11/16th-12/15
November 16th  San Miguel, El Salvador – Jicaro Galdin, Honduras  61.5 miles


In the morning for the first few miles after we left San Miguel we were going the opposite way of a bike race.   We got quite a few double-takes from some racers that were straggling, as though they may have been going the wrong way. 


The road has continued to be in great shape, something that was supposed to have gone to the crapper since we left Mexico, or the States, for that matter.   Even still, it was hot and we were climbing a little bit, on top of a bit of tiredness from staying up watching HBO.


We hit up a little place for lunch and were the only people in the restaurant without beers.  A change of cultures.  If you have a beer before at lunch in a lot of places, people might suspect you have a drinking problem.  Not here, man…”Coca? No tu quiera cerveza...”


After searching the various little vendors at the border, we were unable to find a flag that would work for trailing behind the bike.   The first country that would not be represented on my flag list.  Bummer.


A little confusing crossing the border: fill out a slip, go to the other office for a stamp, head to the bank to pay and get triplicate plus another stamp, then return to Point A to pick up passport.   At least all the places we needed were in the same building, could’ve been a mess if we had to run all over the place.

Shortly after entering Honduras, we ran in Gary “Walkingman” Hause, who is walking a similar trip to what we are doing.  He works for six months, walks for six, etc.  His site is www.walkingman.org.   Personally, I am glad that I have a bicycle…I mean, I already walk a lot as it is.  


People seem to be a lot more vocal in Honduras.  The kids are more aggressive towards us, most of them just screaming Gringo.   It was kind of funny at first, but when a little kid in his underwear is angrily yelling it, begging for you to acknowledge him so that he can cuss at you (in Mexico, where the word originated, this is a derogatory term), it begins to rub the wrong way.  It took a bit to wear on me, but when they’d tell us to go home, flip us off, and  occasionally flash a frontal view for Gender identification, it got a little old.  

We had hoped to make it to the junction by dark, but ended up catching about 40 minutes of darkness riding the highway.  Keep in mind that there are no street lights or anything, just traffic and lots of bugs.  The traffic was welcomed by me since it gave a quick preview of the road ahead, until the lights faded into the surrounding darkness.   But the bugs!  Damn the little flying annoyances that stick to my sweaty arms and face, stick in my teeth and nostrils…oh, a shower was so desired.


Under the circumstances, though, we took the first place we found.   In the true spirit of econ-lodging, a toilet flushed with a bucket (that you have to go fill up at the well each flush), and a nice 55-gallon drum with water for a shower.   It ended up to be an armpit and feet wash.  I would’ve liked a marble shower with gold-plated nozzles, hot water, and over-sized fluffy towels, but I guess the sketchy pool of stale rain water will do…

November 17th  Jicaro Galan, Honduras – Somatillo Nicaragua  62.4 miles  Day 156

Total mileage of 7840


I had a good night of sleep, but still awoke to a sore throat.   We had a quick bit of breakfast, then headed off starting with a good average and good spirits.   There was one incident of a kid yelling at me that brought thoughts of getting off my bike to go slap him a few times, but decided that he wasn’t worth the trouble.


We have found that Texaco stations are the choice place to stop for lunch since they have a variety of drinks, A/C, clean functional bathrooms (something taken for granted back home), and many have chicken, pizza, or burgers.   After a refreshing break from the heat and too much Pepsi, we got back on the road to kick off some miles with a caffeine/sugar buzz.  


As the rush went away, we stopped for another break from the over-heating sun and were quickly mobbed by the masses of kids that seemed to come from nowhere.   Erich was taking pictures and they were blown away by the screen that could show them the pic he just took of them.   When I got out the video camera, it was all over.  I turned the LCD screen around so they could make faces and whatnot at the screen, all the while catching some Money shots that I could probably sell to Gap for a commercial or something.   


We got to the border expecting to find a hotel, but learned that the closest one was on the other side.    It was getting a little late, and we had no choice, so we hit immigration and added another stamp to the passport.   We were assisted in our crossing by a guy who basically held our hand the whole way, but saved us time, which we acknowledged by a tip.   


