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				Recipes in The Global Kitchen series are provided for informational and cultural purposes only. Results may vary due to differences in ingredients, equipment, and individual cooking experience. Always follow safe food-handling practices and exercise caution with sharp utensils and hot surfaces. Check all ingredients for potential allergens before use.

				World Trade Press has not independently tested every recipe and assumes no responsibility for the outcome, safety, or accuracy of any recipe or information presented.
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				Welcome! This cookbook offers a detailed and research-based exploration of Costa Rican cuisine, compiled from decades of culinary documentation and cultural study. Drawn from our extensive reference database, the collection integrates historical sources, local fieldwork, and firsthand contributions from Costa Rican home cooks, market vendors, and pro-fessional chefs. It is designed not as a personal narrative but as a resource that illuminates the historical depth, regional diversity, and cultural significance of one of Central America’s most vibrant and underappreciated culinary traditions.

				Costa Rican cuisine is the product of centuries of resilience, adaptation, and cultural blending. Rooted in Indigenous foodways—featuring staples such as maize (corn), beans, squash, and tubers—it has evolved through colonial encoun-ters, Afro-Caribbean influences along the Atlantic coast, and later immigration from China, Lebanon, and other parts of the world. Regional variation is notable, with dishes and ingredients reflecting local ecosystems, cultural practices, and agricultural rhythms. From the gallo pinto of the Central Valley to the coconut-rich rondón of the Caribbean coast and the corn-based tamales of the highlands, the cuisine reflects both local identities and a cohesive national character.

				This volume follows the established format of our database, presenting each recipe within its historical, regional, and cultural framework. Entries explain not only preparation techniques and ingredient profiles but also touch on ceremonial use, seasonal relevance, and social context.

				 

				As with all books in this series, the tone is informative rather than anecdotal. Costa Rican cuisine is not only a living tra-dition but a marker of national identity, shaped by community practices and environmental awareness. This cookbook serves as a record and a guide, offering readers a pathway to understanding Costa Rican food as an evolving system of meaning, nourishment, and cultural expression.
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				Mild in flavor and full of healthy fruits and vegetables, Costa Rican cuisine bears a strong Spanish influence along with traces of its indigenous culture. Additionally, an Afro-Caribbean influence is found along the country’s eastern coast, where fish and coconut are common ingredients. Costa Rican staples include rice and beans, pork, beef, potatoes, and plantains—banana’s starchy cousin that is prepared a variety of ways. A traditional condiment called Salsa Lizano is found throughout the country and includes vegetables and spices in-cluding cumin and pepper, with a tangy flavor often compared to Worcestershire sauce.

				Traditional 

				Favorites

				Many of Costa Rica’s traditional dishes also are com-mon in other Latin American countries. Among these are arroz con pollo (chicken and rice), tamales, chich-arron (crispy fried pork), and ceviche. Made by mar-inating fish or other seafood in citrus juice, Costa Ri-can ceviche includes coriander, onion, garlic, cilantro, and chile peppers. A common lunch, called casado, includes rice and beans, some kind of meat, and a salad. Fried plantain often accompanies casado, as do corn tortillas and white cheese.

				One of the country’s most popular dishes is gallo pinto (rice and beans). Commonly served for breakfast, gallo pinto—or simply pinto—often includes red bell pepper, onion, and cilantro. A black bean soup called sopa negra is a traditional offering in Costa Rica, made with onion, bell pepper, cilantro, and tomato. Hearty olla de carne is a beef stew with root vegetables such as carrot, taro, and cassava, along with corn and plantains. Typical vegetables include cabbage, tomato, pepper, onion, chayote (mirliton squash), palm heart and fruit, and potatoes, which are used in side salads and main dishes.
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				Casado refers to a traditional Costa Rican lunch.
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				A Costa Rican breakfast often includes gallo pinto (rice and beans).
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				Popular Snacks

				Popular snack foods called bocas or boquitas include patacones (plantain chips) and small tacos served in corn tortillas, filled with meat or vegetables. Chifrijo is an-other popular snack food, made of chicharron and frijoles (beans). Served with corn tortillas, tortilla chips, or bread, chifrijo is often layered with rice and tomatoes or pico de gallo—a type of salsa made of tomato, onion, and chile pepper seasoned with cilantro, cumin, and lime juice. The sweet and creamy arroz con leche (rice pudding) is flavored with cin-namon, lemon zest, and sugar for a comforting dessert, while a custard dish called flan is also popular. Additionally, fruit salads featuring an array of tropical fruits are favored.

