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By Hannah Thompson
Special to The Tico Times

ave you been stuck in San JsZ too
HIOng?FeeI aneed to banish thosecity

blues, but short on tim e? The perfect
escapelieslessthan an hour@drive southeast
of thecity, inthequiet rura charm and spec-
tacular beauty of the Oros Valey. In the
shadow of two volcanoes, the dram atic,
undulating landscape in snothing shades of
green, magnificent mountain vistas and
fresh, clear air of this lush, coffee-producing
region will rejuvenate even the most jaded
city dweller.

A 60-kilom eter loop through theriver val-
ley is popular not only for the scenic ride,
but a0 for the diverse attractions found
along the way, including colonia churches,
natural hot springs, a rugged nationa park
and picturesque Cach’ Lake.

It can al beseen in awhistle-stop day trip;
however, with the great accom m odation and
restaurant options, it@ worth taking a
leisurely pace and spending a night here, if
only to experience waking up to the sights
and sounds of the valey as you savor the
irresistible aroma of your morning cup of
fresh local coffee.

From Pards, a town emerging out of
Cartago, and taking the loop counterclock-
wisetoward thetown of Orosi, thelandscape
00n opensup to revea the expansive valey,
cloaked in coffee fields and dotted with tiny
villages, descending steeply to the m eander-
ing river below.

Just two kilom eters along this winding
road, the Orosi lookout is the first must-
stop for the magnificent panorama B look
for asmall, easily missed blue sign for the
entrance. The grassy hillside isaperfect pic-
nic spot to while away afew lazy hours.

From here, theroad dropssteeply into the
laid-back colonia town of Orosi, agood base
if youQe spending time in the area In the
center of town standsthe sim ple but beauti-
ful 1743 IglesiaSan b sZde Orosi, theoldest
church still in usein CostaRica The adjoin-
ing form er Franciscan m onastery isam use-

um displaying religious art and artifacts.

The town is famed for its natura hot
springs, one of the attractions that drew the
Spanish colonigts here. The public spa Los
Baneariosisright in town, and Los Patiosis
two kilom eters along the road. But for the
adventure-minded, the hot waters to be
found right along the Oros River offer a
closer-to-nature dternative (see Oravel InfoO
for directions). Unsurprisingly, it@ apopular
spot with thelocals, s avoid sunny weekends
if you@e after rom antic seclusion.

When in town, stop by the Oros Tourist
Inform ation and Arts CafZ(OTIAC) to fill in
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the gaps about activities, tours and other
lesser-known gem sof the area.

Leaving Orosi, you have two options.
continue along the loop, or detour to Tap-
ant’ N ationa Park. A 5,000-hectare birdersO
paradise, Tapant’ is one of Costa Rica
wilder cloud forests and, with an annua
rainfal of more than seven meters, the
wettest of the country@ national parks. A
typically damp day, with the fine mist
shrouding the trees, the rush and spray of
the num erous waterfalls and the sparkling
river waters, m akes for an atm ospheric hike
adongthefew open trails.

Got More Time?
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Nowonned by the University of GstaRea (LR,
the gardenis awarldrenonned archid research cen
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The gardenis gen caily fran830am t04:30
pm Admission ooets $6 for fareigners and ¢1,000
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irfg \ist www.jardinbotanicolankester.org. To
prebock aguided one-hour taur, call 552-3247.
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Back on the loop, the road crosses the
river a the village of Paomo and swings
around to follow it back north. This stretch
isflanked by hillside coffee plantationsto the
right, glim pses of the river and lily-covered
Cach’ Laketo theleft, and viewsof Irazd and
Turridbavolcanoesup ahead. On aclear day
you can see steam rising from the latter,
which hasominously begun to stir in recent
months after keeping quiet for more than
140 years.

Them anm ade yet truly Stunning lake can
best be seen about ninekilom etersfarther on
a La Casona del Cafetd restaurant, itself a
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Around Orosi: Clockwise from left, the scenic Orosi Valley isjust an hour@ drive
southeast of the capital;, windsurfer on Cach’ Lake; carver Denis Sojo proauces
sculptures from pieces of fallen wood: the Iglesia San JosZ de Orosi, the oldest
church still in use in Costa Rica; Tapant’ National Park; ruins at Ujarrts.
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highlight of the route (see Ofravel InfoQ).

Shortly before the smal town of Cach’,
two wood-carving workshops stand by the
side of the road. Best known is Casa dé
Sofiador (House of the D ream er), built 20
years ago from coffeewood and bamboo by
famous Tico sculptor Macedonio Quesada.
Since his death, sons Miguel and Hermes
have continued their father@ tradition in
coffeewood, carving m asks, country charac-
tersand other rustic figuresthat m ake origi-
na souvenirs.

A few meters up the road, taented 22-
year-old Denis Sjo is following his own
father@ footsteps, producing religious, eco-
logica and family-themed sculptures from
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pam-sized to life-sized piecesof falen wood.
Pricesvary from $5to $10,000, dependingon
Size and intricacy.