The roads were noticeably worse on the other side, but still ahead of what I had been expecting.   The first place we came across had a table full of guys yelling for us to come in, whose invitation we accepted.   The room was less than savory, bucket shower, and no way to flush the toilet (not even a bucket).   I was out of water and could feel the dehydration setting in and was still nursing the sore throat.   No place to buy water without riding in the dark, so we used the stale rain water in a 55 gallon barrel, complete with bugs and other flavorful additives.   It was the first time to break out the stove in ages (yes, we boiled the water).

The party started (it was Saturday night) just as I tried to go to sleep.  People outside the door of our sheet metal room drank and danced until about 1, but I was out.  I only woke up a couple times when a roach would crawl over me or some other bug would bite me.
November 18th  Day 157 Somatillo – Leon   68 miles


Our breakfast consisted or bread and water that we ate while sitting in the dirt talking to some guys who we thought spoke a new dialect of Spanish.  It turned out they were just ‘housed from the night before.   “Wickey, wickey.  Me gusta wickey.”   He likes whiskey, apparently.


The road deteriorated the farther we went, but the traffic was low so we were able to take advantage of the entire road keeping on the best parts.   Our first confrontation with the child road blocks we had heard about for so long appeared today.   The first was almost comical as three girls, all under the age of 8, linked arms to get me to stop.   I rode through and waved.   The second was a bit more involved since as I cruised by the two kids and their father (who was patching potholes), but they gave chase and snagged off my flags from the BOB.   We turned around to get them back and the father trembled as these two big-ass Gringos stepped up and demanded the girl give back the flags.   The father was most apologetic and I seriously think was afraid for his safety when he saw us returning.


We visited the Star of the American Road (Texaco for those of you slacking on the gas station slogans) for lunch then pushed on to Leon, where we were contemplating a day off.   I was ready for time off, but this town didn’t do too much to excite me, so we opted to blow through and take the time in Granada.   Maybe it was the Pizza place where we had dinner that only offered burgers and tacos, or maybe it was the naked guy relieving himself in a bucket at the park, but Leon didn’t seem like the place to chill.

November 19th   Leon – Managua   58 miles  7970 miles total   Day 158


Nothing good happened today.   It was hot, uphill, windy, lots of traffic, no shoulder, and no Texaco food marts.    All I wanted today was to pull into an A/C oasis and have a cold drink, but no such luck.   After a road block where we were chased by some incredibly fast little tykes, the road got even worse, until we finally made it to the junction.  


Left to Managua, a city of 1 million people; or right to the long route around.   It was getting dark, we were tired and pissed off at the lame day, so we decided to make the day a little worse by cycling into the largest city in Nicaragua.   A big dirty city with nothing to offer than bus stations and a few shady hotels, even the guide book says to avoid this place if at all possible.  

We went right by the zone with all the hotels and ended up in a slummy area right around sunset.   Showing no fear towards the masses of people noticing how incredibly lost we were, we finally got back onto some of the main streets and realized where we went wrong.  Even still, a local took 10 minutes to give us directions to where we needed to go, although we had figured it out before he started talking.   


Cycling through a country is an incredible way to see a place.  We get one-on-one contact with people that rarely even see Americans, who are most often incredibly friendly and love to show off what little English they know (usually “Hello” and “How are you,” but the huge smile that accompanies their words shows how proud they are).  Where most people’s experiences are fairly similar, having bussed or flown to the places they want to see, we get the whole package.  Often going places we would definitely prefer to not have been (like the slum of Managua…the poor area of the biggest city in the poorest country in Latin America).   Of the experience, all I can say is how incredibly thankful I am to have been born where I was.  

November 20th  Managua – Granada.  


A fairly short day, although it always sucks to not expect doing a lot of miles.  Even though the miles are less compared to other days, it was still a few hours of riding.  I tend to build this “Oh, we’ll be there with all bits of quickness” mentality, and forget that it is still 35 miles of riding.


Granada is cool.   We got a couple beds in a hostel called the Bearded Monkey that rocks the house.   A courtyard with banana plants and other crazy looking plants, a bar, pool table, TV lounge with movie rental, and a bunch of adventurous souls such as myself that have equally intriguing stories to tell.   The better part of the day I spent talking with folks from Quebec (who came here for a two week vacation turned two years), a guy from London who cycled Cuba before having his Visa expire and being forced to leave, and some guys who left Prudhoe around the same time us in a car.   

