most of the hotel pool areas because
they are surrounded by massive hotels
covered in mirrored glass, which acts
as a giant magnifying glass, focusing
the sun’s rays on the antlike people
below. Generally the humidity aver-
ages a low 22%, and even on very hot
days, there’s apt to be a breeze. Also,
barring the hottest summer days,
there’s relief at night when tempera-
tures often drop by at least 20°F
(=7°C).

ﬁ;n Fact Beating the Odds

In 1995, Don Harrington entered a satellite event at the World Series of
Poker for just $220, won his way into the $10,000 buy for the Champi-
onship Event, and went on to win the $1 million prize.
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Las Vegas's Average Temperatures (°F/°C) & Precipitation

Jan Feb Mar Apr

May  June

July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

Avg. Temp. 47 52 58 66 75

8 91 89 81 69 55 47

8 11 14 19 24

30 33 32 27 2 13 8

Avg. High Temp. 57 63 69 78 88

99 104 102 94 81 66 57

4 17 21 26 31

37 40 39 34 27 19 14

Avg. Low Temp. 37 41 47 54 63

7278 77 69 57 44 37

3 5 8 12 17

2 20 25 2 14 7 3

Avg. Precip. (in.) .59 .69 .59 .15 .24

08 44 45 31 24 31 40

(mm) 15 1.8 15 4 6

2 L1 118 6 8 10

For the average, average high, and average low, temperatures are in Fahrenbeit on the first line
and Celsius on the following line. For the average precipitation measurements, numbers on the
first line are in inches, whereas numbers on the second line are in millimeters.

But this is the desert, and it’s not hot
year-round. It can get quite cold, espe-
cially in the winter, when the tempera-
ture at night can drop to 30°F (-1°C)
and lower. (In the winter of 1998-99,
it actually snowed in Vegas, dropping
nearly 2 in. on the Strip. For sheer
bizarre spectacle, nothing beat the
sight of the Luxor’s Sphinx blanketed
in snow.) The winter breeze can also
become a cold, biting, strong wind of
up to 40 mph and more. And so, there
are entire portions of the year when
you wont be using that hotel swim-
ming pool at all (even if you want to—
be aware that most of the hotels close
huge chunks of those fabulous swim-
ming pool areas for “the season,”
which can be as long as Labor Day to
Memorial Day). If you aren’t traveling
in the height of summer, bring a wrap.
Also, remember your sunscreen and
hat—even if it’s not all that hot, you
can burn very easily and very fast. (You
should see all the lobster-red people

glowing in the casinos at night.)

LAS VEGAS CALENDAR
OF EVENTS

You may be surprised that Las Vegas does
not offer as many annual events as most
tourist cities. The reason is Las Vegas's very
raison d'étre: the gaming industry. This town
wants its visitors spending their money in the
casinos, not at Renaissance fairs and parades.

When in town, check the local paper and
call the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors

Authority (@ 877/VISIT-LV or 702/892-
7575; www.vegasfreedom.com), or the
Chamber of Commerce (@ 702/735-
1616; www.lvchamber.com) to find out
about other events scheduled during your
visit.
March
NASCAR/Winston Cup. The Las
Vegas Motor Speedway, 7000 N.
Las Vegas Blvd. (@ 800/644-4444;
www.lvms.com), has become one of
the premier facilities in the country,
attracting races and racers of all
stripes and colors. The biggest of
the year are the Sam’s Town 300
and UAW-DaimlerChrysler 400
held in early March, often drawing
over 100,000 race fans to town.
April
World Series of Poker. This famed
21-day event takes place at Binion’s
Horseshoe Casino, 128 Fremont St.
(@ 702/382-1600; www.binions.
com/worldseries.asp), in late April
and early May, with high-stakes gam-
blers and showbiz personalities com-
peting for six-figure purses. There are
daily events with entry stakes ranging
from $125 to $5,000. To enter the
World Championship Event (purse:
$1 million), players must pony up
$10,000. It costs nothing to go
crowd around the tables and watch
the action (which, in 2003, was tele-
vised for the first time on The Travel
Channel).
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June

CineVegas International Film Fes-
tival. This annual event, usually
held in early June, is growing in
popularity and prestige, with film
debuts from both independent and
major studios, plus lots of celebrities
hanging around for the big parties.
Call @ 800/431-2140 or visit their
website at www.cinevegas.com.

Las Vegas Jazz Festival. World-
class jazz musicians are invited to
play at this relatively new but grow-
ing festival held at the Fremont
Street Experience for 3 days, usually
in early June. For details, schedules,
and tickets call @ 800/249-3559
or visit their website at www.vegas
experience.com.

September
Oktoberfest. This  boisterous
autumn holiday is celebrated from
mid-September through the end of
October at the Mount Charleston
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Lodge (© 800/955-1314 or 702/
872-5408; www.mtcharlestonlodge.
com) with music, folk dancers, sing-
alongs around a roaring fire, special
decorations, and Bavarian cookouts.

International Mariachi Festival.
Mandalay Bay, 3950 Las Vegas
Blvd. S. (at Hacienda Ave.), started
hosting this worldwide Mariachi
(Mexican music) festival a few years
ago, and it has become one of
the city’s most eagerly anticipated
events. Call Mandalay Bay at
© 8771/632-7400. The event is
usually held in early September.

October

Invensys Classic. This 5-day cham-
pionship event (formerly called the
PGA Tour Las Vegas Invitational),
played on three local courses (the
main course is TPC Summerland),
is televised by ESPN. For details,
call @ 702/242-3000.

m)ments New Year's Eve in Las Vegas

Over the last couple of years, more and more people have been choos-
ing Las Vegas as their party destination for New Year’s Eve. In fact,
some estimates indicate that by the time you read this, there will be
more people ringing in the new year in Nevada than in New York City’s
Times Square.

From experience, we can tell you that there are a lot of people who
come here on December 31. We mean a lot of people. Traffic is a night-
mare, parking (at least legally) is next to impossible, and there is not 1
square inch of the place that isn't occupied by a human being. Las
Vegas doesn't really need a reason to throw a party, but when an
event like this comes along, they do it up right.

A major portion of the Strip is closed down, sending the masses and
their substantial quantities of alcohol into the street. Each year's cel-
ebration is a little different but usually includes a streetside performance
by a major celebrity, confetti, the obligatory countdown, and fireworks.

For New Year’s 2001, the city launched a massive fireworks extrava-
ganza entitled “America’s Party.” It involved blasting pyrotechnics
from the roofs of 10 different hotels in succession up the Strip, with a
grand finale at midnight that rivaled the worldwide millennium cel-
ebrations the year before. The event was considered such a success
that the city has made it an annual event.



December

National Finals Rodeo. This is the
Super Bowl of rodeos, attended by
close to 170,000 people each year and
offering nearly $5 million in prize
money. The top 15 male rodeo stars
compete in six different events: calf
roping, steer wrestling, bull riding,
team roping, saddle bronco riding,
and bareback riding. The top 15
women compete in barrel racing. An
all-around “Cowboy of the Year” is
chosen. In connection with this
event, hotels book country stars in
their showrooms, and there’s even a
cowboy shopping opportunity—the
NFR Cowboy Christmas Gift
Show, a trade show for Western
gear—at Cashman Field. The NFR
runs for 10 days during the first 2
weeks of December at the 17,000-
seat Thomas and Mack Center of the
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
(UNLV). It usually begins on the first
Friday in December and lasts through
the following Sunday. Order tickets as
far in advance as possible (@ 702/
895-3900). For more information,
see www.nfrexperience.com.
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Las Vegas Bowl Week. A champi-
onship football event in mid-
December pits the winners of the
Mid-American Conference against
the winners of the Big West Confer-
ence. The action takes place at the
32,000-seat Sam Boyd Stadium.
Call @ 702/895-3900 for ticket

information.

Western Athletic Conference
(WAC) Football Championship.
This collegiate championship event
takes place the first week in Decem-
ber in Sam Boyd Stadium. Call
® 792/731-5595 for ticket infor-
mation. Ticket prices range from
$15 to $100.

New Year’s Eve. This is a biggie
(reserve your hotel room early).
Downtown, on the Fremont Street
Experience, there’s a big block party
with two dramatic countdowns to
midnight (the Ist is at 9pm, mid-
night on the East Coast). The Strip
is usually closed to street traffic and
hundreds of thousands of people
pack the area for the festivities.
There are, of course, fireworks.

4 Travel Insurance

Check your existing insurance policies
and credit-card coverage before you
buy travel insurance. You may already
be covered for lost luggage, cancelled
tickets, or medical expenses. The cost
of travel insurance varies widely,
depending on the cost and length of
your trip, your age, health, and the
type of trip you're taking.

TRIP-CANCELLATION INSUR-
ANCE Trip-cancellation insurance
helps you get your money back if you
have to back out of a trip, if you have to
go home eatly, or if your travel supplier
goes bankrupt. Allowed reasons for can-
cellation can range from sickness to
natural disasters to the State Depart-
ment declaring your destination unsafe
for travel. (Insurers usually won't cover

vague fears, though, as many travelers
discovered who tried to cancel their
trips in Oct 2001 because they were
wary of flying.) In this unstable world,
trip-cancellation insurance is a good
buy if youre getting tickets well in
advance—who knows what the state of
the world, or of your airline, will be in
9 months? Insurance policy details vary,
so read the fine print—and especially
make sure that your airline or cruise line
is on the list of carriers covered in case
of bankruptcy. For information, contact
one of the following insurers: Access
America (@ 866/807-3982; www.
accessamerica.com); Travel Guard
International (@© 800/826-4919;
www.travelguard.com); Travel Insured

International (@ 800/243-3174;
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www.travelinsured.com); and Travelex
Insurance Services (@ 888/457-4602;

www.travelex-insurance.com).

MEDICAL INSURANCE Most
health insurance policies cover you
if you get sick away from home—but
check, particularly if youre insured
by an HMO. If you require addi-
tional medical insurance, try MEDEX
International (@ 800/527-0218
or 410/453-6300; www.medexassist.
com) or Travel Assistance Interna-
tional (@ 800/821-2828; www.travel
assistance.com; for general informa-
tion on services, call the company’s
Worldwide Assistance Services Inc. at
© 800/777-8710).

LOST-LUGGAGE = INSURANCE
On domestic flights, checked baggage is
covered up to $2,500 per ticketed pas-
senge. If you plan to check items more
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valuable than the standard liability, sce
if your valuables are covered by your
homeowner’s policy, get baggage insur-
ance as part of your comprehensive
travel-insurance package, or buy Travel
Guard’s “BagTrak” product. Dont buy
insurance at the airport, as its usually
overpriced. Be sure to take any valuables
or irreplaceable items with you in your
carry-on luggage, as many valuables
(including books, money, and electron-
ics) aren't covered by airline policies.

If your luggage is lost, immediately
file a lost-luggage claim at the airport,
detailing the luggage contents. For
most airlines, you must report delayed,
damaged, or lost baggage within 4
hours of arrival. The airlines are
required to deliver luggage, once
found, directly to your house or desti-
nation free of charge.

5 Health & Safety

THE HEALTHY TRAVELER

It can be hard to find a doctor you can
trust when youre in an unfamiliar
place. Try to take proper precautions
the week before you depart to avoid
falling ill while youre away from
home. Amid the last-minute frenzy
that often precedes a vacation, make
an extra effort to eat and sleep well—
especially if you feel an illness coming
on. Its a drag to be sick on vacation,
and a head cold can make a plane
flight intolerable.

Limit your exposure to the sun,
especially during the first few days of
your trip, and from llam to 2pm
every day. Use a sunscreen with a high
protection factor and apply it liberally
all day, every day, even during the win-
ter. The desert sun can be brutal.
Remember that children need more
protection than adults do.

WHAT TO DO IF YOU GET
SICK AWAY FROM HOME
In most cases, your existing health
plan will provide the coverage you

need. But double-check; you may
want to buy travel medical insurance
instead. (See the section on insurance,
above.) Bring your insurance ID card
with you when you travel.

If you suffer from a chronic illness,
consult your doctor before your depar-
ture. For conditions like epilepsy, dia-
betes, or heart problems, wear a Medic
Alert Identification Tag (© 800/825-
3785; www.medicalert.org), which will
immediately alert doctors to your con-
dition and give them access to your
records through Medic Alert’s 24-hour
hot line.

Pack prescription medications in
your carry-on luggage, and carry pre-
scription medications in their original
containers, with pharmacy labels—
otherwise they won't make it through
airport security. Also bring along
copies of your prescriptions in case
you lose your pills or run out. Dont
forget an extra pair of contact lenses or
prescription glasses.

If you do get sick, ask the concierge
at your hotel to recommend a local
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(Ti?)s Quick Luggage I.D.

Tie a colorful ribbon or piece of yarn around your luggage handle, or slap
a distinctive sticker on the side of your bag. This makes it less likely that
someone will mistakenly appropriate it. And if your luggage gets lost, it

will be easier to find.

doctor, even his or her own. See also
the “Fast Facts: Las Vegas” at the end of
chapter 4, “Getting to Know Las
Vegas™; there youll find listings for
hospitals, dental referrals, and even a
clinic right on the Strip. For physician
referrals, call Desert Springs Hospital
(@ 800/842-5439 or 702/388-4888).
Hours are Monday to Friday from 8am
to 8pm and Saturday from 9am to
3pm except holidays.

STAYING SAFE
CSI, the nation’s top-rated TV show in
2003, may turn up new corpses each

6 Specialized Travel Resources

TRAVELERS WITH
DISABILITIES

Most disabilities shouldn’t stop any-
one from traveling. There are more
options and resources out there than
ever before.

On the one hand, Las Vegas is fairly
well equipped for travelers with dis-
abilities, with virtually every hotel
having accessible rooms, ramps, and
other requirements. On the other
hand, the distance between each hotel
(particularly on the Strip) makes a
vehicle of some sort virtually manda-
tory for most people with disabilities,
and it may be extremely strenuous and
time-consuming to get from place to
place (even within a single hotel,
because of the crowds). Additionally,
the casinos can be quite difficult to
maneuver in, particularly for a guest
in a wheelchair. The casino floors are
crowded, and the machines and tables
are often laid out close together, with
chairs and such blocking easy access.

week, but the crime rate in real-life
Vegas isn't higher than any other major
metropolis of its size. Predictably, with
all that cash floating around town,
pickpockets and thieves are active, so
keep an eye on your belongings and
store valuables in your in-room safe or
a hotel safety-deposit box. And don
flash your cash; it might attract the
wrong kind of attention and your big
bucks will go bye-bye.

For more information on safety, see
“Fast Facts” in chapter 4, and “Safety”
in chapter 3. Women should also see
“Women Travelers” later in this chapter.

You should also consider that it is
often a long trek through larger hotels
between the entrance and the room
elevators (or, for that matter, anywhere
in the hotel), and then add a crowded
casino to the equation.

The Southern Nevada Center for
Independent Living Program, 6039
Eldora St., Suite F Las Vegas, NV
89146 (@ 702/889-42165 www.sncil.
org), can recommend hotels and restau-
rants that meet your needs, help you
find a personal attendant, advise about
transportation, and answer all sorts of
other questions.

The Nevada Commission on
Tourism (@® 800/638-2328; www.
travelnevada.com) offers a free accom-
modations guide to Las Vegas hotels
that includes access information.

Many travel agencies offer cus-
tomized tours and itineraries for travel-
ers with disabilities. Flying Wheels
Travel (© 507/451-5005; www.{lying

wheelstravel.com) offers escorted tours
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and cruises that emphasize sports and
private tours in minivans with lifs.
Accessible Journeys (@ 800/846-4537
or 610/521-0339; www.disabilitytravel.
com) caters specifically to slow walkers
and wheelchair travelers and their fami-
lies and friends.

Wheelchair Getaways (@ 800/642-
2042; www.wheelchair-getaways.com)
rents specialized vans with wheelchair
lifts and other features for travelers with
disabilities in more than 100 cities
across the U.S.

Many of the major car-rental com-
panies now offer hand-controlled cars
for drivers with disabilities. Avis can
provide such a vehicle at any of its loca-
tions in the U.S. with 48-hour advance
notice; Hertz requires between 24 and
72 hours of advance reservations at
most of its locations.

Greyhound (@ 800/229-9424)
allows a person with disabilites to
travel with a companion for a single
fare. Call at least 72 hours in advance
to discuss this and other special needs.

Organizations that offer assistance
to travelers with disabilities include
the MossRehab Hospital (www.moss
resourcenet.org), which provides a
library of accessible-travel resources
online; the Society for Accessible
Travel and Hospitality (© 212/447-
7284; www.sath.org; annual member-
ship fees: $45 adults, $30 seniors and
students), which offers a wealth of travel
resources for all types of disabilities and
informed recommendations on destina-
tions, access guides, travel agents, tour
operators, vehicle rentals, and compan-
ion services; and the American Foun-
dation for the Blind (@ 800/232-
5463; www.atb.org), which provides
information on traveling with Seeing
Eye dogs.

For more information specifically
targeted to travelers with disabilities, the
community website iCan (www.
icanonline.net/channels/travel/index.
cfm) has destination guides and several
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regular columns on accessible travel.
Also check out the quarterly magazine
Emerging Horizons ($14.95 per year,
$19.95 outside the U.S.; www.
emerginghorizons.com); Twin Peaks
Press (© 360/694-2462; hup://
disabilitybookshop.virtualave.net/blist8
4.htm), offering travel-related books for
travelers with special needs; and Open
World Magazine, published by the
Society for Accessible Travel and Hospi-
tality (see above; subscription: $18 per
year, $35 outside the U.S.).

GAY & LESBIAN TRAVELERS

For such a licentious, permissive town,
Las Vegas has its conservative side, and
is not the most gay-friendly city. This
will not manifest itself in any signs of
outrage toward open displays of gay
affection, but it does mean that the
local gay community is largely confined
to the bar scene. This may be changing,
with local gay pride parades and other
activities gathering steam each year,
including the first-ever nighttime
parade through Downtown, with the
mayor in attendance, in 2001. See list-
ings for gay bars in chapter 10, “Las
Vegas After Dark.”

If youre on the Web, check out Gay
Vegas at http://gayvegas.tripod.com,
which has helpful advice on lodgings,
restaurants, and nightlife.

The International Gay & Lesbian
Travel Association (IGLTA; @ 800/
448-8550 or 954/776-2626; www.
iglta.org) is the trade association for
the gay and lesbian travel industry,
and offers an online directory of gay-
and lesbian-friendly travel businesses;
go to their website and click on
“Members.”

Many agencies offer tours and travel
itineraries specifically for gay and les-
bian travelers. Above and Beyond
Tours (@ 800/397-2681; www.
abovebeyondtours.com) is the exclusive
gay and lesbian tour operator for
United Airlines. Now, Voyager
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(® 800/255-6951; www.nowvoyager.
com) is a well-known San Francisco—
based gay-owned and -operated travel
service.

The following travel guides are avail-
able at most travel bookstores and gay
and lesbian bookstores, or you can
order them from Giovanni’s Room
bookstore, 1145 Pine St., Philadelphia,
PA 19107 (@ 215/923-2960; www.
giovannisroom.com): Out and About
(® 800/929-2268 or 415/644-8044;
www.outandabout.com), which offers
guidebooks and a newsletter 10 times a
year packed with solid information on
the global gay and lesbian scene; Spar-
tacus International Gay Guide and
Odlysseus, both good, annual English-
language guidebooks focused on gay
men; the Damron guides, with sepa-
rate, annual books for gay men and
lesbians; and Gay Travel A to Z: The
World of Gay & Lesbian Travel
Options at Your Fingertips by Mari-
anne Ferrari (Ferrari Publications; Box
35575, Phoenix, AZ 85069), a very
good gay and lesbian guidebook series.

SENIORS

One of the benefits of age is that travel
often costs less. Mention the fact that
youre a senior citizen when you make
travel reservations. Although all of the
major U.S. airlines except America
West have cancelled their senior dis-
count and coupon book programs,
many hotels still offer discounts for
seniors. In most cities, people over the
age of 60 qualify for reduced admis-
sion to theaters, museums, and other
attractions, as well as discounted fares
on public transportation.

Greyhound (@ 800/229-9424;
www.greyhound.com) offers seniors
travel discounts. Choice Hotels (Clar-
ion Hotels, Quality Inns, Comfort
Inns, Sleep Inns, Econo Lodges, Friend-
ship Inns, and Rodeway Inns) give 20%
to 30% off their published rates to any-
one over 60, provided you book your
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room through their nationwide toll-
free reservations number (@ 800/
4-CHOICE) instead of directly with
the hotels or through a travel agent.
Those over 50 receive a 10% discount.
For a complete list of Choice Hotels,
visit www.hotelchoice.com.

Members of AARP (formerly
known as the American Association of
Retired Persons), 601 E St. NW, Wash-
ington, DC 20049 (@ 800/424-3410
or 202/434-2277; www.aarp.org), get
discounts on hotels, airfares, and car
rentals. AARP offers members a wide
range of benefits, including Modern
Maturity magazine and a monthly
newsletter. Anyone over 50 can join.

Many reliable agencies and organiza-
tions target the 50-plus market. Elder-
hostel (@ 877/426-8056; www.elder
hostel.org) arranges study programs for
those aged 55 and over (and a spouse or
companion of any age) in the U.S. and
in more than 80 countries around the
world. Most courses last 5 to 7 days,
and many include airfare, accommoda-
tions in modest inns or hotels, meals,
and tuition. Its Las Vegas options
include sessions on the city’s entertain-
ment and gaming industries.

Recommended publications offering
travel resources and discounts for sen-
jors include: the quarterly magazine
Travel 50 & Beyond (www.travel50
andbeyond.com); Travel Unlimited:
Uncommon Adventures for the
Mature Traveler (Avalon); 101 Tips
Jor Mature Travelers, available from
Grand Circle Travel (@ 800/221-2610
or 617/350-7500; www.gct.com); The
50+ Traveler’s Guidebook (St. Martin’s
Press); and Unbelievably Good Deals
and Great Adventures That You
Absolutely Can’t Get Unless You're
Over 50 (McGraw Hill).

FAMILY TRAVEL

If you have enough trouble getting
your kids out of the house in the
morning, dragging them thousands of
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miles away may seem like an insur-
mountable challenge. But family
travel can be immensely rewarding,
giving you new ways of seeing the
world through smaller pairs of eyes.

That said, Vegas is hardly an ideal
place to bring the kids. For one thing,
they’re not allowed in casinos at all.
Because most hotels are laid out so that
you frequently have to walk through
their casinos, you can see how this
becomes a headache. Some casino
hotels will not allow the children of
nonguests on the premises after
6pm—and this policy is seriously
enforced.

Note also that the Las Vegas Strip is
often peppered with people distribut-
ing fliers and other information about
decidedly adult entertainment options
in the city. Sex is everywhere. Just
walking down the Strip might give
your kids an eyeful of items that you
might prefer they avoid. (They dont
call it Sin City for nothing})

On top of everything else, there is a
curfew law in Vegas: Kids under 18 are
forbidden from being on the Strip
without a parent after 9pm on week-
ends and holidays. In the rest of the
county, minors can’t be out without
parents after 10pm on school nights
and midnight on the weekends. If
you choose to travel here with the
children, see the “Especially for Kids”
section in chapter 7, and the “Family-
Friendly” boxes in chapters 5, 6, and
10 for suggested hotels, restaurants,
and shows.

If you do decide to take your family
vacation in Las Vegas, the good news
is that children under 12, and in many
cases even older, stay free in their
parent’s rooms in most hotels (we've
noted these in chapter 5). You'll defi-
nitely want to book a place with a
pool. Many hotels also have enormous
video arcades and other diversions.

For great tips and suggestions for
your Vegas family vacation, we strongly
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suggest you pick up a copy of From-
mer’s Las Vegas with Kids.

