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S O U T H W E S T  V I R G I N I A
is one of the most beautiful areas in the 
country. Experience it yourself by taking  
a road trip and enjoying what the area  
has to offer.
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on our tour of the garden with lush plants and more than 20 species  
of orchids. Their green rooftop feature includes a Koi pond and an  
observation deck overlooking downtown Roanoke, which gave us  
panoramic views of the mountains.

Downtown Roanoke is also home to many popular amenities and  
attractions such as the Old N&W Railway Passenger Station, now home  
to the Visitor Information Center and the O. Winston Link Museum.  
Photographer O. Winston Link captured the last days of the steam  
locomotive and the culture that surrounded it in the 1950s. This was  
interesting to me as I hail from a railroad town. We toured the museum 
with all of the railroad memorabilia and Link’s photography, shot with  
some of the equipment that he used in creating his masterpieces.

The Taubman Museum of Art provides a unique resource to inspire,  
educate and celebrate the creative nature in all of us. As a center for  
the visual arts, the Taubman encourages a free exchange between 
the making of art, the display of art and the interpretation of art. The 
museum’s programs endeavor to explore creativity from inspiration to 
presentation with the goal of engaging and intriguing audiences. Some 
interesting pieces were in their collection from the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, including contemporary and decorative arts. 

One of Roanoke’s most visible attractions is the Star, a 100-foot-high 
illuminated steel and concrete structure, which has been a beacon at the 
top of Mill Mountain for more than 50 years. It stands as a “symbol of the 
friendliness, industrial and civic progress of Roanoke.” The star’s glow 
can be seen for a 60-mile radius and is a landmark for nighttime aviators. 
If you visit the mountain, you may want to take a pair of binoculars as 
you look upon the valley. 

Roanoke is host to numerous festivals, including Roanoke Festival in 
the Park, Downtown Roanoke’s Railway Festival, Henry Street Festival, 
Vinton’s Dogwood Festival, The Virginia Championship Chili Cook-off  
and the Strawberry Festival. Even though none of the them occurred 
during our time there, if you’re into festivals, this is the place to be.

DRIVING TOUR
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I recently had the pleasure of visiting the Blue Ridge Mountains and 
Roanoke Valley in southwest Virginia. This part of Virginia I had never 
experienced before and found what a great destination it would be for 

a girlfriends/couples getaway or family vacation spot. From stepping out of 
the car and taking in the views of the Blue Ridge Parkway to tours of the 
wineries and museums, hiking and biking trails, a ride on a pontoon boat 
on the Smith Mountain Lake, and visiting the quaint towns of Floyd and 
Roanoke, this is an area you should put on your bucket list to visit.

The city of Roanoke is the 10th largest city in the Commonwealth of 
Virginia and was originally called “Big Lick” when it was established in 
1852. Named for the large outcropping of salt which drew wildlife near 
the Roanoke River, the town name was changed to Roanoke in 1882, 
which originated from an Algonquian word “Rawrenock” for shell beads 
worn by Native Americans and used for trade. Located in the Blue  
Ridge Mountains and in the middle of the valley between Maryland and 
Tennessee made Roanoke the transportation hub of western Virginia.

WALKING TOUR/ARTS AND CULTURE

Arts and culture are alive and well in Roanoke and the Blue Ridge  
Mountains. With numerous museums and performing arts centers – 
including opera, ballet, the symphony, adult and children’s theatre – this 
area of the country supports the arts. 

We experienced downtown Roanoke by taking a walking tour. With 
numerous shops and eateries, the area has a lot to offer. The City Market 
Building, built in 1922 and renovated in 2010, is a Georgian Revival  
structure adapted from meatcutters’ stalls to create a multicultural food 
court with shops. You can experience a casual dining experience indoors 
or at the large outside dining area with different ethnic “good eats.”  
An interesting fact – there are no chain restaurants in the downtown  
area except for one, which is a chain sandwich shop. 

The Historic Roanoke City Market, founded in 1882, is one of the oldest 
continuous-use farmers markets in Virginia with over 50 canopied stalls. 
It is open seven days a week year-round with fresh produce, plants, 
seasonal items and handmade crafts.

Center in the Square in downtown Roanoke was expanded and reopened 
in May 2013 and houses the History Museum of Western Virginia,  
featuring permanent and traveling exhibits about the history of the  
Roanoke area as well as the Commonwealth of Virginia, Mill Mountain 
Theatre (which started as a playhouse on Mill Mountain over 50 years 
ago), and the Harrison Museum of African American Culture, which has 
several exhibits showcasing the key moments in the history of the African 
American community in Roanoke. Did you know the tiger swallowtail  
butterfly is Virginia’s official insect? A butterfly garden is housed in the 
Center in the Square at the Science Museum of Western Virginia with 
several species of butterflies. We were able to interact with live butterflies 

We explored the Blue Ridge Parkway, which runs 469 miles through 29 
Virginia and North Carolina counties and is known for its scenic beauty. 
Even though we did not travel all 469 miles, we did stop at a few key 
areas to explore.

