Faulty Firsts
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San Jose, Costa Rica – We paid two dollars US to take a taxi from the Courtyard Marriott to the nearby shopping center.  Hotel staff had encouraged us not to walk due to “safety concerns.” They were not talking about the traffic.  Many of the homes in and around San Jose are surrounded by walls topped with concertina wire.  The doorman at the Marriott was flanked by a security guard armed with a very obvious large revolver.

But this is not an accurate description of life in Costa Rica.  San Jose is a large city, and, not unlike its American counterparts, has crime issues.  Fear, however, is not the pervasive issue for the casual visitor.  Rather it is an immediate awareness that the world has become much smaller, and much more homogenized. 

While traveling about San Jose, I saw computer use in stores and businesses comparable to that in any large American city.  My internet connection at the Marriott was faster than my DSL connection at home.  The shopping malls were crowded and featured the same trendy chain stores and boutiques found in malls in Seattle, New York, or Miami.  GAP, Footlocker, even Office Depot – all the usual suspects of American retailing - were present.  The fast food court looked exactly the same and was a who’s who of American fast food: McDonald’s, Burger King, Pizza Hut, Popeyes’s.  I flew 2000 miles for this??

But, just a few kilometers outside of San Jose, the scenario changes dramatically.  Coffee plantations of lush beauty are sliced by narrow winding, mountainous roads leading to quaint villages and massive volcanoes.  I soon found myself eating wonderfully different meals at small restaurants owned and operated by local Costa Ricans of great warmth and friendly hospitality.

So, as a first-time visitor to this fascinating Central American country, I learned what I should have known from my own country:  you cannot, and should not, judge a nation by first impressions.  Whether in Costa Rica or in the U.S., you need to get out of the large cities and smell the roses, or in this case, the coffee.

I thought you might like to know.
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