				Colombian coffee is a high-quality offering generally served strong and black or mixed with milk for cafe con leche. Rum and beer are popular alcoholic drinks. Non-alcoholic options include blends of fruit juice and milk or water called frescos, of which watermelon, papaya, and mango are the most common flavors.
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				A soda is a small, family-run restaurant that specializes in traditional Costa Rican cuisine.
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				Costa Rican cuisine, often referred to as Tico cuisine, is de-fined by its simplicity, reliance on fresh ingredients, and a balanced approach to nutrition. Distinctive for its moderate use of spices, the food primarily emphasizes the natural flavors of its components. Staples of the Costa Rican diet include rice, black beans, fresh vegetables, and fruits, ac-companied by proteins such as chicken, beef, pork, and sea-food. A hallmark of Tico cuisine is the casado, a traditional meal that offers a little bit of everything: rice, beans, salad, a protein source, and often a side of fried plantains. Another defining element is the extensive use of tropical fruits such as mango, pineapple, and papaya, not only in meals but also in beverages.

				Central Valley: The Heart of Tradition

				The Central Valley, encompassing the capital city of San José, is a melting pot of culinary traditions from across the country. This region is known for its gallo pinto, a breakfast dish of rice and beans mixed together with onions, bell pep-pers, and cilantro, typically served with eggs, sour cream, and tortillas. The Central Valley’s temperate climate allows for year-round cultivation of vegetables and dairy production, making fresh cheese and sopa de pejibaye (peach palm fruit soup) popular local dishes. The region also hosts coffee plantations, with Costa Rican coffee considered some of the best in the world and commonly enjoyed throughout the day.

				Caribbean Coast: Afro-Caribbean Flavors

				The cuisine of Costa Rica’s Caribbean coast is markedly different from the rest of the country, with a stronger emphasis on coconut and spices reflecting its Afro-Caribbean heritage. Rice and beans here are cooked with coconut milk, unlike the gallo pinto of the Central Valley. A signature dish of the region is rondón, a hearty seafood stew that includes what-ever fish and vegetables are available, simmered in a rich, spicy coconut milk broth. This area is also known for its use of spicy chile peppers, ginger, and culantro (cilantro’s more potent cousin), adding unique flavors to the dishes.

				Northern Plains: 

				Meat and Dairy Focus

				The Northern Plains, particularly around the area of Alajuela, are Costa Rica’s livestock heartland, influencing the local cuisine to include more meat-based dishes and dairy products. Arroz con pollo (rice with chick-en), a festive dish flavored with achiote (annatto) and vegetables, is commonly prepared for special occasions. This region is also famous for its dairy farms, producing fresh cheeses that are typically served with handmade tortillas. Additionally, sugar cane is widely cultivated here, with agua dulce (“sweet water”) being a popular traditional drink.
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				A signature dish along the Caribbean coast, rondón is a seafood stew made with coconut milk.
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				Pacific Coast: 

				Seafood and Salsas

				Along the Pacific coast, seafood is the star of local cuisine. Fresh fish, shrimp, and other marine offerings are typically grilled or served cev-iche-style, marinated in lime juice with onions, cilantro, and chile pep-pers. Pargo (red snapper) is espe-cially popular, often served whole with a garlic or lime butter sauce. The region also is known for its cre-ative use of fruits in salsas, such as mango or pineapple salsa, which accompany seafood dishes, adding a tropical twist that highlights the freshness of the ingredients.

