Notes prepared by Gene Gill    
COSTA RICA

ENTRY REQUIREMENTS: Proof of citizenship is required. No visas are required for stays of less than 90 days. There is a departure tax payable at the airport.

CLIMATE: The Dry Season is December-April, The Wet Season is May-November.  The Atlantic Coast has no well-defined dry season. The Pacific Coast is the driest, and the hottest. The wet season brings daily afternoon rains. The temperature remains nearly constant all year-round with variations primarily related to altitude. SAN JOSE temperatures can be hot during the day, but cool off to sweater wearing in the evening. The coastal waters are almost a constant 74 degrees on both coasts,

LANGUAGE: Spanish, but English is spoken in tourist areas,

NICKNAME: Costa Ricans refer to themselves at "TICOS".

TIPPING: Most restaurants include 10% for service. No obligation to add more if this is added, but it is appreciated if you add more for especially good service. Taxi drivers do not expect tips, although it's customary to add a little to round out the fare. If the driver refuses to use the meter, his quoted fare will include a tip. Do not add more. Tips for bellboys are 100 Colones per bag. Tour guides expect around $1.00 per day. Also, don't forget the bus driver.

BANK HOURS: Weekdays 9 - 3, Some are open 9 -12 on Saturday,

THINGS TO BUY: Ceramics, wood, leather, jewelry, Pre-Columbian designed pots, painted boxes, masks, carved birds...and much folk art.

FOOD: A veritable garden of fresh vegetables and fruit. BOCAS are served as appetizers in bars - either free or very cheap. CASADO is the typical Costa Rican main course - a plate of rice, black beans, shredded raw cabbage and tomato salad, meat or egg. The national breakfast dish is GALLO PINTO - fried rice and beans, with optional fried or scrambled egg. MAIZE is another staple especially for snacks. SOPA NEGRA is a black broth made from beans, vegetables and eggs. OLLA DE CARNE is a hearty beef stew with vegetables. Expect lots of raw cabbage, carrots and tomatoes.

SAN JOSE

All flights arrive at JUAN SANTAMARIA AIRPORT 10 miles from downtown San Jose. Taxis from airport to town are not too expensive. Some hotels provide free shuttle service. All tours of Costa Rica begin here, but, ironically, this capital city does not warrant too much time. One goes to Costa Rica to see the surrounding areas.

PLAZA DE LA CULTUNA. This is San Jose's bustling cultural and shopping hub. 

GOLD MUSEUM: This modern, well-lighted museum contains the largest collection of pre-Columbian gold jewelry in Central America. Hrs. FRI-SUN 10-6.

NATIONAL MUSEUM: This museum was created in 1887 to study, conserve and exhibit representative examples of the country's flora and fauna, as well as religious, historical and archaeological artifacts. The building overlooks the PLAZA DE LA DEMOCRACIA. Here one can still see bullet holes from the 1948 Civil War.  Today the museum presents a look at the historical development of Costa Rica - from the colonial period (1502) to the early 1800's - through the era of the first Republic from 1821 when Costa Rica gained independence from Sapin - and then on to contemporary times. One of the primary goals is that the National Museum foster the concept of Costa Rica's national heritage...a comprehensive look at Costa Rican existence.

NATIONAL THEATRE: In the late 1800's Costa Rica was growing. Society was maturing and a source of cultural activity was missing. The country's coffee growers volunteered to finance a construction of a theatre by means of a self-imposed tax on each bag of coffee. Three years later the tax was abolished - because it burdened only one contributor - but 5% of the total cost of the theatre was already collected. To collect the remaining 95% another tax was established that would be paid by the general citizenry. This forced taxation became a source of national pride. The result is this magnificent building, declared a national monument in 1965. It was designed by Belgian architects and painters/decorators were brought from France and Italy. Since its inauguration in 1897 this landmark has been host to the principal spectacles presented in Costa Rica. After the devastating earthquake of 1991 it was feared that the building might have to be demolished. The citizens again came to the aid of the theatre, and through contributions, the building was restored to its original splendor.

