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forest in the Northern Inlands






WELCOME TO Costa Rica



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR . . .


BEST OF Costa Rica


A TASTE OF THE CARIBBEAN


ADRENALINE RUSH IN LA FORTUNA AND MONTEVERDE


SOAK UP THE SUN ON THE PACIFIC COAST


FAMILY-FRIENDLY FUN


CENTRAL PACIFIC ROAD TRIP


ESCAPE TO THE OSA PENINSULA


BACKPACKING ON A BUDGET


A DAY IN SAN JOSÉ


ISN’T IT ROMANTIC?


Pura Vida Adventures


THE BEST BEACHES FOR YOU


Get Back to Nature


COFFEE, CUISINE, AND CULTURE


One day early on in my career in Costa Rica, I was typing on a laptop while lounging in a hammock when a three-toed sloth appeared within a few feet of me. For nearly two hours, I watched the creature crawl around the rainforest canopy. From that day forward, I knew that Costa Rica is a place where magic is real—and within arm’s reach.


Costa Rica will amaze you. Opportunities for immersion in nature, wildlife-spotting, and fantastic photography are everywhere, so seize them. Boat safaris wind through monkey-lined rivers, mangroves, and canals. Treetop excursions provide panoramic forest, valley, volcano, lake, and ocean views. Exhibits and nature trails showcase reptiles, amphibians, insects, and plants. Parks, reserves, and refuges, spanning more than a quarter of the country’s landmass, protect the immense biodiversity that makes Costa Rica unique.


Prefer to be thrilled? Imagine yourself zip-lining through the cloud forest, rafting over raging rapids, rappelling down waterfalls, exploring mysterious caves, surfing notorious breaks, or summiting Costa Rica’s highest peak. Although diminutive in size, Costa Rica is vast in opportunities for rip-roaring adventure.


To relax or reenergize, pamper yourself in paradise with hot springs, mud baths, yoga, and wellness retreats. Several beaches on the Pacific and Caribbean coasts are known for their remoteness, tranquil sunrises, or rainbow-colored sunsets.


Costa Rica’s laid-back pura vida attitude will change you. Ticos (Costa Ricans) are a friendly, inviting group who are proud of their country and welcome you to explore it. As one of the world’s top ecotourism destinations, Costa Rica offers eco-friendly experiences, accommodations, tour companies, and transportation services that make reducing your travel footprint both fun and easy.


Travel mindfully and you’ll reap bountiful rewards from this tiny corner of the world where people greet one another with a smile. A truly magical experience is yours for the taking.
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white-water rafting on Río Pacuare






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Encounter Wildlife: Wildlife can be seen and heard everywhere in Costa Rica. Catch a glimpse of sloths snoozing in treetops, sea turtles laying their eggs on the beach, or quetzals flying around cloud forests.
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2 Fly on a Zip Line: Glide through the treetops to see Costa Rica from above. For the best thrills, zip among the clouds in Monteverde or cruise alongside Volcán Arenal in La Fortuna.
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3 Ride the Waves at a Surf Town: Costa Rica is a surf mecca. Dreamy beach destinations like bustling Tamarindo, quiet Nosara, remote Santa Teresa, and laid-back Puerto Viejo de Talamanca offer stupendous waves and vibrant surf culture.
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4 Hike in Rainforests and Cloud Forests: Explore the misty Reserva Biológica Bosque Nuboso de Monteverde or the humid and remote Parque Nacional Corcovado. Stroll through Parque Nacional Carara or take a thrilling trek in Parque Nacional Chirripó.
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5 Soak in Hot Springs: Relax and rejuvenate at the volcanic mineral hot springs around Volcán Arenal near La Fortuna. Both luxury resorts and budget-friendly options are abundant.
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6 Beach-Hopping: Boasting coastlines on both the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, Costa Rica offers plenty of pristine beaches to choose from. Pick your favorite based on your interests, or head to Guanacaste, where Playa Flamingo, Playa Conchal, and Playa Puerto Viejo string together to form the perfect beach-hopping road trip.
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7 Take a Floating Safari: Float through canals in Tortuguero, mangrove forests at Isla Damas, or down the Río Peñas Blancas, Río Tenorio, or Río Sarapiquí.
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8 Taste Coffee and Chocolate at their Source: Tour a working coffee plantation or roastery in the Central Valley and Highlands or a chocolate farm on the Caribbean coast.
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9 Go White-Water Rafting: Home to the country’s wildest white-water rapids, Río Pacuare is an unmissable attraction for adrenaline junkies—but beginners can join in the fun too.
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10 Swim Beneath a Waterfall: Take a dip in a refreshing waterfall pool, like the one at the gentle and family-friendly Catarata Llanos del Cortés or below the three cascades that form the Cataratas Montezuma. Swims at the peaceful Cataratas Nauyaca are free from distractions.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


San José


Thanks to the proximity of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, many travelers experience San José briefly as a vacation start or end point. But there is much to see and do in the nation’s capital city, a vibrant metropolis steeped in culture, character, and charm. Consider visiting the Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica, touring the Museo del Oro Precolombino or the Museo del Jade, and shopping among locals at Mercado Central. To top off a perfect day, enjoy a night on the town with dinner, drinks, music, or dance.


Central Valley and Highlands


In the Central Valley and on the slopes of its picturesque highlands, life operates at a slower pace than in San José. Cities and small rural communities share the land, home to a trio of popular volcanoes: Volcán Poás, Volcán Irazú, and Volcán Turrialba. Beloved tourist attractions like the La Paz Waterfall Gardens, the artisan town of Sarchí, and coffee plantations offer a nice balance of nature exploration and authentic cultural experiences. Off-the-beaten-path attractions, like Cataratas Las Gemelas, hide among the region’s bucolic backroads.


La Fortuna and Monteverde


Welcome to the epicenter of adventure! Volcán Arenal is the backdrop to adventure parks in La Fortuna that feature hiking trails, zip lines, hanging bridges, and other thrills. The area’s hot springs and Catarata Río Fortuna, a rushing waterfall, should not be missed.
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Playa Biesanz on the central Pacific coast
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In Monteverde, similar adventures take place in the cloud forest. Take your pick from early morning bird-watching tours, day hikes, or night tours through the Reserva Biológica Bosque Nuboso de Monteverde and other local reserves.


Guanacaste and the Northern Pacific


Guanacaste is Costa Rica’s driest province, but what it lacks in green landscape it makes up for in heart. Cowboy culture is the thing here: Rodeos and fiestas cívicas (civic festivals) are common, and rustic ranches and resorts around Volcán Rincón de la Vieja feature farm tours and horseback riding.


Along the northern Pacific coast, Bahía Murciélago and Islas Catalina are two of the country’s best dive sites. Beach-hopping between gorgeous beaches is a breeze. The surfing is notorious at Ollie’s Point and Witch’s Rock. Bird enthusiasts shouldn’t miss the inland Parque Nacional Palo Verde. After dark, let yourself be entertained by the nightlife in Tamarindo.


Nicoya Peninsula


When people long for sun, sand, and solitude, they come to the Nicoya Peninsula. Travelers who make the trek are rewarded with quiet towns, beautiful and empty beaches, and little distraction. Fittingly, yoga, surf, and health retreats are draws here, luring those in search of relaxation and beach time.


The region also boasts the undeveloped paradise of Isla Tortuga, the exciting falls at Cataratas Montezuma, and the chance to watch sea turtles nesting at the Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre Ostional.


Central Pacific


If you want to combine beach time with adventure and nature tours, this is the region for you. Beaches line the central Pacific coast from end to end, yet the area is also mountainous and rich in wildlife, including crocodiles in Tárcoles, birds in Parque Nacional Carara, sloths in Parque Nacional Manuel Antonio, monkeys at the Isla Damas mangroves, and marinelife in the waters of Parque Nacional Marino Ballena. From backpackers in friendly hostels to couples in romantic resorts, this region welcomes all travelers.




[image: image]


capuchin monkey





Osa Peninsula and the Southern Pacific


Much of the Osa Peninsula and the southern Pacific region has yet to be explored by visitors. In areas where development exists, establishments are low-key, environmentally conscious, and sometimes off the grid. While traveling to and through the region requires patience and time, hikes in the renowned Parque Nacional Corcovado and underwater exploration within the Reserva Biológica Isla del Caño make the trip worthwhile. Those who visit reap bountiful rewards, including immersion in nearly virgin forest and wildlife-watching opportunities of the highest caliber.


Caribbean Coast


With pretty beaches, coral reefs, and decent surf, the palm-backed southern Caribbean coast is loved for its laid-back vibe. It’s also the home of Afro-descendant culture, which delights visitors with delicious cuisine and calypso and reggae music.


To the north, the canals and beaches of Parque Nacional Tortuguero beckon wildlife watchers, as does the rainforest around the inland Puerto Viejo de Sarapiquí. This is also where you can take part in one of the country’s greatest adventures, white-water rafting on Río Pacuare.


Southern Inlands


Tourism in the southern inland region is scarce. Much of the region is made up of Indigenous reserves and protected land. The region appeals most to fit and fearless hikers who want to stand atop Costa Rica’s highest point, Cerro Chirripó, in Parque Nacional Chirripó. A secondary draw is bird-watching, either at the Refugio de Aves Los Cusingos or around the San Gerardo de Dota area, where resplendent quetzals and other highland bird species are frequently seen.


WHEN TO GO


Costa Rica is a year-round destination. Experiences vary greatly between the high season, mid-December-April, and the low season, May-mid-December. High season aligns with summer and is also known as the dry season. Low season aligns with the green season, colloquially referred to as the wet season, which is considered Costa Rica’s winter.


The shoulder season, which spans end of June-mid-August, sees a surge in visitors. Some accommodations increase their rates during this period.


The Caribbean’s weather patterns differ from those of the rest of the country. September-October, the wettest months in most of the country, are notoriously dry and sunny on the Caribbean coast, especially in the southern part of the region.




If You’re Looking For . . .


CANYONEERING


Visit La Fortuna or Manuel Antonio.
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CAVING


Visit the Terciopelo cave in Parque Nacional Barra Honda on the Nicoya Peninsula. Or go cave camping near Dominical in the central Pacific region.


CULTURE


Visit San José for museums; Sarchí for artisan creations; the Caribbean coast for cuisine; or Guanacaste for fiestas cívicas. To learn more about some of Costa Rica’s Indigenous groups, visit San Rafael de Guatuso or Bribri village.


HOT SPRINGS


Visit La Fortuna.


MOUNTAIN BIKING


Visit Turrialba in the Central Highlands, La Fortuna, or bike parks near Las Catalinas and Bagaces in Guanacaste.


NIGHTLIFE


Visit San José; Playas del Coco or Tamarindo in Guanacaste; Jacó or Quepos in the central Pacific region; or Puerto Viejo de Talamanca on the Caribbean coast.


SCUBA DIVING


Visit Isla del Coco off the central Pacific coast; Bahía Murciélago or Islas Catalina off the northern Pacific coast; or Isla del Caño off the Osa Peninsula.


SEA TURTLE NESTING


Visit the Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre Ostional on the Nicoya Peninsula or Parque Nacional Tortuguero in the Caribbean region.


SURFING


Don’t miss the breaks at Witch’s Rock, Ollie’s Point, Playa Grande, Playa Tamarindo, Playa Avellanas, and Playa Negra off the northern Pacific coast; Playa Guiones, Playa Camaronal, and Playa Santa Teresa off the Nicoya Peninsula; Playa Hermosa and Playa Dominical off the central Pacific coast; Pavones off the southern Pacific coast; or Salsa Brava off the Caribbean coast.


TREKKING


Summit Cerro Chirripó in the southern inland region or explore challenging trails in Parque Nacional Corcovado on the Osa Peninsula.


TUBING


Visit La Fortuna or Bijagua.


WHITE-WATER RAFTING


Sign up for a tour on the Río Pacuare, accessible from the Caribbean region, San José, Alajuela, Turrialba, or La Fortuna.


YOGA AND WELLNESS RETREATS


Visit Nosara or Santa Teresa on the Nicoya Peninsula.


ZIP-LINING AND HANGING BRIDGES


Visit La Fortuna or Monteverde.






High Season



Generally, the high season runs mid-December-end of April. It begins no later than January 1 and ends no sooner than Easter. During the season, reservations for hotels, tours, and transportation can be tight, prices are high (notably for accommodations), and crowds are common at popular attractions.


The biggest draw is favorable weather, including sunny skies, warm temperatures of 24-29°C (75-85°F), and little rain; this translates to optimal driving conditions. The most expensive time to travel to Costa Rica is during brief peak periods around Christmas, New Year’s, and Easter, when lodging prices are hugely inflated.


Low Season


The low season runs beginning of May-mid-December. Some years it can begin immediately after Easter and last until December 31. The low season offers quiet trails, smaller tour groups, and cheaper prices. Since most tour operators require a minimum of two people to run tours, solo travelers can find it a challenge to travel at this time of year. Some businesses, mainly on the Nicoya Peninsula but not unheard of elsewhere in Costa Rica, close or undergo renovations September-November, sometimes as early as August.


Unfavorable weather, marked by heavy rain, whipping winds at high elevations, and occasional thunderstorms, can cause landslides, traffic delays, flooding, road closures (typically only in back-road areas), and last-minute tour cancellations.


BEFORE YOU GO


Passports and Visas


All visitors must have a valid passport to enter Costa Rica. Proof of intent to exit, in the form of a ticket to travel to another country, is required to receive a passport entry stamp. Most stamps expire within 90 days of issuance.


Vaccinations


Costa Rica does not require North American travelers to provide proof of vaccination. Nationals of some African and South American countries are required to show proof of yellow fever vaccination. Recent travelers to countries in those areas may be asked to show the same.


Transportation


Near the center of Costa Rica and the capital city, the Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría (Juan Santamaría International Airport, SJO) is a great jumping-off point to destinations all around the country.


If you plan to explore Guanacaste, the northern Pacific coast, or the northern Nicoya Peninsula, fly into the Aeropuerto Internacional Daniel Oduber Quirós (Daniel Oduber Quirós International Airport, LIR), also known as the Guanacaste Airport, in Costa Rica’s northwest corner. If your itinerary takes you across the country, consider flying into one airport and out of the other to avoid backtracking.


Getting around is easy. The public bus system is well-coordinated and reliable, as are tourist-geared shared shuttle services and private transfer services. Some tour outfitters provide post-tour onward transportation, allowing you to travel between destinations while experiencing an adventure along the way. Taxis and rented golf carts, ATVs, and bikes facilitate travel within towns.


Renting a car provides endless opportunities to explore, though a 4WD vehicle is required in many areas and recommended in most others.


Domestic flights, water taxis, and ferries connect several destinations and help save travel time.


Advance Reservations


Reserve tours, accommodations, and transportation services in advance. Last-minute requests and drop-ins are accepted in some cases, but most tour operators and attractions require prior notice. Secure reservations before you travel so you can take advantage of early-booking discounts and handle payment from home. Most businesses have flexible cancellation policies.


Sights and Experiences


It can be tempting to delay booking your tours until you have a better sense of what weather to expect. But doing so means that the tours you want may not have openings; delaying can also create a rush of last-minute arrangements. Most tours run rain or shine.


During high season, when spaces fill up quickly, book early to get your preferred date, time slot, and guide. In many cases, online reservations are required. This includes the trek to Cerro Chirripó, overnight stays in Parque Nacional Corcovado, visits to Volcán Poás and Parque Nacional Manuel Antonio, and activities run by small organizations or Indigenous groups, as well as most bird-watching and night tours.


Accommodations


During low season, most accommodations have rooms to spare, and reservations are not required. Availability tightens around shoulder season, when you should book a few months prior to your travel dates.
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exploring the Místico Arenal Hanging Bridges Park





During the mid-December-April high season, the best accommodations sell out well in advance, typically by September. Other options fill up soon after. Stays during peak periods are the most sought-after; some lodgings receive requests for rooms up to a year in advance.


Transportation


Most transportation services, including shared shuttle services, private transfer services, organized tour transportation services, domestic flights, and water taxis, will not take passengers who don’t have a reservation. Many can be booked up to the day before departure (year-round), availability permitting, but it’s best to make reservations as soon as your itinerary is finalized.


During the high season, rental agencies either sell out of vehicles or have only non-4WD vehicles or expensive high-end vehicles to rent out. Agency lots are typically stocked with all vehicle types during the low season.


Ferries and some public bus companies accept reservations via their websites.


Traveling with Children


Costa Rica is a family destination. Many tour operators, accommodations, and shared shuttle service providers offer discounted rates for child travelers or don’t charge for them at all. For certain activities, tour operators will oftentimes impose minimum age limits for participation. Throughout this book, admission prices for children are provided along with an age range. If there is no minimum age limit given, it’s safe to assume children under the specified age range are free. Some activities, primarily those that require use of a harness, have additional minimum height and weight limits. Verify each tour in advance to avoid disappointment on the day of your reserved excursions.
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hanging bridge in a treetop canopy
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BEST OF Costa Rica


The six mini itineraries here are a selective sampling of Costa Rica’s most popular destinations and not-to-miss experiences. Combine them to form one comprehensive trip that merges adventure, nature, culture, and relaxation for an unforgettable, fast-paced, two-week travel experience. Or mix and match the itineraries to create the trip that best suits your interests.


You can drive yourself to many destinations in a rental vehicle, or rely on Costa Rica’s extensive tourist-oriented transportation system to get around. Private transfer services, shared shuttle services, and outfitters that offer transportation with organized tours provide several ways to travel between cities, beach towns, and mountainous inland areas, making it easy to connect the dots and maximize your time.


A Taste of the Caribbean


A quick visit to the Caribbean coast provides an opportunity to experience the Jamaican-inspired side of Costa Rica, as well as a mix of downtime at the beach and wild white-water adventure.


Day 1


Fly into the Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría on the outskirts of San José as early in the day as possible. Take a bus, a shared shuttle service, or a private transfer service to the laid-back beach town of Puerto Viejo de Talamanca (a 4.5-hour drive from the airport) for two nights on the sultry southern Caribbean coast. Spend the evening exploring the small community on foot, kicking back to reggae beats at the Salsa Brava Beach Restaurant and Bar and sinking into the slow pace of the region.
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Casa de la Cultura in Puerto Viejo de Talamanca





Day 2


Rise early and take a taxi or bus to Parque Nacional Cahuita in nearby Cahuita. Arrive before 8am (when organized tour groups begin to enter the park) and spend a few hours on the easy nature trail that parallels the coast and the light sand that spans Playa Blanca. Upon exiting, grab lunch at Soda Kawe in Cahuita, then head back to Puerto Viejo de Talamanca.


