
Free 
Frommer's EasyGuide to Costa Rica 2016 

(Easy Guides)
 PDF Download

 Eliot Greenspan

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/dRLpq/Frommers-EasyGuide-to-Costa-Rica-2016-Easy-Guides
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/dRLpq/Frommers-EasyGuide-to-Costa-Rica-2016-Easy-Guides
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/dRLpq/Frommers-EasyGuide-to-Costa-Rica-2016-Easy-Guides
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/dRLpq/Frommers-EasyGuide-to-Costa-Rica-2016-Easy-Guides
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/dRLpq/Frommers-EasyGuide-to-Costa-Rica-2016-Easy-Guides
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/dRLpq/Frommers-EasyGuide-to-Costa-Rica-2016-Easy-Guides


In Central America, no other nation matches Costa Rica in visitors--and the resulting torrent of
tourists is matched by the popularity of guidebooks to that nation. But the country has so many
resort areas and natural wonders that the visitor is often overwhelmed by them. This 320-page
Easy Guide, by contrast, reduces the options to a manageable few: Guanacaste and Nicoya,
the Northern Zone of Arenal and Monteverde, the Central Pacific Coast (Manuel Antonio
National Park), the Southern Zone (Corcovado), the Caribbean Coast (Tortuguero), and San
Jose. One of America's most engaging travel writers, Eliot Greenspan, who has lived in Costa
Rica for 22 years, is Frommer's author of this delightful travel guide.
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series of travel guides in North America, accounting for as many as 24% of all guidebooks
sold. I think I know why.Though we hope our books are entertaining, we nevertheless deal with
travel in a serious fashion. Our guidebooks have never looked on such journeys as a mere
recreation, but as a far more important human function, a time of learning and introspection, an
essential part of a civilized life. We stress the culture, lifestyle, history, and beliefs of the
destinations we cover, and urge our readers to seek out people and new ideas as the chief
rewards of travel.We have never shied from controversy. We have, from the beginning,
encouraged our authors to be intensely judgmental, critical—both pro and con—in their
comments, and wholly independent. Our only clients are our readers, and we have triggered
the ire of countless prominent sorts, from a tourist newspaper we called “practically
worthless” (it unsuccessfully sued us) to the many rip-offs we’ve condemned.And because we
believe that travel should be available to everyone regardless of their incomes, we have always
been cost-conscious at every level of expenditure. Though we have broadened our
recommendations beyond the budget category, we insist that every lodging we include be
sensibly priced. We use every form of media to assist our readers, and are particularly proud of
our feisty daily website, the award-winning .I have high hopes for the future of Frommer’s. May
these guidebooks, in all the years ahead, continue to reflect the joy of travel and the freedom
that travel represents. May they always pursue a cost-conscious path, so that people of all
incomes can enjoy the rewards of travel. And may they create, for both the traveler and the
persons among whom we travel, a community of friends, where all human beings live in
harmony and peace.Arthur Frommer1the Best of Costa RicaCosta Rica is one of the hottest
vacation and adventure-travel destinations in Latin America, and for good reason. The country
is a place rich in natural wonders and biodiversity, where you can still find yourself far from the
madding crowds. Costa Rica boasts a wealth of unsullied beaches that stretch for miles, jungle
rivers for rafting and kayaking, and spectacular cloud forests and rainforests with ample
opportunities for bird-watching and hiking. In addition to the country’s trademark eco- and
adventure-tourism offerings, you will find fetching resorts, spas, and some truly spectacular
boutique hotels and lodges.Having lived in Costa Rica for more than 22 years, I continue to
explore and discover new spots and adventures—and my “best of” experiences keep coming.
This chapter is meant to give you an overview of the highlights so that you can start planning
your own adventure.Costa Rica’s best Authentic Experiences �Taking a Night Tour in a Tropical
Forest: Most Neotropical forest dwellers are nocturnal, so nighttime tours are led at most
rainforest and cloud forest destinations throughout the country. Some of the better spots for
night tours are Monteverde (p. 177), Tortuguero (p. 240), and the Drake Bay (p. 219). �Soaking in
a Volcanic Hot Spring: Costa Rica’s volcanoes have blessed the country with a host of natural
hot spring spots. From the opulent grandeur of Tabacón Grand Spa Thermal Resort (p. 163) to
the more humble options around Rincón de la Vieja (p. 119), all have mineral-rich, naturally
heated waters to soothe what ails you. �Spotting a Resplendent Quetzal: The iridescent colors
and long, flowing tail feathers of this bird are breathtaking. Revered by ancient Mesoamerican
peoples throughout the region, this extremely endangered species can still be regularly sighted
in the Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve (p. 185). �Meeting Monkeys: Costa Rica’s
rainforests and cloud forests are home to four species of New World monkeys—howler,
capuchin, squirrel, and spider. I can’t guarantee you’ll see one or more, but your odds are good
if you visit the trails and reserves around Monteverde (p. 177), Tortuguero (p. 240), Manuel
Antonio (p. 202), or the Osa Peninsula (p. 220). �Zipping Through the Treetops: You’ll find zip-line
canopy tours all over Costa Rica. In most cases, after a bit of a hike, you strap on a harness
and zip from treetop to treetop while dangling from a cable. �Pouring on the Salsa Lizano: Try



some Salsa Lizano, a tangy, tamarind-based sauce, native to Costa Rica, that’s used on
everything from salad to rice and beans to grilled meats and poultry. �Touring a Coffee
Plantation: World renowned and highly coveted, freshly brewed Costa Rican coffee can be
enjoyed at its source all across the country. Go deeper and learn how the bean is grown and
processed. Coffee tours are offered around the Central Valley and outside Monteverde. See
chapters 5 and 7.Zip-lining through the cloud forest of Monteverde.Costa Rica’s best Places to
See Wildlife �Santa Rosa National Park (northeast of Liberia, in Guanacaste): One of the largest
and last remaining stands of tropical dry forest in Costa Rica, Santa Rosa National Park is a
great place for viewing all sorts of wildlife. The sparse foliage, especially during the dry season,
makes wildlife observation that much easier for novice naturalists. See p. 125. �Monteverde
Cloud Forest Biological Reserve (in the mountains northwest of San José): There’s something
both eerie and majestic about walking around in the early-morning mist surrounded by bird
calls, animal rustlings, and towering trees hung heavy in broad bromeliads, flowering orchids,
and hanging moss and vines. The reserve has a well-maintained network of trails, and the
community is truly involved in conservation. See p. 185. �Manuel Antonio (near Quepos on the
central Pacific coast): The reason this place is so renowned? Monkeys! Manuel Antonio is full
of them, even the endangered squirrel monkeys. White-faced capuchin monkeys are quite
common here, and have been known to rifle through backpacks in search of a snack. See
chapter 8. �Osa Peninsula (in southern Costa Rica): This is Costa Rica’s most remote and
biologically rich region. Corcovado National Park, the largest remaining patch of virgin lowland
tropical rainforest in Central America, takes up much of the Osa Peninsula. Jaguars,
crocodiles, and scarlet macaws all call this place home. See chapter 9. �Tortuguero Village &
Jungle Canals (on the Caribbean coast, north of Limón): Tortuguero has been called Costa
Rica’s Venice, but it actually has more in common with the South American Ebook Tops. As
you explore the narrow canals here, you’ll see a wide variety of herons and other water birds,
three types of monkeys, three-toed sloths, and caimans. If you come between June and
October, you could be treated to the awe-inspiring spectacle of a green turtle nesting—the
small stretch of Tortuguero beach is the last remaining major nesting site of this endangered
animal. See “Exploring Tortuguero National Park” in chapter 10.Squirrel monkey in Manuel
Antonio National Park.Costa Rica’s best Ecolodges & Wilderness ResortsEcolodge options in
Costa Rica range from tent camps with no electricity, cold-water showers, and communal,
buffet-style meals to some of the most luxurious accommodations in the country. �Arenal
Observatory Lodge (near La Fortuna): Originally a research facility, this lodge now features
comfy rooms with impressive views of Arenal Volcano. Excellent trails lead to nearby lava flows
and a remote waterfall. Toucans frequent the trees near the lodge, and howler monkeys
provide the wake-up calls. See p. 165. �Monteverde Lodge & Gardens (Monteverde): One of the
original ecolodges in Monteverde, this place has only improved over the years, with great
guides, updated rooms, and lush gardens. The operation is run by the very dependable and
experienced Costa Rica Expeditions. See p. 182. �La Paloma Lodge (Drake Bay): If your idea of
the perfect nature lodge is one where your front porch provides prime-time viewing of flora and
fauna, this place is for you. If you decide to leave the comfort of your porch, the Osa
Peninsula’s lowland rainforests are just outside your door. See p. 224. �Bosque del Cabo
Rainforest Lodge (Osa Peninsula): Large, unique, and cozy private cabins perched on the
edge of a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean and surrounded by lush rainforest make this one
of my favorite spots in the country. There’s plenty to do and great guides here. See p. 231. �Lapa
Ríos (Osa Peninsula): This was one of Costa Rica’s first luxury ecolodges to gain international
acclaim, and it remains one of the best. The attention to detail, personalized service, and in-