CATEDRAL METROPOLITANA: Flanked by ugly office buildings, the white corrugated dome of the cathedral stands out. Cream-colored and neoclassical outside, it is decorated inside with patterned floor tiles and bas-reliefs. PARQUE CENTRAL, a tree-planted square with benches fronts the cathedral. It's a favorite spot for people watching.

VISIT A BANANA PLANTATION:  Visitors to Costa Rica return and speak well of tours, which visit a banana plantation.  They all say it doesn’t sound too great, but they love it.  

PARQUE MORAZAN: ...with a neoclassical bandstand in the center.

PARQUE NACIONAL: The most pleasant of San Jose's downtown parks. Across Avenida I from the park are the buildings housing Costa Rica's Congress.

SAN JOSE...continued

MERCADO CENTRAL: Between Avenidas 1 and Central,..an area of dark, narrow passages flanked by stalls selling exotic spices, fish, fruit, vegetables and handicrafts. 

CORREOS BUILDING: The central Post Office. Upstairs is a display of first-day stamp issues. From upstairs, look down on the activity at the post office boxes. An interesting fact: Street addresses barely exist in this country, and Ticos fall over themselves to get a post office box here. Mon-Fri 8-midnight, Sat 8-12.

NATIONAL INSURANCE INSTITUTE BUILDING (INS): Head for the 11th floor for one of San Jose's best museums. MUSEO DE JADE MARCO FIDEL TRISTAN contains the world's largest collection of American Jade...produced from 300 BC to AD700. Weekdays 8-3.

BASILICA DE NUESTRA SENORA DE LOS ANGELES:   10 Blocks east of the main square, this is a Byzantine hodgepodge of styles...and the focus of an amazing annual pilgrimage from San Jose.  During the night of August 1, thousands of people make their way to celebrate the appearance in 1635 of LA NEGRITA, Costa Rica's patron saint. The saint appeared at the spring behind the church. Here the faithful fill bottles... and the water has "miraculous healing powers". Those whom are healed leave their crutches, etc. next to a small statue of the saint.

SARCHI - and THE OXCARTS: 1993 marked 90 years of one of Costa Rica's best known traditions - the hand-painted oxcart. This began at the turn of the century when a man tried a bold thing - he painted a star on the wheels of a cart he was building. Since then the oxcart has evolved, not so much in its physical makeup, but certainly in its visual styling and in the sentiment held for it by all Costa Ricans.  The wooden ox-drawn cart has been in service in Costa Rica since the mid 1800s when it was introduced from Nicaragua. It was used as the common utility vehicle, but it was not uncommon to see it used in celebrations adorned with fresh flowers.

About the same time that the craftsman began painting the wheels in 1903, some other basic changes were made in the way the wheels were constructed and attached. They switched to metal axles and sectioned wheels. These sectioned wheels were inspiration for painting more elaborate designs while keeping with the original star-shaped pattern. Today's wheel designs are still based on that original star pattern. Gradually the painted wheels became more elaborate, but the cart bodies didn't get their first touch of paint until about 1915. These first paintings were flowers imitating the fresh flowers they were replacing. The first background colors were dull grays and greens. Some time later a brighter, more cheerful orange appeared and soon became the standard that exists to this day.  In the mid lg60's when local demand for oxcarts dropped off due to mechanization, oxcart builders tried to improve sales by redoubling their efforts at creating artistic and beautiful carts. Tourists saw these colorfully decorated carts and began to buy them as souvenirs. After more than 100 years of toiling along the dusty roads, the cart had risen to a respected place in the cultural artistry of the country. Another very important characteristic of the oxcarts that today's purchasers are unaware of is the unique "voice" of each cart. When purchasing a cart in the early days, it was vital that each oxcart have its own distinctive "Lac-a-Lac" sound as it rolled along the roads. Their sounds, heard from a mile away would let a family know the men were returning from the fields or from the market. And it also announced, by its silence, if they had stopped at a local pub along the way.

