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Saturday, November 24, 2001 (La Cruz, GU)

Today we got up bright and early to catch the ferry across to the mainland only discover that it would not depart until 11:30.  As we should have realized – Never rely on the information in your guidebook too heavily.  Since we had already checked out of our rooms, retreating to get more sleep was not an option.  Instead, we had a two-hour breakfast in a good restaurant near the dock, reading and watching cartoons in Spanish.  I also found the time to patch some old tubes while Brian buried himself in his latest book.

We arrived in San Jorge at about 12:30 and proceeded to cycle toward the Costa Rica border.  On the way, we cycled through the town of Rivas.  Rivas plays a small part of American history because it was a town where many Americans passed through on their way to California during the 1849 gold rush.  Rivas lies on the narrowest strip of land that separates Lake Nicaragua and the Pacific Coast – about 12 miles.  It is narrowest strip of land in the Americas that separates waters that flow into the Atlantic and waters that flow into the Pacific.  Apparently, Rivas provided hotels and some sort of coach service that hauled people across.

We decided to stop for lunch because we each had a few dollars of Cordobas we needed to spend before crossing the border and we were getting hungry.  We stopped off at a restaurant, La Estancia, as we were leaving town.  To our surprise, it was very expensive.  After doing some quick calculations, we realized we could each only afford an appetizer and a coke and that was about it.  The waiter, of course, didn’t seem too happy with us.  We were too embarrassed to get up and leave, so we ordered the apps and patiently waited.  I forgot the name of what we actually ordered, but it was one of the few things we could afford.  We were served something similar to a cheese crisp with cabbage and onions on top.  We were still hungry when we left.

The owner of the restaurant was a man named Eduardo Guido Blandión.  He came out and visited with us for a while.  When he found out about our trip, he was quite excited.  He went to the back and pulled out a photo of a Canadian person that went through here a few months ago who was walking around the world.  It was to be a 10-year trek.  We gave the Eduardo one of our business cards and visited for a bit.

When it came time to receive the bill, the waiter told us that our meals were on the house.  What a deal!  We were very appreciative of this offer.  It is about the third time that this has happened on our trip.

It was a 25-mile ride to the border.  There was much activity and much confusion.  We had to go to three different buildings in Nicaragua.  We first had to pay an exit tax of US$1.00 before we got to the border.  We then had to get our cycle papers photocopied which costs 2 cordobas.  From there we cycled over to a vehicle inspection window.  A woman stamped one of our photocopies.  We then had to cycle over to the third build building to have our passports stamped that we were leaving Nicaragua.  That cost us $4.00.

We then cycled about 500 yards to the Costa Rican side.  There we needed no bicycle papers and did not have to pay to get our passports stamped.  There was someone to assist us with our visas out front that did not want to be tipped.  What a difference.

We were on the road again in no time.

Quite the differences again were noticed.  We were in jungle rather than cattle country.  The roads so far have had little traffic.  Daylight was burning so we hurried to get to the town of La Cruz, where there were accommodations.

We stopped at a pricier than normal hotel off the road, just north of La Cruz.  It was a beautiful hotel with lots of natural wood.  It was also the first hot water that we had since Quetzaltenango, Guatemala, which was 3 weeks ago.

We had a delicious steak dinner with rice, beans and fries.  It was a good day.

Sunday, November 25, 2001 (Caña, GU)

The Costa Ricans definitely have a higher standard of living than the other Central American countries that we have visited.  We have seen a significant number of nice homes, nice cars, new clothing on kids, etc.  We also have noticed that the cost of things is somewhat higher than what we have been paying.  The prices are more similar to Mexico.  The countryside is cleaner with little garbage on the side of the road.

Costa Rica has some interesting facts according to The Lonely Planet...  The life expectancy here is 66.7 years, placing it 4th in Latin America (Cuba, Argentina, and Uruguay are ahead).  The country is famous for its conservation.  Over ¼ of the country is protected in one form or another; thirteen percent is within the national park system.  Costa Rica has the highest literacy rate in Lat America (94.8%).  The Costa Rican top money earner one would think would be tourism, but tourism is number two compared to the electronics industry.  Intel, the multinational manufacturer of computer chips, represents 40% of the export revenues here.  Tourism is the number 2 moneymaker.