house guides and tour leaders are all top-notch. See p. 231. �Playa Nicuesa Rainforest Lodge
(Golfo Dulce): This lodge is by far the best option on the Golfo Dulce. Set in deep forest, the
individual bungalows here are a perfect blend of rusticity and luxury, and the guides, service,
and surrounding wildlife are all superb. See p. 237. �Tortuga Lodge (Tortuguero): This is another
of the excellent ecolodges run by Costa Rica Expeditions, and it features a beautiful riverfront
restaurant and swimming pool. The canals of Tortuguero snake through its maze of lowland
primary rainforest. The beaches here are major sea-turtle nesting sites. See p. 244. �Selva
Bananito Lodge (in the Talamanca Mountains south of Limón): This is one of the few lodges
providing direct access to the southern Caribbean lowland rainforests. You can hike along a
riverbed, ride horses through the rainforest, climb 30m (100 ft.) up a ceiba tree, or rappel down
a jungle waterfall here. See p. 262.Leatherback turtle heading to sea.Costa Rica’s best Hotels �
Hotel Grano de Oro (San José): San José boasts dozens of old homes that have been
converted into hotels, but few provide the luxurious accommodations or professional service
found at the Grano de Oro. All the guest rooms have attractive hardwood furniture, including
antique armoires in some rooms. When it’s time to relax, you can soak in a hot tub or have a
drink in the rooftop lounge while taking in San José’s commanding view. See p. 70. �Finca Rosa
Blanca Coffee Plantation & Inn (Heredia): If the cookie-cutter rooms of international resorts
leave you cold, perhaps this unusual inn will be more your style. Square corners seem to have
been prohibited here in favor of turrets and curving walls of glass, arched windows, and
semicircular built-in couches. It’s set into the lush hillside just 20 minutes from San José. See
p. 73. �Hotel Capitán Suizo (Tamarindo): With a perfect beachfront setting, spacious rooms, lush
gardens and grounds, and a wonderful pool, this is easily the best lodging in Tamarindo, and
one of the best along the whole Gold Coast. Wild and rescued howler monkeys live in the tall
trees here, and if you’re not careful, your poolside snack could be stolen by a brazen magpie-
jay or stealthy iguana. See p. 130. �Florblanca Resort (Playa Santa Teresa): The individual villas
at this intimate resort are some of the largest and most luxurious in the country. The service
and food are outstanding, and the resort is spread over a lushly planted hillside on the quiet
northern end of Playa Santa Teresa. See p. 155. �Hidden Canopy Treehouses (Monteverde): The
individual cabins here are set on high stilts and nestled into the surrounding cloud forest
canopy. All abound in brightly varnished local hardwoods. There’s a refined yet convivial vibe
here, especially in the afternoon over tea or cocktails, when guests enjoy the main lodge’s
sunset view. See p. 181. �Arco Iris Lodge (Monteverde): This small lodge is set on a sprawling
piece of property, but is within easy walking distance of everything in Santa Elena. It’s the best
deal in the Monteverde area, to boot. The owners are extremely knowledgeable and helpful.
See p. 183. �Arenas del Mar (Manuel Antonio): With large and ample rooms, excellent service
and amenities, a beautiful little spa, and the best beach access and location in Manuel Antonio,
this hotel has a lot to offer. The whole resort is set amidst old-growth rainforest on a hilly piece
of land abutting two distinct beaches. See p. 207. �Playa Negra Guesthouse (Cahuita): Located
just across a dirt road from a long, desolate section of Playa Negra, the individual Caribbean-
style bungalows here are cozy and beautifully done. The grounds are a riot of tropical flowers
and tall palm trees, and there’s a refined ambience to the whole operation. See p. 252.Finca
Rosa Blanca eco-boutique hotel.Costa Rica’s best Restaurants �Grano de Oro Restaurant (San
José): This elegant boutique hotel has an equally fine restaurant serving contemporary fusion
dishes based on fresh local ingredients and decadent desserts. The open-air seating in the
central courtyard is delightful, surrounded by potted palms and ornate stained-glass windows.
See p. 77. �Abbocato (Playa Panamá): The dynamic husband-and-wife team here serves up two
nightly tasting menus executed with skill and creativity. This is “author cuisine” as it should be,



adventurous and personal, appealing to a refined palate. See p. 106. �Ginger (Playa Hermosa):
Serving an eclectic mix of traditional and Pan Asian–influenced tapas, this sophisticated little
joint is taking this part of Guanacaste by storm. A list of creative cocktails complements the
inventive dishes. See p. 107. �Papaya (Brasilito): Housed in a simple, unassuming roadside
hotel, this lively little spot serves up a creative and tasty mix of dishes based on the region’s
freshest fish, seafood, and other local ingredients. Asian and Latin American influences serve
as inspiration for the fusion fare served here. See p. 116. �Pangas Beach Club (Tamarindo): This
relaxed, casually elegant restaurant serves up fresh seafood and grilled meats in creative,
contemporary preparations. Executive chef Jean-Luc Taulere combines his Catalan heritage
with classical French training, fresh local ingredients, and a mix of local and far-flung world
cuisine touches. See p. 132. �Lola’s (Playa Avellanas): With a perfect setting on the sand and
excellent hearty fare, Lola’s gets my vote for best casual beachfront restaurant in the country.
Heavy wooden chairs and tables are handmade on-site and set under broad canvas umbrellas.
The ocean-loving namesake mascot—a pet pig—adds to the restaurant’s quirky charm. See
p. 136. �Playa de los Artistas (Montezuma): This place has an ideal blend of refined
Mediterranean cuisine and beachside funkiness. There are only a few tables, so get here early.
Fresh grilled seafood is served in oversize ceramic bowls and on large wooden slabs lined with
banana leaves. See p. 151. �Café Caburé (Monteverde): In addition to the eclectic world cuisine
served here, these folks have a delicious, wide-ranging, and very tempting selection of
homemade chocolate treats. I love the casual open-air seating, friendly attention, and broad
and always tasty menu. See p. 184. �Graffiti Resto Café & Wine Bar (Playa de Jacó): From the
small sushi bar in one corner to the graffiti-painted walls, this place is full of whimsy and
surprise. Pan Asian cuisine is blended with the chef’s Alabama roots and New Orleans training.
The nightly chalkboard specials are always worth checking out, but so are the longstanding
regular menu staples. See p. 198. �Milagro (Manuel Antonio): A casually elegant little place,
Milagro has made a name for itself in the Manuel Antonio area. A humble coffee shop,
breakfast joint, and lunch stop, things get kicked up a notch at night with a creative Nuevo
Latino menu that takes full advantage of the freshest local ingredients available. See p. 210. �La
Pecora Nera (Puerto Viejo): You’ll probably be as surprised as I was to find such fine Italian
cuisine in a tiny surfer town on the remote Caribbean coast. The menu features a wide range of
Northern Italian pastas and main dishes, as well as fresh fish infused with local flavors. Your
best bet here is to allow yourself to be taken on a culinary roller-coaster ride with a mixed feast
of the chef’s nightly specials and suggestions. See p. 255.Costa Rica’s best Family Destinations �
La Paz Waterfall Gardens (near Varablanca and the Poás Volcano): This multifaceted attraction
features paths and suspended walkways set alongside a series of impressive jungle waterfalls.
Kids will love the variety and vibrancy of the various things, from the hummingbird, wild cat,
and reptile exhibits to the impressive power of the waterfalls. See p. 84. �Playa Hermosa: The
protected waters of this Pacific beach make it a family favorite. Just because its waters are
calm, however, doesn’t mean it’s boring. Check in at Aqua Sport (p. 107), where you can rent
sea kayaks, sailboards, paddleboats, beach umbrellas, and bicycles. �Playa Tamarindo: This surf
town has a bit of something for everyone. It’s a great spot for kids to learn how to surf or boogie
board, and a host of tours and activities will please the entire family. See chapter 6. �Arenal
Volcano: This adventure hot spot provides a nearly inexhaustible range of activities for families
of all ages. From gentle safari floats to raging white-water rafting, and from flat easy hikes over
hanging bridges to challenging scrambles over cooled-off lava flows, you’re sure to find things
that fit the interests, abilities, and activity levels of all family members. See chapter 7. �
Monteverde: This area not only boasts the country’s most famous cloud forest, but also



provides a wide variety of attractions and activities. After hiking through the reserve, you should
be able to keep everyone happy and occupied riding horses, squirming at the serpentarium, or
visiting the Monteverde Butterfly Garden, Frog Pond, Bat Jungle, and Orchid Garden. See
“Monteverde” in chapter 7. �Playa de Jacó: Jacó’s streets are lined with souvenir shops, ice-
cream stands, and inexpensive eateries. Activity choices range from surf lessons and bungee
jumping to a small-boat cruise among the crocodiles on the Tárcoles River. See chapter 8. �
Manuel Antonio: Manuel Antonio has a bit of everything: miles of gorgeous beaches, tons of
wildlife (with almost guaranteed monkey sightings), and plenty of active-tour options. See
“Manuel Antonio National Park” in chapter 8.Windsurfing on Lake Arenal.Playa
Montezuma.Costa Rica’s best BeachesWith more than 1,200km (745 miles) of shoreline on its
Pacific and Caribbean coasts, Costa Rica offers beach-goers an embarrassment of riches. �
Playa Nacascolo: With silky-soft white sand, this is the best stretch of beach on the Papagayo
Peninsula. The waters here are protected from ocean swells and are great for swimming. See
“Exploring Playa Hermosa, Playa Panamá & Papagayo” in chapter 6. �Playa Avellanas: Just
south of Tamarindo, this long white-sand beach is a favorite haunt for surfers, locals, and those
in the know. Playa Avellanas stretches on for miles, backed largely by protected mangrove
forests. See p. 135. �The Beaches Around Playa Sámara: Playa Sámara is nice enough, but
venturing just slightly farther afield, you’ll find two of the prettiest beaches along the entire
Pacific coast. Playa Carrillo is a long crescent of palm-backed white sand located just south of
Sámara, while Playa Barrigona is a hidden gem tucked down a rugged dirt road to the north.
See “Playa Sámara” in chapter 6. �Playa Montezuma: This tiny beach town at the southern tip of
the Nicoya Peninsula retains a funky sense of individuality, with plenty of isolated spots to plop
down your towel or mat. Nearby, you’ll find two beautiful waterfalls, as well as the Cabo Blanco
wildlife preserve. See p. 147. �Malpaís & Santa Teresa: With just a smattering of luxury lodges,
surf camps, and assorted hotels and hostels, this is the place to come if you’re looking for
miles of deserted beaches and great surf. See “Malpaís & Santa Teresa” in chapter 6. �Manuel
Antonio: Manuel Antonio National Park was the first beach destination to become popular in
Costa Rica, and its beaches are still idyllic. The views from the hills approaching the park offer
captivating views over thick primary rainforest to the Pacific Ocean, pocked with a series of
offshore islands. This is also one of the few remaining habitats for the endangered squirrel
monkey. See chapter 8. �Punta Uva & Manzanillo: These beaches deliver true Caribbean
splendor, with turquoise waters, coral reefs, and palm-lined stretches of nearly deserted white-
sand beach. Tall coconut palms line the shore, providing shady respite, and the water is usually
quite calm and good for swimming. See chapter 10.Costa Rica’s best Adventure Sport
Experiences �Mountain Biking the Back Roads of Costa Rica: The lack of infrastructure and
paved roads here that most folks bemoan is a huge boon for mountain bikers. The country has
endless back roads and trails to explore. The area around La Fortuna and Lake Arenal is my
favorite destination for mountain biking. The views are stunning and the terrain is widely varied.
See p. 170. �Rafting the Pacuare River (near Turrialba): Arguably the best and most beautiful
river for rafting in Costa Rica, the Pacuare winds through primary and secondary forests and
features one breathtaking section that passes through a gorgeous steep gorge. For a real treat,
take the 2-day Pacuare River trip, which includes an overnight at a lodge or tent camp on the
side of the river. See p. 293. �Surfing & Four-Wheeling Guanacaste Province: From Witch’s Rock
at Playa Naranjo near the Nicaraguan border to Playa Nosara, more than 100km (60 miles)
away, you’ll find scores of world-class surf spots. In addition to the two mentioned, try a session
at Playa Grande, Punta Langosta, and playas Negra, Avellanas, and Junquillal. Or find your
own secret spot. See chapter 6. �Trying the Adventure Sport of Canyoning: While every



