MICHELE: Nowadays we're all Jewish, but in those times they actually made a distinction
between us and them... I'm a Hudiu and she's a Polako.

SARAH: | love to travel, and | love to host the Heritage Words podcast. This episode allowed
me to combine those two hobbies. In December 2025, | went with my family on a Caribbean
cruise, and when we were in Curagao, we toured the Mikveh Israel Emmanuel Synagogue and
the Connected Jewish Museum. Our guides were Michéle Russell-Capriles, president of the
museum, and Phyllis Meit, museum curator. Both Michéle and Phyllis were born and raised on
Curagao. Michéle is Sephardi, and Phyllis is Ashkenazi, and as you'll hear in our conversation,
they both exemplify the multilingual character of the island. Michéle is a cultural historian,
curator, museum leader, and visual artist. She's led the Jewish Museum Curagao since 2001,
overseeing its collections, exhibitions, educational programs, and transition into the digital age.
Her work centers on heritage preservation, public history, and the Jewish and Caribbean
narratives of Curagao. Alongside her museum practice, she maintains an active visual art
practice and has held leadership roles in cultural foundations, heritage sites, and public
institutions, connecting research, creativity, and community engagement. Phyllis is the
museum's curator and coordinator of presentations and research. She has bachelor's degrees
from York University in Spanish language and literature and linguistics, and a graduate diploma
from the University of Ottawa in translation. After working in radio broadcasting in St. Martin, she
returned to Curagao in 2017. Phyllis has done extensive research and writing for the museum's
exhibits. Michéle and Phyllis, welcome to Heritage Words.

SARAH: I'm going to let them introduce themselves and tell you all what they do at the museum.

MICHELE: So I'm Michéle, and I'm chairman of the board of the museum. I'm a hands-on
person, so I'm involved in the daily running of the museum until we're able to pay for a museum
director, | guess I'm it. I'm the ideas person. | love thinking up new projects for the museum, and
I have a wonderful set of staff members who pick up my crazy ideas and run with them. I'm a
15th-generation Sephardic Jew on the island. So this history on the island, 375 years of
Judaism on the island, is part of my DNA and part of the immense honor | have to serve it
through the museum.

PHYLLIS: Great. And Phyllis?

PHYLLIS: Well, | was born and raised in Curacgao. Child of Ashkenazi grandparents. My mom
was born here. My dad was born in Romania, came as a toddler. So | don't know if I'm second
generation, third generation, I'm not sure. Ashkenazi Jew of Curagao. Many years, | lived on the
island of Saint Martin, and | studied languages, linguistics, translation. And when a hurricane
struck the island of Saint Martin in 2017, | was displaced, had to start all over. And | moved back
to my home island of Curacao, sent my resume here, and Michéle lovingly employed me here.
So I'm learning as we go. I've learned a lot. And | am now the content manager, part of which
includes curation, and what I'm learning from the best - the lady who's been the chair here for
how many years?



MICHELE: Too long.
PHYLLIS: She's been the chair—
MICHELE: I've been here since 2002, so way too long.

PHYLLIS: Okay, so she has a wealth of experience, and I've been learning from her. And we've
acquired an amazing team here. We all work well together with Michéle. She's a very giving
person and inclusive person. So I'm still learning as we go along.

SARAH: Great. So Michéle and Phyllis, thank you so much for joining us today. We're going to
talk about your language history. So let's start with your ancestors. Tell us what languages they
spoke. Let's start with Phyllis.

PHYLLIS: Okay, well, as | mentioned, my grandparents came from Romania. They basically
spoke Yiddish, Romanian version of Yiddish. Present day, it's Ukraine. They came from an area
called Bessarabia, and their shtetl was called Novitalis, as the Yiddish way of saying
Novoselytsia, present day. And that is pretty much my ancestors' language.

MICHELE: And your mother's side?

PHYLLIS: My mother's side also. Both—both grandparents came from the same shtetl, as a
matter of fact. Yes.

SARAH: And Michéle, what about you?

