
HANNAH: So it’s ‘may you live, grow, and thrive like a little fish in fresh water.’ 

 

ALAN: There are many very dramatic ways of saying I love you. Most of them involve 

death.  

 

EDEN: It would be like, ‘dilbaalak you take a bite of that salad before everyone else gets 

here!’ 

 

SARAH: This is Heritage Words, a podcast about the words we've inherited from our 

ancestors and the meaning they bring to our lives. Heritage Words is produced by the 

HUC Jewish Language Project, which raises awareness about Jewish ancestral 

diversity through the lens of language. I'm your host, Sarah Bunin Benor. Today we 

have our first group interview. At the Jewish Language Project staff retreat in Seattle in 

March 2025, we recorded a conversation about our heritage words, which come from 

many languages, including Judeo-Moroccan Arabic, Ladino, Yiddish, Persian, Jewish 

Neo-Aramaic, and Swedish. My guests today are Jewish Language Project team 

members Hannah Pressman, Janine Okmin, Kyle Elbaz Fingerhut, Sam Miller, Alan 

Niku, Eden Moyal, Abby Graham, and Finn Jacobson. Enjoy!  

 

SARAH: We're all going to tell some heritage words that we have in our families and say 

what language it's from and how you have a connection to that language. So my main 

heritage language is Yiddish. And it disappeared in my family, as it did in so many 

American Jewish families, and a few words remained in my family. We have bunchkee, 

which is a term that I don't think is very common outside of my family. Has anyone 

heard that that word before? So it comes from pontshke or bontshke, which is a pastry, 

and I think it's just like a parent saying to a child, Oh you're so cute, you're like a little 

pastry! So, bunchkee, and my mom would say that to us when we did something sweet, 

or when she was talking about a kid doing something cute or sweet, she would say, Oh, 

and then she did this - bunchkee! Or what a bunchkee! So that's one. And then another 

one is, a similar thing is umbashrien. I guess we were very cute because my mom was 

always talking about how cute we were. And so umbashrien, it literally means ‘don't yell’ 

and it's like ‘don't yell because you don't want to tempt the evil eye, you don't want to 

attract unwanted attention’ and so it was a similar thing - if if we did something cute she 

would say umbashrien. So those were two of the heritage words that I think about a lot 

in my family. What about you, Hannah? 

  

HANNAH: Like Sarah, I grew up mainly with Yiddish as heritage words in my own 

family, but as a heritage learner of Ladino, I've been integrating in my own family Ladino 

words, and so I hope that's okay as an example.  

 



SARAH: Yeah! 

 

HANNAH: One phrase that my kids have really embraced is the expression that one 

does after a sneeze. And it's a tripartite blessing. So like, you know, in many languages, 

there's a way to say, you know, god bless you or gesundheit, labriut in Hebrew. In 

Ladino, people will say bivas after the first sneeze, kreskas after the second sneeze, 

and then enfloreskas. And then there's a final concluding sentence, komo un peshiko en 

aguas freskas. So it's ‘may you live, grow, and thrive like a little fish in fresh water’. 

Which is so—I think that because it involves an animal and stuff, that's why it appeals to 

the kids, and also it's just fun when someone does one sneeze, like bivas, and they're 

waiting. There's a second sneeze, which often there is, then they say the next word and 

the next word. And in fact, the way that I know that this transmission has actually been 

effective is my son shared the bivas formulation to his sixth-grade class when they were 

asked about family cultures and heritage. So I feel like I, you know, scored a small 

victory for my own Ladino learning journey and teaching it to my kids. 

  

SARAH: Well, that's a really interesting example because it skipped a generation or two. 

Would you say your grandparents would have used that phrase?  

 

HANNAH: Possibly my maternal grandmother might have used that phrase, but she did 

not speak a lot of Ladino with my mom. It was mainly spoken between the two 

generations before, and—so that the kids wouldn't understand. 

  

SARAH: So maybe she heard that phrase from her parents, and then—so this is a great 

example of the third generation return, where the grandchildren seek to learn what the 

parents sought to forget, and so that is kind of what happened in your family a little bit, 

but it's also a sign that language revitalization can be successful when it comes to 

heritage words. 