canyoning tour is unique, it usually involves hiking along and through the rivers and creeks of a
steep mountain canyon, with periodic breaks to rappel down the face of a waterfall, jump off a
rock into a jungle pool, or float down some small rapids. See chapters 6, 7, and 9. �Diving or
Snorkeling Off Caño Island: Located off the Osa Peninsula, this uninhabited island is believed
to have been used as a ceremonial burial site by the pre-Columbian residents of the area.
Today, the underwater rocks and coral formations here provide, arguably, the best scuba diving
and snorkeling opportunities in the country—aside from the far offshore Isla del Coco. See
chapter 9.Rafting the Pacuare River.Costa Rica’s best Day Hikes & Nature Walks �Lankester
Gardens: If you want a really pleasant but not overly challenging day hike, consider a walk
among the hundreds of distinct species of flora on display here. The trails meander from areas
of well-tended open garden to shady natural forest, and the orchid collection is stellar. See
p. 97. �Rincón de la Vieja National Park: This park has trails through a variety of ecosystems. My
favorite hike is down to the Blue Lake and Cangrejo Falls, where you’ll find a pristine turquoise
pool fed by a rushing jungle waterfall. The Las Pailas loop, with its bubbling mud pots and
fumaroles, is ideal for those seeking a less strenuous hike. See p. 119. �Arenal National Park:
Arenal National Park has several excellent trails that visit a variety of ecosystems, including
rainforest, secondary forest, savanna, and, my favorite, old lava flows. Most of them are on the
relatively flat flanks of the volcano, so there’s not too much climbing involved. See “Exploring
Arenal Volcano & La Fortuna” in chapter 7. �Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve: Take
a guided tour in the morning to familiarize yourself with the cloud forest, and then spend the
late morning or afternoon (your entrance ticket is good for the entire day) exploring the reserve
on your own. Off the main thoroughfares, Monteverde reveals its rich mysteries with stunning
regularity, even without a guide. See p. 185. �Corcovado National Park: The park has a well-
designed network of trails, ranger stations, and camping facilities. Most of the lodges in Drake
Bay and Puerto Jiménez have day hikes through the park, but if you really want to experience
it, you should hike in and stay at one or more of the campgrounds. See “Puerto Jiménez:
Gateway to Corcovado National Park” in chapter 9. �Cahuita National Park: Fronted by the
Caribbean and a picture-perfect white-sand beach, the trails here are flat, well-maintained
paths through thick lowland forest. Most of the way, they parallel the beach, so you can hike out
on the trail and back along the beach, or vice versa. White-faced and howler monkeys are a
common sight, as are brightly colored land crabs. See p. 256.2Costa Rica ItinerariesCosta
Rica is a compact yet immensely varied destination. On a trip to Costa Rica, you can visit
rainforests, cloud forests, and active volcanoes, and walk along miles of uncrowded beaches
on both the Pacific and Caribbean coasts. Adventure hounds will have their fill choosing from
an exciting array of activities, and those looking for some rest and relaxation can grab a
hammock and a good book. Costa Rica’s relatively small size makes visiting several
destinations during a single vacation both easy and enjoyable.Costa Rica rightfully should be
called “Costas Ricas” because it has two coasts: one on the Pacific Ocean and one on the
Caribbean Sea. These two coasts are as different from each other as are the Atlantic and
Pacific coasts of North America.Costa Rica’s Pacific coast is the most extensive, and is
characterized by a rugged (although mostly accessible) coastline where forested mountains
often meet the sea. It can be divided into four distinct regions—Guanacaste, the Nicoya
Peninsula, the Central Coast, and the Southern Coast. With some spectacular stretches of
coastline, most of the country’s top beaches are here. This coast’s climate varies from dry and
sunny in the northwest to hot and humid in the rainforests of the south.The Caribbean coast
can be divided into two roughly equal stretches. The remote northeast coastline is a vast, flat
plain laced with rivers and covered with rainforest; it is accessible only by boat or small plane.



Farther south, along the stretch of coast accessible by car, are uncrowded beaches and even
coral reefs.Bordered by Nicaragua in the north and Panama in the southeast, Costa Rica is
only slightly larger than Vermont and New Hampshire combined. Much of the country is
mountainous, with three major ranges running northwest to southeast. Among these mountains
are several volcanic peaks, some of which are still active. Between the mountain ranges are
fertile valleys, the largest and most populated of which is the Central Valley. With the exception
of the dry Guanacaste region, much of Costa Rica’s coastal area is hot and humid and covered
with dense rainforests.Costa Rica Regions in BriefSee the map on p. 15 for a visual reference
of the regions detailed below.San José �San José is Costa Rica’s capital and its primary
business, cultural, and social center—it sits fairly close to the country’s geographical center, in
the heart of its Central Valley (see below). It’s a sprawling, urban area, with a population of
around 1 million. Its streets are narrow, in poor repair, poorly marked, and often laden with
traffic. However, a few notable parks, like the Parque La Sabana and Parque del Este, do serve
to lessen the urban blight. San José is home to the country’s greatest collection of museums,
fine restaurants, and stores, galleries, and shopping centers.The Central Valley �The Central
Valley is surrounded by rolling green hills and mountains that rise to heights between 900 and
1,200m (3,000–4,000 ft.) above sea level. The climate here is mild and spring-like year-round.
It’s Costa Rica’s primary agricultural region, thanks to its rich, volcanic soil, with coffee farms
making up the majority of landholdings. The country’s earliest settlements were in this area,
and today the Central Valley (which includes San José) is densely populated, crisscrossed by
decent roads, and dotted with small towns. Surrounding the Central Valley are high mountains,
among which are four volcanic peaks. Two of these, Poás and Irazú, are still active and have
caused extensive damage during cycles of activity in the past 2 centuries. Many of the
mountainous regions to the north and to the south of the capital of San José have been
declared national parks (Tapantí, Juan Castro, and Braulio Carrillo) to protect their virgin
rainforests against logging.Guanacaste �The northwestern corner of the country near the
Nicaraguan border is the site of many of Costa Rica’s sunniest and most popular beaches,
including Playa del Coco, Playa Hermosa, Playa Flamingo, Playa Conchal, Tamarindo, and the
Papagayo Peninsula. Because many foreigners have chosen to build beach houses and
retirement homes here, Guanacaste has experienced considerable development over the
years. You won’t find a glut of Cancún-style high-rise hotels, but condos, luxury resorts, and
golf courses have sprung up. Still, you won’t be towel-to-towel with thousands of strangers. On
the contrary, you can still find long stretches of deserted sands. However, more and more
travelers are using Liberia as their gateway to Costa Rica, bypassing San José and the central
and southern parts of the country entirely. �With about 165cm (65 in.) of rain a year, this region
is by far the driest in the country and has been likened to west Texas. Guanacaste province is
named after the shady trees that still shelter the herds of cattle roaming the dusty savanna
here. Guanacaste has semi-active volcanoes, several lakes, and one of the last remnants of
tropical dry forest left in Central America. (Dry forest once stretched all the way from Costa
Rica up to the Mexican state of Chiapas.)The Nicoya Peninsula �Just south of Guanacaste lies
the Nicoya Peninsula. Similar to Guanacaste in many ways, the Nicoya Peninsula is somewhat
more inaccessible, and thus much less developed and crowded. However, this is already
starting to change. The neighboring beaches of Malpaís and Santa Teresa are perhaps the
fastest-growing hot spots anywhere along the Costa Rican coast. �As you head south from
Guanacaste, the region, although similar in terms of geography, climate, and ecosystems,
begins to get more humid and moist. The forests are taller and lusher than those found in
Guanacaste. The Nicoya Peninsula itself juts out to form the Golfo de Nicoya (Nicoya Gulf), a