MICHELE: I grew up speaking Papiamentu at home, which is the local language. My family, as
far back as | can remember, spoke Papiamentu always at home. My grandparents on my
mother's side were Francophiles. So there was a smattering of French always spoken around
us. Before that, | guess a little bit of English my grandfather on my mother's side was born in
Venezuela. So he spoke Spanish growing up, but studied in France. So that's where the
Francophile comes in. And on my father's side, as far back as we can remember, about, | would
say about 10 generations, all Papiamentu speakers on the island. So | speak nowadays,
interestingly enough, English at home. My husband and |, we're both from the island, met
through American friends. And that group was always speaking English, so we ended up
speaking English. And my kids get mad at me because neither one of them speaks Papiamentu
perfectly, and found themselves taking Papiamentu classes to learn how to speak at our level.
So, that's my background or my ancestors' languages.

PHYLLIS: | just needed to add, | forgot to mention, my parents, for whatever reason, their
generation living on the island of Ashkenazi Jews, all spoke Dutch to each other, or also spoke
Papiamentu. Some households, they spoke Papiamentu. My uncle Isaac and so on, they spoke
Papiamentu. In my household, my parents spoke Dutch to each other. But their kids, my
brothers and |, we speak English. So it's a weird trajectory. Also, this is an interesting



phenomenon. A lot of us had, in the Ashkenazim families—I'm not sure how it was in your
family, Michéle—but we had English island domestic workers who spoke the island English from
St. Vincent and other neighboring islands. So we picked up so-called broken English as
children. And then it developed into proper English when you went to school and whatnot.

MICHELE: It's funny you mention that because our domestic help when | was a little girl was
from Madeira. And so my parents always told me that my first words | spoke were Portuguese.
So | would speak Papiamentu even with a Portuguese accent because of her. After that, we had
mostly Spanish-speaking help at home. So again, you learn all of that. But | love to say—and |
think it's very true—that | learned my English from Sesame Street.

SARAH: And Madeira is an island in the Atlantic Ocean that belongs to Portugal, right?
MICHELE: Exactly, exactly.
SARAH: Okay.

MICHELE: And a lot of the Portuguese natives that came to live on the island, and many came
in the early 20th century when the refinery opened, a lot of people came to work at the refinery
in Curacao. And a lot of people came from Madeira. So we have very few—when we talk about
Portuguese on the island—we have very few people that came from Portugal mainland. Most of
them came from Madeira.

SARAH: Mm. And even the Jews who came long ago probably came through Amsterdam,
right?

MICHELE: Yes. So the story goes that when we were expelled from Spain, families either went
for about three generations to Portugal or scattered elsewhere in Europe. So we know my
father's side of the family came from Italy. But we have friends whose families spent some time
in France. So really—but in the end, everybody ended up in Holland, because Holland had just
won its war, its 80-years war with Spain. And it was all based on religious freedom. So Holland
used the lower countries—Low Countries, as they call them, Belgium and what is today Belgium
and the Netherlands—were, | guess, colonies or part of the Spanish kingdom. And they fought
to get their religious freedom because they were mostly Protestants. And obviously, King
Ferdinand and Queen Isabella were Catholics. So that's why the Low Countries split up.
Belgium remained a very Catholic country, and the Netherlands became a very Protestant
country and opened up its doors to all religions. There was religious freedom. And that's how
many Jews ended up in that neck of the woods. And | like to say it was a bit too cold for, for us
there, so we ended up in the Caribbean afterwards.

SARAH: Okay. Well, it's certainly beautiful here. So let's talk about Papiamentu. Do you speak
to each other in Papiamentu sometimes?



MICHELE: Sometimes we will speak Papiamentu. We speak mostly English to one another. But
for instance, we have a colleague here called Renata. And | always speak Papiamentu to her
because | know that's her native language. So we really—we switch. And if there's tourists like
yourselves around that we don't want them to hear what we're talking about, we’'ll continue in
Papiamentu. Very seldom will we speak Dutch to one another.

PHYLLIS: Yeah.

MICHELE: Even though that's also a language we have in common.

SARAH: And the language you were educated in, right?

PHYLLIS: Right.

MICHELE: Both of us, yes. We literally from kindergarten through high school, we got taught in
Dutch. But it remained a foreign language, at least to me. It was always a foreign language to
me. It doesn't roll off my—

PHYLLIS: Off the tongue.

MICHELE: —tongue as easily even though | spent many years as—I was a member of
parliament in my late 20s.

SARAH: Wow.

MICHELE And all the laws were in Dutch. | had to be fluent in Dutch. And still, it was just not my
thing.

