
27 September 2014

1  Costa RiCa
Discover the unique ecosystem of 
monteverde’s cloud forest

2 NoRway
A cruise offers a leisurely and 
luxurious way to see the sights

3 GREECE
Hang out with pelicans, sip cocktails  
and shop til you drop during a 
weekend on the island of mykonos
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t
he creature on the 
side of the road looked 
like a cross between a 
monkey, an anteater 
and a raccoon, and 

it was certainly something I had 
never seen before. I frantically 
parked the rental car, nearly 
forgetting to put on the handbrake, 
and grabbed the camera. During 
all this the fluffy animal with the 
bushy tail simply continued with 
what it had been doing… eating 
crisps out of a discarded bag. I 
circled around taking pictures and 
mini-movies, though there was no 
rush. The white-nosed coati, as I 
later learned, is a frequent sight in 
Costa Rica and unafraid of humans.

I was on my way to the 
Monteverde Cloud Forest Biological 
Reserve for a two-hour guided tour 
through this unique ecosystem. Due 
to its high altitude – some 1,400m 
above sea level – Monteverde 
receives a steady supply of clouds, 
hence its name. The moisture, often 
in the form of fog, catches on the 
branches of the tallest trees and 
drips down to the other organisms 
below. 

This complex and far-reaching 
ecosystem of some 14,200 hectares 
harbours more than 100 species of 
mammals, 400 species of birds, tens 
of thousands of insect species, and 
more than 2,500 varieties of plants, 
420 of which are orchids.

Running a few minutes late due 
to my encounter with the adorable 
coati, I was the last one to join a 
small group of six which was headed 
by local guide Christian Chaves. 
Armed with giant binoculars, our 
first stop was the hummingbird 
gallery which was located close 
to the entrance of the reserve. It 
was thrilling to experience these 
beautiful birds fluttering around 
me and perching on my hand as 
they sipped sugared water from a 
feeder. There are some 51 varieties 
of hummingbirds, ranging in hues 
from green and blue to red and 
magenta, with no two birds looking 
the same.

The trails in the forest were well 
maintained, though it became a 
bit crowded when a special bird 
or animal was spotted. Our first 
highlight was an emerald toucanet, 
the smallest toucan in Costa Rica. 
Even though I was looking through 

the binoculars, it was hard to 
see the bird, which was perfectly 
camouflaged in its environment. 

“I remember eating toucans 
and other animals when I was five 
years old,” reminisced Christian, 
now in his late twenties. “Today 
everything is protected.” In 2012, 
Costa Rica became the first country 
in the Americas to ban recreational 
hunting.

A few minutes later, we saw a 
large group of people on the trail 
ahead of us. News that a quetzal 
had been seen in the canopy spread 
like wildfire amongst the guides and 
their parties. The national bird of 
Guatemala is a rare sight (though the 
five species are not under immediate 
threat of extinction) and can be 
found mainly in humid highlands. 
Unfortunately, the quetzal was 
partly obscured by a large branch, 

but I could still make out its long tail 
feather and green plumage. 

Unaware of its celebrity status, the 
bird was having a breakfast of small 
avocados.

After ticking the toucan and 
quetzal off my “bucket list” for the 
trip, I was hoping to see a sloth 
hanging in the trees, but first it was 
time to focus on flora and fauna 
much closer to the ground. Our 
guide pointed to a tiny flower with 
a single leaf, not much bigger than 
the tip of my finger. It was an orchid 
so small that it could hardly be seen 
with the naked eye. It is believed 
that the Monteverde region has 
the highest diversity of orchids in 
the world. The Monteverde Orchid 
Garden, located in the village of 

At 1,400 metres above sea level, the monteverde 
forest reserve in Costa rica provides nature lovers 
with thrilling encounters, writes wibke Carter

A wild walk  
in the clouds 

The white-
nosed coati is a 
frequent sight 
in Costa Rica

the monteverde 
Cloud Forest 
biological reserve
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Santa Elena, displays an incredible 
426 different types.