large, protected body of water. Puntarenas, a small fishing city, is the main port found inside
this gulf, and one of the main commercial ports in all of Costa Rica. Puntarenas is also the
departure point for the regular ferries that connect the Nicoya Peninsula to San José and most
of mainland Costa Rica.The Northern Zone �This inland region lies to the north of San José and
includes rainforests, cloud forests, hot springs, the country’s two most active volcanoes (Arenal
and Rincón de la Vieja), Braulio Carrillo National Park, and numerous remote lodges. Because
this is one of the few regions of Costa Rica without any beaches, it primarily attracts people
interested in nature and active sports. Lake Arenal boasts some of the best windsurfing and
kitesurfing in the world, as well as several good mountain-biking trails. The Monteverde Cloud
Forest, perhaps Costa Rica’s most internationally recognized attraction, is another top draw in
this region.The Central Pacific Coast �Because it’s the most easily accessible coastline in Costa
Rica, the central Pacific coast has a vast variety of beach resorts and hotels. Playa de Jacó, a
beach just an hour or so by car from San José, attracts sunbirds, charter groups, and a mad
rush of Tico tourists every weekend. It is also very popular with surfers and has a distinct party
vibe to it. Manuel Antonio, one of the most emblematic destinations in Costa Rica, is built up
around a popular coastal national park, and caters to people looking to blend beach time and
fabulous panoramic views with some wildlife-viewing and active adventures. This region is also
home to the highest peak in Costa Rica—Mount Chirripó—a beautiful summit where frost is
common.The Southern Zone �This hot, humid region is one of Costa Rica’s most remote and
undeveloped. It is characterized by dense rainforests, large national parks and protected areas,
and rugged coastlines. Much of the area is uninhabited and protected in Corcovado, Piedras
Blancas, and La Amistad national parks. A number of wonderful nature lodges are spread
around the shores of the Golfo Dulce and along the Osa Peninsula. There’s a lot of solitude to
be found here, due in no small part to the fact that it’s hard to get here and hard to get around.
But if you like your ecotourism authentic and challenging, you’ll find the southern zone to your
liking.The Caribbean Coast �Most of the Caribbean coast is a wide, steamy lowland laced with
rivers and blanketed with rainforests and banana plantations. The culture here is predominantly
Afro-Caribbean, with many residents speaking an English or Caribbean patois. The northern
section of this coast is accessible only by boat or small plane and is the site of Tortuguero
National Park, which is known for its nesting sea turtles and riverboat trips. The towns of
Cahuita, Puerto Viejo, and Manzanillo, on the southern half of the Caribbean coast, are
increasingly popular destinations. The beautiful beaches and coastline here, as yet, have few
large hotels. This area can be rainy, especially between December and April.Costa Rica by
RegionBlueprints for Fabulous VacationsThe following itineraries were designed to help you
make the most of your time in Costa Rica—feel free to follow them to the letter. But if that’s too
structured for you, you might also use one or more of them as an outline and then fill in blanks
with other destinations and attractions that strike your fancy.Costa Rica Highlights in 1
WeekThe timing is tight, but this itinerary packs a lot into a typical, weeklong vacation. This
route takes you to a trifecta of Costa Rica’s primary tourist attractions: Arenal Volcano,
Monteverde, and Manuel Antonio. You can explore and enjoy tropical nature, take in some
beach time, and experience a few high-adrenaline adventures, to boot. If you have an extra day
or two or three, simply add on an extra night at any (or all) of the major destinations here, as all
have plenty more to offer.Streets of San José.Day 1: Arrive & Settle into San JoséIf your flight
gets in early enough and you have time, head downtown and tour the Museos del Banco
Central de Costa Rica (Gold Museum) (p. 81) and the nearby Museo de Jade Marco Fidel
Tristán (Jade Museum) (p. 80). But if you’ve enough time for only a little walk, stop at one of the
roadside stands selling small bags of cut-up fruit. Depending on the season, you might find



mango, pineapple, or papaya on offer. If you’re lucky, they’ll have mamón chino, an odd-looking,
golf ball–size fruit you might also know as rambutan or litchi nut.While downtown, try to stop by
the Teatro Nacional (National Theater) (p. 90). If anything is playing that night, buy tickets for
the show.Day 2: Get Close to the Hot Stuff Rent a car and head to the Arenal National Park
and Arenal Volcano area. After checking into your hotel, head to Arenal National Park, and hike
the Sendero Coladas (Lava Flow Trail) , which will take you onto and over a cooled-off lava
flow. Spend the evening soaking in the natural hot springs at the Tabacón Grand Spa Thermal
Resort (p. 163), working out the kinks from the road and hike. (The volcano may be technically
dormant right now, but the natural hot springs are still working just fine.) I recommend
reserving a massage or spa treatment in advance.Day 3: Adventures Around Arenal, Ending
Up in Monteverde Spend the morning being adventurous around Arenal National Park. Your
options range from white-water rafting to mountain biking to horseback riding and then hiking
to the Río Fortuna Waterfall. My favorite is the canyoning adventure offered by Desafío
Expeditions (p. 169). Allow at least 4 hours of daylight to drive around Lake Arenal to
Monteverde.Day 4: Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve Wake up early and take a
guided tour of the Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve (p. 185). Spend the afternoon
visiting several of the area’s attractions, which might include the Butterfly Garden (p. 189), the
Orchid Garden (p. 189), the Monteverde Serpentarium (p. 189), Monteverde Theme Park
(p. 189), and the Bat Jungle (p. 189).Day 5: From the Treetops to the Coast Use the morning to
take one of the zip-line canopy tours here. I recommend Selvatura Park (p. 187), which has a
wonderful canopy tour and hanging bridges, as well as other interesting exhibits. Be sure to
schedule the tour early enough so that you can hit the road by noon for your drive to Manuel
Antonio National Park . En route, you’ll want to stop at the bridge over the Tárcoles River to
look at all the crocodiles gathered below.Day 6: Manuel Antonio National Park In the morning,
take a boat tour of the Damas Island estuary (p. 213), and then reward yourself with an
afternoon lazing on one of the beautiful beaches inside Manuel Antonio National Park (p. 211).
If you just can’t lie still, hike the loop trail through the rainforest here and around Punta
Catedral (Cathedral Point) .Day 7: Saying AdiósDrive back to San José in time to drop off your
rental car and connect with your departing flight home.The Best of Undiscovered Costa
RicaDespite Costa Rica’s booming tourism industry, there are still plenty of places that are off
the beaten track. And believe me, you’ll be richly rewarded for venturing down the road less
traveled. If you have only a week, you can end this itinerary in Montezuma. If you have more
time, explore the lush and remote southern zone.Day 1: Rincón de la Vieja National Park Not
nearly as popular as the Arenal Volcano, the Rincón de la Vieja volcano, along with its
namesake national park (p. 119), is an underexplored gem. The park features challenging and
rewarding hikes, sulfur hot springs, volcanic mud deposits, and stunning jungle waterfalls. My
favorite hike here is a vigorous 2-hour trek to Blue Lake and La Cangrejo Waterfall (p. 122),
which leads to a beautiful forest waterfall emptying into a postcard-perfect turquoise lake. This
is a great spot for a picnic lunch and a cool dip. If you have the time and energy afterward,
finish up with the relatively short and gentle Las Pailas Loop , which showcases the volcanic
fumaroles and mud pots here.Waterfall at the Rincón de la Vieja National Park.Day 2: Horses,
High Wires & Hot SpringsYou did plenty of hiking yesterday, so start this day off with something
a little different. Hacienda Guachipelín (p. 122) offers a range of adventure activities, including
horseback riding, river tubing, two zip-line canopy tours, and a waterfall rappel canyoning tour
(see p. 288 for more about canyoning), in addition to boasting a gorgeous set of natural hot
mineral springs set alongside a jungle river.Day 3: Going Deep Down UnderSitting on top of a
massive cave system, Barra Honda National Park (p. 141) is Costa Rica’s top spot for



spelunking. On a typical tour here, you’ll descend into the depths of the Terciopelo Cave and
visit the waterfalls and pools of La Cascada. After your visit here, drive to nearby Playa
Sámara, about an hour away, and visit this lovely beachside trattoria for a meal: �Gusto Beach
With tables set in the sand and palm trees strung with rope lighting, this place serves up
excellent Italian fare, as well as fresh grilled fish and meats. See p. 139.Day 4: Beautiful
BeachesThe Nicoya Peninsula has many of the same charms and nearly as many miles of
beach as Guanacaste, but fewer crowds. Although the beach at Playa Sámara is nice enough,
I recommend heading to neighboring gems Playa Barrigona (p. 140) and Playa Carrillo (p. 140).
While in the area, be sure to sign up for an ultralight flight with the folks at the Flying Crocodile
(p. 140).Days 5 & 6: MontezumaMontezuma is a great place to mix more beach time with
wildlife sightings and visits to some wonderful waterfalls. While you can certainly hike to the
foot of the Montezuma Waterfall (p. 152), I prefer visiting it as part of the Waterfall Canopy Tour
(p. 152). I recommend taking a horseback tour to El Chorro falls (p. 152). If you time it right, you
can take a horseback ride home along the beach at sunset.While in Montezuma, visit Cabo
Blanco Absolute Nature Reserve (p. 153), the country’s first officially protected area. The main
trail inside this park, Sendero Sueco, leads to the gorgeous and almost always deserted Playa
Balsita. A trip to Cabo Blanco Nature Reserve can be combined with a kayaking and snorkeling
tour to the tiny cemetery isle located just off the village of Cabuya. �Playa de los Artistas Fresh
grilled fish and other Mediterranean fare are the specialty at my favorite restaurant in
Montezuma. If you’re limber, slide onto a tatami mat set around one of the low tables closest to
the water. See p. 151.Days 7, 8 & 9: The Osa Peninsula & Golfo DulceThe area way down
south on the Osa Peninsula and along the Golfo Dulce is Costa Rica’s most remote (and in
many ways most rewarding) region. Here you’ll find tiny towns and villages bordering vast
tracts of lowland tropical forest that cascade down to the sea. This area is home to Corcovado
National Park , the Piedras Blancas National Park , and a host of other private reserves and
protected areas. It is Costa Rica’s prime area for wildlife-viewing and ecotourism. There are
three main gateways to this region, Drake Bay, Puerto Jiménez, and Golfito. All are reached by
small commuter flights, and all offer access to some of the top nature lodges in the country.
These remote lodges provide all meals and tours for their guests. See chapter 9 for more
information.The Best Costa Rica AdventuresCosta Rica is a major adventure-tourism
destination. The following basic itinerary packs a lot of adventures into a single week; if you
want to do some surfing, mountain biking, or kayaking, just schedule more time.Day 1: Starting
Out in San JoséArrive and get settled in San José. If your flight gets in early enough and you
have time, head downtown and tour the Museos del Banco Central de Costa Rica (p. 81), and
the Museo de Jade Marco Fidel Tristán (Jade Museum) (p. 80).Days 2 & 3: Get Wet &
WildTake a 2-day white-water rafting expedition on the Pacuare River with Ríos Tropicales
(p. 95). You’ll spend the night at its remote riverside lodge. When you finish running the
Pacuare, they’ll transport you (as part of the trip package) to La Fortuna . Settle into your hotel
and head to the Tabacón Grand Spa Thermal Resort (p. 163) to have a soothing soak.Day 4:
Waterfalls Two WaysGo canyoning with Desafío Expeditions (p. 169) in the morning, and then
hop on a horse or a mountain bike in the afternoon and be sure to stop at the Río Fortuna
waterfall (p. 170). Take the short, but quite steep, hike down to the base of the falls and take a
chilly dip in one of the pools there. In the evening, check out the hot springs at Eco Termales
(p. 173).Day 5: Getting There Is Part of the Fun & AdventureArrange a taxi-to-boat-to-horse
transfer over to Monteverde with Desafío Expeditions (p. 169). Take a zip-line canopy tour in
the afternoon. I recommend Selvatura Park , which is located near the Santa Elena Cloud
Forest Reserve. Finally, if you’ve got the energy, take a night tour through either the Santa