SARAH: Wow. And so Papiamentu is similar to Portuguese in some ways?

MICHELE: | would say it’s similar in the sense that the structure of Papiamentu is quite similar to
Portuguese. And there's a lot of sounds that are close to Portuguese. But | cannot tell you that |
can walk around in Portugal and understand Portuguese. Because it's two very different
languages. There's a lot of Portuguese influence in the language.

PHYLLIS: Yes.

MICHELE: Not—not that it's very similar in that sense.

PHYLLIS: Yeah.

SARAH: Yeah. My understanding is that Papiamentu is a Creole language. Is that right?

PHYLLIS: Yes.



MICHELE: Yes.

PHYLLIS: A Portuguese-based Creole.

MICHELE: Yes.

SARAH: A Portuguese-based creole, yeah.

PHYLLIS: That also evolved with Spanish, with French, with Dutch.

MICHELE: Yeah, it took on influences of all the people that came to live here. | mean, there's
studies that were done on the Native American influence on the original people, inhabitants of
this island were the Caquetio people from—uwith their base in Venezuela. So there are still
words that can be derived back to that time. Mostly probably that came in through Aruba,
because Aruba had a Native American population for a longer time than Curagao did. But
there's also Spanish influences. There's studies that have been done on Dutch influences on
the language. So there's a little bit of everything in there. And there's a big discussion between
linguists on the islands, whether this language came from places like Cabo Verde to Curacao
and then evolved into the present-day Papiamentu, or whether it was formed on these islands.
And we like to think, as the Jewish Museum, that it was formed on the island because of the
level of Portuguese influence on the language. And the Jews, who were 50% of the white
population in the early colonial years, that they would have had a big influence on the
development of the language.

SARAH: So, are there any Hebrew words in Papiamentu in general, not specific in Jewish
communities?

MICHELE: Probably not many.

PHYLLIS: No.

MICHELE: | think one of the ones that did, it's not used very often anymore anywhere, but it's
beshimanto, which is when you—in an auspicious hour, for instance, when, at the end of a
wedding, we break the glass, everybody screams out or yells out beshimanto, which comes
from be-siman tov. And it's still used by certain circles on the island.

SARAH: Oh, not—not just Jews?

MICHELE: Not just Jews.

SARAH: Okay.



MICHELE: So it is used. One of the most interesting things that I like to mention, it is
Papiamentu-based, but | believe it comes from us—on these islands, at the beginning of the
week, we wish each other bon siman, which means ‘have a great week.” And it's only the ABC
islands or Papiamentu speakers that do that. You don't see that on any other places. But we do
it every single week. We have those little stickers that everybody sends each other on
WhatsApp and all these things—Monday morning—some people will start on
Saturday—Sunday—

PHYLLIS: On Sunday, yes.

MICHELE: But Monday morning. And we've been trying to figure out where this came from. The
only reason that we found is that it probably derived from the Havdalah ceremony, where this
would happen at home, and you would include your household staff. So the whole family and
the household staff would be standing there, you know, bidding goodbye to the Sabbath and
welcoming a new week and offering, you know, Shavua Tov and Boa Semana. Boa Semana
being the Portuguese version of that. And we believe that Bon Siman developed from that
phrase, and because the day of rest for all Christians on the island—was Sunday, it started—the
bon siman started at the end of that Sunday and the Monday.

SARAH: Mm. Wow.

MICHELE: So | think that's a custom that is very much—it's not Hebrew—but it does come from
this Jewish tradition.

SARAH: Absolutely. Yeah. So—and listeners can check our website, jewishlanguages.org, and
check out the Sephardic Jewish Papiamentu page to learn more about the history of
Papiamentu and the role of Jews in the development of the language and the Jewish-specific
variety, which | want to ask you about now. So what are some words and phrases that are
specific to Jewish communities in Papiamentu?

MICHELE: The ones that | grew up hearing mostly was, for instance, ta kiko e panim aki ta?,
when you want, you know, you have a sad face, you ask, ‘what's this sad face?’ They use the
word panim, which | believe means—

SARAH: Face in Hebrew.