Today’s ride was a bit more of a normal ride.  We traveled 71 miles through some pretty countryside.  It was kind of rainy and cool for a change.  To the east of us, we could see the beautiful Guanacaste Mountain Range.  Up there somewhere lays the Monteverde Cloud Forest, which we plan to visit later this month.  As we see, it is covered completely with rain clouds.

In the morning, we could see the pacific coast near the Santa Rosa National Park.  Although the forest here had obviously been clear-cut at one time, the terrain is pretty, nonetheless.

The services along the road were great.  We could eat inside cafes rather than sit under a thatched roof on the dirt.  We would see the occasional fast food as well.  (Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that we prefer the latter but we do get homesick for the food occasionally).  We decided to stop in the city of Liberia for lunch.  There was a fast-food complex that had a Burger King, Churches Fried Chicken and a Papa John’s Pizza.  We chose Burger King.  It was very crowded, very expensive, and did not taste very good.  The burgers were also considerably smaller than what you would get in the US.  It was a bad experience all together.  I think we would have been better off with the typical Costa Rica cuisine of meat, beans and rice.

Tonight we are staying in the small town on the Pan-American Hwy (CA-1) called Caña in the Guanacaste Province.  We took a very inexpensive hotel downtown.  Then we went out for dinner and had the typical Costa Rican cuisine.  I had chicken; Brian had beef.

Monday, November 26, 2001 (Esparza, AL)


There were lots of little ups and downs on today’s ride – enough to make you tired by the end of the day.  For the most part, it was uneventful.  The humidity was high throughout the day.  San Mateo was our goal, but as we turned away from the coast, it started to rain.  

At first, it was a light steady rain, but after a few miles, it began to rain hard.  I’ve discovered too that usually when it rains, the pollution produced by cars tends to stick low to the ground, which has a tendency to react with my eyes.

After about 10 minutes, we happened to be passing a motel, so I suggested we stop for the night.  Brian agreed.  It rained hard all evening.  Welcome to the rain forest.

I remember back along the Cassier Highway, it would rain heavy like this.  There we had to ride because there were no services.  It felt kind of good seeing the hotel off to the right.

Wednesday, November 28, 2001 (Alajuela, AL)

It was a very frustrating day.  On a scale from one to 10, I’d give it about a two.  The only day that sticks in my mind as being worse was the day we had to sleep in the ditch outside of Livengood Alaska.  The first bad part today was the climb that we had in the morning.  According to our maps, there should have been a different route to take, but we missed it somehow or the map was wrong.  We climbed 3000 feet in about 15 miles on a highway with lots of traffic.

Although the weather was cool with overcast, the humidity was high.  Our cycling clothes were soaked throughout the day due to sweat.  I could not wear my leather gloves, for the leather turned to putty.

Halfway through the day we decided to take what we thought would be a shorter road.  A flip of a coin actually made the decision for us, so we took route 135 south to CA-3.  We soon realized it was the road to Hell.  The grades were ridiculous.  The changes in elevation were unreal.

It took us all day to do 43 miles at a 7 mph average.  Due to our wrong turn and short cut, our short day ended up taking us to sundown. 

The real kicker occurred when we arrived to the house where we were to spend the night.  We were set up to stay at the home of a family in Alajuela.  The woman who owns the house works at the U.S. Embassy here.  She was out of town, but her son and daughter were supposed to be expecting us and looking forward to our arrival.  There was supposed to be a room for us next door at the grandparents’ house for us to use as a base while we explored Costa Rica.  We had four different phone numbers to try – the number for the son, Alonzo, the number for the daughter, Mariela, the house number, and a work number.

After a very frustrating time using various pay phones, we got a hold of Alonzo.  He had no idea who we were.  He was unable to give us directions to the house.  We cycled closer to town and tried again.  I got a hold of Mariela this time.  She also had no idea who we were.  The phone cut us off about 15 seconds in to the call.  We tried Alonzo again.  This time Alonzo gave us directions and had the house cleaner meet us to open the gate to the yard.

The grandfather met us and invited us in.  I’m not sure what he thought of us, for there was a language barrier.  We sat for a bit, watching TV.  We tried to communicate that we needed to clean up, but he seemed to want to keep us there until Mariela showed up.  In the meantime, we were dirty and very wet with our sweat soaked clothes.  We were very hungry too.

