THE IRIS INN…FIRST IMPRESSIONS ARE LASTING ONES! 
Considering a getaway for a couple of days with your spouse or significant other just to talk, read a book, or commune with nature?  Looking to sit on a rocker and gaze at nighttime skies full of dazzling diamonds or sip coffee during a sparkling sunrise as birds awaken and flock to nearby feeders?  Or, perhaps, just sit on a swing simply mesmerized by the brilliant sunset fading slowly behind a distant mountain?  If that’s too quiet for you, maybe, depending upon the season, you prefer several runs on the nearby slopes followed by a cozy fire, or a few rounds of golf capped by soaking in a hot tub with a beverage in hand, watching a herd of deer bound through the woods just a few feet from you.
All of these options await you at the Iris Inn, a B&B Lodge run by extremely hospitable new innkeepers, Heidi and Dave Lanford, and let’s not forget their four-legged ambassador of goodwill, a tri-color border collie named Katie.

Their lodge sits conveniently perched on the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains about 15 minutes from the intersection of I-81 and I-64 just on the edge of Waynesboro, Virginia, just a quarter-mile off Exit #96 of I-64.  Each of their 9 rooms (three suites with their own fireplaces and several others with indoor whirlpools tubs), has wonderful mountain and woodsy views, as do the great room and the porches that wrap around the 2-story main and satellite structures.  There’s an outdoor spa-tub as well.
Sitting in the middle of the Shenandoah Valley, the lodge is a great launching point for whatever activities you choose to pursue, and there are plenty from which to select.  My wife and I had a roughly five-hour drive (truck traffic was heavy on I-81) from Bethlehem, PA, while our friends, Judy and Alex, spent a bit more than four, coming from Raleigh (it’s about 90 minutes from Washington, DC and/or Baltimore, depending upon traffic and time of day and 3 ½  hours from Harrisburg).

Amazingly, we both pulled into the Inn’s parking lot at virtually the same time and, as we unloaded our luggage, Katie greeted us and literally herded us gently up the front steps and into the lobby.  There, we were most cordially greeted by Dave, who, after offering us beverages, gave us a quick mini-tour of the facility. [For a visual, please log onto www.irisinn.com ]

The 2-story great room boasts a 28 foot floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace surrounded by cozy loveseats and chairs as well as four dining tables, each accommodating 6-8 chairs.  The walls were adorned with hand-painted murals of various local wildlife (i.e., doe and fawn, squirrels, raccoons, and birds), most positioned among natural local flora and others engaged in whimsical activities.  My favorite was painted bees buzzing back to a real paper-wasp nest hung high in the northeast corner of the room.  [I was disappointed to hear that this room was being completely repainted the following week, but relieved to hear the murals are being replaced by a 6’X8’ hanging canvas done in a similar fashion supposedly with Katie included...a bit like Where’s Waldo?]
Waiting for us (then and each day thereafter) on a sideboard next to the kitchen were freshly-baked cookies (or cupcakes) and well-brewed coffees along with packets of tea and hot chocolate.  After settling in and before heading to dinner, we were treated to a wine tasting featuring several fine local selections and one or two national brands served with cheese and crackers.
Some weekends, the hosts offer an optional Friday or Saturday night dinner service (for a modest surcharge), but not on our particular weekend.  Instead, we took Dave’s recommendation and dined at the Staunton Grocery, in nearby (15 minutes) Staunton.  It proved to be a fine establishment whose name seriously understates its ambiance as well as the quality, presentation, and price of its food.  Although there were several meats on the menu, we all opted for seafood and as advertised, our sea bass (2), arctic char, and parrot fish entrees were excellent.

After dinner, the Inn’s loft overlooking the great room became our perch for conversation and refreshments before we retired into what were spotless, noiseless, cozy rooms, larger than normal and well-furnished with extremely comfortable king- or queen-size beds equally suited to both genders.  The only item missing from ours was a fireplace (only the suites have them)—something the innkeepers are considering for the future. 
 Awakening to the aroma of freshly-brewed coffee, we enjoyed watching a sunrise from the back deck while deer bounced through the woods and finches, woodpeckers, and other fowl foraged their breakfast from the many strategically-placed feeders.

