
Embracing ‘Pure Vida’:
Exploring Costa Rica
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A
checkout dive at the beginning of a vacation is sup-

posed to give you a chance to adjust your buoyancy 

and make sure all your gear is functioning properly. 

Sites are typically shallow, protected from challenging con-

ditions, such as strong currents or surges, and maybe even a 

little bland. Such dives may seem as perfunctory as show-

ing the operator your certification card or signing the inevi-

table liability release waiver. The more frequently you dive 

throughout the year, the more likely you are to mentally skip 

the first one because you know the good stuff does not start 

until dive number two. 

My checkout dive at Manuelita’s Coral Gardens off the 

northern tip of Cocos Island, Costa Rica, is running true to 

form. I admit the 36-hour crossing from the mainland left me 

itching to get in the water. And the marine life in this shel-

tered, inner side of the islet is abundant with whitetip reef 

sharks (Triaenodon obesus) laying on the sand and schools 

of fish, such as blue striped snapper (Lutjanus virdis), thick 

in all directions. Still, my thoughts are already focused on 

the pelagics I might see later in the morning. 

I compose shots in the viewfinder of my camera to test the 

strobes and settings. All seems to be in order, so I decide to 

look for subjects to photograph to warm up for the real div-

ing. Just as I round a large rock, I literally come face to face 

with a 6-foot (1.8 m) scalloped hammerhead shark (Sphyrna 

lewini). Both the shark and I are startled. I raise my camera 

to fire off a couple of hurried frames as the hammerhead 

spins to retreat. This brief encounter has forever redefined 

my perception of a “checkout” dive, just as Costa Rica, as 

a whole, continues to enlighten me on the concept of pura 

vida, which simultaneously means “pure life,” “good life” 

and “full of life.” Costa Rica is definitely full of life.

Nexus of the Americas
The Republic of Costa Rica is situated in the middle of the 

Central American isthmus and is bordered by the Caribbean 

Sea to the east, the Pacific Ocean to the west, Nicaragua to 

the north and Panama to the south. It is the second-smallest 

country in the region at 19,730 square miles (51,298 sq km), 

which makes it slightly smaller than the state of West Vir-

ginia in the United States. This is definitely one time when 

size does not matter, as Costa Rica possesses a remarkable 5 

percent of the world’s biodiversity. It is easily the most bio-

diverse country on the planet in the number of species per 

6,215 square miles (16,159 sq km). 
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Prevailing geological theory suggests 

Costa Rica’s biodiversity is the result of 

colliding plates of the Earth’s crust. The 

Caribbean plate moving west and the 

Pacific Cocos plate moving east ignited 

volcanic eruptions that created subma-

rine volcanoes. Subsequent layers of 

cooled lava extended the peaks past the 

ocean’s surface and formed a volcanic 

island archipelago. Even the area be-

tween the isolated islands was eventual-

ly filled in to form one continuous land 

bridge connecting the two continents. 

These relentless eruptions uniquely 

positioned Costa Rica in the heart of 

the new isthmus and formed the coun-

try’s varied topography of four mountain 

ranges (known as cordilleras: Guana-

caste, Tilaran, Central and Talamanca), 

volcanoes (active volcanoes include Are-

nal, Irazu, Miravalles, Poas, Rincon and 

Turrialba), elevated valleys, lowlands 

and sandy coasts. The country was then 

populated by plant and animal species, 

as well as people, that migrated south 

from North America and north from South 

America. The dynamic climate and physical characteristics 

associated with each topographical group either trapped or se-

duced would-be passers-by into staying put.

Weather can change dramatically according to where and 

when you travel within the country. Global positioning, topogra-

phy and trade winds predominantly dictate these fluctuations. 

The nation is located 8-10 degrees north of the equator 

and thus receives consistent amounts of sunlight year-round. 

Temperatures range from tropical to temperate, according to 

terrain elevations. The Caribbean coast averages 82 degrees 

Fahrenheit (28 degrees Celsius), the Pacific coast 89 F (32 

C), the Central Valley 72 F (22 C) and the upper mountains 

areas 40-50 F (4-10 C). 

Precipitation, not temperature, is the variable that is season-

al. Rainfall is primarily determined by the interaction of the 

prevailing northeasterly trade winds and the typography. The 

Caribbean coast and east-facing slopes of the elevated regions 

receive the most annual rainfall. Dry season, which Costa 

Ricans refer to as “summer,” generally lasts from December 

to April. Rainy season (also known as the “green” season or 

“winter”) is loosely penciled in for May to November. 