Venturing further into the 
reserve, we came across various 
hummingbird nests, a picturesque 
waterfall, a wasp nest, a green snake 
which was hanging in the trees and 
another toucan. There was always 
something to see or hear. “The 
producers of Jurassic Park came to 
Monteverde to record the sounds 
of the cloud forest for the movie,” 
Christian told us. 

The two hours were over in the 
blink of an eye but I had yet to see a 
sloth. On the spur of the moment, I 
extended my stay for another night 
and booked an evening tour for the 
same day.

At around 5:30pm 
I was picked up at 
my hotel by a 
small van and I 
joined a group 
of Australians, 
Danes and 
Germans. On 
the outskirts 
of town we 
stopped at the 
side of the road 
and I witnessed 
the most colourful 
and breathtaking 
sunset of my life. 
Overlooking the lowlands all 
the way to the Pacific Ocean, the 
sky changed from a light orange to 
a violet red and dark purple in less 
than 15 minutes. I stood in awe and 
after initially trying to catch the 
nature spectacle on camera, I had 
to force myself to just stand still and 
instead try to capture the moment in 
my memory.

Only half an hour later, night 
had fallen over the forest. We were 
given small torches and instructions 
to remain on the track and be as 
quiet as possible. After only five 
minutes of walking we heard the 
rustling of leaves and the faint light 
of our torches shone on a family 
of raccoons. The group of one 
adult and four to five babies was 
accompanied by a coati. 

The forest appeared mysterious 

in the dark. We found many birds 
resting in the trees such as a green 
toucanet, a thrush bird and a couple 
of turkeys, but I also saw creatures 
that I had not seen during the day. 
A yellow pygmy frog sat on a lush 
leaf and did not dare to move when 
we congregated around it. In size 
it could not have been bigger than 
a centimetre. Afterwards, in quick 
succession we also observed moths, 
a bat and a medium-sized white 
spider.

“Now, I need you all to be extra 
quiet and walk on tiptoe as I want 
you to meet a special friend of 
mine,” announced our guide, 
Andres. 

One person after another, 
we shone our torchlights 

into a small, 
sideways hole 

in the ground. 
When it was my 
turn, my first 
instinct was to 
drop the torch 
and step back. 
A tarantula, 

about the size 
of my hand, 

was sitting in the 
cave guarding “her 

house”. I am not a big 
fan of spiders, but this 

was a unique opportunity to 
get up close and examine the hairy 
creature.

 At the end of the walk, we could 
clearly hear a rustling in the bush 
again. An armadillo? Maybe even a 
cougar? We never found out. And 
the sloth? I’ll just have to come back 
for another visit.

British Airways (www.britishairways.
com) flies daily to San Jose from 
London Heathrow, from £797 
including taxes. The Monteverde 
Cloud Forest is a two and a half 
hour drive away. The small village of 
Monteverde has a number of hostels, 
motels and small hotels.  
The author stayed at Mar Inn with 
rooms starting from £27 for a single 
room and £37 for a double room, 
www.monteverdemarinn.com
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L
ittered with bone-white 
beaches and, perhaps 
surprisingly given its 
location, an abundance 
of tropical blooms, this 

city is also proud of its rather 
dull-sounding sardine canning 
museum and petroleum museum. 
In fact, they are not in the slightest 
bit dull. The latter, bursting with 
information about the oil industry, 
has lots of kid-friendly and hands-
on exhibits including a pitch-black 
catastrophe room where brave 
souls test their oil rig escape safety 
skills. 

This is Stavanger, Norway’s oil 
capital, surrounded by rushing 
rivers, dizzyingly steep snow-capped 
mountains, dense birch and pine 
forests, and some of the country’s 
deepest fjords.

We had boarded our cruise ship 
Emerald Princess in Southampton 
the previous Saturday. 

At the port, smiling folks met us 
and swept away our luggage in one 
direction and our car in another. 
Speaking of luggage, the volume 
being taken on board suggested 
everyone was bound for a world 
circumnavigation rather than a few 

days visiting the temptations of 
the Norwegian fjords. This may of 
course have been partly due to the 
fact that two nights on board were 
designated “black tie”, requiring 
extra suitcase space for posh  
frocks and dinner suits. Anyway, as 
check-in formalities were not too 
arduous it meant that by shortly 
after midday we were in the ship’s 
Horizon Court buffet enjoying 
lunch. 