Elena or Monteverde Cloud Forest Reserve.Hiking through Monteverde Cloud Forest.Day 6:
Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve Wake up early and take a daytime guided tour of
the Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological Reserve , even if you did the night tour on Day 5. Be
sure to pack a lunch. After the guided tour, spend the next few hours continuing to explore the
trails through the cloud forest here. See if you can spot a quetzal on your own. Then transfer
back to San José.Day 7: Squeeze in a Soccer Game Before DepartingYou may have an early
flight home from San José. If you have a few hours to kill, take a hike or jog around Parque La
Sabana or, better yet, try to join a pickup soccer game here.Costa Rica for FamiliesCosta Rica
is a terrific destination for families. If you’re traveling with very small children, you might want to
consider a large resort with a children’s program and babysitting services. But for slightly older
kids and teens, particularly those with an adventurous streak, Costa Rica is a lot of fun.Day 1:
Arrive in GuanacasteFly directly into Liberia. From here, it’s a 30- to 45-minute drive to any of
the area’s many beach resorts or boutique hotels, especially around the Papagayo Peninsula. I
recommend either the Four Seasons Resort Costa Rica (p. 105) or the Hotel Playa Hermosa
Bosque del Mar (p. 106). The former is a large-scale luxury resort with an excellent children’s
program and tons of activity and tour options; the latter is a lovely beachfront boutique hotel on
a quiet and calm section of Playa Hermosa.Day 2: Get Your Bearings & Enjoy the BeachGet to
know and enjoy the facilities and activities at your hotel or resort. Spend time on the beach or
at the pool. Build some sand castles, or get involved in a pickup game of beach volleyball or
soccer. In the afternoon, go on a sail and snorkel cruise. If you choose a large resort, check out
the children’s program and any scheduled activities or tours that particularly appeal to anyone
in the family. Feel free to adapt the following days’ suggestions accordingly.Day 3: Rafting on
the Corobicí RiverThe whole family will enjoy a rafting tour on the gentle Corobicí River. Ríos
Tropicales (p. 95) offers leisurely trips that are appropriate for all ages, except infants. In
addition to the slow float and occasional mellow rapids, there’ll be plenty of opportunities to
watch birds and other wildlife along the way. If you’re here between late September and late
February, book a turtle-nesting tour (p. 133) at nearby Playa Grande for the evening. The whole
family will be awestruck by the spectacle of a giant leatherback turtle digging a nest and laying
its eggs.Day 4: El Viejo Wetlands Located about an hour’s drive from the Guanacaste beaches,
El Viejo Wildlife Refuge & Wetlands (p. 118) is a fabulous day-trip destination. Set on a
massive old farmstead bordering Palo Verde National Park, this private reserve offers up some
of Guanacaste’s best wildlife-viewing, with boat trips on the Tempisque River and safari-style
open Jeep tours through surrounding wetlands, as well as a host of other cultural and
adventure tour options. Lunch is served in a beautiful, century-old farm building.Day 5:
Hacienda Guachipelín It’s time to head for the hills, which are mostly volcanoes in this neck of
the woods. Book a full-day Adventure Pass outing to Hacienda Guachipelín (p. 122), near
Rincón de la Vieja National Park. Older and more adventurous children can go river tubing,
enjoy a horseback ride, or take one of the zip-line canopy tours. Younger children should get a
kick out of visiting the working farm and cattle ranch, butterfly garden, and serpentarium
here.Day 6: Learn to SurfHead to Playa Tamarindo (p. 127) for the day and arrange for the
whole family to take surf or boogie-board lessons. You can arrange classes in advance and
rent equipment with either Kelly’s Surf Shop (p. 134) or Witch’s Rock Surf Camp (p. 134). Be
sure to rent your boards for a full day so you can practice after the lesson is over.Day 7:
Leaving LiberiaUse any spare time before your flight out of Liberia to buy last-minute souvenirs
and gifts, or just laze on the beach or by the pool.The Best of San José & the Central
ValleyWhile most tourists seek to almost immediately get out of San José for greener pastures,
Costa Rica’s vibrant capital and the surrounding Central Valley provide plenty to see and do. If



you have even more days, take a white-water rafting trip on the Pacuare River, tour a coffee
farm, or head out to a beach on the Central Pacific coast.Day 1: Getting to Know the CityStart
your day on the Plaza de la Cultura. Visit the Museos del Banco Central de Costa Rica (p. 81),
and see if you can get tickets for a performance that night at the Teatro Nacional (p. 90). From
the Plaza de la Cultura, stroll Avenida Central to the Museo Nacional de Costa Rica (National
Museum) (p. 82). �Restaurante Nuestra Tierra It’s a bit of a tourist trap, sure, but this Costa
Rican–themed restaurant is very conveniently located and serves up dependable local cuisine.
Order a casado (blue plate special) for lunch. It will come served on a banana leaf spread over
a large platter, delivered by a waiter or waitress in traditional rural garb from a bygone era. See
p. 76.After lunch, head over to nearby Museo de Jade Marco Fidel Tristán (Jade Museum)
(p. 80). As soon as you’re finished taking in all this culture, some shopping at the open-air stalls
at the Plaza de la Democracia (p. 89) is in order. �Café Mundo Try dinner at this trendy local
hangout, at Calle 15 and Avenida 9, 3 blocks east and 1 block north of the INS building. This
bustling hotspot serves up a mix of bar food, local classics, and world cuisine in a rambling old
converted home. See p. 76.After dinner, head to the Teatro Nacional for the night’s
performance.Day 2: Alajuela, Heredia & EnvironsRent a car for the next 2 days, and get an
early start for the Poás Vol-cano (p. 96), before the clouds sock in the main crater. After visiting
the volcano, head to La Paz Waterfall Gardens (p. 84). Take a walk on the waterfall trail, and
also enjoy the immense butterfly garden and lively hummingbird garden. This is a good place
to have lunch. On your way back to San José, you’ll be making a loop through the hills of
Heredia, with a stop at INBio Park (p. 83). In addition to being a fascinating natural history
museum, INBio Park has a wonderful collection of intriguing animal sculptures by Costa Rican
artist José Sancho.Day 3: Cartago & the Orosí ValleyStart off the day taking in the scenery
from 3,400m (11,080 ft.), at the top of the Irazú Volcano (p. 96). After admiring the view and
hiking the crater trail, head down into the country’s first capital city, visiting Las Ruinas (p. 95)
and the Basílica de Nuestra Señora de los Ángeles (p. 95), on your way out to the Orosí valley.
As you drive the loop road around Lake Cachí, stop in Ujarrás (p. 97) to see the ruins of Costa
Rica’s oldest church and check out the sculptures at La Casa del Soñador (House of the
Dreamer) (p. 97).After Ujarrás, continue on to Orosí valley, stopping at Lankester Gardens
(p. 97), one of the top botanical gardens in the country. You’ll want to spend at least 2 hours
wandering around the gardens here. Upon returning to San José, you can return the rental car
and rely on taxis in the city, as it’s much easier and less stressful than dealing with downtown
traffic.Day 4: More City Sights & ShoppingSpend this day further exploring the capital. Start by
heading out on Paseo Colón to the Museo de Arte Costarricense (Costa Rican Art Museum)
(p. 82). Be sure to spend some time in its continually growing open-air sculpture garden. After
visiting the museum, take a stroll around the beautiful and expansive downtown Parque La
Sabana (p. 85). Intrepid travelers can also do some shopping at the Mercado Central (p. 89). �
Grano de Oro Restaurant For your final dinner, splurge a bit and head to this elegant
restaurant, located inside the boutique hotel of the same name. Enjoy sophisticated
contemporary fusion cuisine in a dimly lit courtyard setting. See p. 77.After dinner, take a late-
night turn on the dance floor at Castro’s (p. 90) for some classic salsa and other Latin rhythms,
or Vértigo (p. 90) if you prefer something more contemporary and electronic.3Costa Rica in
ContextPura Vida! (Pure Life!) is Costa Rica’s unofficial national slogan, and in many ways it
defines the country. You’ll hear it exclaimed, proclaimed, and simply stated by Ticos (slang for
Costa Ricans) from all walks of life, from children to octogenarians. It can be used as a cheer
after your favorite soccer team scores a goal, or as a descriptive response when someone
asks you, “¿Como estas?” (“How are you?”). It is symbolic of the easygoing nature of this