What can I say, I found a hopping little spot in a town slowly building their tourist potential.   

November 22nd Day 161  Granada – Moyogalpa, Isla de Ometepe   46 miles


Easy riding today: mostly flat with only a light wind that was just enough to cool us off but not slow the speed too much.   We were on the ferry to Isla de Ometepe at 1:30 which we were quite proud of (good time).  On the boat we talked to some Kiwis (New Zealanders) that were pretty cute and gave us tips about Costa Rica.   


At the docks it was a bit disappointing to find that the girls were headed to the other side of the island, which we learned was much farther away than we had expected.  It was around 3:45 and doing another 25 miles to another city via dirt road didn’t sound fun.   We met a Swiss couple that are currently on a two year world tour of their own.   The idea sounded so impressive to me…oh wait…

At the table we were approached by a kid who wanted to first watch our bikes, but then ended up giving us the prices, locations, and status of every hotel in town.  He led us to one that met our needs then helped unload our gear.   Llabani was his name and he wanted nothing more than to have my Moose’s Tooth, but I couldn’t give it up.  We tipped him well and Erich gave him his bandana to compensate.   


Our day off on the Island was nothing spectacular, just like we wanted.  Hung out, found our way to a beach that required a bus ride…as uncomfortable as a bike seat sometimes is, I prefer it over a school bus crammed full of people.  


Llabani was back at our hotel, having assisted some Canadians to the spot as well (the trio that we have been running into at every place since Leon).   Llabani was all about checking out my journal, although he can’t read English, but he did draw a portrait of me in typical 10-year-old fashion.  It seriously looks awesome and it is the best souvenir I’ve picked up all trip.   I bought him a Pepsi for it.

11/24  Day 163  Moyogalpa – La Cruz, Costa Rica 

We got up at 6:30 in order to catch the ferry at eight back to the mainland.  As we arrived sleepily to the dock, we found that the first boat doesn’t leave until 11:30.  Yee-haw, way to start the day.  Erich and I spent the time chillin’ in a cabana and packing on a caffeine/sugar buzz while I read more pages in my book than I had in the last month combined.   


Finally it was time to get on the boat and we talked to a couple guys, one from Seattle the other Australia, and they are both living in Costa Rica.   Pretty cool guys, and I am jealous of the Sea-towner living in a small village on the coast where monkeys play in his backyard and he watches the waves break across the inlet.  He plans on staying here until he gets to be fluent.  Inspiration, I suppose.


In Rivas we grabbed a bite to eat at the most expensive restaurant we’d been to since the States probably.   We ordered off the appetizer menu since we didn’t have enough money for the entrée items (we were close to the border and were almost out of Cordobas, just as planned).   It turned out that the owner was impressed with us and told us not to worry about the bill.   Oh wait, did I say appetizer, no I wanted three orders of tacos.  It was nice having the hook up!

We figured out the border crossing ourselves, something that was almost painfully complicated the first time we tried.   The final views of the volcanoes that form Ometepe disappeared just about the time we cross the border into Costa Rica and entered the semi-canopy of the virgin rain forest (virgin since it was clearcut and is slowly replenishing itself, still very young in tree terms). 


The miles we wanted to pack on wasn’t quite going to happen since the canopy made it get dark quicker, but fortunately we found an incredibly awesome little lodge-style hotel right off the road that was in our price range.  It’s weird that such an expensive building that is set up to handle so many guests was empty except for us and another guy.   This was the kind of place that I would own if I had the chance to open a lodge…just my style.  Muy bueno.

Novemer 25th  La Cruz – Canas   71 miles   Day 164


Today was fairly flat but I still had a hard time keeping in a good mood ever since the Burger King I had for lunch was disgusting and sent me off on a negativity trip.  An abundance of trivial items that I cursed for no reason other than the fact that I wanted to be done for the day.   