Mariela showed up about an hour later.  Very confused, she asked us what we wanted and why we were there.  We explained that Brian’s mom and her mom were communicating via email and that we were supposed to stay there and keep our stuff there while we explored Costa Rica by bus.  We also wanted to run some errands the next day.

She told us that she was at a funeral that night.  She also told us that her grandmother was not well due to a tumor.  Then she came out and asked what we were expecting of her family.

Perhaps we didn’t communicate what we wanted very well, but I felt it was quite clear that we were imposing.  I told them there must have been some sort of mistake and that perhaps we should be going and we didn’t mean to bother them, hoping to ease some of the uneasiness in the air.  She told us she would help us find a hotel for the night.  It was then I realized that we were imposing.  A strong sense that we had interrupted something had hit us, as you wouldn’t believe.  She did not seem to want to deal with a couple of gringos who was sitting in her living room.  

It was dark by then, so cycling to city center was out of the question.  She said we could keep our stuff there and she would drive us to a motel.  Her boyfriend was over at her house.  He got in the car and drove with us.  

On the way, I asked about laundry, hoping that we could do it her house in the morning.  The reply was that there were no Laundromats in town and the hotel might do them for us.  After a hint to do internet work at the home came the reply that there were plenty of internet cafés in town.  It was obvious that storage was all we could hope for with our Costa Rica connection.

The first hotel she took us to was a bit expensive for our budget.  The second was not much better but we took it anyway, because we didn’t want to take her time any more than we had.  It was getting late and we were starving and wanted to eat.

I guess we should be thankful that we have a place to keep our stuff for the next few weeks, but the convenience of getting to them leaves us questioning whether it is worth it.  We need to take a cab to their house because the bus is inconvenient.  We also need to call Mariela first so that she can arrange for someone to meet us at the gate to let us in, so we will have to battle the payphones again.

It was a very uncomfortable experience tonight.  Sitting in that house with my dirty smelly wet clothes didn’t help that feeling any.  It felt great to get into the motel room with a hot shower and a full meal nearby.  I am however, still worked up about the whole situation.

Sunday, December 02, 2001 (Montezuma, PR)

Brian and I have spent the last three days in a place called Montezuma.  We are currently taking a break for about 12 days while we see the sights.  Montezuma is a backpacker beach community on the Pacific side of Costa Rica located on the Nicoya Peninsula.  To get here from Alajuela was a bit of a chore.  As usual, we didn’t get out the door as we planned, but sleeping in when you get the chance has been preferable these days.  I had been to Montezuma before and getting here was not as easy as I remember.

The first thing we needed to do was stow the bikes for about a week.  We caught a cab to the home of our “host family” (I say tongue in cheek) to get our bikes, for we found a decent bike shop in Alajuela that would work on them.  It was definitely a find.  They had the cassettes, chains, and cables we desperately needed to have replaced on our bikes and fortunately they completed a really good tune-up, replacing bearings and truing wheels – all this with the parts for about $35.00 each.

The only problem was they could not stow the bikes for us so we had them in our position.  We also did not want to take the time to ride our bikes up to our ex host family and have to catch a ride back to the bus station.  We talked to the owner of our hotel and she was willing to hold on to our bikes for a week or so.  Keep in mind the rest of our gear is at our ex host family’s house.

We waited at the bus stop for about an hour until we found the right bus (11:00 a.m.) to take us to the port town of Puntarenas.  After about a two-hour ride on the bus, we arrived with the intent of taking a ferry across the Golfo de Nicoya over to the town of Paquera.  Unfortunately, the 3:15 p.m. ferry, which we had planned to take, had been cancelled and by the time we discovered this, we missed another ferry, which took off a few miles away.  We ended up taking the 5:00 p.m. ferry, which got us in to Paquera after dark.  There we had another 2-hour bus ride to Montezuma.  We were hoping that not all the rooms would be filled up, but tourism is down right now and we ended up being the only ones in our motel.

Montezuma is a beautiful little place that has become a little touristier since my last visit.  The prices have also reflected this change.  There had been some more development, more hotels, etc. However, my memories could not help me to determine what changed exactly.  The time spent here was mainly spent on the beach and reading.  We hiked up to the Montezuma Water Falls to swim which was a mile or so in the jungle.  A restaurant here showed some movies on a big screen that drops down from the ceiling during dinner.  Pretty cool.  It was relaxing.

