Tet Today: A Review of Gary Anderson’s My Finnish Soul

by Beth L. Virtanen, Ph.D.
Sometimes when I least expect it but could really use it, something truly important shows up, something that really matters. Recently, as the winter was dragging on and spring seemed only a wish, I found myself in my library, thumbing through the books that were awaiting my attention. Gary Anderson’s My Finnish Soul seemed to insert itself into my grasp. It opened here where my eyes landed:


After your three tours



and forty-two years,



you ask me,



how’s it going for you?




Tet’s not over.




I replied. 
(p. 48)
Tet still isn’t over, I reflect. You will ask, of course, what that has to do with us, for we were not in Vietnam, we are not there now, but as Anderson says, “Tet’s not over,” at least not yet. Maybe it can’t ever be over with.
Maybe it’s important these days to remember what Tet represents. It was the impetus for the unrest of the 1960s, the Vietnam War that sent thousands of American boys—and I mean children in their late teens and before they even had ideas of what life might be—to their deaths, for what, we are still not sure. It was the defining moment of the 1970s when America “lost” the war and came home in defeat. It was the burden bourn by my ex-husband who managed to come back from that war to father children he has struggled to know, whom he still struggles to know, never mind the story of the wife.

As I continued to read, and I always read all over the book, I saw that the Tet poem was about brothers: “Brothers,” Anderson says, “weren’t supposed to serve in Vietnam together. I wish mine had not” (p. 46). Brothers form part of our interconnectedness, brother to brother, mother to son, father and mother, grandparent and grandchild, fathers and sons. Anderson draws together the stuff of family, the shared experiences of pickling fish and the youthful wonder of how grandparents ever made babies; the longing for countries and spaces, for people left behind, for the family pets of childhood, and for the dogs, only, who can bear our presence in adulthood. 

These connections are what Gary Anderson is writing about in this book, but he speaks to the American soul, a soul must pull together coherence from the stuff that doesn’t fit together well. So Tet resides in our collective memory next to grandmother, the family pet, and the man with Tourette’s Syndrome who is allowed to yell obscenities while making firewood—it’s one way to express this trouble. The rest of us keep it in while we watch our children and our neighbor’s children, our brothers and even men in their forties, go off to war, this time to a War on Terror that is every bit as terrible as the previous one. No, Tet’s not over, not yet, perhaps not ever. And we continue, families, communities, country. That’s what Anderson’s book is about. 
Gary Anderson’s book, My Finnish Soul, can be obtained by sending $15 to Shelter Bay Publishing, 713 Madison Ave. N., Bainbridge Island, WA 98110. You can also find it at www.garyandersonpoetry.com.       
