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Forget the platitudes about 
Costa Rica — the “safe” coun-
try, the “Switzerland of Central 
America,” all of that. If you cruise 
along the country’s northern Pa-
cific edge, in uanacaste rov-
ince, you’ll find nature in the raw, 
animals that would just as soon 
sting, maim, or eat you as look at 
you, hot springs that could melt 
your old record collection, and a 
death-defying joyride bounding 
along rough seas in nothing-to-
hold-onto Zodiacs.

Of course, Costa Rica is also a 
charming and prosperous coun-
try. The unceasingly friendly lo-
cals, nicknamed “ticos,” smile 
easily, often speak English, and 
whenever something positive 
happens, shout the national 
slogan, ura vida , meaning “the 
pure life” or “life is good.” 

efore the end of your visit, 
you’ll shout it, too.
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N AT U R E  I S  O N  F U L L  D I S P L AY  A LO N G 
T H E  R E M O T E  G U A N AC A S T E  C OA S T. 

BY M A R K O RWO L L

FOR SHORE

Life in the Tropical Dry Forest 
Lindblad Expeditions-National Geographic 
is the only major cruise line that sails regular-
ly to the Guanacaste coast. But an adventure 
company teamed with a scienti�c expedition 
organization is a smart way to visit this remote 
stretch of wilderness. 

“We don’t have poison ivy or poison oak, so 
you don’t have to worry about them,” said our 
Lindblad naturalist guide, Carlos Calvo Oban-
do, as he pointed to the ominous expanse of the 
Vida Silvestre Curú National Refuge, just south 
of Guanacaste. “But we have ... other things.” 

Most of 3-mile hike would be on rough, 
stony, muddy tracks that climbed up and down 
hillsides, edged past brackish crocodile-�lled 
streams, and crossed over rotten wooden 
bridges that would not hold more than two 
or three people at a time. At one point, Carlos 
cautioned us not to mindlessly reach for things 
on the ground for fear of grabbing — or being 
grabbed by — something unexpected. 

The tropical dry forest of Guanacaste is 
not clustered as tightly as a rain-forest jungle, 
which makes wildlife viewing easier. In fact, 
we saw a greater variety of animals during 
our �rst half-mile than you might see on a 10-
mile hike anywhere else: mangrove raccoons, 

mariner crabs, orange-and-black variegated 
squirrels, howler monkeys, whiteface capu-
chin monkeys, and agoutis (like a guinea pig 
on steroids). The birdlife alone would have 
been enough to astonish: a double-toothed kite, 
screeching �ocks of wild parakeets, a hunched 
and watchful turkey vulture, a collared aracari 
toucan scything through the canopy, and a 
heard-but-not-seen blue-throated goldentail. 

There were no sloths, as I had hoped, but I 
checked o� enough other woolly and feathered 
creatures to feel successful when I made it back 
to the ship just in time for evening cocktails.

A Water Landing  
in Rough Seas
There are no cruise ports, docks, piers, or any 
other berth for an expedition ship in these parts. 
So with the National Geographic Sea Lion an-
chored, every excursion began with a wild ride 
to shore in an in�atable eight-person Zodiac.

Islas Murciélago, or the Bat Islands, are a 
visually stunning collection of rough-edged islets 
with hilly hikes and, on calm days, decent snorkel-
ing. But the Paci�c coast is not known for calm-
ness, and our passage on this day would be rough. 
“I’m afraid you’re in for a wet landing,” said Captain 
Carter Davis as he helped us into the launches.
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Basically, there is nothing to hold onto in a 
Zodiac. The only thing keeping anyone inside 
the boat as it bounces over the chop is an inner 
sense of balance and a desperate fear of fall-
ing backward into the bounding main. Even 
if you manage to remain upright and in the 
boat, you will get splashed. Your gear will get 
wet. The rushing wind will muss your hair. 

We were rewarded w ith a path lead-
ing to one of the isles’ highest peaks. And 
though it required the agility of a mountain 
goat, as well as the use of hands and feet si-
multaneously, the glorious view was worth 
it — an archipelago of dr y desert islands 
and the magnificence of the unconquered, 
seemingly infinite Pacific.

Horsing Around at  
Hacienda Guachipelín
In Costa Rica’s populous central area, land 
was divided equally among the workers. 
But in distant Guanacaste, individual land 
barons and t heir descendants held vast 
ranches called haciendas. The remnants 
of those feudal-like kingdoms still remain, 
though in vastly different forms.

Hacienda Guachipelín, for example, is 
now an eco-adventure park, with zip lines, 
tubing, mountain biking, and horseback 
riding (which we chose). Our group of 10 
riders were issued mounts and introduced 
to our cowboy g uides, then of f we rode, 
just like that. Outside the stables, we im-
mediately came into wild countr y. Bald-
top hills proffered long vistas, close-in for-
est prevented you from seeing more than 
two or three riders ahead of you, a rushing 
river with cascades made you worr y that 
perhaps t he t ra il wa s a bit too close to 
the water’s edge, and sometimes the trail 
seemed hardly to there at all.

One of the cowboys said that this area 
was home to agoutis, tapirs, and jaguars. 
H av i ng he a r d t h at ,  we a l l  k icke d ou r 
horses in the f lanks and rode just a little 
bit faster than before, figuring that a hun-
g r y jag uar would spot us long before we 
spotted it.

The Edge of 
the Ring of Fire
“We’re getting ready to walk into a completely 
di�erent environment here,” said our Lindblad 
naturalist guide, Dan Baldwin. We had just en-
tered the volcanic wonderland called Rincón 
de la Vieja National Park, where the tropical 
dry forest gives way to the tropical rain forest. 
Strangler �gs, their huge buttresses spreading 
outward, consumed entire host trees in a tan-
gle of octopus-like roots. Epiphytes — plants 
growing on other plants, an indication that the 
�ora here was transitioning from dry forest to 
rain forest — began to appear. Gringo trees, so 
nicknamed for their peeling, red bark resem-
bling a sunburned norteamericano tourist, 
were prevalent.

We were in the intertropical conver-
gence zone, a moveable atmospheric con-
dition that, as it f loats south, allows the 
northern trade winds, the Papagayo Jet, to 
penetrate these mountains.

There are bubbling mud pots around here, 
though we didn’t see any. But we did discover 
a di�erent pimple on the face of this sleeping 
volcano: fumaroles, boiling pools of water su-
per-heated up to 250 degrees by geothermal 
energy. They were just one more piece of ev-
idence, if any were needed by now, that Gua-
nacaste is a natural paradise, with few of the 
rough edges yet worn smooth. n

T H E  I N S I D E R

Though it required the 
agility of a mountain 
goat, the glorious view 
was worth it — 
an archipelago of dry 
desert islands and the 
magnificence of the 
unconquered, seemingly 
infinite Pacific.
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