I forced up some funny memories out of nowhere in order to try and bring my spirits up.  One of my friend Luke and I from maybe eight years ago.   He and I wanted some money to go to the gas station for our 46-ounce Griz Guzzler Pepsi, but didn’t have the funds.   We put on some bright yellow matching T-shirts and visors then knocked on a couple front doors in order to “raise money for the Sunshine Generation Childrens Choir.”   At one house we had to sing, but it earned us enough money to buy our beverages.   Crazy kids we were…

Erich and I finally made it town and found a room across from the main plaza in Canas.   We had a balcony where we could watch the hundreds of birds across the street perching on everything possible.   There were some on our building as well, making our room thunderously loud from the tiny feet scampering about on the tin roof.   

November 26th  Canas – Esparza  51.8 miles  Day 165


Breakfast was the usual Gallo Pinto con Huevos, the typical breakfast for the region: rice mixed with beans, a torilla or two, and eggs.   Not an overly feeling meal, but it is always a good way to start the day.  The bakery down the street helped top off the stomach with incredibly good Cheese bread and doughnuts.   We were on the road by nine.


We had expected the terrain to be more flat than it was, but it was not bad at all.   The inlet that separates the mainland from the Nicoyo Peninsula was visible for a good part of the day and gave us a view of where we’d be spending some of our time off.   Muy bonita.

Part of the day we rode through some jungle terrain and saw some bird-of-paradise flowers lining the highway which was pretty cool.   The rain began as we approached the top of a good size climb, so we stopped for a snack and drink at Texaco.   The rain started pounding down and after a short ride in it, we decided that 10 more miles wasn’t a slick idea.   Fortunately we found a nice hotel next to a good restaurant.  Maybe we eat at different times from the locals, but so many places have a huge dining room with 10 or 15 tables, and yet we’re the only people there.   This is the case at many of the restaurants we visit, kind of ridiculous.
11/27  Esparza – Alajuela  42 miles Day 166


Our 133rd day on the road, just for a quick reference point, and our last day on  the road until after our well-deserved time off to tour the country.


What a day: other than our breakfast, everything seemed to turn out not as planned.  The shorter route we wanted to take didn’t exist except on the map and we had a nice 3000 foot climb into San Ramon as a warm up.   The climb was expected, since Alajuela is up in elevation, but a climb is never as much fun as you tell yourself it is before it starts.   

My headphones were going in and out, so the music was out: the one essential to a long climb.   We were soaked to the bone from sweat and the humidity that exists when you ride into the clouds, so sitting at a Soda on the side of the road in our foulness and uncomfortable, drenched clothes was less than perfect.   The meal was small, so we decided to wait until we did another 12 “Easy” miles to Atenas…all downhill according to the topographical map.    

Other than a huge drop into the valley and immediate climb out (which makes you wish for a bridge over the damn gap), it was not SO bad.   All the people on the road wondered what the hell these guys were doing by taking such a difficult route.   The grades were extreme and the curves were incredibly dangerous.   Enough that going down was sketchy since cars swung wide on the corners and I almost got taken out a couple times.  One time actually inspired me to stop and take a breather while I composed myself and made a mental note to stick way on the outside.  


I was getting a little angry at the way we decided to go, or should I say, the HEADS on the coin that made the decision for us.   It was quite obvious why the main road doesn’t go the most direct way…lots of hills.    There was a high motivational factor playing in, though, knowing that our time off started when we got to Alajuela.

We had a contact there, who, although she was going to be out of town, had instructed her family to take good care of us.   After a not-so-easy time of getting in touch with Alonzo, the son, we learned that he had never heard of the bikers from Alaska.   Nor had his sister, Mariela.  Huh?   Confusion, but we explained the situation, and then got directions to the house.   It’s a long story, but basically got down to the feeling that, they didn’t know us from the Man on the Moon, and weren’t comfortable with us being there.   They let us keep our stuff there, then Mariela drove us into town to find a hotel.   
November 29th-December 2nd  Montezuma Kick-back time


The 28th we spent in Alajuela getting our bikes worked on, doing internet stuff, and figuring out our plans for the next few days.   Our first stop we decided to make the backpackers beach retreat on the Nicoyo Peninsula, right at the tip.   Getting there turned into an all-day affair since we had to take a bus to Puntarenas, whose time we were unsure of.   After waiting for about an hour at the bus stop we got on the right bus, but not without almost letting it go right by until a lady told us that it was the one we wanted.   


