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tepping onto Fremont Street on a Sunday morning,
I feel a bit like Alice who slid down the tunnel in
pursuit of the White Rabbit. However, I was not
pursuing anything so exotic; I was fleeing from the
glaring lights and the siren song of Vegas’ famed
casinos. The casinos, they are everywhere.
In fact, at the airport in Vegas, it was not snack kiosks
or make-up stores that had welcomed me but a row of slot
machines. Blinking and beckoning, they declared in no
uncertain terms, “Welcome to Las Vegas!”
Even at my hotel, far away from the sounds and lights of
the blockbuster casinos, I have to pass through a range of
slot machines and card tables before I can even get to the
reception desk. I step out soon after in search of some fresh
air and entertainment. Walking aimlessly, I reach Fremont
Street. And promptly turn into Alice.

The lights
never dim in
Las Vegas.
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The Vegas of gambling and glamour I have seen in countless
movies and books had not prepared me for this. I can’t
believe that I ever wondered what a non-gambler like me
would do there. A local rock band has set up a stage on a
busy crossing and is going at it full throttle. It seems too
early in the evening for such a performance but as I soon
discover, it is bright through the day – and night – on this
covered, pedestrian-only stretch. The band attracts large
crowds of tourists, which means that other buskers soon set
up shop close to the audience.
Down the road a tiny kiosk has another board advertising
‘Big Balls’ (all in plastic, never fear). Next to it, a hairstylist
is busy placing electric blue wigs of different lengths on an
admiring customer. I can barely tear my eyes off that, when
I notice half a dozen disembodied legs hanging from the
racks of another shop, selling designer leggings.
To someone like me visiting Las Vegas for the first time,
it all feels so surreal. Trying to take it all in, I suddenly hear
a loud wheeeee...from the ceiling. I look up to catch half a
dozen people tethered to ropes zip lining from one end of
the street to another. By then all the lights have come on in
Fremont Street, and the circus-like feel gets intensified.
For most visitors, this sin city is equal to the Strip (also
known as Las Vegas Strip) – the long stretch of road on
which the mammoth hotels and casinos are located. Here in
Fremont Street, I see a young lady who has taken this word
literally, and is wearing a costume of doubtful decency.
Nobody bats an eyelid and in fact, men and women
alike stand next to her for photographs in exchange for
precious dollars.

132

JetWings January 2017

Kobby Dagan / Shutterstock.com; Charukesi Ramadurai

BEYOND THE GLAMOUR

Above: People zip
lining under Fremont
Street canopy.
Below: A tiny kiosk
selling fancy plastic
balls and other
knick-knacks.

Early next morning, my first stop is at the Mob Museum
– mob being not a short form for anything, but literally
meaning the mafia.
The museum is a fascinating repository of trivia about
organised crime in the country. From bootlegging to high
stakes betting, the history of criminal activities is laid bare
in the museum. Apart from still photographs and detailed
signboards, there are interactive exhibits and even a chilling
AV presentation. I pose poker-faced in a police line-up room
and then pout with a mock revolver in another. Of course, I
feel sheepish about it later, but then I blame it on the crazy
Vegas air and move on.
Somewhere in a quiet corner, I come upon this quote from
Al Capone, “I’m sick of it. I’d give half my fortune to get
out of it.” And while this does not condone either Capone or
his ilk, it does present a slightly human side to him, just for
a moment.

DID YOU KNOW?
There are 300 weddings a day in Vegas.
Water structures in Las Vegas, such
as fountains and man-made lakes, use
something called grey water, which is
recycled water from sinks, baths
and showers.
The Strip is considered the brightest
place on Earth when looked at from
outer space.
Vegas hasn’t always been a gambling
hotspot – not legally anyway. The city
was founded in 1905 but a federal antigambling law shut down the betting
in 1910.
More than 41 million people visit Las
Vegas each year.
Music legend Elvis Presley performed
837 consecutive sold out shows at the
Las Vegas Hilton (now known as LVH–Las
Vegas Hotel and Casino).
Vegas has a ‘black book’, a list of people
who are banned from setting foot in any
casino in the city.
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AH, VEGAS!

Above: At the Cirque
du Soleil show of Love.
Below: The 100
Years of Made Men
Wall profiles some of
the most notorious
mobsters
and gangsters.
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QUICK FAC T S
GETTING THERE

Jet Airways operates daily flights to Paris
from Mumbai. From here you can fly with
our codeshare partner Delta Air Lines to Las
Vegas. You can also drive down to Vegas
from Los Angeles, which is 434 km away
(about 4 hours). Jet Airways operates daily
flights to Amsterdam from Mumbai and New
Delhi. Fly with our codeshare partner Delta
Air Lines to LA.
ACCOMMODATION

Vegas offers a plethora of options, right
from luxury hotels to cosy homestays, B&Bs
and hostels.
FOR MORE INFORMATION

Log on to www.thebrandusa.com

The grandeur of
Grand Canyon cannot
be described in words.
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From the air-conditioned cool of the museum, I then
head to the searing heat of the desert, for a helicopter
ride over the Grand Canyon. An hour’s drive away was
the airport from where our chopper took off, much
delayed thanks to the summer heat. The temperature
touching 50 degrees also made our landing in the
middle of the canyon impossible, but the hour-long
aerial view was enough for a first-timer.
Like all avid travellers, the Grand Canyon had been
long in my list of things I would do on my first trip to
the USA. And the moment Las Vegas showed up on
my itinerary, I knew that I would make the time for this
experience. Soon after take off, we see the Hoover
Dam, impressive by any measure but paling into
insignificance as soon as the massive canyon appears
in view.
The magnificent gorge has been created by millions
of years of the Colorado River winding its way patiently
through the plateau. Although I am aware that this
is solid, immutable rock, it feels like a shape-shifting
marvel now soft around the corners, and suddenly all
sharp angles.
And the colours! From striking reds to mellow
yellows, generously sprinkled with greens and pinks,
the Grand Canyon is enough to awaken the poet in
me (one best left sleeping, as friends would attest).
After all, it is an assortment of rock types: limestone,
sandstone, granite, marble and so much more. And all
of it seems to be constantly changing hues, even when
viewed in the harsh afternoon sunlight.
My day ends spectacularly with a Cirque du
Soleil show of Love featuring the hit songs of The
Beatles. And what a show it is! With over 70 artists, a
mesmerising mix of music, dance, acrobatics and what I
can only describe as magic.
How apt is it that we had chosen this show of all the
ones running in town; how can anyone come to Vegas
and not come to love the city? n
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