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May 27: Pre Departure

The day that I found out I was going to Iceland, I remember getting a few odd looks
in my dorm parking lot as I jumped up and down in response to the news. I had never
traveled abroad before and I was excited for a chance to see more of the world. As our
departure date drew closer, my excitement became muddled with nerves. This trip was
going to require me, a control freak, to loosen my reins of control and allow others to be
responsible for me. On top of that, we were given the task of finding hope amidst a time
where the world is at an all-time low. This seemed like a near impossible task given the
fact that there are no billboards plastered with the location of where hope can be found
or souvenir shops selling jars of hope. As I sat in my seat watching the animated plane
icon creep ever so slowly towards our final destination, I had a lot of time to think about
what this elusive hope concept actually means. For me, hope is defined as a positive
mindset that gives us motivation to spark actions. Without hope, nothing would be
achieved since no one would aspire to progress or get better. Over the past few years,
hope for many has been limited due to the pandemic and climate change. At times like
these, it seems as if our hope has been diminished. It can feel like the lights have gone
out and we are frantically searching through the dark. This can be scary because hope
ignites us, and therefore, if our hope is extinguished, we lose our reason for being. I have
always been somewhat of an optimist, so I believe that there are always places we can
find hope; it is just sometimes hidden in peculiar places. As the flight attendant hit me

with the drink cart one last time, I prepared myself for the journey ahead of me and



hoped that I would be able to find embers of hope
throughout my trip to Iceland that I could nurture

into wildfires back in the United States.
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As the plane jolted to a stop, my excitement e Destinagon: 04:48
began to fade and it was replaced with fatigue.
Iceland welcomed us early in the morning with

cold, windy weather and thick gray clouds

covering the sky. After receiving a total of 45
minutes of sleep, we boarded a bus and traveled towards our hotel where we would wait
for rooms until around 10:00 A.M. Although our arrival could not be described as
glamorous, these first few hours were where I found my
first seedling of hope. Many of us huddled together in the
lobby and made up
animal names and
traded stories to make
the time pass faster.
Giggles erupted from
our throats in order to
temporarily shield us
from our woes. Sitting

on the lobby floor, I

Lo felt an immediate



sense of community. Even though I came into this trip knowing no one, I formed strong
bonds with strangers in a matter of hours. These bonds gave me hope for the rest of the
trip. If something was going to go wrong, at least I would have people to confide in or

laugh about it with.

Connecting People Through Stories

One of the activities we did in Iceland was meet with the author, Andri Sneer
Magnason. Andri talked to us about the importance of
storytelling and how it can be used to make others
understand each other and the issues bigger than
ourselves such as climate change. In regards to climate
change, I think that storytelling allows people to
empathize and feel more compelled to take action.
Statistics and charts lose their meaning when we cannot
feel connected to them, but personal stories give people a

way to digest bigger topics and understand their impact.

As a group, we talked about a certain

Hawaiian bird that is going extinct and how

hearing the story of how it calls out to a mate
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just hearing that the Kaua'i '0'0 is going
extinct.
Stories can also allow us to feel connected

to others. Sharing embarrassing moments,



heartbreaks, life frustrations, and good memories over the years have allowed my
friends and I to feel closer. This type of storytelling strengthens friendships and allows
for healing. Even if the healing only begins to create a singular stitch across a gaping
wound that is still progress. I felt a little bit of this healing when our tour guide, Oli, was
discussing the ways Iceland is dealing with climate change. In the United States, climate
change is something that is always discussed using dire language that insinuates the
young generation must fix everything or we will all die. That is a heavy weight to put on
a 15 year old’s shoulders. Hearing that other countries must deal with climate change
strangely made me feel hopeful because I realized that the crisis is something we all
must face together, and the lack of control I feel is shared by others.

During our trip, we also got the chance to trade stories with staff members at the
University of Reykjavik. When we visited, a discussion was brought up about easing the
drug crisis among the youth community. Both Iceland and the United States have high
rates of death due to drug use. Instead of labeling drug users as deviant criminals,
Iceland sees drug abuse as a health issue. The country has put in place curfews for their
youth and is working to set up stations where drug users can check to make sure their
substances are safe for consumption. These changes have led to positive results such as
lowered death rates. Listening to the innovative ways that Iceland has dealt with this
issue made the wheels start turning in my head. The United States could apply some of
these policies in order to ease our own drug crisis. The drug crisis often feels impossible
to solve, but this chat made me feel like we have a shot at aiding the problem. I have
hope that moving forward, we can swap ideas with other countries in order to gain a

sense of control over problems such as the drug crisis or climate change.



