ROADSIDE DIARIES
PICTURE PERFECT ELORA

BY CHARMIAN CHRISTIE
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Elora has often been used as a backdrop for period films. It is not dif-
ficult to understand why. A mere 90-minute drive from Toronto and
its skyscrapers, Elora’s deep gorge, rolling farmland and beautiful lime-
stone buildings seem frozen in time. The streets are lined with build-
ings that showcase the skills of the Scottish stonemasons that settled
in the area during the early 1800s.

Unscathed by urban sprawl, Elora’s natural surroundings provide a
perfect contrast to the finely crafted architecture. Set on the banks of
both the Grand and Irvine rivers, the Elora Gorge Conservation Area
is just minutes from the town centre. Here you can hike along the 22-
metre-high gorge, fly-fish for brown trout or brave white waters on a
rented inner tube.

Cyclists will want to bring their bikes and explore the Elora-
Cataract Trailway. This 47-kilometre walking and biking trail traces
the abandoned Credit Valley Railway that meanders through the sur-
rounding communities’ parks and watersheds. The Elora to Belwood
section of the trail is maintained well enough to be suitable for small
children and those in wheelchairs.

If you want to get carried away — literally — a hot air balloon ride
provides unparalleled views of the gorge, the surrounding farmland
and the intense fall colours. Upward Bound Adventures takes clients
at sunrise or sunset on an unforgettable one-hour ride, toasted with
Champagne on landing.

Despite a modest population, Elora offers big city diversity, espe-
cially in the arts. The Gorge Cinema, tucked away in a 150-year-old
stone building, features current features and foreign films in an inti-
mate 136-seat theatre year-round. During the last two weekends in
September, The Elora Centre for the Arts hosts a free, self-guided stu-
dio tour, allowing visitors a glimpse into the lives and work of local
artists. Throughout the year, you can admire their pottery, blown glass,
jewellery and other creations in the local shops and gallery. For details,
pick up the Elora Art Walk brochure at the Welcome Centre.

As you wander, take time to stray from the main streets and explore
the quiet neighbourhoods. Victorian brick and limestone houses sit on
deliciously large lots with mature perennial gardens that threaten to
steal the show. The only thing missing is sidewalks.
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Saturday mornings until Thanksgiving, stop by the “World’s Small-
est Farmers’ Market” on the grounds next to the General Store. Not
only will you find local produce, meat, cheese and maple syrup, you
can catch a food demonstration and live entertainment, and sample
down-home baking.

While it’s tempting to spend the day poking about the antique
shops and specialty stores, you'll get a great sense of Elora and its his-
tory by taking a walking tour. Purchase a self-guided tour map for $2
at the Welcome Centre and explore at your leisure, or witness the past
come alive with a guided historical tour. Expect to be serenaded, hear
period music played on an antique banjo, and meet some colourful
characters along the way. Although scheduled tours run from May to
September, you can book outside these dates by special arrangement.

Come October the whole town turns spooky with the launch of
Monster Month, when oversized ghosts and colourful, quirky beasts
hang from the sides of downtown buildings. The brainchild of local
artist and set designer Tim Murton, this annual tradition was begun
with Murton’s own cheesecloth, wire and glue specters. Today, local

school children add their own papier maché creations to the growing
collection. Pumpkin carving and a series of fall events round out the
month of ghoulish fun and, as Hallowe’en approaches, ghost busters
can test their paranormal senses during a nocturnal Lantern Ghost
Tour that takes them to local haunts.

When hunger strikes, Elora has no shortage of restaurants and eater-
ies. You can stop by the Dragonfly Café for a light lunch of sandwiches
and wraps by the river, or pop next door to 13 Mill Street for casual
riverside dining later into the evening. The menu usually features fresh
pasta, vegetarian items and a catch of the day.

Across the street is Alex’s, where the whitewashed exterior hints at
the restaurant’s European roots. Inside, bursts of burnt orange ignite
an otherwise classic palette. Like the décor, chef-owner Alex Sgroi in-
jects a bit of spice into traditional Italian and French cuisine. A firm
believer in slow food, Sgroi makes his own pasta and bread fresh every
day. With hospitality a priority, Sgroi is happy to stray from the menu
to accommodate special diets. (A profile of restaurateur extraordinaire

Alex Sgroi follows.)
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