
Costa Rica 2012
Day one

Our lodge is right by the Torcolas River as it meanders to the Pacific Ocean.  It’s the first time on this 
coast in 8 trips to Costa Rica and I love it!  Our day started at 5:30 AM heading for the boat that took 
us out on the river.  There were lots of birds that are common in North America but there were some 
local specialties, as well.  We had great shots of yellow-headed cara cara, groove-billed ani in golden 
light, and dramatic shots of HUGE American crocodile.  The highlights were a fly over of scarlet ma-
caws in the morning light and a spectacled owl.

The rest of the day we spent at the lodge doing macro photography of leaf-cutter ants carrying bits 
of pink flowers, frogs, and iguanas.  I’m calling today “Day of the Reptiles.”  Every species we photo-
graphed is unique to this area.  The red-eyed tree frogs have completely different side bar coloration 
than the Caribbean species while the iguanas in the area are black iguanas instead of green.  They 
have the brown basilisk lizard and the powerful American croc. We ended our day on a Pacific beach 
and watched the sun go down in orange fire behind Isle Nebular where they filmed a lot of Jurassic 
Park. It was really cool!  Tonight is a macro frog shoot!  It was the frog march to end all frog marches. 
Yehudi and Luis had stopped at a grocery and got me Maria's cookies and a cold coke so I was ready 
to go. We hiked to the end of the hotel road and then a mile up a rocky mountain stream where we 
found a dozen frogs and toads of different species. They all had different and wild eyes and the cool-
est one was a baby glass frog. You could see his little heart pumping when you put a flashlight under 
the leaf he was on.

Day 2
This morning we try to find the scarlet macaws before we head for the mountains and Savegre where 
the quetzals live.  We started early (5:30 AM) so we could get to the Tarcolas River when the macaws 
fly from the mangroves to the forest to feed.  Behind us were the mist shrouded mountains and in 
front of us the river lands turned to gold as the sun came up.  As hoped for the macaws flew across 
the river in pairs.  What was unexpected was them landing in the very tree we were under!  4 of them 
dropped in to feed on ripe fruits.  They gave us 20 minutes of heavenly photography before flying to 
the forest.   On our way home we found on of their nests where 4 macaws were building, flying, and 

eating.  Back to the hotel for 
breakfast and our drive to 
Sevegre.
One of my favorite things 
to do in Costa Rica is travel 
from one habitat to another.  
The scenery and the abun-
dance of wild life make 
every drive an adventure.  



Today we traveled from the Pacific coastal region; winding our way up to the 
highlands and the Talamaka Mountains.  As soon as we left the coast and 
started through the rainforest we found 3 toed sloth feeding on the tender new 
leaves of a cecropia tree.  We photographed him for a half hour until he put his 
head behind a leaf and hid from us.
We ended our day 7,500 feet above sea level at Sevegre in the heart of Quet-
zal Valley.  I am going to put on an extra blanket and sleep well tonight.

Day 3
Another 5:30 start.  We drove to the end of the valley 
and climbed the valley side to the wild avocado tree 
where the quetzals feed.  Apparently they weren’t hun-
gry because although there was plenty of fruit, this was 
the tree where the quetzals DON’T feed.  After 2 hours 
of waiting we folded up and headed home for a hum-
ming bird shoot.
This place is stuffed with hummers-10 species!  We 
removed one of the birds’ favorite feeders and replaced 
it with a stunning flower.  The hummers immediately 
descended on it and gave us hours of easy humming 
bird photography!   The valley wall was a distant wash 
of green that was a perfect pallet for the dark red flower 
and the birds.  Some species fed from the top of the 
flower while others hovered below, reaching up for the nectar. 
This afternoon was the bomb!  Both the male and female Quetzals were in the 
wild avocado tree!  Perfect perch for the male on a lichen covered branch with 
the other side of the valley as the distant background.  We had an hour with 
them before they flew to the forest.  From there we went to the top of the valley 
(8300 ft) for some new species of mountain birds.  Summer tanager, flame-col-
ored tanager, Rufus-collared sparrow, and best of all, acorn woodpecker!  