Emerald Princess has ten eating 
places, both formal and casual. We 
had opted for Freedom Dining, 
which means rolling up whenever 
you choose between 5:30pm 
(Americans like to eat dinner earlier 
than we do) and 9:30pm. Extensive 
menu options made it difficult to 
choose: for starters, would I be 
tempted by the avocado and bay 
shrimp served with limoncello aioli, 
or by the chilled apple and cider 
soup with yogurt cream, cinnamon 
and calvados brandy? 

Mains included grilled medallions 
of beef tenderloin with Madeira 
truffle and almond croquettes, or 
seared dived scallops with freshly 
squeezed lime and lemon juice 
with warm vegetable juliennes and 

norway’s stunning fjords and soaring 
mountains are worth stepping off a 
luxury cruise ship for, says Gilly Pickup

Northern 
delights

bargain breaks
The best deals 

A quetzal, inset 
below; a violet 
sabrewing  
hummingbird 
at the reserve, 
bottom

yorkshire Dales. For £85pp per night, the 
Fell in the Fall offer includes dinner  
and full yorkshire breakfast, and is  
based on a minimum two-night stay 
(excluding Saturdays) before  
18 December. this offer includes a  
map and a pint for both guests in a  
local pub.
Call 01756 729 000 or see  
www.devonshirefell.co.uk

romAn HoliDAy
Visit the eternal City of rome with  
three nights at the three-star black  
Hotel as well as flights from glasgow on 
14 october, all from £297pp based on 
two sharing. 
Call 0800 408 5594 or see  
www.jet2holidays.com

mAlAgA Sun
grab some last-minute self-catering 
sunshine as Holiday lettings is offering 
seven nights at the three-bedroom  
rustic Farmhouse (home iD 10125)  
in malaga, which sleeps seven,  
from £952 per week, saving £548.  
book by monday for travel until  
18 october.
See www.holidaylettings.co.uk

yorkSHire Stroll
the four-star Devonshire Fell hotel in 
burnsall, near Skipton, is inviting  
guests to enjoy a walking break in the 
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red bliss potatoes. Desserts were 
as calorific and moreish as they 
ought to be – how about the homely 
chocolate bread and butter pudding 
with pouring cream or the “Princess 
Love Boat Dream” (rich chocolate 
mousse on a brownie)? And for those 
who don’t know, the reference to the 
“Love Boat” is because in the long-
running American television series 
of that name, the ships featured 
were from the Princess fleet.

We slept well in our comfortable, 
spacious cabin, which came with the 
biggest balcony I have experienced 
– it could comfortably seat six for 
dinner and probably more than 
double that for a party. Our cabin 
steward, Arnel, couldn’t do enough 
for us, every evening turning down 
our queen-size bed, putting the 

lights on, closing curtains and 
putting chocs on our pillows.

One day we encountered a storm. 
However, under the solid control of 
her master, the amiable Glasgow-
born Captain Martin Stenzel, 
Emerald Princess took it all in her 
stride. 

Sognefjord is one of the longest 
fjords in Norway and runs deep into 
a spectacular landscape of towering 
mountains and high waterfalls. Our 
tour took us inland past grass-roofed 
farmhouses and orchards of cider 
apples and cloudberries, through 
the Sognefjell National Park and the 
highest mountain pass in northern 
Europe. In Lom, a storybook town 
huddled in the foothills of the 
Jotunheimen Mountains, we visited 
Norway’s second oldest church. 

Completed in 1158, this wooden 
structure is famed throughout the 
country as a wedding venue. Lom 
also claims to have Norway’s best 
bakery and many guests couldn’t 
resist sampling the produce. 

Back on board there was always 
an extraordinary amount going on. 
Despite seminars, dance classes, 
yoga, tennis and quizzes, I can 
confirm that we did not try even half 
the activities on offer. 

Another day, another port: this 
time Ålesund, made up of seven 
islands linked by bridges. 