country’s people, politics, and personality.Costa Rica itself is a mostly rural country with vast
areas of protected tropical forests. It is one of the biologically richest places on earth, with a
wealth of flora and fauna that attracts and captivates biologists, photographers, ecotourists,
and casual visitors alike.Costa Rica TodayCosta Rica has a population of a little more than 5
million, more than half of whom live in the urban Central Valley and surrounding hillsides. Some
94% of the population is of Spanish or otherwise European descent, and it is not at all unusual
to see fair-skinned and blond Costa Ricans. This is largely because the indigenous population
in place when the first Spaniards arrived was small and was quickly reduced to even more of a
minority by wars and disease. Some indigenous populations still remain, primarily on
reservations around the country; the principal tribes include the Bribri, Cabécar, Boruca, and
Guayamí. In addition, on the Caribbean coast and in the big cities lives a substantial population
of English-speaking black Creoles who came over from the Antilles in the late-19th and
early-20th centuries to work on building the railroad and on the banana plantations.In general,
Costa Ricans are a friendly and outgoing people. While interacting with visitors, Ticos are very
open and helpful. Time has relative meaning to Ticos. Although most tour companies and other
establishments operate efficiently, don’t expect punctuality, in general.In a region historically
plagued by internal strife and civil wars, Costa Ricans are proud of their peaceful history,
political stability, and relatively high level of development. However, this can also translate into
arrogance and prejudice toward immigrants from neighboring countries, particularly
Nicaraguans, who make up a large percentage of the workforce on the banana and coffee
plantations.Roman Catholicism is the official religion of Costa Rica, although freedom to
practice any religion is guaranteed by the country’s constitution. More than 75% of the
population identifies as Roman Catholic, while another 14% comprise a number of evangelical
Christian congregations. There is a small but visible Jewish community, as well. By and large, a
large section of Ticos are religiously observant, if not fervent, though it seems that just as
many lead quite secular lives.The Making of Costa RicaEarly HistoryLittle is known of Costa
Rica’s history before its colonization by Spanish settlers. The pre-Columbian Indians who made
their home in this region of Central America never developed the large cities or advanced
culture that flowered farther north in what would become Guatemala, Belize, and Mexico.
There are no grand pyramids or large Mayan cities in Costa Rica. However, ancient artifacts
indicating a strong sense of aesthetics have been unearthed from scattered excavations
around the country. Ornate gold and jade jewelry, intricately carved grinding stones, and
artistically painted terra-cotta objects point to a small but highly skilled population.Spain Settles
Costa RicaIn 1502, on his fourth and final voyage to the New World, Christopher Columbus
anchored just offshore from present-day Limón. Whether he actually gave the country its name
—“the rich coast”—is open to debate, but the Spaniards never did find much gold or many
minerals to exploit here.The earliest Spanish settlers found strong resistance in Costa Rica.
Still, due to their small numbers, scattered villages, and tribal differences, the local indigenous
peoples were quickly overcome by superior firepower and European diseases. When the
fighting ended, however, the European colonizers in Costa Rica found that very few Indians
were left to force into servitude. Some settlers were compelled to till their own lands, a situation
unheard of in other parts of Central America. It didn’t take long for Costa Rica’s few Spanish
settlers to head for the hills, where they found rich volcanic soil and a climate that was less
oppressive than in the lowlands. Cartago, the colony’s first capital, was founded in 1563, but it
was not until the 1700s that additional cities were established in this agriculturally rich region.
In the late-18th century, the first coffee plants were introduced, and because these plants
thrived in the highlands, Costa Rica began to develop its first cash crop. Unfortunately, it was a



long and difficult journey transporting the coffee to the Caribbean coast and then onward to
Europe, where the demand for coffee was growing.From Independence to the Present DayIn
1821, Spain granted independence to its colonies in Central America. Costa Rica joined with
its neighbors to form the Central American Federation; but in 1838, it withdrew to form a new
nation and pursue its own interests. By the mid-1800s, coffee was the country’s main export.
Free land was given to anyone willing to plant coffee on it, and plantation owners soon grew
wealthy and powerful, creating Costa Rica’s first elite class.This was a stormy period in Costa
Rican history. In 1856, the country was invaded by William Walker, a soldier of fortune from
Tennessee who, with the backing of U.S. President James Buchanan, was attempting to create
a slave state in Central America (before his invasion of Costa Rica, he had invaded Nicaragua
and Baja California). The people of Costa Rica, led by president Juan Rafael Mora Porras,
marched against Walker and chased him back to Nicaragua.The Little Drummer BoyCosta
Rica’s national hero is Juan Santamaría. The legend goes that young Juan enlisted as a
drummer boy in the campaign against William Walker. On April 11, 1865, when Costa Rican
troops had a band of Walker’s men cornered in a downtown hostel in Rivas, Nicaragua,
Santamaría volunteered for a nearly certain suicide mission to set the building on fire. Although
he was mortally wounded, Santamaría was successful in torching the building and driving out
Walker’s men, where they were swiftly routed. Today, April 11 is a national holiday.In 1889,
Costa Rica held what is considered the first free election in Central American history. The
opposition candidate won the election, and the control of the government passed from the
hands of one political party to those of another without hostilities. Costa Rica established itself
as the region’s first true democracy. In 1948, this democratic process was challenged by Rafael
Ángel Calderón, who had served as the country’s president from 1940 to 1944. After losing by
a narrow margin, Calderón, who had the backing of the communist labor unions and the
Catholic Church, refused to concede the country’s leadership to the rightfully elected president,
Otilio Ulate, and a civil war ensued. Calderón was eventually defeated by José “Pepe”
Figueres. In the wake of this crisis, a new constitution was drafted; among other changes, it
abolished Costa Rica’s army so that such a revolution could never happen again.In 1994,
history seemed to repeat itself—peacefully this time—when José María Figueres took the reins
of government from the son of his father’s adversary, Rafael Angel Calderón. In 2010, Costa
Rica elected its first female president, Laura Chinchilla. On April 6, 2014, former university
professor Luis Guillermo Solís of the opposition Citizen’s Action Party won a run-off election by
a landslide over longtime San José mayor Johnny Araya. So far, Solis’s presidency has been a
mixed bag. He’s had trouble moving legislation forward, and divisions within his own ruling
coalition have been a large part of that problem. Longstanding structural issues have
hampered attempts at addressing infrastructure and revenue problems.Recommended
ReadingNatural History �I think every visitor to Costa Rica should read Tropical Nature by Adrian
Forsyth and Ken Miyata. It’s a wonderfully written and lively collection of tales and adventures
by two Neotropical biologists who spent quite some time in the forests of Costa Rica.Mario A.
Boza’s beautiful Costa Rica National Parks has been reissued in an elegant coffee-table
edition. Other worthwhile coffee-table books include Rainforests: Costa Rica and Beyond by
Adrian Forsyth, with photographs by Michael and Patricia Fogden; and Costa Rica: A Journey
Through Nature by Adrian Hepworth.Two good choices for an introduction to Costa Rica’s
fauna are The Wildlife of Costa Rica: A Field Guide by Fiona Reid, Jim Zook, Twan Leenders,
and Robert Dean; and Costa Rica: Traveller’s Wildlife Guides by Les Beletsky. Both pack a lot
of useful information into a concise package.A Guide to the Birds of Costa Rica by F. Gary
Stiles and Alexander Skutch is an invaluable guide for identifying the many birds you’ll see



during your stay. Most guides and nature lodges have a copy on hand. Bird-watchers might
also consider A Bird-Finding Guide to Costa Rica by Barrett Lawson, which details the best
birding sites throughout the country.Other interesting natural-history books that survey the
plants and animals of Costa Rica include Costa Rica Natural History by Daniel Janzen; A
Guide to Tropical Plants of Costa Rica by Willow Zuchowsky; The Natural History of Costa
Rican Mammals by Mark Wainwright; A Guide to the Amphibians and Reptiles of Costa Rica
by Twan Leenders; and the classic A Neotropical Companion by John C. Kricher, reissued in
an expanded edition with color photos.General Interest �For a look into Costa Rican society, pick
up The Ticos: Culture and Social Change by Richard, Karen, and Mavis Biesanz, an
examination of the country’s politics and culture. Also worth checking out is The Costa Rica
Reader: History, Culture, Politics, a broad selection of stories and essays by Costa Ricans from
all walks of life.For more about the life and culture of Costa Rica’s Talamanca coast, an area
populated by Afro-Caribbean people whose forebears emigrated from Caribbean islands in the
early-19th century, read Paula Palmer’s What Happen: A Folk-History of Costa Rica’s
Talamanca Coast, a collection of oral histories.Fiction & Poetry �Costa Rica: A Traveler’s Literary
Companion, edited by Barbara Ras and with a foreword by Oscar Arias Sánchez, is a
collection of short stories by Costa Rican writers, organized by regions of the country. Entries
include works by many of the country’s leading literary lights, and the geographical breakdown
makes it a good companion as you travel from place to place around Costa Rica.Young adults
will enjoy Kristin Joy Pratt’s A Walk in the Rainforest, while younger children will like the
beautifully illustrated The Forest in the Clouds by Sneed Collard and Michael Rothman, and
The Umbrella by Jan Brett. Pachanga Kids (www.pachangakids.com) has published several
illustrated bilingual children’s books with delightful illustrations by Ruth Angulo, including Mar
Azucarada/Sugar Sea by Roberto Boccanera, and El Coyote y la Luciérnaga/The Coyote and
the Firefly by Yazmin Ross, which (full disclosure) I translated and which includes a musical CD
that also features your humble author’s singing.One of the most important pieces in the Costa
Rican canon, Carlos Luis Fallas’s 1941 tome Mamita Yunai provides a stark look at the impact
of the large banana giant United Fruit on the country. More recently, Fernando Contreras takes
up where his predecessor left off in Unico Mirando al Mar, which describes the conditions of
the poor, predominantly children, who scavenge Costa Rica’s garbage dumps.Costa Rica in
Popular CultureMusicSeveral musical traditions meet and mingle in Costa Rica. The northern
Guanacaste region is a hotbed of folk music, strongly influenced by the marimba (wooden
xylophone) traditions of Guatemala and Nicaragua, while also featuring guitars, maracas, and
the occasional harp. On the Caribbean coast, you can hear traditional calypso sung by
descendants of the original black workers brought over to build the railroads and tend the
banana plantations. Roving bands play a mix of guitar, banjo, washtub bass, and percussion in
the bars and restaurants of Cahuita and Puerto Viejo.Costa Rica also has a healthy
contemporary music scene. The jazz-fusion trio Editus has won two Grammy awards for its
work with Panamanian salsa giant (and movie star) Rubén Blades. Malpaís, the closest thing
Costa Rica had to a supergroup, suffered the sudden and tragic loss of its lead singer in 2011,
but still has several excellent discs out and occasionally performs with the surviving
members.Also look for music by Cantoamérica, which plays upbeat dance music ranging from
salsa to calypso to merengue. Jazz pianist and former minister of culture Manuel Obregón
(also a member of Malpaís) has several excellent solo albums out, including Simbiosis (2011),
on which he improvises along with the sounds of Costa Rica’s wildlife, waterfalls, and
weather.Local label Papaya Music (www.papayamusic.com) has done an excellent job
promoting and producing albums by Costa Rican musicians in a range of styles and genres.