You can find good family-oriented
vacation advice on the Internet from
sites like the Family Travel Network
(www.familytravelnetwork.com); Trav-
eling Internationally with Your Kids
(www.travelwithyourkids.com), a com-
prehensive site offering sound advice
for long-distance and international
travel with children; and Family Travel
Files (www.thefamilytravelfiles.com),
which offers an online magazine and a
directory of off-the-beaten-path tours
and tour operators for families.

How to Take Great Trips with
Your Kids (The Harvard Common
Press) is full of good general advice
that can apply to travel anywhere.

WOMEN TRAVELERS

Las Vegas, thanks to the crowds, is as
safe as any other big city for a woman
traveling alone. A woman on her own
should, of course, take the usual pre-
cautions and should be wary of hus-
tlers or drunken businessmen who
may mistake her for a “working girl.”
(Alas, million-dollar proposals a la
Robert Redford are a rarity.) Many of
the big hotels (all MGM MIRAGE
hotels, for example) have security
guards stationed at the elevators at
night to prevent anyone other than
guests from going up to the room
floors. Ask when you make your reser-
vation. If you're anxious, ask a security
guard to escort you to your room.
Always double-lock your door and
deadbolt it to prevent intruders from
entering.

Check out the website Journey-
woman (www.journeywoman.com), a
lively travel resource with a free e-mail
newsletter; or the travel guide Safety
and Security for Women Who Travel
by Sheila Swan Laufer and Peter
Laufer (Travelers’ Tales Inc.), offering
common-sense advice and tips on safe
travel.
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7 Planning Your Trip Online

SURFING FOR AIRFARES

The “big three” online travel agencies,
Expedia.com, Travelocity.com, and
Orbitz.com sell most of the air tickets
bought on the Internet. (Canadian
travelers should try Expedia.ca and
Travelocity.ca; U.K. residents can go
for Expedia.co.uk and Opodo.co.uk.)
Each has different business deals with
the airlines and may offer different
fares on the same flights, so it’s wise to
shop around. Expedia and Travelocity
will also send you e-mail notification
when a cheap fare becomes available
to your favorite destination. Of the
smaller travel agency websites, Side-
Step (www.sidestep.com) has gotten
the best reviews from Frommer’s
authors. Is a browser add-on that
purports to “search 140 sites at once,”
but in reality only beats competitors’
fares as often as other sites do.

Also remember to check airline
websites, especially those for low-fare
carriers such as Southwest, JetBlue,
AirTran, or West]Jet whose fares are
often misreported or simply missing
from travel agency websites. Even with
major airlines, you can often shave a
few bucks from a fare by booking
directly through the airline and avoid-
ing a travel agency’s transaction fee.
But you'll get these discounts only by
booking online: Most airlines now
offer online-only fares that even their
phone agents know nothing about.
For the websites of airlines that fly to

and from your destination, go to
“Getting There,” later in this chapter.

Great last-minute deals are avail-
able through free weekly e-mail services
provided directly by the airlines. Most
of these are announced on Tuesday or
Wednesday and must be purchased
online. Most are only valid for travel
that weekend, but some (such as
Southwest’s) can be booked weeks or
months in advance. Sign up for weekly
e-mail alerts at airline websites or check
megasites that compile comprehensive
lists of last-minute specials, such as
Smarter Living (smarterliving.com).
For last-minute trips, site59.com in
the U.S. and lastminute.com in
Europe often have better deals than the
major-label sites.

If you're willing to give up some con-
trol over your flight details, use an
opaque fare service like Priceline
(www.priceline.com; www.priceline.co.
uk for Europeans) or Hotwire (www.
hotwire.com). Both offer rock-bottom
prices in exchange for travel on a “mys-
tery airline” at a mysterious time of day,
often with a mysterious change of
planes en route. The mystery airlines are
all major, well-known carriers—and the
possibility of being sent from Philadel-
phia to Chicago via Tampa is remote;
the airlines’ routing computers have
gotten a lot better than they used to be.
But your chances of getting a Gam or
11pm flight are pretty high. Hotwire
tells you flight prices before you buy;

(Ti;)s A Web Wonder

A little-known gem, Travelaxe (www.travelaxe.com) offers a free, down-
loadable price comparison program that will make your Las Vegas hotel
search infinitely easier. The program searches the hotels (including the
major casino hotels’ websites) and a host of discount travel websites for
the best prices for your travel dates. Click on the price you like and the
program will send you straight to the website offering it. And, unlike
most websites, Travelaxe prices include hotel tax, so you actually see the

total price of the room.
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@ Frommers.com: The Complete Travel Resource

For an excellent travel-planning resource, we highly recommend From-
mers.com (www.frommers.com). We're a little biased, of course, but
we guarantee that you'll find the travel tips, reviews, monthly vacation
giveaways, and online-booking capabilities thoroughly indispensable.
Among the special features are our popular Message Boards, where
Frommer's readers post queries and share advice (sometimes even our
authors show up to answer questions); Frommers.com Newsletter, for
the latest travel bargains and insider travel secrets; and Frommer's
Destinations Section, where you'll get expert travel tips, hotel and din-
ing recommendations, and advice on the sights to see for more than
3,000 destinations around the globe. When your research is done, the
Online Reservations System (www.frommers.com/book_a_trip) takes
you to Frommer's preferred online partners for booking your vacation

at affordable prices.

Priceline usually has better deals than
Hotwire, but you have to play their
“name our price” game. If youre new at
this, the helpful folks at BiddingFor-
Travel (www.biddingfortravel.com) do
a good job of demystifying Priceline’s
prices. Priceline and Hotwire are great
for flights within North America and
between the U.S. and Europe. But for
flights to other parts of the world, con-
solidators will almost always beat their
fares.

For much more about airfares and
savvy air-travel tips and advice, pick
up a copy of Frommer’s Fly Safe, Fly
Smart (Wiley Publishing, Inc.).

SURFING FOR HOTELS
Shopping online for hotels is much eas-
ier in the U.S., Canada, and certain
parts of Europe than it is in the rest of
the world. If you try to book a Chinese
hotel online, for instance, you'll prob-
ably overpay. Also, many smaller hotels
and B&Bs—especially outside the
U.S.—don’t show up on websites at all.
Of the “big three” sites, Expedia may
be the best choice, thanks to its long list
of special deals. Travelocity runs a
close second. Hotel specialist sites
hotels.com and hoteldiscounts.com
are also reliable.

Priceline and Hotwire are even bet-
ter for hotels than for airfares; with
both, you're allowed to pick the neigh-
borhood and quality level of your
hotel before offering up your money.
Priceline’s hotel product covers several
of the major casino hotels, including
the Venetian, the Mirage, and MGM
Grand. Be sure to do your research
before putting in a bid, however,
because their prices aren’t always the
best available in Vegas. Note: Hotwire
overrates its hotels by one star—what
Hotwire calls a four-star is a three-star
anywhere else. Some of Priceline’s des-
ignations are similarly inflated.

Bidding for Travel (www.bidding
fortravel.com) has an excellent Las
Vegas board in its hotel section. If you
plan on bidding on Priceline, its a
must-stop. It also frequently posts
hotel discount codes and available
packages.

SURFING FOR RENTAL CARS

For booking rental cars online, the
best deals are usually found at rental-
car company websites, although all the
major online travel agencies also offer
rental-car reservations services. Price-
line and Hotwire work well for rental
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cars, too; the only “mystery” is which
major rental company you get, and for
most travelers the difference between
Hertz, Avis, and Budget is negligible.

ONLINE TRAVELER’S
TOOLBOX

Following is a selection of online tools

to bookmark and use:

¢ Visa ATM Locator (www.visa.
com), for locations of Plus ATMs
worldwide, or MasterCard ATM
Locator (www.mastercard.com),
for locations of Cirrus ATMs
worldwide.

¢ Intellicast (www.intellicast.com)
and Weather.com (www.weather.
com). Give weather forecasts for

all 50 states and for cities around
the world.

Mapquest (www.mapquest.com).
This best of the mapping sites lets
you choose a specific address or
destination, and in seconds it will
return a map and detailed direc-
tions.

Cybercafes.com (www.cybercafes.
com) or Net Café Guide (www.net
cafeguide.com/mapindex.htm).
Locate Internet cafes at hundreds of
locations around the globe. Catch
up on your e-mail and log on to the
Web for a few dollars per hour.
Universal Currency Converter
(www.xe.net/currency). See what
your dollar or pound is worth in
more than 100 other countries.

8 The 21st-Century Traveler

INTERNET ACCESS AWAY
FROM HOME

Travelers have any number of ways to
check their e-mail and access the
Internet on the road. Of course, using
your own laptop—or even a PDA
(personal digital assistant) or elec-
tronic organizer with a modem—gives
you the most flexibility. But even if
you don’t have a computer, you can
still access your e-mail and even your
office computer from cybercafes.

WITHOUT YOUR OWN
COMPUTER

It's hard nowadays to find a city that
doesn’t have a few cybercafes. Although
there’s no definitive directory for cyber-
cafes—these are independent busi-
nesses, after all—three places to start
looking are at www.cybercaptive.com,
www.netcafeguide.com, and www.
cybercafe.com.

Aside from formal cybercafes, most
youth hostels nowadays have at least
one computer you can get to the
Internet on. And most public
libraries across the world offer Inter-
net access free or for a small charge.

Avoid hotel business centers, which
often charge exorbitant rates.

Most major airports now have
Internet kiosks scattered throughout
their gates. These kiosks, which you'll
also see in shopping malls, hotel lob-
bies, and tourist information offices
around the world, give you basic Web
access for a per-minute fee that’s usu-
ally higher than cybercafe prices. The
kiosks” clunkiness and high price
means they should be avoided when-
ever possible.

To retrieve your e-mail, ask your
Internet Service Provider (ISP) if it
has a Web-based interface tied to your
existing e-mail account. If your ISP
doesnt have such an interface, you can
use the free mail2web service
(www.mail2web.com) to access your
home e-mail. For more flexibility, you
may want to open a free, Web-based
e-mail account with Yahoo! Mail
(http://mail.yahoo.com) or Microsoft’s
Hotmail (www.hotmail.com). Your
home ISP may be able to forward
your e-mail to the Web-based account
automatically.
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If you need to access files on your
office computer, look into a service
called GoToMyPC (www.gotomypc.
com). The service provides a Web-based
interface for you to access and manipu-
late a distant PC from anywhere—even
a cybercafe—provided your “target” PC
is on and has an always-on connection
to the Internet (such as with Road Run-
ner cable). The service offers top-quality
security, but if youre worried about
hackers, use your own laptop rather
than a cybercafe to access the GoTo-
MyPC system.

USING A CELLPHONE
ACROSS THE U.S.
Just because your cellphone works at
home doesnt mean itll work else-
where in the country (thanks to our
nation’s fragmented cellphone sys-
tem). It’s a good bet that your phone
will work in major cities. But take a
look at your wireless company’s cover-
age map on its website before heading
out—T-Mobile, Sprint, and Nextel
are particularly weak in rural areas. If
you need to stay in touch at a destina-
tion where you know your phone won't
work, rent a phone that does from
InTouch USA (©® 800/872-7626;
www.intouchglobal.com) or a rental-
car location, but beware that you'll
pay $1 a minute or more for airtime.
If you're venturing deep into national
parks, you may want to consider rent-
ing a satellite phone (“satphones”),
which are different from cellphones
in that they connect to satellites rather
than ground-based towers. A satphone

PLANNING YOUR TRIP TO

LAS VEGAS

is more costly than a cellphone but
works where there’s no cellular signal
and no towers. Unfortunately, you'll
pay at least $2 per minute to use the
phone, and it only works where you can
see the horizon (that is, usually not
indoors). In North America, you can
rent Iridium satellite phones from
RoadPost (@ 888/290-1606 or
905/272-5665; www.roadpost.com).
InTouch USA (see above) offers a wider
range of satphones but at higher rates.
As of this writing, satphones were amaz-
ingly expensive to buy, so dont even
think about it.

If you're not from the U.S., you'll
be appalled at the poor reach of our
GSM (Global System for Mobiles)
wireless network, which is used by
much of the rest of the world (see
below). Your phone will probably
work in most major U.S. cities; it
definitely won't work in many rural
areas. (To see where GSM phones
work in the U.S., check out www.
t-mobile.com/coverage/national _
popup.asp.) And you may or may not
be able to send SMS (text messaging)
home—something Americans tend
not to do anyway, for various cultural
and technological reasons. (Interna-
tional budget travelers like to send text
messages home because it’s much
cheaper than making international
calls.) Assume nothing—call your
wireless provider and get the full
scoop. In a worst-case scenario, you
can always rent a phone; InTouch
USA delivers to hotels.

9 Getting There

BY PLANE
Given the shambles the airline indus-
try is in, writing this section makes us
wince. Just be aware that the future of
many of the following airlines was in
varying degrees of doubt as we went to
press.

The following airlines have regu-
larly scheduled flights into Las Vegas

(some of these are regional carriers, so
they may not all fly from your point of
origin): AeroMexico (@ 800/237-
6639; www.aeromexico.com); Air
Canada (@ 800/776-3000; www.air
canada.ca) does not offer direct service
but will book on partner airlines, usu-
ally with a change in San Francisco;

Alaska Airlines (@ 800/426-0333;



www.alaskaair.com); Allegiant Air
(® 877/202-6444; www.allegiant-air.
com) has service only from Fresno,
California; Aloha Air (@ 800/367-
5250; www.alohaairlines.org); Amer-
ica West (©® 800/235-9292; www.
americawest.com); American/Ameri-
can Eagle (@ 800/433-7300; www.aa.
com); American Trans Air/Comair
(@ 800/435-9282; www.ata.com or
www.fly-comair.com); Continental
(@ 800/525-0280; www.continental.
com); Delta/Skywest (@ 800/221-
1212; www.delta.com); Frontier Air-
lines (@ 800/432-1359; www.fly
frontier.com); Hawaiian Airlines
(@ 800/367-5320; www.hawaiianair.
com); Japan Airlines (@ 800/525-
3663; www.jal.co.jp/en); JetBlue
(@ 800/538-2583; www.jetblue.com);
Midwest Express (@ 800/452-2022;
www.midwestexpress.com); North-
west (@ 800/225-2525; www.nwa.
com); Southwest (@© 800/435-9792;
www.iflyswa.com); United (@ 800/
241-6522; www.ual.com); US Air-
ways (@ 800/428-4322; www.us
airways.com); and Virgin Atlantic
Airways (© 800/862-8621; www.
virgin-atlantic.com).

We've always enjoyed Southwest’s
relaxed attitude, and their service
leaves few complaints. However, they
mostly feature first-come, first-served
seating, so if you want to avoid that,
you can’t go wrong with United—
assuming, of course, that they are still
in business when you read this.

Then again, now might be the time
to talk about the spiffy new leather
seat/Direct TV wonder that is Jet
Blue (® 800/JET-BLUE or 800/
538-2583; www.jetblue.com). First-
time passengers usually turn into
longtime converts. Currently, they fly
to Vegas from Long Beach, California,
and New York City, and often for very
low prices.

With the federalization of airport
security, security procedures at U.S.
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airports are more stable and consistent
than ever. Generally, you'll be fine if
you arrive at the airport 1 hour before
a domestic flight and 2 hours before
an international flight; if you show up
late, tell an airline employee and he or
she will probably whisk you to the
front of the line.

Bring a current, government-
issued photo ID such as a drivers
license or passport, and if you've got
an e-ticket, print out the official con-
firmation page; you'll need to show
your confirmation at the security
checkpoint, and your ID at the ticket
counter or the gate. (Children under
18 do not need photo IDs for domes-
tic flights, but the adults checking in
with them need them.)

Security lines are getting shorter
than they were during 2001 and 2002,
but some doozies remain. If you have
trouble standing for long periods of
time, tell an airline employee; the air-
line will provide a wheelchair. Speed
up security by not wearing metal
objects such as big belt buckles or
clanky earrings. If you've got metallic
body parts, a note from your doctor
can prevent a long chat with the secu-
rity screeners. Keep in mind that only
ticketed passengers are allowed past
security, except for folks escorting pas-
sengers with disabilities, or children.

Federalization has stabilized what
you can carry on and what you can't.
The general rule is that sharp things
are out, nail clippers are okay, and
food and beverages must be passed
through the X-ray machine—but that
security screeners cant make you
drink from your coffee cup. Bring
food in your carry-on rather than
checking it, as explosive-detection
machines used on checked luggage
have been known to mistake food
(especially chocolate, for some reason)
for bombs. Travelers in the U.S. are
allowed one carry-on bag, plus a “per-
sonal item” such as a purse, briefcase,
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or laptop bag. Carry-on hoarders can
stuff all sorts of things into a laptop
bag; as long as it has a laptop in it, it’s
still considered a personal item. The
Transportation Security Administra-
tion (TSA) has issued a list of
restricted items; check its website
(www.tsa.gov/public/index.jsp) for
details.

In 2003 the TSA will be phasing out
gate check-in at all U.S. airports. Pas-
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a good way to avoid lines, although a
few airlines still ban curbside check-in
entirely; call before you go.

At press time, the TSA is also rec-
ommending that you not lock your
checked luggage so screeners can
search it by hand if necessary. The
agency says to use plastic “zip ties”
instead, which can be bought at hard-
ware stores and can be easily cut off.

FLYING FOR LESS: TIPS

sengers with e-tickets and without
checked bags can still beat the ticket-
counter lines by using electronic
kiosks or even online check-in. Ask
your airline which alternatives are avail-
able, and if you're using a kiosk, bring
the credit card you used to book the
ticket. If youre checking bags, you will
still be able to use most airlines” kiosks;
again call your airline for up-to-date
information. Curbside check-in is also

FOR GETTING THE BEST
AIRFARE

Passengers sharing the same airplane
cabin rarely pay the same fare. Travel-
ers who need to purchase tickets at the
last minute, change their itinerary at a
moment’s notice, or fly one-way often
get stuck paying the premium rate.
Here are some ways to keep your air-
fare costs down:

@ Flying with Film & Video

Never pack film—developed or undeveloped—in checked bags, as the
new, more powerful scanners in U.S. airports can fog film. The film you
carry with you can be damaged by scanners as well. X-ray damage is
cumulative; the slower the film, and the more times you put it through
a scanner, the more likely the damage. Film under 800 ASA is usually
safe for up to five scans. If you're taking your film through additional
scans, U.S. regulations permit you to demand hand inspections. Keep
in mind that airports are not the only places where your camera may
be scanned: Highly trafficked attractions are X-raying visitors' bags
with increasing frequency.

Most photo supply stores sell protective pouches designed to block
damaging X-rays. The pouches fit both film and loaded cameras. They
should protect your film in checked baggage, but they also may raise
alarms and result in a hand inspection.

An organization called Film Safety for Traveling on Planes (FSTOP;
@ 888/301-2665; www.f-stop.org), can provide additional tips for trav-
eling with film and equipment.

Carry-on scanners will not damage videotape in video cameras, but
the magnetic fields emitted by the walk-through security gateways
and handheld inspection wands will. Always place your loaded cam-
corder on the screening conveyor belt or have it hand-inspected. Be
sure your batteries are charged, as you will probably be required to
turn the device on to ensure that it's what it appears to be.
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Travel in the Age of Bankruptcy

At press time, two major U.S. airlines were struggling in bankruptcy court
and most of the rest weren’t doing very well either. To protect yourself,
buy your tickets with a credit card, as the Fair Credit Billing Act guaran-
tees that you can get your money back from the credit card company if a
travel supplier goes under (and if you request the refund within 60 days
of the bankruptcy). Travel insurance can also help, but make sure it cov-
ers against “carrier default” for your specific travel provider. And be
aware that if a U.S. airline goes bust midtrip, a 2001 federal law requires
other carriers to take you to your destination (albeit on a space-available
basis) for a fee of no more than $25, provided you rebook within 60 days

of the cancellation.

* Passengers who can book their
ticket long in advance, who can
stay over Saturday night, or who
fly midweek or at less-trafficked
hours will pay a fraction of the
full fare. If your schedule is flex-
ible, say so, and ask if you can
secure a cheaper fare by changing
your flight plans.

You can also save on airfares by
keeping an eye out in local news-
papers for promotional specials
or fare wars, when airlines lower
prices on their most popular
routes. You rarely see fare wars
offered for peak travel times, but if
you can travel in the off-months,
you may snag a bargain.

Search the Internet for cheap
fares (see “Planning Your Trip
Online,” earlier in this chapter).
Consolidators, also known as
bucket shops, are great sources for
international tickets, although they
usually can’t beat the Internet on
fares within North America. Start
by looking in Sunday newspaper
travel sections; U.S. travelers
should focus on the New York
Times, Los Angeles Times, and
Miami Herald. For less-developed
destinations, small travel agencies
that cater to immigrant commu-
nities in large cities often have the
best deals. Beware: Bucket shop
tickets are usually nonrefundable
or rigged with stff cancellation

penalties, often as high as 50%
to 75% of the ticket price, and
some put you on charter airlines
with questionable safety records.
FlyCheap (© 800/FLY-CHEAP;
www.1800flycheap.com) is owned
by package-holiday megalith
MyTravel and so has especially
good access to fares for sunny
destinations. Air Tickets Direct
(@ 800/778-3447; www.airtickets
direct.com) is based in Montreal
and leverages the currenty weak
Canadian dollar for low fares. And
TravelHub (www.travelhub.com)
represents nearly 1,000 travel agen-
cles, many of whom offer consoli-
dator and discount fares.

Join frequent-flier clubs. Accrue
enough miles, and youll be
rewarded with free flights and elite
status. It’s free, and you'll get the
best choice of seats, faster response
to phone inquiries, and prompter
service if your luggage is stolen,
your flight is canceled or delayed,
or if you want to change your seat.
You don’t need to fly to build fre-
quent-flier miles—frequent-flier
credit cards can provide thou-
sands of miles for doing your
everyday shopping.

For many more tips about air travel,
including a rundown of the major
frequent-flier credit cards, pick up a
copy of Frommers Fly Saﬁ, Fly
Smart (Wiley Publishing, Inc.).
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/Ti?:s Cancelled Plans

If your flight is cancelled, don’t book a new fare at the ticket counter. Find
the nearest phone and call the airline directly to reschedule. You'll be
relaxing while other passengers are still standing in line.

BY CAR

The main highway connecting Las
Vegas with the rest of the country is
I-15; it links Montana, Idaho, and
Utah with Southern California. The
drive from Los Angeles is quite popu-
lar, and thanks to the narrow two-lane
highway, can get very crowded on Fri-
day and Sunday afternoons with
hopeful weekend gamblers making
their way to and from Vegas. (By the
way, as soon as you cross the state line,
there are three casinos ready to handle
your immediate gambling needs, with
two more about 20 min. up the road,
30 miles before you get to Las Vegas.)

From the east, take I-70 or [-80
west to Kingman, Arizona, and then
U.S. 93 north to downtown Las Vegas
(Fremont St.). From the south, take
I-10 west to Phoenix and then U.S. 93
north to Las Vegas. From San Fran-
cisco, take [-80 east to Reno and then
U.S. 95 south to Las Vegas. If you're
driving to Las Vegas, be sure to read
the driving precautions in “Getting
Around” in chapter 4.

Vegas is 286 miles from Phoenix,
759 miles from Denver, 421 miles
from Salt Lake City, 269 miles from
Los Angeles, and 586 miles from San
Francisco.

BY TRAIN
Amtrak (@ 800/USA-RAIL; www.
amtrak.com) does not currently offer
direct rail service, although plans have
been in the works to restore the rails
between Los Angeles and Las Vegas for
years now. At press time, Amtrak
wouldn’t confirm a date, but various
reports have indicated that by 2004
they will restore service using the
TALGO. This European-designed
“Casino Train” will complete the trip
from Los Angeles in about 5% hours,
with a wholesale seat price of $99
round-trip. We've been hearing these
reports for so long now they just make
us roll our eyes, but believe it, if and
when this ever happens, you will have
to fight us for a seat.