COSTA RICA: THE NATIONAL PARKS

BARRA HONDA: Costa Rica's only subterranean park, the complex has four main limestone caverns and a multitude of lesser ones that have been carved out of a 60 million year old marine reef.

BRAULIO CARRILLO: Lying in the rugged central volcanic range and northern slope the park includes five distinct habitats. There are 6000 species of plants, including outstanding ferns and orchids. More than 300 species of birds have been observed here, especially the resplendent quetzal.

CAHUITA NATIONAL PARK:  The park protects one of the tree living coral reefs on the Caribbean coast. Within its boundaries are coastal forests, lovely white sand beaches and the underwater area of the park. More than 30 species of coral have been identified.

CHIRRIPO/LA AMISTAD: These two parks constitute the largest variety of biological wealth, and also make up the largest single tract of virgin tropical forest. The park includes the only area of paramo in Central America and has glacially formed lakes. Mt. Chirripo is the highest peak in the country at 12,636 feet. The wildlife is very diverse. The quetzal makes its home here and one can find up to 60% of the fauna in the country within the park's boundaries.

COCOS ISLANOS: The largest uninhabited island outside of the arctic. Michael Crichton used Cocos as his model for the site in "Jurassic Park". It sits in the Pacific like a small Galapagos and has 3 endemic species of birds. The slopes of this rainy (275 inches per year) volcanic island are covered with 200 waterfalls.

CORCOVABO: The last significant block of virgin rain forest in all of Central America, Corcovado is one of the rainiest parts of Costa Rica (216 inches yearly). Boasting many species of mammals, amphibians and reptiles, the park shelters a number of endangered species such as the puma, tapir, crocodile and the jaguar. With more than 500 species of trees in the park, up to 100 can be found in an area as small as 2 acres.

IRAZU VOLCANO:  At 11,260 feet, Irazu is the country's highest volcano. The crater is accessible by road, and the seemingly lunar landscape allows a view of both oceans on a clear day. There is relatively little fauna in the park, other than several local bird species. The summit is formed by five craters, all currently dormant. Because of the altitude, the summit is frequently cloud shrouded and quite cool.

MANUEL ANTONIO: ...provides stretches of glistening white beaches whose sands slope gently to the Pacific. An important refuge for migratory birds, the park encloses a varied set of habitats, primary and secondary forests, mangroves, and marine life. Dolphins and whales are sometimes seen on their migratory journeys. Another enjoyable character is the endangered squirrel monkey - colonies of which live in the trees above the trails that crisscross the park.

COSTA RICA NATIONAL PARKS...continued

PALO VERDE: This river park constitutes the principal component of the Tempisque Lowlands, a migratory and resident waterfowl refuge along the Tempisque River. During most of the year the major lake is inhabited by upwards of 50,000 waterfowl and forest birds. The habitats in the area include lowland mangroves, low limestone hills, savanna brush lands and deciduous forest. There are two species of monkeys and several species of felines.

PALO VOLCANO: Easily accessible by the highway, it is one of the most frequented national parks. The bottom of the crater, alleged to be the largest active caldera in the world (1 mile wide and 980 deep), is in constant activity with fumaroles and geysers. The mountain itself has been built up as a composite volcano and is 8884 feet high. The park ecosystem includes the only dwarf cloud forest in the country.

RINCON DE LA VIEJA: This park contains an active volcano of the composite type, with nine identified sites of volcanic activity on the summit. In the Las Pailas area there are mud pots and small geysers. The climb to the 6,286-foot summit takes two days with a ranger guide. The flora and fauna are from the humid tropical life zone with several species of monkeys and more than 200 species of birds within the park.

SANTA ROSA: This park is the site of the Battle of Santa Rosa of 1856. The old great house and stone corrals make up one of the most important historic sites in the country. The park shelters habitats consisting of dry, tropical and humid premontane forest. The park has abundant flora and fauna. It is the refuge for the endangered olive Ridley sea turtle. There are more than 750 species of plants.