MICHELE: Face in Hebrew. So it's, ‘what's the long face? They would refer to someone's, the
aura someone had at that moment as a ‘panim.’ That is something that | remember my
grandmother using a lot. DOmpéréré, which is something that | don't know where it comes from,
but on Sunday evenings or at the end of a vacation, the family would say, okay, tomorrow it's
dompéréré, it's back to work. And it's something that | hear more people using on the island. So
not only Jews, but we believe it started within the Jewish circles.

SARAH: What language does that one come from?



MICHELE: I'm not sure.
PHYLLIS: Never heard that one myself.

MICHELE: Yeah, we have it very, very strongly, and we still—that's something that my kids will
also use. So it's something that was brought on and, at least in our families, to the next
generation. Another interesting one that | love is that when you give to charity, they say bo ta
parti purim, which means you shared Purim. Because Purim is the only time of the year that
we're ordered to give to charity. | mean, you're supposed to do it all year round, but that's the
day that you're supposed to do it inside the synagogue and all of that. So parti Purim means to
share your wealth, to share, to give. That's something that we use a lot.

PHYLLIS: One of the Sephardic Jewish expressions that | like that is still used at Yom Kippur,
the bon jujum.

MICHELE: Bon jujum, which means ‘have a good fast, easy fast'.

PHYLLIS: It comes from the Portuguese word, jejum.

MICHELE: To fast.

PHYLLIS: Yeah.

MICHELE: To fast. Indeed.

PHYLLIS: Or empty stomach or whatever.

MICHELE: Like any word that comes with ZJ, that starts with ZJ, probably came from the
Portuguese. So jeito, if you're very gregarious and you're very lively, they say, oh, bo tin hopi
Zjeitu, you have a lot of life in you. Jiloira, which is the—it's kind of like long flowy dress that, you
know, is not cinched. It's just one of those things. But let me see, then jiloira or jirandol, which is
a chandelier that you have on the side table. In the Sephardic families, every table had one of
those things. It was just, that's a jirandol. I'm actually working on a children's book, an ABC book
that will do—so A is for Abraiko, which—and then you'll get a little drawing of a Hebrew letter.
And then with the word in Sephardic Papiamentu, and then have the translation in English and
Dutch and Hebrew as well.

SARAH: Wow. That's amazing.

MICHELE: It's a children's book that we're trying to develop, but | just haven't had a chance to
finalize it. It just kept getting a bigger and bigger, bigger project.

SARAH: Well, once—once that's ready, we will post it on the Sephardic Papiamentu—



MICHELE: Gladly.

SARAH: —page on our website. So, okay. Tell us some more expressions or words that are
specific to Jewish communities or that you have inherited in your family, Michéle.

MICHELE: A VIP would be a haikapot, which comes from haikavot, | guess. Someone who's a
little bit above everybody else, a haikapot.l don't know if this is a family thing or a bigger thing,
but you don't do certain things to not get kabula. Kabula meaning bad juju coming your way. So
don't do that, it's going to give you kabula. | don't know where—kabula. | don't know where that
comes from, but | know it's only used in our circles. Ki mas? What else can | tell you?

SARAH: Well, while you're thinking, let's turn to Phyllis and, Phyllis, tell us about the Ashkenazi
version of this. What are some Yiddish words that you have inherited and—and still use in your
family?

PHYLLIS: Well, at times | will talk to my brothers, but not really too much in Yiddish, but
Yiddishisms, you know, the oy vey, we love to use the word—I'm going to say it,
sorry—schmuck. That's a favorite. These are all the traditional Yiddish words that everybody
around the Yiddish world uses. It's not anything exciting like what Michéle is mentioning here,
words I've never heard of that are specific to her family, | suppose, or community. But yeah,
what else, what other Yiddish words, yeah. It doesn't really roll off the top of my—

MICHELE: Shmata!

PHYLLIS: Shmata, yes, exactly. The shmata business, referring to the clothing industry, even
here.

SARAH: And there were a lot of Ashkenazi Jews involved in the—
PHYLLIS: Yes—
SARAH: Shmata industry?

PHYLLIS: —in the shmata industry here, definitely. A lot of them have department stores selling
shmatas. My grandfather, Felipe Schneider, his real name was Fischl Juden Schneider, which
you know, as a Yiddish speaker, means Jewish tailor. And he was a tailor by profession. He
expanded into a department store owner, but he used to also import leatherware from Colombia.
We believe that he made all the uniforms for the civil guardians in our World War I1. | don't have
proof on paper of that, but I've heard from a relative who's 93, and he says, you know, likely he
made all those uniforms.