				Costa Rica’s culinary landscape offers a vivid reflection of its diverse ecosystems and cultural influences. From the hearty, bean-focused dishes of the Central Valley and the spicy, coconut-infused meals of the Caribbean coast to the meat and dairy-rich offerings of the North-ern Plains and the fresh seafood of the Pacific coast, Costa Rican cuisine provides a delicious insight into the country’s regional variations. Each area not only cele-brates local ingredients and cooking traditions but also contributes to the overall identity of Costa Rican cuisine, making it as rich and diverse as the country’s famed biodiversity.
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				Agua dulce also is known as aguapanela or agua de panela in other Latin American countries.
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				Fruit salsa is commonly enjoyed with seafood.
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				Listed below are a few of the many dishes associated with the cuisine of Costa Rica. Recipes for these classic dishes and many others can be found in the Recipes section.

				APPETIZERS

				Patacones – Fried and baked plantains are common ap-petizers and side dishes in Costa Rica. For this version, sliced green plantains are fried, flattened, and refried until crisp.

				Yuca Croquettes – Yuca (cassava) is an everyday food that is often simply fried or boiled. When time permits, it is ground, lightly seasoned, stuffed with cheese or seafood, and deep-fried until crisp.

				SOUPS

				Sopa de Pejibaye – Peach palm fruit, a savory Costa Rican fruit, is often puréed and made into soup.

				Sopa Negra – Black beans are an everyday food in Costa Rica, and black bean soup makes a popular meal. Like most Costa Rican dishes, it is mildly seasoned with onions, bell peppers, garlic, and cilantro.

				SALADS

				Ceviche – Fresh fish is readily available in Costa Rica and is sometimes served marinated in lime juice and seasoned with a little onion, garlic, and chile pepper.

				Ensalada de Palmito – Heart of palm salad is usually a simple dish dressed with lime juice and combined with a few other uncooked vegetables.

				MAIN DISHES

				Arroz Guacho – Commonly served at social gatherings, Costa Rican sticky rice is simmered with pork and onion.

				Gallo Pinto – Costa Rica’s national dish, consisting of rice and black beans fried together, is regular fare.
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				Patacones (Fried Green Plantains)
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				Sopa de Pejibaye (Peach Palm Fruit Soup)
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				Ceviche
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				Gallo Pinto (Beans and Rice)
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				SIDE DISHES

				Platanos Asados – Baked plantains, very simply pre-pared, are a common accompaniment to meat and rice dishes.

				Yuca Frita – Deep-fried chunks of yuca (cassava) are a common accompaniment to Costa Rican meals.

				DESSERTS

				Arroz con Leche – Rice pudding, cooked with milk, sug-ar, and spices, is an everyday sweet dish in Costa Rica.

				Pastel de Tres Leches – A common Costa Rican dessert, this vanilla sponge cake is soaked in three milks—sweet-ened condensed milk, evaporated milk, and whole milk or cream—and topped with whipped cream.

				BEVERAGES

				Coffee – Coffee is consumed at breakfast, when socializ-ing, with afternoon snacks, and sometimes with or after meals. It is usually enjoyed strong and black or with warm milk as café con leche.

				HOLIDAY FAVORITES

				Tamales – Tamales are the standard Christmas fare in Costa Rica. They are generally mild and starchy, contain-ing potatoes and rice wrapped in masa (corn dough).
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				Yuca Frita (Fried Cassava)
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				Arroz con Leche (Rice Pudding)
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				Café solo or tinto refers to brewed drip coffee served black.
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				Breakfast

				A traditional Costa Rican breakfast is hearty, flavorful, and deeply rooted in local culinary customs, with gallo pinto taking center stage as the national dish. This beloved staple is a savory mix of red or black beans stir-fried with day-old rice, seasoned with onions, peppers, and the local condiment Salsa Lizano for a distinctive tang. Known simply as pinto by locals, it is most commonly served in the morning alongside fried or scrambled eggs, a dollop of natilla (sour cream), and fresh white cheese, often accompanied by warm corn tortillas or slices of fried plantain. Sometimes, it’s paired with chopped meat or sausages. Another pop-ular breakfast item is chorreadas, sweet-savory corn pancakes made from fresh ground corn and typically served hot with natilla. 