  

HANNAH: Absolutely. I think it's just a matter of finding ones that feel organic and are 

fun to teach, especially to younger folks. 

  

SARAH: Yeah, and that you can say many times, I mean, a lot of people sneeze. 

  

HANNAH: Absolutely. 

 

JANINE: I'm Janine, and my heritage language is Yiddish, and like so many of us, it was 

the secret language that my grandparents used to talk about things that they didn't want 

my parents' generation to know about. My parents know a bunch of words because of 

that, but do not speak it fluently. And, you know, there are the usual words that 



everybody knows. Actually, it's interesting—pishar, like, that was Yiddish. Like, you 

have to have to go pishy, but I guess it's also Ladino. But my grandmother used this 

word that I hadn't really heard a lot of people use, and it was also a term of endearment 

like Sarah's, she would call us my shefele, which means my little lamb. And anytime we 

would do something really adorable, or like a baby sleeping, she would, like, ‘Oh, my 

shefele,’ and she died right before my oldest kid was born. So she died just—it was just 

her 17th yahrzeit. My daughter's 17, and I just can imagine her putting her hands on my 

children when they were babies and saying, Oh, my shefele. But you're making me 

realize, I haven't passed that on. Like, I don't use that ever, but maybe I should. 

  

SARAH: Maybe when you become a grandmother. 

  

JANINE: Maybe. That's a very grandmotherly thing to say. 

  

KYLE: So my heritage languages would be Yiddish and Judeo-Arabic and French, and 

the word that I chose for today is mdurayena hadiksifayena, which is from Judeo-Arabic, 

and something that my grandma says a lot when she's talking to me and my siblings, 

and it means ‘turn I will for that face,’ so referencing a kapara for Yom Kippur, that you 

would be sacrificed for who you're saying it to. 

  

SARAH: Where was your grandmother from? 

  

KYLE: Morocco. 

  

SARAH: And where in Morocco? 

  

KYLE: Casablanca and Marrakesh. 

  

SARAH: So, did you grow up visiting her there, or had she moved somewhere else? 

  

KYLE: No, she already moved to the US. My mom was born in Morocco, but they 

moved to the US in the 70s. And they mainly speak French, so it's interesting that there 

are some Judeo-Arabic words, but that's not really their main language, even for my 

grandmother, who grew up there. 

  

SARAH: So, do you use that phrase yourself? 

  

KYLE: No, I mean, I would like to work those phrases in more, but I don't really feel 

there are any contexts yet where I would feel comfortable using it, I think. But maybe 

one day. 



  

SAM: It reminded me of something that I heard my grandmother say a lot of the time. 

My grandmother is a native speaker of Lishan Didan, Jewish Neo-Aramaic, and she 

would always go, when we were little kids, she'd always go qorbanokh or qorbanakh for 

a girl, and like, I should—it's short for like, qorbanokh khadren, I should become your 

sacrifice, and this is like the way you express endearment. There's no, like, verb to love, 

but this is, like, how they express it. And this is like every second she would say, like, 

qorbanokh, you know, you do something cute, qorbanokh, you know, you—you do 

something—you get her a glass of water? Qorbanokh. Anything. 

  

KYLE: It’s like kapara in Modern Hebrew.  

  

SAM: Yeah, we could say kapara as well. 

  

SARAH: Did you also have that in your family? 

  

KYLE: No, no, no. Just from the lexicon, you know, there's a lot of similar terms of 

endearment with kapara and stuff. 

  

SARAH: Did anybody have the word kapara in their family besides Sam? 

  

ALAN: So we do have ghorboon in Farsi, ghorboonet beram is like ‘may I be sacrificed 

for you,’ and we also have kapārāt besham, which is the same thing, ‘may I be 

sacrificed for you.’ We also don't have really words for I love you the way that we do in 

English, so there are many very dramatic ways of saying I love you. Most of them 

involve death. 

