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Curiosity, Innovation, and Hope in Iceland 

By Makayla Hartsgrove 

 
My family always tells me that I “feel life too deeply”. When they say this, I think they are 

trying to tell me that I am too sensitive, because I often swoon over every sunset, love every 

person I meet, and take an abundance of photos, because I want to capture everything beautiful 

that I lay eyes on. Sometimes I wish that I could shut this ultra-sensitive part of me off, but other 

times I wish that I could pull my family into the world inside of my head, so they could see the 

beauty that I see in people and the world as well. During my time in Iceland, I had this wish 

many times; to bring my friends back home, but especially my family, into my head so they 

could see the beauty that I was gazing upon the whole time that I was here. The waterfalls, the 

mountains that felt like giants around us, the crystal clear water, and all of the nature around us. 

Not only do I wish they could see the world through my “overly sensitive” lens to see the beauty 

in the natural world, but also so they could see the beauty in the people that I met. The people in 

Iceland that we met were full of love, hope, and ideas for a better future. They had heart in every 

conversation that we had with them, whether it was about climate change, politics, their own 

lives, or even food.  
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This is our guide Oli. A passionate man, full of so much love and so much knowledge of his 

country. My classmates and I were so lucky to have Oli, because not only were we seeing 

Iceland for the first time as tourists, but we were also seeing it through the eyes of a local who is 

more than passionate about his country. In every conversation we had with Oli, there was never a 

moment that I doubted his heart. He always spoke from the heart whether he was speaking about 

the geology of Iceland, the history of Iceland, his relationship with his son, or even the 

remodeling of his family home. On the first day of our trip, we asked Oli what his thoughts on 

hope and climate change were, for the world and our country specifically. Without an instant to 

think, he responded with, “I am very optimistic for our world and your country, very optimistic.” 

This moment would be a moment I would contemplate for the rest of the trip. It was hard for me 

to feel anything too deeply in that exact minute because both my body and my mind were 

exhausted from traveling. But even through the exhaustion, my heart swelled. It swelled mainly 

because these words of optimism were coming from Oli. Even though I had just met Oli only 

hours before, I felt a connection with him. I felt like his words were something I could trust and 

again something that was coming from the purest parts of his heart. 
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Oli’s words gave me a newfound sense of hope. Even though I try to see the good in all things 

and people, when it comes to climate change, I often look at it with dread and despair. I often get 

caught up in the media frenzy, getting constantly overwhelmed seeing reports of polar bears on 

the verge of extinction because of the melting ice caps or extreme weather events such as 

droughts. There are just so many different pieces to climate change that it can be a lot to try to 

tackle in my brain. But a lot of people tune these things out, claiming that the climate issue isn’t 

an issue at all. It saddens me to know that for a lot of people they believe that climate change is a 

hoax. The media can throw as much information at these people as they want to, but some people 

can’t believe something unless they see it with their own naked eyes. During my journey in 

Iceland, I did just that, I saw glimpses of the real truth of climate change with my very own eyes.  
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During my stay, one of the most advertised things in Iceland was their expansive puffin 

population. In every gift shop you walk into, there are puffin plushies, puffin shirts, puffin 

blankets, etc… If there is something you want to take back with you, I am sure that you could 

find a puffin printed onto it. Puffins are cute little birds, but sadly 70% of the puffin population 

has died in less than a decade on the south coast of Iceland. Although Icelanders are unsure as to 

exactly what might be causing these birds to die, they attribute their death to the climate crisis. 

But nestled high up in the cliffs of the black sand beach, we were lucky enough to spot a puffin 

on our last day of our trip. But where puffins used to fly about in abundance, now there are only 

ghosts of what they used to be.  
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A heartbreaking moment for me and the people around me on the last day of our trip, was when 

we adventured to a glacier. When I stepped onto the sands and could quite literally hear the 

glacier crying as it melted away, it was actually heartbreaking and took my breath away 

momentarily. It is something that words cannot describe, something that you only can truly feel 

if you have been there and seen it with your own eyes. But for those of you back home, the 

picture of the glacier can be heartbreaking enough. Less than 50 years ago, this glacier extended 

all the way to where I am standing in this picture. The glacier is melting because there is less 

precipitation than there is melting on the edges. Temperatures are rising and as they continue to 

do so, glacial melt will continue, eventually more rapidly until this glacier and others along with 

it are no longer.  
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As heartbreaking and saddening as these things are, my classmates and I weren’t brought to 

Iceland to see only dread and despair. We were brought to Iceland to find hope and to bring this 

hope back home with us. During our tour at the University of Reykjavik, we were lucky enough 

to talk with the engineers for a lengthy amount of time and learn so much about the innovative 

projects that the students at this university are working on. Iceland is the epitome of converting 

to a more sustainable way of life. They are using geothermal energy, which is a renewable 

energy source, to heat nearly all of their homes, to power their factories and much more. At the 

university, they are using natural resources, such as basalt, which they have an abundance of here 

in Iceland, to make things that are otherwise made with plastic and metals. One of the projects 

that stood out to me the most, was a project that they were working on with a local high school. 

