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Naranjo, a locally born guide who know the area better than any one else on the earth 
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In Guanacaste, on the western edge of Santa Rosa National Park, titanic cylinders of cobalt energy rumble up to the Pacific sands, announcing their power with a thunderous roar. 

Beyond these tumultuous breakers sits a fleet of boats, each one loaded with a cargo of excited surfers. I watch them from the water’s edge as they leap overboard, whooping like Texans, excited as schoolchildren at the zoo. It’s understandable. Naranjo beach, Costa Rica’s surfing Mecca, is reputed to be one of the best breaks on the planet. 

Behind them, Witches Rock rises from the roiling sea, an ancient islet predating the rest of the region by millions of years, and home to a terrible banshee. Local fishermen tell of spine-chilling howls in the middle of the night. Skeptical geologists claim the sound is only wind blowing through a cave, but the fisher folk claim the legend is real. 

Today, the surfers glide like oil across the waves, riding tubes and gunning down faces like skiers in an avalanche. They cannot see my envious scowl from where they play, an indelible bitterness born out from a complete lack of ability. 

I just know I am missing out on something wonderful. I cannot surf. 

Encounters with leatherback turtles, while increasingly more rare, are possible at Naranjo 
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Monkeying around in Santa Rosa 
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“You live where?” I remember once being asked incredulously by an Australian surfer in Tamarindo. “I live on Naranjo beach,” I repeated, “I study turtles there.” He was incredulous: “And you don’t surf? Jeez, you disabled or something?” 

The next day I purchased a surfboard. My initial forays went badly. I chafed my nipples, swallowed two gallons of brine, bent my spine the wrong way and snapped the board in two. The whole experience was like being locked into a washing machine with an ironing board for company. 

Consecutive endeavors faired just as miserably, and I finally gave up after some girls saw me and laughed. 

So, if you’re like me, and can’t surf for peanuts, is there really any point in going to Naranjo? 

Obviously I still envy those strapping young dudes, but also I pity them, for their obsession keeps them from exploring. By not straying from the waves, they are missing out on one of the most beautiful and biologically diverse places on earth. 

Despite Naranjo’s international fame, the horrible access road guarantees an absence of crowds. Expert drivers might be able to weave through the sixteen-kilometer journey in around an hour, but normal people eventually abandon their cars halfway in favor of walking the rest. 

Upon eventual arrival, you will be greeted by an armada of hermit crabs and big black iguanas. There will be no music, no traffic, and no crowds, because there are no hotels, no communications and no power lines – it’s all 100% pura vida. 

Sunset at Wiches Rock, one of Costa Rica's most beautiful beach destinations 
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Behind the beach is a towering forest of evergreen giants, home to a multitude of animals and insects. Naranjo is part of the much larger Guanacaste Conservation Area, a World Heritage Site where man’s hand will never reach: it’s all trees that will never be cut and animals that will never be shot. 

However, it nearly was not so. In 1969 plans were underway to create a beach resort, which would have resulted in the destruction of the area’s wilderness. But thanks to a scientist named Kenton Miller and forward-thinking Costa Rican government officials, the plans did not go ahead. Miller had just finished an official investigation into potential sites for national parks and recommended that the Naranjo Valley and beach be included as part of the newly designated Santa Rosa National Park. 

As a result, the only accommodations available are the ones you can bring and erect yourself, and a night spent camping under the stars is one of the most pleasurable experiences you can have – much more rewarding than an air-conditioned hotel room. 

Spectacled owls are commonly seen by those who take the time to look carefully 
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Camping in an exellent way to intimately experience a national park 
Photo By Dale Morris 
Click to Enlarge! 
During the darkest hours the sound of surf is joined by whistling owls and night jars, howling coyotes and the occasional throaty roar of a far-off jaguar. 

On the beach, leatherback turtles emerge from the sea to lay their eggs. Don’t count on seeing one, though. Unlike in years gone by, the use of unregulated fishing nets and long lines are killing them off, making them rare. Crocodiles are more numerous though, and I recall almost soiling myself the first time I illuminated one of the beasts in my flashlight beam just two paces ahead of my standing on it. They love to idle in the open, luxuriating in the radiant warmth of the night time sands. 

So far I have not been eaten, nor has anybody else. 

However, despite the isolation Naranjo, like the rest of Costa Rica, suffers its share of petty crime. Valuables often vanish from unattended tents. Jewelry, watches and money are ignored. Chocolate bars, cookies, and peanut butter are not. This time I forgot to lock up my carton of cheap red wine, and it was gone when I returned from the showers. 

The historical Casona de Santa Rosa National Park is the focal point for Costa Rican history 
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Park Rangers are the best source of local information 
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The rest of the evening was spent in the company of a few fellow campers. We laughed at the drunken raccoons falling from the trees, we drank warm beers and donated our ankles to the ever-present mosquitoes. Delightful! 

Whether you are an early riser or not, the morning comes early at Naranjo, and only the stone deaf or drunk could possibly sleep through the 5:00 a.m. chorus of howler monkeys and squawking parrots. But who cares? It’s the loveliest time in the day to take a stroll along the beach and go for a dip in the sea. The always-stunning isolation seems more spectacular as the sun casts its first bright rays through the eddying mists. 

The Institute of Tourism once offered to pave that terrible road, but park managers declined. Too many people would surely damage the delicate ecosystem, they said. And thus the road remains “rustic.” 

Now Naranjo is reserved for the determined alone, and for those who plan ahead by bringing tents, water, and cooking gear. Racoon-proof boxes, inflatable mattresses, and a surf board will enhance your trip as will flashlights, bug spray and a liter of Johnny Walker. 

All that remains is to hire a durable car or put on a sturdy pair of hiking boots, and the resolute adventurer will reap the rewards of a glorious wilderness all to themselves.