  

EDEN: Hi, I'm Eden. My family's heritage languages are Hebrew, mostly, as well as 

Judeo-Arabic, Moroccan Judeo-Arabic, and a little bit of German and Hungarian. The 

word that I've chosen today, or the phrase that I have chosen today, is dilbaalak, which I 

think is actually Arabic, but I've heard it mostly in the context of my parents in the 

Judeo-Arabic kind of heritage that it came from. So it means, like, you beware or like 

think about what you're doing and usually you would be like, dilbaalak you take a bite of 

that salad before everyone else gets here, or like dilbaalak you crash the car, you know 

you take it without permission, whatever it is, so there's always kind of a, you better 

watch out, you'd better be careful what you are doing. 

  

SARAH: And do you use that yourself? 

  



EDEN: I use it back at them, yeah, back at my parents when I think I need to like impart 

my own wisdom upon them. 

  

SARAH: Can you give us an example? 

  

EDEN: Yeah, my mom is really bad at getting home from work at a normal time, so I'll 

often say to her, like, dilbaalak you come home after eight or something like that. 

  

SARAH: Wow, and have you ever used it with anyone that's not your parent? 

  

EDEN: No, but I probably should. Yeah, I think that's a good one to mix in with—with 

friends. 

  

ABBY: My word is also from Yiddish, which, at my grandparents' generation, there was 

a little bit of, but mostly it's the great-grandparents. And it's keinehara, which is keyn 

ayin hara. It's a mix of Germanic—Yiddish, keyn ‘not’, and ayin hara, ‘evil eye’. And it is 

interesting that I didn't learn it in my family. I actually learned it from a Yiddish class, so 

some of the kind of, like, not intergenerational. And I'm very superstitious. So it was 

fantastic, like great. I integrated it in my speech, like, immediately. And my husband 

heard me say it. He was like, What did you say? And his mom has been saying this his 

whole life, but he was like ‘I don't know, I thought it was a tic. I thought it was just like a 

funny thing she did.’ And so he had no idea that it was from Yiddish. And so I use it all 

the time. And he, I think he mostly uses it to make fun of me right now, but he does use 

it himself sometimes. 

  

SARAH: Well, so like, give us an example of how you use it. 

  

ABBY: This is, like, it's a—it's a great day we're going to have, like, such a good time 

nothing's going to go wrong keinehora. And I think that the I’m actually not sure which 

way it's more for, you say something positive and then you say keinehora to not wish 

the evil eye upon yourself or you say something negative, it's one or the other. I kind of 

flattened it and I use it both ways. Yeah, so I maybe overuse it. 

  

JANINE: With the negative, I like to take on the puh-puh-puh-puh-puh.  

 

ABBY: Yeah, yeah, exactly, exactly.  

 

SARAH: You actually say that?  

 



JANINE: I do. My kids make fun of me. I can say it now, actually, so yeah, puh-puh-puh-

puh-puh. 

  

SARAH: So, like, you'll say that when it's something you don't want to happen, right?  

 

JANINE: Yeah, if one of the kids is like... ‘Hope I don't fall off my bike’ and I’ll be, like, 

puh-puh-puh-puh-puh.  

 

SARAH: You know, I think actually I picked up the phrase chas v'shalom from my 

research. When I was doing research in an Orthodox community, people would say 

that, and then I think I started saying it, because, like, in that same context, to like, ‘Well, 

you shouldn't do this because you’ll you'll get into a crash,’ and I'll say chas v'shalom. 

  

EDEN: My parents would say something similar, a little more Hebrew, which would be 

chas v'chalila. But as we grew up, we started kind of making fun of them for that. So 

now it’s- in the family, it's become more of a chas v’chasa, which in Hebrew means 

lettuce. So it's just chas and lettuce all day. 

  

ALAN: So my, my heritage word—so I grew up speaking Farsi, but, my grandfather was 

a Neo-Aramaic speaker. So there's only one word that my father really learned from 

Neo-Aramaic. And funny enough, it's the word for an ear, which is nahala. And I think 

that it's probably because his dad would tell him, like, ‘Listen to me,’ because you can 

use that word to mean, like, ‘listen up.’ So I think that it's probably from just my dad 

being told to, like, listen here. And then that word was taught to me, and then I ended up 

actually learning the language as a whole, which is really cool because now I can 

actually speak it, but that word for an ear is very important to me still. 

