Sunday, May 6th 2001  

It has been burning hot again today…For the first time in 10 days the weather’s finally back to the level you’d expect from South Miami…80-odd F. 

Frederik has arrived on friday so we have a visitor again. I picked him up at the airport right after work. Pretty neat because this is a new situation for me : being abroad and picking up a visitor.. Same gate as where I went for mom actually.. Also same gate for next week ; Birgit . All flying with Delta Airlines. 

(casual tone) Tomorrow night we’re off to Vegas.

I am very much looking forward to that. It’s gonna be over in a blast but it’s gonna be oh so cool. Luckily I have $$ again, pincode was blocked because I was using the wrong code

( I used the code from the regular credit card, not the VISA ), and even though I cancelled after two times and tried the third time at a different ATM ( hm shouldn’t make much difference now that I think of it..) the code got blocked…

Anyway, the new pincode will be due on tuesday or so, but I was able to get money by going to the bank itself though.
Funny anecdote on this one ; I went to withdraw $500 (well yeah it’s Vegas..) and had a nice encounter with the girl at the cashier. 

“That’s a lot of money…Promise me you’d be careful with that!” * duh *
Monday, May 7th 2001  

We went to South Beach for a while this afternoon and got stuck in traffic. As a result we had to pack in 10 minutes..which was not really a problem since all we were taking were two small backpacks ( two T-shirts, socks, underwear, camera, sunblock, short pants and – why?why? even though I’d seen on television it was only 62F in Vegas I should have known that could not possibly be correct – a sweater ).

We raced to Assurant where we picked up Jürgen & Sluis and then we drove on the Miami International Airport. 

Flight delayed..

Only one hour though, so we were given the chance to grab a bite which would come in very handy since the screen mentioned that the flight was ‘beverages-only’. Five hours flying and not a single sandwich?? Welcome to low-budget airfares…

The flight that followed was very likely the worst flight I have ever been on. No space – and I literally mean NO space - , no pillows ( well there were some, but we just weren’t quick enough…) and an awful lot of airbags.

All this led to myself not being able to sleep more than about half an hour during the whole flight. However, my window seat offered – if not a lack of comfort – really surrealistic views.

Somewhere above mid-USA thunderstorms were raging ( which might have caused the rough flight * duh * ) and at some point a lot of lightning could to be seen. Really amazing and all, just imagine flying above the clouds, ink dark sky above it. Couple of stars glowing in the night ( not a lot coz too many people had left their reading lights on..) and intense light flashes in the distance about every three seconds. Downwards the light was blocked by the clouds but upwards the lightflashes were able to spread out a bit. I was unable to see the actual lightnings itself, but I could see the light flashes they caused which was truly impressive and a really extraordinary sight. Closer to the plane you were able to see through the clouds all the way down to the ground, where lights of cities could be seen. It appeared to me the plane was flying rather low, possibly to avoid the bad weather.

5 Murderous hours of flying later, we arrived in Vegas at 11pm local time ( = 2 AM Miami time ). We took a shuttle to Harrah’s , checked in and went straight into the madness. Can’t really remember what exactly we did that night but I do now that it was really cool to be back. It all appeared very familiar and yet so new. Saw a million of new things and saw lots of places where I though to myself “ I”ve been here before..”. 

This would be the first time I’d stay there longer than overnight, so we would be able to do a lot more. We walked around for a bit, Harrah’s was right in the middle of the Strip so no need to hike a cab.

Frederik lost $80 due to a rip-off nearby Excalibur. A guy in the street was playing with three bottle caps and a small ball which was located beneath one of the caps. Each time he shuffled the caps around for a bit and then you had to guess which cap held the little ball. 

The first time around he won $20 but the second time bets were increased to $100 and he lost. It was a massive scam though and he’d never have let himself talk into it. 

Maybe I should have prevented him doing this but at one hand I assumed he’s old enough to know what to do and so on, but in the end I was just really tired and not really paying attention to what was going on. It seemed he knew what he was doing so..
However, today he’s still very amused about this story and in no way he’s regretting it so what the hell ? (“ one should experience everything…”) .