Pop in at the café and bakeshop Caribeans at 2pm to catch their chocolate tour; drop-ins are welcome. Take in the sunset at Playa Cocles across the street and return to Puerto Viejo de Talamanca for a dinner full of traditional Caribbean foods at Lidia’s Place.


Day 3


Ready yourself for a day of extreme adventure on Río Pacuare, Costa Rica’s top river for white-water rafting (no previous experience is required). You’ll get breakfast, lunch, 3-4 hours of paddling time, and an opportunity to experience Costa Rica’s rainforest up close during the adrenaline-packed session. Your tour will include transportation from your hotel in Puerto Viejo de Talamanca to the river (a 2-hour drive), and either return transportation or onward service to a new destination once the tour is over.


With More Time


Consider taking a tour of the Jaguar Rescue Center outside Puerto Viejo de Talamanca or a side trip to either Parque Nacional Tortuguero or Reserva Biológica Tirimbina, both in the northern Caribbean region.


Easy Excursions from Here


Visits to the Caribbean are best combined with La Fortuna and Monteverde. The Pacuare River Rafting Tour from Exploradores Outdoors includes transportation between Puerto Viejo de Talamanca and La Fortuna, among other towns. It’s the best option for travel between the two destinations.



Adrenaline Rush in La Fortuna and Monteverde



You’ll be amazed by how many experiences you can pack into only three days in La Fortuna and Monteverde, two of Costa Rica’s top adventure and nature destinations.


Day 1


Begin your adventure in the northern inland region in action-packed La Fortuna. Maximize your time by participating in a full-day Arenal Highlights Tour, which combines an early morning guided tour through Místico Arenal Hanging Bridges Park, a visit to the powerful Catarata Río Fortuna, an afternoon hike to Volcán Arenal, and an evening spent soaking in hot springs pools at The Springs Resort & Spa. Conveniently, lunch, dinner, and transportation to each activity are provided with the tour.


Day 2


In the morning, pick up a 4WD vehicle from a car rental agency in La Fortuna and hit the road to Monteverde; the drive takes 3-3.5 hours. Enjoy the scenic route around Lago Arenal and the gradual climb to the cloud forest.


Plan to eat a quick lunch in Santa Elena (the “downtown” of the Monteverde region) at Café Orquídeas, then drive north of town to Monteverde Sky Adventures Park. Spend the afternoon soaring above the treetops during the Sky Trek canopy tour zip-line excursion and its complimentary aerial tram ride. In the evening, treat yourself to a romantic dinner at Ristorante e Pizzeria Tramonti, or take the unique culinary journey led by the San Lucas Treetop Dining Experience.


Day 3


Drive to the neighboring Reserva Biológica Bosque Nuboso de Monteverde early in the day to hike the lush, misty reserve’s nature trails when birds and wildlife are most active. Give yourself a few hours to explore, then exit the reserve and visit the free Hummingbird Gallery down the road to see charms of hummingbirds flying freely.
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hummingbirds at the Hummingbird Gallery





Grab lunch on the outdoor patio at Restaurante Morpho’s on your way back and spend the afternoon driving to your next destination. Plan to arrive before dark.


With More Time


Take a one-day tour from La Fortuna to the underground caves at Cavernas Venado, to the Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre Mixto Caño Negro for bird-watching, or to see the bright-blue Río Celeste.


Easy Excursions from Here


Trips to the centrally located northern inland region are easy to combine with visits to most areas in the country, including destinations on the Pacific and Caribbean coasts.



Soak Up the Sun on the Pacific Coast



This laid-back, two-day trip connects the northern Pacific region with the Nicoya Peninsula and showcases the distinct vibes of each region.


Day 1


Soak up some rays on the Pacific coast in the vibrant and social community of Tamarindo. Spend the day beach-hopping between Playa Flamingo, Playa Conchal, and Playa Puerto Viejo. Or, if you surf, take advantage of the area’s consistent waves; surf lessons are available if you want or need them.


Midafternoon, head up the hill to Black Stallion Eco Park for a sunset horseback ride, followed by one of the park’s legendary buffet dinners. Back in Tamarindo, experience a mix of the town’s notorious nightlife while barhopping along the beach or around the community.


Day 2


Trade eventful Tamarindo for the low-key Nicoya Peninsula by making the two-hour drive to the unassuming beach town of Sámara. Sprawl out on the light sand of Playa Sámara and enjoy gentle swims in the area’s calm bay.
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Playa Sámara





Grab lunch and dinner whenever you please at beachside restaurants like El Lagarto, but make sure you’re at the crescent-shaped Playa Carrillo at sundown to witness a spectacular sunset.


With More Time


Schedule a surf trip to the breaks at Witch’s Rock and Ollie’s Point, scuba dive at Islas Murciélago or Islas Catalina, or go bird-watching at Parque Nacional Palo Verde.


Easy Excursions from Here


The northern Pacific and the Nicoya Peninsula are best reached directly from Costa Rica’s international airports (especially Liberia’s Aeropuerto Internacional Daniel Oduber Quirós/Guanacaste Airport), or following a visit to La Fortuna or Monteverde.




Family-Friendly Fun


Costa Rica is one big eco-adventure park, with scenic sights, thrilling experiences, and wildlife encounters that make learning fun. Various activities and attractions are suitable for children; consider incorporating the following kid-friendly experiences into your travel plans to make the trip memorable for the whole family.
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GO ZIP-LINING


Many zip-lining tours allow kids to participate. A favorite is the Big AMA Canopy Tour at Arenal Mundo Aventura Ecological Park in La Fortuna, which wows kids with views of Volcán Arenal and two waterfalls.


VISIT A NATURE-BASED THEME PARK


Entertain everyone in the family with the attractions at Selvatura Park in Monteverde. These include hanging bridges, a reptile and amphibian exhibit, a butterfly garden, and a sloth sanctuary.


TOUR OR VOLUNTEER AT A WILDLIFE RESCUE CENTER


Get up close and personal with rescued wildlife at the Rescate Wildlife Rescue Center in Alajuela or while volunteering for a few hours at the Proyecto Asis Wildlife and Sloth Rescue Center near La Fortuna.


LEARN HOW CHOCOLATE IS MADE


The Rainforest Chocolate Tour in La Fortuna and the Caribeans Chocolate Tour on the Caribbean coast are free for children ages five and younger.


SWIM AT AN ACCESSIBLE WATERFALL


Some of Costa Rica’s waterfalls can be tough to access or too powerful for swimming. Great for children, the Catarata Llanos del Cortés near Liberia has a shallow wading area and a lifeguard on duty. It’s only a five-minute walk from the parking lot and is free for kids ages six and younger.


TAKE A BEGINNER SURF LESSON


Lots of surf schools welcome children. Have the kiddies start in Sámara; the area has a calm bay with gentle waves perfect for beginners.


DINE AT A FUN RESTAURANT


Keep young ones smiling with meals at El Avión in Manuel Antonio—a restaurant that’s set in a cargo plane—and the Tree House Restaurant & Café in Santa Elena. Are the kids jonesing to see some animals while they eat? At Centro Turístico Las Iguanas near La Fortuna, you can see hundreds of iguanas in the trees outside. Scarlet macaws hang out in the trees behind Restaurante Mi Finca in Limonal.






Central Pacific Road Trip



The central Pacific coast is great for road-tripping. With this three-day itinerary, you’ll travel from one end of the region to the other, stopping to take in key experiences along the way.


Day 1


Take the day to travel to Manuel Antonio by rental car, making sure to stop along the way at the Crocodile Bridge in Tárcoles and in the beach town of Jacó to shop for an hour or two and take photos at its magnificent lookout spots. If you’re there over lunchtime, eat at the Green Room.


Arrive in Manuel Antonio before 5pm so you can watch the sun go down over the ocean while enjoying dinner at Mi Lugar.


Day 2


Rise early and drive to Parque Nacional Manuel Antonio on the south side of town. Plan to be at the park when it opens at 7am to avoid most of the crowds. Give yourself a few hours to traverse nature trails and swim at beaches in the park, especially Playa Manuel Antonio.
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Playa Manuel Antonio





Take a relaxing boat or kayak tour through the mangroves at Isla Damas in the afternoon. (If the tide requires the mangrove tour to be run in the morning, reverse the order of the day’s activities.) If lunch isn’t included with your mangrove tour, grab a light meal before the excursion at El Patio de Café Milagro. For dinner, treat yourself to fine dining at La Luna.


Day 3


Spend this day exploring the coast south of Quepos along Highway 34. Detour north on Road 243 at Dominical to the Cataratas Nauyaca, where a challenging hike will reward you with a refreshing swim in a picturesque two-tier waterfall.


Return to Dominical and grab a quick bite at Café Mono Congo, then continue south on Highway 34 to Parque Nacional Marino Ballena. Enter through the community of Bahía to access Playa Uvita, where (at low tide) you can walk one kilometer into the ocean along the whale-tail sandbar. End the day in Ojochal enjoying a gourmet dinner at one of several revered restaurants in the community.


With More Time


Give yourself an extra day in Manuel Antonio to enjoy a sailing, snorkeling, and dolphin-watching tour along the Pacific coast and relax at some of the region’s beautiful beaches.


Easy Excursions from Here


The central Pacific coast is easily reached from any region in the country except the Caribbean. This mini itinerary is a great way to bridge the gap between the Nicoya Peninsula and the Osa Peninsula.


Escape to the Osa Peninsula


This brief two-day itinerary is an introduction to Costa Rica’s most remote region. In most cases, meals are provided by small-scale all-inclusive accommodations.


Day 1


Set off on your journey to Costa Rica’s remotest region from the riverside village of Sierpe. Catch the 11:30am boat to Bahía Drake, which is a scenic and wild one-hour ride through the Humedal Nacional Térraba-Sierpe and the Pacific Ocean.


Spend the afternoon hiking the first few kilometers of the Sendero Costero or relaxing at your lodging and appreciating the stillness of the area. Indulge in gourmet food at the Kalaluna Bistro for dinner. At 7:30pm, take the night tour with the Bug Lady to discover how the forest awakens after dark. Conveniently, the meeting place for the night tour is steps away from the bistro.


Day 2


To experience the best of Bahía Drake, take a one-day tour of either Parque Nacional Corcovado (if you’re in search of nature and wildlife) or the Reserva Biológica Isla del Caño (if you want to explore Costa Rica’s underwater world and marine species). Tours to each attraction depart by boat from most area accommodations. For dinner, eat at the DinerCraft Bar & Restaurant in Agujitas, or at your lodging’s on-site restaurant.


In the evening, prepare for your departure from the area by catching a return boat to Sierpe the next day or a domestic flight from Aeropuerto Bahía Drake to San José.


With More Time


Give yourself an extra day in Bahía Drake to experience both Parque Nacional Corcovado and the Reserva Biológica Isla del Caño. Alternately, lengthen your visit to Parque Nacional Corcovado so you can spend one night (or more) at the ranger station in the park.


Easy Excursions from Here


Jaunts to the Osa Peninsula best follow time spent in the central Pacific region if you plan to travel via ground transportation. By air, the region can be reached (via a connecting flight in San José) from most destinations in Costa Rica that have a domestic airport.




Backpacking on a Budget


Are you backpacking around Costa Rica on a tight budget? If so, stick to low-key experiences that cost little, allow for self-guided exploration, and provide an opportunity to make a friend or two along the way.
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LOUNGE AROUND A WATERFALL


Head to the Cataratas Montezuma in Montezuma or the Catarata Río Fortuna in La Fortuna to spend a few hours relaxing at a beautiful waterfall amid a lush forest setting. No tour guide is required.


HIKE THROUGH A NATURE RESERVE OR NATIONAL PARK


At your own pace, hike through one of Costa Rica’s many protected areas, such as the Reserva Biológica Bosque Nuboso de Monteverde, which has 13 kilometers of interweaving trails.


DINE AT A SODA RESTAURANT


Save money by dining at inexpensive informal sodas that serve traditional Costa Rican meals. Soda Víquez in La Fortuna is one of the country’s best.


CURB THE MUNCHIES WITH CHEAP EATS


Between meals, turn to roadside stalls and beach vendors for snacks and beverages. Raw-fish ceviche, pork chicharrones, refreshing pipa fría, and sweet copos are must-haves.


SHOP AT A FARMERS MARKET


Visit a weekly farmers market like the ones in Jacó, Quepos, and Uvita on the central Pacific coast, or in Puerto Viejo de Talamanca on the Caribbean coast, for unique handmade items that make great and inexpensive souvenirs.


TAKE ADVANTAGE OF MULTIUSE ENTRANCE TICKETS


Explore a national park that has more than one sector, like the forest-filled Parque Nacional Volcán Arenal in La Fortuna or the beach-lined Parque Nacional Marino Ballena on the central Pacific coast. The entrance ticket buys access to every sector in the park on the date of purchase, helping you do and see more without spending more.


STAY AT A SOCIAL HOSTEL


Looking to meet new people? The Room 2 Board Hostel in Jacó, Selina Manuel Antonio in Manuel Antonio, and Playa 506 in Puerto Viejo de Talamanca have an energetic feel and host social events.


CHECK OUT BEACH TOWN BARS OR JOIN A NIGHTLIFE TOUR


The coastal towns of Tamarindo and Jacó have tons of bars you can hop between. During the VIP Night Tour in San José, you can enjoy complimentary drinks and shots while touring the city on a double-decker bus.


RENT YOUR OWN EQUIPMENT


Shops and hotels in coastal communities rent surfboards, stand-up paddleboards, boogie boards, snorkeling equipment, kayaks, bikes, ATVs, and other items that aid in self-guided exploration of the country. Embrace your wanderlust!






A Day in San José



Have time to spare at the end (or start) of your trip? This daylong circuit allows you to explore Costa Rica’s capital city on foot.


Morning


Begin as early as 8:30am at the corner of Avenida Central (a pedestrian mall) and Calle 7. Stroll one block west to the Plaza de la Cultura, which showcases the eye-catching Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica on its south side. Take an educational, 45-minute guided theater tour, then continue walking five blocks west to Mercado Central, where you’ll find hordes of locals going about their daily routine. Shop for souvenirs and grab a snack at one of the many informal eateries that fill the congested indoor market.
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Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica in San José





Afternoon


Exit Mercado Central at Avenida 1 and walk two blocks east to Calle 2. Turn left and you’ll see the striking golden Edificio Central de Correos y Telégrafos that consumes the block. On the building’s north side is Avenida 3; head east on the avenue for four blocks to the parkland trio of Parque Morazán, the Jardín de Paz, and Parque España. If you want to purchase Indigenous art, don’t miss the collection at Galería Namu, one block north of Parque Morazán on Avenida 7.
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Jardín de Paz





Continue one block east of Parque España to check out Parque Nacional. After walk south from the park on Calle 15 for two blocks to Avenida Central, where the yellow fortress of Museo Nacional de Costa Rica lies ahead, and the tall gray Museo del Jade can be seen to the right.


Spend a few hours perusing the pre-Columbian artifacts within the modern Museo del Jade (grab food at the on-site Grano Verde Café if you arrive feeling hungry), then walk three blocks west to return to the corner where you began the journey. Hotel Presidente marks the spot.


Evening


End the day with dinner and drinks at Hotel Presidente’s eclectic rooftop restaurant and bar Azotea Calle 7. Alternately, board the double-decker bus used by the VIP Night Tour to tour the capital after dark, and enjoy dinner and drinks out on the town.


With More Time


With more time, consider touring additional museums in the city’s center or straying outside the capital (ground transportation required) to see attractions in the surrounding Central Valley and Highlands.


Easy Excursions from Here


San José is best explored the day before or after you pass through the Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría. If you want to tour the city, do so on either your last or first day in Costa Rica.




Isn’t It Romantic?


Costa Rica’s abundant waterfalls, hot springs, beaches, and resorts provide no shortage of romantic settings, perfect if you’re on your honeymoon, celebrating a wedding anniversary, or marking another milestone.
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SPLURGE ON A ROOM AT A LUXURY RESORT


Surround yourself with Costa Rican luxury at the Andaz Costa Rica Resort in Papagayo, Florblanca in Santa Teresa, or Lapa Ríos in Matapalo.


SOAK IN SOME HOT SPRINGS


The myriad of dimly lit hot spring pools and lagoons at The Springs Resort & Spa near La Fortuna are romantic and relaxing, or you can soak in adults-only hot springs at the Shangri-La Gardens as a guest of Tabacón.


PLAY A ROUND OF GOLF


Book a tee time for two at the immaculate Ocean Course at Peninsula Papagayo or the Garra de León Golf Course, both in the northern Pacific region.


BOOK A SUNSET SAIL


Enjoy the sunset (and an open bar) while sailing peacefully along the Pacific coast, especially the scenic stretch between Quepos and Parque Nacional Manuel Antonio.


TAKE A SCENIC DRIVE


Venture around the quiet countryside of the Valle de Orosí east of Cartago and picnic at one of the area’s panoramic viewpoints.


HIKE TO BEAUTIFUL WATERFALLS


Waterfall scenes are wildly enchanting. Tour a series of five high cascades at the popular La Paz Waterfall Gardens, then treat yourself to a meal or an overnight stay at the on-site Peace Lodge. Alternately, swim at the idyllic Cataratas Nauyaca on a day trip from an adults-only lodging in the Costa Ballena.


ZIP-LINE IN TANDEM


Try zip-lining alongside your partner with the side-by-side cables provided at Diamante Eco Adventure Park near Playas del Coco.


ENJOY DINNER AND DRINKS BY THE WATERFRONT


Spoil yourself with oceanside dining at the candlelit restaurant Locanda in Sámara, which has tables on the sand and occasional musical serenades.
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Pura Vida Adventures


If you live for adventure, you’ll love Costa Rica. It boasts seemingly infinite opportunities for rafting, canyoneering, zip-lining, tubing, caving, hiking, mountain biking, scuba diving, and surfing.


La Fortuna and Monteverde


La Fortuna and Monteverde provide the greatest selection of adventure activities. In La Fortuna, you can rappel down a rock face during the Canyoning in the Lost Canyon Tour, go tubing at the Club Río Outdoor Center, and hike up and over mountains of lava rocks at the Arenal 1968 reserve. If you enjoy mountain biking, Arenal 1968 also has 13.5 kilometers of rugged mountain biking trails.