				Lunch

				A traditional Costa Rican lunch, known as casado, is a well-balanced and satisfying meal that reflects the country’s emphasis on fresh, wholesome ingredients. The name casado, which means “married” in Spanish, refers to the pairing of staples such as white rice and black or red beans, served side by side rather than mixed as in gallo pinto. This foundation is typically accompanied by a choice of protein—such as grilled chicken, beef, pork, or fish—and a simple salad made with cabbage, tomato, and sometimes avocado or beets. Fried plantains, fresh cheese, and handmade corn tortillas are common additions, rounding out the plate with sweet, salty, and savory elements.

				Dinner

				As with other meals, beans and rice re-main staples for dinner, often served separately or combined in regional varia-tions. Along the Caribbean coast, one of the most popular evening dishes is Carib-bean rice and beans, in which the ingre-dients are simmered together in coconut milk for a rich, aromatic flavor, usually paired with fried plantains and freshly cooked fish. Other essential ingredients at the dinner table include corn, pota-toes, yuca (cassava), and plantains, which feature prominently in side dish-es and stews. Hearty main courses often include beef, pork, chicken, or fish, pre-pared in traditional recipes such as olla de carne, a flavorful beef stew brimming with local vegetables. 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Typical Costa Rican Breakfast
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				Casado (Costa Rican Lunch)
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				Lighter options such as ceviche, made with marinated seafood, onions, lime juice, and chile peppers, also are en-joyed, particularly in coastal regions. Many of these dishes are enhanced by Salsa Lizano, a distinctly Costa Rican condiment made from vegetables and spices that adds a mildly tangy kick.

				Drinks

				Costa Rican beverages reflect the coun-try’s tropical climate, agricultural re-sources, and cultural traditions. Coffee holds a central place in daily life, en-joyed throughout the day either strong and black or as café con leche, with warm milk added. In the cooler mountainous regions, locals often turn to agua dulce, a traditional comfort drink made by dissolving panela or tapa de dulce (unrefined cane sugar) in hot water. 

				The country also boasts an abundance of fresh fruit juices, known as frescos or refrescos, which are made by blending water or milk with local fruits such as carambola (star fruit), cas (a type of sour guava), soursop, passionfruit, and tamarind—resulting in naturally sweet and refreshing beverages. Along the coasts and in popular tourist spots, visitors can enjoy agua de pipa (also called pipa fría), which is chilled coconut water served straight from a young green coconut. For those seeking alcoholic options, Costa Rica offers local-ly brewed beers, rum, and guaro—a sugar cane-based spirit often consumed as a shot or in cocktails—as well as coffee liqueur, which combines the country’s prized coffee with a sweet, boozy kick.

				Desserts

				Costa Rica offers an array of traditional desserts that reflect the country’s culinary heritage and love for comforting, homemade sweets. Popular treats include flan, a smooth caramel custard enjoyed across Latin America, and mazamor-ra, a cornstarch-based pudding that can be flavored with cinnamon or vanilla. Arroz con leche, or rice pudding, is a staple often served warm and spiced with cloves and citrus peel. Pan de maíz, a slightly sweet and dense cornbread, is another favorite, especially during festive gatherings. Dulce de leche, a thick, sweet caramel syrup, is enjoyed both as a dessert topping and stand-alone dessert. On hot days, locals cool off with granizados—shaved ice drenched in fruit syrup and sweetened condensed milk—sold by vendors.