Tuesday, May 8th 2001  

Even though we didn’t get into bed before 2 this morning – which was 5am Miami time – we weren’t exactly tired this morning. Probably because – after waking up – we realized where we were..

Started the day with pancakes for breakfast. At last!! After two months in the US I finally found my pancakes for breakfast…After those reinforcements we hit the road again.
Just went by all the big ones : New York New York, Bally’s, Caesar’s, Luxor, Paris, the Venetian and so on. The ever existing sound of the slot machines, the immense amount of luxury all over the place ( those big flatscreens with commercials..)and – in all the casinos - the total absence of windows, clocks or decent signs to the exits.

Very surprisingly also, was the reasonable amount of people present ( I mean :it wasn’t as crowded as we had suspected) . All the guides which I had been checking beforehand told me not to go when a major convention is being held

(“ do not, under any circumstances whatsoever, go to Las Vegas when one of the major conventions is being held. You will find yourself fighting for the last lobster and you will have to share your room with seven middle-aged men from the Midwest who will hold a striptease at 3 am. This will definitely put a severe limitation on your chances of having a good time “ ).

This was – however – the only period in which we could go, and therefore we had ignored all those wise words, very well knowing that there actually WAS a major convention 

( Netcorp, approx. 100.000 attendants. Got this information from a participant in the elevator ) at the time being. We were not complaining at all though, but it was a bit odd to be walking through awesome shopping centers ( those words cannot describe the hundreds of magnificent shops, which are – in each hotel - set in a specific theme. Imagine a Canal ( based on the Canal Grande – Venice, Italy ) on the second floor of the Venetian. This is a fully indoor replica of the Canal, a bit smaller of course, but still hundreds of yards long, Boats floating on the water, boatsmen singing for the (mad/rich/European/…) tourists which willingly paid $10 for a ride.

The ceiling was painted to make it look like the skies. Halfway thru the Canal there’s an indoor copy of the Plaza San Marco, and everything is air-conditioned and right in the middle of the desert (mad? who?). And there were practically no people around whatsoever…What a waste of all those efforts, I thought. It’s probably off-season.

I truly think that everyone – given the opportunity – should go to Las Vegas at least once ( you’ll want to come back anyway..) in her/his life because there’s absolutely nothing even remotely like it.

In the we walked to the Stratosphere ( 98F..how often in your life can you say that you just arrived from Miami and that it was actually a lot cooler back there…?)  and what didn’t work out 8 months ago ( because it was 01.20 am and the tower closes at 1am ) did this time : we went up! I have always been easily impressed by huge buildings and I have the utmost respect for people who design them. 1200 feet rising in the air, and then you’re deciding to put a roller-coaster on top…

At the observation deck we had a really cool sight on Las Vegas, which is due to all the light effects probably even ‘better’ at night but nonetheless…

The city is set in a valley, all around mountains showed in the distance. Even snow-covered peaks could be seen. 

As I said before : some nutcase came up with the brilliant idea of building a roller-coaster on top of it, so that’s what we HAD to do next. From the observation deck it looked pretty lame coz it just went around the tower a couple of times, and didn’t really achieve great speeds or so. I was wrong…Ok, there were no loops or corkscrews( on 1200 feet? Get real..) and neither did it go fast, but sure as hell : it was scary. Very scary. Going round the tower with on your left side nothing except a 300-meter drop is scary. And you really hope that the architects did their job as expected and that the coaster will stick to its track. It just makes a couple of circles around the tower, but it’s a lot scarier than say the seven-looper I did at Busch Gardens. I – unless Frederik – had also bought a ticket for the Big Shot, the second ride on top of the tower. Got to sit in a seat together with a girl from Spain. Waited because we didn’t really know what was about to happen. Suddenly we were blasted upwards in the air, until we reached the very top of the tower and you felt like you were flying because all around there was just …air . Two very cool seconds of weightlessness and down we went again. Imagine some sort of peak on top of the tower. Four x four seats attached to the sides. Then they shoot you upwards, and for a moment you’re high and alone in the sky. Everything around you is lower. A lot lower. Splendid. And a big adrenalin boost. We got to ride it again because we asked so nicely , and it was probably better the second time around because we were sort of prepared for it now. The moment you reach the top, just before you go down again, is the coolest. Your body is pressed upwards against the seatbelts and you feel like – again – you’re flying. This would be very cool when on ground level, but when it’s on top of a tower which is higher than the Eiffel Tower it’s really…well you get the idea.