SARAH: Mm.



PHYLLIS: So yeah, Juden Schneider. He changed his name not to appear too Jewish, to
Schneider in the German form with an “e”. But yeah, with my grandmother, his wife—he passed
when, before | was born, I'm named for him. He was Philip. With my grandmother, | used to
spend a lot of time speaking Yiddish. You know, | can't come up with a lot of words off the top of
my head, but as we go along, maybe something will pop up.

SARAH: Yeah, but you did hear Yiddish from your grandparents and—
PHYLLIS: Yes, yes.
SARAH: —parents.

PHYLLIS: And my paternal grandfather also spoke Yiddish to us. And my paternal grandmother
lived in Peru most of my life. So she would visit occasionally, and we'd also speak Yiddish with
her. But we had an earlier conversation where you had certain grandchildren. Some
grandparents would speak to them in Yiddish, and some didn't in order to have secret
conversations, | suppose, so the kids wouldn't understand. Well, we understood Yiddish. It's like
a smaller group of kids of my generation that still can understand and speak Yiddish, but not
necessarily hold a long conversation in it. So—but | can make myself understood to some
degree, like when | welcome visitors to the museum, | can have a small conversation with the
visitors. And it's fun. It makes everyone at ease. Vus tistu? Vus makhst?

SARAH: Yeah, and it seems like—
PHYLLIS: Vos geystu tin an—you know, the—the regular general Yiddishisms.

SARAH: Yeah, and so that Yiddish is really from Romania or Poland, but not from Lithuania,
where a lot of American Jews have their, their Yiddish from. And—and | think that makes sense
given the migration patterns that the later migrations, you know, after the U.S. closed its
borders—

PHYLLIS: Right.

SARAH: —and people were able to migrate to Curagao, they were likely to come from other
regions.

PHYLLIS: But the reason they came to Curacao—I don't know if Michéle mentioned to
you—Curacao was a refueling stopover between all these ships coming from Europe, going on
to South America, people traveling. A lot of them just got off here, and others still traveled down
to South America and were kind of enticed to come back to Curacgao. You didn't need a visa. It
was easier to set up shop here, and so on. So there were many people. The first Jew who came
in the 20th century was a relative of our colleague Susie. His name was Moishe Seybold. Once
he came, many more came. He probably would have written back to the shtetl, you know, it's
easy to set up shop. And so more people came by word of mouth in that sense. And others



would come on a ship and like, oh, and some of the Jews that were already here would go to
the ship and say, hey, landsman. And, you know, people were enticed to stay. Why are you
going to Colombia, Brazil, whatever—

SARAH: Yeah.

PHYLLIS: —when you can stay here, for instance.

MICHELE: | want to add something interesting here. At first, when the Ashkenazi Jews started
coming to Curacao, the local community decided to start calling them Polakos.

PHYLLIS: That's right.

MICHELE: Because the first ones came from Poland. It became a derogatory term for a little bit,
so it's not used anymore. But regardless of where you came from, you were a Polako if you
were Ashkenazi Jews.

PHYLLIS: True.

MICHELE: And | have an interview downstairs in the museum with a Holocaust survivor, and
she says, you know, in the end, we wore that name as a badge of honor. Yes, we were
survivors, we were all here, and we were Polakos. But | think if you ask someone what a Polako
is in Curagao, they'll tell you it's a Jew. To them, it's synonymous with a Jew from Poland, but a
Jew.

PHYLLIS: Yes.

SARAH: Wow, but they wouldn't consider you a Polako.

PHYLLIS: No.

MICHELE: No, I'm not a Polako. I'm—I’'m a Hudiu.

PHYLLIS: You're a Hudiu.

SARAH: Okay.

MICHELE: I'm a Hudiu and she's a Polako.

PHYLLIS: Hudiu means ‘local Jew.’

SARAH: Oh, okay.



PHYLLIS: So they made a distinction because her ancestors were here hundreds of years
before mine got here.

SARAH: Yeah.

PHYLLIS: So they do make a distinction.
MICHELE: It's—nowadays we're all Hudiu—
PHYLLIS: Yes.

MICHELE: —nowadays we're all Jewish, but in those times they actually made a distinction
between us and them.