In Monteverde, try the wild canopy tours provided by 100% Aventura, which has the longest Superman cable in Latin America, or Monteverde Extremo, which has a subterranean Superman cable that zips through a dark tunnel. Both experiences include a thrilling Tarzan swing.


Guanacaste and the Northern Pacific


The northern Pacific coast means open water. Go scuba diving with bull sharks at Islas Murciélago or manta rays at Islas Catalina.


Surf the legendary breaks at Witch’s Rock and Ollie’s Point within Parque Nacional Santa Rosa, or visit Playa Grande, Playa Tamarindo, Playa Avellanas, or Playa Negra, where you’ll find good waves and surf.


On land, avid and experienced mountain bikers get their fill at the bike trails in Las Catalinas and at the Río Perdido Activity Center near Bagaces.


Nicoya Peninsula


Although the Nicoya Peninsula is known for its calm Zen-like vibe, the heart-racing descents into the deep, dark Terciopelo cave at Parque Nacional Barra Honda are anything but relaxing.




The Best Beaches for You


With coasts on the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, Costa Rica offers no shortage of beaches.
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GREAT FOR SINKING YOUR TOES INTO


Playa Flamingo, Playa Puerto Viejo, and the west end of Playa Conchal—all on the northern Pacific coast—have sand soft enough to snuggle in.


BEST FOR SPOTTING WILDLIFE


Troops of monkeys play around the beach at Playa Manuel Antonio in Parque Nacional Manuel Antonio and Playa Blanca in Parque Nacional Cahuita. Other wildlife species make occasional appearances.


PERFECT FOR EXPLORING TIDE POOLS


At low tide, the rocky shores of Playa Los Suecos, Playa Pelada, and Playa Las Manchas on the Nicoya Peninsula provide little pools that you’ll love wading in.


MOST SPECTACULAR SUNSETS


Sunsets along both coasts are incredible, but the most jaw-dropping are seen from Playa Carrillo on the Nicoya Peninsula and Playa Hermosa in Guanacaste.


IDEAL FOR TAKING LONG WALKS


At low tide, visit the sun-soaked Playa Uvita in Parque Nacional Marino Ballena and walk the giant whale tail-shaped sandbar that juts out into the ocean.


MOST IDYLLIC


The paradisial Playa Arrecife on the Caribbean coast and Playa Tropical at the Nicoya Peninsula’s remote-feeling Isla Tortuga have soothing turquoise waters.


OFF THE BEATEN PATH


Playa San Josecito on the Osa Peninsula, Playa Garza on the Nicoya Peninsula, and Playa Chiquita on the Caribbean coast are beautiful and quiet beaches less frequented than most.





The great surf off Playa Guiones, Playa Camaronal, and Playa Santa Teresa provide the coast’s biggest thrills.
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surfers at Playa Tamarindo





Central Pacific


A sensational overnight experience near Dominical, cave camping at Catarata Diamante includes the rush of sleeping next to a thundering waterfall.


The multiday boat trip on a liveaboard vessel to Parque Nacional Isla del Coco is arguably Costa Rica’s most exotic adventure. The experience invites you to scuba dive with hammerhead sharks and set foot on uninhabited land.


Awesome adventures on or near the mainland include the jam-packed 10-in-1 combo tour from Amigos del Río, white-water rafting tours on Río Savegre and Río Naranjo, and surfing off Playa Hermosa and Playa Dominical.


Osa Peninsula and the Southern Pacific


Great scuba diving awaits at the Reserva Biológica Isla del Caño, a marinelife haven off the coast of the Osa Peninsula at Bahía Drake.


One of the world’s longest left surf breaks curls in front of Pavones and treats advanced-level surfers to legendary hollow runs.


Caribbean Coast


For surfing on the Caribbean coast, make your way to the crashing waves of the Salsa Brava surf break at Puerto Viejo de Talamanca.


The best place for white-water rafting in Costa Rica is Río Pacuare.


Southern Inlands


For a true challenge, hike to the peak of Costa Rica’s highest mountain. Summit Cerro Chirripó on a multiday trek in Parque Nacional Chirripó.
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Get Back to Nature


Costa Rica is filled with national parks, biological reserves, and other protected areas where waterfalls flow, birds fly, and all kinds of wildlife can be spotted.


Central Valley and Highlands


The best nature experiences close to San José are tucked away in the Central Highlands. Hike around waterfalls and check out wildlife exhibits at La Paz Waterfall Gardens near Alajuela. Swim in an azure stream fed by Cataratas Las Gemelas near Bajos del Toro. Visit the crater of Volcán Irazú within Parque Nacional Volcán Irazú near Cartago.


La Fortuna and Monteverde


Escape to the lush rainforest and cloud forest that blanket La Fortuna and Monteverde. In this area, you can explore a series of hanging bridges, search for nocturnal species after dark during a night tour, hike nature trails through several private reserves, and admire the powerful Catarata Río Fortuna.


North of La Fortuna, there’s great bird-watching at the Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre Mixto Caño Negro. The shockingly blue Río Celeste, within Parque Nacional Volcán Tenorio, showcases some of Mother Nature’s best work.


Guanacaste and the Northern Pacific


In the interior of Guanacaste, you can hike past steam vents and around bubbling mud pots within Parque Nacional Rincón de la Vieja and go bird-watching at Parque Nacional Palo Verde.


By the coast, tour wildlife exhibits at Diamante Eco Adventure Park.




Coffee, Cuisine, and Culture


Costa Rican culture is an eclectic mix of history, lively celebrations, rich foods, artisanal creations, and diverse groups of people. Immerse yourself in the beautiful blend to get the most out of your trip.
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LEARN ABOUT GROWING COFFEE


The large Doka Estate near Alajuela uses old-fashioned machinery. The Café Britt Coffee Roastery in Heredia has entertaining experiences for everyone, from kids to adult aficionados. El Toledo Coffee, near Atenas, is a small-scale, family-run, sustainable operation that you can tour.


SAMPLE CARIBBEAN CUISINE


You can get high-quality, flavorful food at Soda Kawe in Cahuita, Lidia’s Place in Puerto Viejo de Talamanca, and Blanca y Selvin’s Restaurante near Punta Uva.


EXPLORE A MUSEUM


Step back in time and learn about Costa Rica’s history through informative, interactive, and artifact-filled museum displays. The modern Museo del Jade and Museo del Oro Precolombino in San José are the best.


ATTEND A FIESTA CÍVICA


Don’t miss the Fiestas de Palmares, Costa Rica’s biggest party, in January. If you can’t make the event, catch one of many lively and traditional civic festivals in Guanacaste.


CHECK OUT AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE


The Monumento Nacional Guayabo in Turrialba is full of petroglyphs, tombs, and other interesting finds.


PERUSE ARTISAN SHOPS


Watch artists build and decorate iconic oxcarts at the fábricas de carretas (cart factories) in Sarchí or browse art studios in Monteverde.


VISIT AN INDIGENOUS RESERVE


At the Reserva Indígena Maleku near La Fortuna, watch members of the Indigenous group demonstrate the significance of dress, art, and medicinal plants. Near the Caribbean coast, you can try archery, take a cooking class, or participate in a purification ceremony at Bribri village.


WATCH A GAME OR PERFORMANCE


If you’re into sports, catch the national team playing fútbol at the Estadio Nacional de Costa Rica. If you prefer the arts, take in a performance at the Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica. Both venues are in San José.


LIVE LIKE A LOCAL


Shop, dine, and people-watch like a Tico at the Mercado Central in San José.






Nicoya Peninsula



The Cataratas Montezuma in the southern half of the Nicoya Peninsula provide an opportunity to swim in natural waterfall pools.


The northern half of the peninsula hosts Costa Rica’s largest sea turtle nesting events, where thousands of olive ridley sea turtles come to lay their eggs in the sand at the Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre Ostional.


Central Pacific


Tour Parque Nacional Carara in search of macaws and other tropical birds just inland from the central Pacific coast. Farther south, the busy Parque Nacional Manuel Antonio houses numerous wildlife species, and Isla Damas invites visitors to learn about mangrove ecosystems. Inland from Dominical, the Cataratas Nauyaca are must-see natural waterfalls.


Osa Peninsula and Southern Pacific


Hike through the remote Parque Nacional Corcovado, one of the most biodiverse places on the planet, for total immersion in nature. Multiday treks from Bahía Drake and Puerto Jiménez mean more opportunities to spot wildlife that few travelers ever get the chance to see.
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hikers on a black-sand beach in Parque Nacional Corcovado on the Osa Peninsula





Caribbean Coast


In the northern part of the region, Reserva Biológica Tirimbina and the peaceful canals of Parque Nacional Tortuguero offer glimpses of precious ecosystems. Parque Nacional Tortuguero is also home to a variety of nesting sea turtles and a handful of sea turtle conservation organizations where you can volunteer your time.


Southern Inlands


Birders and botanists shouldn’t miss this region, namely the bird-watching tours around San Gerardo de Dota and Refugio de Aves Los Cusingos, or a stroll through Wilson Botanical Garden.





San José
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Museo Nacional de Costa Rica







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Admire the architecture and opulent decor of the Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica (click here).


S View pre-Columbian gold artifacts at the vast Museo del Oro Precolombino (click here).


[image: image]


S Learn about Costa Rica’s archaeological history through the interactive displays at the Museo del Jade (click here).


S Shop like a local at the Mercado Central (click here).
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part of the Day exhibit in the Museo del Jade
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entrance to the Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica.








San José, Costa Rica’s capital city, is a vibrant, bustling, and, yes, congested metropolis steeped in a blend of Costa Rican and expat cultures. Chepe, as the city is affectionately referred to by Josefinos (San José residents), is wildly diverse, at least when compared with the rest of the country. Within its relatively small center of roughly 15 square kilometers, the city provides a vast range of sights, experiences, and environments.


Casual markets and upscale shops sit side by side on the same avenue. Typical Costa Rican dishes are served next door to world-class international cuisine. Businesspeople, families, students, and street performers intermingle in plazas and parks. At its core, San José is a mosaic.


Once a coffee-trading outpost, San José has urbanized light-years beyond its agricultural roots. Still, it maintains much of its dashing Old World charm in striking colonial-style buildings around the city that now function as hotels, restaurants, and bars. The city’s history is proudly preserved in statues, monuments, and museums.


Located in the middle of the country, the greater San José area serves as a popular hub where visitors begin and end their time in Costa Rica. Many overlook the capital as a potential destination in favor of spending more time in forest-wrapped inland areas or along either coast. But there’s enough here to pique the interest of most travelers.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


To really get to know jam-packed San José would take weeks. Realistically, you’ll probably only have one day to get the gist of it, so you’ll want to fill the time with as many sights as you can. Plan your itinerary in advance so you can maximize your visits and minimize your walking time or taxi fare. If you’re not up for coordinating your own route, several San José walking tours handle the mapping; all you need to do is show up and keep up.


Fortunately, the city’s highlights can be experienced in a day. If you station yourself downtown, you can take in the architecture of the Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica, eye precious artifacts at the Museo del Oro Precolombino, see authentic urban life while shopping at the Mercado Central, and learn about jade and pre-Columbian history at the Museo del Jade all before nightfall, leaving your evening free to dine out, take in a show, attend a fútbol game, or have a few drinks at a bar. Your busy day will be long and tiring, but also revelatory and rewarding.


A great way to save money while exploring multiple museums in San José is to purchase the Paseo de los Museos ($33 pp). It buys one entry to each of the city’s most popular museums: the Museo del Oro Precolombino, the Museo del Jade, and the Museo Nacional de Costa Rica. Pick up a pass at any of the three. Passes can be used on any day of the week and are valid for two months.


Weather and Transportation


San José, low in the Central Valley, has temperatures that average in the low 20s Celsius (low 70s Fahrenheit). Sunshine is common but often interrupted by sporadic periods of rainfall, especially May-November.


San José’s paved multilane highways offer well-marked exits. Downtown, streets narrow and traffic regularly backs up, but the roads are in decent condition and don’t require a 4WD vehicle. The biggest hazards to look out for are other drivers, many of whom speed and change lanes without signaling. Drive defensively and use a GPS to help you navigate. Occasional road closures can cause frustrating delays.


Traveling in San José is made quick and easy by the east-west Highway 2. It begins in West San José and serves as the city’s main thoroughfare. It sails through Central and East San José for six kilometers before turning south toward Cartago.


ORIENTATION


Greater San José comprises more than 100 barrios (neighborhoods); many are residential and pleasant, some are touristy, and others are very poor. It’s hard to tell where one ends and the next begins. It’s easier to navigate the city by breaking it into three main areas: Central San José, East San José, and West San José.


Most streets in San José follow a grid pattern. Generally, avenidas (avenues) run east-west and calles (streets) run north-south. Road numbers can help you get your bearings. Avenues north of Avenida Central have odd numbers, and avenues south of Avenida Central have even numbers. Streets east of Calle Central have odd numbers, and streets west of Calle Central have even numbers.


Most establishments in San José don’t use numbered addresses, instead referenced by streets and avenues, common landmarks, or both. Familiarize yourself with basic directional words and phrases in Spanish. Most distances are in metros (meters); blocks in San José typically run 75-150 meters. You might see the address of the Museo del Jade referenced as any of the following: Avenida Central y Calle 13 (Central Avenue and 13th Street); Avenida Central, 30 metros al este de la Calle 13 (Central Avenue, 30 meters to the east of 13th Street); or Avenida Central, en el lado oeste de la Plaza de la Democracia (Central Avenue, on the west side of the Plaza de la Democracia).


Throughout West San José and upon entry into the central zone, Highway 2 is known as Paseo Colón. In the downtown core, Highway 2 is referred to as Avenida 2. In East San José, Highway 2 is sometimes cited as Avenida del Libertador Juan Rafael Mora Porras.


Highway 2 in Central San José is an eastbound one-way street. Avenida 3 (3 blocks north of Hwy. 2) is a westbound one-way street. In the center of the city, Calle 1 (a southbound one-way street) and Calle 3 (a northbound one-way street) form Highway 32, which connects the capital to the Caribbean coast.


Central San José


The city’s core, in the middle of Central San José, is a primarily flat, walkable stretch that’s roughly 20 blocks wide and 6 blocks deep. San José Centro (San José Center), as the locals call it, or simply downtown, contains most of the city’s attractions, parks, and pedestrian malls. Station yourself here if you wish to be in the middle of the action and within walking distance of most attractions.


The intersection of Calle Central and Avenida Central pinpoints the center of the city. In the downtown core, popular avenues are Avenida 1, Avenida 2, Avenida 3, and Avenida Central, which is closed to vehicles between Calles 9 and 14.


Northeast of downtown are some quaint neighborhoods including Barrio Amón and Barrio Aranjuez, home to some of the city’s most eye-catching historical buildings. In downtown’s east end, roughly where Central San José and East San José meet, is Barrio La California, a small neighborhood and bar district that locals call La Cali.


Northwest of downtown is one of the city’s roughest areas, and south of downtown offers little interest to foreigners. Both vicinities should be avoided.


East San José


The city’s University District takes up much of East San José. Close to the campus of the Universidad de Costa Rica are Barrio Los Yoses, a quiet community with a handful of inexpensive lodging options, and Barrio Escalante, with a great selection of casual but high-end cafés and restaurants, many of them plant-based. If you’re a night owl or looking to socialize, you’ll love the lively atmosphere that the east end of the city provides.


West San José


Closest to the upscale town of Escazú, West San José—much of which is referred to as La Sabana—has executive-style hotels, classy restaurants, and swanky clubs. It also has Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, the largest park in the city, and a softness that is missing from the downtown core. Business travelers and others looking to splurge stay here if they’re not in a ritzy hotel in the central zone.


SAFETY CONCERNS


There is a significant amount of crime in San José. This means visitors should have higher levels of alertness and preparedness than in other parts of Costa Rica. Plan where you want to go in the city, know how to safely get to and from each site, and stick to your itinerary. Aimless wandering can quickly lead you into dangerous neighborhoods.
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Pickpocketing, petty theft, and vehicle break-ins are the most common crimes against tourists. Don’t wear valuable jewelry, expose expensive cameras longer than necessary, or carry or display lots of cash around town. Keep your passport in your hotel, ideally in a safe. Only carry a copy of your passport with you around town. Park your rental vehicle only in secure lots.


Come nightfall, the potential for danger increases greatly. If you wish to experience San José after dark, go out with other people, stick to well-populated and well-lit areas (avoid parks and side streets), and always keep your wits about you. Do not visit an ATM at night; cash should be retrieved only during daylight hours.


If you’re traveling on a shoestring, set aside funds in your budget for taxi transportation in San José. It can be tempting to walk everywhere in the city, especially to or from bus stations, but many are in dicey areas. It’s best to take a cab from place to place instead of walking between destinations. Limit your walks around the city to popular and low-risk areas, and rely on paid transportation, such as official red taxis, buses, and drivers arranged through your hotel.



Sights



CENTRAL SAN JOSÉ


Catedral Metropolitana


Downtown San José’s Catedral Metropolitana (Metropolitan Cathedral, Calle Central, between Avenida 2 and Avenida 4, tel. 506/2221-3820, www.arquisanjose.org [URL inactive], 6am-7:30pm Mon.-Sat., 6am-9pm Sun.) was reerected in 1871, decades after its initial construction and following an earthquake that battered the building. In the core of the city, this religious institution on the east side of Parque Central is the gathering place of local Roman Catholics. From the exterior, the stone-white boxy cathedral resembles a courthouse, complete with a wide concrete staircase and eight tall columns at its entrance. The exterior is unembellished, but inside are ornate details like dark-wood pews, gold candelabras, decorative floor tiles, and stained-glass windows.
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The music played on the 19th-century pipe organ is beautiful, unhurried, and contemplative. Misa (mass) takes place regularly, with four services throughout the day Monday-Saturday, and seven services on Sunday. On Saturday the 4pm service is conducted in English.


Plaza de la Cultura


The centrally located outdoor Plaza de la Cultura (Culture Plaza, Calle 5 at Avenida Central) is the perfect place to stop and rest during a stroll around San José. Following a multimillion-dollar renovation in 2016, the plaza—formerly no more than a concrete slab—is now a vibrant square where floor tiles act as water fountains; the space doubles as a children’s splashpad (10am-6pm daily). At night (6pm-10pm daily), colorful lights and music accompany spurts of water and make for a whimsical synchronized display. The Gran Hotel Costa Rica towers over the plaza from the west, the Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica abuts its south side, and the subterranean Museo del Oro Precolombino hides underneath. Eateries and shops surround the plaza. Foot traffic passes through in all directions, making this an ideal spot for people-watching.



S Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica



San José’s distinguished Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica (National Theater of Costa Rica, Calle 5, adjacent to the Plaza de la Cultura, tel. 506/2010-1100, www.teatronacional.go.cr, 9am-5pm daily or later on performance nights) is easily identifiable. It’s the large lavish neoclassical building on the south side of the Plaza de la Cultura. In a country where coffee plantations and small houses dominate the landscape, this elegant, opulent theater is one of the few overt displays of luxury. Inaugurated in 1897, the theater hosts the country’s top drama, music, and dance performances.


Statues adorn the exterior, the entrance, and the lobby, a white marble masterpiece clad in gold trim and velvet ropes. The second-floor foyer is equally stunning, with its tall columns, hand-painted ceiling, and luxuriant curtains. Marble staircases connect floors via soft curves, and murals decorate most of the ceilings. The most famous work of art in the place, El Alegoría del Café y el Banano (The Allegory of the Coffee and the Banana), was also on the back of one of the old five-colón bills. Inside the shimmery gold-accented auditorium are three levels of balconies arranged in a horseshoe shape around the main-floor seating. Paintings of angels and cherubs fill the room’s circular ceiling, warmly lit by a magnificent chandelier.


You can visit the theater for free to admire the beautiful lobby, visit the gift shop, and grab something to eat or drink at the on-site Alma de Café (9am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-6pm Sun., $6.50-10), which serves delicious soups, salads, sandwiches, and other light fare. If you don’t have tickets for a performance, you can see the theater beyond the lobby on a guided tour (hourly 9am-4pm daily, 45 minutes, $11 pp over age 11). The tour explores the building from top to bottom and discusses its history, artworks, and famous past performers.


Museo de los Niños


Located near one of San José’s dodgiest neighborhoods and set, strangely, in a restored penitentiary, the interactive Museo de los Niños (Children’s Museum, Calle 4 at Avenida 9, tel. 506/2105-0565, http://museo.museocr.org, 8am-4:30pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat.-Sun., $4 adults, $3.50 under age 16) has over 40 exhibit rooms that teach kids about everything from earthquakes and energy to dinosaurs and space technology. Signage is in Spanish. Regardless, there’s plenty of hands-on learning and fun to be had. The place is packed on September 9 each year when Costa Ricans celebrate the Día del Niño (Day of the Child).


Also at this location are the Galería Nacional (National Gallery, tel. 506/2105-0517, http://galerianacional.museocr.org, free), which displays Costa Rican and international drawings, paintings, photography, and other art forms, and the Museo Penitenciario (Penitentiary Museum, tel. 506/2258-4929, http://museopenitenciario.museocr.org, $4 adults, $3.50 under age 16), where you can learn about the penitentiary’s history and view prison relics. Both attractions operate on the same schedule as the children’s museum.



Edificio Central de Correos y Telégrafos



Stroll past the Edificio Central de Correos y Telégrafos (Central Post Office and Telegraph Building, Calle 2 at Avenida 3, tel. 506/2202-2900, 8am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-noon Sat.) and you may mistake the ornate structure for a palace. Constructed in 1917, the butter-yellow building displays Costa Rica’s coat of arms above its entrance. Today it’s a fully functional post office that also serves as the country’s postal headquarters.


Venture inside to see displays in the Museo Postal, Telegráfico y Filatélico (Postal, Telegraphic and Philatelic Museum, tel. 506/2223-6918, $1.50 pp) of a variety of unique pieces, like antique phones in working condition and both domestic and international stamps, including Costa Rica’s first. Bring a pen; the entrance fee buys you a postcard that can be sent anywhere in the world. Send it from the post office or keep it as a souvenir.



S Museo del Oro Precolombino



Enter the subterranean Museo del Oro Precolombino (Pre-Columbian Gold Museum, Calle 5 at Avenida Central, under the Plaza de la Cultura, tel. 506/2243-4202, www.museosdelbancocentral.org, 9:15am-5pm daily, $15 pp over age 11), which dives three levels underground, and you’ll feel like you’ve jumped back to pre-Columbian times. Reopened in 2019 following a vast renovation, the sleek-looking museum has nine permanent displays that explore the behaviors and values of Indigenous Costa Ricans, including their migration routes, farming and hunting techniques, trading practices, spiritual beliefs, and gender roles.
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1: Museo del Oro Precolombino 2: Edificio Central de Correos y Telégrafos





The displays contain gold, stone, and ceramic pieces; dioramas; interactive displays; sculptures; and informative placards with descriptions in both Spanish and English. The museum’s standout feature is its large collection of antique gold relics; among the items on display are arm and ankle bands, headpieces, necklaces, and figures that represent fauna, humans, and spiritual beings.


The museum is also home to the Museo de Numismática, a permanent 300-piece collection that details the history of Costa Rica’s currency. Coins, banknotes, and private currencies used from the 18th century to present day can be examined at close range, and you can read about the Casa de la Moneda, Costa Rica’s mint. Access to the numismatic collection is included with the Museo del Oro Precolombino admission fee.



S Museo del Jade



The well-organized, modern Museo del Jade (Jade Museum, Avenida Central at Calle 13, tel. 506/2521-6610, https://museodeljade.grupoins.com [URL inactive], 8am-5pm daily, $16 adults, $2 ages 6-12) is rich in history. Along with its collections of pre-Columbian artifacts, it offers visually appealing displays documented in both Spanish and English, and interactive education centers with fun games and puzzles to aid young learners. An efficient five-floor design (elevators are available) minimizes time spent walking between exhibits. Each floor focuses on different aspects of pre-Columbian history. The discovery, use, and preservation of jade is covered, as are the routines and rituals of pre-Columbian peoples. Most displays are life-size, crafted with incredible detail, and supplemented with in-depth descriptions. While the Night exhibit (which covers the underworld, war, and burial ceremonies) is the favorite of many museumgoers, I prefer the colorful Day exhibit for its exploration of flora and fauna.


Don’t miss the room full of glass display cases that contain thousands of Costa Rica’s most important archaeological finds, including stone, ceramic, and jade pieces, many of which continue to be studied. You don’t need to be a history buff to enjoy the place. The museum is entertaining and informative enough to hold your attention and make the visit worthwhile.


If you’re feeling parched or hungry, the on-site cafeteria-style Grano Verde Café (10am-5pm daily, $3-12) is a great little spot that serves 11 kinds of coffee and green smoothies, plus healthy sandwiches and salads, pizzas, lasagnas, and scrumptious desserts.


Museo Nacional de Costa Rica


The Museo Nacional de Costa Rica (National Museum of Costa Rica, between Avenida Central and Avenida 2, just east of Calle 13, tel. 506/2211-5700, www.museocostarica.go.cr, 8:30am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., 9am-4:30pm Sun., $11 pp over age 11) is Costa Rica’s most eclectic compilation of artifacts from all corners of the country. The displays span pre-Columbian times through the colonial era to modern-day Costa Rica, showcasing everything from Indigenous tools and carvings to precious metals and stones, as well as topographic maps, old cars, and carretas (oxcarts). You can fit in a quick overview of the country at this museum in only a few hours, thanks to placards in Spanish and English—perfect if the rest of your trip focuses on Costa Rica’s recreational attractions.


The yellow castle-like museum, which served as a fortress until 1948, the end of the civil war, is on the east side of the concrete Plaza de la Democracia. Included in your visit is a walk through the museum’s enclosed butterfly garden.


Museo de Arte y Diseño Contemporáneo


What once oozed booze as Costa Rica’s national liquor factory now houses San José’s most progressive museum. The Museo de Arte y Diseño Contemporáneo (Museum of Art and Contemporary Design, MADC, Avenida 3 at Calle 15, tel. 506/2257-9370, www.madc.cr, 9:30am-5pm Tues.-Sat., $3 pp, min. age 5) has five small rooms that can be toured rather quickly. Exhibitions rotate regularly; most focus on culture, gender, language, or other social issues. Also here is a video library and documentation center where museum archives can be accessed. A reservation is required to access the archives, most of which are in Spanish. Museum entry is free on the first Tuesday of every month.


Monumento al Zaguate


A heartwarming tribute you’ll appreciate if you love animals are the six comical and colorful iron dog sculptures that adorn Avenida Central on the south side of Mercado Central. Known as the Monumento al Zaguate (Monument to the Mutt), the collection pays homage to the stray dogs that roam aimlessly around San José and throughout the country. Costa Rican artist Francisco Munguía crafted the pieces in honor of the 23 zaguates (mutts) he welcomed into his home.


EAST SAN JOSÉ


Universidad de Costa Rica


Much of the northeast side of San José is consumed by the main campus of the Universidad de Costa Rica (University of Costa Rica, UCR, in the block northeast of Hwy. 2 and Hwy. 39, tel. 506/2511-4000, www.ucr.ac.cr). Costa Rica’s oldest and highest-ranking public university educates more than 40,000 students annually. The Escuela de Biología (Biology School) has a mariposario (butterfly garden, tel. 506/2511-4036). Although this small garden with roughly 20 live species is a research center utilized by students, it’s open to the public for self-guided visits (8am-noon Mon.-Fri., $2 pp). The guided San José’s Emerging Nature and History Tour (8am and 1:30pm daily, 2.5 hours, $35 pp) run by ChepeCletas (tel. 506/8849-8316, www.chepecletas.com) tours the butterfly garden as well as the university’s on-site nature reserves in search of birds and wildlife hidden within the concrete jungle.
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WEST SAN JOSÉ


Estadio Nacional de Costa Rica


The Estadio Nacional de Costa Rica (National Stadium of Costa Rica, Road 104, west side of Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, tel. 506/2290-0601, www.estadionacionalcr.com) is arguably Costa Rica’s most modern sports and event center. The all-white arena holds more than 35,000 seats and features a giant retractable roof. This spiky structure will catch your eye throughout West San José. Events from concerts to fashion shows are hosted at the venue, but it is best known as the home stadium of the Selección Nacional, Costa Rica’s national fútbol team. Here, Costa Rica’s best fútbol players represent their country in international sport competitions. Thousands of Ticos, young and old, fill the stands to cheer them on during sold-out games.
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locals playing fútbol in front of the Estadio Nacional de Costa Rica





Museo de Arte Costarricense


Housed in a defunct terminal of Costa Rica’s first international airport, the Aeropuerto Internacional La Sabana (La Sabana International Airport), is the Museo de Arte Costarricense (Museum of Costa Rican Art, Hwy. 1 at Hwy. 2, east side of Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, tel. 506/4060-2300, www.mac.go.cr [URL inactive], 9am-4pm Tues.-Sun., free). The small attraction displays a rotating collection of Costa Rican and international pieces both inside and in the sculpture garden out back. Enter the museum just south of the west end of Paseo Colón, where the road meets the Parque Metropolitano La Sabana.


Take time to visit the Salón Dorado on the second floor. All four walls of the bronze-colored room feature nearly floor-to-ceiling stucco carvings that present a 360-degree visual interpretation of Costa Rica’s history. The details are immaculate.


Museo de Ciencias Naturales La Salle


A hit with Costa Rican children, the Museo de Ciencias Naturales La Salle (La Salle Museum of Natural Sciences, just south of Road 167, southwest corner of Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, tel. 506/2232-1306, www.museolasalle.ed.cr, 8am-4pm Tues.-Sat., 9am-5pm Sun., $3 adults, $2.50 ages 2-12, cash only) satisfies curious young minds with fossils and shells, rocks and minerals, pinned insects and butterflies, the bones of dinosaurs and marinelife, and lots of taxidermy. Depending on who you talk to, the canisters of formaldehyde that contain odd creatures—including two-headed, mutated species—are either creative or creepy.


WALKING AND SIGHTSEEING TOURS


Looking to jam a ton of sights, stories, and knowledge into a few short hours in San José? The city is full of fun narrated walking tours. My favorite is the San José Free Walking Tour (tel. 506/8721-9443, http://sanjosewalking.com, 9am and 1pm daily Jan.-Apr., 9am daily May-Dec., 2.5-3 hours, donation). This all-encompassing walking tour covers the downtown core and includes talk of art, history, politics, and everyday life in the capital. Best of all, the tour is run by spirited locals who love their city. Reservations are required. The tour departs from the Aurola Holiday Inn on the north side of Parque Morazán.


A backstreet look at San José is provided during the guided Chepe Hideaways Tour (9am daily, 2 hours, $29 adults, $10 under age 13) run by local tour operator ChepeCletas (tel. 506/8849-8316, www.chepecletas.com). During the walking tour, you’ll visit several of the capital’s highlights, including parks and markets, as well as other nooks and crannies that showcase its character and hidden hot spots.


If you enjoy biking, accompany ChepeCletas (tel. 506/8849-8316, www.chepecletas.com) on the informal San José Bike Around Tour (10am daily, 2 hours, $40 pp, min. age 12) that they lead through several historical and artistic neighborhoods each morning. The ride is a great way to meet some locals, experience San José’s frenetic pace of activity, and see the city on two wheels.


To discover San José with less effort, hop on the double-decker VIP City Bus (tel. 506/2282-0240, www.vipcitybus.com, 10:30am and 3:15pm daily, 4-4.5 hours, $70 pp). During the narrated bus ride, you’ll be chauffeured to several sights of interest and make guided stops at a few, including Mercado Central and the Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica. The complimentary authentic lunch or dinner and live folkloric music performed on the bus bring cultural elements to the urban experience. Transportation from San José hotels is included.


Recreation


PARKS


The sculpture-filled Parque Nacional (bordered by Avenida 3, Calle 19, Avenida 1, and Calle 15, Central San José), the largest park in downtown San José, is home to Costa Rica’s bronze Monumento Nacional (National Monument), perhaps the greatest depiction of national pride in the capital. It represents Costa Rica’s regained identity following the defeat of American William Walker during the War of 1856. Choose this park if you’re looking to picnic outdoors.


Neighbors Parque Morazán (Avenida 3, between Calle 5 and Calle 9, Central San José) and Parque España (east of Parque Morazán, Central San José) are two of the greenest areas in Central San José. Connected by the small Jardín de Paz, identifiable by its multitiered water fountain, the parks have manicured gardens and host the occasional artist as well as groups of street performers who use the gazebo in Parque Morazán as a place to practice their skills. The most noteworthy structure in sight is the Edificio Metálico (across from Avenida 5, on the north side of the Jardín de Paz), home to an elementary school. The striking blush-pink building resembles an all-metal Buckingham Palace.


On the west side of the city is the beloved Parque Metropolitano La Sabana (bordered by Road 104, Hwy. 1, and Hwy. 27, West San José), a rectangular 178-acre space comprising sport facilities, forest, and an artificial lagoon. The park feels out of place in the bustling capital, but it’s well enjoyed by locals. The main entrance is on the east side, at the west end of Paseo Colón and just north of the Museo de Arte Costarricense. A tall statue of ex-president Leon Cortés marks the spot. Just beyond is a forest full of rainbow eucalyptus trees.


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Fútbol


Fútbol (soccer, to Americans and Canadians) is the most popular sport in Costa Rica. San José is home to two of the country’s most visited stadiums. The Estadio Nacional de Costa Rica (National Stadium of Costa Rica, Road 104, west side of Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, tel. 506/2290-0601, www.estadionacionalcr.com) hosts the Costa Rican national fútbol team, the Selección Nacional. When La Sele, as they’re known, play in San José, there’s no bigger event in the city. Don red, white, and blue and ready yourself for wild fandom. Purchase tickets in advance; some games sell out.




Fútbol Fever


Fútbol is an institution in Costa Rica. Children play it every day, teenagers dream of becoming professional players, and older folks rarely miss televised games. Eyes stay fixed on the national league’s team standings from week to week. During qualification matches for international competitions, most notably the FIFA World Cup, there’s hardly a dry eye in the country when the Selección Nacional, Costa Rica’s national team (also known as La Sele), steps onto the field.




[image: image]


fútbol fan selling copos (shaved ice) from a decorated cart





Fútbol fever spikes in San José, where the competitive blood of many residents runs purple, the official color of the city’s home team, Saprissa (www.saprissa.com [URL inactive]), arguably the most beloved team in the country. A great rivalry exists between the club and those of two neighbor cities, Alajuela’s La Liga and Heredia’s Los Florences. San José’s fans are the wildest. They paint their faces, wave flags, jump, fist-pump, shout, and sing songs about the team to show their support. When the game’s announcer calls “goooooooooooooool,” chaos ensues, and the quintessential fútbol chant of “ole, ole, ole, ole” (followed by “Ticos, Ticos”) bellows throughout the stadium.


Experience fútbol fever for yourself by watching a game in a stadium or at a bar, by striking up a conversation about teams with Ticos, or by simply looking for people wearing fútbol jerseys everywhere you go. Sport unifies people in Costa Rica—citizens, expats, and visitors alike. Join in if you get the chance.





The Estadio Ricardo Saprissa Aymá (Ricardo Saprissa Aymá Stadium, Hwy. 32, 3.5 km north of Avenida 3, tel. 506/2240-0190) is where San José’s city team, Saprissa (www.saprissa.com [URL inactive]), plays games within the Liga Nacional de Fútbol (National Fútbol League). They’re the most popular regional team in the country, and they regularly rank at the top of the league. See the team’s website for an up-to-date match schedule or to purchase tickets ($8-48 pp).



Entertainment and Events



NIGHTLIFE


San José’s bar scene offers different strokes for different folks. You’re guaranteed to find a place that fits your style, and several more that will introduce you to new sights, tastes, vibes, music, and dance moves. There are some sketchy dive bars that are unsafe to visit. To avoid these, stick to venues recommended in this guide.


If you prefer to barhop leisurely, the community of Barrio Escalante (a six-square-block area northeast of Avenida 3 and Calle 23), which draws a mature crowd, and the lively student-filled University District (bordered by Hwy. 2, Calle 57, and Calle 61/Calle de la Amargura)—both in East San José—provide decent clusters of bars. Additional bars are scattered around Barrio La California (bordered by Hwy. 2, Calle 21, Avenida 3, and Calle 29), where Central San José fuses with East San José. In the north of the city, a group of about 20 bars forms the Centro Comercial El Pueblo (Calle 9, just north of Road 108), but this area can be dangerous. Don’t go unless you’re part of a group, ideally with a local who knows the place.