In the meantime, you can take the
train to Los Angeles or Barstow and
Amtrak will get you to Vegas by bus.

10 Packages for the Independent Traveler

Before you start your search for the
lowest airfare, you may want to con-
sider booking your flight as part of a
travel package. Package tours are not
the same thing as escorted tours. Pack-
age tours are simply a way to buy the
airfare, accommodations, and other
elements of your trip (such as car
rentals, airport transfers, and some-
times even activities) at the same time
and often at discounted prices—kind
of like one-stop shopping. Packages

are sold in bulk to tour operators—
who resell them to the public at a cost
that usually undercuts standard rates.

Just to give you an example, at press
time, Southwest Airlines (@ 800/
435-9792; www.iflyswa.com) was
offering round-trip airfare from Los
Angeles with 2 nights at several differ-
ent hotels complete with ground
transportation; per person based on
double occupancy, for Bellagio it was

$259, and for the Golden Nugget $99



(before taxes and fees), although these
prices vary dramatically depending
upon when you are traveling.

One good source of package deals is
the airlines themselves. Most major air-
lines offer air/land packages, including
American Airlines Vacations (@ 800/
321-2121;  www.aavacations.com),
Delta Vacations (@ 800/221-6666;
www.deltavacations.com), Continental
Airlines Vacations (@ 800/301-3800;
www.coolvacations.com), and United
Vacations (@ 888/854-3899; www.
unitedvacations.com).

Another good bet is Southwest
Airlines (@ 888/423-5683; www.
swavacations.com), which has dozens
of flights in and out of Las Vegas every
day. Sheer volume of flights allows
them to offer some relatively inexpen-
sive vacation deals with lots of options
in terms of travel time and hotels.

Several big online  travel
agencies—Expedia, Travelocity, Or-
bitz, Site59, and Lastminute.com—
also do a brisk business in packages.

Vacation Together (© 800/839-
9851; www.vacationtogether.com)
allows you to search for and book
packages offered by a number of tour
operators and airlines.

The United States Tour Operators
Association’s website (www.ustoa.com)
has a search engine that allows you to
look for operators that offer packages to
a specific destination. Travel packages
are also listed in the travel section of
your local Sunday newspaper.

Reservations Plus, 2275 A Renais-
sance Dr., Las Vegas, NV 89119
(@ 800/805-9528; www.resplus.com),
runs a free room-reservation service,
but they can also arrange packages
(including meals, transportation, tours,
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show tickets, car rentals, and other fea-
tures) and group rates.

If you're unsure about the pedigree
of a smaller packager, check with the
Better Business Bureau in the city
where the company is based, or go
online to www.bbb.org. If a packager
won't tell you where it’s based, don't
fly with them.

Travel packages are also listed in the
travel section of your local Sunday
newspaper. Or check ads in the national
travel magazines such as Arthur From-
mer’s Budget Travel Magazine, Travel &
Leisure, National Geographic Traveler,
and Condé Nast Traveler.

Package tours can vary by leaps and
bounds. Some offer a better class of
hotels than others. Some offer the same
hotels for lower prices. Some offer
flights on scheduled airlines, while oth-
ers book charters. Some limit your
choice of accommodations and travel
days. You are often required to make a
large payment up front. On the plus
side, packages can save you money,
offering group prices but allowing for
independent travel. Some even let you
add on a few guided excursions or
escorted day trips (also at prices lower
than if you booked them yourself)
without booking an entirely escorted
tour.

Before you invest in a package tour,
get some answers. Ask about the
accommodations choices and prices
for each. Then look up the hotels
reviews in a Frommer’s guide and
check their rates for your specific dates
of travel online.

Finally, look for hidden expenses.
Ask whether airport departure fees
and taxes, for example, are included in
the total cost.

11 Tips on Accommodations

For information on the various types
of accommodations that you'll find in
Las Vegas, and suggestions for saving

on your hotel costs, see chapter 5,
“Where to Stay.”
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@ Major Convention Dates for 2004

Listed below are Las Vegas's major annual conventions with projected
attendance figures for 2004; believe us, you probably want to avoid
the biggies. Since convention schedules frequently change, contact the
Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority (@ 800/VISIT-LV or 702/
892-7575; www.vegasfreedom.com) to double-check the latest info
before you commit to your travel dates.

Event Dates Expected Attendance

ConsumerElectronics Jan 8-11 110,000
Show

National Association Jan 19-22 75,000
of Home Builders

World Floor Covering Jan 28-30 41,000
Associates

Men'’s Apparel Guild Feb 23-26 115,000
in California (MAGIC)

Associated Surplus Mar 7-11 52,000
Dealers

National Association of Apr 19-22 130,000
Broadcasters (NAB)

National Hardware May 10-12 50,000
Show

Networld/Interop May 11-13 40,000

JCK Show June 4-8 50,000

Associated Surplus Aug 15-19 52,000
Dealers

Men's Apparel Guild in Aug 30-Sept 2 115,000
California (MAGIC)

Specialty Equip. Mkt. Nov 2-5 88,000
Assn. (SEMA)

Softbank Comdex Nov 15-18 125,000

LANDING THE BEST ROOM

Somebody has to get the best room in
the house. It might as well be you. You
can start by joining the hotel’s fre-
quent-guest program, which may
make you eligible for upgrades. A
hotel-branded credit card usually gives
its owner “silver” or “gold” status in
frequent-guest programs for free.
In the case of Las Vegas, joining a
casino hotel’s players club may net
you upgrade privileges. Always ask
about a corner room. They’re often
larger and quieter, with more windows

and light, and they often cost the same
as standard rooms. When you make
your reservation, ask if the hotel is
renovating; if it is, request a room
away from the construction. Ask
about nonsmoking rooms, rooms with
views, rooms with twin, queen- or
king-size beds. If you're a light sleeper,
request a quiet room away from vend-
ing machines, elevators, restaurants,
bars, and discos. Ask for one of the
rooms that have been most recently
renovated or redecorated.



If you aren’t happy with your room
when you arrive, say so. If another
room is available, most lodgings will
be willing to accommodate you. And
while it may seem hopelessly out-
dated, the fact is that tipping a desk
clerk in Vegas—if you can do it with a
straight face—can still sometimes pro-
duce results.

In Las Vegas, asking the following
questions are also useful before you
book a room:

* What's the view like? Cost-con-
scious travelers may be willing to
pay less for a back room facing
the parking lot, especially if they
dont plan to spend much time
in their room. A room on a
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higher floor with a view of the
Strip can cost up to $20 a night
extra at some hotels. (Paris Las
Vegas, for example, charges more
for rooms that overlook the Bella-
gio fountains.)

How far is the room from the
main entrance, the casino, and
other amenities? We know one
exercise fanatic who didn’t mind
skipping her workouts in Vegas
because her room was almost a
mile away (or felt like it), one-way,
from the hotel’s entrance. Most of
the world’s largest hotels are in Las
Vegas, so make sure your room is
close to the action if you don’
want to hoof it too often.

12 Recommended Reading

If you believe in “reading more about
it,” here are a select few of our
favorites you might turn to:

* Mcmanus, James. Positively Fifth
Street: Murderers, Cheetahs, and
Binion's World Series of Poker (Farrar,
2003). The author went to write
about the World Series of Poker,
and ended up playing in it, and
going farther, and not just in the
sense of advancing in the tourna-
ment, than he would have thought.
Hess, Alan. Viva Las Vegas: After
Hours  Architecture (Chronicle
Books, 1993). Vegas doesnt have
architecture as much as set design,
and here you can learn all about
how its bizarre skyline is an icon of
modern American urban culture.
* McCracken, Robert D. Las Vegas:
The Great American Playground

(University of Nevada Press,
1997). A comprehensive history
of Las Vegas.

* Martinez, Andrez. 24/7 Living It
Up and Doubling Down in the
New Las Vegas (Villard, 1999).

o Spanier, David. Welcome to the
Pleasure Dome: Inside Las Vegas
(University of Nevada Press, 1992).
First-person history and analysis of
the Las Vegas phenomenon.

* Thompson, Hunter S. Fear and
Loathing in Las Vegas (Random
House, 1971). A gonzo journalist
and his Samoan lawyer head to
Sin City for the all-time binge.

* Tronnes, Mike, ed. Literary Las
Vegas (Henry Holt, 1995). A ter-
rific collection of different essays
and excerpts from books about
Vegas.



For International Visitors

The pervasiveness of American culture around the world may make you feel
that you know the United States pretty well, but leaving your own country still
requires an additional degree of planning. This chapter will help prepare you for
the more common problems you may encounter in Las Vegas.

1 Preparing for Your Trip

ENTRY REQUIREMENTS

Check at any U.S. embassy or con-
sulate for current information and
requirements. You can also obtain a
visa application and other information
online at the U.S. State Department’s
website, at www.travel.state.gov.

VISAS The U.S. State Department
has a Visa Waiver Program allowing
citizens of certain countries to enter
the United States without a visa for
stays of up to 90 days. At press time
these included Andorra, Australia,
Austria, Belgium, Brunei, Denmark,
Finland, France, Germany, Iceland,
Ireland, Italy, Japan, Liechtenstein,
Luxembourg, Monaco, the Nether-
lands, New Zealand, Norway, Portu-
gal, San Marino, Singapore, Slovenia,
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the
United Kingdom. Citizens of these
countries need only a valid passport
and a round-trip air or cruise ticket in
their possession upon arrival. If they
first enter the United States, they may
also visit Mexico, Canada, Bermuda,
and/or the Caribbean islands and
return to the United States without a
visa. Further information is available
from any U.S. embassy or consulate.
Canadian citizens may enter the
United States without visas; they need
only proof of residence.

Citizens of all other countries must
have (1) a valid passport that expires at

least 6 months later than the sched-
uled end of their visit to the United
States, and (2) a tourist visa, which
may be obtained without charge from
any U.S. consulate.

To obtain a visa, the traveler must
submit a completed application form
(either in person or by mail) with a
12-inch-square photo, and must
demonstrate binding ties to a resi-
dence abroad. Usually you can obtain
a visa at once or within 24 hours, but
it may take longer during the summer
rush from June through August. If you
cannot go in person, contact the near-
est U.S. embassy or consulate for
directions on applying by mail. Your
travel agent or airline office may also
be able to provide you with visa appli-
cations and instructions. The U.S.
consulate or embassy that issues your
visa will determine whether you will
be issued a multiple- or single-entry
visa and any restrictions regarding the
length of your stay.

British subjects can obtain up-to-
date visa information by calling the
U.S. Embassy Visa Information
Line (@ 0891/200-290) or by visit-
ing the “Consular Services” section of
the American Embassy London’s web-
site at www.usembassy.org.uk.

Irish citizens can obtain up-to-
date visa information through the
Embassy of USA Dublin, 42 Elgin



Rd., Dublin 4, Ireland (® 353/1-
668-8777), or by checking the “Con-
sular Services” section of the website at
www.usembassy.ie.

Australian citizens can obtain up-
to-date visa information by contacting
the U.S. Embassy Canberra, Moonah
Place, Yarralumla, ACT 2600 (@ 02/
6214-5600), or by checking the U.S.
Diplomatic Mission’s website at
http://usembassy-australia.state.gov/
consular.

Citizens of New Zealand can
obtain up-to-date visa information by
contacting the U.S. Embassy New
Zealand, 29 Fitzherbert Terrace,
Thorndon, Wellington (@ 644/472-
2068), or get the information directly
from the “Services to New Zealan-
ders” section of the website at http://
usembassy.org.nz.

MEDICAL  REQUIREMENTS
Unless youre arriving from an area
known to be suffering from an epi-
demic (particularly cholera or yellow
fever), inoculations or vaccinations are
not required for entry into the United
States. If you have a medical condition
that requires syringe-administered
medication, carry a valid signed pre-
scription from your physician—the
Transportation Security Administra-
tion (TSA) no longer allows airline
passengers to pack syringes in their
carry-on  baggage without docu-
mented proof of medical need. If you
have a disease that requires treatment
with narcotics, you should also carry
documented proof with you—smug-
gling narcotics aboard a plane is a seri-
ous offense that carries severe penalties
in the U.S.

For HIV-positive visitors, require-
ments for entering the United States
are somewhat vague and change fre-
quently. According to the latest publi-
cation of HIV and Immigrants: A
Manual for AIDS Service Providers, the
Immigration and Naturalization Ser-
vice (INS) doesnt require a medical
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exam for entry into the United States,
but INS officials may stop individuals
because they look sick or because they
are carrying AIDS/HIV medicine.

If an HIV-positive noncitizen
applies for a nonimmigrant visa, the
question on the application regarding
communicable diseases is tricky no
matter which way it’s answered. If the
applicant checks “no,” INS may deny
the visa on the grounds that the appli-
cant committed fraud. If the applicant
checks “yes” or if INS suspects the per-
son is HIV-positive, it will deny the
visa unless the applicant asks for a spe-
cial waiver for visitors. This waiver is
for people visiting the United States
for a short time, to attend a confer-
ence, for instance, to visit close rela-
tives, or to receive medical treatment.
It can be a confusing situation. For
up-to-the-minute information, con-
tact AIDSinfo (©® 800/448-0440 or
301/519-6616 outside the U.S.;
www.aidsinfo.nih.gov) or the Gay
Men’s Health Crisis (@ 212/367-
1000; www.gmhc.org).

DRIVER’S LICENSES Foreign
driver’s licenses are mostly recognized
in the U.S., although you may want to
get an international driver’s license if

your home license is not written in
English.

PASSPORT INFORMATION
FOR RESIDENTS

OF CANADA

You can pick up a passport application
at one of 28 regional passport offices
or most travel agencies. Canadian
children who travel must have their
own passports. However, if you hold a
valid Canadian passport issued before
December 11, 2001, that bears the
name of your child, the passport
remains valid for you and your child
until it expires. Passports cost C$85
for those 16 years and older (valid 5
years), C$35 for children 3 to 15
(valid 5 years), and C$20 for children
under 3 (valid 3 years). Applications,



40 CHAPTER 3 -

which must be accompanied by two
identical passport-sized photographs
and proof of Canadian citizenship, are
available at travel agencies throughout
Canada or from the central Passport
Office, Department of Foreign Affairs
and International Trade, Ottawa, ON
KIA 0G3 (@ 800/567-6868; www.
dfait-maceci.gc.ca/passport). Process-
ing takes 5 to 10 days if you apply in
person, or about 3 weeks by mail.

FOR RESIDENTS OF THE
UNITED KINGDOM

As a member of the European Union,
you need only an identity card, not a
passport, to travel to other EU coun-
tries. However, if you already possess a
passport, its always useful to carry it.
To pick up an application for a stan-
dard 10-year passport (5-year passport
for children under 16), visit the nearest
Passport Office, major post office, or
travel agency. You can also contact the
United Kingdom Passport Service at
© 0870/571-0410 or visit its website
at www.passport.gov.uk. Passports are
£33 for adults and £19 for children
under 16, with an additional £30 fee if
you apply in person at a passport office.
Processing takes about 2 weeks (1 week
if you apply at the passport office).

FOR RESIDENTS OF
IRELAND

You can apply for a 10-year passport,
costing €57, at the Passport Office,
Setanta Centre, Molesworth Street,
Dublin 2 (® 01/671-1633; www.
irlgov.ie/iveagh). Those under age 18
and over 65 must apply for a €12 3-
year passport. You can also apply at 1A
South Mall, Cork (@ 021/272-525)
or over the counter at most main post
offices.

FOR RESIDENTS OF
AUSTRALIA

You can pick up an application from
your local post office or any branch of
Passports Australia, but you must
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schedule an interview at the passport
office to present your application
materials. Call the Australian Pass-
port Information Service at @ 131-
232, or visit the government website
at www.passports.gov.au. Passports
for adults are A$144 and for those
under 18 are A$72.

FOR RESIDENTS OF NEW
ZEALAND

You can pick up a passport application
atany New Zealand Passports Office or
download it from their website. Con-
tact the Passports Office at @ 0800/
225-050 in New Zealand or 04/474-
8100, or log on to www.passports.
govt.nz. Passports for adults are
NZ$80 and for children under 16,
NZ$40.

CUSTOMS

WHAT YOU CAN BRING IN
Every visitor more than 21 years of age
may bring in, free of duty, the follow-
ing: (1) 1 liter of wine or hard liquor;
(2) 200 cigarettes, 100 cigars (but not
from Cuba), or 3 pounds of smoking
tobacco; and (3) $100 worth of gifts.
These exemptions are offered to trav-
elers who spend at least 72 hours in
the United States and who have not
claimed them within the preceding
6 months. It is altogether forbidden to
bring into the country foodstuffs (par-
ticularly fruit, cooked meats, and
canned goods) and plants (vegetables,
seeds, tropical plants, and the like).
Foreign tourists may bring in or take
out up to $10,000 in U.S. or foreign
currency with no formalidies; larger
sums must be declared to U.S.
Customs on entering or leaving,
which includes filing form CM 4790.
For more specific information regard-
ing U.S. Customs, contact your near-
est U.S. embassy or consulate, or the
U.S. Customs office (@ 202/927-
1770 or www.customs.ustreas.gov).
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HOME

U.K. citizens returning from a non-
EU country have a Customs allowance
of: 200 cigarettes; 50 cigars; 250 grams
of smoking tobacco; 2 liters of still
table wine; 1 liter of spirits or strong
liqueurs (over 22% volume); 2 liters of
fortified wine, sparkling wine or other
liqueurs; 60 cubic centimeters (ml) of
perfume; 250 cubic centimeters (ml)
of toilet water; and £145 worth of all
other goods, including gifts and sou-
venirs. People under 17 cannot have
the tobacco or alcohol allowance. For
more information, contact HM Cus-
toms & Excise at @ 0845/010-9000
(from outside the U.K., 020/8929-
0152), or consult their website at www.
hmce.gov.uk.

For a clear summary of Canadian
rules, request the booklet I Declare,
issued by the Canada Customs and
Revenue Agency (© 800/461-9999
in Canada, or 204/983-3500; www.
ccra-adre.ge.ca). Canada allows its
citizens a C$750 exemption, and
you're allowed to bring back duty-free
one carton of cigarettes, 1 can of
tobacco, 40 imperial ounces of liquor,
and 50 cigars. In addition, youre
allowed to mail gifts to Canada valued
at less than C$60 a day, provided
they’re unsolicited and don’t contain
alcohol or tobacco (write on the pack-
age “Unsolicited gift, under $60
value”). All valuables should be
declared on the Y-38 form before
departure from Canada, including
serial numbers of valuables you
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already own, such as expensive foreign
cameras. Note: The C$750 exemption
can only be used once a year and only
after an absence of 7 days.

The duty-free allowance in Aus-
tralia is A$400 or, for those under 18,
A$200. Citizens age 18 and over can
bring in 250 cigarettes or 250 grams of
loose tobacco, and 1,125 milliliters of
alcohol. If you're returning with valu-
ables you already own, such as foreign-
made cameras, you should file form
B263. A helpful brochure available
from Australian consulates or Customs
offices is Know Before You Go. For more
information, call the Australian Cus-
toms Service at @ 1300/363-263, or
log on to www.customs.gov.au.

The duty-free allowance for New
Zealand is NZ$700. Citizens over 17
can bring in 200 cigarettes, 50 cigars,
or 250 grams of tobacco (or a mixture
of all three if their combined weight
doesnt exceed 250g); plus 4.5 liters of
wine and beer, or 1.125 liters of liquor.
New Zealand currency does not carry
import or export restrictions. Fill out a
certificate of export, listing the valuables
you are taking out of the country; that
way, you can bring them back without
paying duty. Most questions are
answered in a free pamphlet available at
New Zealand consulates and Customs
offices: New Zealand Customs Guide for
Travellers, Notice no. 4. For more infor-
mation, contact New Zealand Cus-
toms, The Customhouse, 17-21
Whitmore St., Box 2218, Wellington
(® 0800/428-786 or 04/473-6099;

WWW.CUStOMS.gOovt.Nz).

Impressions

For the grand debut of Monte Carlo as a resort in 1879 the architect
Charles Garnier designed an opera house for the Place du Casino; and
Sarah Bernhardt read a symbolic poem. For the debut of Las Vegas as a
resort in 1946 Bugsy Siegel hired Abbott and Costello, and there, in a

way, you have it all.

—Tom Wolfe




42 CHAPTER 3 -

HEALTH INSURANCE

Although it’s not required of travelers,
health insurance is highly recom-
mended. Unlike many European
countries, the United States does not
usually offer free or low-cost medical
care to its citizens or visitors. Doctors
and hospitals are expensive, and in
most cases will require advance pay-
ment or proof of coverage before they
render their services. Policies can cover
everything from the loss or theft of
your baggage and trip cancellation to
the guarantee of bail in case you're
arrested. Good policies will also cover
the costs of an accident, repatriation,
or death. See “Health & Safety” in
chapter 2 for more information. Pack-
ages such as Europ Assistance’s
“Worldwide Healthcare Plan” are
sold by European automobile clubs
and travel agencies at attractive rates.
Worldwide Assistance Services Inc.
(@ 800/821-2828; www.worldwide
assistance.com) is the agent for Europ
Assistance in the United States.

Though lack of health insurance
may prevent you from being admitted
to a hospital in nonemergencies, dont
worry about being left on a street cor-
ner to die: The American way is to fix
you now and bill the living daylights
out of you later.

INSURANCE FOR BRITISH
TRAVELERS Most big travel agents
offer their own insurance and will
probably try to sell you their package
when you book a holiday. Think before
you sign. Britain’s Consumers’ Asso-
ciation recommends that you insist on
seeing the policy and reading the fine
print before buying travel insurance.
The Association of British Insurers
(® 020/7600-3333; www.abi.org.uk)
gives advice by phone and publishes
Holiday Insurance, a free guide to policy
provisions and prices. You might also
shop around for better deals: Try
Columbus Direct (@ 020/7375-
0011; www.columbusdirect.net).
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INSURANCE FOR CANADIAN
TRAVELERS Canadians  should
check with their provincial health plan
offices or call Health Canada (@ 613/
957-2991; www.hc-sc.gc.ca) to find
out the extent of their coverage and
what documentation and receipts they
must take home in case they are treated
in the United States.

MONEY

CURRENCY The U.S. monetary
system is very simple: The most com-
mon bills are the $1 (colloquially, a
“buck”), $5, $10, and $20 denomina-
tions. There are also $2 bills (seldom
encountered), $50 bills, and $100 bills
(the last two are usually not welcome as
payment for small purchases). All the
paper money was recently redesigned,
making the famous faces adorning
them disproportionately large. The
old-style bills are still legal tender.

There are seven denominations of
coins: 1¢ (1 cent, or a penny); 5¢ (5
cents, or a nickel); 10¢ (10 cents, or a
dime); 25¢ (25 cents, or a quarter);
50¢ (50 cents, or a half dollar); the
new gold “Sacagawea” coin worth $1;
and, prized by collectors, the rare,
older silver dollar.

Note: The “foreign-exchange
bureaus” so common in Europe are
rare even at airports in the United
States, and nonexistent outside major
cities. It’s best not to change foreign
money (or travelers checks denomi-
nated in a currency other than U.S.
dollars) at a small-town bank, or even
a branch in a big city; in fact, leave any
currency other than U.S. dollars at
home—it may prove a greater nui-
sance to you than it’s worth.