  

SARAH: And once you learned the language, you didn't find other words that had come 

down to your family. 

  

ALAN: Not really, no. There are a lot of words that are loaned from Persian into 

Aramaic, and so because of that I've—there's a lot of commonality with the language I 

grew up speaking, but I haven't really found other words, no. 

  

SARAH: And so your parents spoke Farsi to you in the home. 

  

ALAN: Yeah, yeah. And there are words that I've noticed that might come from other 

Jewish Iranian languages like Judeo-Esfahani or Yazdi or Kashani that have kind of 

made it into our dialect, but nothing really from the Neo-Aramaic. 

  



SARAH: So you think those words that came to your own family's Farsi are also part of 

other Tehrani families? 

  

ALAN: Yeah, a lot of them are. The dialect that arose in Tehran was this merging of a 

bunch of different dialects, and—and yeah, so, like, my grandmother spoke very—one 

of them particularly speaks very Tehrani Jewish Farsi which is different from non-Jewish 

Tehrani Farsi and it’s different from Farsi in other parts of the country. 

  

SARAH: Is that Sarechali, or is that… 

  

ALAN: Sarechali, yeah, that's, like, the—yeah, it's, like, the Jewish Tehrani dialect from 

a neighborhood called Sarechal, which I've only just started learning about. 

  

SARAH: Great, okay, well maybe we'll interview you more about that in the future. 

  

SAM: Yeah, so hi. So my mother is from Urmia, Iran. She's a native speaker of Lishan 

Didan, Jewish Neo-Aramaic, and the word that I have a heritage word from her most 

often is a pretty commonplace word. It's alo, which is hello. There's a specific phrase 

that I always think about, which is alo ma wadet. It is like ‘hello, what are you doing?’ It's 

actually pretty rude. And no one else in my family says it because it's rude. They'll 

always say like, alo ma jur ilet, like, ‘Hello, how are you?’ Or like, ‘How are you doing?’ 

But to just be like—hey, it's, like, ‘hey, what are you doing?’ You can say, ma khabar, 

‘what's up?’ But no one really says, ‘What're you doing?’ It's kind of rude. But my mother 

always says that whenever she picks up the phone, alo ma wadet, alo ma wadet. She 

says it so much, even my Ashkenazi dad has picked it up and says it all the time. That's 

the word that has stuck with me the most, alo. Especially because it's a word that exists 

in a lot of languages. It's not really a word that most people think of as, like, a word-

word. It's just like, hello, it's like just the thing you say. But specifically with the 

intonation, it's something that brings me happy memories. 

  

SARAH: So, do you use it yourself? 

  

SAM: Yeah, I use it all the time, alo. Anytime, if I'm picking up the phone and I'm not 

thinking, I'll just go alo even if people aren't expecting it or they would expect something 

else. But in the same way, you might say ‘Yeah, hello’ in English. 

  

ABBY: Do you say the, ‘what are you doing’ part? 

  

SAM: Not as much. I don't want people to think that I'm rude, so I get a little anxiety, but 

yeah, to my mother I will, because I match her energy. 



  

SARAH: Well, as we know, language changes meaning when it goes from one person 

to another, and so maybe as it transferred from your mom to you, it became less rude. 

It's more like, ‘What's up?’ 

  

SAM: Yeah. Maybe. 

  

FINN: My name is Finn. My family's heritage language, at least on one side, is Swedish. 

My grandfather was non-Jewish, born in a little village in Finland, and a native speaker 

of Finnish Swedish. The heritage word that I instantly think of is tokig. Tokig means, it's 

somewhat of an archaic word in modern Swedish but it means something along the 

lines of crazy, wild. I most often heard him say this when he called me by the nickname 

that he almost exclusively referred to me directly as, which was tokig pojke, crazy boy, 

wild boy, if he was frustrated with something it was not uncommon to hear, insert 

whatever English expletive, Swedish expletives you want, you know, behind that word, 

just tokig, tokig, tokig, tokig. I do use this a lot on my own, mostly under my breath to 

myself. I just, if something's crazy, if I don’t—if I’m not vibing with something, that's the 

first word to come out of my mouth usually. 