Christopher Columbus discovered and named both Hon-

duras and Costa Rica during his fourth and last voyage to the 

New World. When he landed near what is now Costa Rica’s 

major Caribbean port of Limon, he was met by friendly na-

tives wearing gold and jade. His flattering description of the 

land as a “rich coast” resulted in its eventual name (Costa 

Rica means rich coast in Spanish) and sent greedy conquista-

dors scurrying to their boats. 
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The scalloped hammerhead shark is a “regular” on Cocos’ reefs.

Costa Rica is a nature lover’s 

paradise, with plenty of 

outdoor activities to thrill 

adrenaline junkies.



    

The Spanish conquistadors were ex-

pecting a “rich coast” of gold and pre-

cious gems when they arrived. Instead, 

they found an inhospitable land of jungles, 

mountains and fierce natives. Their failed 

attempts to invade the Caribbean coast 

finally forced them to focus on Pacific as-

saults. The Spanish were not able to colo-

nize the Central Valley until the latter half 

of the century. Their lengthy and costly 

fight to win the land, their inability to lo-

cate substantial gold deposits and the lim-

ited number of resident slaves (European 

diseases and violence decimated the na-

tives) caused the eye of the Spanish Empire 

to forever turn from the land. 

The Spanish settlers who remained 

realized there were no get-rich-quick 

schemes available and committed to 

working the land. They infused Costa 

Rica with legacies of their language 

(Spanish is the primary spoken lan-

guage), their religion (more than 70 

percent are Roman Catholics) and their 

commitment to a hard-working middle 

class. Most modern-day Costa Ricans 

are descendants of these Spanish work-

ers or other Europe settlers.

Costa Rica has been a peaceful demo-

cratic republic since 1899, except for a 

brief period as a dictatorship from 1917 

to 1919 and bloody civil war in 1948. Jose 

Figueres Ferrer successfully led the revolt 

that lasted six weeks. He then served as 

the temporary leader for the transitional 

government for 18 months and ushered in 

monumental changes, such as the abol-

ishment of the country’s armed forces 

and a new Constitution that emphasized 

Costa Rica’s identity as a peaceful, liberal 

and democratic country. 

Cocos is King
Cocos Island is a remote, uninhab-

ited, volcanic island that was birthed 

from the seafloor in the same manner 

as the islands that combined to form the 

Central American isthmus. Located 300 

miles (480 km) southwest from the port 

city of Puntarenas in the Tropical East 

Pacific Ocean, the island is only acces-

sible by boat. Live-aboard operators of-

fering regular trips include the Okeanos 

Aggressor, the Sea Hunter, the Undersea 

Hunter and the Wind Dancer. 



Costa Rica

Nicaragua

Honduras

Panama
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Location: 1,545 miles (2,472 km) southeast of Houston, 

in Central America. 

Size: Slightly smaller than the state of Tennessee in the 

United States at 19,730 square miles (51,298 sq km). 

Population: 4.5 million.

Capital: San José.

Getting there: American Airlines, Continental Airlines, 

Delta and TACA offer regular flights between the United 

States and San José.

Departure tax/visa: $26 departure tax in U.S. dollars. A 

90-day stay is typically granted upon entry. Visas are not 

required for U.S. visitors.

Currency: Costa Rica Colons (CRC), U.S. dollars and 

credit cards are widely accepted. 

Driving: Rental cars, motorcycles, mopeds and bicycles 

are available. Drive on the right side of the road.

Electricity: 120 volts, 60 cycles, with outlets that use 

U.S.-style plugs. 

Language: Spanish is the official language.

Time: Greenwich Mean Time minus six hours.

Hyperbaric chamber: On the mainland.

Climate and dress: Climate is tropical in the costal low-

lands and tropical to downright cold in the mountain-

ous interior depending upon your elevation. Check for 

the average temperatures for the locations and in the 

seasons you will be traveling. 

San José

Cocos is unique in many ways. It is the only island in 

the Eastern Pacific realm that supports high-altitude cloud 

and rain forests. These densely wooded areas receive more 

than 23 feet (7 m) of rain annually and are home to a diverse 

number of flora and fauna that were originally carried to the 

island on currents of air or water or in boats. Many of the 

marine and terrestrial species are endemic. Cocos was desig-

nated as a World Heritage site in 1997 and is the keystone of 

Costa Rica’s famous national park system.

The island’s abundant supply of fresh water and secluded 

location beckoned pirates, whalers and other sailors over the 

centuries. Cocos presented these seafarers with a safe harbor 

and the opportunity to replenish their supplies. Descendants 

of pigs and deer that were originally brought to the island as 

self-perpetuating sources of meat are still present. 

The island’s history and natural beauty are indeed fasci-

nating, but they often seem to pale in comparison with its 

incredible marine life. The deep waters surrounding Cocos 

are consistently bathed with nutrient-rich currents that carry 

food to the underwater inhabitants and attract a variety of 

pelagics, including sharks, rays, dolphins and even whales. 