Their offerings range from the Guanacasteca folk songs of Max Goldemberg to the boleros of
Ray Tico to the original calypso of Walter “Gavitt” Ferguson. You can find their CDs at gift
shops and record stores around the country.ArtUnlike Guatemala, Mexico, or even Nicaragua,
Costa Rica does not have a strong tradition of local or indigenous arts and crafts. The strong
suit of Costa Rican art is European- and Western-influenced, ranging from neoclassical to
modern in style.Deceased and living legends of the art world include Rafa Fernández, Lola
Fernández, and Cesar Valverde. Also be on the lookout for works by Max Jiménez (1900–74),
Francisco Amighetti (1907–98), Manuel de la Cruz (1909–86), and Teodorico Quiros (1897–
1977). These early- 20th-century painters were responsible for the first semi-important local art
movement.Contemporary artists making waves and names for themselves include Fernando
Carballo, Rodolfo Stanley, Lionel González, Manuel Zumbado, and Karla Solano.Sculpture is
perhaps one of the strongest aspects of the Costa Rican art scene, with the large bronze
works of Francisco “Paco” Zuñiga among the best of the genre. Meanwhile, the artists José
Sancho, Edgar Zuñiga, and Jiménez Deredia are all producing internationally acclaimed
pieces, many of monumental proportions. You can see examples by all these sculptors around
the country, as well as at San José’s downtown Museo de Arte Costarricense (Costa Rican Art
Museum) (p. 82). I also enjoy the whimsical works of Leda Astorga, who sculpts and then
paints a pantheon of plump and voluptuous figures in interesting, and at times compromising,
poses.You’ll find excellent museums and galleries, including the Museo de Arte Costarricense
(Costa Rican Art Museum) (p. 82) and Galería 11–12 (p. 87), in San José and the Central
Valley, as well as, to a much lesser extent, in some of the country’s larger and more popular
tourist destinations.ArchitectureCosta Rica lacks the large-scale pre-Columbian ceremonial
ruins found throughout much of the rest of Mesoamerica. The only notable early archaeological
site is Guayabo. However, only the foundations of a few dwellings, a handful of carved
petroglyphs, and some road and water infrastructure are still visible here.Similarly, Costa Rica
lacks the large and well-preserved colonial-era cities found throughout much of the rest of Latin
America. The original capital of Cartago (p. 95) has some old ruins and a few colonial-era
buildings, as well as the country’s grandest church, the Basílica de Nuestra Señora de los
Ángeles (Basilica of Our Lady of the Angels) (p. 95), which was built in honor of the country’s
patron saint, La Negrita, or the Virgin of Guadalupe.A few modern architects are creating
names for themselves. Ronald Zurcher, who designed the Four Seasons Resort at Papagayo
Peninsula and several other large hotel projects, is one of the shining lights of contemporary
Costa Rican architecture. Zurcher is known for incorporating animal forms and motifs into his
designs, with rooflines mimicking turtles or armadillos, for example.Cartago’s Basilica.Eating &
DrinkingCosta Rican food is not especially memorable, although some of the exotic fruits and
vegetables served here certainly are. Creative chefs using fresh local ingredients have livened
up the dining scene in San José and at most of the major tourist destinations, and a few are
even turning out inventive takes on traditional Costa Rican classics. Outside of the capital and
major tourist destinations, though, your options get very limited very fast; in fact, many
destinations are so remote that you have no choice but to eat in the hotel’s restaurant. At
remote jungle lodges, the food is usually served buffet- or family-style; the quality can range
from bland to inspired, depending on who’s doing the cooking, and turnover in the kitchen is
high.Fortunately, eating in Costa Rica won’t break your budget. At even the more expensive
restaurants, it’s hard to spend more than $50 a head unless you really splurge on drinks. It gets
even cheaper outside the city and high-end hotels. But if you really want to save money, Costa
Rican, or “típico,” food is always the cheapest nourishment available. It’s primarily served in
sodas, Costa Rica’s equivalent of diners.Meals & Dining CustomsRice and beans are the



foundation of all Costa Rican meals, whether breakfast, lunch, or dinner. At breakfast, they’re
called gallo pinto and come with everything from eggs to steak to seafood. At lunch or dinner,
rice and beans are an integral part of a casado (which translates as “married” and is the name
for the local version of a blue-plate special). A casado usually consists of cabbage-and-tomato
salad, fried plantains (a starchy, banana-like fruit), and a chicken, fish, or meat dish of some
sort. On the Caribbean coast, rice and beans are cooked in coconut milk.Dining hours in Costa
Rica are flexible, but typically follow North American customs. Some downtown restaurants in
San José are open 24 hours, but pricier spots tend to be open for lunch from 11am to 3pm and
for dinner from 6 to 11pm.Appetizers �Known as bocas in Costa Rica, appetizers are served with
drinks in most bars. Often the bocas are free, but even if they aren’t, they’re very inexpensive.
Popular bocas include gallos (tortillas piled with meat, chicken, cheese, or beans), ceviche (a
marinated seafood salad), tamales (stuffed cornmeal patties steamed inside banana leaves),
patacones (fried green plantain chips), and fried yuca.Sandwiches & Snacks �Ticos love to
snack, and a large variety of tasty little sandwiches and snacks are available on the street, at
snack bars, and in sodas. Arreglados are little meat-filled sandwiches, as are tortas, which are
served on little rolls with a bit of salad tucked into them. Tacos, tamales, gallos (see above),
and empanadas (turnovers) also are quite common.Tico etiquette & CustomsIn general, Costa
Ricans are easygoing, friendly, and informal. That said, Ticos tend to be conservative and, in
conversation, relatively formal. When addressing someone, they use the formal “usted” in most
instances, reserving the familiar “vos” for close friends, family, and children or teenagers. �Upon
greeting or saying goodbye, both sexes shake hands, although across genders, a light kiss on
one cheek is common. �Proud of their country’s neutrality and lack of armed forces, everyday
Costa Ricans are uncomfortable with confrontation. What may seem like playful banter or
justified outrage to a foreign tourist may be taken very badly by a Tico. �In some cases,
especially in the service industry, a Tico may tell you what he or she thinks you want to hear,
just to avoid a confrontation—even if he or she knows there’s little chance of follow-through or
ultimate customer satisfaction. I’ve also had, on more than one occasion, Ticos give me wrong
directions, rather than telling me they didn’t know the way. �The two words mentioned at the start
of this chapter—”pura vida”—will go a long way to endearing you to most Ticos. In
conversation, “pura vida” is used as a greeting, exclamation, adjective, and general space filler.
Feel free to sprinkle a “pura vida” or two into your conversations with locals. �Tico men dress
conservatively. It is very rare to see Costa Rican men wear short pants except at the beach. In
most towns and cities, tourists will stand out when wearing short pants, sandals, and other
typical vacation wear (although it is considered acceptable). Costa Rican women, on the other
hand, especially young women, do tend to show some skin. Still, be respectful in your dress,
especially if you plan on visiting churches, small towns, or local families. �Women, no matter how
they dress, may find themselves on the receiving end of whistles, honks, hoots, hisses, and
catcalls. For more information on this manifestation of Costa Rican machismo, see “Women
Travelers” on p. 281. �Punctuality is not a Costa Rican strong suit. Ticos often show up anywhere
from 15 minutes to an hour or more late to meetings and appointments—this is known as la
hora tica, or Tico time. That said, buses and local airlines, tour operators, movie theaters, and
most businesses do tend to run on a relatively timely schedule.Meat �Costa Rica is beef country,
having converted much of its rainforest land to pastures for raising beef cattle. Consequently,
beef is cheap and plentiful, although it might be a bit tougher—and cut and served thinner—
than it is back home. One typical local dish is olla de carne, a bowl of beef broth with large
chunks of meat, local tubers, and corn. Spit-roasted chicken is also very popular and is
surprisingly tender; I much prefer it to most steaks. Lamb is very sparsely used in Costa Rican



