A Visit to Finland, Just Like Grandma’s Home Cookin’

You know you feel at home in a new place when the food tastes just like Grandma’s cooking. After arriving in Helsinki for the first time at three in the morning, I was barely awake as I searched for a nearby café. Finding myself at an all-you-can-eat lunch buffet near the train station, they seemed to have everything on the menu and it ALL looked delicious: beet salad, soup, salmon, coffee and pulla. I might as well be at home. I even saw a younger version of Grams dining with a circle of retired friends, as she would have looked in her 50s, and in full technicolor instead of black-and-white. Plus, I’d heard Finnish before. I even knew a few words, most importantly my pleases (miellyttää) and thank-yous (kittos) and Christmas surprises near the holidays when my ears really perked up as a kid. For not having eaten in over 20 hours and only five hours of sleep, even out of sorts, I still felt at home in this new place.

Unable to work the correct sequence of numbers into the payphone at the train station, a man sitting nearby let me borrow his cell phone to call and confirm arrival times with my relatives in Kokkola. Then, my friendly American-self found an equally talkative young woman; well, I’d still consider her still young though she was in her forties. She had a lot to tell me about living in rural Finland and why she lived in big city Stockholm, instead. Like many Finns I met, she was home for a visit, but would soon return to the Swedish capital where there were more jobs. 

And I had been warned about Finns being skeptical, reserved, and unfriendly <with sarcasm>. I heard all the rumors and found them to be completely unfounded. At the summer Grand Lodge Convention in Berkeley surrounded by senior lodge members, at the Helsinki airport trying to arrange a cab in the wee hours of the morning, or in asking advice from artists as to the best museums or art galleries to see in Helsinki, everyone I met seemed to be very affable and welcoming, even in a second language. I even found them friendly while dancing at a local punk concert and discussing the alcoholism problem among so many Finns with a young forestry student from the hostel.

Aside from my Finnish-speaking-only cab driver, unusual considering Finnish students learn English now when they begin to read, who I thought was bringing me out into the middle of nowhere and that I’d have to plan a quick escape route, I had an amazing visit.

Nonetheless, I have so much to say about my trip, but I’ll try to use brevity in my first Viesti pontification and perhaps follow-up with additional insights as they occur to me. It’s hard adjusting to being back in the USA. Everything seems so different. James Brown died, Britney and Kevin broke up, and the Democrats regained control of Congress. Perhaps it signaled a good time to return, but home seems like such a different place than when I left. I learned a lot though and am already trying to figure out how soon I can afford to return.

Gina Hansen, 29, is a member of Aberdeen Lodge #9 and currently resides in Berkeley, CA. View pictures from her trip to Europe at http://userwww.sfsu.edu/~hansengm/photography.htm. 

