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energy, when you step into 
Roanoke, you’ll immediately feel 
like you belong. The city feels 
especially warm at Christmastime 
when the streets are aglow with 
twinkling lights, evergreen gar-
lands, and decorated Christmas 
trees scattered around town. The 
whole city has an air of festivity, 
and with the nip in the air and the 
looming Blue Ridge Mountains 
surrounding the city, it’s hard to 
not feel like you’ve stepped into 
a winter wonderland. The city 

even hosts the popular Dickens 
of a Christmas festival, where 
you can participate in the tree 
lighting, watch the parade, or 
take a carriage ride as the smell 
of roasting chestnuts wafts 
through the air.

THE HOTEL ROANOKE, a 
historic Tudor-style hotel on the 
edge of downtown, also gets into 
the spirit with their Fashions for 
Evergreens display. The event 
raises money for United Way 
of Roanoke Valley and features 
more than 25 professionally 
decorated trees throughout 
the hotel. The event runs from 
Thanksgiving Day to New Year’s 
Day and is free and open to the 

public.
While you’re at Hotel Roanoke, 

you can warm up with a Southern 
delicacy that Virginia has become 
known for. In the mid-1930s, 
the hotel, built in 1882, was 
revamped, and the fine-dining 
restaurant The Regency Room 
was created. The manager at 
the time decided the restaurant 
needed a signature dish and chal-
lenged the chef to create one using 
local ingredients. Looking at what 
the region had to offer, the chef 
settled on using Virginia peanuts, 
and in 1940, the famous Peanut 
Soup was developed. 

Rich, creamy, and buttery, the 
Peanut Soup is often compared 
to the taste of peanut butter, and 

TRAVEL

Classic Dishes 
and Christmas 

Traditions
Roanoke is a small city with 

a lot to offer and a strong 
commitment to its roots.

 By Julia Sayers

Nicknamed “Star City of 
the South,” Roanoke, 
Virginia, shines as bright 

as its man-made star overlooking 
the city from atop Mill Mountain. 
Where mountain and city life 
meet, Roanoke is home to every-
thing from hiking to market stroll-
ing, arts and theater to railroad 
history, and epicurean cuisine to 
downhome cooking.

It’s one of those cities that feels 
like you’re at home. Welcoming, 
comforting, and bursting with P
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some can eat a whole bowl of it 
while others would prefer to just 
order the tasting. But no matter 
which size you try, make sure to 
pair it with the restaurant’s other 
signature dish, Spoon Bread. 
Commonly referred to as a “Mid-
Atlantic cornbread,” spoon bread 
is best described as a combination 
of cornbread and soufflé. Served 
in a cast-iron skillet alongside the 
Peanut Soup, the two have become 
a classic pairing.

ROANOKE IS KNOWN for a 
number of classic dishes, and 
like any Southern city, they 
stick to tradition. The Roanoker 
Restaurant, a favorite breakfast 
spot for locals and tourists, has 
used the same biscuit recipe 
since it opened 73 years ago. The 
recipe came from four sisters who 
worked at the restaurant, and not 
a thing has been changed since. 
“If it’s not broke, you don’t try to 
fix it,” owner Renee “Butch” Craft 
says.

Every step of the biscuit mak-
ing is done by hand; the dough is 
mixed and rolled by hand, and the 
biscuits are individually cut using 
a biscuit cutter. Bakers begin roll-
ing the dough around 5:30 a.m. 
each day, and a minimum of 1,000 
biscuits are made daily—during 
the holidays those numbers can 
get up to 3,000.

“There aren’t many people 
who do it this way, but we have 
been very fortunate to have such 
good cooks,” Craft says. “We have 
employees who have worked here 
for more than 40 years.”

If you sit down to breakfast at 
The Roanoker (they’re also open 
for lunch and dinner), order the 

biscuits with sausage gravy—
the traditional way that 
started it all—or the Country 
Ham Biscuits with salt-cured 
ham. It’s good, old-fashioned 
comfort food, and you’ll see 
why people come back day 
after day to eat at this family-
run restaurant that has it all 
figured out.

KNOWING WHAT 
WORKS and sticking to it 
seems to be a common theme in 
Roanoke’s restaurants. In a small, 
whitewashed building with red 
trim, Texas Tavern has been serv-
ing up their famous hamburgers, 
hot dogs, and “chile” in the same 
location using the same recipes 
since 1930. Founded and still 
owned by the Bullington fam-
ily, Texas Tavern’s chile (spelled 
chile, not chili) recipe came from 
a hotel in San Antonio, Texas, 
that founder Isaac Bullington ate 
at while working as an advance 
man for the Ringling Bros. Circus. 
He modified the recipe to fit local 
taste, and Texas Tavern has since 
sold more than 20 million bowls 
of it.

There’s a special lingo at Texas 

Tavern, and to feel like a local 
when ordering, you’ll need to 
learn it. If you want your chile 
with onions, you’ll order a “bowl 
with.” For a hot dog to go, ask for a 
“hot, walkin’.” But one of the most 
popular orders you’ll hear shouted 
over the counter is a “cheesy with.” 
What that is referring to is the 
Cheesy Western (with onions), 
the Texas Tavern’s most famous 
sandwich. A cheeseburger topped 
with a fried egg, the tavern’s 
famous homemade relish, pickles, 
and onions, the sandwich seems 

simple, but it is the perfect layer-
ing of flavors.

And the best part about Texas 
Tavern is it’s not going to break 
the bank. A Cheesy Western, 
the most expensive item on the 
menu, costs only $2.45. You can 
get a bowl of chile for $1.70 and 

Bullington, fourth-generation 
owner. “People crave places like 
Texas Tavern because they want 
something different.”

And different it is. With the 
special lingo, the restaurant’s 
aversion to ketchup (tradition-
ally burgers weren’t served with 
ketchup in the past), and their 
24-hours-7-days-a-week service, 
chowing down at Texas Tavern is 
an experience you won’t forget. 
Take a seat at the 10-bar-stool 
counter, and notice the foot 
indentations in the original foot 
rail. It’s a mark of the genera-
tions that have eaten there and 
the solid promise that Texas 
Tavern, like the city it calls home, 
will remain rooted in tradition 
and welcome all those who pass 
through.

a hot dog for $1.30. This shows a 
dedication to the principles Texas 
Tavern was founded on: provid-
ing quality food in a place where 
people from all walks of life feel 
comfortable.

“There’s a way we do things 
around here,” says Matt 

For more information 
on visiting Roanoke and 
Virginia’s Blue Ridge, 
visit visitvablueridge.com 
for attractions, events, 
and activities in the area.
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