Living in the Moment and Enjoying the Little Things:

Throughout our trip, I had been challenged to give control of my schedule over to
others. Although I would consider myself a trusting person, I have always felt a need to
be in control. School, soccer, and working left little room to deviate from my tightly
packed schedule. I spent most of my high school years racing around to get everything
done in a timely manner, and this caused me to get really stressed when things didn't go
to plan because it meant that it would slow me down. On this trip, there have been many
wrenches thrown into our plans that required adaptation. Classmates got sick, voices

were lost, bathroom floors were flooded, and it seemed

so, I could feel my stress levels rising and I was worried
that these feelings would overcome my ability to enjoy the
trip. Luckily, as we journeyed throughout Iceland, I felt
my worries wash away with the current of the river.

Looking at the bright blue water cascading over the rocks

momentarily stopped all the thoughts in my head and I
felt myself just enjoying the moment. As time passed, I
felt more at peace about the little bumps in the road. For
example, we stopped to look at little gnome homes on the
side of the road one day. In the past, I would've been
more focused on how stopping would make us late, and I
would have missed the chance to watch Tracey frolic

giddily in search of gnomes. It seems that the Icelandic

way of life is to enjoy the moment and not worry as much



about the time. There have been many instances where we ditched our original time
frame in order to enjoy nature for "15 more minutes". I feel that this trip has caused me
to live more in the moment and quit worrying about when we will get to our destination
because Petta Reddast (it will all work out).

As the trip continued, I felt myself paying
attention to the smaller details and finding little joys
that I am usually too busy to notice. As we walked
around a few cities and towns in Iceland, I found little
joys such as cryptic inspirational quotes or fish painted
over sewer grates. The closest my classmates and I got
to deciphering

the fish quote

was “I'm going
to do my thing, and I'm not sure what I'm talking
about”. Although we never found the real
answer, we laughed the rest of the bus ride home
at the results. In a way, the message google
translate gave us was still inspirational: keep
doing you even if you do not have everything

figured out.




I also felt that this trip made me appreciate food
more. We had the opportunity to eat many delicious
things throughout our trip such as hamburgers,

seafood and various desserts. I hope that I can hold on
to this new found appreciation for the little things
moving forward. Over the past few years, I have lived
in a high stress environment and my time in Iceland

has allowed me to

stop and enjoy the
world and all it has to offer. Rushing waterfalls that
encase you in mist, mountains that reach beyond the
clouds, and water so blue it makes you question if it's
real. The things I have seen, friendships I've made, and
the memories I have made on this trip give me hope

that moving forward I can start appreciating the small

things in order to combat my stress and remain happy.

Hope Sprouting From the Ground:

A few times throughout our trip, we discussed the topic of rejuvenation and
perseverance. I noticed many examples of nature’s tenacity throughout our trip. One
example of this is the puffin population. At the beginning of our trip, Oli explained to us
that the puffin population was down 70%. For this reason, I was not expecting to see one
whatsoever, and if we did find one, I was expecting it to be laying on the ground dead,

but this was not the case. At the Black Beach, we stared at the sky in awe as puffins



rushed over our heads in circular motions. Seeing these little penguin-like birds fight
through this tough time made me realize I should focus on what I can control. Although
the puffin population is dwindling, they continue to live their lives: eat, sleep, survive. I
may not be able to stop climate change tomorrow in its
entirety, but I can continue to live my life while making
choices that help both me and my community. The
abundance of moss spreading throughout the country
also demonstrates nature’s perseverance. Iceland is
home to 30 volcanic systems. Although most of the
country is covered

in this black rigid

rock, moss has

is uncovered from glacial melting. For me, the
moss represents how beauty can sprout from the
ashes and how nature, and humans can spring

back from hardship.

Hope:

Hope acts as fuel in order for us to be successful, and it can be especially important
when we must tackle global crises like a pandemic or climate change because it gives us
strength to make it through hardships. Whether we are faced with jet lag, a breakup, a

global pandemic, or climate change, challenges always feel easier to approach when you



have hope you will get through them. During my time in Iceland, I learned so much and
found hope that will help me through tough times in the future. I learned that finding
hope can be something small such as singing Disney songs with new found friends,
eating chocolate mousse on tiny decorative plates,
or seeing a waterfall that occupies your entire focus.
Hope is all around us just waiting to be discovered.
Finding hope can start off as something small, but it
can grow and spread. Hope has the ability to change
mindsets and spark action in us. Life is similar to
riding a bike. When we first learn to ride a bike, we
have no idea what we are doing; we must simply

take a leap of faith and keep pedaling. Once we find

hope, all we can do is use it to keep pedaling.
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