In Puntarenas, about 3 hours later, we made our way to the ferry terminal and found that we had about an hour and a half to kill until it left.  But oh wait, when we returned, the guy told us that we had to catch the later ferry from the other terminal since this one lost its license.   About a mile walk (more difficult than it sounds with a BOB dry bag over the shoulder in the Pacific heat) and more waiting got us onto the ferry.   At the port of Paquera, on the peninsula across the inlet, we caught another bus for a two-hour 25 mile ride.  The road was rough and the bumps didn’t do any justice for the bladder that was already under some duress.    

Getting there was rough, but we soon took on the lifestyle of Acka Rhythm, “No hurries, no worries.”  Sitting in a bar watching the waves crash on the beach less than 100 feet away.  Although the Football-game-esque music sucked the essence away from establishment, once you were able to block it out, Montezuma was awesome.    There were only two streets in town, and they intersected right about where our hotel was.   Hotels, restaurants, and souvenir shops made up the buildings that lined these two streets.   I am glad to have visited Montezuma now, because I have a feeling that it is only a matter of time before it explodes into a Hawaiian-style over-priced retreat.  


I sat on a rock less than a quarter mile down the beach from town and didn’t see anyone for the two hours while I sat there and wrote in my journal.   The only company I had were some crabs and a hermit crab chilling on the rock next to me, who was also enjoying his solitude.   It reminded me of that Corona commercial where it shows a shot behind a guy on a beach chair with a little table and a cell phone.   When the cell phone rings, the dude chucks it into the ocean…It would’ve be muy no tranquillo to have to listen to that nonsense.   

The day following our relaxing on the beach we went to Cabo Blanco National Park and did a nice 8K hike through the jungle and got to see monkeys literally swinging from tree to tree (we kept waiting for one to throw stuff at us, like they sometimes do…or pee on us…the latter would be funny just for the story).    On our hike back we got ambushed by a family of coatis.   We heard a rustling in the bushes, so we got quiet and stopped.  Just then we noticed the woods were alive with about 30 of these little raccoon-looking creatures coming right for us.  They’d jump back a few feet, almost in unison, every time we made more than a subtle move, but gradually worked their way around.  It was well worth the $6 entry fee to the park.   I sat there filming all of this, and watching the LCD screen seemed more like a National Geographic Explorer program than home video footage.  Amazing.


Our evenings were spent at a dinner & a movie restaurant where we got to watch a couple movies and relax.  Very cool.   We had big plans for the rest of our time off, though, so we hopped a bus Sunday morning to the rainforest and Santa Elena.
December 2nd – December 5th   Santa Elena


The bus ride was long and we got the incredible luxury of reliving elementary school by spending the three-and-a-half hours on a school bus.   Not to so it wasn’t comfortable, but oh wait, it wasn’t.   Music was the key ingredient in making it doable.  


We got into Santa Elena right after dark and didn’t feel like roaming the block (town consists of a circular “main street” and not much else), so we took the first place we saw, right across from the bus stop.   The elevation made for cooler weather that we welcomed after our time on the beach.  I actually got to wear my fleece.   Our hotel had a local travel agent where we were able to sign up for all the tours and things we wanted to without leaving the front door.   


We probably packed a bit too much into the day, but thought it was a good idea at the time.   The next morning we took the 6:45 a.m. bus up to Santa Elena Reserve, which is owned by the town and the entry fees go to the local school and buying more land for the reserve.    Walking through the rain forest I found myself looking for Yoda sitting on a log or something.  All the vegetation is intertwined and are dependent on each other.   The moss grows off the vines that hang down from branches of plants that grow off a larger tree that grows up from the above-ground roots.  Sweet, check that out for an eco-system.

After a 5-hour hike we went down to the Canopy Tour, which was actually more of an adventure course.   Twelve zip-lines (cables going from tree to tree that you slide between on a harness and pulley wheel) expanding about a mile all together.   Some were incredibly high (maybe 250 feet) and you got going ridiculously fast sometimes.  I actually got warned by one of the 14 year-old guides not to break with my feet, and if I couldn’t brake in time, I need to slow down…why does that sound so familiar?  Good times, and I would definitely do it again if I ever come back (good chance of that, by the way).   Little did I know that my back and stomach muscles would be aching for the next two days.