If you’d feel more comfortable hitting the town with a guide or if you’re simply looking to meet new people, hop on the double-decker VIP City Bus (tel. 506/2282-0240, www.vipcitybus.com) and take the VIP Night Tour (6:45pm daily, 3 hours, $70 pp). On this evening drive around the city, you’ll enjoy drinks on the bus, make stops to explore a few notable sights on foot, including Plaza de la Cultura and Monumento Nacional, and eat dinner at a local restaurant, where additional drinks and shots are served. Food and beverages are included in the cost of the tour, as is transportation from San José hotels.


The Tico Times (www.ticotimes.net), an online English-language newspaper geared toward expats, posts evening events in their Arts & Culture and Dining & Nightlife sections. Spanish-language resources for events happening around the city and around the country include local newspaper La Nación (www.nacion.com), the leading news station Teletica (www.teletica.com, channel 7 countrywide), and the Sistema de Información Cultural Costa Rica (http://si.cultura.cr). Their websites are enabled to work with Google Translate, which can provide basic translations.


Pubs and Bars


The small and sometimes jam-packed El Social (corner of Avenida 3 and Calle 9, tel. 506/8437-6570, www.elsocialcr.com, noon-midnight Mon.-Thurs., noon-2:30am Fri.-Sat., noon-10pm Sun.) occupies a building that dates to the late 1800s and originally contained one of the city’s first cantinas (old-fashioned bars). It shows off a mix of old and new San José, with its handsome tattered brick walls and traditional patterned tile floor juxtaposed against colorful art, a sleek bar, and modern lighting. Top-shelf spirits draw a mature crowd.


The Craic Irish Pub (Hwy. 2 and Calle 25A, Central San José, tel. 506/6024-1548, 6pm-midnight Tues.-Thurs., 6pm-2am Fri.-Sat.) captures the essence of a true Irish bar. It caters to local workers fresh off a shift, boasts an atmosphere of camaraderie, and proudly overuses shamrocks for its decor. It’s also the best place in the city to order a stout, with several varieties of this ale to choose from.


Just about every kind of beer imaginable can be had at the laid-back Costa Rica Beer Factory (Calle 33 at Avenida 7, East San José, tel. 506/8447-9732, noon-midnight Mon.-Thurs., noon-1am Fri.-Sat.). It isn’t a pub per se but rather a casual, open-air spot where you can quench your thirst with international imports, Costa Rican domestic beers, and local microbrews. An IPA, Irish red ale, lager, sweet stout, and cider-like fruit beer are manufactured on-site at the factory’s award-winning brewery.


For drinks outdoors, don’t miss the beer garden at Mercado La California (Calle 21, between Avenida Central and Avenida 1, Central San José at East San José, 8pm-3am Thurs.-Sat., 6pm-1:30am Sun.), nicknamed El Mercadito. Locals gather indoors and on the outdoor courtyard, tucked away from the street, under twinkling lights to enjoy the secluded hot spot’s assortment of beers and cocktails, DJs, and occasional concerts.


One block north of Mercado La California, two stylish premium bars operate in the same building (signed as Amor de Barrio, Avenida 1 and Calle 21). On the rooftop, Selvática (tel. 506/6118-2435, 4pm-9pm Thurs.-Fri., noon-9pm Sat.-Sun.) is an open-air social club with a fabulous view of the city. In the basement, the quirky Alice in Wonderland-themed Rabbit Hole (tel. 506/8448-7607, 8pm-2:30am daily) serves some drinks in teacups. Both bars dabble in mixology and are great places to try creative drinks.


LGBTQ Clubs


La Avispa (Calle 1, halfway between Avenida 8 and Avenida 10, Central San José, tel. 506/2223-5343, 8pm-6am Thurs.-Sat., 5pm-6am Sun., entrance until 3am, cover charge $3.50) is the city’s top gay and lesbian bar. The large club has been around since the late 1970s, offers dance floors that pump to a mix of electronic and Latin music, and has a quieter upstairs area that mimics a sports bar. Guest DJs and performers put on wildly entertaining shows.


Live Music


El Observatorio (Calle 23, halfway between Avenida Central and Avenida 1, tel. 506/2223-0725, www.elobservatorio.tv, 6am-2am Tues.-Sat.) hosts all kinds of live music events in an art-filled venue with a distinguished vibe.


Overlooking the pedestrian boulevard on Avenida Central from the second floor of Hotel Balmoral, El Bar del Patio (Avenida Central, halfway between Calle 7 and Calle 9, Central San José, tel. 506/2222-5022, www.balmoral.co.cr, 4pm-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 4pm-11pm Fri.-Sat.) is a polished but casual bar that has live music on Wednesday and Friday-Saturday evenings.


THE ARTS


San José is home to several small community theaters. However, top performances that catch the attention of most visitors are held at the Teatro Nacional de Costa Rica (National Theater of Costa Rica, Calle 5, adjacent to the Plaza de la Cultura, tel. 506/2010-1100, www.teatronacional.go.cr, 9am-5pm daily). The theater’s website displays updated events, including plays, cultural presentations, and performances by Costa Rica’s Latin Grammy-winning Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional (National Symphony Orchestra, www.cnm.go.cr).


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


September 15, Costa Rica’s Día de la Independencia (Independence Day), is celebrated enthusiastically in San José with music and dance performances, parades, and fireworks. Expect closures of Paseo Colón and Avenida 2, as torchbearers (who carry a flame through Central America in honor of the holiday) take the route to Cartago. Banks and government offices close for the day, but other businesses and nearly all tourism operations function as per normal.
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young Ticas in traditional dress on Costa Rica’s Día de la Independencia





December brings a string of festive events to the city beginning with the lighting of the Museo de los Niños (Children’s Museum, Calle 4 at Avenida 9), which showcases the museum aglow with thousands of Christmas lights. The event typically occurs within the first few days of the month shortly after sundown (6pm). Mid-month, you can catch the evening light parade Festival de la Luz (Festival of Light); it usually departs from the east side of the Parque Metropolitano La Sabana around 6pm. The parade travels east down Paseo Colón and Avenida 2 before ending near the Museo Nacional de Costa Rica. Christmas and New Year’s mean it’s time for the annual Fiestas de Zapote, San José’s contribution to the country’s fiestas cívicas (civic festivals). The lively event has fair rides, games, and food, but it also showcases traditions central to Costa Rica’s rural roots, like bull riding and topes (equestrian parades).


Shopping


Interesting stores and markets dot Costa Rica’s capital city, but most—including those listed in this guide—are in Central San José. It’s quite the cultural experience to see where locals shop and which products differ from those you see at home.


A word to the wise: Don’t barter. As a rule, Costa Ricans don’t lower prices significantly unless you make bulk purchases, and they tend to frown upon people who assume they’re entitled to a bargain.


MARKETS


Offering a large selection of typical souvenirs including hats, shirts, keychains, bags, and more is the indoor Mercado Nacional de Artesanía y Pintura (National Market of Crafts and Paintings, south side of Parque de las Garantías Sociales, 8am-5pm daily). The stalls of this bustling market sell similar products, and vendors compete for your cash. You’ll feel a bit like a pinball as you make your way through, bouncing back and forth between tables, sellers, and offers, but the adventure is a hoot.


Northeast of downtown is the city’s best farmers market, Feria Verde (Green Market, east side of the fútbol field, 1 block north of Hotel Aranjuez, 7am-noon Sat.). This market may just be the happiest place in San José, where friendly residents turn out in droves to shop and mingle with their neighbors, listen to live music, and participate in yoga classes. Vendors will introduce you to their homemade, usually organic products, such as foods, drinks, plants, bath products, and crafts.



S Mercado Central



The labyrinth of indoor vendors and narrow walkways that form the Mercado Central (Central Market, bordered by Avenida 1, Calle 6, Avenida Central, and Calle 8, 6am-5pm Mon.-Sat.) is one of my favorite places in San José. It’s convoluted, stuffy, and noisy—but awesome nonetheless. The food and craft market, a mainstay of San José’s economy since 1880, sells essentials like coffee beans, fresh meat and fish, and sugary treats. There are buckets full of tropical flowers, bolts of textiles, dry sprigs of medicinal plants, and thousands of other odds and ends. The market houses a slew of souvenir stalls that sell wood items, pottery, jewelry, and trinkets; it also has several informal eateries.



PEDESTRIAN MALLS



Window-shopping in the downtown core couldn’t be easier thanks to the city’s handful of pedestrian malls. Closed to vehicular traffic, these boulevards are lined with clothing and department stores and filled with passersby. Sculptures and other art pieces, as well as occasional street performers, enliven the streets. The primary thoroughfare is Avenida Central (between Calle 9 and Calle 14). Avenida 4 (between Calle 9 and Calle 14) is an alternative that provides additional shopping opportunities, but it shouldn’t replace a walk down Avenida Central.


GALLERIES


Established in 1998, Galería Namu (Avenida 7, between Calle 5 and Calle 7, tel. 506/2256-3412, www.galerianamu.com, 9am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun. Jan.-Apr., 9am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat. May-Dec.) has long been the country’s go-to shop for Indigenous art. The fair-trade gallery is chock-full of pieces crafted by members of each of Costa Rica’s Indigenous groups as well as groups from other countries. Best of all, the owners of the family-run gallery know the background and significance of each piece they sell.
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Food


San José’s food scene is diverse, combining traditional Costa Rican foods and international cuisines. No matter what you’re craving, you can find it in the city, from chifrijo—San José’s specialty dish, which combines rice, beans, and fried pork rinds, among other fixings—to signature culinary choices from countries around the world.


In the same neighborhood, you can find top-notch restaurants helmed by esteemed and innovative chefs, and family-owned food stalls that stick to beloved recipes. Decor, atmosphere, prices, and service vary across San José’s eclectic mix of dining establishments. Try a few different types of places to get a taste of both ancestral San José and its cosmopolitan contemporary culinary scene.


Most San José hotels and many hostels include breakfast in their rates, so it’s unlikely you’ll need to find a place to eat first thing in the morning.


CENTRAL SAN JOSÉ


Costa Rican


The most authentic dining experience you can have in San José is to eat at one of the many S sodas (traditional Costa Rican family restaurants) crammed inside Mercado Central (Central Market, bordered by Avenida 1, Calle 6, Avenida Central, and Calle 8, 6:30am-6pm Mon.-Sat.). All boast a similar diner-style design, give off a laid-back vibe, and offer relatively quick service. A plateful of Costa Rican cuisine goes for $6-14 at most. Don’t concern yourself with seeking out the best: Just grab a chair, stool, or bench at one and give the place a go. If you must have a starting point, the well-liked Soda Tala (tel. 506/2255-3794, 6am-6pm Mon.-Sat.) has been around for decades. For a quick snack, La Sorbetera de Lolo Mora (tel. 506/2256-5000, 10am-4:30pm Mon.-Sat., $2-5), in business since 1901, serves clove-, cinnamon-, nutmeg-, and hibiscus-imbued homemade ice cream that has the consistency of a thick milk shake. Try it in a sugar cone—they’re homemade and delicious!


Easy to pop into while strolling around downtown is El Parque (Calle 2, between Avenida 4 and Avenida 6, tel. 506/2258-3681, 10am-9pm daily, $5.50-10.50), a no-frills, table- and booth-filled diner that has been serving gallo pinto for breakfast, casados for lunch and dinner, and other traditional dishes since 1962. It has the friendliest staff and the tastiest food of the low-cost restaurants I’ve eaten at in the capital, making it a solid choice if you’re visiting the city on a shoestring. Look for the neon sign out front.


Nuestra Tierra (Avenida 2 and Calle 15, tel. 506/2258-6500, www.nuestratierra.co.cr, 7am-9pm daily, $9-20) is decked out with plenty of Costa Rican character. Animal statues and coffee-basket lanterns decorate the restaurant, and there are bunches of plantains and bird nests hanging from the ceiling. All kinds of typical foods can be ordered here, including the San José specialty dish chifrijo. Most plates are served tropical style, on a banana leaf.


At Soleil Chocolate (Calle 1, between Avenida 1 and Avenida Central, tel. 506/8777-2326, 9:30am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat., $2-6), more commonly known as La Casa del Cacao, you can treat yourself to crepes, brownies, hot chocolate, and decadent chocolate bars. Each is prepared with chocolate produced at the eatery’s small chocolate factory. Sign up for an on-site chocolate workshop (10am daily, 1 hour, $30 adults, $20 under age 12) to learn about cacao processing and make your own chocolate.


Despite its somber exterior, S Silvestre (Avenida 11, 75 m east of Hwy. 32, tel. 506/2221-2465, www.restaurantesilvestre.com, noon-3pm and 6pm-10pm Mon.-Sat., $22-32) provides a modern, grand dining experience inside one of Barrio Amón’s historical properties. Here, you’ll either be seated at an elegantly set table in a damask-wallpapered dining salon under the glow of a chandelier or at a bistro-style table among an airy courtyard. Both settings are cozy spaces where you can comfortably enjoy the restaurant’s contemporary Costa Rican cuisine, which reinvents everyday meals—mainly meat and fish plates—by using staple ingredients and flavors in delicious and eye-catching new ways. Behind the innovative gastronomic expressions is the award-winning local chef Santiago Fernández Benedetto.


International


For an intimate dinner out on the town, choose La Esquina de Buenos Aires (Calle 11 and Avenida 4, tel. 506/2223-1909, www.laesquinadebuenosaires.net, noon-3pm and 6pm-9:30pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-9:30pm Fri., noon-8:30pm Sat.-Sun., $10-31). This classy little Argentinean place has a sophisticated vibe, South American music, and fabulous pairings of food and beverages thanks to the restaurant’s extensive drinks menu. Most sought-after are the meat dishes, especially the lomito (beef tenderloin).


For bocas (Costa Rica’s take on Spanish tapas) and light conversation, I like the rooftop S Azotea Calle 7 (Hotel Presidente, tel. 506/2010-0000, www.hotel-presidente.com, 4pm-10pm Sun.-Wed., 4pm-midnight Thurs.-Sat., $5-26), a place that feels like two restaurants in one. Grab a cast-iron seat in the outdoor garden and you’ll be surrounded by bougainvillea plants and mountain views. Indoors, the restaurant is a chic lounge that fuses historical decor with industrial elements like exposed brick walls. Tasty dinners and drinks go down effortlessly in both comfortable settings.


For Italian food, try Sapore Trattoria (Calle 13 and Hwy. 2, tel. 506/2222-8906, www.saporetrattoria.com [URL inactive], 11:30am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., noon-11pm Fri.-Sat., noon-10pm Sun., $12.50-20). This place looks and feels like a classic Italian ristorante, with its vintage visage and small tables draped in traditional red-and-white checkered tablecloths. It sticks to signature Italian creations, like focaccia, pizza, calzone, pasta, and risotto, and also prepares a few meals around veal. Some pasta plates are flambéed tableside. Bottles of imported Italian wines and craft beer are served.


For variety, the classy food hall Amor de Barrio (Avenida 1 and Calle 21, noon-10pm Mon.-Wed., noon-midnight Thurs.-Sat., noon-9pm Sun., prices vary by establishment), set in a multistory building in Barrio La California, is your best bet. More than 10 individual eateries spread over two floors serve everything from traditional patacones (smashed and fried green plantains) and ceviche to beloved international foods like falafel, sushi, and gourmet grilled cheese.


Vegetarian and Vegan


Fresh and filling servings are provided by the Vietnamese-inspired Café Rojo (Avenida 7, 20 m east of Calle 3, tel. 506/2221-2425, www.caferojo.net, noon-8pm daily, $6-11), a quirky, inviting spot just north of downtown that constructs healthy meals prepared with love. Pick your base (a noodle bowl, a sandwich, a rice plate, or a salad) and add your veggies (or meats, for nonvegetarians). Eating a meal loaded with proteins and good fats, you’ll feel righteous—and less guilty when you top off your visit with a slice of either the café’s famous carrot cake or the vegan chocolate cake with coconut ganache.


If you like Asian cuisine, you’ll love inexpensive and flavorful Soda Vegetariana Susbida (Calle 5 at Avenida 7, tel. 506/2256-2400, 11am-4pm Mon.-Sat., $3-7), which fuses their dishes with vegetarian ingredients. Meal and snack options include soups with dumplings and noodles, chop suey and fried rice with vegetables, and vegetarian sushi. You could easily walk past this place, a hole-in-the-wall with barely enough room for a handful of two-seat tables, without knowing the value that lies inside.


EAST SAN JOSÉ


Barrio Escalante contains one of San José’s best cafés: Caféoteca (Calle 31 and Avenida 5, tel. 506/2253-8426, 9am-6pm daily, $5-12). A small trendy place to chill out, Caféoteca provides an above-average coffee experience. It uses only the freshest beans available from a pool of coffee producers, prepares coffee 10 different ways using different techniques, and employs knowledgeable and passionate baristas to pour you the perfect cup.


My favorite restaurant on the east side of San José is S Árbol de Seda (Calle 5 and Avenida 7, tel. 506/2281-0513, 9am-5pm Tues.-Wed. and Sun., 9am-10pm Thurs.-Sat., $9-15), a cute little vegetarian restaurant that graciously promotes inclusivity with its pride-inspired decor. This place whips up tasty pub grub, including quesadillas, burritos, burgers, pizzas, and paninis, with traces of Peruvian, Asian, and Mediterranean cuisine. The generous plates pack plenty of protein and many are vegan. Grab a table by the window where you can catch a glimpse of life in Barrio Escalante while enjoying your meal.


In the University District, Fito’s (Calle 57, 175 m north of Hwy. 2, tel. 506/2234-5959, 11am-2am Mon.-Sat., $5-14) is both adored by students and a historical site. Originally built in the late 1880s and restored in 2008 following a fire, the Costa Rican restaurant offers a young, hip, inviting atmosphere. It’s a lively place great for conversation. Portions are large and full of meat or fish, rice, and chunky vegetables. Group platters are available. Noches parrilleras (barbecue nights, Wed. and Fri.-Sat.) serve roasted chicken, potatoes, and corn on the cob.


WEST SAN JOSÉ


On the north side of Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, the S Park Café (Calle 48, 150 m north of Road 104, tel. 506/2290-6324, www.parkcafecostarica.blogspot.com, 9am-5pm Tues., 9am-5pm and 7pm-9pm Wed.-Sat. Nov.-Aug., $9-20) is an example of gastronomic excellence with its impeccable ingredient pairings, fanciful food presentations, and attentive service. It’s a traditional tapas restaurant by day, but come nightfall, visitors are treated to the six-item degustation menu ($106 pp) of Michelin-starred chef Richard Neat. Topping off the experience are the intimate dining spaces: a peaceful garden-adorned courtyard and a living-room setting with exotic antiques.