  

SARAH: And when you say that under your breath or in your mind, do you think of your 

grandfather? 

  

FINN: All the time. You said it earlier perfectly, you know, my relationship with Swedish 

is I am the grandchild that tried very hard to learn what my father tried to forget. You 

know, my dad grew up at a time where everybody's parents were immigrants, 

everybody's parent spoke a different language at home, and that was not cool. So I had 

a very very profound relationship with my grandfather because I displayed an interest in 

learning his language and I like to think that, you know, he's gone now, but our heritage 

language is alive and, you know, something that I hope to pass on to my children 

because it's an important part of our history. 

  

SARAH: Beautiful.  

 

HANNAH: Tokig reminds me of the Yiddish expression of vilde khaye, wild animal. 

  

SARAH: Meshugene is also a common word in Jewish English. 

  

FINN: It's also—it’s pronounced differently than in standard Swedish, you would say 

tokig, he emphasized the u, u, I don't know if that was a Finnish influence or something 

that he just kind of decided on, but it's interesting. 



  

SARAH: So it seems like a lot of the phrases that we talked about just now are terms of 

endearment, and also phrases that come up in greetings, and in what other categories 

would you say are the words that you've just mentioned? 

  

EDEN: Warnings.  

 

SARAH: Warnings.  

 

HANNAH: Interjections? 

  

SARAH: Yeah, I think most of them are actually interjections. And it's harder to have a 

verb, right? Did anyone have a verb that's not, like, part of a full sentence?  

  

EDEN: Well, Janine said pishar.  

 

SARAH: Oh, yeah, that's a good one.  

  

JANINE: Another heritage word, is my grandfather used to talk about shpatsir, like, to 

go around, like, let's go shpatsiring, like, let’s just drive around to, like, see what's what. 

I forgot about that. Like, do I know any verbs? But I know that one. 

  

SARAH: Yeah, we sometimes use that too, I think. And also, I think pishar is an 

interesting one. I don't know how it got into both Yiddish and Ladino. I don't know if it 

came from one to the other, but it is a verb in both, and in both Jewish English as 

spoken by Ashkenazim and Jewish English as spoken by Sephardim. How many of you 

have the word pish in your family? Oh, wow. One, two, three, four. Not you. 

  

HANNAH: It was not a word that my Lithuanian side used very much. 

  

SARAH: So yeah, that was definitely the way we said pee, like, do you have to pish 

before we go? Or you should at least try to pish before we go. 

  

ABBY: One thing with verbs, there's, you know, a lot of Yiddish verbs that end up in 

English: schmooze and schlep, and I think sometimes they have kind of a negative 

connotation in English or, you know, schlep, like, you're—it's—you're really hauling 

something—it just means to carry. Or schmooze, where it's a little bit, like, of a 

salesman vibe on it, or like you're talking somebody up versus you’re just chatting. And I 

think we kind of use—we use just the English pronunciation, the English word, but we 

use it both in the Yiddish way and the English way. So if I'm saying schmooze, I might 



not be saying it in that way. It's just like, oh, you're hanging out with a friend and you're 

gonna schmooze, as opposed to you're networking at a conference or something. 

  

SARAH: Yeah, exactly. That's an example of pejoration, where a word starts out having 

a positive meaning or neutral meaning, and then, in this case, when it gets transferred 

to English and transferred from mostly Jewish networks to the broader population, it 

becomes more negative. I mean, schmooze is a great example of that, and schlep, also, 

because I think schlep, in Yiddish, it just means to carry, to bring something. Ikh hob es 

geshlept, I brought it here, you know, but in—you're right—in Jewish English, it's more 

like, Oh, I schlepped here all the way from L.A. And also schmooze, you know, like how 

many of you understand schmooze to mean to—just to chat? And how many of you 

understand it to mean to network, to kiss up? 

  

KYLE: It's both. It's also a word in standard Dutch, like, as a slang word from Yiddish, 

and it has only a negative connotation, so only a... 

  

HANNAH: Like a sleazy insider-y.  

  

KYLE: Yeah, like to be saying bad things, or also smoes means, like, an excuse, like a 

fake excuse for something. 

