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We only had to walk across the parking lot from the 
dining hall at La Selva to find the little cluster of true 
bugs and the egg cases from which they had emerged 
(above).  

And, after taking just a few paces across the Stone 
Bridge in November, we were able to watch this 
stunning Rufous-tailed Jacamar (right) — one of the 
hundreds of gorgeous bird species found at the station.

One May evening we walked down to the second bridge 
on the Tres Rios trail at La Selva.  Light rain made 
insect photography less than ideal, but it was an 
excellent evening for frogs. 
 
Then we spotted one of the largest and most charismatic 
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wood-boring beetles on the planet.

This behemoth is commonly known as the giant metallic 
ceiba borer. The size of a sparrow, it looks remarkably 
like one of those fragile antique holiday ornaments you 
find in grandma's attic. The shape and large eyes told us 
it was a Buprestidae or wood boring beetle, but at about 
3" or 76mm long, our brains were telling us this 
iridescent beauty was someone's prank.

It was no prank and remains the only one we've found in 
over 80 days of photographing at La Selva, spread over 
four years.  

And that's the thing with La Selva: You never know 
what you'll find… 

We once found an orchid bee climbing up a window 
screen in the dining hall (we escorted it outside), we've 
discovered stalk-eyed flies and a marvelous forest 
cockroach (probably Paratropes bilunata) outside the reception area, and we’ve even spotted 
turtle ants in a tree near the dining hall. All are species that make our hearts beat a wee bit faster!

The last time we were there, a 
colony of stingless bees was 
happily going about its business in 
the wall of our cottage (as they do 
in several other buildings and 
trees). The gardens and planted 
areas around the dining hall, 
housing, and research area are 
alive with geckos, lizards, weevils, 
butterflies, arboreal snakes, 
hummingbirds, katydids, and tree 
frogs. With 450 species of birds 
and a good few mammals thrown 
into the mix, there are 
photographic opportunities galore 
— rain or shine, night or day. 
 
On one visit, we watched a 
porcupine nursing her offspring in 
a tree next to the Stone Bridge 
where we've also seen kinkajou 

(think ET), sloth, ocelot, the unbearably-cute wooly opossum, and more. On another, we watched 
a daily stream of raptors glide overhead on their annual migration from North America to South 

The richly colored Euchroma gigantea — the 
giant ceiba borer.

A stingless bee (Tetragonisca angustula) peers out from the entrance 
to her nest. Colonies are abundant around the station.
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America. On yet another, we 
made new friends while waiting 
out the two o'clock rainstorm.  
The burbling and resonant call of 
the Montezuma Oropendola is a 
nearly constant background 
sound at La Selva.   

Through the wall…
 
But all those finds were outside 
of the forest area. And, what sets 
La Selva apart from other 
unspoiled forest destinations in 
Costa Rica, is what is inside the 
forested area — and the fact that 
hundreds of acres are easily 
accessible via a web of paved 
trails.  
 
Once across the river, there are 

basically three trailheads. Follow any of them through the forest wall around the station, and 
you'll access nearly 16 miles of paved trails. As you enter the forest, you’ll feel the temperature 
drop and see the light level fall. Forest odors seem to vary from month to month and place to 
place, but expect the earthy aroma of 
leaf litter, the tart smell of fallen fruit, 
eau-de-peccary (a small, pig-like 
mammal), and the smokey scent of 
decaying fungi.  Very occasionally, 
you’ll pick up the perfume of a 
flowering plant.  

And there is a background symphony 
of bird calls, frog calls, and insect 
sounds — sounds that take a little 
sorting to distinguish. At night the 
forest seems louder: crickets, katydids, 
owls, cicadas, and tree frogs stridulate, 
hoot, buzz, boom, and trill.
 
The overall effect is pretty magical — 
and draws us back repeatedly.
 
Almost all the trails are open to 
visitors and many lead to additional 
unpaved trails. It's easy and mostly level walking and, with markers every 50 meters showing the 

Leaf-mimicking katydid. Insect photographers will find a huge variety 
of leaf-mimicking katydids, grasshoppers, and mantids at the station.

A small and lovely annulated boa (Corallus annulatus).  Neatly 
wrapped around a vine, this one was probably about 3 feet long 
and invited a portrait.
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ascending distance from the trailhead, 
it is virtually impossible to get lost.
 
So how easy is it to find subjects on 
the forest trails?

In late October 2018, we found and 
photographed well over 200 species 
of insects, reptiles, and amphibians 
over 5 days — with no birds included 
in that total. We were photographing 
for about five or six hours a day and 
were never more than 2 miles from 
the dining hall (that’s where the 
coffee lives).
 