Franchises for Foodies


San José boasts a repertoire of diverse restaurants like no other place in the country. Unique independent restaurants are all around, as are several staple franchises that locals frequent when hunger strikes. Keep your eyes open for the below eateries; they’ve already won over many Ticos, and they may impress you too.


• Spoon (www.spooncr.com): With its delicious platters of Costa Rican and international dishes, Spoon offers one of the best menus I’ve come across, full of rich meals, healthy options, and a long list of drinks and desserts. It also identifies which dishes include common allergens and ingredients associated with digestive system upsets, making it ideal for cautious eaters.


• Rosti (www.rostipolloscostarica.com): This eat-in restaurant never disappoints with its pollo asado (roasted chicken) cooked rotisserie-style. Other meal options include chicken fajitas, chicken salads, chicken wings, and arroz con pollo (rice with chicken).


• Sushi to Go (www.sushicr.com): At the premier sushi spot in the country, small establishments typically provide a handful of tables, a sophisticated vibe, and an array of Asian-inspired dishes. There are also some vegetarian options and a children’s menu.


• Musmanni (www.musmanni.com): My favorite of the chains, this delectable-smelling bakery always has fresh baked goods on hand, including artisanal breads, muffins, cakes, and costillas (turnover-style pastries often filled with apple, pineapple, guava, or other fruits). Treats here are best ordered para llevar (to go).
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Musmanni bakery





• POPS (www.pops.co.cr): A scoop of one of the 32 flavors of ice cream at POPS is fabulous on a hot day. Look past the common flavors to rare ones inspired by Costa Rican food and drink, like leche condensada con higos (condensed milk with figs), rompope (an eggnog-like drink), or dulce de leche (a caramel-like confection). There are also lactose-free shakes made with coconut water.


San José is rife with international food and drink chains. If you fancy a taste of the familiar, you’ll find Papa John’s, Popeyes, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Pizza Hut, Taco Bell, Burger King, McDonald’s, Subway, Quiznos, Starbucks, and other recognizable franchises in the region.





Worldly in its architecture and design, the Victorian-period restaurant Grano de Oro (Calle 30 and Avenida 4, tel. 506/2255-3322, www.hotelgranodeoro.com, 7am-10pm daily, $16-24) is in the hotel of the same name. Offering classic and sophisticated indoor and outdoor seating areas, the fine-dining restaurant serves top-notch French and Mediterranean fare like pato con higo carmelizado (duck with caramelized fig) and cerdo en salsa tamarindo (pork in tamarind sauce). If you’re a wine connoisseur, the hotel has one of the city’s best wine cellars.


Soda Tapia Sabana (Hwy. 1, 125 m south of Paseo Colón, tel. 506/2222-6734, 6am-11pm daily, $2-7) is a decent place in the west end of the city if you want fast food on the cheap. The informal diner is busy and noisy, but if you’re trying to save a buck, you’ll love the $2 hamburgers, $6 casados, and $2-3 fruit batidos (smoothies).


Accommodations


San José poses several safety concerns after dark. It pays to choose a secure lodging, so consider splurging on at least a mid-range place. Gated entrances, security staff and cameras, guarded parking lots, and functional room locks—ideally with dead bolts and swinging door guards—should be on your checklist. It’s acceptable to ask to see an available room before making a last-minute reservation. Security information is not generally available online, so contact the hotel to clarify any safety concerns before making a reservation.


CENTRAL SAN JOSÉ


Under $50


The best hostel near the center of the city is the 1950s Spanish revival home S Hostel Casa Del Parque (Calle 19, east side of Parque Nacional, tel. 506/2233-3437, www.hostelcasadelparque.com, dorm $14 s, private $39 s/d), with two large dorms; one has 6 single cots, and the other has 12. This isn’t your average party spot: You’ll love this place if you appreciate charming accents like decorative wood floors and pretty indoor gardens. Cozy up with a book in the homey living room.


$50-100


The 25-room Hotel Santo Tomas (Avenida 7, between Calle 3 and Calle 5, tel. 506/2255-0448, www.hotelsantotomas.com, $65 s/d), a block north of Parque Morazán, is one of several historical buildings that fill the vicinity’s Barrio Amón. Hallways and stairways have decorative tile floors, rooms come with antique dressers and mirrors, and beds are adorned with carved wooden headboards. Wrought iron elements like railings are everywhere you look. The hotel has a pool and a jetted tub, a gym, and an open-air restaurant that overlooks the courtyard, where a hot breakfast is served. Stay here and you’ll feel like you’ve traveled a few centuries back in time.


In the charming Aranjuez district, S Hotel Aranjuez (Calle 19 at Avenida 11, tel. 506/2256-1825, www.hotelaranjuez.com, $65 s, $70 d) is a five-building collection of 35 rooms built in the 1930s that display vintage flair in the form of clapboard walls, French doors and windows, and tranquil courtyards. Rooms sleep 1-4 people and are comfortable and relaxing, lit dimly, and decorated in soothing earth tones. Foodies will love the hotel’s substantial gourmet breakfast buffet; it’s worth the cost of the room. The in-house baker in particular is phenomenal.


$100-150


Although it’s a typical American chain hotel, I like the three-story Radisson San José (Avenida 21, 125 m east of Calle Central, tel. 506/2010-6000, www.radissonhotelsamericas.com, $135 s/d), which has interconnected buildings that enclose a private outdoor courtyard and a lagoon-like pool area. The 210 rooms are furnished with desks, vanities, blackout panels, and beds draped with luxuriant duvets. While the hotel’s concrete exterior is cold and off-putting, the lobby is warm and inviting, and the café-style breakfast hall couldn’t be cuter. A bountiful breakfast buffet is included in the cost of your stay.


My go-to lodging in downtown San José is the high-rise S Hotel Presidente (Avenida Central at Calle 7, tel. 506/2010-0000, www.hotel-presidente.com, $140 s/d). You can’t beat its location on a pedestrian boulevard within walking distance of most attractions in the city, but its interior equally warrants a stay. The 100 sleek, contemporary, climate-controlled rooms done in ebony and ivory tones have full closets, minifridges, flat-screen TVs, and one king or two double beds that are plush enough to sink into. Best of all, the hotel has a fabulous rooftop restaurant and bar. If you come across a seven-story building covered in a mural of bright colors, geometric shapes, and the peeking eyes of an elusive cat, you’ve found the hotel.


$150-250


In the center of the city, you’ll find the perfect blend of luxury, modernity, and historical preservation in the S Gran Hotel (Avenida Central, on the west side of the Plaza de la Cultura, tel. 506/2103-9000, www.curiocollection.com, $182 s/d). It’s worth the splurge at this high-end, 79-room, five-story hotel. Built in 1930, it closed in 2016 for a complete overhaul and opened in mid-2018 as a relic reborn. Upscale offerings include pillow-top mattresses in spotless and streamlined rooms, a fabulous on-site restaurant and piano bar, valet parking ($30 per night), and a top-floor panorama accessible via a glass elevator: Don’t miss the view at night when the city sparkles with twinkling lights.
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EAST SAN JOSÉ


The TripOn Open House (Calle 39 at Avenida 15, tel. 506/2100-3844, www.triponopenhouse.com, dorm $14 s, private $55 s/d) is conveniently located on the northeastern edge of the prominent Barrio Escalante. Set in an old two-story home, the quiet adults-only hostel has 4- to 8-bed dorms equipped with bunks, privacy curtains, and lockers; a 10-bed pod-style dorm; and a few private rooms that sleep one or two. Freebies like reliable Wi-Fi, street parking, and a buffet breakfast add extra value.


Arguably outdated in decor but charming nonetheless is Hotel Le Bergerac (Calle 35, 75 m south of Hwy. 2, tel. 506/2234-7850, www.bergerachotel.com, $50 s, $60 d). The French-style inn has 25 rooms with one or two beds, neoclassical furniture, glistening hardwood floors, and big windows that let in a lot of light. Some rooms have private terraces or balconies. Stay here if you’re on a budget for a vintage accommodation with plenty of charm.


WEST SAN JOSÉ


My favorite accommodation in the west end is the quaint two-story motel S La Sabana Hotel and Apartments (Calle 48, 150 m north of Road 104, tel. 506/2220-2422, www.hotelandapartmentslasabana.com, room $95 s/d, apartment $120 s/d). You’ll forget you’re downtown at this relaxing oasis, which wraps around a leafy mosaic-adorned courtyard with a swimming pool. A variety of suite-style apartments and standard rooms with one queen or two single beds are offered. Each features striking dark-wood furniture, large wardrobes, and comfortable beds; apartments also have kitchens and dining areas. Extras—like kind and helpful service, decorative flora, chaise longues around the pool, complimentary airport transfer service, and a comprehensive breakfast buffet—add unbeatable value.


The five-floor Hotel Parque Del Lago (Calle 40, between Paseo Colón and Avenida 2, tel. 506/2547-2000, www.parquedellago.com, $141 s/d) resembles a small-scale international chain hotel. The executive-style hotel catches the eye of business travelers and has 39 rooms outfitted with king or queen beds, desks, luggage stands, coffeemakers, and flat-screen TVs. Baths have walk-in showers, modern furnishings, and robes. Street noise can be a problem because of the location on the block behind one of the city’s busiest intersections.


Hotel Grano de Oro (Calle 30 and Avenida 4, tel. 506/2255-3322, www.hotelgranodeoro.com, $243 s/d) is a century-old Costa Rican home full of history and heart. It displays exquisite architecture, provides modern facilities and amenities, and oozes sophistication. The 34 classy rooms in the upscale boutique hotel, which shows off a self-described tropical Victorian style, are immaculately kept and feature luxurious touches like high-quality linens and fine decades-old furniture. The rooftop terrace with a double jetted tub is a great outdoor getaway within the confines of the mansion.



Information and Services



MEDICAL AND EMERGENCY SERVICES


San José has several hospitals. Widely regarded as two of the country’s best are the private Hospital Clínica Bíblica (Avenida 14, between Calle Central and Calle 1, tel. 506/2522-1000, 24 hours daily) and Hospital Metropolitano (Calle 14 at Avenida 8, tel. 506/2521-9595, 24 hours daily). Additional hospitals include Hospital Rafael Ángel Calderón Guardia (1 block north of Parque Nacional, tel. 506/2212-1000, 24 hours daily) and Hospital San Juan de Dios (east end of Paseo Colón, tel. 506/2547-8000, 24 hours daily) in Central San José and Hospital México (Hwy. 1, 2.5 km northwest of Hwy. 2, tel. 506/2242-6700, 24 hours daily) in West San José.


There’s a pharmacy on almost every street in downtown San José. Most are open from at least 8am to 7pm daily. Additional pharmacies can be found in Mall San Pedro (in the east end of the city) and along Paseo Colón (in the west end of the city).


Police stations (24 hours daily) are spread out around the city. You’ll find them in Central San José northeast of downtown (Calle 15, 500 m north of Parque Nacional, tel. 506/2222-4171) and northwest of downtown (Calle 20, 200 m north of Hwy. 2, tel. 506/2257-3067), in East San José (Calle 37, 100 m south of Avenida Central, tel. 506/2225-6750), and in West San José (Calle 72, 2 blocks southeast of Hospital México, tel. 506/2296-7332).


VISITOR INFORMATION


The government-run Instituto Costarricense de Turismo (Costa Rican Institute of Tourism, ICT, tel. 506/2299-5800, www.ict.go.cr, 8am-4pm Mon.-Fri.) is the official source of everything tourism-related in the country. At their office in downtown San José (Avenida Central, between Calle 1 and Calle 3), you can get your questions answered, pick up free maps and brochures, or, if need be, issue a complaint against a private tourism company. Esencial Costa Rica (www.visitcostarica.com) is the institute’s online presence; the website offers a wealth of information for first-time visitors.


Most other establishments in San José and elsewhere in the country that offer tourism-related information and sell tourist services are private businesses.


BANKS AND ATMS


If you need a bank or an ATM, there are plenty to choose from in the city. The Banco Nacional (tel. 506/2212-2000, 8:30am-3:45pm Mon.-Fri.) on Calle 4 between Avenida 1 and Avenida 3 is a cinch to spot because it’s the tallest building in the downtown corridor. Banks that are convenient to access in other areas include West San José’s Banco de Costa Rica (Paseo Colón, 100 m east of Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, tel. 506/2211-1111, 9am-3:30pm Mon.-Fri.) and East San José’s Banco Nacional (Hwy. 2 and Calle 57, tel. 506/2212-2000, 8:30am-3:45pm Mon.-Fri.).



MAIL AND SHIPPING SERVICES



Costa Rica’s central post office is the Edificio Central de Correos y Telégrafos (Central Post Office and Telegraph Building, Calle 2 at Avenida 3, tel. 506/2223-6918, 8am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-noon Sat.). Offices for FedEx (Paseo Colón, 250 m east of the Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) and DHL (Paseo Colón, 550 m east of the Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, 8:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri.) are in West San José.


SUPERMARKETS


Supermarkets are all around San José. The easiest to get to are Peri (Calle 3, near the Plaza de la Cultura, 6:30am-8:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 6:30am-9pm Fri.-Sat., 9am-6pm Sun.) and Más x Menos (Avenida Central, 150 m west of the Museo Nacional de Costa Rica, 7am-10pm Mon.-Sat., 7am-9pm Sun.) in Central San José, Auto Mercado (beside the gas station at Avenida Central and Calle 37, 8am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-8pm Sun.) in East San José, and AM PM (Paseo Colón, 300 m east of Parque Metropolitano La Sabana, tel. 506/2105-2400, 6am-midnight daily) in West San José.


GAS STATIONS


Gas stations dot the San José region. The easiest to access are on Highway 2 on your way into or out of the city. Coming from the west, there’s a station at Paseo Colón and Calle 24 (800 m east of Parque Metropolitano La Sabana in West San José). Coming from the east, there’s a station at Highway 2 and Calle 37 (600 m west of Hwy. 39 in East San José).


Transportation


GETTING THERE


San José is the most central transportation hub in Costa Rica. Transfer services depart from the city throughout the day, every day, for destinations around the country. Nearly everywhere your wanderlust takes you in Costa Rica, you can get there via San José.


Air


Alajuela’s Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría (Juan Santamaría International Airport, SJO) is sometimes referred to as the San José airport, given its proximity to the capital. Most travelers headed for San José fly into Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, either on an international flight or a domestic flight operated by SANSA Airlines (tel. 506/2290-4100, www.flysansa.com) from one of 13 destinations around the country, and arrange ground transportation into the city. (For more information on the airport, see the Central Valley and Highlands chapter.)


Car and Taxi


Driving to San José is easy. Highway 1, Highway 2, Highway 27, and Highway 32 provide direct access to the area from multiple directions.


San José is a 20-kilometer, 30-minute drive southeast from downtown Alajuela via Highway 1. From downtown Liberia, it’s a 220-kilometer, 3.5-hour drive southeast on Highway 1.


Bus


CENTRAL VALLEY AND HIGHLANDS


Public buses travel daily to San José from Alajuela (multiple buses 4:20am-11pm daily, 35 minutes, $1), Atenas (multiple buses 4:30am-8:30pm daily, 1-1.5 hours, $2), San Ramón (multiple buses 5:50am-10pm daily, 2 hours, $2.50), Zarcero (5am, 5:30am, 12:15pm, and 2:45pm daily, 1.5-2 hours, $3), Sarchí (multiple buses 5am-10pm daily, 1.5 hours, $2), Grecia (multiple buses 4:30am-8:30pm daily, 1-1.5 hours, $2), Heredia (multiple buses 5am-11pm daily, 30 minutes, $1), Santa Ana (multiple buses 5am-10:30pm daily, 40 minutes, $1), Escazú (multiple buses 5am-11pm daily, 30 minutes, $1), Cartago (multiple buses 5am-11pm daily, 45 minutes, $1), and Turrialba (multiple buses 5am-9pm daily, 2-2.5 hours, $3).


LA FORTUNA AND MONTEVERDE


Public buses travel daily to San José from Ciudad Quesada (multiple buses 5am-6pm daily, 2.5 hours, $4.50), La Fortuna (9am, 12:30pm, and 2:30pm daily, 4 hours, $6.50), Tilarán (5am, 7am, 9:30am, 2pm, and 5pm Mon.-Sat., 7am, 9:30am, 2pm, and 5pm Sun., 4 hours, $7), Guatuso (8am, 11:30am, and 3pm daily, 4 hours, $5), and Monteverde and Santa Elena (6:30am and 2:30pm daily, 4 hours, $5).


GUANACASTE


Public buses travel daily to San José from Liberia (multiple buses 4am-8pm daily, 4.5 hours, $7.50), Cañas (multiple buses 4am-1:30pm daily, 3.5 hours, $5.50), Playa Hermosa (5am daily, 6 hours, $9), Playas del Coco (4am, 8am, and 2pm daily, 5.5 hours, $9), Brasilito (2:45am, 8:30am, and 3pm daily, 5.5-6 hours, $9), Playa Flamingo (2:45am, 8:30am, and 3pm daily, 6 hours, $10), and Tamarindo (5:30am, 7:30am, and 2pm daily, 5.5 hours, $9).


NICOYA PENINSULA


Public buses travel daily to San José from Nosara (12:30pm daily, 5.5 hours, $8.50), Sámara (4am and 8:30am daily, 5 hours, $8), Nicoya (multiple buses 5am-5pm daily, 5 hours, $7), Montezuma (6am and 2pm daily, 5.5 hours, $13, includes ferry ticket), Tambor (6am and 2pm daily, 5 hours, $13, includes ferry ticket), and Santa Teresa and Carmen (2pm daily, 6 hours, $13, includes ferry ticket).


CENTRAL PACIFIC


Public buses travel daily to San José from Puntarenas (multiple buses 4am-7:30pm daily, 3 hours, $4.50-5), Jacó (multiple buses 5:30am-6:30pm daily, 2.5 hours, $4-4.50), Tárcoles (multiple buses 6am-7pm daily, 2 hours, $4-4.50), Herradura (multiple buses 6am-7pm daily, 2 hours, $4-4.50), Quepos (multiple buses 5am-4:45pm daily, 4 hours, $8.50-9), Dominical (7:30am daily, 4.5 hours, $9), and Uvita (multiple buses 6:30am-8pm daily, 4.5 hours, $12).


