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The Grand Lisboa hotel gleams golden in the heart of Macau.

this is no chimera. Gleaming casinos, 
soaring skyscrapers, and an appetite for  
the good life, have transformed this port 

city, a former Portuguese colony, into  
the world’s top gaming destination. And 
there’s more: with its world heritage sites, 
unique fusion food, live entertainment, 

and scenic vistas, Macau is one spirited 
cocktail, finds Govind Dhar  

Eastern 
Promise
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Hawaiian hula dancers gyrate and 
sashay through the halls of the 
Conrad Macao, Cotai Central 
(+853 2882 9000) and the soon-

to-be-opened Sheraton Cotai Sands – the 
world’s largest with 4,000 rooms to spare ‒ 
chanting and whooping as guests and tourists 
reach for their cameras to snap some photos for 
their holiday albums. Flutes of Perrier Jouet, 
lavish canapés, and neon-pink cocktails skirt 
the tops of people’s heads as scurrying waiters 
rush to sate the gathered crowd’s appetite for 
the trappings of their present destination’s 
much-celebrated good life. 

In a bid to show us what their entertainment 
credentials are made of, our hosts conspire 
to have us serenaded by opera singers at a 

three-course gourmet Italian supper before 
we are led by scantily-clad carnival dancers 
through marble and wood-panelled corridors, 
past designer stores and boutique jewellers, to 
a venue that drips from ceiling-to-floor with 
pop-coloured confections and eye candy. And of 
course, en route, a modest expanse of baccarat 
tables, slot machines, electronic croupiers and 
roulette tables that are de rigueur in this part of 
the world. Only across the road from the famed 
Venetian hotel (the largest casino in the world), 
it has now become something of a tradition to 
have such themed attractions, entertainment, 
pomp, and ceremony surrounding a mere hotel 
opening as a taste of what’s in store for visitors 
to the world’s most lucrative casino destination. 
Most would be forgiven for mistaking this 

special administrative region of China for Las 
Vegas. They’d be right for the most part, but in 
being compared to the U.S. gambling strip, the 
former Portuguese colony of Macau is already 
miles ahead of its world-famous cousin in 
Nevada – by some tens of billions of dollars

In 2012, Macau made more in gaming 
revenue from its casinos than those in the entire  
United States of America at $38 billion – six 
times that of the Las Vegas strip. That figure 
is set to hit $44 billion this year. Considering 
that gaming had only really begun to get going 
in Macau around 2002, that’s a staggering 
achievement, but not surprising considering 
the rising number of dollar millionaires and 
billionaires making their way from Asia to the 
glitz and glamour of the skyscraper-clad port 
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Clockwise from top left: The gilded entrance to the Macau Venetian hotel; Wavy cobblestones run through the historic centre of Macau;  
The lit-up Venetian Macau hotel on the Cotai strip; The Santa Casa de Misericordia or Holy House of Mercy in Senado Square.
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region. Closer than Vegas and with casino-
favourites such as the Wynn Macau (+853 2888 
9966), the MGM (+853 8802 8888), the Grand 
Lisboa (+853 2828 3838), and the Venetian 
(+853 2882 8888) offering just some of the over 
35 gaming sites on the peninsula, Macau has 
become the destination of choice for people 
looking to spend, and to whom money is of 
little or no object. 

An hour’s ferry ride east of Hong Kong lies 
the region whose name translates to ‘gateway 
of the bay’ or ‘A-Ma Gau’ (bay of the sea 
goddess A-Ma). Visitors are greeted by a mix 
of old-world and new-tower blocks and streets 
navigable by signposts in Portuguese, English, 
and Cantonese. Tired urban quarters, highways, 
and bridges are punctuated by gleaming casinos, 
glass-and-steel hotels, pawn shops, hole-in-the-
wall restaurants, and money exchanges. Here 
you will find the MGM Macau with its Alice in 
Wonderland-inspired main chamber, boasting 
an orb (which guests can walk into) that is part-
art installation and part-MTV video set, filled 
with butterflies and buzzing TV screens. The 
Wynn hotel is here too, with its bright-orange 
interiors and no mean showstoppers either – a 
son et lumière show called the Tree of Prosperity 
reveals a gilded ceiling which slides open like 

a giant camera shutter to stun passers-by with 
three-dimensional laser forms above a tree 
bearing 98,000 leaves of 24-karat gold that 
emerges from the ground. It is in the Wynn 
casino that I walk past tinkling slot machines 
as stone-faced Chinese men feed the hungry 

one-arm bandits, and a sudden hubub ensues 
around one machine. An ordinary-looking 
visitor whose luck just turned, almost falls off 
his chair while a small crowd gathers as his 
slot machine displays four rows of dragon eggs. 

The counter flashing above it jumps from HK$ 
1,000 to somewhere in the HK$ 35,000 region. 
As I leave a few minutes later, the counter does 
not seem to slow down. 