The real treat was a day trip that we took down to the Reserva Natural Absoluta Cabo Blanco at the end of the peninsula.  It was a nature reserve that had a 4 km trail through the jungle to a nice beach.  Along the way, we saw several coatis and howler monkeys.  At times, we just waited quietly in the trees as some of the wild life approached us not realizing it.  At one point, a group of about 20 or more coatis came crawling toward us through the trees.  These curious creatures look like raccoons with long tails.  We were told by the ranger that these would be females and their young as the mails tend to travel alone.  The monkeys that we came across were high up in the trees.  At one point, we saw eight at one time.  They enjoyed breaking off branches and throwing them down on us.  We had heard stories that they enjoy urinating on spectators, as well which they have learned is a good way to keep spectators at a distance.  We did not have the pleasure of experiencing this however.  

The beach was great.  Brian and I were the last ones in our group to reach the beach because we had spent so much time on the hike there.  We were running out of time and did not want to get our hiking shorts wet so we did not swim as everyone else did.  We were somewhat glad we did not because jellyfish had stung most everyone else during their dip in the ocean.  

We also ran across some small iguanas that were quite used to humans with food.  One good size one (about 18 inches long) kept jumping up on the picnic table while we were eating lunch.  He did not shoo away easily.  He and a blue jay were fighting over crumbs.

We spent the whole day there returning to Montezuma in the evening.  Our stay on the Nicoya Peninsula has been an enjoyable one.

This morning after breakfast, we head out for another adventure, catching the bus, boat and another bus out.

Tuesday, December 04, 2001

As I slid down the cable, I could see for miles over the tops of the trees in the thick, yet patchy jungle below.  The forest was clear-cut in places, but thick compared to the foliage in Alaska or Arizona.  It was a rush!  Being able to control your own speed assisted in the rush.  My right hand guided both my speed along as well as my stability in the harness.  If my right hand were too far forward, I would spin in the harness.  The best position to extend my right hand, bending my elbow at about 150 degrees.  My head was on the left side of the cable.  The few times I let my hand slide forward, my feet would spin to the right and my head to the left.  It was not too smart to do, because it was easy to hit branches or other obstacles.  It was fun though to come close to it though.  Pulling down on the cable hard allowed you slow down.  Letting up on the cable allowed you go faster.  Some times, I would come to a screeching halt, hitting the platform with a sold thud.  Other times I had come up short, what case I had to spin around and pull myself to the platform hand over hand.  (see pics 1267 – 1280)

The canopy tour was definitely the highlight of our time spent in Santa Elena.  There was over a mile of zip lines to travel on -- eleven zip lines total.  It was well worth the $35.

We hiked in the Santa Elena Reserve for several hours, right before the canopy tour.  I had done this a few years before back in 98 with friends Scott and Ty, but didn’t realize this was the same trail and reserve until we had gotten to park entrance.  There are two reserves near Santa Elena – the other being Monteverde.  I had thought I had gone to Monteverde before.  Oh well.

We hiked it anyway.  These reserves are not listed as rainforests but as cloud forests – the difference being that the latter is wet and misty virtually all the time.  The trail was muddy, but manageable.  The hike lasted about 4 hours – about seven miles of hiking.  We saw no mammal life, but plenty of birds and trees.  There was also a lookout tower, but usually the cloud cover does not allow for a good view.    (see pics 1246 – 1266)

It was actually a clear day, which was great because the views from the lookout tower were spectacular.  One could see the Gulf of Nicoya to the south-west.  One could see Volcán Arenál to the north.  Volcán Arenál is Costa Rica’s active volcano, recently exploding in 1968, killing 80 people.  Climbing it is prohibited, unlike Pacaya in Guatemala.  At night, one can supposedly see the red glow at the top, but from here, it is usually too cloudy and rainy to see it.  It is a stereotypical volcano with its perfectly conical shape.

Our evening activities were a great deal of fun.  We paid for the evening tour of the Finca Ecológico, whose tour consisted of watching various nocturnal animals awake and begin their active nights.  My guess is that the guides scope out the terrain during the day to find out where the various mammals are sleeping.  The trick is to bring groups of tourists to these animals as they are waking up.