We got back to town around 3:30 and were signed up for the 5:15 night tour at Finca Ecologica, where we were told the wild life viewing was the best in the area.   After a quick meal Erich and I went back to the room for a little rest before we headed out again.   My muscles were sore from the hike and zip lines, funny how weak I am except for the muscles I use regularly.   I didn’t feel like going after resting, but I had already paid for it.   Once we got to the pickup point for the mini-bus that was taking us there, my feelings for going changed.   Joining us on the tour were a couple of cute girls who would eventually give me a fever.

On the hike we had a guide who blew my mind at his ability to locate things off the trail.  It almost seemed like they chained the animals to the trees he was so Johnny-on-the-Spot.    His good sense of humor, the girls’ company (enthusiastic, fun, and laughed at some of my jokes), and getting to see a sloth, olingo, kinkajou, and some birds and insects, made the two hour trip most enjoyable.   Getting back to the bus was enough for me to almost fall asleep, but there was talk about going out for dinner, which I couldn’t pass up.

Liz, Maureen, Erich, and I found a cool restaurant where we had a dinner with candles on the table and all sorts of those “this is a nice restaurant” amenities.   It was incredibly nice having Liz and Maureen join us for, especially here, since the restaurant seemed almost romantic and would have been a bit uneasy to sit through a meal just Erich and I.   


I was unable to finish my burger and began realizing that I was not in the best of shape to continue the evening.  My body ached from being on the go all day and my health was plummeting with every step out the door.    We said goodnight/goodbye to the girls and I struggled to stay vertical after I was out of sight from them.   I should have gone to bed early, but I wasn’t about to blow off a chance to spend time with some good-looking ladies.   I was out before I hit the pillow.


The morning brought a slightly better feeling to me, but I still felt pretty terrible.  Our plans to do anything were blown off since all I wanted to do was relax.   A day to do nothing would have been better at the beach, but being on a bus didn’t sound like a hot ticket.   

December 5th  San Jose


Four hours on a bus and we found our way to a hostel that seems pretty cool.   We actually came here because of the free internet, coffee, and tea.  How desperate are we becoming?  The price is right, and it’s another chance to mingle with fellow travelers and spread the word of BikeAmericas.  It’s always nice talking to people doing a cool trip and then having them ask, “So where are you headed…”   I never bring it up, but its nice to be able to brag every once in a while.    


Tomorrow we go back to Alajuela and gear up to get back on the road.   One more day off then we head towards Panama.  Until then… 

December 7th  Alajuela – Jaco  57 miles


It felt good to be back on the back for the first ten miles since it was all down hill.   After our descent we were greeted with a 2700’ climb over some intense grades that practically made my knees buckle and my heart explode.   At the top we were granted some amazing views out towards the coast over the green valleys that we would soon enough be winding through.    


The hill dropping to the coast was steep and curvy: impossible to let the brakes loose for more than about three seconds.  The BOB didn’t help the process of slowing at all and I could really feel it pushing me down the slope.  I stopped a couple times to let my brakes cool off.   I sprayed a little water on the rim just for kicks and it boiled off as quickly as I sprayed it on.


The terrain finally leveled out a bit and the fun in the ride came back.  We crossed a bridge that had a “Warning: Alligators” sign (in Spanish, though) and I caught a glimpse of my first not-on-Discovery-Channel real deal alligator chilling in the grass a hundred feet off the bridge.   Also going through the jungle gave way to incredible bird calls, crazy looking bright-colored birds, alligator road kill, and rain.  


We got a bit of rain that helped cool us off from the muggy heat.   It helped to make me nice and grungy for when we checked into the hotel and get sideways stares from the tourists and locals alike.    We were right near the beach, although we just wanted food and rest.    Without the kids throwing firecrackers every 30 seconds, it would have been quite relaxing.
December 8th  Jaco – Savegre  58 miles


Jaco turned out to be more touristy than I thought it would have been, but seemed dull to the other places we’ve seen.  The morning was sickly hot and humid and I was sweating something ridiculous before I even left the shade of the restaurant where we had breakfast.