  

HANNAH: Fun fact alert! 

 

EDEN: We locked eyes on that one. 

  

FINN: With schmooze, it's not negative but it's—it's sort of this neutral idea of—it has 

intention behind it, you know, if you're schmoozing, there's a goal at the end of that. 

 

HANNAH: There’s an agenda.  

 

FINN: It’s not necessarily a negative one it's not—it's not crafty to me, but it's like—it's 

also not just having a conversation either. It's a conversation that will somehow better 

relations for a certain purpose. 

  

SARAH: Yeah, for me, it doesn't always have that connotation. I mean I do use it that 

way, like, you know, like okay, now I'm going to this conference, okay, now I have to 

schmooze for a little bit, but I also use it like, oh yeah, we were just in the restaurant 

schmoozing for three hours, you know? Yeah, so I think it can be both. 

  



HANNAH: It’s definitely a word my kids—they know what it means. They're like, Ima—

this is Jewish English—Ima stop schmoozing at the kiddush, right? They like they see 

me when I'm going from group to group, like trying to make sure I say hi to all people.  

 

ABBY: We’re never gonna get out of here. 

 

FINN: Doing the rounds. 

 

HANNAH: We're schmoozing at kiddush.  

  

ABBY: Hannah, do you ever find your kids using kind of Ladino-influenced stuff and 

Yiddish influence in the same context? Like, if you're in a religious place or just a Jewish 

kind of space, is there mixing of it in just their English? 

  

HANNAH: That's a great question. I'm trying to raise them with having a loving 

relationship towards all of our languages. So, because I studied Hebrew, I have a lot of 

Hebrew songs and words I try to integrate, and Yiddish and Ladino, I try to create 

contexts where they can learn words, but they know that we're, like, a language family, 

right? And so it's something that they, I think they take pride in it. Both my boys are 

studying Spanish, modern Spanish, in school. And so we have a lot of conversations 

about—I'm learning Ladino, really the purest way I can learn Ladino. So I'm trying to, 

you know, the zh's and all of these pronunciation specifics that are very different from 

modern Spanish with the h’s. And so my son and I just correct each other, which is 

just—part of it that he's 16 and thinks he's right and I'm wrong, but it's instructive. And 

we have a lot of conversations about language, and even my daughter, who's seven, 

she has an awareness that might be unusual for, you know, a seven-year-old. One 

night, she said to me, You know I think, Ima, I think Yiddish is Hebrew's younger 

brother.  

 

ABBY: Where did that come from? 

 

HANNAH: I feel like I'm doing something right because she's thinking about the 

relationship between languages, because she’s hearing us use these different 

languages and even their names are Hebrew, and we're ima and abba. So just that she 

was, like, thinking a lot about how Hebrew and Yiddish are related to each other. And I 

was really touched. 

  

SARAH: Well, Hannah, you just brought up kinship terms, and I want to talk about that a 

little bit. So I grew up calling my grandparents, on one side, grandma and grandpa, and 

on the other side, imi and sabi. And imi is ima, but, you know, a kid's version of that, and 



sabi is saba, so mother and grandfather, but it's, you know, the same generation. The 

reason I call my grandparents by Hebrew words is because they lived in Israel for a 

while, and my grandfather lived in Israel for the rest of his life. They got separated, they 

divorced, but my grandmother, who lived in the U.S., I also still called her imi. But my 

children call my parents and my in-laws, grandma and grandpa—East coast grandma 

and grandma and West coast grandma and grandpa. But I'm wondering what other 

people use as your kinship terms. Does anyone have kinship terms from another 

language? 

  

FINN: Until the day my grandfather died, I called him farfar, which is just Swedish for 

grandpa. Far is father, farfar. 