Our favorite trail for small creatures 
is probably Sendero Tres Rios (on 
station maps, it is shown as "STR" — 
trails are referenced using their 
initials). On this trail, we've photographed rhinoceros katydids, numerous true-bug species, 

several species of arboreal snake, eyelash 
vipers, the ceiba borer mentioned above, 
fungus beetles, slime molds, many 
magnificent longhorn beetles, and tiny glass 
frogs. The trail passes through both old and 
young forest, and you'll see some massive 
trees and may hear (or see) capuchin, howler, 
or spider monkeys moving about in the 
canopy. 
 
We sometimes veer left at the entrance to 
STR and follow the Experimental Trail 
(CES). This narrow trail loops back to STR, 
and on both, we've found the pretty green and 
black poison dart frogs, some unusual 
caterpillars, roosting trogons, an army ant 
column peaceably crossing a leaf-cutter ant 
column, the calm and sinuous blunt-headed 
snake, tarantulas, and net-casting or “ogre” 
spiders.

At the opposite end of the research area from 
STR, you can access another network of 
trails. Walk to the arboretum on ARB or to 
the river station on SEDR. From there, there 

Gonatodes sp, 2019.  Probably a male  Gonatodes albogularis 
fuscus.  These lovely geckos are shy and we mostly find them 
around rotting logs.

Clouded snake (Sibon nebulatus).  These common and 
harmless snakes are often found in low vegetation.



Page  of 5 11

are several options and no wrong choices. For us, 
it is pretty much mandatory to visit the little 
boardwalk that crosses the wetland area. In the wet 
season, there is often much frog debauchery, and 
several species are usually calling. Their songs 
range from monotonous and metallic clicks to a 
full-on Gregorian chant. It's almost worth coming 
to La Selva just to sit on the boardwalk at night, 
turn your headlight off, and listen to the frogs! 
This is also an excellent place to find large wolf or 
wandering spiders.  

Back on the other side of the river is the trail to the 
Arrieta-Zompopa cabins (SAZ). This lovely 1km 
trail (roughly 1000 yards) runs between the cabins 
and the dining hall/reception area and is 
exceptionally productive despite receiving more 
foot traffic than some other trails. We've walked it 
dozens of times and found the fantastical net-
encased stinkhorn fungus, watched a pygmy 
kingfisher hunting over the stream, been led down 
the trail by great tinamou, spotted numerous frogs 
and snake species, and photographed some 

exceptional weevils. You may spot orchid bees, 
stalk-eyed flies napping on Heliconia leaves, 
banana flies, slime molds, red cup fungus, and 
stingless bee colonies. We've also seen motmot, 
two species of toucan, the smaller collared aracari, 
and many other bird species. 
 
If you stay in the Arriera-Zompopa cabins, you'll 
undoubtedly find nightjars sitting on the ground 
near the trail as you walk back from dinner. When 
your headlight catches them, you'll see their pinkish 
eye-shine; expect them to fly away (haphazardly) 
only when you are within a few feet of them. If the 
pink eye-shine belongs to something that looks 
more like a frog than a bird, then you have found a 
smoky jungle frog (Leptodactylus pentadactylus). 
These handsome and often boot-sized chocolate-
brown frogs will usually allow you to approach 
within a couple of feet before they hop back into 
the hole or cranny where they hide during the day. 
You may also hear screech owls at night on SAZ 
and hear the occasional nocturnal mammal rustling 

A keel-billed toucan perches by the side of one of 
the many trails at LA Selva. Easily accessible to 
visitors, the trails provide excellent photo 
opportunities.

The aptly-named marvelous forest cockroach 
(Paratropes sp.) is one of several charismatic 
cockroach species found at La Selva.
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about in the canopy or dropping nut or fruit scraps.  Bats whizz down their trail and the 
occasional large moth flutters to your flashlight beam. 

Best times of year to visit

With high numbers of resident species year-round, birders will be busy at any time of year. 
During the migration periods (late September to early November and March/April), migrants 
will be passing through, and the number of species you are likely to see will rise. We like mid-
September through May for insects and amphibians.  Check Weatherspark on the web to get a 

feel for the rainy and dry 
seasons. The good news 
about rain at La Selva is that 
it often doesn’t last long (and 
it cools things down), 
although we have stayed at 
times when it has rained hard 
and steadily every hour or 
two for a couple of days. 
Note that if severe and 
prolonged rainstorms occur 
in the mountains, the road to 
the station can flood. 
Luckily, the staff are 
accustomed to this and have 
a boat to shuttle visitors and 
employees across the flooded 
areas. 

Visiting the station as a 
guest

La Selva is a working 
educational and research facility with a limited number of rooms available for photographers, 
birders, and other non-academic guests. The staff who handle your booking will be bilingual in 
English (French is also spoken by one of the guides). 