TRAVELER’S CHECKS Though
traveler’s checks are widely accepted,
make sure that they’re denominated in
U.S. dollars, as foreign-currency checks
are often difficult to exchange. The
three travelers checks that are most
widely recognized—and least likely to



be denied—are Visa, American
Express, and Thomas Cook. Be sure
to record the numbers of the checks,
and keep that information in a separate
place in case they get lost or stolen.
Most businesses are pretty good about
taking traveler’s checks, but you're bet-
ter off cashing them in at a bank (in
small amounts, of course) and paying
in cash. Remember: You'll need ident-
fication, such as a drivers license or
passport, to change a traveler’s check.

CREDIT CARDS & ATMs Credit
cards are the most widely used form of
payment in the United States: Visa
(Barclaycard in Britain), MasterCard
(EuroCard in Europe, Access in Britain,
Chargex in Canada), American
Express, Diners Club, Discover, and
Carte Blanche. Youll also find that
some Vegas vendors may also accept
international cards like enRoute, Euro-
Card, and JCB, but not as universally
as Amex, MasterCard, or Visa. There
are, however, a handful of stores and
restaurants that do not take credit cards,
so be sure to ask in advance. Most busi-
nesses display a sticker near their
entrance to let you know which cards
they accept. (Note: Businesses may
require a minimum purchase, usually
around $10, to use a credit card.)

It is strongly recommended that you
bring at least one major credit card. You
must have a credit or charge card to rent
a car. Hotels and airlines usually require
a credit-card imprint as a deposit
against expenses, and in an emergency a
credit card can be priceless.

Youll find automated teller
machines (ATMs) on just about every
block—at least in almost every town—
across the country. Some ATMs will
allow you to draw U.S. currency
against your bank and credit cards.
Check with your bank before leaving
home, and remember that you will
need your personal identification num-
ber (PIN) to do so. Most accept Visa,
MasterCard, and American Express, as
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well as ATM cards from other U.S.
banks. Expect to be charged up to $3
per transaction, however, if youre not
using your own bank’'s ATM.

One way around these fees is to ask
for cash back at grocery stores that
accept ATM cards and don’t charge
usage fees. Of course, you'll have to
purchase something first.

ATM cards with major credit card
backing, known as “debit cards,” are
now a commonly acceptable form of
payment in most stores and restaurants.
Debit cards draw money directly from
your checking account. Some stores
enable you to receive “cash back” on
your debit-card purchases as well.

SAFETY

GENERAL SAFETY SUGGES-
TIONS While tourist areas are gen-
erally safe, crime is a national
problem, and U.S. urban areas tend to
be less safe than those in Europe or
Japan. You should always stay alert. It’s
wise to ask your hotel front-desk staff
if youre in doubt about which neigh-
borhoods are safe.

Avoid carrying valuables with you
on the street, and don't display expen-
sive cameras or electronic equipment.
Hold on to your pocketbook, and place
your billfold in an inside pocket. In
theaters, restaurants, and other public
places, keep your possessions in sight.

Remember also that hotels are open
to the public, and in a large hotel,
security may not be able to screen
everyone entering. Always lock your
room door—don’t assume that once
inside your hotel you are automati-
cally safe and no longer need to be
aware of your surroundings. In Las
Vegas, many hotels check room keys at
the elevators at night, providing some
extra security. Many Las Vegas hotels
also have in-room safes; if yours
doesn't and you're traveling with valu-
ables, put them in a safety-deposit box
at the front desk.
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Women'’s Clothing

American 4 6
French 34 36
British 6 8

38 40 44 46
10 12 14 16 18

Women's Shoes

American 5 6 7 8 9 10

French 36 37 38 39 40 41

British 4 5 6 7 8 9

Men's Suits

American 34 36 38 40 42 44 46 48
French 44 46 48 50 52 54 56 58
British 34 36 38 40 42 44 46 48
Men'’s Shirts

American 14, 15 15% 16 162 17 17%
French 37 38 39 41 42 43 44
British 14 15 15% 16 16%> 17 17%»
Men'’s Shoes

American 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
French 39 41 42 43 447 46 47
British 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Note: The area northeast of Har-
mon and Koval has had increased gang
activity of late and should be avoided
or at least approached with caution.

DRIVING SAFETY Driving safety
is important too, and carjacking is not
unprecedented. Question your rental
agency about personal safety and ask for
a traveler-safety brochure when you
pick up your car. Obtain written direc-
tions—or a map with the route clearly
marked—from the agency showing
how to get to your destination. (Many
agencies now offer the option of renting
a cellphone for the duration of your car
rental; check with the rental agent when
you pick up the car. Otherwise, contact

InTouch USA at @ 800/872-7626 or
www.intouchusa.com for short-term
cellphone rental.) And, if possible,
arrive and depart during daylight hours.

If you drive off a highway and end up
in a dodgy-looking neighborhood, leave
the area as quickly as possible. If you
have an accident, even on the highway,
stay in your car with the doors locked
until you assess the situation or until the
police arrive. If youre bumped from
behind on the street or are involved in a
minor accident with no injuries, and
the situation appears to be suspicious,
motion to the other driver to follow
you. Never get out of your car in such
situations. Go directly to the nearest

/Ti;)s Travel-Document Tip

Be sure to keep a copy of all your travel papers separate from your wallet
or purse, and leave a copy with someone at home should you need it

faxed in an emergency.
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police precinct, well-lit service station,
or 24-hour store.

Park in well-lit and well-traveled
areas whenever possible—in the
casino hotels, take advantage of the
free valet parking. Always keep your
car doors locked, whether the vehicle
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is attended or unattended. Never leave
any packages or valuables in sight. If
someone attempts to rob you or steal
your car, dont try to resist the
thief/carjacker. Report the incident to
the police department immediately by
calling @ 911.

2 Getting to the United States

THE MAJOR AIRLINES A num-
ber of U.S. airlines offer service from
Europe to the United States, though a
number of those same airlines are hav-
ing financial troubles, and may perhaps
be in different shape by the time you
read this. If they do not have direct
flights from Europe to Las Vegas, they
can book you straight through on a
connecting flight. You can make reser-
vations by calling the following num-
bers in the United Kingdom: American
(@® 0181/572-5555 in the UK,
800/433-7300 in the U.S.; www.
aa.com), Continental (@ 01293/776-
464 in the UK., 800/525-0280 in the
U.S.; www.continental.com), Delta
(® 0800/414-767 in the UK,
800/221-1212 in the U.S.; www.delta.
com), and United (@ 0845/8-444-
777 in the UK., 800/538-2929 in the
U.S.; www.ual.com).

And, of course, many international
carriers serve LAX and/or San Francisco
International Airport. From LAX or
San Francisco International Airport,
you can take a domestic airline to Las
Vegas. Helpful numbers to know
include Virgin Adantic (© 01293/
747-747 in the UK., 800/862-8621 in
the U.S.; www.virgin-atlantic.com),
British Airways (© 0345/222-111 in
the UK., 800/AIRWAYS in the U.S.;
www.british-airways.com), and Aer
Lingus (@® 01/886-8888 in Dublin,
800/IRISH-AIR in the U.S.; www.
aerlingus.ie). Qantas (@ 13-13-13 in
Australia, 800/227-4500 in the U.S,;
www.qantas.com.au) has flights from
Sydney to Los Angeles and San Fran-
cisco; you can also take United from

Australia to the West Coast. Air New
Zealand (@ 0800/737-000 in New
Zealand, 800/262-1234 in the U.S,;
www.airnewzealand.co.nz) also offers
service to LAX. Canadian readers can
book flights on Air Canada (@ 800/
776-3000; www.aircanada.ca), which
offers direct service from Toronto,
Montréal, Calgary, and Vancouver to
San Francisco and Los Angeles, and will
book your final leg on a partner airline.

JetBlue (@ 800/538-2583; www.
jetblue.com) is a highly rated low-cost
carrier that operates out of a number
of U.S. cities, and just began offering
daily direct service to Las Vegas out of

New York City.
AIRLINE DISCOUNTS  The smart

traveler can find numerable ways to
reduce the price of a plane ticket simply
by taking time to shop around. For
example, overseas visitors can take
advantage of the APEX (Advance Pur-
chase Excursion) reductions offered by
all major U.S. and European carriers.
For more money-saving airline advice,
see “Getting There” and “Planning
Your Trip Online,” in chapter 2. For
the best rates, compare fares and be
flexible with the dates and times of
travel.

Operated by the European Travel
Network, www.discount-tickets.com
is a great online source for regular and
discounted airfares to Las Vegas and
other destinations around the world.
You can also use this site to compare
rates and book accommodations, car
rentals, and tours. Click “Special

Offers” for the latest package deals.
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Impressions

A few centuries from now archaeologists, studying the ruins of our civi-
lization, will no doubt determine that Las Vegas was an important reli-
gious center, boasting dozens of massive temples to which pilgrims from

afar brought bountiful offerings.

—Andres Martinez, 24/7: Living It Up While

Doubling Down in the New Las Vegas

IMMIGRATION AND CUSTOMS
CLEARANCE Visitors arriving by
air, no matter what the port of entry,
should cultivate patience and resigna-
tion before setting foot on U.S. soil.
Getting through immigration control
can take as long as 2 hours on some
days, especially on summer weekends,
so be sure to carry this guidebook
or something else to read. This is

especially true in the aftermath of
the September 11, 2001, terrorist
attacks, when security clearances have
been considerably beefed up at U.S.
airports.

People traveling by air from Canada,
Bermuda, and certain countries in the
Caribbean can sometimes clear Cus-
toms and Immigration at the point of
departure, which is much quicker.

3 Getting Around the United States

BY PLANE Some large aitlines (for
example, Northwest and Delta) offer
travelers on their transatlantic or
transpacific flights special discount
tickets under the name Visit USA,
allowing mostly one-way travel from
one U.S. destination to another at
very low prices. These discount tickets
are not on sale in the United States
and must be purchased abroad in con-
junction with your international
ticket. This system is the best, easiest,
and fastest way to see the United
States at low cost. You should obtain
information well in advance from
your travel agent or the office of the
airline concerned, since the conditions
attached to these discount tickets can
be changed without advance notice.

BY CAR Though you dont neces-
sarily have to rent a car while in Las
Vegas, the most cost-effective, conven-
ient, and comfortable way to travel
around the United States is by car.
The interstate highway system con-
nects cities and towns all over the
country; in addition to these high-
speed, limited-access roadways, there’s

an extensive network of federal, state,
and local highways and roads. Some
of the national car-rental companies
include Alamo (@ 800/462-5266;
www.alamo.com), Avis (@ 800/230-
4898; www.avis.com), Budget (@ 800/
527-0700; www.budget.com), Dollar
(@ 800/800-3665; www.dollar.com),
Hertz (@ 800/654-3131; www.hertz.
com), National (@ 800/227-7368;
www.nationalcar.com), and Thrifty
(@ 800/847-4389; www.thrifty.com).

If you plan to renta car in the United
States, you probably wont need the
services of an additional automobile
organization. If you're planning to buy
or borrow a car, automobile-association
membership is recommended. AAA,
the American Automobile Associa-
tion (@ 800/222-4357), is the coun-
try’s largest auto club and supplies
its members with maps, insurance,
and, most important, emergency road
service. The cost of joining runs from
$63 for singles to $87 for two members,
but if you're a member of a foreign auto
club with reciprocal arrangements, you
can enjoy free AAA service in America.
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See “Getting Around” in chapter 4 for
more information on renting a car in
Las Vegas.

BY BUS  Although bus travel is often
the most economical form of public
transit for short hops between U.S.
cities, it can also be slow and uncom-
fortable—certainly not an option for
everyone (particularly when Amtrak,
which is far more luxurious, offers simi-
lar or slightly higher rates). Grey-
hound/Trailways (© 800/231-2222;
www.greyhound.com), the sole nation-
wide bus line, offers an International
Ameripass that must be purchased
before coming to the United States, or
by phone through the Greyhound
International Office at the Port Author-
ity Bus Terminal in New York City
(© 212/971-0492). The pass can be
obtained from foreign travel agents and
costs less than the domestic version.
Costs for 2003 passes are as follows: 4
days ($175), 7 days ($224), 10 days
($274), 15 days ($334), 21 days ($384),
30 days ($444), 45 days ($484), or 60
days ($594). You can get more info on
the pass at www.greyhound.com, or by
calling @ 212/971-0492 (2-9pm) or
@ 402/330-8552 (all other times). Spe-
cial ticket rates are available for seniors
and students. Though bus stations are

often located in undesirable neighbor-
hoods, the one in Las Vegas is conven-
iently located in a safe part of
Downtown.

BY TRAIN Amtrak (© 800/USA-
RAIL; www.amtrak.com) does not cur-
rently offer direct rail service, although
plans have been in the works to restore
the rails between Los Angeles and Las
Vegas for years now. At press time,
Amtrak wouldn’t confirm a date, but
various reports have indicated that some
time in 2004 they will restore service
using the TALGO. This European-
designed “Casino Train” completes the
trip from Los Angeles in about 5%
hours, with a wholesale seat price of $99
round-trip. (There’s some talk that the
train’s route may continue on to Salt
Lake City, but this had not been final-
ized at press time.) We still don't believe
this is going to happen in our lifetime.

Much of the train will be presold to
various hotels, so the final price to the
traveler will depend on how you get
the ticket. High rollers will probably
end up with freebies, but the ticket
will most likely be $99 if you purchase
at the counter. In the meantime, you
can take the train to Los Angeles or
Barstow and Amtrak will get you to
Vegas by bus.

@ FAST FACTS: For the International Traveler

Automobile Organizations Auto clubs will supply maps, suggested
routes, guidebooks, accident and bail-bond insurance, and emergency
road service. The American Automobile Association (AAA) is the major
auto club in the United States. If you belong to an auto club in your home
country, inquire about AAA reciprocity before you leave. You may be able
to join AAA even if you're not a member of a reciprocal club; to inquire,
call AAA (@ 800/222-4357; www.aaa.com). AAA is actually an organiza-
tion of regional auto clubs; so look under “AAA Automobile Club” in the
White Pages of the telephone directory. AAA has a nationwide emer-
gency road service telephone number (@ 800/AAA-HELP).

Business Hours Offices are usually open weekdays from 9am to 5pm.
Banks are open weekdays from 9am to 3pm or later, and sometimes on
Saturday morning, although there's 24-hour access to the automated
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teller machines (ATMs) at most banks and other outlets. In Las Vegas,
money is also available around the clock at casino cages—and every
casino has at least one ATM. Shops, especially those in shopping com-
plexes, tend to stay open late: until about 9pm weekdays and until 6pm
weekends (including Sun).

Climate See “When to Go,"” in chapter 2.

Currency & Currency Exchange See “Money” under “Preparing for Your
Trip,” earlier in this chapter.

Drinking Laws The legal age for purchase and consumption of alcoholic
beverages is 21; proof of age is required and often requested at bars,
nightclubs, and restaurants, so it's always a good idea to bring ID when
you go out, especially if you look young. Do not carry open containers of
alcohol in your car or any public area that isn't zoned for alcohol con-
sumption. The police can fine you on the spot. And nothing will ruin your
trip faster than getting arrested for DUI (“driving under the influence”),
so don't even think about driving while you're under the influence. Beer,
wine, and liquor are all sold in all kinds of stores, pretty much around the
clock; trust us, you won't have a hard time finding a drink in this town.
It's even legal to have an open container on the Strip.

Electricity Like Canada, the United States uses 110 to 120 volts AC (60
cycles), compared to 220 to 240 volts AC (50 cycles) in most of Europe,
Australia, and New Zealand. If your small appliances use 220 to 240 volts,
you'll need a 110-volt transformer and a plug adapter with two flat par-
allel pins to operate them here. Downward converters that change
220-240 volts to 110-120 volts are difficult to find in the United States, so
bring one with you.

Embassies & Consulates All embassies are located in the nation’s capital,
Washington, D.C. Some consulates are located in major U.S. cities, and
most nations have a mission to the United Nations in New York City. If
your country isnt listed below, call for directory information in Washing-
ton, D.C. (@ 202/555-1212) or log on to www.embassy.org/embassies.

The embassy of Australia is at 1601 Massachusetts Ave. NW, Washing-
ton, DC 20036 (@ 202/797-3000; www.austemb.org). There are con-
sulates in New York, Honolulu, Houston, Los Angeles, and San Francisco.

The embassy of Canada is at 501 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, Washington, DC
20001 (@ 202/682-1740; www.canadianembassy.org). Other Canadian con-
sulates are in Buffalo (N.Y.), Detroit, Los Angeles, New York, and Seattle.

The embassy of Ireland is at 2234 Massachusetts Ave. NW, Washington,
DC 20008 (@) 202/462-3939; www.irelandemb.org). Irish consulates are in
Boston, Chicago, New York, and San Francisco.

The embassy of Japan is at 2520 Massachusetts Ave. NW, Washington,
DC 20008 (@ 202/238-6700; www.embjapan.org). Japanese consulates
are located in Atlanta, Kansas City, San Francisco, and Washington, D.C.

The embassy of New Zealand is at 37 Observatory Circle NW, Washing-
ton, DC 20008 (@ 202/328-4800; www.nzemb.org). New Zealand con-
sulates are in Los Angeles, Salt Lake City, San Francisco, and Seattle.

The embassy of the United Kingdom is at 3100 Massachusetts Ave. NW,
Washington, DC 20008 (@ 202/462-1340; www.britainusa.com). British
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consulates are in Atlanta, Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Houston, Los Ange-
les, New York, San Francisco, and Seattle.

Emergencies Call @ 911 to report a fire, call the police, or get an ambu-
lance in Las Vegas. This is a toll-free call (no coins are required at public
telephones).

If you have a medical emergency that doesn’t require an ambulance, you
can walk into a hospital's 24-hour emergency room (usually a separate
entrance). For a list of hospitals, see “Fast Facts: Las Vegas” in chapter 4.

If you encounter serious problems, contact Traveler’s Aid International
(® 202/546-1127; www.travelersaid.org) to help direct you to a local
branch. This nationwide, nonprofit, social-service organization geared to
helping travelers in difficult straits offers services that might include
reuniting families separated while traveling, providing food and/or shel-
ter to people stranded without cash, or even emotional counseling. If
you're in trouble, seek them out. In Las Vegas there is an office at McCar-
ran International Airport (©) 702/798-1742), which is open daily from
8am to 5pm. Similar services are provided by Help of Southern Nevada,
953 E. Sahara Ave., Suite 208, at Maryland Parkway in the Commercial
Center on the northeast corner (@ 702/369-4357). Hours are Monday to
Friday from 8am to 4pm.

Gasoline (Petrol) Petrol is known as gasoline (or simply “gas”) in the
United States, and petrol stations are known as both gas stations and
service stations. Though prices were volatile and rising sharply through-
out the first half of 2003, gasoline costs significantly less here than it does
in Europe (about $2 per gallon in Vegas at press time), and taxes are
already included in the printed price. One U.S. gallon equals 3.8 liters or
.85 Imperial gallons.

Holidays Banks, government offices, post offices, and many stores, restau-
rants, and museums are closed on the following legal national holidays:
January 1 (New Year's Day), the third Monday in January (Martin Luther
King Jr. Day), the third Monday in February (Presidents’ Day, Washington’s
Birthday), the last Monday in May (Memorial Day), July 4 (Independence
Day), the first Monday in September (Labor Day), the second Monday in
October (Columbus Day), November 11 (Veterans Day/Armistice Day), the
fourth Thursday in November (Thanksgiving Day), and December 25
(Christmas). Also, the Tuesday following the first Monday in November is
Election Day and is a federal government holiday in presidential-election
years (held every 4 years, next in 2004).

Legal Aid If you are “pulled over” for a minor infraction (such as speed-
ing), never attempt to pay the fine directly to a police officer; this could
be construed as attempted bribery, a much more serious crime. Pay fines
by mail, or directly into the hands of the clerk of the court. If accused of
a more serious offense, say and do nothing before consulting a lawyer.
Here the burden is on the state to prove a person’s guilt beyond a rea-
sonable doubt, and everyone has the right to remain silent, whether he
or she is suspected of a crime or actually arrested. Once arrested, a per-
son can make one telephone call to a party of his or her choice. Call your
embassy or consulate.
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Mail If you aren’t sure what your address will be in the United States,
mail can be sent to you, in your name, c/o General Delivery at the main
post office of the city or region where you expect to be. (Call @ 800/
275-8777 for information on the nearest post office.) The addressee must
pick up mail in person and must produce proof of identity (driver’s
license, passport, and so forth). Most post offices will hold your mail for
up to 1 month and are open Monday to Friday from 8am to 6pm and Sat-
urday from 9am to 3pm.

Generally found at intersections, mailboxes are blue with a red-and-
white stripe and carry the inscription u.s. MAIL. If your mail is addressed to
a U.S. destination, don't forget to add the five-digit postal code (or ZIP
code) after the two-letter abbreviation of the state to which the mail is
addressed. This is essential to prompt delivery.

At press time, domestic postage rates were 23¢ for a postcard and 37¢
for a letter. For international mail, a first-class letter of up to one-half
ounce costs 80¢ (60¢ to Canada and Mexico); a first-class postcard costs
70¢ (50¢ to Canada and Mexico); and a preprinted postal aerogramme
costs 70¢. Point your Web browser to www.usps.gov for complete U.S.
postal information.

In Las Vegas the closest post office to the Strip is behind the Stardust

Hotel at 3100 S. Industrial Rd., between Sahara Avenue and Spring Moun-
tain Road (@ 800/297-5543). The main post office is at 1001 E. Sunset Rd.,
same phone number. It's open Monday to Friday from 8:30am to 6pm.
You can also mail letters and packages at your hotel, and there’s a full-
service U.S. Post Office in the Forum Shops in Caesars Palace.
Measurements See the chart on the inside front cover of this book for
details on converting metric measurements to U.S. equivalents. See also
the “Size Conversion Chart” on p. 43 in this chapter for clothing and
shoe-size equivalencies.
Taxes The United States has no value-added tax (VAT) or other indirect
tax at the national level. Every state, county, and city has the right to levy
its own local tax on all purchases, including hotel and restaurant checks,
airline tickets, and so on. These taxes are not refundable and are not
included in the price tags you'll see on merchandise. In Clark County
(where Las Vegas is located), hotel room tax is 9% and sales tax is 7%.

Telephone, Telegraph, Telex & Fax The telephone system in the United
States is run by private corporations, so rates, especially for long-distance
service and operator-assisted calls, can vary widely. Generally, hotel sur-
charges on long-distance and local calls are astronomical, so you're usu-
ally better off using a public pay telephone, which you'll find clearly
marked in most public buildings and private establishments as well as on
the street. Convenience grocery stores and gas stations always have them.
Many convenience groceries and packaging services sell prepaid calling
cards in denominations up to $50; these can be the least expensive way
to call home. Many public phones at airports now accept American
Express, MasterCard, and Visa credit cards. Local calls made from public
pay phones in most locales cost either 25¢ or 35¢. Pay phones do not
accept pennies, and few will take anything larger than a quarter.
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You may want to look into leasing a cellphone for the duration of your
trip.

Most long-distance and international calls can be dialed directly from any
phone. For calls within the United States and to Canada, dial 1 followed by
the area code and the seven-digit number. For other international calls, dial
011 followed by the country code, city code, and the telephone number of
the person you are calling.

Calls to area codes 800, 888, 877, and 866 are toll-free. However, calls
to numbers in area codes 700 and 900 (chat lines, bulletin boards, “dat-
ing"” services, and so on) can be very expensive—usually a charge of 95¢
to $3 or more per minute, and they sometimes have minimum charges
that can run as high as $15 or more.

For reversed-charge or collect calls, and for person-to-person calls, dial
0 (zero, not the letter O) followed by the area code and number you
want; an operator will then come on the line, and you should specify that
you are calling collect, or person-to-person, or both. If your operator-
assisted call is international, ask for the overseas operator.