  

SAM: I was going to say that this is actually something that I struggled with a lot 

because—so growing up, my best friend was Pakistani, and he always used Pakistani 

terms of kinship. And I didn't with my family. I used English. For my grandmother, we 

said grandma. And I never really understood why. And when I—when I'm speaking—

you know, it would be so pervasive that, like, even when we would speak in a different 

language, we would still use the English kinship terms. I think of—with my grandmother 

and my sister—I used to go back and forth a lot. In Farsi, there's khoshgele, it's like 

beautiful, and they would go back and forth. And my grandmother would go to my sister 

and go, her name is Sarah, and she'd go Sarah khoshgele. And then my sister would 

say back to her, Grandma khoshgele. And then we'd go back-and-forth, Sarah 

khoshgele, Grandma khoshgele, like back-and-forth maybe 20 times. And it always 

struck me as so interesting that, like, we're even using the, like, the heritage word but 

not for the kinship term. Whereas I felt like all of the people around me who had family 

who spoke other languages, the kinship word was the word that they kept, not the other 

one. It would be more appropriate to say soti, beautiful, instead of grandma, khoshgele, 

but maybe it just doesn't work with the—with the morphosyntax as well, I don't know. 

  

SARAH: Or it could just be kind of random. 

  

ALAN: I grew up calling my parents, like, baba was my dad. It's just a general Persian or 

Middle Eastern term for a dad. But then I recently learned, like in Neo-Aramaic, there's 

tata. And like we never called my grandfather tata, we called him papa, which is French. 

They're all, you know, baba, papa, tata, mama, it's all that double syllable thing. So no, 

nothing beyond Farsi words, basically. My grandma, we would call grandma because 

her oldest grandchild was born in the U.S. My other grandma, her oldest grandchild was 

born in Iran, so she's called māmānbozorg, which is grandmother. And I recently 

became an uncle, and he calls me amu, which is the Persian word for uncle— 

 



SARAH: Mazal tov! 

 

ALAN: For paternal uncle. 

  

SARAH: Nice.  

 

ABBY: My in-laws just became grandparents for the first time through my sister-in-law, 

and they picked nana and grandpa. 

 

SARAH: Where does nana come from? Does anyone know? 

  

SAM: I don't know but we use it, we use it too. My grandmother when she was on her 

deathbed actually and she was in a lot of pain, she was crying out for her nana. Nana. 

And I think it comes from Farsi. And I don't know if it's at all related to the other common 

uses of nana, but she was using it, and it was weird to me, too, because it was the first 

time I heard the term as well. That was, like, the term she used, and it's not the term 

that anyone else in my family used. 

  

HANNAH: It sounds like nona. Nona, which is—  

  

EDEN: Italian. 

 

HANNAH: Italian.  

 

SARAH: And Ladino.  

 

HANNAH: And Ladino, of course.  

 

FINN: It's also just, like, it's an alveolar sound. We can make it early in life, too. I 

mean—I think about, like, mama, papa, dada, like all of those in—cross-linguistically it's 

so similar because it's also just the first sounds we learn to make. 

  

HANNAH: Much easier than grandpa.  

 

FINN: Right. 

  

SARAH: Yeah, that's true.  

 

HANNAH: I like farfar though. I'm going to remember.  

 



FINN: Farfar, yeah.  

 

HANNAH: Is it a little bit of a roll on the R? 

  

FINN: Yeah, the Swedish R is kind of a classically weird sound—somewhere in 

between. 

  

HANNAH: Nice. 

 

SARAH: Eden, what about you?  

  

EDEN: It doesn't feel heritage-y, it just feels like what I call my grandparents, which is 

the classic—and my parents—classic Hebrew ima and abba because they're both 

Israeli and native Hebrew speakers and taught us Hebrew growing up, and then saba 

and safta for my grandparents. Recently, I have, like, introduced my grandparents to 

friends as, like, saba-ima as in, like, my maternal grandfather, which is not a thing that 

I've heard other people do. I would either introduce them by name or say, like, saba 

mitzad ima, saba from my mother's side. But, you know, I've just been saying like safta-

ima had this thing or whatever, and friends of mine have thought that was fun. 

  

KYLE: My—not for my parents, but my grandparents, the Yiddish side was bubbie and 

zadie, and the Moroccan side was mémé and pépé, from French. 

  

SARAH: Mmm. How do you spell mémé? 

  

KYLE: M-E-M-E, from grand-mère, I guess. 