OSA PENINSULA AND THE SOUTHERN PACIFIC


Public buses travel daily to San José from Palmar (multiple buses 5am-6:30pm daily, 5.5-6 hours, $11), Sierpe (7:30am daily, 6 hours, $10.50), Puerto Jiménez (6am daily, 8 hours, $12.50), Golfito (5am, 6am, and 1:30pm daily, 7 hours, $15), and Ciudad Neily (multiple buses 4am-3:30pm daily, 8 hours, $13).


CARIBBEAN COAST


Public buses travel daily to San José from Puerto Viejo de Sarapiquí (multiple buses 5am-5:30pm daily, 1.5 hours, $2-2.50), Limón (multiple buses 5am-7pm daily, 3 hours, $5.50-6), Cahuita (7:15am, 8:15am, 9:45am, 11:45am, and 4:45pm daily, 4 hours, $8.50), Puerto Viejo de Talamanca (7am, 8am, 9:30am, 11:30am, and 4:30pm daily, 4.5 hours, $10), and Manzanillo (7am daily, 5-5.5 hours, $11).


SOUTHERN INLANDS


Public buses travel daily to San José from San Isidro de El General (multiple buses 7:30am-9pm daily, 3.5 hours, $8.50) and San Vito (multiple buses 5am-3pm daily, 6.5 hours, $14).


BUS STATIONS


Several of San José’s bus stations are in rough areas. Always remain vigilant and keep an eye on your belongings. If you must stow luggage in overhead racks or compartments under the bus, keep your identification, money, and any valuables with you at your seat. Take a taxi rather than walk to and from any bus station, especially at night.


The bus terminals that foreigners use most often are:


• Terminal 7-10 (Avenida 7, between Calle 8 and Calle 10, www.terminal7-10.com): Provides transport to the La Fortuna and Monteverde region, most of the Nicoya Peninsula, and Jacó in the central Pacific.


• Terminal del Atlántico Norte (sometimes referred to as Terminal MEPE, Avenida 9 and Calle 12): Two bus companies use this terminal. MEPE (www.mepecr.com [URL inactive]) provides transport to Caribbean destinations southeast of Limón, and Grupo Blanco (www.grupoblanco.cr) provides transport to select destinations in the central Pacific region and Puerto Jiménez on the Osa Peninsula.


• Terminal Tracopa (Calle 5, between Avenida 18 and Road 215, www.tracopacr.com): Provides transport to destinations in the central Pacific region and the southern zone, including the Osa Peninsula, the southern Pacific, and the Southern Inlands.


Additional terminals serve other areas of the country, including the Gran Terminal del Caribe (Calle Central, just east of the Museo de los Niños, www.grupocaribenos.com [URL inactive]), which provides transport to Caribbean destinations Limón and Puerto Viejo de Sarapiquí; Terminal Coca-Cola (Avenida 1, between Calle 16 and Calle 18), which provides transport to many areas in the Central Valley and Highlands; Terminal Empresarios Unidos (Calle 16 and Avenida 12, www.eupsacr.com), which provides transport to Puntarenas and San Ramón; Terminal Transtusa (Calle 13 at Avenida 6, www.grupotranstusa.com), which provides transport to Turrialba; and Terminal Tralapa (Avenida 5, between Calle 20 and Calle 22) and Terminal Pulmitan (Calle 24, 100 m north of Avenida 5), both of which provide transport to destinations in Guanacaste.


Connections between Alajuela’s Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría and San José take place at Terminal Tuasa (Avenida 2 and Calle 12, www.grupotuasa.com).


Organized Tour


Several adventure and nature tours, such as ones offered by Exploradores Outdoors (tel. 506/2222-6262, www.exploradoresoutdoors.com, 5:30am-9pm daily) and Desafio Adventure Company (tel. 506/2479-0020, www.desafiocostarica.com) include post-tour onward transportation to San José from a variety of destinations. White-water rafting tours, safari float tours, canyoneering tours, waterfall jumping tours, hiking tours, boat tours, and multiday Tortuguero canal tours ($91-234 pp) can be arranged to offer a pickup from your hotel in Alajuela, La Fortuna, Manuel Antonio, Jacó, Turrialba, Puerto Viejo de Talamanca, Cahuita, Tortuguero, or Puerto Viejo de Sarapiquí, then a drop-off at your hotel in San José.


Private Transfer Service


Private transfer service vehicles travel from all corners of the country to San José. Fares vary significantly by route and service provider. Fares average around $160-260 from La Fortuna, $170-260 from Monteverde, $220-270 from Liberia, $250 from Rincón de la Vieja, $260-290 from Tamarindo and other beaches in Guanacaste, $260-290 from Nosara or Sámara, $225-240 from Montezuma or Tambor, $230-245 from Santa Teresa or Malpaís, $100-170 from Jacó, $180-200 from Manuel Antonio, $230-275 from the Costa Ballena, and $260-275 from Puerto Viejo de Talamanca. Vehicles vary in size, but most accommodate up to 8 people plus luggage. Some fit 28 passengers to accommodate larger groups.


• From La Fortuna: Desafio Adventure Company (tel. 506/2479-0020, www.desafiocostarica.com) or Ride Costa Rica (tel. 506/2469-2020, www.ridecr.com)


• From Monteverde: Transport Costa Rica (tel. 506/2645-6768, www.transportcostarica.com)


• From points in Guanacaste: Ecotrans Costa Rica (tel. 506/2654-5151, www.ecotranscostarica.com) or Tamarindo Transfers & Tours (tel. 506/2653-4444, www.tamarindoshuttle.com)


• From the northern Nicoya Peninsula: Terratour (tel. 506/2682-0242, www.terratournosara.com), Zuma Tours (tel. 506/2640-0093, www.zumatours.net) or Sámara Adventures (tel. 506/2656-0920, www.samaraadventures.com)


• From the southern Nicoya Peninsula: Zuma Tours (tel. 506/2640-0093, www.zumatours.net) or Tropical Tours Shuttles (tel. 506/2640-1900, www.tropicaltourshuttles.com)


• From the central Pacific region: SAMA Transfers (tel. 506/8303-4666, www.samatransfers.com), Blue Horizon Costa Rica (tel. 506/2277-9292, www.bluehorizoncostarica.com), or Desafio Adventure Company (tel. 506/2479-0020, www.desafiocostarica.com)


• From the Osa Peninsula and southern Pacific region: Costa Rica Shuttle (tel. 506/4000-1040, www.costaricashuttle.com)


• From the Caribbean region: Caribe Shuttle (tel. 506/2750-0626, www.caribeshuttle.com) or Exploradores Outdoors (tel. 506/2222-6262 or 506/2750-2020, www.exploradoresoutdoors.com)


Shared Shuttle Service


Interbus (Road 204 at Hwy. 39, tel. 506/4100-0888, www.interbusonline.com, 8am-6pm Mon.-Sat.), one of the country’s most well-known and respected shared shuttle service providers, is based in San José. They cover routes to San José from La Fortuna, Monteverde, Liberia, Rincón de la Vieja, La Cruz, Bahía Salinas, Papagayo, Playas del Coco, Playa Hermosa (Guanacaste), Potrero, Playa Flamingo, Brasilito, Tamarindo, Nosara, Sámara, Carrillo, Tambor, Montezuma, Santa Teresa, Malpaís, Jacó, Playa Hermosa (central Pacific), Manuel Antonio, Guapiles, Siquirres, Cahuita, Puerto Viejo de Talamanca, and Manzanillo. One-way service costs $47-105 per adult. Children under age 12 pay half the adult fare. Most shuttles fit eight people with luggage and offer drop-offs at San José hotels. The transportation of surfboards, kayaks, and bicycles is not permitted.


Additional shared shuttle service providers are based in other destinations. Reliable companies that can shuttle you to San José ($35-100 pp) include Ride Costa Rica (tel. 506/2469-2020, www.ridecr.com), Tamarindo Transfers & Tours (tel. 506/2653-4444, www.tamarindoshuttle.com), Sámara Adventures (tel. 506/2656-0920, www.samaraadventures.com), Zuma Tours (tel. 506/2640-0093, www.zumatours.net), Tropical Tours Shuttles (tel. 506/2640-1900, www.tropicaltourshuttles.com), and Caribe Shuttle (tel. 506/2750-0626, www.caribeshuttle.com).


GETTING AROUND


San José’s downtown is easy to walk around. Most streets have sidewalks. In congested areas, you’ll walk shoulder to shoulder with Ticos. Pedestrian-only streets in the downtown corridor, most notably Avenida Central (between Calle 9 and Calle 14) and Avenida 4 (between Calle 9 and Calle 14) provide significant roaming space, freedom from noisy vehicles, and air that is less polluted. Be careful stepping off curbsides onto streets; San José drivers aren’t always cautious and courteous, nor do they always acknowledge a pedestrian’s right of way.


Bus


To get around San José by bus, take one of two bus lines that loop outward from the city’s center. The western loop travels around Parque Metropolitano La Sabana and the downtown core. Get off at Parque Central if you wish to explore downtown. The eastern loop connects Mall San Pedro (Hwy. 2 and Hwy. 39) to the downtown core. Get off at Avenida Central and Calle 9, one block east of Hotel Presidente, if you wish to explore downtown. On both routes, buses run regularly (usually every 8-10 minutes, 5am-11pm daily) and charge $0.50 (280 colones) pp. Payment should be made in colones.


Car and Taxi


Driving through the city, primarily around the downtown core, is a pain. One-way roads, pedestrian-only boulevards, bumper-to-bumper traffic, and carefree motorcycles (which zip between car lanes; check your blind spot regularly) make the feat stressful. These obstacles can also turn the six-kilometer drive between West San José and East San José into a seemingly never-ending journey. If you must drive, park your vehicle—ideally in a secure lot—for the duration of your stay once you get to the city, and walk, take a taxi, or use the public bus system to get to wherever you need to go.


To help combat traffic and air pollution in the downtown core, the government bans vehicles with particular license plate numbers from driving through the city 6am-7pm on certain weekdays. While rental cars aren’t exempt, most agencies obtain permissions that allow their customers to skirt the rule. If in doubt, have your rental agency confirm whether you’re required to abide by the law.


Parking lots are scattered around town. If you don’t have access to a secure lot provided by a lodging, stick to either the handful of parking lots clustered around, and just east of, Calle 1 on Avenida 1, or the lots within the block formed by Calle 9, Highway 2, Calle 11, and Avenida Central. They’re closest to sights and attractions near the city’s center.


Most hotels and restaurants will call you a cab if you need one. Alternately, you can hail one yourself almost anywhere in town; you’ll find many by the Teatro Nacional and between Parque Central and the Catedral Metropolitana. Be sure that the driver turns on the vehicle’s maría (meter) and that the fare displayed is the current base rate. The going rates for a taxi are 850-950 colones (approximately US$1.50) per kilometer and an additional 8,850 colones (US$14) per hour of wait time. It is common (and legal) for rides after 10pm to include a 20 percent surcharge.





Central Valley and Highlands



HIGHLIGHTS


PLANNING YOUR TIME


ORIENTATION


Alajuela and Vicinity


ALAJUELA


ATENAS


SAN RAMÓN


ZARCERO, SARCHÍ, AND GRECIA


BAJOS DEL TORO


Volcán Poás


PARQUE NACIONAL VOLCÁN POÁS


AROUND VOLCÁN POÁS


Heredia and Ciudad Cariari


HEREDIA


CIUDAD CARIARI


Escazú and Santa Ana


ESCAZÚ


SANTA ANA


Cartago and Vicinity


CARTAGO


S VALLE DE OROSÍ


S PARQUE NACIONAL VOLCÁN IRAZÚ


Turrialba
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view of the Central Valley from Buena Vista Chic Hotel, north of Alajuela







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Explore the Rescate Wildlife Rescue Center to see some of the 2,700 animals that the wildlife center rescues every year (click here).


S Watch artisans build and paint the traditional carts that are a symbol of Costa Rican history at oxcart factories (click here).
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S Hike off the beaten path and swim in a blue-hued stream at the enchanting Cataratas Las Gemelas (click here).


S Admire beautiful waterfalls and diverse wildlife at La Paz Waterfall Gardens (click here).


S See how coffee beans are harvested, dried, and made into the beloved brew on a coffee tour (click here).


S Take a road trip through the picturesque hills and pastoral scenes around the Valle de Orosí (click here).


S Peer over the edge of a deep crater at Parque Nacional Volcán Irazú, home to Costa Rica’s tallest volcano (click here).


S Examine petroglyphs and explore the archaeological remains of an Indigenous civilization at the Monumento Nacional Guayabo (click here).
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Cartago’s Ruinas de Santiago Apóstol
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a country road weaving through coffee and sugarcane plantations.








Outside Costa Rica’s capital city, the land rises in all directions, a 360-degree wall of mountains and volcanoes. The interior basin, known as the Central Valley, and the slopes of the Central Highlands beyond contain more than two-thirds of the country’s population, counting San José’s residents. Spread out across cities like Alajuela, Heredia, Cartago, and Turrialba; charming small towns like Zarcero, Sarchí, and Grecia; and the affluent area of Escazú are Ticos who preserve Costa Rica’s heritage through cultural events, religious ceremonies, and traditional cuisines. Most will tell you that this region—smack-dab in the middle of the country with a rugged exterior and a heart of gold—is authentic Costa Rica.


The region’s uneven terrain is a thrilling landscape. Dramatic vistas of rolling hills, deep canyons, volcanic craters, and mountain ridges abound, giving restaurants and accommodations with front-row seats an excuse to boost their prices. The panoramas are almost always worth paying extra for. In some places, the land is rough, and cliff-side roads are precarious and exhilarating. In others, the undulating countryside forms geometric patterns and grids, especially among the miles of vegetable plantations.
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Coffee, which helps support the country’s economy and is the pride of many Ticos, was first grown in the Central Valley. Today, several plantations and roasteries dot the area; tours of them are some of the most sought-after experiences in the region. Head out to a coffee farm or one of several other attractions scattered around the valley. Or just tuck yourself into the highlands and relax in a peaceful mountainside setting surrounded by Costa Rica’s natural beauty.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


To fully cover this region and hit all its must-sees, you’ll need 5-6 days. Because many travelers prefer to allot most of their time to adventure or beach destinations elsewhere in the country, visiting the Central Valley and Highlands requires selectivity. Plan to spend 1 day exploring the region at the start or end of your trip. This is a large area, and traveling across it can be time-consuming. I recommend choosing one part of the region to better focus your time—either the northwestern or the southeastern half. To get the most bang for your buck, sign up for a one-day guided tour that visits several attractions.


Another option is to take a DIY approach and devise your own road trip. In the northwestern half of the region, by Volcán Poás, start early in the morning and you can squeeze in a hike to Cataratas Las Gemelas or the waterfalls at La Paz Waterfall Gardens, a trip to Sarchí to watch traditional oxcarts being made at fábricas de carretas (oxcart factories), and a stop at the Rescate Wildlife Rescue Center near Alajuela.


On the southeastern side, in a day you can peer into a volcanic crater at Parque Nacional Volcán Irazú near Cartago, learn about archaeological discoveries at the Monumento Nacional Guayabo in Turrialba, and admire picturesque scenes around the Valle de Orosí.


If you’re mad about coffee, you can take your pick of coffee plantations and roasteries to tour. Most of the region’s coffee tours are two hours or shorter, making them an easy addition to tight itineraries.


The event calendar of this area is never empty. If there’s a cultural celebration you’d like to experience, take its scheduling into account when planning your trip.


Weather and Transportation


The vastness and the diverse elevations of the Central Valley and Highlands mean weather conditions and temperatures vary. On any given day, there could be sunshine in Alajuela and rain in Cartago, blue skies atop Volcán Poás and cloud cover at Volcán Irazú. One thing you can count on is the region’s mild climate, which makes it one of the coldest areas of the country compared to the coasts. Daily temperatures average around 21°C (70°F). Nights, especially in mountainous areas, can be chilly enough to require a sweater. The dry season runs December-April.


Construction, car accidents, celebratory events or parades, protests or strikes, mudslides, and challenging weather conditions can cause slowdowns or road closures beyond the typical congestion in high-traffic areas. Give yourself extra time to get around the region, especially when you’re about to catch an international flight.


Most of the region’s roads are paved. Even the windy roads that climb mountains and volcanoes, pass through cloud forests, and dip into river valleys are in good condition. Still, avoid driving after dark when cloud cover in the high-elevation region can be hazardous. For the most part, travel throughout the Central Valley and Highlands does not require a 4WD vehicle.


ORIENTATION


The oval Central Valley engulfs the cities of Alajuela, Heredia, and Cartago, as well as the capital city. Clockwise around the valley are the Central Highlands: the vicinities of Alajuela to the west and northwest, Poás to the northwest, Heredia to the north and northeast, Cartago and Turrialba to the east and southeast, and Escazú to the west and southwest. Each highland region is elevated above the valley and stretches into mountainous territory. Near the region’s center is the Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, Costa Rica’s main airport.


The region is the primary jumping-off point to destinations throughout the country, including the Caribbean coast, the Central Pacific coast, Guanacaste, and the Nicoya Peninsula. The fast-paced Carretera Interamericana (Inter-American Highway), also known as the Pan-American Highway or Highway 1, Highway 23, Highway 27 (sometimes referred to as the Autopista del Sol, or in places, Autopista Próspero Fernández), Highway 3, Highway 39, and Highway 2 expedite east-west travel into and out of the valley. Most north-south routes are country roads.


Alajuela and Vicinity


Each year more than 1.8 million tourists visit the Alajuela vicinity, home to the Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría. The airport, dubbed erroneously by many travelers the San José airport, lies on the southern edge of the city of Alajuela in the district of Río Segundo, a 20-minute drive northwest of San José. Receiving three times as many travelers as the international airport in Liberia, this is Costa Rica’s busiest entry point.
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Beyond the airport, the congested Highway 1 and Highway 3 provide routes toward all corners of Costa Rica. But with time to spend in the area, you’ll discover plenty of quiet and picturesque towns worth exploring. From the coffee farms of Atenas and the cloud forests at San Ramón and Bajos del Toro to the triad of culturally rich villages at Zarcero, Sarchí, and Grecia, the Alajuela area is much more than a concrete landing strip. It’s also a concentrated area that is conducive to road trips, making it a great home base for exploring several attractions if your time in the region is limited. Except for the city of Alajuela, each of the recommended destinations in the vicinity are within a 1.5-hour drive of one another.


