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Sparkling beaches, rain forest exploration and
coffee massages (seriously) add to the diverse
allure of Costa Rica. BY ANNIE SHUSTRIN
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By Annie Shustrin

TR AVE L

Sparkling beaches, rain forest exploration
and coffee massages (seriously)
add to the diverse allure of COSTA RICA.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: The Finca Rosa Blanca coffee plantation offers organic coffee
fields, relaxing drinks and beans galore. Gallo pinto, a national dish in Costa Rica, is shown with
the must-use Lizano sauce. Other attractions include a thermal bath and olive ridley sea turtles.
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: FINCA ROSA BLANCA (3); THORNTON COHEN/ALAMY; ATLANTIDE PHOTOTRAVEL/CORBIS; BILL CURTSINGER/GETTY IMAGES

P

ura Vida . It’s the phrase delivered
ubiquitously throughout Costa Rica as a
greeting, a farewell and a thank-you. It’s
also what my waiter at the Los Suenos
Marriott Ocean & Golf Resort’s Puesta Del Sol bar said
to me as he handed me a cocktail made with Cacique,
a liquor that is Costa Rica’s national spirit. I sipped it
slowly at a table that overlooked the Pacific Ocean. The
glass began to sweat in the humidity as the sun slipped
below the horizon. I was fi nally feeling the contentedness Pura Vida seems to encourage.
On previous trips to Costa Rica, I’ve made sure to
pack my days with the most popular activities: zip-lining
through the Monteverde cloud forest, surfing the Pacific,
searching for sloths in Manuel Antonio National Park.
While these activities are main attractions for Costa
Rica’s thousands of visitors each year, they are only an
introduction to this country’s signature adventurous —
yet laid-back — lifestyle: Pura Vida. The direct translation is “Pure Life,” but it’s meant as a reminder that we
should live our lives to the fullest.
Costa Rica is located in Central America north of Panama and south of Nicaragua. Its Pacific coast is known
for world-class surf breaks and sunset views, while the
Caribbean coast is wild and less developed. In between
sits a diverse landscape of rain forests, mountains and
volcanoes, all teeming with wildlife and insects. A national focus on preserving those environments has made
Costa Rica a darling of the world’s green movement — it’s
ranked the fifth-greenest country by the Environmental
Performance Index. It’s also ranked No. 1 in the Happy
Planet Index, a measure of well-being, life expectancy
and ecological footprint.
Experiencing Pura Vida is a must for any visitor,
which is why it was my mission on a recent trip. I sought
out the most uniquely Costa Rican activities I could find
in hopes of discovering what it feels like to live the Costa
Rican pure life.
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Pura Vida Lesson 1: eat and drink LocaL.

One of the most enjoyable ways to learn
about Costa Rican culture is through food.
That means not only trying local dishes
such as gallo pinto (the national dish of rice,
beans and Lizano sauce) but also learning
about the foods fundamental to traditional
and modern cuisine.

Pineapples, bananas and sugar are important staples, but coffee has helped define
Costa Rica both culturally and economically
for centuries. Before local coffee was revered
as some of the best in the world, it was sold
unroasted as a commodity. It wasn’t until
passionate boutique producers began roasting their beans locally in the 1950s that Costa
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Ricans and the rest of the world took notice.
At the Finca Rosa Blanca coffee plantation, I found a greater appreciation for my
daily Americano through a tour of the organic coffee fields. Leo Vergnani, my guide,
taught me about farming practices and coffee roasting. Most importantly, Vergnani
was passionate about sustainability and
organic farming. “There was no name for
organic farming before the green movement
of the 1950s and 1960s,” he said. “Back then,
this was it. Organic farming is not a trend.
It’s a necessity.” At Finca Rosa Blanca, only
organic techniques are used in coffee cultivation to ensure a high-quality product and
little damage to the environment.
After the tour I had a true farm-to-table
experience with a coffee-infused lunch at
the plantation’s El Tigre Vestido restaurant,
whose dishes incorporate coffee with traditional local plants like the tiquisque root
(a starchy, potato-like root vegetable) and
guineo (unripened, green bananas). Morefamiliar ingredients such as tamarind, ginger and tomatoes are also used. The coffee
gave each dish deeper flavor, whether it be a
roasted tomato soup, a red wine-and-coffee
reduction or a homemade coffee ice cream.
Pura Vida on a plate.
Pura Vida Lesson 2: exPLore nature.

