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Ice and Fire
A Study Abroad Experience in Iceland

Malina Ueda

The first thing you notice the moment you touch down on the runway of
the Keflavik airport in Iceland is the lack of trees. You expect to see more since
Iceland is famous for its natural beauty but you realize that means something
completely different here. The lack of forestry in Iceland is due to the
excessive amount of tree felling in the Viking age, and the country ended up
with much barren ground. Some say that the reason the country was named
Iceland in the first place was to fend off people from coming here and instead
direct them to Greenland where the conditions were the exact opposite at the
time. To imagine Iceland with trees is just absurd once you start living here
for a while, because the view of just moss, glaciers, and black ash becomes
part of you.

You really get used to seeing this specific type of natural beauty since it
takes only around 10 minutes to step into land that has not been disturbed by
humans. It was surprising for me to hear that a whole third of the population
lives in the capital, and the entire population of Iceland is around the number
of people in the city where I live back home in Japan. In fact Icelandic people
are most likely related to each other somehow, and this can be checked
through fslendingabdk, a website that has all the family trees of Icelanders. It
can technically trace one’s lineage all the way back to the settlement era.

The small community of people is very relaxing for me, since there is no
stress of living in proximity to many people. Because there is a very low
number of people that you would naturally meet, it does force you to become
more social if you want to make any new friends. Especially because the
Icelandic people are more reclusive, and you need to go out of your way to
make friends out of them. But once you are friends, they will introduce you
to their friends and the cycle goes on. You will just need to find your first
Icelandic friend and the rest will unfold. This was very good for me, a change
in lifestyle that rewarded me with very good friends that I hope to remain in
contact with into the far future. They have also taught me about different
views and beliefs that exist in this world.

Coming in contact with Icelandic culture from an exchange student’s point

of view is quite different from my previous experiences as a tourist. First of
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all, most likely if you're a tourist you
wholeheartedly just enjoy the nature
and the experience, but when you live
here you do notice the problems that
are happening in Iceland. The
aluminum factories that are operating

in Iceland are a huge problem that is

causing beautiful natural landscapes to
be destroyed and vanish, never to return. They are a huge part of the economy
here so it is terribly hard to cut off. Also the exhaust that is emitted from cars
in Iceland is staggering for the number of people living here. It is very hard
for people to get anywhere without a car since there is no other transportation
option.

Of course there are problems in any country, but sometimes it gives birth
to interesting art forms. This year’s Eurovision Song Contest’s representative
from Iceland says a lot. The band called HATARI is an “award winning, anti-
capitalist, BDSM, techno-dystopian, performance art collective” in their own
words. That’s quite a mouthful, but Europe loved it and put it up with the top
ten in this year’s contest. Eurovision is a huge part of culture in Europe and
especially Iceland. I personally have grown up watching Eurovision, and the
trend changes each year. HATARI represents pretty well what people are
feeling in Iceland and perhaps the world.

The music scene in Iceland is very dense due to the fact that it all happens
downtown which is around 10 minutes” walk from the University of Iceland.
In fact everything is quite compact and is in walking distance from the
University. From here you can see the famous Hallgrimskirkja, a church on
top of the hill, and Perlan, the lighthouse. As everything is so packed into one
place, my memories and experiences here in Iceland are as well. There is just
no way that I am able to write down every interesting cultural experience I
had in Iceland, but I hope that the people who are reading this got a glimpse
into what this magnificent and wonderful country has to offer. And if it ever
interests any of you, it is worth the experience to come to this island of ice and
fire that is far off to the north.

(JCulP 3rd Year JS)
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Grandfather, Tell Me A Story

The Importance of Personal Oral History
Aarthi Pookot

I was born and raised in the United States, but was fortunate enough to have
the opportunity to visit my grandparents in India every summer. These
annual trips were the highlight of my childhood, and my grandparents would
always count down the days until they could see me again. All of my friends
were able to go see their grandparents every week, or drive a few hours to see
them; I had to spend about 21 hours over the course of two days on a plane
just to see mine—this limited time we had together made these trips all the
more precious to me.

Every night I would ask my Ammu (short for ammamma, the term for
“maternal grandmother” in the Tamil language) to tell me a story. Not only
did they help me sleep, but I also enjoyed the variety of Indian folktales and
stories of Hindu gods and goddesses. Every time she would finish one I would
ask for one more, and this pattern would continue until I eventually fell asleep.
Over the years I asked her for many stories, but the one story I never asked
was her story. It never crossed my mind that she had experiences far more
interesting than any of the tales she made up for me. I never asked to hear
them, until I was assigned an oral history project in middle school.

My teacher wanted everyone to interview someone over the age of 60, and
then compile a project on their life story; the format could have been a report,
a PowerPoint, or a physical project. I decided to interview my Thatha
(nickname for “grandfather” in the Tamil language), who was the oldest of
my four grandparents. I thought this project would be simple, after all I had
been spending all this time with him and practically knew everything about
him, right? Except I did not know anything. He lived in Madurai, India. He
spoke Tamil and could understand a little Malayalam. He was a doctor and
retired medical professor and had built his own hospital where he practiced
medicine. My grandmother was a nurse at that hospital. They loved me and I
loved them. Simple, right?

I called him on the phone to do the interview, already prepared with
answers in my mind. All I really needed was a few simple facts about his
childhood and I would be well on my way to completing this project. He
picked up, and for the first time in my life I asked, “Thatha, tell me your story.”

It was the first time I asked him, and not my Ammu.

14



My grandfather's name is Thandavan Chelliah, better known as Dr.
Chelliah. But that is not his real name. I learned he was born to a poor farming
family, one of the lowest classes in India’s caste system. He worked on the
farm all day and went to school when he could. In elementary school a flood
destroyed his house and all the legal documents, including birth certificate;
Thandavan Chelliah is the name his teacher gave him. After long days on the
farm he would study from worn textbooks only by candlelight. He had a
passion for anatomy and physiology, and this drive got him accepted to
medical school, where he went on to be one of the top students. He hid his
past, because society would have shunned him if they knew his true
background.

He went on to become an army doctor, where he met my grandmother, who
was an army nurse: it was love at first sight. Her parents rejected him, because
they were from a higher class, so my grandparents ran away and got married
without their blessing; they eloped in a time when arranged marriage was a
heavy practice in India. My grandfather grew in status as a doctor in the city
of Madurai. They had three children, a son and two daughters, and raised
them strictly but with love. And now they have a granddaughter named
Aarthi, whom they raised in India for the first two years of her life, before
returning her to her parents in America. Every year they patiently wait for
June to come, because that is when Aarthi will come home to India, and they
can tell her stories.

I'had so many questions prepared, but I was not prepared for his answers.
My grandfather has developed dementia now, and can no longer remember
these things, but I have carefully recorded them in a diary I made for this
project. That diary is in their house in India, and every year I go back to
Madurai and I read it to my grandparents. He always forgets, but I remember.

When you interview someone, you are validating their story. You are
validating their memories. You give them immortality. History as we learn it
does not contain the fragments of mundane experiences and memories from
the average person’s life. How does one make sense of fragments? It all starts
by asking for a story.

(JCulP 1st Year OS)
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