The majority of undergraduate students who stay at the station are from Costa Rica or the USA 
and most visit from late May through August; postgraduate researchers visit from all over the 
world year round.  Both students and researchers stay in cottages and dorms in a different 
location to the guest rooms and cottages where you will stay as a visitor.  It’s worth noting that 
COVID travel restrictions have significantly reduced the number of students and visitors, and 
through the end of 2022, guest bookings should be easy to obtain.

And visit you should: As a guest, your room and board will help fund the station which has been 
hurt financially by the pandemic. Education and research performed at the station contributes to 
our knowledge of tropical ecology, climate change, species extinction, habitat loss, and more — 

A male white-vented euphonia (Euphonia minuta) feeds on one of the fruiting 
shrubs around the dining hall. 
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you can feel good about helping this work with 
your booking — or your contribution.

Rooms and cottages are clean and basic with 
adequate water pressure in the showers and reliable 
and plentiful solar heated water.  Expect some non-
human roommates.  Ours have included blue jean 
frogs, the largest weevil we’ve ever seen, a motmot 
which visited the porch, pretty and small jumping 
spiders, and katydids.  Geckos are ubiquitous and 
chirp from the ceilings and walls as they scuttle 
about managing the insect population.  

The dining hall serves wholesome Costa Rican food 
and you can sit and work in there at any time.  
We’ve seen occasional children, visitors in their 
80s, and a couple of visitors using wheelchairs. 
There may be as many as six or eight other 
overnight guests in January through May, but in the 
tourist off-season, we've been the only guests at 
times.  

During the day groups of a half dozen or so birders 
will visit, have lunch, and leave.

It is a friendly and multilingual place where the person 
you sit next to at dinner or meet on the trail could be a 
Costa Rican professor or a researcher from Europe. 
Several of our photographer friends have visited, and 
all have said they would return. 

Provided you are interested in nature, you'll have no 
problems filling your day!  

Bird photography

Roughly 450 species have been recorded at the station, 
and it's a highlight on many of the Costa Rica birding 
itineraries favored by North American and European 
birders. The station is also a participant in the Audubon 
Christmas bird count.
 
Dropping by for a day on a bird tour is a good way to 
get a taste of the ease with which birds can be spotted. 
But, in our opinion, bird photographers (and birders) 
are better served by booking a 5 or 6-night stay. After a 

The protected areas around the station are home 
to an enormous number of species and 
identification can sometimes be challenging. This 
is likely Scinax boulengeri.

A ~2mm long hopper nymph found in the leaf 
litter along STR — a productive trail for insects 
large and small.
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couple of days, you'll gain a sense of the layout and zero in on the areas where birds are feeding 
and where you are most likely to find the species you seek. And the relatively inexpensive full-
board option means you'll be able to better schedule the time you spend birding during the early 
morning and evening hours when the light is best for photography and birds are most active. 

"Free" tours are something one 
might normally avoid. But the 
morning walk that comes along 
with your room booking at La 
Selva is absolutely not to be 
missed. Even if you have spent 
considerable time in tropical 
forests, we recommend it. There 
are usually just a handful of 
guests on these walks, and they 
tend to be nature lovers who 
walk quietly and stop 
frequently. A staff guide leads 
and will give you an overview 
of how the station's protected 
area acts as both a research and 
educational facility and a 
wildlife corridor into the 
adjacent Braulio Carrillo 
National Park. Then, it's into the 
forest for a couple of hours. 

Since these walks are in the 
early morning, you'll most likely 
spot many species of birds. As 
you walk, you'll also learn about 
the other creatures found at the 
station, which include some 
larger cats, many arboreal frog 
and snake species, some 
fascinating mammals, and a 
staggering variety of plants. 

There are few guarantees when it comes to locating wildlife “on demand”, but you should spot a 
good number of species on this walk. The tiny red and blue "blue jean" frogs, toucan, motmot, 
howler or spider monkeys, sloth, turtles, iguana, anole lizards, roosting bats, fruit-eating fish, and 
curassow come to mind. And, with a bit of luck, you'll see less common species such as the 
lovely white or "tent-making" bats, an eyelash viper, green ibis, dacnis, euphonia, or the 
breathtaking blue morpho butterfly.

After a couple of days at the station, you'll recognize the guides and staff; we find they are 

A juvenile green honeycreeper (Chlorophanes spiza). Shot on a fruit tree 
near the reception area with a 300mm lens mounted on a micro four thirds 
camera.
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always willing to answer questions. And staying for a few days allows you to get a feel for the 
locations where your favored species are likely to be found. For example, several species of 
trogon can be found around the station. The guides can either point you in the right direction or 

accompany you (guide fees 
for private tours are modest 
— check with Reception). 
Once you begin hearing birds, 
you may need to backtrack or 
move up the trail to get close 
to them. This takes time, but 
is often worth the extra work.  
This type of spontaneous 
birding is also impossible if 
you need to get back to a van 
and head to the next stop with 
your group. In our opinion, a 
longer stay is a more 
immersive, relaxed, and 
rewarding experience.
 