We managed to see a sloth, a porcupine, a lingo, and a kinkajou – these are all furry little mammals that like to sleep up high in the trees.  Due to the heights, the pictures didn’t turn out well.  We also managed to see various birds – warblers, jays – some birds one would see in Alaska in the summer.  We saw a huge tarantula – some incredible butterflies.  The big treat was watching an ant colony in action.  The highways that they formed were awesome.  So much so that I think, the Costa Rican Department of Transportation could take some lessons in road construction from these critters.  (see pics 1282 – 1292)

The experience that made this trip enjoyable, however, was meeting Liz and Maureen who was in our group.  Liz and Maureen, from Minnesota, were traveling Central America.  These two women were full of energy and definitely lived their vacation as though they were soon out of time and needed to do as much as possible in the time allowed.  Maureen actually lives and works in Minneapolis.  Liz is currently teaching in the Peace Corps in Nicaragua.  Maureen flew down to meet her.  Combine our group with a rather humorous guide and the evening definitely beat sitting around the motel room at night listening to music or watching TV.  We went out to dinner afterward and had a great time.

We ended up staying an extra day in Santa Elena to hang out.  Brian had become sick with a touch of the flu, so we slept in and lounged for most of the day.  We had thought about taking horses to Volcán Arenál and also about taking a jeep tour there, but decided against it –partly due to the cost, but mainly due to the fact that we just wanted a day of rest.  It was cold and rainy most of the day.  (see pics 1293-1294)

We were going to head over to the Caribbean coast to check out the Tortuguera, a place where tourists head to watch the huge sea turtles come ashore to lay eggs.  Apparently, it is the wrong time of the year to do this, due to the heavy rains on the Caribbean Coast.  It is also considered hurricane season, so we’ve been told by several.  The reason I wanted to go was the due to the mode of transportation to get there – chicken bus to Cariari, then a four hour boat ride down a river to the coast.

We thought long and hard about it and decided to bag it, because we probably wouldn’t get to see any turtles.  Instead, we decided to get back on the road again a few days earlier than anticipated so that we could take a few extra days on the beach in Panama.

Tomorrow we head for San Jose for a day to prepare for a few weeks of cycling – laundry, internet.  Then we are off to gather our bikes and gear that are currently being stored in Alajuela.  We decided to take the coastal route rather than the Pan-American Highway.  The Pan-American Highway rises to 11,000 feet on a windy road.  The coastal road is rough but recommended for bicycles with little if no elevations gain.  There is about 25 miles of gravel, however.  The distance is slightly longer too.  The elevations gain though on the Pan-American would probably take us just as long anyway.

Friday, December 07, 2001 (Playa Jacó, PR)

After 8 days off, we are back on the road again.  Our day in San Jose was rather uneventful to say the least, but I am glad I visited this city.  San José was the cleanest Latin America capitol city that we have visited.  (see pics 1295-1298)

The place that we stayed, Costa Rica Backpackers, was a large home that had been converted in to a youth hostel.  It was new looking.  It had nice furniture, hardwood floors, a swimming pool, free 24 hour internet, and laundry services.  We sought this place out because it advertised real hot showers and 24 hours of internet.  It was not really what we had expected though.  In reality, the hot showers were of the electric kind which heats the water as it comes out of the tap (that seems to be typical here) so it was only hot if you had little water pressure.  There was only one computer and 50 people who wanted to use it.  There was a sign up sheet with 30-minute intervals, so I had to get up at 4:00 a.m. before it was free to use.  The real bad part was that there was only one men’s bathroom and one women’s bathroom in the place with one toilet and one shower stall in each. Finding the shower empty was not likely.  We were not impressed with this place.

We went back to Alajuela the next day and met with the Sanchez family again, where we were storing our gear.  This time Sra. Sanchez was at home and greeted us warmly, offered us a place to stay, fed us.  It was great.  Obviously, the whole thing earlier was a misunderstanding.

Mariella let us copy some of her CDs on our computer so we could have some more music to listen to on the journey.  She was quite pleasant to visit with.  We also picked up a care package that Brian’s mother had mailed to us.  It contained a new floppy drive, some spokes for me, a new helmet for Brian, and some other miscellaneous items.  We discovered that we had to pay an import tax of $68 when it arrived.  Ouch.  I guess we should try to get this stuff locally next time. (see pic 1304)

After a night of some satellite television, a hot shower, a home cooked meal, we were ready to go.

