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Introduction
To the outsider, Costa Rica often appears as a puzzle, a small nation nestled in a
historically turbulent isthmus that has somehow charted a different course. It is a
country without an army, a global pioneer in environmental conservation, and a place
where the national motto, "Pura Vida," or "Pure Life," seems to genuinely reflect a way
of being. This book, ‘A History of Costa Rica,’ seeks to unravel this puzzle by tracing
the nation's journey from its earliest inhabitants to its contemporary status as a
beacon of stability and progressive ideals in Latin America.

The story of Costa Rica is not one of grand empires or earth-shattering revolutions that
dramatically altered the course of world events. Instead, it is a more subtle narrative,
a story of gradual evolution shaped by geography, economic choices, and a series of
pivotal decisions that set it apart from its neighbors. Long before the arrival of
Europeans, the land that is now Costa Rica served as a cultural bridge, a meeting
point for the great civilizations of Mesoamerica to the north and the Andes to the
south. This "Intermediate Area" was home to a variety of indigenous groups, whose
societies were smaller and less centralized than those of their powerful neighbors.

The Spanish colonial experience in Costa Rica was markedly different from that in
other parts of the Americas. Christopher Columbus landed on its Caribbean coast in
1502, bestowing upon it the name "Rich Coast" in the mistaken belief that vast
quantities of gold lay hidden within its lush landscapes. The reality, however, was
quite different. The absence of significant mineral wealth and a large indigenous
population to exploit meant that Costa Rica was largely ignored by the Spanish Crown,
becoming one of the poorest and most isolated provinces of the empire. This apparent
disadvantage would, paradoxically, lay the groundwork for a more egalitarian society,
as Spanish settlers were forced to work their own land, fostering a spirit of self-
reliance and a rural democracy of small landowners.

Independence from Spain in 1821 was a peaceful affair, an event that happened far
away in Guatemala and was delivered to Costa Rica by messenger. The subsequent
decades saw the young nation grapple with its identity, briefly joining the Mexican
Empire and then the Federal Republic of Central America before striking out on its
own. It was during this period that a small, unassuming bean—coffee—would
fundamentally reshape the nation's destiny. The "grain of gold," as it came to be
known, created a new class of wealthy coffee barons who would dominate the
country's economic and political life for a century. This newfound wealth financed
roads, railways, and the development of a distinctly European-influenced culture in the
capital, San José.

The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw the arrival of another powerful economic
force: the banana industry. Largely controlled by American corporations like the
United Fruit Company, the banana plantations on the Caribbean coast brought new
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infrastructure and waves of immigrant laborers, particularly from the West Indies,
forever changing the demographic and cultural landscape of that region. This era also
witnessed the consolidation of Costa Rica's democratic traditions, with the 1889
election being widely considered the first truly free and fair election in Central
America.

Yet, Costa Rica's path has not been without its moments of significant turmoil. A brief
but unpopular dictatorship in 1917 and the economic hardships of the Great
Depression challenged the nation's stability. The most pivotal moment in modern
Costa Rican history, however, arrived in 1948. A disputed presidential election plunged
the country into a brief but bloody civil war, an event that claimed over 2,000 lives.
The victorious forces, led by the charismatic José Figueres Ferrer, made a decision that
would define the nation's future: the abolition of the armed forces. This radical act,
enshrined in the new constitution of 1949, was a deliberate choice to invest in
education and healthcare rather than military hardware, a commitment that has
profoundly shaped Costa Rican society and its international identity.

The latter half of the 20th century saw Costa Rica build a robust welfare state and
navigate the treacherous waters of the Cold War, often positioning itself as a neutral
peacemaker in a region torn apart by conflict. More recently, the country has become
a global leader in environmentalism and ecotourism. Having once suffered from one of
the highest rates of deforestation in the world, Costa Rica has managed to reverse this
trend, with forests now covering over half of its territory. This "green republic" has
demonstrated that economic development and environmental protection can go hand
in hand.