For local directory assistance (“information”), dial @ 411; for long-dis-
tance information, dial 1, then the appropriate area code and 555-1212.

Telegraph and telex services are provided primarily by Western Union.
You can bring your telegram into the nearest Western Union office (there
are hundreds across the country) or dictate it over the phone (@ 800/
325-6000). You can also telegraph money, or have it telegraphed to you,
very quickly over the Western Union system, but this service can cost as
much as 15% to 20% of the amount sent. You can find a Western Union
office at 3250 E. Flamingo Rd. (@ 702/450-2359) in the Nevada State Bank.

Most Las Vegas hotels have fax machines available for guest use (be
sure to ask about the charge to use it, as charges tend to be very expen-
sive), and many hotel rooms are even wired for guests’ fax machines. A
less-expensive way to send and receive faxes is to do it at stores such as
Kinko's, a national chain offering computer and copying services. There is
a Kinko’s near UNLV at 4440 S. Maryland Pkwy. (@ 702/735-4402), and
another branch is located Downtown at 830 4th St. (@) 702/383-7022).

There are two kinds of telephone directories in the United States. The
so-called White Pages list private households and business subscribers
in alphabetical order. The inside front cover lists emergency numbers
for police, fire, ambulance, the Coast Guard, poison-control center, crime-
victims hotline, and so on. The first few pages will tell you how to make
long-distance and international calls, complete with country codes and
area codes. Government numbers are usually printed on blue paper
within the White Pages. Printed on yellow paper, the so-called Yellow
Pages list all local services, businesses, industries, and houses of worship
according to activity with an index at the front or back. (Drugstores/
pharmacies and restaurants are also listed by geographic location.) The
Yellow Pages also include city plans or detailed area maps, postal ZIP
codes, and public transportation routes.

Time The continental United States is divided into four time zones, and
Nevada is on Pacific Standard Time (PST), which is 3 hours earlier than on
the U.S. East Coast. For instance, when it is noon in Las Vegas, it is 3pm in
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New York City (EST); 2pm in Chicago (CST), and 1pm in Denver (MST).
Nevada, like most of the rest of the United States (but not all of it),
observes daylight savings time from 1am on the first Sunday in April
through 1am on the last Sunday in October. Daylight savings time moves
the clock 1 hour ahead of standard time. This results in lovely, long sum-
mer evenings, when the sun sets as late as 8:30 or 9pm.

Tipping Tipping is so ingrained in the American way of life that the annual
income tax of tip-earning service personnel is based on how much they
should have received in light of their employers’ gross revenues. Accord-
ingly, they may have to pay tax on a tip you didn't actually give them.

Here are some rules of thumb:

In hotels, tip bellhops at least $1 per bag ($2-$3 per bag if you have a
lot of luggage) and tip the chamber staff $1 to $2 per day (more if you've
left a disaster area for him or her to clean up, or if you're traveling with
kids and/or pets). Tip the doorman or concierge only if he or she has pro-
vided you with some specific service (for example, calling a cab for you or
obtaining difficult-to-get theater tickets). Tip the valet-parking attendant
$1 every time you get your car.

In restaurants, bars, and nightclubs, tip service staff 15% to 20% of the
check, tip bartenders 10% to 15%, tip checkroom attendants $1 per gar-
ment, and tip valet-parking attendants $1 per vehicle. Tip the doorman
only if he has provided you with some specific service (such as calling a cab
for you). Tipping is not expected in cafeterias and fast-food restaurants.

Tip cab drivers 15% of the fare.

As for other service personnel, tip skycaps at airports at least $1 per
bag ($2-$3 per bag if you have a lot of luggage) and tip hairdressers and
barbers 15% to 20%.

Tipping ushers at movies and theaters, and gas-station attendants, is
not expected.

See chapter 10 for details on tipping showroom maitre d’s; casino deal-
ers usually get a few dollars if you've had a big win.

Toilets You won't find public toilets or “restrooms” on the streets in most
U.S. cities, but they can be found in hotel lobbies, bars, restaurants,
museums, department stores, railway and bus stations, and service sta-
tions. Large hotels, all of the casino hotels, and fast-food restaurants are
probably the best bet for good, clean facilities. If possible, avoid the toi-
lets at parks and beaches, which tend to be dirty; some may be unsafe.
Restaurants and bars in resorts or heavily visited areas may reserve their
restrooms for patrons. Some establishments display a notice indicating
this. You can ignore this sign or, better yet, avoid arguments by paying
for a cup of coffee or a soft drink, which will qualify you as a patron.
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Getting to Know Las Vegas

I_ocated in the southernmost precincts  backdrop to hotels awash in neon glit-
of a wide, pancake-flat valley, Las Vegas  ter. Although it is one of the fastest-
is the biggest city in the state of Nevada.  growing cities in America, for tourism
Treeless mountains form a scenic  purposes, the city is quite compact.

ARRIVING AT THE LAS VEGAS AIRPORT

Las Vegas is served by McCarran International Airport, 5757 Wayne Newton
Blvd. (® 702/261-5211, TDD 702/261-3111; www.mccarran.com), just a few
minutes’ drive from the southern end of the Strip, where the bulk of casinos and
hotels are concentrated. This big, modern airport—with a relatively new $500
million expansion—is rather unique in that it includes several casino areas with
more than 1,000 slot machines. Although these are reputed to offer lower pay-
backs than hotel casinos (the airport has a captive audience and doesn’t need to
lure repeat customers), it’s hard to resist throwing in a few quarters while wait-
ing for the luggage to arrive. We actually know someone who hit a $250 jack-
pot there on his way out of town, thereby recouping most of his gambling losses
at the last possible moment. (He was surprised, to0o.)

Getting to your hotel from the airport is a cinch. Bell Trans (© 702/
739-7990; www.bell-trans.com) runs 20-passenger minibuses daily between the
airport and all major Las Vegas hotels and motels all day (7:45am—midnight).
There are several other companies that run similar ventures—just stand outside
on the curb and one will be flagged down for you. Buses from the airport leave
about every 10 minutes. When you want to check out of your hotel and head
back to the airport, call at least 2 hours in advance to be safe (though often you
can just flag down one of the buses outside any major hotel). The cost is $4.25
per person each way to Strip- and Convention Center—area hotels, $5.50 to
Downtown or other Off-Strip properties (anyplace north of the Sahara Hotel
and west of I-15). Other similarly priced shuttles run 24 hours and can be found
in the same place.

Even less expensive are Citizen’s Area Transit (CAT) buses (© 702/CAT-
RIDE). The no. 108 bus departs from the airport and will take you to the
Stratosphere, where you can transfer to the 301, which stops close to most Strip-
and Convention Center—area hotels. The no. 109 bus goes from the airport to
the Downtown Transportation Center at Casino Center Boulevard and Stewart
Avenue. The fares for buses on Strip routes are $2 for adults, 60¢ for seniors and
children. Note: If you have heavy luggage, you should know that you might have
a long walk from the bus stop to the hotel entrance (even if the bus stop is right
in front of your hotel). Vans are able to get right up to the entrance, so choose
a van if youre lugging lots of baggage.
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(Ti?;s Help for Troubled Travelers

The Traveler's Aid Society is a social-service organization geared to helping
travelers in difficult straits. Their services might include reuniting families
separated while traveling, feeding people stranded without cash, or even
emotional counseling. If you're in trouble, seek them out. In Las Vegas there
is a Traveler’s Aid office at McCarran International Airport (@) 702/798-1742).
It's open daily from 8am to 5pm. Similar services are provided by Help of
Southern Nevada, 953-35B E. Sahara Ave. (Suite 208), at Maryland Parkway
in the Commercial Center (@ 702/369-4357). Hours are Monday to Friday
from 8am to 4pm.

All of the major car-rental companies are represented in Las Vegas, if you choose
to rent a car while you are in town. For a list of agencies and more information on
getting a good deal on a rental, see “Getting Around,” later in this chapter.

VISITOR INFORMATION

All major Las Vegas hotels provide comprehensive tourist information at their
reception and/or sightseeing and show desks.

Other good information sources are: the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors
Authority, 3150 Paradise Rd., Las Vegas, NV 89109 (® 877/VISIT-LV or
702/892-7575; www.vegasfreedom.com), open daily from 8am to 5pm; the Las
Vegas Chamber of Commerce, 3720 Howard Hughes Pkwy., #100, Las Vegas,
NV 89109 (@ 702/735-1616; www.lvchamber.com), open Monday to Friday
from 8am to 5pm; and, for information on all of Nevada, including Las Vegas,
the Nevada Commission on Tourism (@ 800/638-2328; www.travelnevada.
com), open 24 hours.

CITY LAYOUT

There are two main areas of Las Vegas: the Strip and Downtown. For many
people, that’s all there is to Las Vegas. But there is actually more to the town than
that: Although maybe not as glitzy and glamorous as the Strip and Down-
town—okay, definitely not—Paradise Road and east Las Vegas are home to
quite a bit of casino action, Maryland Parkway boasts mainstream and alterna-
tive-culture shopping, and there are different restaurant choices all over the city.
Confining yourself to the Strip and Downtown is fine for the first-time visitor,
but repeat customers (and you will be) should get out there and explore. Las
Vegas Boulevard South (the Strip) is the starting point for addresses; any street
crossing it will start with 1 East and 1 West (and go up from there) at its inter-
section with the Strip.

THE STRIP
The Strip is probably the most famous 4-mile stretch of highway in the nation.
Officially called Las Vegas Boulevard South, it contains most of the top hotels
in town and offers almost all of the major showroom entertainment. First-time
visitors will, and probably should, spend the bulk of their time on the Strip. If
mobility is a problem, we suggest basing yourself in a South or Mid-Strip location.
For the purposes of organizing this book, we've divided the Strip into three
sections. The South Strip can be roughly defined as the portion of the Strip
south of Harmon Avenue, including the MGM Grand, Mandalay Bay, the
Monte Carlo, New York—New York, Luxor, and many more hotels and casinos.
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Mid-Strip is a long stretch of the street between Harmon Avenue and Spring
Mountain Road, including Bellagio, Caesars, The Mirage and Treasure Island,
Bally’s, Paris Las Vegas, The Flamingo Las Vegas, and Harrah’s, among other
hotels and casinos.

The North Strip stretches north from Spring Mountain Road all the way to
the Stratosphere Casino Hotel & Tower and includes Stardust, Sahara, The Rivi-
era, and Circus Circus, to name a few of the accommodations and attractions.

EAST OF THE STRIP/CONVENTION CENTER

This area has grown up around the Las Vegas Convention Center. Las Vegas is
one of the nation’s top convention cities, attracting more than 2.9 million con-
ventioneers each year. The major hotel in this section is the Las Vegas Hilton,
but in recent years, Marriott has built Residence Inn and Courtyard properties
here, and the Hard Rock Hotel has opened. You'll find many excellent smaller
hotels and motels southward along Paradise Road. All of these hotels offer close
proximity to the Strip.

BETWEEN THE STRIP & DOWNTOWN

The area between the Strip and Downtown is a seedy stretch dotted with tacky

wedding chapels, bail-bond operations, pawnshops, and cheap motels.
However, the area known as the Gateway District (roughly north and south

of Charleston Blvd. to the west of Las Vegas Blvd. S.) is slowly but surely gain-

ing a name for itself as an actual artists’ colony. Studios, small cafes, and other

signs of life are springing up, and we hope this movement will last.

DOWNTOWN

Also known as “Glitter Gulch” (narrower streets make the neon seem brighter),
downtown Las Vegas, which is centered on Fremont Street between Main and
9th streets, was the first section of the city to develop hotels and casinos. With
the exception of the Golden Nugget, which looks like it belongs in Monte
Carlo, this area has traditionally been more casual than the Strip. But with the
advent of the Fremont Street Experience (p. 179), Downtown has experienced
a revitalization. The area is clean, the crowds are low-key and friendly, and the
light show overhead is as ostentatious as anything on the Strip. Dont overlook
this area. Las Vegas Boulevard runs all the way into Fremont Street Downtown.

2 Getting Around

It shouldnt be too hard to navigate your way around. But remember, between
huge hotel acreage, increased and very slow traffic, and lots and lots of people
trying to explore like you, getting around takes a lot longer than you might
think. Heck, it can take 15 to 20 minutes to get from your room to another part
of your hotel! Always allow for plenty of time to get from point A to point B.
A warning note: The Las Vegas monorail is under construction. This upcom-
ing transport system will surely alter Vegas traffic flow in the best of all possible
ways, as the monorail will run from the Sahara Hotel, zigzag out to the Hilton
and the Convention Center, and then come back down the east side of the Strip,
making several stops along its 4-mile journey before ending at the MGM Grand
and turning around for a return trip. A fabulous idea, and we cant wait. And it
won't be too much longer now—the monorail is scheduled to open in January
2004. For $2.50 per person one-way, you will get to ride in comfort, in deluxe
modern cars on these drivetless trains, complete with roving attendants to
answer your questions. Look for stations at MGM Grand, Bally’s/Paris, the
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Flamingo, Venetian/Harrah’s, the Convention Center, a separate stop at the LV
Hilton, and the Sahara. There will be a spur that will connect Circus Circus and
the Stardust in 2006 and the Downtown link is scheduled for 2007. An exten-
sion to the airport is in the works for after that.

So if you do get caught in some of the resulting construction traffic mess, just
remind yourself, it’s all for a good cause—and swear never to use a car again once
the monorail is up and humming.

BY CAR

We highly recommend that visitors rent a car. The Strip is too spread out for
walking (and Las Vegas is often too hot or too cold to make strolls pleasant),
Downtown is too far away for a cheap cab ride, and public transportation is
often ineffective in getting you from point A to point B. Plus, return visits call
for exploration in more remote parts of the city, and a car brings freedom (espe-
cially if you want to do any side trips—bus tours are available, but a car lets you
explore at your own pace rather than according to a tour schedule).

You should note that places with addresses some 60 blocks east or west from
the Strip are actually less than a 10-minute drive—provided there is no traffic.

That said, if you plan to confine yourself to one part of the Strip or to Down-
town, your feet will suffice.

Having advocated renting a car, we should warn you that the growing popu-
lation means a proportionate increase in the number of cars. Traffic is getting
worse, and it’s harder and harder to get around town with any certain swiftness.
We've included a list of particular traffic danger zones in the “Chopper Tom’s
Traffic Tips” box below, but a general rule of thumb is to avoid driving on the
Strip whenever you can, and avoid driving at all during peak rush hours
(8-9:30am and 4:30-6pm), especially if you have to make a show curtain.

Parking is usually a pleasure, because all casino hotels offer free valet service.
That means that for a mere $1 to $2 tip, you can park right at the door, though
the valet usually fills up on busy nights. In those cases, you can use the gigantic
self-parking lot that all hotels have.

RENTING A CAR

National companies with outlets in Las Vegas include Alamo (@ 877/227-8367;
www.goalamo.com), Avis (@ 800/230-4898; www.avis.com), Budget (@ 800/
527-0700; hteps://rent.drivebudget.com/Home.jsp), Dollar (@ 800/800-3665;
www.dollar.com), Enterprise (© 800/736-8227; www.enterprise.com), Hertz
(@ 800/654-3131; www.hertz.com), National (® 800/227-7368; www.national
car.com), Payless (@ 800/729-5377; www.paylesscarrental.com), and Thrifty
(@ 800/847-4389; www.thrifty.com).

Car-rental rates vary even more than airline fares. The price you pay will
depend on the size of the car, where and when you pick it up and drop it off,
the length of the rental period, where and how far you drive it, whether you pur-
chase insurance, and a host of other factors. A few key questions could save you

hundreds of dollars:

* Are weekend rates lower than weekday rates? Ask if the rate is the same for
pickup Friday morning, for instance, as it is for Thursday night.

* Is a weekly rate cheaper than the daily rate? Even if you need the car for only
4 days, it may be cheaper to keep it for 5.

* Does the agency assess a drop-off charge if you don’t return the car to the
same location where you picked it up? Is it cheaper to pick up the car at the
airport compared to a Downtown location?
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/T:?as Chopper Tom'’s Traffic Tips

“Chopper” Tom Hawley has watched Las Vegas grow since he was a lit-
tle kid catching lizards in the desert back in the '60s. A self-described
“traffic geek,” Tom reports from the helicopter and from the studio
most mornings and afternoons in Las Vegas on KVBC-TV/Channel 3. For
further information on the following projects, tips, and much more,
stop by Channel 3's website at www.kvbc.com and click “Traffic.”

* Monorail Mania: After decades of abandoned plans and false starts,
a commuter monorail serving the Strip is finally a reality! This 4-mile
system is a larger, faster, and more modern version of the Disney
hand-me-down that used to run between the MGM and Bally’s. The
new Las Vegas Monorail will start life with seven stations sprinkled
from the MGM to the Sahara, and is set to begin passenger service
in early 2004 at a fare of $2.50 per trip.

People Movers Galore: Las Vegas has a greater variety of inde-
pendent people-mover systems than any other city in the world,
and they're a great way to get around without having to get into
your car. In addition to the people movers at McCarran Airport, a
variety of trains will take you from hotel to hotel. The Doppelmayr
Cable Liner Shuttle whisks you from the Tropicana Walkways to the
Excalibur, Luxor, and Mandalay Bay hotels. Smaller shuttles operate
between the Mirage and Treasure Island, and between the Circus
Circus Big Top and East Tower. Note: A shuttle between the Bellagio
and Monte Carlo is down for maintenance until 2005.

Spaghetti Bowl: The “Spaghetti Bowl" is what locals call the mess
where |-15 intersects U.S. 95. The whole thing was reconstructed in
2000, but some studies indicate that it's already carrying more traf-
fic than it was designed for, so don't expect a congestion-free ride.
U.S. 95 Widening: The west leg of U.S. 95 was designed in the early
'70s, when growth at the turn of the 21st century was expected to
be about one-third of what it actually turned out to be. A massive
widening project is underway with a projected 2006 completion.
For now, this stretch of U.S. 95 (called the Oran K. Gragson Express-
way, after a former Las Vegas mayor) is bulging at the seams. Dur-
ing rush hours, surface streets like Charleston and Lake Mead
Boulevard are your best alternate routes.

Keep Your Feet off the Streets: Local engineers have been trying to
improve traffic on the Strip by separating the cars from the pedes-
trians. The first overhead pedestrian walkways opened at Tropicana
Avenue in 1995; similar bridges were completed at Flamingo Avenue
by 2000. Another bridge connects The Venetian and Treasure Island,

* Are special promotional rates available? If you see an advertised price in your
local newspaper, be sure to ask for that specific rate; otherwise, you may be
charged the standard cost. Terms change constantly, and reservations agents
are notorious for not mentioning available discounts unless you ask.
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and three more broke ground at Spring Mountain in the summer of

2003 and are scheduled for completion in August 2004.
¢ Do D.I. Direct: Most visitors seem to get a lot of mileage out of the
Strip and 1-15. But if you're checking out the local scene, you can
bypass both of those using Desert Inn Road, which, after a recent
addition, is now one of the longest streets running from one side of
the valley to the other. Plus, the 2-mile “Superarterial” section
between Valley View and Paradise zips you nonstop over the Inter-
state and under the Strip. The biggest thrill ride this side of the New
York-New York roller coaster!
Grin and Bear It: Yes, there are ways to avoid traffic jams on the
Strip. But at least these traffic jams are entertaining! If you have the
time and patience, go ahead and take a ride along the Strip from
Hacienda to Sahara. The 4-mile drive might take an hour, but while
you're grinding along, you might see a Sphinx, an active volcano, a
water ballet, and some uniquely Vegas architecture.
Industrial Age: Had enough of the glamour? Just want to sneak in
the back door of your favorite hotel? Industrial Road may be the
way to go. After a widening and face-lift a few years ago from Rus-
sell to Oakey, Industrial is a nice alternative to congestion on the
Strip and I-15. Industrial provides rear-entrance access to most
hotels between Caesars Palace and Circus Circus. Eventually it will
tie in with Frank Sinatra Drive, another frontage road that now pro-
vides rear access to hotels from the Mandalay Bay to Monte Carlo.
Beltway Bypass: Starting in December 2003, a 53-mile beltway (I-
215) will wrap around the valley, allowing for easy access to the
outskirts and to bypass the city. The “ultimate facility” of six-lane,
limited-access divided highway won't be complete for another
decade, but the southern section is a full freeway, and a few dozen
more miles of interim roads are now open as frontage roads and
four-lane highways.
Catch the CAT: Some locals complain about Citizens Area Transit
(CAT) bus service in certain neighborhoods. But the Strip routes are
frequent and well serviced, running 'round the clock from the
South Strip Transfer Terminal to the Downtown Transportation Cen-
ter in the north. The 301 runs every 10 minutes during busy hours,
and there's also a limited-stop express bus (no. 302) every 15 min-
utes. Other routes go for $1.25, but the 301 and 302 are the CAT's
gravy trains and will run you $2. Exact change, please.

* Are discounts available for members of AARP, AAA, frequent-flier pro-
grams, or trade unions? If you belong to any of these organizations, you may
be entitled to discounts of up to 30%.

* How much tax will be added to the rental bill? Local tax? State use tax?
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* What is the cost of adding an additional driver’s name to the contract?

* How many free miles are included in the price? Free mileage is often nego-
tiable, depending on the length of your rental.

* How much does the rental company charge to refill your gas tank if you
return with the tank less than full? Though most rental companies claim
these prices are “competitive,” fuel is almost always cheaper in town. Try to
allow enough time to refuel the car yourself before returning it.

Some companies offer “refueling packages,” in which you pay for an entire
tank of gas up front. The price is usually fairly competitive with local gas prices,
but you don’t get credit for any gas remaining in the tank. If a stop at a gas sta-
tion on the way to the airport will make you miss your plane, then by all means
take advantage of the fuel purchase option. Otherwise, skip it.

Many packages are available that include airfare, accommodations, and a
rental car with unlimited mileage. Compare these prices with the cost of book-
ing airline tickets and renting a car separately to see if these offers are good deals.
See “Money-Saving Package Deals,” in chapter 2, for details on packages and
where to find them.

Internet resources can make comparison-shopping easier. See “Planning Your
Trip Online,” in chapter 2, for tips on the best sites.

Demystifying Renter’s Insurance

Before you drive off in a rental car, be sure you're insured. Hasty assumptions
about your personal auto insurance or a rental agency’s additional coverage
could end up costing you tens of thousands of dollars—even if you are involved
in an accident that was clearly the fault of another driver.

If you already hold a private auto insurance policy, you are most likely cov-
ered in the United States for loss of or damage to a rental car and liability in case
of injury to any other party involved in an accident. Be sure to find out whether
you are covered in the area you are visiting, whether your policy extends to all
persons who will be driving the rental car, how much liability is covered in case
an outside party is injured in an accident, and whether the type of vehicle you
are renting is included under your contract. (Rental trucks, sport utility vehicles,
and luxury vehicles such as the Jaguar may not be covered.) There is also another
area—"loss,” as in “loss of income,” as in the loss of the income that rental car
would have made for the rental-car company. Many insurers don’t cover this.

Most major credit cards provide some degree of coverage as well—provided
they were used to pay for the rental. Terms vary widely, however, so be sure to
call your credit-card company directly before you rent.

