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D re a m
de stination

I
f you were to be granted
an infinite amount of
free time and an
infinite supply of cash,
what would be your
dream holiday

destination? Disneyland? Vegas?
The Great Lakes? Oz? Why not let
your imagination take flight... and
share with us your wildest
wanderlust wish list. Each week
we will publish a reader’s number
one dream destination. Email
yours (200 words max) to
sparker@westernmorningnews or
post it to Simon Parker WMN
Studio 5-11 Millbay Road
Plymouth PL1 3LF. Today it’s the
turn of M Perkins from Bristol.
Until this week’s revelations
about the role of some of the
country’s financial firms acting as
covers for despicable tax dodgers
from around the world, the only
thing I associated with Panama
was a canal and hats. But having a
good old google this morning, I
find it could well be my very own
dream destination. I have no
ambition to tuck away my state
pension in an offshore account in
a bid to avoid contributing to our
public services, but I would
definitely like to visit Panama’s
offshore attractions. Tranquilo
Bay has to be one of the best
named locations anywhere. With
calm waters and densely forested
low islands, it teems with wildlife.
Porpoises and flying fish leap
from the sea, watched by sloths
hanging high in the trees. Then
there is the Bocas del Toro, a
group of more than sixty islands
boasting sandy beaches,
mangroves, and plenty more
wildlife. Add to this the Central
American country’s tradition of
hospitality and good music, and
Panama is clearly far too good for
the sort of greedy leeches we’ve
been reading about in the media
this week.
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F
ollowing the
launch of new
flights direct from
the UK (BA
introduces its
London to San
Jose route at the
end of this month)
there has never
been a better time

to discover the lush cloud forests and
stunning coastline of Costa Rica, a small
but perfectly formed slice of Central
America.

With a developed yet sustainable tourism
infrastructure, a myriad of landscapes and
abundant wildlife in a relatively small area,
plus plenty of opportunities to get off the
beaten track, Costa Rica is an independent
t r ave l l e r ’s dream. We designed our own
itinerary and hired a 4x4 for 18 days,
splitting our time between trekking the
mountains and forests of the interior and
enjoying laid-back beach time.

San Jose itself has a certain amount of
colonial grandeur to immerse yourself in
when arriving or departing. We splashed
out on a night at the Grand de Oro, a lavish
“Tropical Victorian” mansion with a
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A touch of the exotic

beautiful central courtyard and an
excellent fine-dining restaurant. But I have
to admit that we skipped the rest of the
city’s charms; we just couldn’t wait to get
on the road.

Our first destination was the national
park surrounding Volcan Arenal, one of
the world’s most active volcanoes. Basing
ourselves at Rancho Margot, an eco-lodge
within the park itself, we embarked on
several days of trekking – negotiating old
lava flows and climbing to viewpoints to
admire the incredible scenery. The
pinnacle of our time here was a six-hour
trek to Cerro Chato, a lake-filled volcanic
crater which can only be reached by
climbing through dense forest alive with
wildlife into ever-thicker cloud.

A day’s drive around Laguna de Arenal
(a manmade lake which acts as a reservoir
and hydroelectricity generator) took us to
the remote and less-visited Parque
Nacional Volcan Tenorio. The Celeste
Mountain Lodge, our home for five blissful
nights, is one of the most memorable
places we’ve ever stayed. If the average
Bond villain was also an avid
conservationist with a penchant for stylish
sustainable architecture, this would be his

lair (it’s actually the domain of perfect
hosts Joel and Selma). Much of the
building is open to the elements, with
wooden walkways, viewing platforms and
internal courtyard gardens surrounding
the communal dining area, and a hot tub
warmed by an innovative gas furnace.

From our bedroom perched on the
mountainside, we witnessed the
surrounding forest awaking every
morning and the clouds rolling up and
down the valley, whilst vultures circled
overhead and brightly coloured birds and
hummingbirds flitted around the hotel
gardens. Three meals a day (packed
lunches suit most guests) are included in
the room rates, and the food – a fusion of
European and local “tica” style – was
d e l i c i o u s.

The hotel has its own extensive area of
primary rainforest which the owners have
opened up with a trail using
sound-reduction matting; a walk through
this pristine environment is a magical
experience. However the main attraction
nearby is the Rio Celeste hike, which takes
you to a waterfall, lagoon and hot springs
along the course of a milky-blue river.

Another highlight of this area of

Northern Costa Rica is Cano Negro, a
wetland area which is home to a plethora
of bird species. We spent an incredible few
hours with Don Lolo – a local legend who
has spent all of his eight decades living
and working on these peaceful waterways.
We saw numerous species of herons
(including a boat-billed colony) and
kingfishers (the tiny, brightly-coloured
pygmy was my favourite) as well as
squabbling monkeys and sun-bathing
iguanas in almost every tree. We also saw
several wily caiman lying perfectly still by
the water’s edge and, much to Don Lolo’s
joy, a huge crocodile which eerily
disappeared slowly beneath the water as
we passed.

After these adventures, it was time to
head to the coast for a week of pure
relaxation. The Nicoya Peninsula on the
Pacific Coast was our destination, and we
split our time between three hotels. Villa
Deevena at Playa Negra stood out for its
great food (the chef/owner previously
cooked for the rich and famous of LA at the
Regency Club), whereas Latitude 10 was
memorable for open-air Balinese-style
villas and jungle bathrooms. Finally Casa
Chameleon was the epitome of luxury, with

a private infinity pool overlooking lush
c o a s t l i n e.

It was time to make our way back to the
Central Valley, the area around San Jose,
for our flight home. We just had time to
squeeze in two nights on a coffee
plantation – the perfect opportunity to
stock up on one of Costa Rica’s biggest
exports. Finca Rosa Blanca is a quirky
lodge perched on the hills above San Jose
where, as well as suites filled with
eye-catching artwork and unique
architectural features, organic
shade-grown coffee is produced to the
highest standard.

A tour and tasting reveals the precise
techniques behind the whole process;
yo u ’ll never thoughtlessly glug at a cup of
over-roasted robusta again.

Our epic trip had come to an end but we
hope to return one day, as we still felt we
had hardly scratched the surface of this
amazing country. With its two beautiful
coastlines, huge areas set aside as national
parks, its rich and diverse wildlife, a
relaxed and friendly atmosphere, great
food, stunning hotels and endless activities
on offer, Costa Rica is a destination which
just keeps on giving.
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