Thevast Cach’ hydroelectric dam, another
popular photo stop, isclose by on thenorth-
eastern side of the lake. About three kilome-
tersfarther, look out for the sign indicating a
|eft turn to thevillageof U jarrts, hometo the
ruins of Nuesra Sefiora de Ujarrfs (Our
Lady of U jarrfs), the earliest colonia church
in CostaRica, and the stuff of legend.

Thestory variesfrom sourceto source, but
atypical version isthat an indigenousfisher-
man carried a box containing a painting of
the Virgin Mary to this site, whereupon it
suddenly became immovable. Considered a

sign from God, a shrine was built, and the
church itself wascom pleted in 1693. Besieged
by floods and earthquakes, the church has
been left to deteriorate in its tranquil sur-
roundings since 1833.

From here, a short drive completes the
loop for the return to Para'0.

In an areaboastingm any m ore attractions,
from volcanic national parksto historicmon-
um ents, this introduction can only scratch
the surface, but hopefully enough to inspire
explorations of the delights to be found a
short drivefrom the capital.!

Getting There: B/ ca, teke the Inter-Arericen
Hgwey from San JosZ to Gategp, then fdlow the
nein reed sauthesst aut of Cartago tonerd Pardso
adfdlovthesgsto Qas. Bessleae evary Hf-
hour framthe neintermird in Gatego to the taan
d Qas (30 minues). Bessinthevalley arelimited

Ro Orosi Hot Springs: Park & the RoMechobe,
two kilareters dang the roed to Tapart'. G'oss the
sted bridge and cut through the first greninginthe
ferce anyaur Ieft. Kegpto the main peth fdloning
the river through the cdffee famfar 10to 15 min:
utes urtil youreechasnl gperingtoarerrowpeth
thraugh the bush thet leadk doanto the riverberk.

Tapant’ National Park: Quendly from7:30am
t04:30 pm Admission casts $10 far fardigners and
¢800($1.60) far retiandls. For irfq cdll 200-0090.

Where to Say and Eat
Listed in order of appearance on the route.

Sanchir' Mirador Lodge: Qn the mein roed two
kiloreters south of Pardlso, this lodoe difers good
food ad afriendy welcore, bt youredly conrefar
the ircredde valey view from the restaurant.
Doude roons with privete bettroons are $60,
indudng breskfest. 1t® onned by the rine Meta
lrahers, who are warking herd on ther enviran:
nentd crecertias with recyding prograr s, a sl
farmgroning pradlce for the restaurart, and bioges
fromther onnpigs. For noreirfarnetion, cdl 574
3870 o vist www.sanchiri.com.

Qosi Valley Farm: Gnthehill doanirto Qs this
pivate resdace dfers atractive raos with bel-
conies overlacking the valey far $45, irdudng a
lreskfest of fresh frut, pestries and lacdly grown
aganc cdfee For noreirfarmetion call 533-3001
o gotowww.orosivalleyfarm.com.

Monta—a Linda and Crosi Tourist Information
and Arts CafZ Inthe ton d Qcg, 200 neters
southd the park, Sraand Taire \erkuijlen have it
dl covered Roons inthe guesthouse are $30, while
the seperate hostel dffers dormbecs far $7.50 ad
privete doubles far $10 per person Theduodsorus
aJenshshod, tourist irfarmretion certer andcefZ
aeen noet cys far confarting kregkfests sich as
parcakes and Ferch toest and gpedling lurches
sich as burgers ad burrites. For irfarnretion call
533-3640 o see www. montanalinda.com.

Qosi Lodge: Asointoan testefu dodes at this
had go far $48, with privete bethroons, wet ber
and either a shered petio o belcary with vdcano
viens. AcfZad at shopis gpen Moncky to Satur-
ey fran7amto7 pm, senving hearty bregkfests,
pestries ad lacd odffee For irfarnvetion, cdl 533-
3H78 a isit www. orosilodge.com.

Hotel Tapant’ Media de Orosi: Gnthe roed aut
d Oas (800 neters sauthesst of the church) tonerd
Taoat', ths had dfers dode roons dating &
0, irdudng kreskfest. The recomrended restar
rat serves up faod with eninterrtiondl flavor ad
ged viens. For noreirfarnetion call 533900 o
oo towww. hoteltapanti.com.

La Casona del Cafetal: Thsidyllic spat right anthe
lekeside, abat threekiloneters sauthdf the dam is
a favaite with Tico families an weskends. Main
courses stat a aoout $7, bt if dl thet freshar hes
gven you a hedithy appetite youd wert the huge
hufet a $18 irdudng returd frut diirk, dessert
and good odffee After dl thet, youcanwelk dif the
inddgerce with a strdl through the atractive,
stepped garden For irfarmretiony call 577-1414 o
see Www.|acasonadelcafetal.com.