If you are uninsured, your credit card may provide primary coverage as long
as you decline the rental agency’s insurance. This means that the credit card will
cover damage or theft of a rental car for the full cost of the vehicle. If you already
have insurance, your credit card may provide secondary coverage—which basi-
cally covers your deductible. Credit cards will not cover liability, or the cost of
injury to an outside party and/or damage to an outside party’s vehicle. If you do
not hold an insurance policy, you may seriously want to consider purchasing
additional liability insurance from your rental company. Be sure to check the
terms, however: Some rental agencies cover liability only if the renter is not at
fault; even then, the rental company’s obligation varies from state to state. Bear
in mind that each credit-card company has its own peculiarities; call your own
credit-card company for details before relying on a card for coverage.
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The basic insurance coverage offered by most car-rental companies, known as
the Loss/Damage Waiver (LDW) or Collision Damage Waiver (CDW), can
cost as much as $20 per day. The former should cover everything, including loss:
It usually covers the full value of the vehicle with no deductible if an outside
party causes an accident or other damage to the rental car. In all states but Cali-
fornia, you will probably be covered in case of theft as well. Liability coverage
varies according to the company policy and state law, but the minimum is usu-
ally at least $15,000. If you are at fault in an accident, however, you will be cov-
ered for the full replacement value of the car but not for liability. In Nevada, you
can buy additional liability coverage for such cases. Most rental companies will
require a police report in order to process any claims you file, but your private
insurer will not be notified of the accident. Check your own policies and credit
cards before you shell out money on this extra insurance, because you may
already be covered.

DRIVING SAFETY

Because driving on the outskirts of Las Vegas—for example, coming from Cali-
fornia—involves desert driving, you must take certain precautions. Its a good
idea to check your tires, water, and oil before leaving. Take at least 5 gallons of
water in a clean container that can be used for either drinking or the radiator.
Pay attention to road signs that suggest when to turn off your car’s air condi-
tioner. And don’t push your luck with gas—it may be 35 miles or more between
stations. If your car overheats, do not remove the radiator cap until the engine
has cooled, and then remove it very slowly. Add water to within an inch of the
top of the radiator.

BY TAXI

Since cabs line up in front of all major hotels, an easy way to get around town
is by taxi. Cabs charge $2.70 at the meter drop and 20¢ for each additional %
mile, plus an additional $1.20 fee for being picked up at the airport. A taxi from

(Fun Fact Did You Know?

e Las Vegas (Sin City) has more churches per capita than any other city
in America.

¢ lllusionists Siegfried & Roy have sawed a woman in half more times
than anyone else.

o Visitors on a trail ride once brought a horse into the crowded casino
of the Thunderbird Hotel. They put a pair of dice between his lips at
the craps table and he threw a natural 7.

¢ In January a Las Vegas visitor can ski the snowy slopes of Mount
Charleston and water-ski on Lake Mead in the same day.

¢ Former president Ronald Reagan performed at the Last Frontier in
1954. Those who saw him said he was a pretty good song-and-dance
man.

¢ Bandleader Xavier Cugat and Spanish bombshell singer Charo were
the first couple to exchange vows at Caesars Palace, 2 days after its
1966 opening.
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(Ti?os Safety Alert

The area northeast of Harmon and Koval has had increased gang activity
of late and should be avoided or at least approached with caution.

the airport to the Strip will run you $10 to $15, from the airport to Downtown
$15 to $20, and between the Strip and Downtown about $10 to $12. You can
often save money by sharing a cab with someone going to the same destination
(up to five people can ride for the same fare).

If you want to call a taxi, any of the following companies can provide one:
Desert Cab Company (© 702/386-9102), Whittlesea Blue Cab (@ 702/
384-6111), and Yellow/Checker Cab/Star Company (@ 702/873-2000).

BY PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

The no. 301 bus operated by Citizens Area Transit (@ 702/CAT-RIDE) plies
a route between the Downtown Transportation Center (at Casino Center Blvd.
and Stewart Ave.) and a few miles beyond the southern end of the Strip. The fare
is $2 for adults, 60¢ for seniors 62 and older and children 5 to 17, and free for
those under 5. CAT buses run 24 hours a day and are wheelchair-accessible.
Exact change is required, but dollar bills are accepted.

Or you can hop aboard a classic streetcar replica run by Las Vegas Strip Trol-
ley (© 702/382-1404). These old-fashioned, dark-green vehicles have interior
oak paneling and are comfortably air-conditioned. Like the buses, they run
northward from Hacienda Avenue, stopping at all major hotels en route to the
Sahara, and then loop back from the Las Vegas Hilton. They do not, however,
go to the Stratosphere Casino Hotel & Tower or Downtown. Trolleys run about
every 15 minutes daily between 9:30am and 2am. The fare is $1.65 (free for
children under age 5), and exact change is required.

There are also a number of free transportation services, courtesy of the casinos.
A free monorail connects Mandalay Bay with Luxor and Excalibur, another con-
nects Bellagio with the Monte Carlo (though it’s out of commission for all of 2004
due to renovations), still another runs between the MGM and Bally’s (currently
closed because of work on the Las Vegas monorail and scheduled to reopen in win-
ter 2004), and a free tram shuttles between The Mirage and Treasure Island. Given
how far apart even neighboring hotels can be, thanks to their size, and how they
seem even farther apart on really hot days, these are blessed additions—and the
more tourists who take them, the less traffic there might be on the Strip.

@ FAST FACTS: Las Vegas

American Express There are about a dozen offices in town, but the clos-
est one to the Strip is located inside the MGM Grand Hotel at 3799 Las
Vegas Blvd. S. (corner of Tropicana; @ 702/739-8474).

Area Codes The area code for Las Vegas is 702.

Babysitters Contact Around the Clock Child Care (@ 800/798-6768 or
702/365-1040). In business since 1987, this reputable company clears its sit-
ters with the health department, the sheriff, and the FBI, and carefully
screens references. Charges are $46 for 4 hours for one or two children,
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$9.50 for each additional hour, with surcharges for additional children
and on holidays. Sitters are on call 7 days a week, 24 hours a day, and they
will come to your hotel. Call at least 3 hours in advance.

Banks Banks are generally open from 9 or 10am to 5 and sometimes 6pm,
and most have Saturday hours. ATMs are plentiful all around town. See
also “Cash & Credit” below.

Car Rentals See "Renting a Car” under "“Getting Around,” earlier in this
chapter.

Cash & Credit It's extremely easy, too easy, to obtain cash in Las Vegas.
Most casino cashiers will cash personal checks and can exchange foreign
currency, and just about every casino has a machine that will provide cash
on a wide variety of credit cards.

Conventions Las Vegas is one of America’s top convention destinations.
Much of the action takes place at the Las Vegas Convention Center, 3150
Paradise Rd., Las Vegas, NV 89109 (@ 702/892-7575), which is the largest
single-level convention center in the world. Its 1.3 million square feet
includes 89 meeting rooms. And this immense facility is augmented by the
Cashman Field Center, 850 Las Vegas Blvd. N., Las Vegas, NV 89101 (@ 702/
386-7100). Under the same auspices, Cashman provides another 98,100
square feet of convention space. Additionally, there are massive conven-
tion facilities at many of the big hotels, including the MGM Grand, The
Mirage, Mandalay Bay, The Venetian, and more.

Dentists & Doctors Hotels usually have lists of dentists and doctors should
you need one. In addition, they are listed in the Centel Yellow Pages. See
also “Hospitals,” below.

For dentist referrals, you can also call the Clark County Dental Society
(@ 702/255-7873), weekdays from 9am to noon and 1 to 5pm; when the
office is closed, a recording will tell you who to call for emergency service.

For physician referrals, call the Desert Springs Hospital (&) 800/842-5439
or 702/733-6875). Hours are Monday to Friday from 8am to 5pm.
Drugstores See "Pharmacies,” below.

Dry Cleaners Things spill, and silk is easily stained. When in need, go to
Steiner Cleaners, 1131 E. Tropicana Ave., corner of Maryland Parkway, in
the Vons Shopping Center (@ 702/736-7474), open Monday to Friday
from 7am to 6:30pm, Saturday 8am to 6pm. Not only did they clean all the
costumes for the movie Casino, but they were Liberace’s personal dry
cleaner for years.

Emergencies Dial @ 911 to contact the police or fire department or to
call an ambulance.

Highway Conditions For recorded information, call @ 702/486-3116. You
can also tune in 970 AM for traffic news or 1610 AM for highway reports.
Hospitals Emergency services are available 24 hours a day at University
Medical Center, 1800 W. Charleston Blvd., at Shadow Lane (@) 702/383-2000);
the emergency-room entrance is on the corner of Hastings and Rose streets.
Sunrise Hospital and Medical Center, 3186 Maryland Pkwy., between Desert
Inn Road and Sahara Avenue (@) 702/731-8080), also has a 24-hour emer-
gency room.
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For more minor problems, if you are on the Strip, the Imperial Palace
has a 24-hour urgent-care facility, the Nevada Resort Medical Center, an
independently run facility on the eighth floor, with doctors and X-ray
machines. It's located at 3535 Las Vegas Blvd. S., between the Sands and
The Flamingo (@ 702/893-6767).

Hot Lines Emergency hot lines include the Rape Crisis Center (@) 702/
366-1640), Suicide Prevention (@ 702/731-2990), and Poison Emergencies
(@ 800/446-6179).

Liquor & Gambling Laws You must be 21 to drink or gamble; proof of age
is required and often requested at bars, nightclubs, and restaurants, so it's
always a good idea to bring ID when you go out, especially if you look
young. There are no closing hours in Las Vegas for the sale or consumption
of alcohol, even on Sunday. Don't even think about driving while you're
under the influence, or having an open container of alcohol in your car.
Beer, wine, and liquor are all sold in all kinds of stores pretty much around
the clock; trust us, you won't have a hard time finding a drink in this town.
It's even legal to have an open container while walking on the Strip.

Lost & Found Be sure to tell all of your credit-card companies the minute
you discover your wallet has been lost or stolen and file a report at the near-
est police precinct. Your credit-card company or insurer may require a police
report number or record of the loss. Most credit-card companies have an
emergency toll-free number to call if your card is lost or stolen; they may be
able to wire you a cash advance immediately or deliver an emergency credit
card in a day or two. Visa's U.S. emergency number is @ 800/847-2911 or
410/581-9994. American Express cardholders and traveler's check holders
should call @ 800/221-7282. MasterCard holders should call @ 800/307-
7309 or 636/722-7111. For other credit cards, call the toll-free number direc-
tory at @ 800/555-1212.

If you need emergency cash over the weekend when all banks and
American Express offices are closed, you can have money wired to you via
Western Union (@ 800/325-6000; www.westernunion.com).

Identity theft or fraud are potential complications of losing your wallet,
especially if you've lost your driver’s license along with your cash and credit
cards. Notify the major credit-reporting bureaus immediately; placing a
fraud alert on your records may protect you against liability for criminal
activity. The three major U.S. credit-reporting agencies are Equifax (@) 800/
766-0008; www.equifax.com), Experian (@ 888/397-3742; www.experian.
com), and TransUnion (@ 800/680-7289; www.transunion.com). Finally, if
you've lost all forms of photo ID, call your airline and explain the situation:
They might allow you to board the plane if you have a copy of your pass-
port or birth certificate and a copy of the police report you've filed.
Newspapers & Periodicals There are two Las Vegas dailies: the Las Vegas
Review Journal and the Las Vegas Sun. The Review Journal's Friday edition
has a helpful “Weekend” section with a comprehensive guide to shows
and buffets. There are two free alternative papers, with club listings and
many unbiased restaurant and bar reviews. Both City Life and Las Vegas
Weekly are published weekly. And at every hotel desk, you'll find dozens
of free local magazines, such as Vegas Visitor, What’s On in Las Vegas,
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Showbiz Weekly, and Where to Go in Las Vegas, that are chock-full of
helpful information—although probably of the sort that comes from paid
advertising.

Parking Free valet parking is one of the great pleasures of Las Vegas and
well worth the dollar tip (given when the car is returned) to save walking
a city block from the far reaches of a hotel parking lot, particularly when
the temperature is over 100°F (38°C). Another summer plus: The valet will
turn on your air-conditioning so that you don't have to get into an “oven
on wheels.”

Pharmacies There's a 24-hour Walgreen'’s (which also has 1-hr. photo pro-
cessing) at 3763 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (@) 702/739-9638), almost directly across
from the Monte Carlo. Sav-On is a large 24-hour drugstore and pharmacy
close to the Strip at 1360 E. Flamingo Rd., at Maryland Parkway (@ 702/
731-5373 for the pharmacy, 702/737-0595 for general merchandise). White
Cross Drugs, 1700 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (@ 702/382-1733), open daily from
7am to 1am, will make pharmacy deliveries to your hotel during the day.

Police For nonemergencies, call @ 702/795-3111. For emergencies, call
© 911.

Post Office The most convenient post office is immediately behind the
Stardust hotel at 3100 Industrial Rd., between Sahara Avenue and Spring
Mountain Road (@ 800/297-5543). It's open Monday to Friday from
8:30am to 5pm. You can also mail letters and packages at your hotel, and
there’s a full-service U.S. Post Office in the Forum Shops in Caesars Palace.

Safety In Las Vegas vast amounts of money are always on display, and
criminals find many easy marks. Don't be one of them. At gaming tables
and slot machines, men should keep wallets well concealed and out of the
reach of pickpockets, and women should keep handbags in plain sight (on
laps). If you win a big jackpot, ask the pit boss or slot attendant to cut you
a check rather than give you cash—the cash may look nice, but flashing it
can attract the wrong kind of attention. Outside casinos, popular spots for
pickpockets and thieves are restaurants and outdoor shows, such as the
volcano at The Mirage or the fountains at Bellagio. Stay alert. Unless your
hotel room has an in-room safe, check your valuables in a safe-deposit box
at the front desk.

Show Tickets See chapter 10 for details on obtaining show tickets.

Taxes Clark County hotel room tax is 9%, and in Henderson it's 10%; the
sales tax is 7%.

Time Zone Las Vegas is in the Pacific time zone, 3 hours earlier than the
East Coast, 2 hours earlier than the Midwest. For exact local time, call
@ 702/248-4800.

Veterinarian If Fido or Fluffy gets sick while traveling, go to the West
Flamingo Animal Hospital, 5445 W. Flamingo Rd., near Decatur Boulevard
(@ 702/876-2111). They're open 24 hours and they take Discover, Master-
Card, and Visa, and have an ATM.

Weather See "When to Go” in chapter 2. For local weather information,
call @ 702/248-4800. The radio station 970 FM does weather reports.
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Weddings Las Vegas is one of the easiest places in the world to tie the
knot. There's no blood test or waiting period, the ceremony and license
are inexpensive, chapels are open around the clock, and your honeymoon
destination is right at hand. More than 101,000 marriages are performed
here each year. Get a license Downtown at the Clark County Marriage
License Bureau, 200 S. 3rd St., at Bridger Avenue (@) 702/455-4415), which
is open Monday to Thursday from 8am to midnight, and from 8am Friday
through midnight Sunday. On legal holidays, they're open 24 hours. The
cost of a marriage license is $55; the cost of the ceremony varies depend-
ing on where you go to have it done. See “Getting Married” in chapter 7
for details on the local wedding chapels.
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Where to Stay

If there’s one thing Vegas has, its
hotels. Big hotels. And lots of them.
You'll find the 10 largest hotels in the
United States—9 of the top 10 in the
world—right here. And you'll find a
whole lot of rooms: 132,000 rooms,
to be exact—or at least exact as of this
writing. Every 5 minutes, or so it
seems, someone is putting up a new
giant hotel, or adding another 1,000
rooms to an existing one. So finding a
place to stay in Vegas should be the
least of your worries.

Or should it?

When a convention, a fight, or
some other big event is happening—
and these things are always happen-
ing—darn near all of those 132,000
rooms are going to be sold out. (Over
the course of a regular year—one not
affected by the Sept 11, 2001, terror-
ist attacks—the occupancy rate for
hotel rooms in Las Vegas runs at about
90%.) A last-minute Vegas vacation
can turn into a housing nightmare. If
possible, plan in advance so that you
can have your choice: Ancient Egypt
or Ancient Rome? New York or New
Orleans? Strip or Downtown? Luxury
or economy? Vegas has all that and
way too much more.

The bottom line is that with a few,
mostly subtle differences, a hotel room
is a hotel room is a hotel room. After
you factor in location, price, and
whether you have a pirate-loving kid,
there isnt that much difference

between rooms, except for perhaps
size and the quality of their surpris-
ingly similar furnishings.

Hotel prices in Vegas are anything
but fixed, so you will notice wild price
ranges. The same room can routinely
go for anywhere from $60 to $250,
depending on demand, and even that
range is negotiable if it’s a slow time
(though such times are less and less
common thanks to the influx of con-
ventions). So use our price categories
with a grain of salt, and don't rule out
a hotel just because it’s listed as “Very
Expensive”—on any given day, you
might get a great deal on a room in a
pricey hotel. Just ask.

Yes, if you pay more, you'll prob-
ably (but not certainly) get a “nicer”
establishment and clientele to match
(perhaps not so many loud drunks in
the elevators). On the other hand, if a
convention is in town, the drunks will
be there no matter how upscale the
hotel—they’ll just be wearing business
suits and/or funny hats. And frankly,
the big hotels, no matter how fine,
have mass-produced rooms; at 3,000
rooms or more, they are the equivalent
of ’60s tract housing. Consequently,
even in the nicest hotels, you can (and
probably will) encounter plumbing
noises, overhear conversations from
other rooms, or get woken by the
maids as they knock on the doors next
to yours that don’t have the DO NOT
DISTURB sign up.

1 Coming Attractions

Part of the reason that we patiently tell people they haven't really been to Vegas,
even if they have, is because if they haven't been by in the last, oh, week—okay,
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let’s say 2 or 3 years—they might find several surprises awaiting them on the Strip.
And if it's been more than a decade, well, forget it. All of the classic old hotels are
either gone (Sands, Hacienda) or renovated virtually beyond recognition (Caesars,
The Flamingo). In their place rise bigger and better and trendier resort hotels,
changing the landscape and altering the welcome that Vegas visitors receive.

The new era of Vegas hotels was ushered in by The Mirage, and since then,
everyone has been trying to up the ante. The year 1997 began with the opening
of New York—New York, which set yet another level of stupendous excess that
remained unmatched for, oh, at least 18 months.

The fall of 1998 saw the official beginning of the new era of Vegas luxury
resorts (many with themes), with the opening of the opulent Bellagio, followed
by Mandalay Bay and Four Seasons. And then these took a back seat (sort of)
to The Venetian, which combines the jaw-dropping detail and extravagance of
New York-New York (complete with canals and gondolas) with the luxury of
Bellagio. Could anything top it? Possibly—hot on its heels was Paris, themed as
you can imagine, and just a few months later, the new and improved Aladdin,
with its desert-fantasy decor.

For a change, 2003 seemed rather quiet in terms of new things to see and do.
Sure, Caesars opened its Roman Colosseum replica, built just to house Celine
Dion’s new show, but other than that, no grand new hotels or major expansions
arrived, unless you count (and we sure do) the arrival of a true luxury resort, the
Ritz-Carlton, Lake Las Vegas, over in nearby Henderson.

On the other hand, 2004 will kick off another wave of new construction.
Look for 1,000 new rooms and other new goodies at Mandalay Bay; 1,000 more
rooms at The Venetian, along with several new restaurants, and 900 new rooms
(and restaurants and spa) for the Bellagio. Caesars is gearing up for another 700
rooms themselves. And hotels that arent building are changing hands: Look for
the Aladdin to get a cinematic makeover, care of its new owner Planet Holly-
wood, and for likely renovations at the Golden Nugget by its new owners. Look
also for the brand-new Westin Spa Resort to open on the totally gutted remains
of the Maxim Hortel, by the end of 2003 or so. It was only beams when we went
to press, but given the reputation of the company, this could finally be the classy
boutique hotel we've been hoping someone would open in town. (And, if not,
the local scuttlebutt says that Oceans 11 stars Brad Pitt and George Clooney are
in talks to open a boutique hotel on the Strip in partnership with the Venetian.)

And then 2005 will bring the eagerly awaited Wynn Las Vegas, the latest hotel
concept from Steve Wynn, the man behind Mirage Corp., at a mere cost of $2
billion. Wynn Las Vegas (formerly billed as Le Reve after a Picasso painting that
Wynn owns but whose title had zero name recognition—a marketing no-no in
Vegas) is going up on the hallowed grounds once occupied by the Desert Inn.
Look for a new expensive art collection, a 150-foot-tall man-made mountain
that will block the hotel from the Strip, a state-of-the-art $100 million domed
showroom, a new golf course, many fantastic restaurants, and much more. Just
as The Mirage set off an explosion of development, so too may Wynn Las Vegas,
with continued rumors of the New Frontier being replaced by a San Fran-
cisco—themed resort and an $800 million hotel/casino next door, a London-
themed resort just north of The Riviera, a boutique hotel (maybe a W?) next to
the Frontier, and possible wrecking balls in store for the Stardust and the Tropi-
cana. Of course, another economic downturn of even the slightest size could
prevent all of it. Stay tuned.
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2 Three Questions to Ask Before You Book a Room
WHERE SHOULD | STAY?

Your two main choices for location are the Strip and Downtown. The Strip,
home to many of the most dazzling hotels and casinos in Vegas, is undeniably
the winner, especially for first-timers, if only because of the sheer, overwhelming
force of its “Vegas-ness.” On the other hand, it is crowded, confining, and
strangely claustrophobic. We say “strangely claustrophobic” because the hotels
only Jook close together: In reality, they are situated on large properties, and it’s
a long (and often very hot or very cold) walk from one place to the next.

Contrast that with Downtown, which is nowhere near as striking, but more
easily navigated on foot. Within 5 minutes you can reach about 17 different
casinos. The Fremont Street upgrade and the brand-new Neonopolis entertain-
ment-and-shopping complex have turned a rapidly declining area into a very
pleasant place to be, and the crowds reflect that: They seem nicer and more
relaxed, and a calmer atmosphere pervades. Since it’s only a 5-minute ride by car
between Downtown and Strip hotels (the Convention Center is more or less in
between), there’s no such thing as a bad location if you have access to a car. If
money is no object, a $10 cab ride separates the Strip from Downtown.

For those of you depending on public transportation: While the bus ride
between Downtown and the Strip is short in distance, it can be long in time if
you get stuck in traffic. You should also be aware that the buses become quite
crowded once they reach the Strip and may bypass a bus stop if no one signals
to get out and the driver does not wish to take on more passengers. Without a
car, your ease of movement between different areas of town is limited.

@ Reservations Services

If you get harried when you have to haggle, use a free service offered
by Reservations Plus, 2275 A Renaissance Dr., Las Vegas, NV 89119
(@ 800/805-9528; fax 702/795-3999; www.reservationsplus.com).
They'll find you a hotel room in your price range that meets your spe-
cific requirements. Because they book rooms in volume, they are able
to get discounted rates. Not only can they book rooms, but they can
arrange packages (including meals, transportation, tours, show tickets,
car rentals, and other features) and group rates.

The Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority also runs a room-
reservations hot line (@ 877/VISIT-LV) that can be helpful. They can
apprise you of room availability, quote rates, contact a hotel for you,
and tell you when major conventions will be in town.

Other reputable online reservation services that book rooms in Las
Vegas are listed in “Planning Your Trip Online” in chapter 2.

A couple words of warning: Make sure they don’t try to book you
into a hotel you've never heard of. Try to stick with the hotels listed in
this book. Always get your information in writing and then make some
phone calls just to confirm that you really have the reservations that
they say they've made for you.
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Frankly, for first-timers, there probably isn’t any point to staying anywhere
but the Strip—you're going to spend most (if not all) of your time there anyway.
For future visits, however, we'd strongly advise you to consider Downtown.

But the Strip vs. Downtown location isn’t the end of the debate; there is also
the issue of where to stay on the Strip. Staying on the South Strip end means
an easy trip (sometimes in the air-conditioned comfort of covered walkways or
monorail) to Mandalay Bay, MGM Grand, New York-New York, Tropicana,
Luxor, and Excalibur—all virtually on one corner. Mid-Strip has Caesars, The
Mirage, Bellagio, Treasure Island, Paris, The Venetian, Bally’s, The Flamingo,
Harrah’s, and so forth. The North Strip gets you The Riviera, Sahara, Stardust,
and Circus Circus, though with a bit more of a walk between them. For this rea-
son, if mobility is a problem and you want to see more than just your own hotel
casino, the South and Mid-Strip locations are probably the best bets.