				Snacks

				A favorite Costa Rican snack is yuca frita, or fried cassava, which is golden and crispy on the outside with a soft, starchy interior, sometimes accompanied by a tangy dipping sauce such as mayonnaise mixed with ketchup or Salsa Lizano. Empanadas are another popular snack, consisting of corn or wheat dough folded around savory fillings such as cheese, beans, or meat and then deep-fried until crisp—making them a convenient and satisfying treat sold at bakeries, street stalls, and sodas (small, local eateries). Carnitas refers to pieces of beef grilled over an open fire, resulting in smoky, tender morsels often enjoyed as a snack or part of a casual meal. 
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				Ceviche and Patacones(Twice-Fried Green Plantains)
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				Beer is a popular alcoholic drink in Costa Rica.
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				Table Etiquette

				Costa Rican table etiquette reflects the country’s warm, respectful, and family-oriented cul-ture. Meals are often social occasions marked by friendly and courteous conversation, with topics such as re-ligion and politics generally avoided to maintain a pleasant atmosphere. Politeness and good table manners are valued, though a relaxed and for-giving attitude means that minor slip-ups are rarely met with disapproval. When invited to someone’s home, guests may be offered the seat of honor, often at the head of the table, and are expected to wait to be seated and begin eating only after the host signals. During the meal, utensils are used in the Continental style, with the fork in the left hand and knife in the right, and hands are kept above the table, never resting in laps. Finishing all the food on one’s plate is considered polite and shows appreciation for the meal, while accepting second helpings is perfectly acceptable and often encour-aged as a gesture of enjoyment. These customs, while not overly rigid, reflect the Costa Rican emphasis on kindness, respect, and communal harmony at the table.

				Social Dimension of Dining         

				In Costa Rica, dining is as much a social experience as it is a culinary one, shaped by a relaxed attitude toward time and deep sense of hospitality. Punctuality is flexible, and it is common for guests to arrive up to 30 minutes after the stated time for dinner parties or social gather-ings without causing offense. When invited to a Costa Rican home, it is customary—and appreciated—to bring a small gift for the host, such as flowers, a bottle of wine, or chocolates. Offering to assist the host also is a polite ges-ture that reflects the country’s emphasis on warmth and cooperation. Evenings often begin with casual drinks and conversation, followed by the main meal, and end with coffee and dessert, creating an easygoing and convivial atmosphere. First-time guests typically do not overstay their welcome, often leaving within an hour after dessert and coffee are served. Meals may be presented in cours-es or served all at once, either individually plated or in communal dishes, depending on the occasion. 
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				Table conversation is respectful and congenial in Costa Rica.
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				Guests may be seated at the head of the table.
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				Restaurants

				Costa Rica’s dining scene is diverse, especially in cities and tourist areas where an array of international cuisines can be found. In urban centers such as San José, Tamarindo, and La Fortuna, diners can choose from an abundance of tourist-oriented establishments offering international cuisine, including Italian, Japanese, Chinese, Mexican, and American fare. Upscale restaurants and global franchises coexist with casual cafés and beachfront bistros.

				Traditional Costa Rican cuisine is widely available, especially in local sodas—small, casual, and typically family-run restaurants. They serve authentic, affordable meals such as casado (a typical Costa Rican lunch), gallo pinto (rice and beans), arroz con pollo (rice with chicken), and corn empanadas filled with meat, cheese, or even sweet fruit. Sodas offer an authentic glimpse into everyday Costa Rican dining and are popular among locals and travelers alike.