PROGRAMA EN ESPAÑOL.*

LOS LÍDERES SE HACEN
DISTINGUIR DE LOS DEMÁS.
HAZTE DISTINGUIR CON EL GLOBAL EXECUTIVE
MBA DE LA UNIVERSIDAD DE MIAMI.
Programa en español para ejecutivos, emprendedores
y profesionales de América Latina.*
Facultad reconocida en América Latina con amplia
experiencia académica y profesional.
Plan de estudios con una perspectiva global y énfasis en
gerencia estratégica.
Red mundial amplia y activa de ex alumnos.
Siete sesiones de 2 semanas durante un período de 18 meses.
*Comprensión de Inglés escrito es necesario.
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With more than 25 national parks and 58
wildlife refuges, it’s not surprising that one
of Costa Rica’s main draws is its diverse
environment. It’s common to spend time
exploring the rain forests and observing
wildlife, so I scouted offbeat activities to
engage with nature.
On a hot day in the rainy season, a canyoning tour is an adventurous way to cool off.
If you’ve wanted to repel down waterfalls
in the rain forest, this is your chance. The
Desafio Adventure Company, based near
the Arenal volcano, offers half-day trips
to the Lost Canyon, where you can repel a
series of refreshing waterfalls, including
a guided repel from a 200-foot cascade.
Instead of taking a traditional day hike
through the sticky rain forest, I turned
on my flashlight and joined a night hike.
Searching for tarantulas, snakes, tree frogs
and other nocturnal creatures in the darkness at the Monteverde Wildlife Refuge is
fascinating and frightening. While I’m terrified of spiders, day or night, this tour is a
true testament to Costa Rica’s biodiversity.
Along the coasts, seeing a baby sea turtle
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at night is a rainy-season treat. From July
to November, the Pacific and Caribbean
shores are crowded with turtle hatchlings
scurrying from their sandy nests to the sea.
In Tortuguero on the northeastern Caribbean coast, many • Continued on Page 48
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AIRPORT PARKING AT

THE PARKING SPOT

*15% off with a Saturday night stay. 10% off without a Saturday night stay.
Coupon valid at all Parking Spot locations. Offer expires February 28,
2014. This original coupon must be surrendered, no photocopies accepted.
Coupon may not be combined with any other offer. Coupon not valid for
On-Airport Valet at DFW. ©2013 TPS Parking Management, LLC. The
Parking Spot and the spotted shuttle design are trademarks of TPS
Parking Management, LLC.
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Kuö spa costa Rica maRRiott
La Ribera de Belen, Heredia, Costa Rica
(506) 2298-0266
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Continued from Page 45 • beachside ac-

commodations offer night tours to visitors
hoping to spot green, leatherback and loggerhead turtles (among others) in action.
Conservation groups such as Turtle Trax
in the Guanacaste province run programs,
along with nonprofit PRETOMA (official
name: Programa Restauración de Tortugas

Marinas), focused on protecting or relocating beach nests and tagging adult turtles. For
travelers looking to get involved, there are
volunteer programs available with a commitment of only one week.

Pura Vida mentality. Therefore, indulging
in rejuvenating and therapeutic experiences
is essential.
The Kuö Spa at the Costa Rica Marriott
Hotel San Jose is less than 15 minutes by
car from the Juan Santamaría International

Pura Vida Lesson 3: reLax.

Relaxation is the keystone of the easygoing

the Kuö Spa
at the Costa
Rica Marriott

OK, repeat
after me!

Litigators learn their craft.

RESULTS COUNT
At Rose • Walker, we’re trial lawyers.
We have the winning record you can count on.

Trial lawyers for business people.®
Dallas | Los Angeles
214.752.8600 626.765. 3000
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Through these atypical
adventures, I found a personal
version of Pura Vida — and
maybe that’s the secret to the
life-is-wonderful attitude that
defines Costa Rican culture.
Airport, yet it sits on a coffee plantation with
sweeping views of the rugged Central Range
mountains. The spa facility is luxuriously
designed to feature materials characteristic
of the area and incorporate spiritual values of the indigenous Cabecar people. “The
spa is designed with many open areas for
more contact with nature,” says spa director
Danilo Dominguez. “We also use coffee in
the decor at the Kuö Spa to signify the transformation you’ll experience.” Some of the
spa’s signature treatments are inspired by
volcanic ash and other natural ingredients,
but my favorite is a scrub and massage using
grounds from coffee grown on-site.
A visit to one of Costa Rica’s volcanic
hot springs is an outdoor take on a traditional spa experience. The Arenal region is
home to Costa Rica’s most popular pocket
of hot springs, with facilities ranging from
luxurious to traditional. For a local Costa
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Rican experience, the family-owned Eco
Termales hot spring offers four pools to a
limited crowd while the popular Tabacon
Grand Spa Thermal Resort hot spring offers
more services.
An offbeat way to merge Costa Rica’s outdoors with fitness is to take a yoga course
on a stand-up paddleboard. “I can’t quite
describe the feeling of floating on water and
seeing the coastline of Costa Rica from an
altered view through [the yoga position
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WeatherTech.com · 800-441-6287
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For US Customers :
WeatherTech.com

a national focus on preserving
those environments has
made costa rica a darling of
the world’s green movement
— it’s ranked the fifth-greenest
country by the environmental
Performance index.
of ] downward-facing dog,” says instructor Rachel Robinette of outdoor outfitter
Kaludus. “Being in an outdoor space without
limits heightens our senses and allows us
to be more present in the moment and in
the practice.” Robinette is trained in yoga
and as a surfer, and it’s quite impressive
to see her demonstrate a headstand in the
middle of Herradura Bay. My sunset lesson
right offshore from the Los Suenos Marriott
Ocean & Golf Resort was restorative and
ultimately helped me relax more than any
yoga or stand-up paddleboard session that
I have had before.
Through these atypical adventures, I
found a personal version of Pura Vida —
and maybe that’s the secret to the lifeis-wonderful attitude that defines Costa
Rican culture. It’s different for everyone,
as long as each day is full of delight and
appreciation. For me, enjoying Costa Rica
with a setting sun or a unique twist is how
I truly relaxed: surrounded by nature, enjoying a cocktail by the beach. Pura Vida.
Annie ShuStrin is a travel writer and a blogger who
seeks Pura Vida at her home base in Brooklyn, N.Y.
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