WHAT AM | LOOKING FOR IN A HOTEL?

If gambling is not your priority, what are you doing in Vegas? Just kidding. But
not 100% kidding. Vegas's new identity as a luxury resort destination means
there are several brand-spanking-new hotels that promise to offer you all sorts of
alternatives to gambling—lush pool areas, fabulous spas, incredible restaurants,
lavish shopping. But if you look closely, much of this is Vegas bait and switch;
the pools are often chilly (and often partially closed during nonsummer
months), and it will be years before there is more foliage than concrete in these
newly landscaped environments. The spas cost extra (sometimes a whole lot
extra); the best restaurants are rarely cheap; and the stores are often the kinds of
places where average mortals can’t even afford the oxygen. So what does that
leave you with? Why, that’s right—gambling.

The other problem with these self-proclaimed luxury hotels is their size. True
luxury hotels do not have 3,000 rooms—they have a couple of hundred at best,
because you simply cant provide first-class service and Egyptian-cotton sheets in
mass quantity. But while Bellagio, The Venetian, and, to a lesser extent, Man-
dalay Bay have done their best to offer sterling service and to make their rooms
more attractive and luxurious than those at other Vegas hotels, there’s only so
much that any place that big can do. Don't get us wrong—these places are
absolutely several steps up in quality from other large hotels, and compared to
them, even the better older hotels really look shabby. But they are still sprawl-
ing, frequently noisy complexes.

Sadly, it’s relatively easy for both you and us to make a mistake about a hotel;
either of us may experience a particular room or two in a 1,000-plus-room hotel,
and from there conclude that a place is nicer than it is or more of a dump than
it is. Maintenance, even in the best of hotels, can sometimes be running a bit
behind, so if there is something wrong with your room, don’t hesitate to ask for
another. Of course, if it’s one of those busy weekends, there may not be another
room to be had, but at least this way you've registered a complaint, perhaps let-
ting a busy hotel know that a certain room needs attention. And who knows? If
you are gracious and persistent enough, you may be rewarded with a deal for
some future stay.

If you want a true luxury-resort hotel, there are only two options: On the
Strip its the Four Seasons, and off, way off, in nearby Henderson, it’s the Ritz-
Carlton. Both offer, in addition to that same service and level of comfort only
found at a smaller hotel, those extra goodies that pile on the hidden charges at
other hotels—health club, poolside cabanas, and so on—as part of the total
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(Tl;)s Who Kept the Kids Out?

Some hotels—notably Bellagio, which started the practice—ban children
who are not staying onsite from stepping foot on the hotel premises.
Child-free adults love the ban, but families who travel to Vegas (can we
say yet again that this is not a family destination?) may be seriously incon-
venienced by it. The policy doesnt appear to be uniformly enforced
(hotels don't want to offend parents with plenty of dough to gamble,
after all), but we've seen families and teenagers get turned away from a
hotel because they couldn’t produce a room key. If you're traveling with
your kids, or want to be free of someone else’s, your best bet is to call your
chosen hotel and ask what its policy is.

package, meaning that their slightly higher prices may be more of a bargain than
youd think.

Still, if you want peace and quiet and don't land in the tax bracket that Four
Seasons/Ritz caters to, there are other, less high-profile hotels without a casino.
Make certain the hotel has a pool, however, especially if you need some recreation.
There is nothing as boring as a noncasino, nonpool Vegas hotel—particularly if
you have kids.

Casino hotels, by the way, are not always a nice place for children. It used to
be that the casino was a separate section in the hotel and children were not
allowed inside (we have fond memories of standing just outside the casino line,
watching our dads put quarters in a slot machine “for us”). But in almost all the
new hotels, you have to walk through the casino to get anywhere—the lobby,
the restaurants, the outside world. This makes sense from the hotel’s point of
view; it gives you many opportunities to stop and drop a quarter or $10 into a
slot. But this often long, crowded trek gets wearying for adults—and its far
worse for kids. The rule is that kids can walk through the casinos, but they can’t
stop, even to gawk for a second at someone hitting a jackpot nearby. The casino
officials who will immediately hustle the child away are just doing their job, but,
boy, it's annoying.

So, take this (and what a hotel offers that kids might like) into consideration
when booking a room. Note also that those gorgeous hotel pools are often cold
(and again, sometimes closed altogether) and not very deep. They look like places
you would want to linger, but often (from a kid’s point of view) they are not. Plus,
the pools close early. Hotels want you inside gambling, not outside swimming,

Ultimately, though, if it’s a busy time, you'll have to nab any room you can,
especially if you get a price you like. How much time are you going to spend in
the room, anyway?

WHAT WILL | HAVE TO PAY?
The rack rate is the maximum rate that a hotel charges for a room. It’s the rate
youd get if you walked in off the street and asked for a room for the night.
Hardly anybody pays these prices, however, especially in Vegas, where prices
fluctuate wildly with demand and there are many ways around rack rates. Here
are some tips for landing a low rate:

* Don'’t be afraid to bargain. Get in the habit of asking for a lower price than
the first one quoted. Always ask politely whether a less expensive room is
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available than the first one mentioned, or whether any special rates apply to
you. If you belong to one of the players clubs at a hotel casino, you may be
able to secure a better deal on a hotel room. Of course, you will also be
expected to spend a certain amount of time, and money, gambling there. See
below for more details on players clubs.

Rely on a qualified professional. Certain hotels give travel agents dis-
counts in exchange for steering business their way, so if you're shy about bar-
gaining, an agent may be better equipped to negotiate discounts for you.
Dial direct. When booking a room in a chain hotel (The Flamingo, for
example), call the hotel’s local line, as well as the toll-free number, and see
where you get the best deal. A hotel makes nothing on a room that stays
empty. The clerk who runs the place is more likely to know about vacancies
and will often grant deep discounts in order to fill up.

Remember the law of supply and demand. Las Vegas hotels are most
crowded and therefore most expensive on weekends. So the best deals are
offered midweek, when prices can drop dramatically. If possible, go then. You
can also call the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority (@ 877/
VISIT-LV) to find out if an important convention is scheduled at the time of
your planned visit; if so, you might want to change your date. Some of the
most popular conventions are listed under “When to Go” in chapter 2.
Remember also that planning your vacation just a week before or after offi-
cial peak season can mean big savings.

Look into group or long-stay discounts. If you come as part of a large
group, you should be able to negotiate a bargain, since the hotel can then
guarantee occupancy in a number of rooms. Likewise, when youre planning
along stay in town (usually from 5 days to a week), you'll usually qualify for
a discount.

Avoid excess phone charges. When you book a room, find out before you
dial whether your hotel imposes a surcharge on local or long-distance calls.
A pay phone, however inconvenient, may save you money.

Beware of hidden extras. Almost all of the major hotels (Four Seasons is
one notable exception) charge extra for things that are always free in other
destinations, like health-club privileges. Expect to pay anywhere from $15
to $30 to use almost any hotel spa/health club. (We've noted these charges
in the listings that follow so that you won't be taken by surprise.)

Watch for coupons and advertised discounts. Scan ads in your local Sun-
day travel section, an excellent source for up-to-the-minute hotel deals.
“The Fun Book,” available from the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors
Authority (see above), offers some discounts on lodging,.

Consider a suite. If you are traveling with your family or another couple,
you can pack more people into a suite (which usually comes with a sofa
bed), and thereby reduce your per-person rate. Remember that some places
charge for extra guests and some don’t.

Investigate reservation services. These outfits usually work as consolida-
tors, buying up or reserving rooms in bulk and then dealing them out to
customers at a profit. Most of them offer online reservation services as well.
See the box on “Reservations Services,” above, for outfits that operate in the
Las Vegas area.

As far as prices go, keep in mind that our price categories are rough guidelines
at best. If you see a hotel that appeals to you, even if it seems out of your price
range, give them a call anyway. They might be having a special, a slow week, or



SOUTH STRIP 73

some kind of promotion, or they may just like the sound of your voice (we have
no other explanation for it). You could end up with a hotel in the “expensive”
category offering you a room for $35 a night. (Even Bellagio, which insists they
will never fall below a certain three-figure price, has been quietly offering rooms
for as low as $80 on certain nights.) Since it’s a toll-free call, it's worth a try.

Consider also, even if you think from the outset that this is your one and only
trip to Vegas, joining a hotel players club—or possibly every hotel’s players club.
This costs you nothing, and players/members often get nifty offers in the mail
for heavily discounted, and occasionally even free, rooms (plus meals, shows,
and so on). Players clubs reward you with freebies and discounts when you play
in their casinos, regardless of whether you win or not. Even as one luxury hotel
was firmly insisting their prices would never, ever fall below about $149 per
night, players club members were receiving invitations to stay for $89. How
much you have to play to get these deals varies, but if you are going to gamble
anyway, why not make it work more to your advantage?

We've classified all our hotel recommendations based on the average rack rate
that you can expect to be quoted for a double room on an average night (not
when the Consumer Electronics Show is in town, and not on New Year’s Eve).
Expect to pay a little less than this if you stay only Sunday to Thursday and a
little more than this if you stay Friday and Saturday.

Of course, you can expect signiﬁcant savings if you book a money-saving pack—
age deal, like those described in chapter 2. And on any given night when business
is slow, you might be able to stay at a “very expensive” hotel for a “moderate” price.

Note: All the casinos for the major hotels on the strip and Downtown (and a
few other ones) are reviewed in chapter 8.

VERY EXPENSIVE

Four Seasons Hotel Las Vegas &as ids Various mammoth Vegas hotels
attempt to position themselves as luxury resorts, insisting that service and fine
cotton sheets can be done on a mass scale. But there is only one true luxury
resort—in some people’s eyes, #he luxury resort—in town (see later in this chap-
ter for two more in Henderson!), located, on the top five floors of Mandalay Bay,
though in many ways, the Four Seasons is light-years away. A separate driveway
and portico entrance, plus an entire registration area, sets you up immediately.
This is the one fancy hotel in town where you are not greeted, even at a distance,
with the clash and clang of slots, and the general hubbub that is the soundtrack
to Vegas.

Inside the hotel, all is calm and quiet. But it’s really the best of both worlds—
all you have to do is walk through a door and instantly you are in Mandalay Bay,
with access to a casino, nightlife, and, yes, general hubbub. The difference is
quite shocking, and frankly, once you've experienced Vegas this way, it’s kind of
hard to go back to the constant sensory overload. So let’s scurry quickly back to
the womblike comfort of Four Seasons.

The rooms don’t look like much at first—slightly bland but in good taste—
but when you sink down into the furniture, you appreciate the fine quality. Here
at last is a Vegas hotel where they really don’t care if you ever leave your room,
so the beds have feather pillows and down comforters, robes are plush, and
amenities (such as safes, irons, voice mail, hair dryers, and VCRs) are really,
really nice. Since Four Seasons has the southernmost location on the Strip, its
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Strip-view rooms (the most expensive units) give you the whole incredible
panorama.

Service is superb (if they say 20 min. for room service, you can expect your

food in 19% min.). Your needs are anticipated so quickly that you’re tempted to
sink to the floor in the lobby because you know someone will have a chair under
your rear before you land. Children are encouraged and spoiled with welcome
gifts of toys and goodies, rooms are childproofed in advance, and the list of com-
forts available for the asking is a yard long. Once you factor in all the freebies
(gym/spa access, pool cabanas, various other amenities), not to mention the
service and the blessed peace, the difference in price between Four Seasons and
Bellagio (with all its hidden charges) is nothing.
3960 Las Vegas Bivd. S, Las Vegas, NV 89119. () 877/632-5000 or 702/632-5000. Fax 702/632-5195. www.
fourseasons.com. 424 units. $200-$500 double; from $400 suite. Extra person $30. Children 17 and under
stay free in parent’s room. AE, DC, DISC, MC, V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities: 2 restaurants; heated
outdoor pool with free cabanas and other luxury perks; elegant health club (free to guests) and spa;
concierge; car-rental desk; courtesy car; full 24-hr. business center with faxing, delivery, and secretarial serv-
ice; 24-hr. room service; in-room massage; babysitting; overnight laundry/dry-cleaning service; nonsmoking
rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: AIC, TV w/pay movies, dataport, minibar, fridge, coffeemaker, hair
dryer, iron and board, safe.

EXPENSIVE

Aladdin Resort & Casino & Note: As we were going to press, the belea-
guered and bankrupt Aladdin had just been bought by Planet Hollywood,
which, as of now, intends to rename, remodel, and restyle the property. This
process may or may not be under way by the time you read this, but at least you
won't be confused if there is a big blue globe out front, a new name, and lots of
cast-off clothes and props from various Hollywood movies enshrined inside.

It’s a bit of a pity, because the new Aladdin, rising on the ashes of the old
Vegas stalwart, which was desperately out of date, is a handsome building both
inside and out. The theme is a generic Middle East theme—you know, the sort
that pretends there is no significant difference between Egypt, Morocco, and
Turkey, which may be news to Egyptians, Moroccans, and Turks—best charac-
terized by one observer as “the Sahara with a billion dollars thrown at it.” Details
that indicate considerable thought went into the design are everywhere—what
other casino has actual tile work (clearly Moroccan in origin) throughout? But
all that work came at a price, hence a $700 million bankruptcy—the largest in
Nevada history.

That petty detail aside, this is already what a sexy, but distinctly Vegas, hotel
ought to be: a little bit of kitsch, a little bit of class, and all of it playful. And we
hope that the new owners will concentrate on maintaining and building on
these aspects. The rooms are not distinctive, but they are pleasing (except for the
beds; the money must have run out before buying the mattresses, which are
some of the most uncomfortable we've slept on), and the bathrooms can be
quite large, with a deep tub and separate glass shower, plus little Aladdin-lamp-
shaped faucets and exotic spice-scented amenities. Another plus is that the hotel
is constructed so that guests need to see little of the casino (a plus for you, a drag
for needed gambling revenue, and likely one of the first things the new owners
will change), while the pool area is decent but nothing spectacular.

And then there is the Desert Passage shopping area (p. 236), another one to
rival the capitalist ventures over at Caesars and The Venetian. This one is Arabian
Nights themed, all Casbah this and Sultan that. It’s impressive, to be sure, and bet-
ter still for the live-action touches such as jugglers, acrobats, and belly dancers who
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pop up regularly to entertain shoppers and add that hectic souk feel to the experi-
ence. Inside the Desert Passage are a number of terrific restaurants, including a
branch of New Orleans’s venerated Commander’s Palace (p. 128). The hotel also
has its own arena, the Center for the Performing Arts, which is attracting big
names back to Vegas. Finally, there is the Elemis spa &, maybe aesthetically
our hands-down local favorite; the owners (who also run Elemis in London) sent
their designers to Morocco for ideas, and it shows in this Medina-flavored facility;
just looking at it is pampering, and that’s before one of their people puts you in a
wrap and “dry float” (a womblike water bed—style cradle).

Allin all, the place teeters on the brink of a higher rating, and all we can hope

is that the new owners help push it over the hump, rather than in the other
direction. The place deserves it.
3667 Las Vegas Blvd. S., Las Vegas, NV 89109. @ 877/333-WISH (333-9474) or 702/785-5555. Fax
702/785-5558. www.aladdincasino.com. 2,567 units. $99 and up double. Extra person $30, no discount for
children. AE, DC, DISC, MC, V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities: Casino; performing-arts center; show-
room; 15 restaurants; 7 bars/lounges; 2 outdoor pools; health club and spa; Jacuzzi; sauna; concierge; tour
desk; car-rental desk; business center; shopping arcade; 24-hr. room service; in-room massage; babysitting;
laundry/dry-cleaning service; nonsmoking rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: AIC, TV w/pay movies, dat-
aport, high-speed Internet access (for a fee), hair dryer, iron and board, safe.

Mandalay Bay &% Lets hope the extreme southern Strip location doesnt
make you overlook Mandalay Bay, as it’s one of our favorite hotels. Why? Well,
we love that the lobby (impossibly high ceilings, calm, gleaming with marble, and
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housing a large aquarium) and the other public areas really do make this scem
more like an actual resort hotel than just a Vegas version of one. You don't have
to walk through the casino to get to any of these public areas or the guest-room
elevators, the pool area is spiffy, and the whole complex is marginally less con-
fusing and certainly less overwhelming than some of the neighboring behemoths.

We wouldn’t say it really evokes colonial Southeast Asia—oh, maybe around
the edges, if you squint, thanks to the odd bit of foliage or Balinese carving. This
may well keep out the gawkers, who are looking for bigger visual thrills, but we
find a place whose theme doesn’t bop you over the head refreshing.

Note that a new tower with 1,000 rooms is set to open sometime in 2004.
Good news, especially because the complex has also opened a huge convention
center, which is reported to be entirely booked for the upcoming year. If true,
rooms will likely cost more and be harder to get.

The rooms are among the most desirable on the Strip (king rooms are more
attractive than doubles), spacious and subdued in decor. Tropical influence
seems to be limited to faux leopard-skin chairs by the workeables, and planta-
tion shutter doors to closets and the bathroom (unfortunately, the bathroom’s
shutter doors seem to not entirely join together, leaving an open gap of varying
size). King beds have large, carved headboard posts and firm mattresses. The
bathrooms are the crowning glory, probably the best on the Strip; they’re down-
right large, with impressive, slightly sunken tubs, glassed-in showers, double
sinks, and separate water closets, plus fab amenities and lots of them. (Bathrobes
are available on request.)

Service overall is pretty good, and those pool-area employees are the tops in
Vegas, though there were no security guards at the guest elevators. A monorail
system connects the hotel with Luxor and Excalibur, which are located in the
heart of the Strip action, and this should more than help you get over any feel-
ings of isolation.

The restaurants in Mandalay Bay feature some of the most innovative interi-
ors in Vegas, each one more whimsical and imaginative than the last. Even if you
don’t eat at the hotel, drop in and poke around the restaurants. Aureole, a
branch of Charlie Palmer’s renowned New York City restaurant, the Border
Grill, Red Square, and the buffet are reviewed in chapter 6. And then there’s
rumjungle, which features a dramatically skewered, all-you-can-eat, multi-
course Brazilian feast, which you'll enjoy while listening to world-beat drums,
surrounded by walls of fire and water and other striking visual features. More
casual food can be found at the House of Blues, whose Southern delicacies are
often quite palate pleasing; HOB is probably the best place in town to see rock
bands. Mandalay Bay has a showroom and a separate arena, which was inaugu-
rated by none other than Luciano Pavarotti, and currently offers Mamma Mia,
the Broadway musical of ABBA songs. See chapter 10 for details on the hotel’s
major nightlife offerings. There’s also a big, comfortable casino, airier and less
claustrophobic than most, plus three bars, often featuring live music (including
rock impersonator acts) at night.

There are no fewer than four pools (entering this area is like going to a water
park, thanks to upgraded security—al/ guests, regardless of age, must show a
room key—and general size), including the touted wave pool, which is unfortu-
nately a classic example of Vegas bait-and-switch. It was supposed to feature
waves of various sizes, from “Barely There” to “Stun,” breaking on a sand-covered
beach. But it turned out that the waves couldn’t be turned on full force, as the
pool was too short and surfers went crashing into the concrete lip at the end. Still,
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bobbing in the miniwaves is delightful, as is floating happily in the lazy river
(tubes available for rental—we say, save some bucks and share a tube with friends,
taking turns using it). All in all, this area alone makes this resort a top choice for
families. What doesn’t is the new topless swimming area that opened in 2003.
The health club is sufficiently stocked to give you a good workout (it should
be, as they charge guests $22 per day to use it). The spa area proper—featuring
hot and warm pools, plus a cold plunge—is exotically designed, as close to those
found in the Turkish spas in Eastern Europe as we've come across, though with-
out the patina (read: weathered decay) of decades or centuries, which can be a
good thing. Load up on that rich moisturizer when dressing—it costs $17 a bot-
tle in the store outside the door.
3950 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (at Hacienda Ave.), Las Vegas, NV 89119. @ 877/632-7000 or 702/632-7000. Fax
702/632-7228. www.mandalaybay.com. 3,309 units. From $99 standard double; from $149 suite; from $149
House of Blues Signature Rooms. Extra person $35, no discount for children. AE, DC, DISC, MC, V. Free self- and
valet parking. Amenities: Casino; 12,000-seat events center; 1,700-seat performing-arts theater; 13 restau-
rants; 4 outdoor pools; health club and spa; Jacuzzi; sauna; watersports equipment/rental; concierge; tour desk;
business center; 24-hr. room service; in-room massage; babysitting; laundry service; dry cleaning; nonsmoking
rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: AIC, TV w/pay movies, dataport, hair dryer, iron and board, safe.

MGM Grand Hotel & Casino g &ids  Vegas goes back and forth on its posi-
tion on whether size does matter, and the MGM Grand is a perfect example of
that. When it first opened, the massive glaring green behemoth was the largest
hotel in town, with a casino to match—and its owners were mighty proud of it,
boasting still further of their family-appropriateness, as typified by the theme
park that was originally in the back. But times and emphasis change, and with
everyone else in Vegas moving away from the pseudo-family-friendly direction
to the whole luxury-resort persona, the MGM Grand had no choice but to fol-
low. So if you book here thinking your kids are still welcome, you should think
again. The amusement park in the back is gone, and so is the Wizard of Oz
theme that originally gave the hotel its identity. Instead, there are striptease
shows and a lounge called Tabu. That sort of thing certainly sends a message.

Consider also the place’s size. The hotel management now downplays the
once touted hugeness, trying to pretend that the really big casino is actually sev-
eral medium-big casinos. Whatever. Despite plenty of signage, it is still a
lengthy, confusing schlep from anywhere to anywhere. The 80 42-inch TV
monitors (apprising registering guests of hotel happenings) in the otherwise
lovely and vast white-marble lobby only add to the chaotic confusion a guest
might feel—all the worse if you are toting kids. (At least the lobby is now imme-
diately accessible from the outside world.)

On the absolute plus side, we are just knocked out by the Grand Tower
rooms. No cookie-cutter, generic, upscale-but-forgettably-bland furniture
here—instead, it's a modern-day homage to 1930s moderne, all clean, curvy
lines, good wood, and a fun palette of colors, plus black-and-white movie-star
glamour photos. The results are some of the most distinctive rooms on the
Strip—and even if there are a heck of a lot of them, they are the best choice in
town in their price range. The Emerald Tower rooms (about 700 of the hotel’s
total rooms) are a whole lot less grand. The remnants of the old Marina Hotel,
these rooms are plainer (and smaller by about 100 sq. ft.) and more run of the
mill (though the windows have shutters, which is semi-nifty). The expanded
pool area is another victory, with several choices for dunking including a lazy
river (though we wish portions of it weren't closed off for nonsummer months).
Opverall, report guests, the staff couldn’t be more friendly and helpful.
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MGM houses a prestigious assemblage of dining rooms, among them the
Wolfgang Puck Café, Emeril Lagasse’s New Orleans Fish House, and Mark
Miller’s Coyote Cafe. These, along with buffet offerings and the Rainforest
Cafe, are reviewed in chapter 6.

As befits a behemoth of this size, there’s an appropriately gigantic casino. The
family-friendly EFX Alive! has closed, and a new (as yet unnamed) Cirque du
Soleil show is due to open in 2004. Plus, there’s La Femme, a very adult topless
show; a hot new lounge, Tabus nightclub Studio 54; a headliner showroom; and
a larger events arena that hosts sporting events and bigger concerts. See chapter
10 for details on all the nightlife options.

The Lion Habitat is reviewed on p. 183.

