COSTA RICA, a country of towering volcanoes, white sand beaches, virgin forests, abundant wildlife, friendly people and much more. Costa Rica has something for everyone, whether your interest is ecotourism, bird watching, adventure sports, fishing, archaeology or just relaxing on a beautiful beach.

Costa Rica is about the size of West Virginia, with 12 major life zones, some 9000 kinds of flowering plants, 850 bird species, 2000 butterfly species and 209 mammal species!  About 25% of the country’s total land area is officially protected as national parks and wildlife refuges.  This is more preserved land per capita than any other country in the world.  

The kind of political unrest often reported in other Central American countries is simply unknown in Costa Rica, an extremely stable democratic republic that abolished its army in 1949.  The Costa Rican people-known as “Ticos” are peaceful, prosperous, and proud of their lovely land, which they happily share with tourists.  Spanish is the official language, but English is found throughout.  Crime rates are lower than in most of the U.S., there is 96% literacy, freedom of religion and an excellent health care system.  

My Son and I took a trip to Costa Rica recently and it was everything we expected it to be and more.  There is just so much to see and do there we couldn’t possibly have done it all in one trip, so we made our choices and saved the rest for our next visit.

On the top of our list was a visit to Arenal Volcano.  Its perfectly coned shape emerges from the gentle green hills of the northern zone, which is approximately 3 hours from San Jose.  From time to time, loud explosions are heard, a gray, brown, orange, or blue mushroom cloud of gases and steam billows out of the top, and you can watch the trails of ejected boulders as they bounce down the slopes.  Arenal was dormant until the late 1960’s and the only people who suspected that it was a volcano were those who had scaled it and found a crater and steam vents at the top.  Arenal is most impressive at night-in the dark, bursts of fire and red-hot rocks shoot hundreds of feet into the sky.  Incandescent material cascades down the slopes, especially on the north side.  In the daytime, you only see steam and hear the volcano’s terrible roar.  The Arenal area is a pleasant place for visitors to spend several days.  There are the Fortuna Waterfalls, Tabacon Hot Springs, Lake Arenal and Cavernas de Venado to name just a few of the many things to see and do in the area.  Our favorite was watching Arenal Volcano steam and roar while sitting in one of the 12 natural pools of thermal waters that spring out of the volcano at the Tabacon Hot Springs Resort.  

The next must do on our list was a Canopy Tour.  Besides all the wonderful trails you can do, this is another way of exploring the forests.   On the Canopy Tour you are strapped into a harness, your harness is then attached to a pulley system on a steel cable and you zoom among the treetops from platform to platform, 75 feet above the ground.  The kids love this!  For those who aren’t quite up to the Canopy Tour there is a Skywalk.  You walk along several bridges that are suspended as much as 120 feet above the forest ground.  As with any wildlife tour, you should go early in the morning if you want to see animals.

Another amazing place to visit is the Monteverde Cloud Forest Preserve.  This preserve covers 8 different life zones.  The zones posses varying degrees of humidity and climate that change as you cross over from one to the other.  From swamps to misty cloud forest, the scenery is ever-changing, as are its residents.  Bromeliads bloom with delicate wild orchids in stunning shades of white and lilac.  Monteverde is a bird watchers paradise.  There are more than 400 species of birds to be found in this park, including the elusive Quetzal.  Beautiful strange frogs, spider monkeys and white-faced monkeys live here as well as many other animal species.   This is an unforgettable area in which you will see exotic animals and birds in their spectacular home environment.  In order to see a wealth of animals, I highly recommend you hire the services of a guide.  They know the best places to look for the animals, and they are a wealth of knowledge and information on the area.

Besides all the wonderful parks, reserves and wildlife refuges to visit, we had to make a stopover at one of the many beaches Costa Rica has to offer.  Both the Pacific and Caribbean coastlines offer hundreds of beaches that are popular and others that are waiting to be discovered by intrepid travelers.  From white sand to black sand beaches, snorkeling, diving, surfing and sea kayaking all await you here.  

Want to see a monkey in its natural habitat?  Spot a tiny brightly colored poison dart frog along a trail?  Stand beneath a giant tropical tree loaded with epiphytes?  See a big blue butterfly too beautiful to believe?  Would you like to observe toucans, quetzals, and scarlet macaws?  How about a crocodile basking on the riverbank or a dolphin arching from the sea?  Do all this and more in COSTA RICA!      

By Dennie Zabler

P.S.  Please feel free to edit and change as much as you want.