cooking, although finer restaurants often have a lamb dish or two on the menu.Seafood �Costa
Rica has two coasts, and, as you’d expect, plenty of seafood is available everywhere in the
country. Corvina (sea bass) is the most commonly served fish and is prepared innumerable
ways, including as ceviche. (Be careful: In many cheaper restaurants, particularly in San José,
shark meat is often sold as corvina.) You will likely also come across pargo (red snapper),
dorado (mahimahi), and tuna on some menus, especially along the coasts. Although Costa
Rica is a major exporter of shrimp and lobster, both are relatively expensive and in short
supply here.A typical casado.Vegetables �On the whole, you’ll find vegetables surprisingly
lacking in the meals you’re served in Costa Rica—usually nothing more than a little pile of
shredded cabbage topped with a slice or two of tomato. For a much more satisfying and filling
salad, order palmito (hearts of palm salad). The heart (actually the stalk or trunk of these small
palms) is first boiled and then sliced into disks and served with other fresh vegetables, and
topped with dressing. If you want something more than this, you’ll have to order a side dish
such as picadillo, a stew or puree of vegetables with meat in it.Although plátanos (plantains)
are technically considered a fruit, these giant relatives of bananas are really more like
vegetables and require cooking before they can be eaten. Green plantains have a very starchy
flavor and consistency, but they become as sweet as candy as they ripen. Fried plátano is one
of my favorite dishes. Yuca (manioc root or cassava in English) is another starchy staple root
vegetable in Costa Rica.One more vegetable worth mentioning is the pejibaye, a form of palm
fruit that looks like a miniature orange coconut. Boiled pejibayes are frequently sold from carts
on the streets of San José. When cut in half, a pejibaye reveals a large seed surrounded by
soft, fibrous flesh. You can eat it plain, but it’s usually topped with mayonnaise.Fruits �Costa Rica
has a wealth of delicious tropical fruits. The most common are mangoes (the season begins in
May), papayas, pineapples, melons, and bananas. Other fruits include marañón, which is the
fruit of the cashew tree and has orange or yellow glossy skin; granadilla, or maracuyá (passion
fruit); mamón chino, which Asian travelers will immediately recognize as rambutan; and
carambola (star fruit).Desserts �Queque seco, literally “dry cake,” is the same as pound cake.
Tres leches cake (three milks sponge cake), on the other hand, is so moist that you almost
need to eat it with a spoon. Flan is a typical custard dessert. It often comes as either flan de
caramelo (caramel) or flan de coco (coconut). Numerous other sweets are available, many of
which are made with condensed milk and raw sugar. Cajetas are popular handmade candies,
made from sugar and various mixes of evaporated, condensed, and powdered milk. They’re
sold at most pulperías (general stores) and streetside food stands.BeveragesFrescos,
refrescos, and jugos naturales are my favorite drinks in Costa Rica. They are usually made
with fresh fruit and milk or water. Among the more common fruits used are mangoes, papayas,
blackberries, and pineapples. You’ll also come across maracuyá (passion fruit) and carambola
(star fruit). Some of the more unusual frescos are horchata (made with rice flour and a lot of
cinnamon) and chan (made with the seed of a plant found mostly in Guanacaste—definitely an
acquired taste). The former is wonderful; the latter requires an open mind (it’s reputed to be
good for the digestive system). Order un fresco con leche sin hielo (a fresco with milk but
without ice) if you’re avoiding untreated water (see “Dietary Red Flags” on p. 272 for more on
this).Chifrijo: King of Costa Rican BocasWithout a doubt, Costa Rica’s most popular and
famous boca is a bowl of chifrijo. The name is a phonetic abbreviation of its two most important
ingredients: chicharrones (fried pork bellies) and frijoles (beans). A proper bowl of chifrijo will
also have rice, pico de gallo (a tomato-based salsa), a few slices of avocado, and be adorned
with some tortilla chips for scooping up all that goodness. �The creation was the brainchild of
Miguel Cordero, who began serving it in his family bar in Tibas in the early 1980s. The dish



quickly spread like wildfire and can now be found in restaurants and bars around the country.
Cordero had the foresight to trademark his dish, and in 2014 began taking legal action against
competitors for trademark infringement. Thanks to Cordero’s trademark claims, restaurant and
bar owners have had to scramble. In most cases, you can still usually find chifrijo on the menu,
only it might be called frichijo or hochifri, or some other variation on the theme.If you’re a coffee
drinker, you might be disappointed here. Most of the best coffee has traditionally been targeted
for export, and Ticos tend to prefer theirs weak and sweet. Better hotels and restaurants are
starting to cater to gringo tastes, serving superior blends.For something different for your
morning beverage, ask for agua dulce, a warm drink made from melted sugar cane and served
either with milk or lemon, or straight. Kids love it, too.Coconut, Straight UpThroughout Costa
Rica (particularly on the coastal road btw. Limón and Cahuita), keep your eye out for roadside
stands selling fresh green coconuts, or pipas in Spanish. Green coconuts have very little meat,
but are filled with copious amounts of a slightly sweet, clear liquid that is amazingly refreshing.
According to local legend, this liquid is pure enough to be used as plasma in an emergency
situation. Armed with a machete, the pipa seller will cut off the top and stick in a straw. In the
best of cases, the pipa will have been cooled over ice. The entire thing should cost around
C500.Costa Rica has seen an amazing boom in craft beers and places to drink them in the
past few years. Costa Rica’s Craft Brewing Company () has led the way. Its Libertas Golden Ale
and Segua Red Ale are available at more and more restaurants and bars around the country,
and can be purchased at larger supermarkets. These folks offer tours of their brewery and
have a small brewpub at their main facility in Ciudad Colon, a western suburb of San Jose.
Other brews and breweries to look for include Ambar by Cervecera del Centro (); Majadera
Pale Ale and Japiendin Tropical Ale from Treinta y Cinco (); and Witch’s Rock Pale Ale and
Gato Malo Dark Ale by the Volcano Brewing Company () in Tamarindo.ShoppingCosta Rica is
not known for shopping. Most of what you’ll find for sale is pretty run-of-the-mill, mass-
produced souvenir fare. So scant are its handicrafts offerings that most tourist shops sell
Guatemalan clothing, Panamanian appliquéd textiles, El Salvadoran painted-wood souvenirs,
and Nicaraguan rocking chairs. Still, Costa Rica does have a few locally produced arts and
handicrafts to look out for, and a couple of towns and villages with well-deserved reputations
for their unique works.Perhaps the most famous of all towns for shopping is Sarchí (p. 98), a
Central Valley town filled with handicrafts shops. Sarchí is best known as the citadel of the
colorfully painted Costa Rican oxcart, reproductions of which are manufactured in various
scaled-down sizes. A lot of furniture is also made in Sarchí.Artist’s workshop in Sarchí.Up in
Guanacaste, the small town of Guaitíl is famous for its pottery (see “Pretty Pots,” on p. 135). A
host of small workshops, studios, and storefronts ring the town’s central park (which is actually
a soccer field). Many of the low-fired ceramic wares here carry ancient local indigenous motifs,
while others get quirky modern treatments. You can find examples of this low-fired simple
ceramic work in many gift shops around the country, and even at roadside stands all across
Guanacaste.You might also run across carved masks made by the indigenous Boruca people
of southern Costa Rica. The small Boruca villages where these masks are carved are off-the-
beaten path, but you will find masks for sale at some of the better gift shops around the
country. These full-size wood masks are distinctive, with animal-based or “devil” faces. They
come in a variety of styles, both painted and unpainted, and run anywhere from $20 to $150,
depending on the quality of workmanship. The Boruca aren’t the only Costa Rican indigenous
group or local artisans to make masks, and you’ll likely see a wide range of masks and crafts
works for sale around the country. Tip: Don’t be fooled. You’ll see scores of mass-produced
wooden masks at souvenir and gift shops, but real Boruca masks are unique indigenous art



works, and the better ones are signed by their carvers.In addition to the masks, quite a bit of
Costa Rican woodwork is for sale, but it’s mainly mass-produced wooden bowls, napkin
holders, placemats, and the like. A couple of notable exceptions include the work of Barry
Biesanz, proprietor of Biesanz Woodworks (p. 88), whose excellent hardwood creations are
sold at better gift shops around the country, and the unique, large-scale sculptures created and
sold at the Original Grand Gallery (p. 172), in La Fortuna.Buyer, Be Aware!International laws
prohibit trade in endangered wildlife, so don’t buy any plants or animals, even if they’re readily
for sale. Do not buy any kind of sea- turtle products (including jewelry); wild birds; lizard, snake,
or cat skins; corals; or orchids (except those grown commercially). No matter how unique,
beautiful, insignificant, or inexpensive it might seem, your purchase will directly contribute to
the further hunting of these species. �In addition, be careful when buying wood products. Costa
Rica’s rainforest hardwoods are a finite and rapidly disappearing resource. Try to buy
sustainably harvested woods, if at all possible.Coffee remains my favorite gift item. It’s a great
deal, it’s readily available, and Costa Rican coffee is some of the best in the world. See “Joe to
Go” on p. 86 for tips on buying coffee in Costa Rica.A few other items worth keeping an eye out
for include reproductions of pre-Columbian gold jewelry and carved-stone figurines. The former
are available as either solid gold, silver, or gold-plated. The latter, although interesting, can be
extremely heavy.Contemporary and classic Costa Rican art is another great option, both for
discerning collectors and those looking for a unique reminder of their time in the country. San
José has the greatest number of galleries and shops, but you will find good, well-stocked
galleries in some of the more booming tourist destinations, including Liberia, Manuel Antonio,
Jacó, and Monteverde. Throughout the book, I list my favorite galleries, and you can check out
“Art,” earlier in this chapter, for a list of some of the country’s more prominent artists.Finally,
one item that you’ll see at gift shops around the country is Cuban cigars. Although these are
still illegal to bring into the United States, they are perfectly legal and readily available in Costa
Rica.When to GoCosta Rica’s high season for tourism runs from late November to late April,
which coincides almost perfectly with the chill of winter in the United States, Canada, and
Great Britain, and includes Christmas, New Year’s, Easter, and most school spring breaks. The
high season is also the dry season. If you want some unadulterated time on a tropical beach
and a little less rain during your rainforest experience, this is the time to come. During this
period (and especially around the Christmas holiday), the tourism industry operates at full tilt—
prices are higher, attractions are more crowded, and reservations need to be made in
advance.Local tourism operators often call the tropical rainy season (May through mid-
November) the “green season.” The adjective is appropriate. At this time of year, even brown
and barren Guanacaste province becomes lush and verdant. I personally love traveling around
Costa Rica during the rainy season (but then again, I’m not trying to flee cold snaps in the
U.S.). It’s easy to find or at least negotiate reduced rates, there are far fewer fellow travelers,
and the rain is often limited to a few hours each afternoon (although you can occasionally get
socked in for a week at a time). A drawback: Some of the country’s rugged roads become
downright impassable without four-wheel-drive during the rainy season.WeatherCosta Rica is a
tropical country and has distinct wet and dry seasons. However, some regions are rainy all
year, and others are very dry and sunny for most of the year. Temperatures vary primarily with
elevations, not with seasons: On the coasts, it’s hot all year; in the mountains, it can be cool at
night any time of year. Frost is common at the highest elevations (3,000–3,600m/9,840–11,810
ft.).Average Daytime High Temperatures & Rainfall in San JoséGenerally, the rainy season (or
“green season”) is from May to mid-November. Costa Ricans call this wet time of year their
winter. The dry season, considered summer by Costa Ricans, is from mid-November to April. In



Guanacaste, the dry northwestern province, the dry season lasts several weeks longer than in
other places. Even in the rainy season, days often start sunny, with rain falling in the afternoon
and evening. On the Caribbean coast, especially south of Limón, you can count on rain year-
round, although this area gets less rain in September and October than the rest of the country.
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