Known for its fishing, primarily 
cod, the town suffered a major 
disaster in 1904 when an unattended 
candle led to a fire which resulted 
in most of the city’s homes being 
destroyed. They were rebuilt in the 

then fashionable Art Deco style, 
giving the city a unique architectural 
appearance. 

Our coach whisked us from 
Ålesund to Valldal, noted for its 
annual Strawberry Festival, where 
we sampled some mouthwatering 
strawberry cream cakes. Then 
we drove along the Trolls’ 
Path, a narrow, zigzagging road 
incorporating seriously scary hairpin 
bends to the Troll Wall, Europe’s 
highest rock wall, rising way into  
the clouds, a major destination 
for rock climbers from all over the 
world.

Our final day spent at sea 
included a ship’s tour where we 
were taken “backstage” to see how 
things worked. First stop was the 
bridge, the ship’s operational centre 
manned 24 hours a day, where one 
of the officers on duty explained 
the controls and navigation, then 
we visited the kitchens, print shop, 
photo labs and engine management 
room.

Then, all too soon it seemed, 
our cruise came to an end with 
a memorable meal in one of the 
speciality restaurants on board. 

A seven-night Norwegian 
Fjords cruise from/returning to 
Southampton, 11 July 2015, costs 
from £899pp (sharing a cabin), 
including accommodation, meals 
and onboard entertainment.  
Tel: 0843 374 2403, or visit  
www.princess.com/discover

48 hours in
Mykonos, Greece

Spectacular views 
from the troll’s 
tongue in odda, 
main; relaxing on 
board the emerald 
princess, above

A pelican at 
mykonos harbour, 
below

Friday, 8pm Check in at Zorzis Hotel 
(n kalogera 30; tel: 0030 22890 22167; 
www.zorzishotel.com). Double rooms at 
this funky boutique hotel start at e150 
in high season (July to mid-September). 
prices drop to e90 for a double or e105 
for a suite from mid-September to late 
october.
Saturday, 8:30am meet mykonos’s 
resident pelicans as they breakfast on 
scraps at the open  air fish market on the 
harbour. then catch a boat to Delos, 
the ancient holy isle. Follow the Sacred 
Way to the island’s highest point for a 
panoramic view of the Cyclades.

1:30pm back on mykonos, indulge 
yourselves with lunch at Alegro  
(www.alegro-mykonos.com). 
4pm now go shopping. mykonos has 
silversmiths selling high-end watches  
and jewellery, but you can also pick up 
well- made, affordable cotton and linen.
8pm Cocktails at Caprice, then dinner 
at the next  door Sea Satin market  
(www.caprice.gr). this mykonos 
landmark serves a surf-and-turf menu, 
grilled at your table. expect to pay at 
least e40 each.
11pm Set out on a bar crawl. 
mandatory stops: Skandinavia bar  
(www.skandinavianbar.com) with its 
thumping dance floor; Anchor bar where 
the soundtrack is jazz and classic rock; 
and (if you’re still up for it) the yacht 

Club on the old harbour, which only 
really gets going at around 3am.
Sunday, nOOn After a late breakfast, 
take a tuk -tuk (Zorzis can arrange one) 
to chic psarou for lunch at nammos 
(www.nammos.gr).
2pm rent a lounger and 
umbrella at nammos bar and 
laze in the shade until the 
sun goes down.
9pm Walk to the 
belvedere Hotel  
(www.belvederehotel.com) 
for cocktails in the martini 
bar, followed by dinner at 
the belvedere restaurant, 
where nikos Zervos presents an 
amazing med fusion tasting menu.
11pm Stroll back to the waterfront 

and pick a bar for a final nightcap.
mOnday, 10am Head for the airport 
and your flight to Athens. better still, 
island  hop back to rafina via tinos  

and Andros.
rOBin GauLdiE

Easyjet (www.easyjet.
com) flies to Athens from 
Edinburgh twice a week in 
October from around £150 
one-way. Aegean Airlines 
(www.aegeanair.com) flies 
to Mykonos from Athens 

from around e30 one-way. 
Several ferries depart daily 

from Rafina, 20 minutes from 
the airport, taking about two hours 

(see www.gtp.gr for schedules)