Macau is set to draw tourists in with the 
promise of quick returns such as the one above, 
but by the same token gives them enough 
opportunity to spend as well. Helicopters are 
frequently heard roaring overhead, chartering 
people to and from the peninsula, and limousines 
can be seen idling outside the city’s many 
nightclubs – each one seemingly in competition 
with the other for offering the more bombastic 
live entertainment. A particularly electric haunt 
for the hoi polloi is the Club Cubic at the Hard 
Rock Hotel (+853 8868 3338) that pulls in 
punters with its five-balconied-VIP rooms and 
live DJ sets. Try the expertly mixed rum cocktails 
at the Gothic-style bar, and the Long Island iced 
teas, if you’re feeling particularly brave.

Of course, while gaming is one of the big 
draws in Macau, there is a lot more to do, such 
as eat, shop, see, and play. Steeped in Portuguese 
and Chinese history, Macau makes for a 
colourful blend of varied pursuits to enjoy, with 
a number of festivals, live shows, museums, and 
sporting attractions. For starters, the historic 
city centre or Largo do Senado houses several 

Clockwise from left: Entrance to the A-Ma Temple, dedicated to the goddess of the sea from which Macau gets its name; The temple 
houses pavilions inspired by Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism; Incense sticks of up to seven feet can be lit to offer prayers.
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The ruins of St Paul’s Cathedral: Considered 
as one of the most important monuments to 
Christianity in Asia, only the dramatic façade 
of this famous 16th-century landmark remains, 
with its unique Oriental carvings by Japanese 
Christians in exile in 1602.
 
The Macau Grand Prix: Over November 
14-17, the Formula 3 Macau Grand Prix, the 
FIA Formula 3 Intercontinental Cup, and the 
season finale of the FIA World Touring Car 
Championship will take place at the event’s 
diamond jubilee. 
 
Guia Fort: The highest point on the peninsula, 
this 17th-century fort gives you picture-postcard 
views of the city, houses the oldest lighthouse 
in China, and offers a glimpse of some of the 
most valuable murals in Asia at the Lady of 
Guia chapel.
 
Mercearia Portuguesa shop: Tucked in a 
corner of a beautiful 1920s-style ivy-clad home 
in St Lazarus district, this shop stocks the 
perfect Portuguese curios from vintage soaps to 
dried figs, wine, herbs, and handmade artefacts.

GOVIND’S MUST-VISITS
UNESCO world heritage sites, and is famous 
for its street food and shopping, amidst its neo-
classical, pastel-coloured buildings and wavy 
cobbled streets. Wend your way through the 
busy maritime museum for a history lesson of 
the former colony, and duck in for some quick 
blessings at the stone-structured 16th-century 
temple of A-Ma. The highly recommended 
bistro-style eatery A Lorcha (+853 2831 3195) 
sits not far from here, just opposite the port 
authority, and offers the kind of fare that 
actually extols the virtues of colonization. 
‘Macanese’ is a word born of these parts and is 
the result of conjoining Macau and Portuguese 
to describe everything from the people, the 
food, and the culture in Macau. At A Lorcha, 
Macanese food consistently scores high on 
critics’ score cards. If you’re feeling adventurous, 
try the Salada de Orelha de Porco which is pig’s 
ear cartilage in onions, garlic, and coriander. 
Bacalhau (dried cod) is a specialty in these 
parts, and particularly delicious when prepared  
in a stir-fry style with egg, coriander, onions, 
and peppers. Another highly recommended 
beach-side restaurant is Fernando’s (www.
fernando-restaurant.com) where the saltwater- 
soaked roast chicken is lip-smacking down to 
the last bite.

A short taxi ride away from Macau over its 
bridges and past the 338 metre-high Macau 
tower is the reclaimed island of Taipa where 
visitors can sail down the canals of the Venetian 
hotel on the Cotai strip and explore the island’s 
mountains, hiking trails, and the Macau Golf 
and Country Club (+853 2887 1188) on the 
up-and-coming Coloane strip. (Another, the 
Caesars Golf course (+853 2875 3126) lies 
in Cotai itself.) The much-vaunted House of 
Dancing Water at the City of Dreams (www.
thehouseofdancingwater.com) is one of Macau’s 
most advertised attractions, that seems to be 
a live-action combination of Cirque du Soleil 
with Olympic-sized swimming pools (five of 
them), a water stage, and gargantuan light-
display shows and death-defying acrobatics. 
Whenever you decide to visit Macau (surely 
it’s a matter of when, not if ), a shortage of 
things to do on your stay will be the least of 
your concerns. During the day, its cultural and 
historic charms are quaint and pleasant enough 
to keep young couples and families busy. It’s at 
night that Macau becomes irresistible. As the 
sun sets and the city slips into its pulsing neon 
guise, beaming out its promises of possibility, 
you’ll need more than a strong will to keep you 
from getting lost in its charms.  

Clockwise from left: Mercearia Portuguesa houses quaint Portuguese curios; Many hotels conceal boutique shopping within 
their outré architecture; One of the blackjack tables at the newly opened Sheraton Macau.