Day 4
Humming birds before breakfast, then up to the top of the valley for another 
blizzard of mountain birds.  This place is beyond belief.  The acorn woodpeck-
ers were in again and beautiful.  After one of Mariana’s hot chocolates we 

packed up our gear and drove up and over the Talamaka 
Mountains heading for the Caribbean side.  We shot a few 
waterfalls and found another hummingbird habitat where we 
shot 8 new species!  Descending from the mountains to the 
rain forests of La Selva was a dramatic change in temperature 
and humidity.  We moved into rooms built up in the rainfor-
est canopy.  After supper a night hike was just the ticket.  We 
got to photograph the classic red-eyed tree frog as well as an 
amazing masked tree frog.  Another day in Paradise!

Day 5
Early up and out for the rainforest of La Selva.  It was a little slow…
some birds lots of peccaries and a hike in the rain forest.  It all heated 
up when we found a 5 foot boa constrictor asleep in a tree…right at 
eye level!  He woke up when the cameras started clicking and we had 
lots of great chances as he coiled and uncoiled on his perch.  Close 



head shots were a must, but my favorite shots were long telephoto shots 
that included the moss covered tree and surrounding ferns.  After lunch we 
found 2 species of poison dart frogs for a macro workshop.  Lighting, expo-
sure, angle of view, composition, shutter speed, and depth of field were all 
discussed.  Next stop the forest edge next to the lodge’s open air lounge.  

THE TOUCANS ARE IN!!!  I’ve never seen any-
thing like this.  There were at least 10 chestnut-
mandible toucans flying around in the trees, eating 
bananas and landing on perfect perches.  This 
was our chance to talk about the importance on 
flash compensation.  There were black-cheeked 
woodpeckers, chacalacas, tanagers, squirrels, and 
howler monkeys to round out the day’s shooting.  

Day 6
6:00 AM and the toucans are in again!  At least ten chestnut mandible toucans 
were joined momentarily by 2 shy collared aracari toucanetts!  blue-grey and palm 
tanagers were mixed with summer tanagers and a jewel like red-legged honey 
creeper.  It was hard to leave but we had to drive to Tortugero and the next stop 
on the adventure.  A two hour drive, followed by an hour and a half boat ride got 
us to our lodge in the heart of the Caribbean wetlands.  
Our afternoon boat ride gave us great chances at more 
toucans, bare-throated tiger herons, and kingfishers.  The 
afternoon ended with a hike on a Caribbean beach.  Our 
guide told us to leave the big lenses on the boat and bring 
only macro and wide angle lenses.  As we walked the 

black sand beach we saw some movement…a tiny turtle making its way to 
the sea.  Yehudi said it was probably the last of a nest of hatchlings.  Walking 
further down the beach we found a nest that had baby turtles simply spilling 
out of it.  We each chose a turtle to follow as it made a mad dash to the ocean.  
A life moment if there ever was one.  It was a hard choice as to which lens 
to use.  I started with macro, changed to video and ended with fish eye wide 
angle shots of my turtle heading for its 15 year life at sea.  He looked strong.  

I’m sure he’ll make it.  People on the tour were ask-
ing if it can get any better than this.  I’m not sure if it can.
After dinner we had a night walk on raised walkways through the flooded 
old growth forest.  There were a few frogs, lizards and moths to photo-
graph but the highlight was a two-towed sloth with a baby.  She was climb-
ing around at eye level through a cecropea tree looking for a comfortable 
place to sleep.  The coolest was when she turned upside down and looked 
at us; the baby holding on the whole time.

Day 7
Early up and early out on the boat.  Tortugero doesn’t fail to deliver.  Little blue and 
snowy egrets, White face capuchin monkeys, gallinule, spectacled caiman, and 
black river turtles posed in the forest shadows on the river’s edge.  Everything we 
saw was in a great position and stayed around forever!  Highlights were a fantastical 
boat-billed heron with his otherworldly bill agape, turtles with colorful necks pointing 
to the sky, and a brilliant green basilisk lizard.  Lots to talk about at breakfast.