Chateau Morrisette Winery, one of Virginia’s premiere wineries since  
1978 and located in Floyd, Virginia, was an experience all its own. 
Chateau averages 8,000 to 10,000 tastings per year and holds four wine 
festivals a year. We participated in a wine tasting of 10 different wines 
featuring several different chardonnays, merlots, cabernet sauvignons and 
sangrias. I purchased a couple of bottles of the sangria to bring home. 
What girl could say no to wine? Lunch in their restaurant was fabulous. 
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Our accommodations were at the Cambria Suites, a short drive to  
downtown Roanoke. The Cambria Suites is an upscale hotel which  
compares to a “boutique” hotel with spacious accommodations, complete 
with a sitting area separate from the sleeping area. The hotel offered a 
hot, full breakfast buffet along with a full bar and high-class technology for 
meeting and banquet spaces. Nice!

I tried my first burger with peanut butter called “The Elvis” at a place called 
Jack Brown’s, a small downtown sports bar and grill with a limited menu. 
Even though I’m a peanut butter fan, I never thought about adding it to  
my burger (although it was one of Elvis Presley’s favorite condiments).  
The burger was mighty tasty.

We also dined at The Roanoker Restaurant, which has been in business 
since 1941. Their biscuits are the lightest and best-tasting biscuits ever. 
They make over 1,000 of them daily and more during the Christmas  
season. NBC’s “The Today Show” has requested and featured their  
biscuits on the show. The other breakfast items we ordered were  
flavorful and plentiful. 

Blues BBQ in Roanoke had some mouthwatering desserts and barbecue 
that is full of flavor with award-winning sauces.

The Carlos Brazilian International Cuisine restaurant was fine dining at 
its best. Experience the flavors of France, Spain, Italy and Brazil that are 
complimented by their homemade desserts and fine wines. We were 
prepared a special menu with some tasty dishes, but their fried bananas – 
prepared in a Grand Marnier Sauce topped with ice cream – were to  
die for!

Southwest Virginia is one of the most beautiful areas in the country. 
Experience it yourself by taking a road trip and enjoying what the area has 
to offer from shopping, tours and museums to boating, fishing, hiking and 
biking. You will not be disappointed. 

Carol Lujano and Jacque Waite traveled to Roanoke, Virginia, as part of a 
press tour from July 10-14, 2013.

And, a walking tour of the grounds was spectacular – everything was 
green and lush – breathtaking!

Other stops along the Blue Ridge Parkway included visiting the Blue 
Ridge Institute & Museum in historic Franklin County. The museum  
documents the people living in and around the Blue Ridge Mountains. 
The Booker T. Washington National Monument is located on the  
Burroughs Tobacco Farm, which houses a working farm and the  
birthplace of Mr. Washington, the most prominent African American 
educator of the late 19th and 20th centuries. We also visited Mabry Mills, 
a restored gristmill, sawmill, woodworking and blacksmith shop. There 
are numerous trails for hiking and biking along the Blue Ridge Parkway 
for those who are outdoor enthusiasts.

Next we followed the Crooked Road, Virginia’s heritage music trail and 
visited the town of Floyd, which is host to several music venues and an 
annual Bluegrass Festival. Music is everywhere on the Crooked Road 
Trail – bluegrass, old-time string bands, gospel, blues and more. By the 
way, the Crooked Road is 333 miles long and there are more than 26 
exhibits along the way where you can learn more about the music and 
musicians from the area.

Another highlight of the driving tour was man-made Smith Mountain 
Lake, a mere 30-minute drive from Roanoke and located in Franklin 
County. Smith Mountain Lake is known as the “Jewel of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains” and is a recreational paradise and thriving community for 
families, singles, and those looking to retire and relocate. We explored the 
shoreline by pontoon boat and viewed some of the beautiful lake homes. 
There’s even an “ice cream” pontoon boat on the water if you desire 
some cool treats, or you may pack your own refreshments. We visited 
Bernard’s Landing, a resort and conference center, which features more 
than 280 residential condominiums, and casual and fine dining options 
with live entertainment. Boat rentals are available through Bridgewater 
Marina. You can spend time on one of the five private beaches or stay 
inland and swim, play tennis, golf and other outdoor activities. A fun fact: 
The movies “What About Bob” starring Richard Dreyfuss and Bill Murray 
and “Lake Effects” starring Jane Seymour were filmed at Bernard’s  
Landing. With a scenic mountain backdrop and a beautiful lake, there’s 
plenty to do at Smith Mountain Lake. 

ACCOMMODATIONS/OTHER GOOD EATS

Roanoke and the surrounding area have some of the best accommodations 
around from B&B’s to chain hotels to the historic Hotel Roanoke &  
Conference Center downtown. This lovely hotel has 331 guest rooms 
including 19 suites along with meeting space and beautiful marble floors 
and vaulted ceilings. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places,  
it’s a short walking distance to some of the attractions downtown. I tasted 
peanut soup and spoonbread for the first time there. You really have to 
love peanuts – which I do – to eat the very rich soup. The spoonbread was 
very light and complimented the richness of the soup. 
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