Promptly at 9am, we were served a plated 3-course breakfast (no help-yourself buffet here) starting with a variety of sliced fresh fruit.  An egg soufflé accompanied by a creamy onion and potato hash preceded a slice of home-baked coffee cake…with seconds on everything for anyone who needed more.

Quite fortuitously, our afternoon weather was an almost balmy 56-64 degrees (in mid-February) and we opted to spend the majority of the day slowly driving northward about 30 miles or so along Skyline Drive, stopping at nearly every pull-over to relish the scenery and snap photos.  At mile-marker 85 (Blackrock Summit), we walked several of the trails deeper into the woods to get even better views of the magnificent scenery—craggy boulders, rock slides, areas in various stages of reforestation, birds soaring on air currents, and further north small but still very dramatic waterfalls.  To our delight, we actually walked a brief segment of the Appalachian Trail, something we’ve always wanted to do.  At the end of our invigorating hike, we devoured the picnic-basket lunch freshly-packed earlier by Heidi.  Turkey and provolone with tomato and lettuce sandwiches; celery sticks and carrots; tortilla chips and salsa; oranges, apples, and bananas; soft drinks and water;--all for $10pp.  To say it hit the spot…well, that doesn’t do it justice.

Returning to the Lodge, we again found home-baked cupcakes and the usual hot beverages.  That night’s wine-tasting (a whole new assortment) made dinner appetizers redundant, so at L‘Italia, also on Beverly Street in Staunton, we went entrée-only and enjoyed a variety of pastas (linguini Alfredo, gnocchi, ziti, angel-hair) with personal selections of Osa Bucco, Shrimp Française, Chicken parmagiana, and Eggplant parmagiana).  Heather, our waitress, was excellent; the food was well-presented, quite delicious and reasonably-priced.

That evening’s round of conversation, reading, reminiscing, and planning future trips took place around the great room fireplace, energized by a fine selection of our own wines brought from home and remnants of another batch of Heidi’s tantalizing cookies.

At Sunday morning’s breakfast, it was clear that Heidi and Dave had saved their best for last.  Their indispensible kitchen assistant, Cindy, prepared a veritable feast—a gently poached egg sitting like a cloud on a cheese-covered croissant, a spinach/artichoke/au gratin side dish, and peaches and cream cheese stuffed French toast with a pecan-cinnamon swirl pastry for good measure.  [After partial seconds, I tried to have leftovers shipped home via UPS but couldn’t find an express depot that was open.]

After packing, we visited the P. Buckley Moss Museum and Gallery in Waynesboro.  It exhibits a chronological medley of some of the famous artist’s work—much of it influenced by her severe dyslexia, childhood parochial upbringing, interactions with local Amish Mennonites, fondness for Canada geese and horses, and tranquil winter landscapes.  It is definitely worth a visit and portions of any sales fund her foundation which helps others overcome the condition that for many years went undiagnosed in her.

In a gentle rain, we pulled out of the parking lot and headed for home, very pleased with our choices for this particular rendezvous.  Heidi’s and Dave’s generous hospitality, cozy and comfortable accommodations, and outstanding breakfasts made the Iris Inn the perfect environment for our 3-day get together.  We instantly fell in love with their guest-herding receptionist and ambassador, Katie; so much so we thought of stealing her when we left.  Their restaurant suggestions, picnic lunches, the wine tastings, the “bottomless jar” of COOKIES, and the recommended trail hike along Skyline Drive were…well, perfect!  It's hard to believe they’ve been innkeepers for less than 6 months; they are doing everything so well...and so naturally.  We definitely are looking forward to a return visit...hopefully soon! 
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Frank and his wife, Carol, love occasional weekend getaways and meeting their North Carolina friends, Judy and Alex, as often as possible anywhere in the corridor between their two residential locations.  Golf, water sports, hiking, shopping, and any kind of dining—all are fair game; but, the most important activity is having fun and enjoying one another’s company.