However, the narrative of "Costa Rican exceptionalism" is not without its complexities
and contradictions. The country has faced economic crises, corruption scandals that
have eroded public trust, and growing inequality. The traditional two-party political
system has fractured, and the nation grapples with challenges such as drug trafficking
and increasing social tensions related to immigration.

This book will explore these themes in detail, moving chronologically through the
nation's history. It will delve into the lives of the pre-Columbian peoples, the struggles
of the colonial era, the rise of the coffee and banana economies, the pivotal civil war
of 1948, and the subsequent creation of a unique social and political model. It aims to
provide a comprehensive and engaging account of how this small Central American
nation became what it is today—a country that, for all its challenges, continues to
offer a compelling alternative vision of development, peace, and respect for the
natural world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land of the Intermediate Area:
Pre-Columbian Costa Rica
Long before the first Europeans set foot on its shores, the land now known as Costa
Rica was a vibrant crossroads of human activity. Archaeological evidence suggests the
first humans arrived between 10,000 and 7,000 BC. These early inhabitants were
small, nomadic groups of hunter-gatherers, likely organized into family-based bands of
20 to 30 individuals. In the Turrialba Valley, archaeological sites have unearthed
ancient quarries and workshops where stone tools, including Clovis-type spearheads
and South American-style arrows, were manufactured. This suggests the isthmus may
have been a corridor where cultures from the north and south coexisted and
exchanged ideas from the very beginning. For millennia, these groups moved with the
seasons, hunting animals like giant armadillos, sloths, and mastodons, and gathering
wild plants and roots.

The transition to a more settled, agricultural way of life began around the second
millennium BC, marking a significant shift in the region's history. Sedentary farming
communities emerged, cultivating crops that reflected the land's position as a
botanical bridge. Maize, a staple from Mesoamerica to the north, was widely grown,
particularly in the northern Pacific and Central Valley regions. From South America
came the cultivation of tubers like yucca (cassava) and the pejibaye palm, which were
especially prevalent on the Caribbean slope. This agricultural revolution allowed for
larger, more stable populations. Villages of huts, likely constructed from perishable
materials like palm thatch and wild cane, were established in clearings made by slash-
and-burn techniques. The oldest known agricultural settlements have been found in
Guanacaste, with others discovered in the Turrialba Valley and the Sarapiquí Basin.
This newfound dependence on agriculture fostered the development of egalitarian
societies, where collective work and property were likely common.

For centuries, life in these small villages remained relatively simple. The societies
were organized around kinship, with little evidence of a rigid hierarchy. However,
between 300 BC and 300 AD, a period of profound social transformation began.
Communities started to organize themselves into more complex hierarchical
structures known as chiefdoms, or cacicazgos. This shift was likely driven by the need
to manage growing populations, organize trade, and plan for defense. At the head of
these societies was a cacique, or chief, who held political and often religious authority.
A class of specialists also emerged, including artisans, warriors, and shamans (sukias),
who were the keepers of medicinal and spiritual knowledge passed down through oral
tradition. This era saw villages grow in size and power, with some becoming centers of
economic and political influence.

Geographically and culturally, pre-Columbian Costa Rica was divided into two major
spheres of influence, reflecting its position in the "Intermediate Area"—a term for the
region situated between the great civilizations of Mesoamerica and the Andes. This
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unique location fostered a rich blend of cultural traits, yet clear distinctions existed.
The northwestern part of the country, particularly the Nicoya Peninsula, was the
southernmost frontier of Mesoamerican influence. In contrast, the central and
southern regions displayed stronger connections to the cultures of the Isthmo-
Colombian Area, which shared linguistic and cultural ties with peoples in present-day
Panama, Colombia, and other parts of South America.