After all this excitement we walked around a bit on the observatory deck – thank you for air-conditioning – and after having a soda we went back down.

Leaving the tower – into the heat – we crossed the street to the Sahara Casino.

During those 48-odd hours we never really gambled…we did play the slot machines quite a bit, especially the electronic blackjack machines.

Those blackjack machines are a total rip-off by the way, because I lost way too much money on those machines, and there’s no way you can count cards on them either (not that I do that, but it’s the intention...).

I actually intended to play roulette ( well, intended to do a lot of things..including a craps-lesson and a visit to a strip-joint..next time eh !) but just didn’t get to it..Minimum bets of $5 might be taken into account when looking for a reason there..Even though, had lots of fun without it so…

As I said, we were leaving the Sahara and noticed the end of a roller-coaster somewhere up in the air. Literally. It just went vertical for about 100 feet before going back down. Backwards..

Hmmm…

We went back inside to take the ride..:p

Again, it was over before you really knew it’d started, but a roller-coaster making a loop and a corkscrew while going backwards is an experience..

Wednesday, May 9th 2001  

Got up really really early – maybe we shouldn’t have bothered going to bed in the first place – for the trip to Hoover Dam (named after a former US President and not after former FBI director J.Edgar as I initially though..).

The trip was really typical again. Tuesday I had phoned to some agency who set up daily trips to the Dam, they had told us to be ready outside Harrah’s at six ( uhUH! ) in the morning. Happy because this was really easy we were waiting for the bus this wednesday morning. Got a little worried when it was 10 past six and we had seen a lot of oldies being picked up while we were still waiting.
At last the bus arrived ( phew .. should have more faith in society :p ) but unless we were expecting we didn’t drive to the dam at first. Oh no, first we went to some meeting point at Vegas Airport. Not McCarran, but another one. Together with about 100 other tourists we were placed together like cattle in a herd, everyone wearing some kind of stupid sticker either in green, red or blue. Every now and then some person came calling for a certain group

( “ would the green people be so kind to follow me? “ ) upon which 15 mindless chickens followed the women/man to the respective helicopter ( for a trip to the Grand Canyon ) , bus or airplane.

Wasn’t all bad because they had been so kind to provide us with a sort of breakfast, which was really convenient since we hadn’t seen time to have a bite before 6am. Duh.

At last we were asked to follow someone to a bus. Our party didn’t include too many people – I recall about seven – and we had a quite small but cool and comfy bus.
Finally we would be going!! Leaving Las Vegas ! Quite soon you find yourself not surrounded by multi-million $ casinos anymore, but only by dry heat and desert. And an isolated ranch every now and then, occupied by someone who drew lucky 5 at the tables.

After a short ride through the mountains which surround Vegas we could see the Dam and the adjacent Lake Mead in the distance. All the way through the visit I sort of felt like dreaming. Could have been due to the (..)  lack of sleep, but it’s also just one of those things of which you are aware that you’ve been there, but it’s like you’re not really awake.. Unreal. Maybe the human brain is just still unable to cope with an enormous amount of impressions in a short time..Either case, it was really impressive, even though I’d probably seen it on TV a thousand times already.. We took the short tour,  not the longer – “hard hat “– one cause that one took 8 hours..save something for trip 4 eh :p.