We greatly enjoy sitting on 
the patio with a cup of good 
Costa Rican coffee. Early 
morning is when you are 
likely to see (and hear) great 
green macaws and parrots as 

they fly overhead on some mysterious and squawky mission. Scarlet-rumped tanagers fly past 
your table (and sometimes land on it), blue-grey tanagers flit about within a few meters, and 
grumpy rufous-tailed hummingbirds work the flowers a few feet away and fuss at the equally 
attitudinal bananaquits. It's a wonderful start to the day!
 
Before breakfast, you may want to stroll down to the Stone Bridge. If you encounter an 
overwhelming sense of cat (imagine 100 cat litter boxes), you'll know an ocelot came across the 
bridge overnight and marked it. Howler monkeys may be making a racket (they usually start 
calling at dawn), and you'll see birds flying up and down the river — watch for a sunbittern; 
we’ve not spotted one, but they are there.  So are caiman, turtles, and fruit-eating fish. On the 
way back, any of the planted areas outside the forest are worth checking in the morning since 
there are a variety of food sources where smaller birds feed.   

At La Selva, bird photographers who are new to the station have a secret weapon in the form of 
the station's staff guides. These are super nice people who are conservationists and naturalists 
with a deep knowledge of species, seasonality, and habits. Joel Alvarado leads the guiding team 
and has worked at the station for extended periods stretching back several decades. Ask a 
question, and if Joel can't answer, he will likely look it up it and get back to you. On one visit, 
Joel kindly asked if we would like to join him for a quick walk to see a potoo — a somewhat rare 
find at the station and a shape-shifting bird species that's virtually impossible to spot in the forest.

Chestnut-sided warbler (Setophaga pensylvanica). During September and 
October dozens of species of migrants and residents can easily be found 
feeding around the station.
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Speaking of research, wifi connections are generally pretty good although the dining hall has the 
most reliable connection.  And, before you book, Google can help you plan a stay since much has 

been written about the 
excellent birding and bird-
photography opportunities at 
La Selva (and the sister 
stations Las Cruces and Palo 
Verde).  

Photographic notes

It is relatively easy to snap 
nice shots of the 
hummingbirds, orioles, and 
similar small birds in the 
flowering and fruiting shrubs 
around the station with a 
300mm or longer lens. Much 
less than a 300mm will likely 
be frustrating.  The forest is 
more challenging since birds 
are often 40' to 75' above the 
ground, light levels are lower, 
and a longer (and usually 
heavier) lens is needed. This 
raises the question of whether 
or not to bring a tripod. We 
don't, but we definitely pass 
up shots as a result. We’ve 
noticed the many birders use 
cameras with digital zoom 
capability and are extremely 
happy with them.
 
You may have to increase 

your ISO to 8,000, 12,000, or more on the deeply shaded trails in order to shoot at an acceptable 
speed. The side effect is noise. We use Topaz software to remove noise and sharpen images. 

All macro photographs in this article were taken with the M43 system and a 60mm lens. We 
greatly prefer M43 in tropical locations since the camera and lens together weigh about the same 
as a Nikon 105mm lens.

Humidity is a special consideration in Costa Rica. If you use weather-sealed lenses, you probably 
won't worry about light rain (we don't). But on extremely hot and humid days (or nights), you 
may run into internal lens fogging.  

Female summer tanager (Piranga rubra).  North American birders will find 
some old friends at La Selva during winter months.
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Internal fogging results from a build-up of moist air within the lens. If moisture condenses on the 
lens elements within the barrel or on the rear element, you'll see a foggy image through your 
viewfinder and a haze when you peer into the end of the lens.  Consider bringing some silica gel 

and a sealable bag in which 
you can store your camera 
and lens overnight. The 
silica will pull the moisture 
out. 

We also pack back-ups for 
critical items since it would 
be challenging to obtain 
replacements without 
wasting a day in San Jose.  
Finally, in the wet season, 
we've found an umbrella is a 
far better solution than a 
rain jacket, poncho, or 
camera cover. 

You can see more 
photographs taken at La Selva 
by Lou Staunton and Jeremy 
Squire here: 
www.jeremysquire.com  and 
here: 
www.eyetoeyewithnature.com


Webbed tree frog suspected (Boana rufitelas). The iconic red eyed tree frog is 
easy to find at La Selva, but there are many equally beautiful and lesser known 
species.

http://www.jeremysquire.com
http://www.eyetoeyewithnature.com