				Tipping is generally optional, as a 10 percent service charge is typically included in the bill at sit-down restaurants, though leaving an additional tip for quality service is always appreciated. At full-service restaurants, the bill is not automatically presented at the end of the meal; diners are expected to request it when ready. Street vendors and bars offer some of the country’s popular comfort foods, including crispy fried pork belly called chicharron and chifrijo, a savory combination of chicharron, rice, beans, and pico de gallo (fresh salsa), typically served with tortilla chips. Another street snack, yuca frita (fried cassava) is known for its crispy texture and starchy bite.
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				Sodas—small family-owned restaurants—are a significant part of Costa Rican culture and offer an authentic culinary experience.
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				National and Public Holidays

				Día de la Independencia (Independence Day)

				Costa Rica’s Independence Day, celebrated on September 15, marks the country’s liberation from Spanish rule in 1821. The day is filled with parades, traditional dances, and family gatherings. Food plays a significant role in the celebrations, with dishes such as gal-lo pinto (rice and beans) and arroz con pollo (chicken with rice) taking center stage. Traditional snacks such as tamales wrapped in banana leaves and chorreadas (corn pancakes) are popular at family gatherings and street festivities. These foods highlight Costa Rica’s agricultural abundance and are an integral part of the national celebration.

				Día del Trabajador (Labor Day) 

				Día del Trabajador or Labor Day, celebrated on May 1, is a public holiday where Costa Ricans gather for marches and picnics to honor workers’ contributions. The food is typically informal, with families opting for barbecues and picnics in parks. Grilled meats, chicharrones (fried pork belly), and patacones (twice-fried green plantains) are common, served alongside fresh fruit juices such as cas (sour guava) and tamarindo (tamarind). Labor Day is all about relaxing with family and friends, with food reinforcing the sense of community and leisure.

				Religious and Spiritual Occasions

				Semana Santa (Holy Week)

				Known as Semana Santa or Holy Week, the week before Eas-ter Sunday is one of the most important religious celebrations in Costa Rica, with the week dedicated to processions, reli-gious observances, and family gatherings. Alcohol sales are restricted in many areas during this time, and many Costa Ricans have the week off as a holiday. During this period, some people abstain from meat, so seafood-based dishes such as sopa de mariscos (seafood soup) and ceviche (raw seafood marinated in citrus and seasoning) accompanied by patacones (twice-fried green plantains) are common. Chiv-erre, a type of squash, also is commonly eaten during the holiday in sweet jelly, turnovers, and jam. In the Guanacaste region, wild mango marmalade is a common Easter treat. A traditional Holy Week dish is arroz con leche (rice pudding), often served as dessert. 
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				Navidad (Christmas) 

				Christmas, known as Navidad in Costa Rica, is a joyful occasion celebrated with family feasts and religious traditions. One of the most iconic foods is the tamale, made of masa (corn dough) stuffed with meat and vegetables, all wrapped in plan-tain or banana leaves and steamed. Costa Rican families spend weeks preparing ta-males, as they are a communal food shared during the holiday season. Among the Chorotega Indigenous people, tamales stuffed with venison or turkey, pumpkin seeds, tomatoes, and sweet peppers are popular.

				On the Caribbean coast, Afro-Caribbean holiday traditions include pork cracklings and mondongo (tripe soup). Bizcochos (baked cheese and cornmeal rings) are often made for Christmas, and favorite holiday desserts include pastel de tres leches (three milks cake) and queque Navideño (a dense fruitcake), often accompanied by rompope (rum-spiked eggnog). A classic Christmas Day meal in Costa Rica may include pierna de cerdo (roast pork leg), ham, or turkey, served with tamales, potato salad, corn on the cob, and arroz con leche (rice pudding).

				Life Milestones and 

				Personal Celebrations

				Weddings

				Weddings in Costa Rica are festive occasions filled with traditional foods and music. The wedding banquet often includes picadillo (a ground beef stew), arroz con pollo (chick-en and rice), and chancho con yuca (pork with cassava). Large gatherings and parties usually serve copious amounts of food, in-cluding boquitos (small plates). Patacones (twice-fried plantains), chicken, and small tacos are common boquitos. A large party may also include a whole roast pig or oth-er barbecued dishes, such as grilled chicken, sausage, or beef. Desserts such as pastel de tres leches (three milks cake), a moist cake made with three types of milk, are essential to the celebration. Costa Rican weddings re-flect the country’s agricultural richness, with local ingredients and traditional flavors play-ing a central role in the feasts.
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