PHYLLIS: Yes.

MICHELE: It was an us and them or—

SARAH: Yeah.

PHYLLIS: Yeah, absolutely.

MICHELE: —situation.

SARAH: Yeah, and how would you spell Hudiu in Papiamentu?

MICHELE: H-U-D-I-U.

SARAH: Ah, okay.

MICHELE: Hudiu.

SARAH: Hudiu.

MICHELE: Yes. It's funny, we've been having this discussion because the bylaws for our
museum are quite old and we're in the process of renewing it. And in there, it says that we have
to do everything in our power to document and exhibit the history of the Israelites on the island.
And if you look at, for instance, the card—have you gotten your card at the hospital?

PHYLLIS: Yeah.

MICHELE: What is your religion? Do they still put religion on it? You're an Israelite.

PHYLLIS: | don't know, I've never paid attention.



MICHELE: You're an Israelite. Your religion was put down as an Israelite.

SARAH: Oh, wow.

PHYLLIS: | have to check that out. | don't know.

MICHELE: | don't know if the new hospital does that—

PHYLLIS: Ah, okay.

MICHELE: —but the old hospital, for sure, | was an Israelite on there.

SARAH: Wow.

PHYLLIS: Interesting.

MICHELE: Which is very interesting. And nowadays, Israelite is something completely different.
SARAH: Yeah.

MICHELE: So we've been debating whether or not we keep that wording in there. And then it
turned out that we have to keep the wording in there. That's what the ancestors wrote down. So
yeah, but it's interesting. So.

SARAH: Wow. Okay. So, have you thought of any other words that you've inherited?

MICHELE: You know, one of the interesting ones—it's not Hebrew related, but it's something we
all use, is menaj. Menaj means household cleaning.

PHYLLIS: That is French.

MICHELE: That is French. But in our family, when you have to sit down and take care of the
household bills and, you know, paying people and doing all of that, you're doing the mena;j.
Nothing to do with cleaning, you're just taking care of the household. That's something that we
use a lot. In our families, we also have today's Hallaca Day. Hallaca is an end-of-the-year
Venezuelan delicacy. It looks like a tamale. It's cornmeal mush filled in with—

PHYLLIS: Chicken.
MICHELE: —chicken and—and—and raisins and olives and prunes.

PHYLLIS: Very tasty, but it's wrapped in a leaf.



MICHELE: Wrapped in a banana leaf.
PHYLLIS: Yeah.

MICHELE: This time of the year, you can eat that anywhere in Curagao. So when you are giving
out gifts, and they are richly filled, you call it parti ayaka.

SARAH: Oh.

PHYLLIS: That makes sense.

MICHELE: You know, today we have a good Hallaca for you because we are getting a big gift.
PHYLLIS: But that is within your family alone. See, | wouldn't have known any of these.

MICHELE: Another one, interesting, when someone in the Jewish community dies, you know, all
parties were stopped, all—you weren't allowed to watch TV. You weren't—

PHYLLIS: You were in mourning.

MICHELE: You were in mourning.

PHYLLIS Yeah.

MICHELE: As long as there was Jew on land. So ‘Jew on land’ means as long as this person is
not buried yet, nobody in the community, not—not—I mean, it doesn't matter whether that
person was a family member or not. There's Jew on land, and you're not—you're not—
PHYLLIS: How would you say that in Papiamentu?

MICHELE: Jew on land. No, that's what—

SARAH: In English.

PHYLLIS: In English you would say?

MICHELE: Jew on land.

PHYLLIS: Really?

MICHELE: No, you can't go to the party tonight. It's Jew on land.

PHYLLIS: | never heard of that. Wow. I'm learning things too, Sarah.



MICHELE: This is something that | grew up with.
PHYLLIS: Wow, okay.

MICHELE: And it didn't matter whether that person was my family member or not. It was Jew on
land.

SARAH: So they would say that within a Papiamentu sentence, they would use that English
phrase?

MICHELE: Si, no. Bo no por bai awe nochi, ta Jew-on-land.

SARAH: Oh, wow.

MICHELE: You can't go.

PHYLLIS: Wow.