The MGM Grand’s spa is a Zen-Asian minimalist wonder, all natural stone
and aged wood. The services offered are quite marvelous—for a romantic out-
ing or a Mother’s Day treat, try the half-day full services and private room (it’s
a mere $400, but for what you get, it might be worth the price). The state-of-
the-art health club is larger than most, with some serious machines, including
ones equipped with fancy computer video monitors (it'll cost you $25 to work
up a sweat here most of the day, but you can use the gym facilities only, without
the whirlpools and other amenities of the spa, for only $10 after 6pm).

The swimming pool area is a rousing success. The 6.6 acres of landscaped
grounds feature five pools, including the longest lazy river in town.

Its not a family-friendly hotel anymore, but it still offers the MGM Grand
Youth Center, a first-rate facility for children ages 3 to 16, which has separate areas
for different age groups. The center has a playhouse and tumbling mats for tod-
dlers, a game room, extensive arts-and-crafts equipment, video games, a dining
area, and a large-screen TV/VCR for children’s movies. Call @ 702/891-3200 for
details and prices.

3799 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (at Tropicana Ave.), Las Vegas, NV 89109. @ 800/929-1111 or 702/891-7777. Fax
702/891-1030. www.mgmgrand.com. 5,034 units. $69-$329 standard double; $99-$2,500 suite. Extra person
$25. Children under 13 stay free in parent's room. AE, DC, DISC, MC, V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities:
Casino; events arena; showroom; cabaret theater; 2 wedding chapels; 14 restaurants; outdoor pool; health club
and spa; Jacuzzi; sauna; youth center; game room/video arcade; concierge; tour desk; car-rental desk; business

center; 24-hr. room service; in-room massage; babysitting; laundry service; dry cleaning; nonsmoking rooms;
executive-level rooms. In room: A/IC, TV wipay movies, dataport, hair dryer, iron and board, safe.

Monte Carlo Resort & Casino & When it was built, the massive Monte
Carlo was the world’s seventh-largest hotel. Its now considerably overshadowed
by its high-profile, more theme-intensive brethren. Entering it is still nice, as it
comes off more as a European casino hotel alternative (before Bellagio usurped
that position), replete with Corinthian colonnades, triumphal arches and big
and busy statuary, with an entranceway opening onto a bustling casino. A sepa-
rate entrance in the rear of the hotel leads to a splendid marble-floored, crystal-
chandeliered lobby evocative of a European grand hotel. We love that the guest
rooms are accessible without going through the casino, but we hate that said
rooms are somewhat dingy and badly in need of a makeover, with dinky bath-
rooms. The pool area, once the very last word in local pool fun, is now put to
shame by better versions (including superior lazy rivers) over at Mandalay Bay
and the MGM Grand. It does have a number of child/family/budget-friendly
restaurants. All in all, just about last on our list of second-choice hotels, but a
serious room redo, plus some work on the pool area, could move it up fast.
The Monte Carlo’s Pub & Brewery and Dragon Noodle Co. are described
in chapter 6. In addition, there is a highly recommended branch of the classic



SOUTH STRIP 79

Downtown French restaurant Andre’s (p. 163). There’s a large and overly ornate
casino, plus a lavish showroom that currently hosts the recommended show by
magician Lance Burton (p. 253).

Monte Carlo’s health club and spa is nothing special, but then again, it’s $17
for 1 day’s access, which is cheaper than the fee at most other hotels.
3770 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (between Flamingo Rd. and Tropicana Ave.), Las Vegas, NV 89109. @) 800/311-8999
or 702/730-7777. Fax 702/730-7250. www.monte-carlo.com. 3,002 units. Sun-Thurs $59-$179 double,
Fri-Sat $109-$269 double; $149-$339 suite. Extra person $25, no discount for children. AE, DC, DISC, MC,
V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities: Casino; showroom; wedding chapel; 7 restaurants; large wave
pool with lazy-river ride and separate kiddie pool; 3 night-lit tennis courts with full services and equipment
rental; health club and spa; Jacuzzi; sauna; watersports equipment/rental; video arcade; concierge; tour desk;
business center; 24-hr. room service; in-room massage; babysitting; laundry service; dry cleaning; nonsmok-
ing rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: AIC, TV w/pay movies, dataport, hair dryer, iron and board.

New York-New York Hotel & Casino g ids Isn't this exactly the kind of
hotel you think about—or dream about or fear—when you think “Las Vegas™?
There it is, a jumbled pile mock-up of the venerable Manhattan skyline, the
Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, the Public Library, all crammed
together, along with the 150-foot Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island, all built to
approximately one-third scale. And as if that weren't enough, they threw in a
roller coaster running around the outside and into the hotel and casino itself.

And inside, it all gets better. There are details everywhere—so many, in fact,
that the typical expression on the face of casino-goers is slack-jawed wonder. If
you enter the casino via the Brooklyn Bridge (the walkway from the Strip), you'll
find yourself in a replica of Greenwich Village, down to the cobblestones, the
manhole covers, the tenement-style buildings, and the graffiti. (Yes, they even
re-created that. You should see the subway station.) The reception area and
lobby are done in an Art Deco, golden-age-of-Manhattan style; you'll feel like
breaking into a 1930s musical number while standing there. It’s a wow! all right.
The word subtle was obviously not in the lexicon of the designers. We will leave
it to you to decide, based on your own aesthetic values, if all this is a good or
bad thing. Lets just say that to us, it’s very, very good indeed. Because this is
exactly what we come to Vegas for—unbridled, unrepentant, theme-gone-wild.

Upstairs—oh, yes, there’s much more—is the arcade, which is Coney
Island—themed (naturally), and just as crowded as the real thing. Kids play
boardwalk games in the hopes of winning tickets redeemable for cheap prizes.
(Youre never too young to start learning about gambling.) The line for the roller
coaster (lengthy at this writing) starts here. There are many restaurants, all
housed in buildings that fit the theme of whatever New York neighborhood is
represented in that particular part of the hotel.

Rooms are housed in different towers, each with a New York-inspired name.
Truthfully, the place is so massive and mazelike that finding your way to your
room can take a while. There are 64 different styles of rooms, and most are quite
smashing (oddly, the style diminishes in inverse proportion to the size of the
room). Essentially, each is done up in Art Deco style: various shades of inlaid
wood, rounded tops on the armoires and headboards, brown and wood colors
dominating. Some of the rooms are downright tiny (just like New York again!),
however, and in those rooms all this massively detailed decoration can be over-
whelming, if not suffocating. The bathrooms are also small, but have black-mar-
ble-topped sinks, which again lend a glamorous ’20s feel. The toiletries come in
bottles shaped like the New York City skyline—these are the sorts of goodies
you'll want to stash in your suitcase to take home! Light sleepers should request
a room away from the roller coaster.
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Cranks would have us note that coming here is not like going to the real New
York. On the other hand, given how crowded it is (everyone wants to come
check it out and stays to play) and how noisy, it kind of is just like being in New
York. Especially with the all-too-realistic traffic and parking nightmares.

Note: There are a few visual references to the World Trade Center at the
resort—it was not a part of the faux skyline, luckily, but at this writing it pops
up in photos, paintings and murals. Movingly, locals and visitors started an
impromptu memorial to September 11 by leaving notes and flowers on the fence
surrounding the property. The hotel decided to make it permanent, placing a
glass box featuring a rotating exhibit of those same tributes. Its at the corner of
Tropicana and the Strip.

There’s a small health club and spa, and the mediocre pool is right next to the
parking lot.

In addition to a number of more-than-decent restaurants, including reliable
Italian chain Il Fornaio, there are several festive and beautifully decorated bars
throughout the property. Hamilton’s is a sophisticated cigar bar, owned by
perennially tanned and good-natured actor George Hamilton. It’s a clubby, Art
Deco, seriously priced smoking den that would not be out of place in the real
New York City. Coyote Ugly is a party-hearty bar where dancing on furniture
is encouraged, and the female bartenders are hired just to be sassy. At the Bar at
Times Square, a lighted ball drops every night at midnight to re-create the
famous New Year’s Eve event in the real location. New Year’s Eve every night:
A terrific promotion, or hell on earth? In August 2003, a new—topless and
adults-only—Cirque du Soleil production, Zumanity, opened to acclaim. See
chapter 10 for more on the hotel’s nightlife.

The main casino area is done as Central Park, complete with trees, babbling
brooks, streetlamps, and footbridges. The change carts are little yellow cabs.
3790 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (at Tropicana Ave.), Las Vegas, NV 89109. (@) 800/693-6763 or 702/740-6969. Fax
702/740-6920. www.nynyhotelcasino.com. 2,033 units. Sun-Thurs from $59 double, Fri-Sat from $109 double.
Extra person $20, no discount for children. AE, DC, DISC, MC, V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities:
Casino; showrooms; 10 restaurants; outdoor pool; small health club and spa; Jacuzzi; sauna; video arcade with
carnival midway games; concierge; tour desk; 24-hr. room service; laundry service; dry cleaning; nonsmoking

rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: AIC, TV w/pay movies, dataport, high-speed Internet access (for a fee),
hair dryer, iron and board, safe.

Tropicana Resort & Casino & As we go to press, the Trop’s future remains
in doubt. No formal announcement will be made before the end of 2003, but
the hotel has, at this point, stopped taking bookings past April 2004, which may
or may not tell you something. The rumors are it will be torn down and in its
place will be erected two miniresorts of 2,000 rooms each. We'd like to say we
are sorry—and in a nostalgic way we are, but really, the Trop has seen better
days. Once known for its lavish tropical resort stylings, it's now more than a lit-
tle worn around the edges, especially when compared with its splashy neighbors.
The birds and other wildlife are gone, which makes things a little less messy, but
the tacky “Garden rooms” are still around and ought to be demolished ASAP.
Gone also is the outside light show.

Rooms—well, think a clean *70’s motel room, but a little bit nicer. Unless you're
a Jimmy Buffet fan, you are better off staying in the Paradise tower, where the
rooms are slightly bigger and much easier on the eyes—mock provincial, to be sure
(check out the plaster molding and ceiling cornices—a curious and welcome little
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ﬁ(?ds Family-Friendly Hotels

We've said it before, and we'll say it again: Vegas is simply not a good
place to bring your kids. Most of the major hotels are backing away
from being perceived as places for families. But if you want to make it
a family trip, here are our recommendations, based, if not on overall
kid-friendly attitude, at least on elements that make it appealing for
families.

In addition to the suggestions below, you might consider choosing
a noncasino hotel, particularly a reliable chain, and a place with kitch-
enettes. See "East of the Strip,” later in this chapter, for details on sev-
eral such choices.

e Circus Circus Hotel/Casino (p. 104) Centrally located on the Strip, this
is our first choice if you're traveling with the kids. The hotel's mezza-
nine level offers ongoing circus acts daily from 11am to midnight,
dozens of carnival games, and an arcade with more than 300 video
and pinball games. And behind the hotel is a full amusement park.
Excalibur (p. 82) Owned by the Mandalay Bay Resort Group, Excal-
ibur features a whole floor of midway games, a large video-game
arcade, free shows for kids (puppets, jugglers, and magicians), and
thrill cinemas. It also has child-oriented eateries and shows.

Four Seasons (p. 73) For free goodies, service, and general child-
pampering, the costly Four Seasons is probably worth the dough
(your kids will be spoiled!).

Luxor Las Vegas (p. 83) Another Mandalay Bay Resort Group prop-
erty. Kids will enjoy the Games of the Gods Arcade, an 18,000-
square-foot video-game arcade that showcases Sega’s latest game
technologies. Another big attraction here is the “Secrets of the
Luxor Pyramid,” a high-tech adventure/thrill ride using motion
simulators and IMAX film.

MGM Grand Hotel & Casino (p. 77) This resort houses a state-of-
the-art video-game arcade and carnival midway. A unique offering
here is a youth center for hotel guests ages 3 to 16, with separate
sections for different age groups. Its facilities range from a play-
house and tumbling mats for toddlers to extensive arts-and-crafts
materials for the older kids. There is also a terrific pool area. The
whole property is a perennial favorite with families.

New York-New York (p. 79) Over-stimulating and hectic, for sure,
but between the roller coaster and the Coney Island-style Midway, not
to mention just looking around, this has many options for children
(though going almost anywhere requires walking through the casino).
Ritz-Carlton, Lake Las Vegas (p. 119) Like the Four Seasons, it's
costly, but with so many recreational activities, and the Lake Las
Vegas setting (well out of the way of the path of Sin City—although
parents can make nighttime getaways thanks to the hotel’s babysit-
ting services), it offers a lot over the regular Vegas resorts.
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touch), but it all appears less shabby and more fresh. Bathrooms are also bigger
here, but dull, except for the ones with Jacuzzi tubs. Even without the wildlife, the
pool area is among the best around and is the place’s biggest draw. Note, however,
that their touted swim-up blackjack is seasonal (read: summer only).

Calypsos (p. 134), the 24-hour coffee shop, is a good value, as are the Trop’s

buffet (p. 166) offerings. There’s a good-looking casino, and the Casino Leg-
ends Hall of Fame (p. 178) has the largest collection of gaming chips in the
world, along with other gambling doodads and ephemera. The showroom cur-
rently hosts the Folies Bergere revue (p. 251).
3801 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (at Tropicana Ave.), Las Vegas, NV 89109. @) 888/826-8767 or 702/739-2222. Fax
702/739-2469. www.tropicanalv.com. 1,878 units. $79-$229 double. Extra person $20. Children under 18
stay free in parent's room. AE, DC, DISC, MC, V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities: Casino; showrooms;
wedding chapel; 8 restaurants; 3 outdoor pools; small health club and spa; video arcade; concierge; tour desk;
car-rental desk; 24-hr. room service; laundry service; dry cleaning; nonsmoking rooms; executive-level rooms.
In room: AIC, TV w/pay movies, dataport; minifridge in some rooms, hair dryer, iron and board, safes.

MODERATE

Boardwalk Hotel & Casino  This is just like a Holiday Inn—in fact, up until
recently, it was a Holiday Inn, but in Vegas you gotta have a theme, and the hotel
underwent an extensive renovation to give it a more attractive Coney Island and
Boardwalk flavor, inside and especially out. The facade is kind of fun, with
clowns and games and mannequins dressed in turn-of-the-last-century clothes.
Of course, all this is completely eclipsed by New York-New York, which is just a
few doors (in Strip terms) down. After all, the roller coaster on the outside of this
hotel is just a facade, while New York—New York’s coaster is real. The whole prop-
erty is now owned by the MGM MIRAGE Corp, which hasn’t done anything
special to the place, but does mean a certain amount of quality control.

You don’t have to walk through the casino to get to the lobby, which is a plus,
as is the hotel’s coveted Strip location. On the other hand, it’s a bit pricey for
what you get—standard Holiday Inn hotel rooms.

3750 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (between Harmon and Tropicana aves.), Las Vegas, NV 89109. @) 800/635-4581 or
702/735-2400. Fax 702/730-3166. www.hiboardwalk.com. 653 units. $39-$139 double; $295-$495 1-bedroom
suite; $495-$895 2-bedroom suite. Extra person $15. Children under 13 stay free in parent's room. AE, DC, DISC,
MG, V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities: Casino; showroom; 4 restaurants; outdoor pool; small exercise

room; tour desk; car-rental desk; 24-hr. room service; coin-op washers and laundry service; dry cleaning; non-
smoking rooms. /n room: AIC, TV w/pay movies, dataport, coffeemaker, hair dryer, iron and board.

Excalibur & @ds Now zhis is kitsch. One of the largest resort hotels in the
world, Excalibur (aka “the Realm”) is a gleaming white, turreted castle complete
with moat, drawbridge, battlements, and lofty towers. And it's huger than huge.

You know, as much as we might publicly stand in favor of quiet good taste,
there is a part of our soul that is secretly thrilled by overblown fantasy locations—
it’s so authentically Vegas. And so we just pray that the Lords of Taste never touch
Excalibur, and it is allowed to forever run amok with sword and sorcery imagery.
Actually, the decorating fairies have already made some quiet changes (the deep
reds in the public areas have been switched to creams), but nothing that really sul-
lies the silliness. (Have fun by having the hotel page you and your friends: “Lady
Doe to the white courtesy phone” or “Sir Jones to the house phone.” Really, they
do this.) There are some ominous rumblings in keeping with the rest of Vegass
careening away from the “family-friendly” image—gone is the Animatronic
dragon and wizard show out front, and inside, where a nice horse show used to
be, there is a male stripper act, Thunder from Down Under. The hotel remains big
and chaotic, thanks to a sprawling casino full of families and small-time gamblers,
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which is located smack dab in the middle of everything, including, naturally, the
path between you and the elevators to your room.

Rooms are done in neutrals (a little too much brown for our tastes). They
have vague heraldic overtones and, given the price, are perhaps the best bet on
the Strip for the budget-minded. Note that none of the bathrooms have tubs,
just showers. Guests who have stayed in Tower 2 have complained about the
noise from the roller coaster across the street at New York—New York. (It runs
till 11pm, so early birds should probably stay in a different part of the hotel.)
Frankly, we prefer stopping in for a visit rather than actually settling in here, but
we know others who love the price and the authentic Vegas-tacky atmosphere.

The second floor holds the Medieval Village, where Excaliburs restaurants
and shops are peppered along winding streets and alleyways, a sort of permanent
Renaissance Faire, which could be reason enough to stay away (or to come). On
the Village’s “Jester’s Stage,” jugglers, puppeteers, and magicians amuse guests
with free 20-minute performances throughout the day. Up here you can access
the enclosed, air-conditioned, moving sidewalk that connects with the Luxor.
There are plenty of restaurants, including the buffet (p. 167). Excalibur won our
hearts forever by installing a branch of Krispy Kreme doughnuts on the second
level, on the way to the Luxor walkway. The Tournament of Kings (p. 256) is
a medieval-style dinner show, and there’s a very loud, claustrophobic casino.
3850 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (at Tropicana Ave.), Las Vegas, NV 89109. @ 800/937-7777 or 702/597-7777. Fax
702/597-7163. www.excaliburlasvegas.com. 4,008 units. $49 and up double. Extra person $15. Children
under 13 stay free in parent’s room. AE, DC, DISC, MC, V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities: Casino;
showrooms; wedding chapel; 11 restaurants; outdoor pool; video arcade; concierge; tour desk; car-rental
desk; shopping arcade; 24-hr. room service; laundry service; dry cleaning; nonsmoking rooms. /n room: A/IC,
TV w/pay movies, dataport, hair dryer.

Luxor Las Vegas &k (kids Another hotel that thrills us to our very kitsch-wor-
shipping souls. How happy you, who share our aesthetic taste—or lack thereof—
will be when you behold the main hotel, a 30-story onyx-hued pyramid, complete
with a really tall 315,000-watt light beam at the top. (The Luxor says that’s
because the Egyptians believed their souls would travel up to heaven in a beam of
light. We think it’s really because it gives them something to brag about: “The
most powerful beam on earth!”) You'll be giddy when you spy replicas of Cleopa-
tra’s Needle and the Sphinx gracing the outside. And when you get inside, and see
the towering statues of Ramses and overhear the talking Animatronic camels, well,
you might not care that the lobby tries also to be classy, vaguely Art Deco (influ-
enced by Egyptian Revival, remember) marble and cherrywood. You will just want
to ride the 39-degree high-speed “inclinators”—that’s what an elevator is when
it works inside a pyramid. (Really, they are part conveyance, part thrill ride—check
out that jolt when they come to a halt!) Great fun, the Luxor, you can gather. Not
as impressive as the real landmarks in the real Egypt, of course. But you knew that.

Once you stop laughing (or screaming) at what greets you, you should be quite
pleased with this hotel. Rooms in the pyramid open onto the vast center that
contains the casino—indeed, ground-level rooms open more or less right into the
action (though many of these have been turned into offices), so if you want only a
short drunken stumble back to your room, these are for you. Otherwise, ask for a
room higher up. The pyramid rooms cross Egyptian kitsch with Art Deco stylings,
including gleaming inlaid wood furniture and a hilarious hieroglyphic bedspread.
Marvelous views are offered through the slanted windows (the higher up the better,
of course), but the bathrooms are shower-only, no tubs. Tower rooms (an expan-
sion put additional rooms in a tower rather than another pyramid. Drat!) are even
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heavier on the Egyptian motif (with huge armoires housing the TVs and closet
space), pleasing in a campy way but not as aesthetically successful. The bathrooms,
however, including deep tubs, are better, so it might be a worthwhile tradeoff.
Regardless of which room you get, these are some of the few rooms in Las Vegas
that stand out. You know you are in the Luxor when you find yourself surrounded
by unique, charming room design, as opposed to the cookie-cutter room decor usu-
ally found elsewhere in town. Especially desirable is a group of suites with glam-
orous Art Deco elements, private sitting rooms, refrigerators, and, notably,
whirlpools by the window (enabling you to soak under the stars at night). And we
would love to meet the person who rents the 4,000-square-foot luxury suite at the
top of the tower.

The Luxor’s Pharaoh’s Pheast buffet (p. 167) offers a cool archaeological-dig
atmosphere. The hotel’s high-tech nightclub Ra (p. 269) is a happening nightspot.
Two notable attractions here are King Tut’s Tomb & Museum (p. 180) and the
Luxor IMAX Theater (p. 182).

3900 Las Vegas Blvd. S. (between Reno and Hacienda aves.), Las Vegas, NV 81119. @ 800/288-1000 or 702/
262-4000. Fax 702/262-4478. www.luxor.com. 4,400 units. Sun~Thurs $49 and up double, Fri-Sat $99 and up
double; $149 and up whirlpool suite, $249-$800 other suites. Extra person $25. Children under 12 stay free in
parent's room. AE, DC, DISC, MC, V. Free self- and valet parking. Amenities: Casino; showrooms; 10 restaurants;
5 outdoor pools; health club and spa; 18,000-sq.-ft. video arcade with the latest Sega games and more;

concierge; tour desk; car-rental desk; business center; shopping arcade; 24-hr. room service; dry cleaning; non-
smoking rooms; executive-level rooms. In room: AIC, TV w/pay movies, dataports, hair dryer, iron and board.

INEXPENSIVE

Orleans & @ae The Orleans is owned by the same company that owns the
Barbary Coast and Gold Coast casinos. Its a little out of the way, and there is
virtually nothing around it, but with a 12-screen movie complex, complete with
a food court and day-care center, a bowling alley, plus a new 9,000-seat arena for
a minor-league hockey team (but also available for concerts and the like), this is
a reasonable alternative to staying on the hectic Strip. Plus, there is a shuttle that
runs continuously to the Barbary Coast on the Strip. The facade is aggressively
fake New Orleans, more reminiscent of Disneyland than the actual Big Easy.
Inside it's much of the same. But a bright casino (complete with Cajun and
zydeco music over the loudspeakers) and a policy of handing out Mardi Gras
beads at all the restaurants and bars (ask if you haven’t gotten yours) make for a
pleasantly festive atmosphere.

If the prices hold true (as always, they can vary), this hotel is one of the best
bargains in town, despite the location, though the staff can be rotten, which can
seriously sour a bargain experience. The rooms are nice enough and you'll find the
largest standard rooms in town, or so the hotel claims. They all have a definite
New Orleans—French feel. Each is L-shaped, with a seating alcove by the windows,
and comes complete with an old-fashioned overstuffed chair and sofa. The beds
have brass headboards, the lamps (including some funky iron floor lamps) look
antique, and lace curtains flutter at the windows. The one drawback is that all
these furnishings, and the busy floral decorating theme, make the room seem
crowded (particularly down by the seating area in front of the bathrooms). Still,
it’s meant to evoke a cozy, warm Victorian parlor, which traditionally is very over-
crowded, so maybe its successful after all. There are 1,400 brand-new rooms in a
newly built tower, and th