They were working to make a house that produced more energy than it used. To do this, they 

would use a combination of wind, geothermal energy, and solar power.  
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I know it is hard for everyday people like you and I to think about living sustainably at this 

enormous of a scale. Again, it can be more than overwhelming. We don’t all have access to 

geothermal energy like Icelanders do. But, there are so many things that I have learned that I can 

adjust in my everyday life that can contribute to the preservation of our planet. I can switch from 

plastic to paper, compost, buy more second-hand clothing, and use a reusable water bottle 

instead of buying plastic ones. But the biggest thing that I have learned through this journey that 

I can do, is have these discussions, educate myself and try to educate others. If I ever have 

children, I can teach my children because they are the generation that will have to deal with this 

head on.  
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As soon as I returned from my trip, my sister, who is freshly 17, was curious and asked so many 

questions about what I did during my time away. She wanted to know more about climate 

change, what she could do to help slow the process in the next few years, and how Icelanders are 

doing the most to live sustainably. I saw myself in her in these moments. Young, curious, finding 

her voice, finding her independence, and doing all of this in a time that is constantly shifting and 

changing. I was proud of her for being curious, because this is the best thing that we can do. As 

Oli said, “Awareness is fundamental for action. Ask questions, engage in discussion, and word 

will eventually spread.”  
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At the beginning of this trip, I was fortunate enough to read parts of Andri Magnason’s book On 

Time and Water, and our whole group was even more fortunate to be invited into his studio. It 

was a rather chaotic visit with the Icelandic author. When we arrived, construction was still 

ensuing in his studio apartment, he had ripped his pants only earlier, and he ended up blowing 

off The World Wildlife Organization for 14 college students and their professor. He told us his 

story, answered our questions and signed our books. Although the experience was funny and 

chaotic, the conversations being had were quite the opposite. We talked of life, of finding a voice 

in our college years, and mostly of hope. One of the most important things that I heard come out 

of Magnason’s mouth was, “We can only save what we understand.” This is hopeful, maybe 

climate change is not on the forefront of society's minds because society doesn’t know that it 

should be. I urge the people near, the people far, and the people all over; take the time to educate 

yourself, take the time to read, take the time to listen, so that you do understand what we are 

dealing with together.  
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As much of a rollercoaster of emotions discussing the changing of the climate can be, it is 

exactly this that brings me solace and hope. Just like life, if we didn’t have the lows we would 

never know how great the highs can be. If I and the people around me didn't feel a great deal of 

sadness watching the glacier melt in front of our eyes, then we would be living in a world with 

no future. It is with this overwhelming sadness that I actually find hope. Although this hope is 

unconventional and shows itself in a way that could disguise the true nature of it, it is with this 

feeling that I feel the most hope in. We have to feel this tremendous sadness to know what it is to 

be hopeful. Just like we almost need to destroy something to know that it has to be saved. 
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In Iceland, moss is something that is casually looked upon, probably for its lack of striking 

quality and the abundance of it here. But when Icelanders found that walking upon the moss 

would destroy it to the point of no return, they chose to no longer do so. Without question, 

Icelanders abide by this almost unspoken rule. They simply don’t walk upon the moss. But, they 

had to destroy something to know that it had to be saved. They had to destroy the moss in order 

to know that it had to be left untouched. In the wake of something tragic, Icelanders took action. 

In order to continue to protect the moss, Icelanders don’t dwell on the past and the moss that was 

destroyed. Instead, they honor the moss that died and continue to stay optimistic. They continue 

to abide by the rule and they work to educate the people who visit their beautiful country. They 

warn tourists of what their actions can have to the beautiful moss they are surrounded by. When 

people understand the damage that their actions hold, there is a greater likelihood that they will 

stop doing the action that is causing the damage. This is the epitome of hopefulness. Of course, 

there will be more tragedy. The glacier will continue to melt, more puffins will probably die, and 

people will always be skeptical. But hopefully, in the wake of these tragedies, people will stay 

curious, students and teachers alike will continue to spark innovation, and we will continue to 

grow, educate ourselves and others, incite hope, and eventually come together to save the planet 

we call home.  