MICHELE: That was something that | remember always hearing, and we still use. What else?
My mom always said that when she was little, they would send her to her neighbors to go get a
tenemeaca, which literally means in Spanish, ‘keep me here.” So you go, Sarah, go over there
and go get a tenemeaca, which meant to those people, please keep Sarah there for a little
while—we're entertained so we can do something we need to do that she can't see over here.
And so my mother would say—I would get frustrated, they send me for a tenemeaca, and they
wouldn't give that thing to me. And | would be waiting and waiting and waiting. They wouldn't
give it to me before | had to return. So tenemeaca is one of those things that is in there.
PHYLLIS: Wow, | never heard—

MICHELE: Pataca.

PHYLLIS: That I've heard.

MICHELE: Bo no ta kompronde un pataca.

PHYLLIS: Yeah.

MICHELE: You don't understand nothing about this. And it comes from—

PHYLLIS: That is maybe Portuguese? Pataca.

MICHELE: Pataca. It comes from—

PHYLLIS: Is that an Africanism or a—or a Portuguese?



MICHELE: No, no, no. It has to do with patacas. | think when you got honors in the synagogue,
they would count those, and then you would have to pay certain type—

PHYLLIS: Oh, like a monetary unit.

MICHELE: Yeah, but it was, yeah, you would pay in patacas or something like that. But anyway,
Bo no ta kompronde un pataca means you don't understand anything. But | don't know how to
relate it to that word.

SARAH: Wow.

MICHELE: It's funny. | notice sometimes that my husband, who's not Jewish and is from the
island, will look at me and goes, excuse me, what are you trying to say? And | do the same to
him. He has certain things, and I'm like, huh?

PHYLLIS: Expressions.

MICHELE: I don't understand that expression. So even though we both grew up speaking
Papiamentu, there are words that are mine and words that are his.

PHYLLIS: And a lot of the words that she's just mentioned, I've never heard of.
SARAH: Yeah.

PHYLLIS: So that's interesting.

SARAH: Very interesting. And your grandmother was documenting this phenomenon.
MICHELE: Yes.

SARAH: Tell us about that.

MICHELE: So my grandmother, whose name was May Henriquez, was actually born Alvarez
Correa, spoke Papiamentu at home from a very early age. As far as we can remember, it was
always Papiamentu at home, although her grandfather often spoke English with his families
because they had moved to St. Thomas. So they came back to the island speaking English.
She became involved in the Papiamentu movement. She was an advocate for Papiamentu,
believed that more people had to develop the language, that it was unique, and it had to be
supported. In the ‘50s, she started translating plays from, | mean, big names by Bernard Shaw
and Moliére and— She started translating them to Papiamentu because she said there's a lot of
talent on the island, but they can't perform in those languages, and they have to perform in the
language that's theirs. And so she started translating. | think she did a radio novella that she
translated into Papiamentu. And then she translated maybe 15 of these world-class plays into



Papiamentu. So her love for Papiamentu started very early on. And because of that, she
became involved in a big group of Papiamentu speakers and Papiamentu lovers, if | could call it
that. We talked earlier when we toured the museum about the 30th of May, 1969, when there
was big rioting on the island. And it changed the face of the island, but it also changed the face
of culture. Before then, everything was Dutch-oriented, and very much Dutch was the main
language. And after that, it became an ‘our thing,” and Papiamentu needs to go to the
foreground, and our own culture needs to go to the foreground. And something like Tambu,
which is an end-of-the-year tradition song that was frowned upon in the 1960s, came to the
foreground and was celebrated as a song of protest. And so things started changing in the early
‘70s, and Papiamentu was pushed to the foreground and was part of this movement of ‘let's
take back our culture and show that our culture is beautiful and belongs on a world stage.” So
she was part of this and became part of the committee to standardize the language, which was
basically a group of Papiamentu lovers and linguists that were looking at, okay, everybody spells
it different, everybody speaks it different, let's start looking at what the official word list should be
and the official languages or—or how you have to do that.

SARAH: So to standardize it.