The road was pretty flat, so we were able to go fast enough that the wind worked well for cooling off.   At Quepos, the road turned to gravel which produced flashbacks of the haul road.   The bridges were narrow and small and built of wood most of the time, which brought about a sketchiness every time I went across one.   These bridges were literally too small for anything larger than a pick-up.  No rails, just slippery mossy planks.

The rain kicked into high gear which was a nice break from the heat and allowed us to get a little sloppy.   We found a guesthouse that was pretty cool and served breakfast.  I even got to chill with a scorpion while I showered.  It was in the drain and couldn’t get out since I kept shooting it with the nozzle.  As soon as I turned the water off, though, he climbed out and was pissed! 

December 9th  Savegre – Palmar Norte  


The gravel turned into fresh pavement around Dominical, where we grabbed a quick bite.  A laid back surfer spot that I will probably check out next time I’m in C.R.   The rolling hills kicked in, and were just big enough to give a bit of a heat-headache when climbing some of them.  Amazing coastal views as we winded along the rocky beaches with big surf.   


A group of girls were walking by and whistled at me when I rode by.  One in particular blew me a kiss, which I thanked her for (“Gracias, señora”).  That turned into whistles and Oooos and Ahhhs from her amigas.   


We got to Palmar Norte just as the pounding rain started coming down, but continued to Palmar Sur (across the bridge) since it appeared to be the larger half of the twin cities.   Just as we got comfortably saturated and checked the whole town, we had to turn around to Palmar Norte to find a hotel.

December 10th  Palmar Norte – Neilly  


Today I saw a HUGE sticker covering the entire back window of a Renault.   14 inch letters saying “Jansport.”   Now…I know some people advertise their stereo components or maybe even Nike or something.  But Jansport?  “I want to find the most hugely silly sticker I can that advertises the backpack I carry to school with me.”   I laughed for about ten minutes about the cheapness on that one.


Our lunch was at a place that didn’t seem to thrilled to have us stinky bikers inside their establishment.   The waitress wore black and white, which is a sign of a nice place, especially here.   I had a t-bone steak, cheese, eggs, and Welch’s Grape.   More expensive than I would’ve liked, but beats the days of eating sardines for dinner.   

We splurged on a nice room since it was the last night in Cost Rica.
December 11th  Neilly – David  45 miles  


The only thing to slow us down today was the border crossing.   The road was pretty flat and we were able to cruise, largely due to the anticipation of getting to David, which implied time off in Bocas del Toro.   I had been waiting to go there since Erich first mentioned it in Northern Mexico: a laid back kind of surfer-backpacker retreat.

Before we got to the border, we ran into another cyclist who was flying at an impressive rate, considering he was packing just as much gear, if not more, than we are.   Willy from Italy started in Ushaiau and is headed to Prudhoe Bay.   The three of us talked for quite a while, exchanging tips and survival stories, etc. while his puppy (Mikey) chased grasshoppers and whatnot.   Willy received Mikey as a gift from some people in Peru, then they made him a trailer resembling a BOB that fit his dog, a food dish, and a water dish.   Awesome.  He’ll be finishing in August or September, so keep an eye out for him next summer in Alaska…


David seems like a cool town.   Maybe it’s just Panama in general, but I dig it.  The people are friendly, the water is safe to drink, the coffee is strong, and the street vendors sell shish-kabobs with sautéed beef for a quarter.    Our hotel has HBO, hot water (not an electric!), good tasting water on tap, TP-compatable toilets, and A/C; plus they agreed to hold our gear while we took off for a week or so.  
December 13th  David – Bocas (via Bus)

The bus ride from the Pacific to the Atlantic coast took about three hours.  At one point atop the continental divide, I could see the clear blue waters of the Caribbean straight ahead, turn around to look out the back window of the bus and see the distant haze covering the Pacific shoreline.    Where else can you see something like that?

The hours on the bus and winding proved to make me a bit queasy.   We hopped a taxi from the bus stop at Almirante to the dock where we waited for the boat taxi to Isla Colon, the island where Bocas del Toro is.   The boat ride cleared my head and we soon found ourselves walking the streets of Bocas looking for a hotel.   