  

JANINE: Yeah, my grandparents were grandma and grandpa, Grandma Rose and 

Grandma Sylvia. And even my mom's generation called the Yiddish-speaking 

grandparents grandma-plus-last name. So my Grandfather Roller and my grandfather, 

you know, that, which is sort of odd to me. My brother-in-law married an Israeli, and so 

on that side, they- the older grandchildren started calling my husband's parents saba 

and safta, so my parents are grandma and papa, and my husband's parents are saba 

and grandma. I don't know why she got grandma, but they're—because of the, sort of, 

Israeli influence on that side of the family. 

  

HANNAH: Completely assimilated - granny and grandpa on all sides from my 

grandparents. But like I said, we're ima and abba here in my nuclear family. But for, I'll 

say, for our adopted relatives here in the Seattle Sephardic community, we call them—

well I've started calling them Nona Lily and Tia this or Tio that, and trying to use those 



kinship terms because I'm creating for myself a Sephardic family of sorts as I get more 

involved with the community here. And they're very indulgent of me using those terms, 

nona and tia and things like that. 

  

SARAH: So, nona is grandma, and tia and tio are aunt and uncle? 

 

HANNAH: Mm-hm. 

  

EDEN: I had come from a very Hebraist, like, saba and safta family, and to hear Yiddish 

in a context I'd never heard it before felt very odd to me. And I was like, you still do that? 

Like, isn't that very 20s or whatever? But no, it's very common, apparently. 

  

SARAH: Yeah, it's very common among American Ashkenazi Jews. And you know, one 

other weird thing is that my children call us mom and dad, usually, but then sometimes, 

especially when we're in a context with people who aren't Jewish and they want to sort 

of, at least the youngest one, I think, wants to sort have an insider conversation, they'll 

say, ima and abba, and, you know, isn't that weird? I think that's kind of weird. Also, I 

just wanted to point out we have some Hebrew words that have become heritage words 

in our family. And I think it's probably from summer camp, from my husband's going to a 

Jewish summer camp. So the influence of camp Hebraized English on American Jewish 

language more broadly. So we say, well, he will sometimes say, you have to be a 

dugma for your younger sibling or something like that. And then also, let's do a sivuv, 

like if we're leaving a hotel room or something. Let's do one last sivuv. It means like, go 

around the room and make sure you didn't leave any socks, you know. Does anyone 

else have any Hebrew heritage words like that? 

  

HANNAH: My husband, who studied Hebrew in college, definitely brings in words like 

sheket, which is a camp word as well, but that's often a necessary one with kids. And 

ein breira is another one, a phrase meaning, it's a very Israeli-like, ein breira, if I'm going 

to do the R—‘there's no alternative’. Like, kids are, like, kvetching about something—

Yiddish word—he'll say, ein breira—you gotta put up with it, and we don't have no 

choice, you know? 

  

SARAH: Thank you, Jewish Language Project staff, for this wonderful conversation, and 

I hope you enjoyed the episode. 

  

 

SARAH: Heritage Words is produced and edited by Avishay Artsy, with help from Kyle 

Fingerhut, Annabel Noar, and Hannah Pressman. I'm the executive producer, Sarah 

Bunin Benor, founding director of the HUC-JIR Jewish Language Project. The theme 



music is from Maurice El Medioni's French and Algerian Arabic album Cafe Oran, 

featuring The Klezmatics’ David Krakauer and Frank London, courtesy of Piranha 

Records. Heritage Words is a collaboration of the Jewish Language Project and HUC 

Connect with support from listeners like you. Your tax-deductible donation supports the 

important work of documenting endangered Jewish languages and raising awareness 

about Jewish diversity. If you'd like to make a financial contribution or sponsor an 

episode, you can contact us at jewishlanguages.org. 

There you can also learn about the broader initiative Heritage Words is part of, 

Heirloom: Recovering Our Jewish Family Languages. You can apply to be a language 

advocate or participate in the mentor-learner track. And you can sign up for occasional 

email updates and follow the Jewish Language Project on Facebook, Instagram, 

Threads, TikTok, and YouTube. If you liked this episode, please subscribe! Thank you, 

a sheynem dank, soghboshi, toda, and mersi muncho. 