The day’s ride was a tough one after being on break for so long.  Muscles were tight; Brian had sore knees.  I think I was getting heat exhaustion.  We had a 2000-foot climb that was unexpected and the humidity was tough. (see pics 1308-1309)

We did notice some peculiar things about the bikes.  The bike shop employee had cleaned them up to look really nice.  Both Brian and I have squeaky wheels now.  He covered everything with a little oil or lubricant to make all the components look shiny.  I don’t know if that is what’s making things rub, but it kind of annoying.  At first we thought our break pads were rubbing, but it seems to be in the hub.  He had repacked the hubs so that maybe it also.  Our clip in peddles (Spuds) seem to release our shoe clips a bit to easily also due to the oil on it.  The peddles do have screws that one can adjust, but they are so warn and used over the past six months we have not been able to turn them with a screw driver.

We took breaks often throughout the day but made it to town of Jacó just as it was getting dark.  It was raining during the afternoon, but it did not seem to offer much relief to the heat.  Jacó we are told is a “tico” resort town.  Since it was a beach town, it did not have quite the budget accommodations that we had hoped, but oh well.  (see pic 1310)

Saturday, December 08, 2001(Savegre, PR)

It was one of my better riding days.  I felt good.  I thought the surrounding terrain was some of the best I’ve seen in Costa Rica.

Riding along the coast was cool and rainy today.  It was a very flat surface for the most part.  We stopped for lunch in the town of Parrita.  We sat at a patio table of a crowded restaurant.  Shortly after we were sitting for a while, a torrential downpour occurred – not letting up for over 30 minutes.  The streets were flooded; our gear was soaked.  We sat and ate slowly waiting for it to quit.

We hit the town of Quepos, when our road turned to gravel.  Usually I get a little sense of relief when this happens, because the traffic usually lightens, but not in this case.  The traffic was still thick but now there’s dust.  A common obstacle is one-laned bridges with  metal-slat surfaces.  It made the ride a little more interesting as one had to pay close attention to the details of the bridge’s surface.  Watch for crocodile signs too were posted from time to time near the bridge’s entrance. (See pics 1312-1313)

The edge of the gravel marked the “no viewing tourists beyond this point” sign.  Of course I am speaking sarcastically, but we really got to see how “ticos” live once we got off the main road.  I found it quite interesting. (see pic 1314 – 1319)

The rain began again which made our cycles and gear quite muddy.  It was bringing back memories of the haul road where we had to stop and wash the bikes a few times.  We were planning to make it to the beach town of Dominical, but the daylight was burning and we were hoping to be able to clean our bikes before dark.

As we were cycling through a small village, we saw a “cabinas” sign advertising for $10 per person.  It was clean, roomy, big and most importantly, had a hose with a pressure nozzle on it.  We were sold.  By dark, we had our gear washed off and stowed for the night. (see pic 1320)

Dinner included arróz y pollo for Brian, casado con bistéc for me.  It was a great day.  Even showering with huge scorpion in the shower didn’t seem to bother me (see pics 1321-1322)

Sunday, December 09, 2001(Palmar Norte, PR)

The heat was something today.  It was hot and humid from the start.  Although a thermometer indicated that is was 85 degrees, that combined with the humidity made cycling rather uncomfortable.  We have been fortunate though in the late afternoons because of the rains.  So far the afternoon rains have occurred the past three days.

Brian and I stopped to eat 4 times today also.  Getting enough calories, it seemed, was hard to do today.

We left Savegre this morning traveling on a gravel road.  After about 10 miles the road turned to pavement at the town of Dominical, which our maps did not indicate.  (See pics 1324-1325)  It was a pleasant surprise.  We continued along the coast, hitting little local beach communities along the way.  Toward the end of the day we traveled up the Rio Terraba to the town of Palmar Norte.  A bridge crosses the river to Palmar Sur.  We have linked back up to the Pan-American Highway again.  Our detour route around the highlands is finished.  We have about 70 miles or so to the Panamanian border.  (See pics 1326-1328)