TORTUGUERO: This park constitutes the single most important nesting area for the green sea turtle in the western Caribbean. This humid, tropical climate (160 inches of rain per year) is 

rich in habitats and provides shelter to a number of endangered land and marine species. The park is crossed by a series of natural and man-made canals that are home to manatees, crocodiles, and the gar fish, considered to be a living fossil.

TAPANTI: The park consists of an area with very broken topography, some of which has not yet been explored due to the dense undergrowth. A large number of rivers rise in this protected area. The flora is typical of primary evergreen forests. More than 200 species of birds are known to reside in the forest and 45 species of mammals including the larger cats.

ARENAL: This is an important replenishment area. Its waters drain into Arenal Lake Reservoir and are used for hydroelectric power as well as irrigation and fish farming. It has a varied flora. Typical fauna are the paca, Bairds tapir, white nosed coati, sloth, jaguar, deer, birds such as parrots parakeets, resplendent quetzals, and some snakes like the parrot snake, fer-de-lance and boa.

GUANACASTE: This park covers very diverse forest areas, rain forest, tropical wet forest, cloud forest and tropical dry forest. Over 300 bird species have been identified here, as well as 5000 species of butterflies and moths, and 3000 species of epiphytes.

Costa Rican National Parks…continued

JUAN CASTRO BLANCO: Extremely varied vegetation describes this park in Alajuela Province. More than 50% of its area is mixed primary forest. Fauna and bird life are also extremely varied with quetzals, curassows, red brocket deer, and monkeys.

BALLENA NATIONAL MARINE PARK: This park protects major environments such as sandy beaches, rocky shorelines, islands, and a coral reef that is a major breeding ground for countless marine species. This coral reef is one of the area's most important natural attractions - enabling a wide range of species to inhabit it. Identified to date are five species of coral, plus several varieties of seaweeds. The area also supports several species of reptiles, mammals and birds.

GUAYABO: Protecting a site where human settlement goes back to 500 BC, this monument is the most important archaeological site in the country. There are aqueducts, streets paved with stone, house foundations, circular, oval, and square mounds, and petroglyphs. The flora and fauna are premontane and many epiphytes can be seen in the arboreal canopies. There are upwards of 80 species of orchid in the area encompassing the monument. The fauna includes the rainbow-billed toucan, agouti, and anteater.

CABO BLANCO: Located at the tip of the Nicoya Peninsula, this marine bird sanctuary includes Cabo Blanco Island, a promontory with vertical walls stained white by the centuries of guano that has built up. One hundred nineteen tree species have been identified. The fauna consists mainly of howler monkeys, kinkajous, anteaters and collared peccaries.

CANO ISLAND: This natural and archaeological reserve is located about nine miles offshore from Corcovado National Park. Containing a pre-Columbian burial ground, it is also a site where numerous stone spheres, worked by the early inhabitants, are found. Fauna is scarce with only a few species of birds and reptiles evident. The island is surrounded by five platforms of low coral reefs.

CARARA: The reserve protects humid tropical forest lowland. A wealth of flora and fauna grace the plains and hills of this park. In the river meander and marshes there are diverse species of reptiles and amphibians. In the forest area monkeys, armadillos, peccaries, pacas and small felines may be found. The bird life is varied and includes such exquisite specimens as the pink crane and anhinga. An Indian burial ground has been found on the nearly slopes.

GUAYABO, NEGRITOS AND LOS PAJARDS ISLANDS: These islands lie within the Gulf of Nicoya and are important marine waterfowl nesting sites. The brown pelican, frigatebird, laughing gull, and brown booby are found here. Guayabo is also a wintering spot for the peregrine falcon. The flora is limited to deciduous forest.

LOMAS DE BARBUDAL: It is affectionately known as the "insect park" due to the richness of insect species that includes 250 species of bees and 60 of moths. The forest is semi-deciduous and is inhabited by many species of insectivorous birds. The most outstanding are the keep-billed toucan, the wild native turkey, and the scarlet macaw. Many howler monkeys inhabit the forest.