Very cool because we went inside, all the way down and walked on top of it. Well, on the road that goes  on top of the dam..as seen in the movies…;)

It’s huge..and it was over in a blast. When driving back to Vegas I was thinking ‘ that was really quick ‘ and that’s a bit sad in a way. I could look at that dam or any other impressive piece of architecture ( or a beautiful painting or sculpture for that matter..) for hours but there’s always a time when you have to say ‘goodbye hope to see you again soon’. I guess you can say the same when talking about people. Most people you meet in your life ( except family ) ; it’s like two lines crossing in time. Going parallel for a while–in case both parties are interested in pursuing the matter –  or in the other case : before separating again…

Walked through a couple of casinos again in the afternoon. It was really hot again so we decided to stay inside for most of the time ( which is obviously what everyone does…most casinos are also connected in-between by means of rolling pavements etc. so you wouldn’t have to go outside if you didn’t want to..stay airconditioned and consume ! ).

Watched the second half of Bayern Munich vs. Real Madrid ( semi-final Champions League ) on a big screen in … Caesar’s ? Some sports bar in one of them anyway.. Ate a big burger while watching the footie. Neat cause this is the sort of things you still remember 20 years down the lane. The so-called little things. Like playing cards at McCarran while waiting for our flight ( which was really cool .. Two pals in Vegas. Fuck everyone else ; don’t bother us while we’re playing cards and amusing ourselves. ). This, or having a burger and watching a football game.No matter whether it’s in Vegas, Gent or Miami. 

After the game – Bayern thru to the final vs. Valencia which really sucks btw, and we hope Valencia wins – we didn’t really know what to do. Had had quite enough of the casinos for this year ( the endless drops of coins can get to you..) so had to figure out something else to do..

We catched another ride at Caesar’s ( had a pocket guide, taken on a tram ride, which mentioned EVERYTHING possible there was to do in Vegas..saw that – oh surprise! – Tom Jones was in town ) : 3D Imax thing which was really impressive – again. Over way to soon yeah but we had gotten used to that by then..Left us wondering a bit what we had just seen..

Which reminds me of the buffet we had in the MGM Grand on tuesday night….I really wanted to have a typical Vegas-style buffet extravaganza - and if possible not in the Luxor – so using the advice of a guide I had read in a bookshop back in Miami the buffet in the MGM was top notch.

Hats off coz it’s the best buffet I have ever had. And it will probably never be beaten.

I’m not going to forget the Prime Rib which was in all honesty a truly superb piece of meat. Both ate way too much – shouldn’t have had that bowl of soup after my dessert… - and felt like one more bite would send me over the edge. Therefor we walked rather slow - and bent forward – on the (long!) way back to Harrah’s.
Lesson 5 on Vegas : everything is further away than you think it is. If you ask directions to someplace and they tell you it’s two casinos down the road : take a cab! Every casino is at least 500 x 500 feet, and usually they are located in huge settings ( covering a certain theme ). 

Going back to today : after our 3D ride we tried to find a strip club ( change of air eh ). I had found an address in a lonely planet but we didn’t find it. Maybe coz we didn’t really try to find it?

From the place where there was supposed to be a strip joint ( nothing but sand as we found out ) we took a cab to the HardRock café. We should have taken a cab to that strip tent too actually.. lack of interest or was it just too hot?? P;-)

At the HardRock we bought the inevitable T-shirt ( slave of the commerce !) and watched the end of an awesome NBA game in which Iverson scored 54 pts.

Saw that Oasis would be performing at the HardRock tomorrow, and Dido was coming next week. Fancy or what? 

Around sixish we took a cab back to McCarran, the flight only leaving around nine, but we were both exhausted.

Installed ourselves in a somewhat quiet spot ( yes even at the airports you have slot machines !) right next to the gym.Wrote a couple of postcards,  hung around,  and played cards obviously !

I love the atmosphere at airports so I didn’t mind we were about three hours early…

Another unbelievably bad flight back and landed in Miami with our biorhythms totally messed up. Slept a while but got up at noon as told once on a flight…

I’m off to bed now coz tomorrow – friday - a new visitor is arriving…
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