
San Jose to Tortuguero

Day 13 – San Jose – Tortuguero NP – 22 November

The phone rang at 05:00 telling me it was “Five Hours”. The very first thing I did was make some 

full strength Costa Rican coffee. I needed it.

The suitcase went out at 06:00, followed by me going down to “The Market” for breakfast. What a 

weird name for a restaurant. You cannot buy anything in their market.

The best news I received just before leaving was that the Nexus 10 version 2 will be released on 

Black Friday. I am hoping to buy it before I leave for Burma.

The coach was underway by 07:00 and it was a beautiful day. It was Sunday, so things were slow. 

We went past the Children’s Hospital, built in 1845, and were told that the Christmas decorations 

were going up early so the kids would have something to look at.

When we passed in front of a huge pre-Columbian stone ball, the inevitable quote came out. “We 

may have no Army, but we have big balls.”

There are 1 million Nicaraguans in Costa Rica. In the main they do labour that the locals refuse.

There are 116 volcanoes, of which 5 are active. There are 21 types of poisonous snakes in the country.

That is what makes banana picking so dangerous,

By 07:40 the sun had been replaced by total clag. This cycle repeated several times. If you don’t like 

the weather, just wait thirty minutes.

When we got to 5,000 feet we were in the clouds. Then we went into Costa Rica’s one and only 

tunnel, that is 800 metres long.

All species of animals are protected. There is no hunting. The rule is “Do not touch”.

Spider monkeys are extremely curious and they are forever getting their tiny paws stuck in the tab 

openings of soft drink cans. The Rangers have to dart them to knock them out so they can remove 

the paw from the can.

At 08:15 we passed a place where buffalo being farmed for their milk. The milk is used to make 
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Mozzarella cheese.

At 08:30 we stopped for a comfort break at a Butterfly Farm. They were too erratic as several 

busloads were on the scene. The big blues simply refused to alight on anything. I got a couple of cute

shots.

We rolled again at 09:15, now down to 944 feet, and learned that there are 40,000 banana picking 

jobs and that a worker can earn between $45 to $25 a day. The pickers get free small houses, all 

coloured green and white. They can bring their families.

We started seeing both green and yellow coconuts. The yellow ones are used for coconut oil, it taking

50 nuts to make 1 litre of oil.

We drove alongside a narrow gauge railway that had been abandoned in 1990. I have been on a 

stretch of it out of Puerto Limon, on the Caribbean coast, that has been converted into a tourist 

excursion.

We passed Belina plantations, a soft wood used for paper production and Mimosa trees, whose fruits

swell up and then explode like a gunshot.

The tombs in the cemeteries in this area are above ground as the water table is too high.

We passed banana plantation after banana plantation. The fruit is covered with coloured bags, 

coded to harvesting times, to protect the fruit from scavenging birds.

Bananas are the most wasted food in the world. People buy too many and they rot before being used.

By 10:35 we had finished a run of almost an hour on an unpaved dusty road. They do not pave 

because they get over a hundred inches of rain and the water pressure under the pavement just pops 

it off.

At the gravel coach terminal, which I think is in Pavona, we were given a ticket to the “deluxe 

bathroom” – it was not. Then we boarded our narrow river runner, powered by twin 175 HP 

outboards, for the over one hour run to the lodge.

We started off on the rapid Rio Suerte, dodging all sorts of hazards. Then we went into the Laguna 

Penitencia, coming from Nicaragua, and down into the Tortuguero Lagoon. At times Hector gunned 
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it to a blazing 39 kph.

Johnny, the local guide, had us listening to the spider monkeys and pointed out a Little Blue Heron, 

a wooden Happy Face, a Green Iguana, Green Macaws and two Anhingas of the cormorant family). I

“shot” all but the macaws.

We were docked at the Pachiro Lodge by 12:25 and soon had a cooling fruit punch in our hands. I 

was wearing shorts, a T-shirt and my Keen sandals – it was hot and humid, and I suspected wet 

would follow.

The first order of business was a buffet lunch, with particularly spicy meat balls.

We went to find our cabins afterwards and I was pleasantly surprised. This roughing it was going to 

be OK. The air conditioning was a screened window, I had a rotating ceiling fan, a shower and a 

flush toilet. Better than a tank.

We gathered at the dock at 14:30 for the short trip over to the peninsula on which the airstrip and 

the tiny village of Tortuguero is situated. By the way, the last time I flew onto that airstrip on a 

deHavilland Twin Otter – the better way.

The trip over to the Turtle Conservancy took all of three minutes. Once ashore we watched a video 

on the seminal work that Dr. Archie Carr had done in the late 1950s. Before that the local economy 

was mostly based on the extractive use of green turtles. The Sea Turtle Conservancy was established 

in 1959 to protect the turtles and to develop alternates for the natives.

The turtles go back about 100 million years, to the Age of Dinosaurs. A turtle can live about 100 

years. I had a rather thrilling experience snorkelling with sea turtles in the Galapagos in the freezing 

Humboldt Current. Since the protective measures have been in place, there has been a 500% 

increase in turtle nesting activity.

We walked along the very beach the female turtles crawl up to lay their eggs. Then we entered the 

village of Tortuguero.

We had until 16:30 to explore this outpost on the Caribbean. Well, it was tired the last time I was 

here and now it is in worse shape. The whole economy must be based on tourism, but little has been 

done to spruce it up a bit. We took the return boat and started making plans for a very early start the

next morning.
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As I type this I can hear Howler Monkeys announcing sundown. I rather expect they will be my 

alarm clock at sunrise on the second morning. By the way, a male Howler is louder than a bull 

elephant, although I must admit that I forgot to bring a bull elephant to validate that claim.

After the Howlers gave up the cicadas took over with their raucous and irritating noise. The odd bird

squawked from its roost just to add a bit of novelty. Basically, the jungle is not very quiet at night.

Thinking ahead I went to program my alarm clock for the 04:30 start tomorrow – battery dead. The 

spare battery is in my suitcase in the belly of the coach. Not to worry, the Howlers are going get a 

taste of their own medicine when my iPad air raid siren goes off before dawn.

The buffet dinner this first evening was set for 18:45 hrs. They are really heavy on refried beans and 

rice – we have had both with every meal. With little else to do at night, it was an early bedtime.
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