I would guess that most people that visit this place would be turned off by the litter and run-down look of the town in general, but I thought it was the coolest place I’ve been.   Funkiness pouring out the windows of the old wooden buildings constructed on stilts over the water, old Jamaican-accented men offering you rides on their dugout canoes to the other islands, and restaurant-bars filling in the spaces between the hotels and tour-operators.   

We sat on a terrace watching the water through the cracks of the deck planks and sipped White Russians.   Little row boats scooted by carrying passengers and/or supplies from other islands, such as coconuts, empty bottles, and mangos.   Our hotel was less than tranquil with the stale mildew smell from the wet carpet, but we already had our plans for tomorrow.  

December 14th  Bocas – Bastimentos

We had just sat down at breakfast when three teenagers came up to us and offered us a tour of the islands.   For an all day tour and a drop off at the other island it was $15.   There were two other guys from Peru on our boat plus our 18-year old guide.  He had to borrow ten bucks from me to get gas shortly after we left that he deducted from my payment.   


Our first stop was about twenty minutes away from Bocas in a cove where we chilled until we got our share of the dolphins swimming around us.   At one time they were within about thirty feet of our 16-footer.     Pretty cool.  We then sped through some mangroves, which I think are cool since they don’t have any real landmass and seem like floating islets popping up out of nowhere.    


The next stop was at Crawl Cay (or Key Crawl…is there a difference between Key and Cay?)  where a series of little huts were built maybe 100 feet from shore on stilts and connected by narrow walkways.   It took an hour to prepare our seafood lunch, which implies that they had to go catch it first.   I had octopus, squid, and a bit of coconut.   Before our food arrived we killed the time by snorkeling off the dock and under the “restaurant” where an abundance of fish hung out since the unused ingredients were tossed out the window.   Other than swimming with the fish, the snorkeling wasn’t great, but still was maxing the relaxing.

Next stop was a rickety dock that led to a muddy trail through the jungle.   A quick walk, but the steep hills and sloppy slopes made it a bit more exciting.   There were some all white birds splashing around in a little pond and many poison-arrow frogs (I think), the small bright red frogs that are always on postcards and frog posters.   The trail opened up to a beautiful empty white-sand beach with big waves, appropriately named Red Frog Beach.   Some time here to play in the waves, body surf, and soak in the Caribbean sun, then we headed back to the boat. Erich and I were dropped off at Bastimentos on the way back, a funky town on the island of Bastimentos, the other big island in the Bocas del Toro archipelago.  

We had just pulled up to the dock when a no-shirt, no-shoes Jamaican dude ran up to us and started talking to us.  Ruben was his name and he walked us to a hospedaje (guest house), a small room in a local family’s house.   


There weren’t a lot for tourist accommodations.   The restaurant we ate at was, of course, built over the water and had 65 cent cervezas and free bananas hanging from the bamboo rafters.   Excellent chicken.  

I went out to check out the town while Erich worked on the laptop in the room.   I found a plain white building with a small door towards the end of the sidewalk (Bastimentos has only a sidewalk that spans the village and everything that makes up the town is directly off this walk) that had a spray-painted “No menores” in sloppy black letters.   

I strolled inside a little cautious to what the other side of the door held, but found that the all-black crowd didn’t care about the Gringo white-boy that just walked in.   I talked with a few guys at the bar briefly, but the music was so loud the conversation was more work than it was worth.   Even still, the Willis-looking guy next to me bought me a drink.   


I got bored with the bar and decided to leave, just in time to run into Ruben outside.   He and I walked around his hometown a bit then sat down and I gained the experience of the trip.   Ruben made sure that I liked Reggae music, then he proceeded to pound a beat on the bench and sing some lyrics in thick Caribbean Spanglish.  The people here speak English, Spanish, and a mixture of both.  It almost sounds like gibberish when you listen to them talk to each other, but they will turn around and say something in perfect English to me.   Ruben translated some of the words of his songs and I only wish I would’ve written them down.   


It didn’t take long for me to realize that I need to build up my Reggae collection.  