The Greater Nicoya archaeological region, encompassing the Nicoya Peninsula and
parts of Pacific Nicaragua, was home to groups like the Chorotega, who migrated from
the north around 800 AD. By the time the Spanish arrived, the Kingdom of Nicoya was
the most significant chiefdom in the region. These societies had complex
governments, specialized agriculture with irrigation, and bustling marketplaces. They
are renowned for their artistic achievements, especially their distinctive polychrome
pottery, which featured intricate geometric designs and representations of animals.
Nicoyan artisans were also masters of lapidary work, carving elaborate ceremonial
grinding stones, or metates, and exquisite jewelry from jade. This jade was not native
to the region, indicating extensive trade networks that stretched far into Mesoamerica.

The Central Highlands and Atlantic Watershed region presented a different cultural
landscape. Here, societies with South American affinities, predominantly speakers of
Chibchan languages, held sway. One of the most significant archaeological sites in this
area is Guayabo, located near the Turrialba volcano. Flourishing between 1000 BC and
1400 AD, Guayabo was a sophisticated ceremonial and administrative center. The site
features cobblestone causeways, complex aqueduct systems that supplied fresh
water, and the foundations of circular and rectangular buildings. The construction of
such infrastructure points to a highly organized society with a significant labor force
and advanced engineering knowledge. From Guayabo, stone roads radiated outwards,
connecting it to smaller towns and possibly extending as far as the coast.

In the southern part of Costa Rica, in the Diquís Delta, another remarkable culture
flourished from approximately 700 AD until the Spanish arrival. The Diquís people, part
of the larger Greater Chiriquí cultural sphere that extended into western Panama, left
behind one of the most enduring mysteries of the pre-Columbian world: the giant
stone spheres. First brought to international attention in the 1930s during land
clearing for banana plantations, these petrospheres are marvels of ancient
engineering. Carved with incredible precision from granitic rocks like gabbro, they
range in size from a few centimeters to over two meters in diameter and can weigh up
to 15 tons.

Hundreds of these spheres, locally known as Las Bolas, have been found. Their
surfaces are often polished to a smooth finish, and their sphericity is nearly perfect.
The exact methods used to create and transport them remain a subject of debate. The
purpose of the spheres is also a mystery, though their placement offers some clues.
They were often arranged in alignments, sometimes forming lines or geometric
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patterns, in public plazas or along the approach to the dwellings of chieftains. This
suggests they held significant ceremonial or symbolic meaning, perhaps related to
astronomical alignments, social status, or territorial boundaries. The Diquís culture
was also known for its masterful metallurgy, producing intricate gold ornaments, often
depicting animals, which were traded throughout the region.

The various indigenous groups of pre-Columbian Costa Rica did not exist in isolation.
They were connected by dynamic trade networks that moved goods and ideas across
the isthmus. The Nicoya Peninsula served as a hub for maritime trade. Goods from as
far away as Mexico and Ecuador found their way into Costa Rica. Jade, prized by the
Nicoyans, was imported from the north, while goldwork from the central and southern
regions was traded widely. This constant interaction created a cultural mosaic where
influences from north and south mingled, resulting in unique hybrid styles in pottery
and other crafts.

While often overshadowed by the grand empires of the Maya, Aztec, and Inca, the pre-
Columbian societies of Costa Rica were complex and sophisticated in their own right.
They transformed the landscape with their agricultural practices, built impressive
settlements like Guayabo, and created enduring artistic legacies, from Nicoyan
ceramics to the enigmatic stone spheres of the Diquís. They were diverse peoples who
adapted to a variety of environments, from the dry tropical forests of Guanacaste to
the lush rainforests of the Talamanca mountains. When Christopher Columbus made
landfall on the Caribbean coast near present-day Limón in 1502, he was not stepping
into an empty wilderness, but into a land that had been shaped and enriched by
thousands of years of human history. The societies he encountered were the product
of a long and complex journey, from nomadic hunter-gatherer bands to hierarchical
chiefdoms that stood at the heart of a continental crossroads.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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