Our afternoon boat ride was OK… lots of large orange male 
iguanas sunning in the trees.  Green herons, snowy egrets, tiger 
herons, and great egrets were out in abundance.  This morning’s 
shoot was so spectacular that we just sort of enjoyed the cool 
breeze and the boat ride.  At 4:30 we were near the air strip which 
is our access to the beach and the green sea turtle nesting sites.  
Knowing there was no way we could be lucky 2 days in a row we 
found a nest that had hatched at most a half hour ago.  We just 
missed it.  There looked like 100s of baby turtle tracks leading to 
the sea.  RATS!

The sun was near the horizon and we started to walk 
up the beach when our guide yelled at us to get to a 
turtle nest that was just erupting.  There were hundreds 
of baby turtles floundering in the nest working to get 
out of the nest.  It was crazy as they broke over the top 
and headed for their new life in the ocean.  We had to 
be incredibly careful to avoid stepping on them.  It was 
another amazing chance to photograph one of natures’ 
legendary events.
Every single night walk has something new and amaz-
ing.  Tonight we had a huge red wolf spider with an egg 
sac, frogs and geckos, but the most interesting were 

frog eggs.  Inside the clear water chambers you could see the tadpoles moving around.  Lighting 
them from behind and from on top of the leaf gave the photos a super detailed look. 
Day 8
It’s the last morning in the boat at Tortugero.  Lots and lots of stuff to shoot, 
even at the end of the trip.  My favorites were a brilliant green basilisk on a 
tree trunk and an Anhinga with an electric blue eye patch.  Breakfast featured 
the best banana bread EVER.  We packed up the boat and wound our way up 
the river to the main dock and began our ride to San Jose.  We had lots to talk 
about and new photo techniques to analyze but we got interrupted by a sloth 
that was hanging upside down from a cecropia tree by the road side.  He was 
busy grooming his face with the three toes of each hand and looking straight 
down into our lenses.  Back on the bus our discussion turned to music and 

sports but we were interrupted again when we had 
to stop for another sloth.  This one was curled up 
on a sweet perch in the shady cecropia leaves.  His 
arms were wrapped around his body while Its sweet face was looking out 
at us. OK, back on the bus.  There was another sloth 5 miles later in a…..
wait for it….cecropia tree.  We didn’t have time to stop but what a wonder-
ful way to end out Costa Rican Adventure.  I’ll be back again next year and 
I bet that sloth will be in the cecropia tree waiting for me.

Day nine
The hotel in San Jose has extensive gardens that were just the ticket for a morning before the flight 
photo soot.  Those who still wanted to get a few more photos were wandering the grounds for fantas-
tic tropical flowers, textures, and even a turquoise browed mot mot.  It was a serious pack before the 
flight home.  There had to be room for Costa Rican chocolates, cookies, and coffee!  Everyone at the 
hotel was ecstatic about the number of expected and unexpected photo opportunities we had on this 
trip.   Once again, nature proves there is always something new!!!



Here are some last thoughts on the Costa Rica trip.  Instead of 
giving you the “BLOG” version, here’s what I wrote to my wife after 
the sea turtles hatched…
Oh, my God, Julie!  This was something to see.  When we got to 
Tortugero the lady that runs the hotel said the sea turtles were 
hatching.  I had no idea.  I know they come here in July to lay 
eggs, but this trip never mentions that we could see the hatching.  
I couldn’t breathe!  When we got to the beach we were the only 
people there.  You know that feeling where you heard something 
great could happen but you really don’t think it will…..We walked 
along the beach looking at these depressions in the sand and our 
local guide said “empty …empty …empty…”
You just know it aint’ gonna happen.  You should have been here 
last Tuesday…
When it happened it was like witnessing a miracle.  Like I said, 
I couldn’t breathe and when we were back on the boat heading 
home I was looking at the pictures and my eyes started watering 
and all emotional…  Yehudi said he loves this part of his job where 
he can show someone something that will affect them like that. 

If you like what you’ve been seeing in these posts take a look at the website Gustafsonphotosafari.net
It shows where we go, what we do and why we do it.  Enjoy the “Galleries” page, look at the upcom-
ing trip itineraries and have fun on the “HD Videos” pages.  You are all welcome on a Gustafson 
Photo Safari.  We are returning to Costa Rica next year as well as Tanzania (Great Migration), Rwan-
da (Gorillas), India (Tigers and Taj Mahal), Namibia (Sand Dunes and Wildlife) 