ALAJUELA


Alajuela is the country’s fourth-largest city in terms of population. The city’s grid of streets is regularly clogged with traffic, making passage through the area a frustrating chore. The airport is four kilometers south of the city center.


Downtown Alajuela is the area contained within Highway 3, Calle 3, Avenida 9, Calle 12, and Avenida 10. It is a nexus of history, religion, and modern-day life in Costa Rica. Stroll around the city and you’ll find an eclectic mix of sculptures of local dignitaries, ornate churches, and students in parks.


Sights



S RESCATE WILDLIFE RESCUE CENTER



Founded in 1989, one of Costa Rica’s most well-known and well-respected wildlife rescue centers is the Rescate Wildlife Rescue Center (formerly Rescate Animal Zooave, Hwy. 3, 10 km west of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, tel. 506/2433-8989, www.rescatewildlife.org, 9am-5pm daily, $30 adults, $15 ages 2-12). Walk around at your leisure and see wildlife up close at this outdoor center with large fenced enclosures spread out around a jungle-clad property. The low-key wildlife rescue center functions as a reproduction center, education center, research center, and animal hospital. Each division is partly funded by the entrance fee, meaning visits here help protect and care for wildlife.




You’ve Got to Pay the Toll


Several highways in the Central Valley and Highlands require on-the-spot cash payment at peajes (tollbooths). As you approach one, look for the lane marked Via Manual. The booth in this lane is staffed and equipped with change. Payment is preferred in colones, but small denominations of American dollars (not coins) are accepted. If you accidentally enter the lane marked Voluntario, you must pay with 100-colón coins and change is not given. When approaching a tollbooth, mind the street vendors, who will try to sell you everything from snacks and drinks to stuffed animals, flowers, and phone chargers.


Below are the locations of the region’s tollbooths.


HIGHWAY 1


• Between San José and Alajuela (75 colones or US$0.15)


• Between Alajuela and San Ramón (150 colones or US$0.25)


HIGHWAY 2


• Between San José and Cartago (75 colones or US$0.15)


HIGHWAY 32


• Between San José and the Parque Nacional Braulio Carrillo (250 colones or US$0.50)


HIGHWAY 27


• At Escazú (400 colones or US$0.65)


• At San Rafael (600 colones or US$1)


• At Atenas (790 colones or US$1.30)


• At Pozón (600 colones or US$1)


When Highway 27 is driven end to end, all four tolls must be paid. Additional tolls may apply if you take Highway 27 off-ramps at the following locations:


• Ciudad Colón (200 colones or US$0.35)


• La Guácima (450 colones or US$0.75)


• Siquiares (470 colones or US$0.80)


• Atenas (400 colones or US$0.65)


• Pozón (200 colones or US$0.35)





The operation’s primary purpose is to rehabilitate birds and other animals and release them into the wild (or house them when health or social conditions mean they can’t return to the wild), not to entertain visitors. For this reason, you won’t find the place as developed or as tourist-centered as several other attractions in the country. Informational signage that details the characteristics of the resident wildlife is provided throughout the center, but if you wish to learn more about specific species or the center’s efforts to rescue and rehabilitate them, consider taking a guided tour (10am and 2pm daily, 2 hours, $35 adults, $20 ages 2-12). Most of the staff work behind the scenes, caring for the animals.


Each year, the center rescues about 2,700 animals. The revolving roster of inhabitants includes over 125 species of birds, mammals, and reptiles. A wheelchair-accessible concrete trail system throughout the center is easy to traverse but does have some inclines and declines. Free wheelchairs are available. Colorful scarlet macaws and comical capuchin monkeys reside on the premises, among scores of other wildlife. Iguanas and peacocks wander the trails freely. Try to avoid disturbing the ubiquitous spiderwebs that hide among the flora growing throughout the facility.


On hot days, prepare yourself for stagnant humid conditions. The center’s tall trees, bamboo plants, and leafy canopy restrict airflow and keep the place moist. Give yourself at least an hour, and ideally two or three, to visit. With additional time, you can grab a drink or food at the on-site restaurant, Kivú (tel. 506/2433-7440, 9am-5pm daily, $10-19).


Recreation


To blend in with locals, don black-and-red garb and head to the outdoor 18,000-person-capacity Estadio Alejandro Morera Soto (Alejandro Morera Soto Stadium) on nights when the Liga Deportiva Alajuelense (Alajuela Sport League, www.lda.cr), referred to by most as La Liga, plays a home game. The fútbol club is the beloved team of Alajuelenses (Alajuela residents) and is one of the country’s best competitors in the national Liga de Fútbol de Primera División (First Division Football League). La Liga plays in two annual seasons that run roughly February-June and July-December. Buy tickets ($5-34 pp) and see the most up-to-date schedule on the team’s website. Most games are tame events, but matches against San José’s home team, Saprissa, can draw large, loud, competitive crowds.


Entertainment and Events


Parque Viva (Road 124, 10 km west of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, www.parqueviva.com) is one of Costa Rica’s largest outdoor concert venues. The modern, open-air, and wheelchair-accessible structure has a giant stage, covered stadium seating for 7,000 people, and space for an additional 9,000 attendees on a sloped lawn at the back of the venue. The amphitheater regularly hosts music acts from all over the world, plus a handful of festivals.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Each year on April 11, a day known as Día de Juan Santamaría, Costa Ricans recognize the anniversary of the death of Alajuelense Juan Santamaría, a 24-year-old drummer in Costa Rica’s now-abolished army, who played an instrumental role in the Second Battle of Rivas in 1856 in Nicaragua. Alajuela’s festivities include parades, food stalls, costumes, and fireworks. Fittingly, drummers and other musicians fill the streets with music and dancing. My favorites are the spirited children who come to watch the parade; some grasp home-crafted decorative torches and wave them in the air to salute the fallen hero. (The torch is a symbol of freedom and peace in Costa Rica.) The parade typically takes place midday and travels north on Road 712 and east on Avenida 5 to Calle 7. Driving through downtown Alajuela is best avoided on this day if you don’t plan to take in the festivities. Confirm locations and start times with a local hotel or tour operator, as event details are subject to change.


Shopping


One of the country’s largest farmers markets is held in Alajuela’s Plaza Ferias (Calle 20, 100 m south of Avenida Central, noon-8pm Fri., 5:30am-2pm Sat.). Rain or shine, the roofed 7,600-square-meter warehouse sells just about every fruit and vegetable grown in the country. Don’t leave without trying slices of sweet delicious mango; the area’s many fruit trees are responsible for Alajuela’s nickname, La Ciudad de los Mangos (The City of Mangos). La Verbena (in the parking lot on the south side of Calle 11, 250 m south of Avenida 10, 7am-2:30pm Sat., 8am-3pm Sun.), a second market in Alajuela, sells fresh bread, sauces and spreads, jewelry, natural products like oils and soaps, and tons of other artisanal creations. La Verbena features mainly organic and environmentally friendly products.


Souvenir shopping is best accomplished at the Souvenir Museum (Road 712, 2 km north of downtown Alajuela, tel. 506/2441-5639, www.souvenirmuseumcr.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.). The small store has a contemporary art-gallery feel and sells creations of artists from all walks of Costa Rican life, including from various Indigenous groups, and most items are either fair-trade or sustainable. You can learn about the shop’s collection, including where pieces came from, by asking a staff member to give you a tour (10am-3pm Mon.-Sat., 20 minutes, $6 pp).


The modern City Mall (Calle Francisco Orlich, 750 m northwest of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, tel. 506/4200-5100, http://cr.citymall.net, 10am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat.-Sun.) is full of Costa Rican, American, and European stores. This is a good place to wander if you have time to kill before heading to the airport.


Food


My go-to restaurant in downtown Alajuela is S El Chante Vegano (Avenida 5, 25 m west of the post office, tel. 506/2440-3528, noon-8pm Tues.-Fri., 9:30am-8pm Sat., 9:30am-4pm Sun., $7-10), which prepares meals using 100-percent organic ingredients. There’s no question the casual colorful eatery is a hole-in-the-wall, but its all-vegan menu pleasantly surprises most diners and easily competes with menus at some of the country’s best health food restaurants. Dishes include hamburgers, pastas, nachos, sandwiches, pizza, falafel, and pita.


On the outskirts of town, S Restaurante El Mirador (Road 712, 5.5 km north of downtown Alajuela, tel. 506/2441-9347, www.restauranteelmiradordealajuela.com, noon-9:30pm Mon.-Fri., noon-11:30pm Sat.-Sun., $12-34) serves up a classy experience in addition to delicious food. The atmosphere is sophisticated, though the space itself is casual, and the skilled chefs prepare high-quality seafood and beef cuts. This mountainside establishment has a spectacular view of the city and live piano performances 6pm-9pm Friday. On top of all that, the service is superb. Reservations for dinner, when the place oozes with romance, are strongly advised.


If you need fast food before or after a flight, head across the street from the airport to Rosti (formerly Rostipollos, tel. 506/2217-8787, www.rostipolloscostarica.com, 11am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat., $7-12), a popular Costa Rican-Nicaraguan franchise that specializes in roasted chicken dishes.


Accommodations


UNDER $50


If money is tight, stay in Alajuela center at the Alajuela City Hotel & Guest House (Avenida 3, between Calle Central and Calle 2, tel. 506/2441-0525, www.alajuelacityhotel.com, dorm $46 pp, private room with shared bath $70 s/d, private room with private bath $86 s/d). This small, street-facing, historical yet updated guesthouse has helpful staff, feels safe, and provides a pleasant stay. The water runs hot, the air-conditioning blows cold, and the rooms, which sleep 1-3 people in twin and queen beds, are clean, fresh-feeling, and inviting. Some rooms, including the mixed dorm, have shared baths.


$100-150


Run by a Costa Rican family, the 15-room S Hotel Robledal (Road 124, 6 km west of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, tel. 506/2438-3937, www.hotelrobledal.com, $104 s, $114 d) is quiet, cozy, and comfortable. You’ll think you’ve joined their clan when you receive their warm service. Rooms sleep 1-4 people and have flat-screen TVs, safes, and garden or pool views. Best of all, the authentic hotel serves a healthy, hearty breakfast with a buffet bar and made-to-order plates. Set in a quiet suburb a 10-minute drive from Alajuela and the airport, the hotel feels private and remote, in part because of its secure gated entrance.


Kind hospitality is provided by the cheerful, good-humored owners of the Pura Vida Hotel (Road 727, 2 km north of downtown Alajuela, tel. 506/2430-2630, www.puravidahotel.com, $139 s/d), who strive to help you enjoy your time at their garden-adorned property, a former coffee farm. Four freestanding casitas and two rooms off the main building are intimate spaces for quiet relaxation. Most have one or two beds, tiled baths, and an outdoor seating area. The on-site restaurant, decorated with an array of wild orchids, is equally peaceful. The property’s unobstructed vista of Volcán Poás is impossible to miss.


$150-250


When I want to see the twinkle of city lights in the Central Valley, I book a stay at the S Buena Vista Chic Hotel (formerly Hotel Buena Vista, Road 712, 10 km north of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, tel. 506/2442-8595, www.hotelbuenavistacr.com, room $165 s/d, villa $205 s/d). Located a 25-minute drive up the mountain north of Alajuela, the Spanish colonial-style hotel has a beautiful view of the area, including a few volcanoes. It also has a nature trail, a pool, a restaurant, and 25 homey rooms (some sleep five) with plush king and queen beds. In addition, five spacious villas feature upscale baths, bedrooms, and living rooms. Each villa can accommodate six guests.


OVER $250


The 40-acre Xandari Resort (off Road 712, 10 km north of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, tel. 506/2443-2020, www.xandari.com, $388 s/d) is the area’s most exotic lodging. Twenty-four villas, clustered in buildings with 2-4 villas in each, have eclectic decor with bright walls and textiles, smooth tile floors, and natural wood ceilings. Each features a beautiful view of the valley from the hotel’s position in the Central Highlands. Explore the property’s forest trails to natural waterfalls, sink in the sunset-facing pool come sundown, practice yoga, or enjoy a natural body treatment in a hot-tub-equipped spa hut. Xandari aims to pamper you.


The luxurious Pura Vida Retreat & Spa (Road 125, 11 km north of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, tel. 506/2483-0033, www.puravidaspa.com, $320 s, $425 d) provides eight different types of lodging, from hybrid tent bungalows to ultramodern suites, spread out across a mountainside. The eight-acre property has four yoga halls, a fitness tower, and a wellness center that provides ayurvedic treatments, Watsu water massages, meditation sessions, bioenergetic healing practices, and traditional spa services. All-inclusive wellness and yoga packages that cover room, board, yoga classes, and spa credits draw multiday visitors.


Information and Services


Alajuela is one of the largest cities in Costa Rica. It is home to Hospital San Rafael (Calle Francisco Orlich, 1 km northwest of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, tel. 506/2436-1001, 24 hours daily), a post office (Avenida 5 at Calle 1, tel. 506/2443-2653, 8am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-noon Sat.), a police station (Road 712 at Avenida 7, tel. 506/2430-1085, 24 hours daily), and many supermarkets.


At least 10 pharmacies dot the downtown core, including three of the well-known and well-stocked franchise Fischel. Most are open 9am-9pm daily, but the location at Highway 3 and Avenida 6 has extended hours (7am-midnight Mon.-Sat., 9am-9pm Sun.). Banks and ATMs also fill the city. The easiest to access are on Avenida Central, between Calle 2 and Calle 4.


If you would prefer to avoid downtown Alajuela, a post office, pharmacy, bank, ATM, and supermarket can be found inside City Mall (Calle Francisco Orlich, 750 m northwest of Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría, tel. 506/4200-5100, http://cr.citymall.net, 10am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat.-Sun.).


Transportation


Costa Rica’s busiest airport is Aeropuerto Internacional Juan Santamaría (Juan Santamaría International Airport, SJO), four kilometers south of downtown Alajuela in the district of Río Segundo. The transportation hub services a long list of international airlines. Domestic flights operated by SANSA Airlines (tel. 506/2290-4100, www.flysansa.com) fly to Alajuela daily from Liberia, La Fortuna, Tamarindo, Nosara, Tambor, Quepos/Manuel Antonio, Palmar, Bahía Drake, Puerto Jiménez, Golfito, Limón, Tortuguero, and San Isidro de El General.


Alajuela is a 20-kilometer, 30-minute drive northwest from downtown San José via Highway 1. From downtown Liberia, it’s a 200-kilometer, three-hour drive southeast on Highway 1.


Nearly every road in the city’s center is a one-way street. Not all streets have signs that indicate una vía (one-way) or no hay paso (no entrance). Watch for—and follow—the general flow of traffic.


Public buses travel daily to Alajuela from San José (multiple buses 4:15am-11pm daily, 35 minutes, $1), Liberia (multiple buses 4am-8pm daily, 4 hours, $7), Puntarenas (multiple buses 4am-9pm daily, 2 hours, $4.50), and La Fortuna (9:10am, 12:45pm, 2:45pm, and 4:10pm daily, 3.5 hours, $4-4.50).


Several adventure and nature tours, such as those from Exploradores Outdoors (tel. 506/2222-6262 or 506/2750-2020, www.exploradoresoutdoors.com) and Desafio Adventure Company (tel. 506/2479-0020, www.desafiocostarica.com), include post-tour onward transportation to Alajuela. White-water rafting tours, safari float tours, canyoneering tours, waterfall jumping tours, hiking tours, boat tours, and multiday Tortuguero canal tours ($91-234) can be arranged to include a pickup from your hotel in San José, La Fortuna, Manuel Antonio, Jacó, Turrialba, Puerto Viejo de Talamanca, Cahuita, or Puerto Viejo de Sarapiquí, then a drop-off at your hotel in Alajuela.


ATENAS


About 20 kilometers west of Alajuela, the neighborly community of Atenas is along Highway 3, once the oxcart trail used to transport coffee beans from the Central Valley to the port town of Puntarenas. Blessed with a temperate climate, the slow-paced town has a friendly vibe and is surrounded by coffee, cattle, and caña de azúcar (sugarcane) farms. Quaint accommodations including bed-and-breakfasts and vacation home rentals will wow you with vast valley and highland views. There’s little to do in the town center, but the low-key locale works well as a home base for day trips to nearby attractions.


Coffee Tours


The hardworking family behind El Toledo Coffee (Calle Pocitos, 7 km northwest of downtown Atenas, tel. 506/8711-1221, www.eltoledocoffee.weebly.com, 8am-5pm daily) declares, “We have nothing but the coffee we produce.” Here’s your chance to tour a small-scale organic finca (farm) and learn about coffee directly from three generations of a family whose livelihood depends on its production. During the on-site coffee tour (10am and 2pm daily, other times on request, 2 hours, $20 pp over age 9), you’ll walk through dense natural forest on a barely flattened trail to see where coffee plants grow on hillsides. Various stations around the plantation demonstrate different stages of bean processing, including drying and roasting, using old-fashioned machinery and techniques. The production of coffee at this farm, unlike some other coffee plantations, is largely carried out by hand to create a healthier and more sustainable product. Also available for purchase are bottles of coffee-fruit wine, coffee-fruit juice, and coffee-fruit tea. Each product is ingeniously crafted from the fruit of coffee plants, which most coffee farms wastefully discard following bean extraction. Capping off the informative experience is a cup of El Toledo’s organic coffee brew.


Food and Accommodations


Off the tourist radar is S El Fogón Campesino (Hwy. 3, 200 m northeast of downtown Atenas, tel. 506/4701-3238, 11am-9pm Tues.-Thurs., 8am-9pm Fri.-Sat., 8am-6pm Sun., $7-13). I love the little house-turned-restaurant, which cooks up the area’s best Costa Rican cuisine with its outdoor woodburning fogón (stove). Try chorreadas (sweet corn pancakes) for breakfast, olla de carne (beef stew) for lunch or dinner, or any other comida típica (typical food) at the low-key, low-price, authentic establishment.


Eden Atenas (Calle Mimi, 3 km north of downtown Atenas, tel. 506/8675-5601, www.edenatenas.com, $75 s, $85 d) is a welcoming little bed-and-breakfast tucked away in the hills of Atenas. This well-priced lodging has modest guest rooms, each with a double bed, a splash of color and furnishings that make the place feel like home, and a veranda with rocking chairs so you can comfortably take in views of the property’s beautiful gardens.
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