Many well-traveled divers and seasoned dive professionals 

rank Cocos as the ultimate diving destination.

Cocos is a challenging dive destination suitable for expe-

rienced divers only. Strong currents, deceptive surges and 

jagged barnacles are among the variables that can make the 

dives challenging. The island’s relative isolation is also a crit-

ical consideration. When you get on a boat headed to Cocos, 

you literally are “getting away from it all.” 

Water temperatures typically range from 75 to 82 F (24 

to 28 C), but unexpected thermoclines may suddenly make 

you think someone has just doused you with icy water. A 

full 5-mm wet suit, hood, gloves and boots should protect 

you from the temperature fluctuations, sharp barnacles and 



    

prickly longspine black urchins (Diadema setosum) that of-

ten send visitors home with a special Cocos tattoo. A safety 

sausage or SMB (surface marker buoy) with at least 20 feet (6 

m) of line and an audible surface-signaling device, such as a 

DiveAlert, are mandatory. Though not required, a nitrox cer-

tification will help you safely maximize your bottom time. 

Expect the Unexpected
Divemaster Edwar Herreno has developed the perfect re-

sponse to guests who ask him if they will see “X” on the next 

dive. He simply smiles, shakes his head and says, “50/50.” 

You could ask him if you will see sand or a mermaid and 

receive the same reply. There is a tremendous amount of wis-

dom and understanding in that short answer.

For example, my buddy and I were the last two people left 

in the panga at the start of a dive at Dirty Rock, a famous 

rock formation favored by shark aficionados around the 

world. Just as we were about to enter the water, an enormous 

humpback whale breached 60 feet (18 m) away. We merely 

stared at one another with mouths agape and waited to see if 

the whale would breach again. It did. 

I have encountered 45-foot (14-m) whale sharks (Rhincodon 

typus), squadrons of majestic eagle rays (Aetobatus narinari) 

and schools of scalloped hammerheads during my dives around 

Cocos. Yet, the most mesmerizing spectacle involved a creature 

I had begun to overlook after my first two days of diving. Nu-

merous whitetip reef sharks are seemingly omnipresent around 

Cocos. You generally find them lying in the sand, tucked under 

a ledge or effortlessly gliding in the current. Whitetips tend to 

blend into the scenery. But occasionally they mass in huge ag-

gregations near dusk to comb the reef and hunt together. I once 

literally stood in the sand near the outer edge of Manuelita as 

hundreds of whitetips swam over my head, flowed around my 

body and even passed through my legs as I watched in awe. It 

reminded me of a moving highway of gray that knew no end. Of 

course, both the line of sharks and my dive eventually came to 

an end. But the experience is one of many Cocos revelations that 

are forever ingrained in my memory. 

Zippy Adventures on Land
Costa Rica is a nature lover’s paradise, as well as world-

class destination for adrenaline junkies — surfers, zip line 

fans, bungee cord enthusiasts and white water rafting devo-

tees. More than 25 percent of Costa Rica’s land is under the 

protection of its national park and reserves system. Most of 

them are easily accessible to visitors. 

I recommend researching the various options well in ad-

vance of your trip and then prioritizing the most interesting 

selections. I also suggest you hire a Costa Rican naturalist to 

serve as your guide. A guide can help you make the best use 

of your time by taking you to the right places at the right time 

in order to optimize your chances of seeing the animals and 

doing the activities that matter most.

Manuel Antonio National Park is one of my favorite places. 

Though it is the smallest of the national parks, it is the second-

most visited park in the country. Manuel Antonio offers four 

Pacific beaches and jungle trails that put you close to more 

than 100 species of mammals, such as brown-throated three-

toed sloths (Bradypus variegatus) and mantled howler mon-

keys (Alouatta palliata), and about 200 species of birds, like 

fiery-billed aracaris (Pteroglossus frantzii). How close can you 

get to the wildlife? I have seen white-faced capuchin monkeys 

(Cebus capucinus) steal juice boxes out of the hands of un-

wary children and the backpacks of equally clueless parents.

If I had to pick one place to take my family outside the 

United States to walk on the wild side, Costa Rica would be 

my choice. Its location is convenient, its politics refreshing 

and its commitment to sustaining its amazing biodiversity 

unparalleled. You can have breakfast on the Costa Rican Ca-

ribbean coast in the morning, visit a volcano in the country’s 

interior during lunch and watch the sunset over the Pacific 

ocean at dinner to complete your perfect day. Cocos Island 

makes diving dreams come true. Together, Costa Rica and 

Cocos Island are what pura vida is all about.

Rocky outcroppings features chutes and  

tunnels teeming with colorful marine life.