MICHELE: To standardize it, thank you. And in those groups, they would have weekly, monthly, |
don't even know what kind of sessions, and they would sit around the table and discuss, for
instance, pen, where does that word come from? And—you know, is this the only word for this
language? And then all of a sudden she says, you know, ballpoint pen. And everybody looks at
her like, no, that's—we don't use that. And she would write down the words that others did not
use and started realizing that there's a whole slew of expressions and words and the slight
differences that only her circles use. So then she started discussing it within her circles and she
realized it's not just my family circle, it's a bigger circle. It's the Sephardic Jewish community
circle. And together with friends of hers that she consulted, for instance, my great uncle, Jossy
Capriles was one of them. His cousin in Capriles Maduro. They had this group of people, older
folk, that would discuss this amongst them and say, okay, yes, indeed. We all speak it, so it's
part of our circle. And no, there’s a slight difference between my family and your family maybe.
And she would write that down. Interesting, the word for party in Curagao is fiesta, which is very
Spanish, but we would say festa. Nos ta bai un fiesta, to go party is also to go fiesta, but
we—nos ta bai un festa. For some reason, that was a more Portuguese-based pronunciation of
the whole thing. And she started working on these lists. She created her first book and it's called
‘Ta asina? O ta asana?’ which literally means, is it this or is it that? And after she published that,
she kept telling me it's not a dictionary, it's a vocabulary list. | just wanted these words to be
noted down because | see that your generation is not using it anymore. And after she published
that, there were a lot of people within her circles that came to her and said, you forgot this, you
forgot this, you forgot that. So there was a second list that was printed, which is out of print now,
so | couldn't give that to you. But it's called Loke a keda pa simia, which means ‘what remains
behind as seed.’ So, for others to continue studying. And it's really a one of a kind study that she
spent hours and hours and hours working on and passed on to us in different forms.



SARAH: It would be great to get both of those books digitized so that the world can learn about
this phenomenon.

MICHELE: We do have plans to work on those. I've been spending most of my time here at the
museum of late. But we also have a family estate that is dedicated to the arts and culture. And
my aunt runs that mostly, together with the excellent staff there as well. And there is where we
have something called the Port'i Heru Publications. Port'i Heru means the iron gate, because
the estate was the first one with a wrought iron gate. So it was known as the iron gate. And
anyway, long story short, we do plan to do some of that.

SARAH: Oh, that's great to hear. Well, before we let you go, is there anything else you want to
say about your ancestral language and cultures?

MICHELE: | would say I'm just very blessed to have grown up in a community where we were
able to learn so many languages and understand where these languages came from, that | was
able to be born into a family that gave so much value to words and that words should be used
well. So | have an immense respect for words and where they come from and how we use them
because of this situation. And | think what you're doing, Sarah, is amazing because it's one
place that we can keep these languages alive even if they’re not as alive as they used to be on
our islands.

PHYLLIS: And same goes for Yiddish. And | was also blessed to grow up here, born and raised
here, and among a close-knit community of Ashkenazi Jews and to still have that language
survive in some form or fashion, even though it's a smaller group that still speaks it regularly.
Perhaps exactly what Michéle said, what you're doing perhaps can have a positive influence on
retaining this language and having it survive in some way.

SARAH: Oh, great. Well, | hope that our listeners will come and visit Curagao and visit the
Jewish Museum and Synagogue here in Willemstad and check out our website to learn more
about Sephardic Jewish Papiamentu. And thank you so much, Michéle and Phyllis, for joining
us today.

MICHELE: A pleasure.

PHYLLIS: Thank you!

MICHELE: Thank you for your visit.

SARAH: Oh, and how do you say thank you in Papiamentu?

MICHELE: Danki.

PHYLLIS: Masha danki. Thank you very much.



SARAH: Masha danki.

SARAH: Heritage Words is a partnership of the Hebrew Union College Jewish Language Project
and HUC Connect, supported by tax-deductible donations from listeners like you. I'm the
producer and host, Sarah Bunin Benor. Kyle Elbaz Fingerhut is assistant producer, Avishay
Artsy is editor, and Talia Ehrenberg is video editor. The music is from Maurice ElI Medioni’s
French and Algerian Arabic album “Cafe Oran,” featuring the Klezmatics’ David Krakauer and
Frank London, courtesy of Piranha Records. This podcast is one of the many ways the Jewish
Language Project raises awareness about the diversity of the Jewish people and the
phenomenon of heritage words. We also have online crowdsourced dictionaries where you can
find the words mentioned on the podcast. Our social media posts include Music Mondays,
Jewish word of the week, and fun facts, and we offer free educational materials and exhibits that
you can visit online or display in a synagogue, museum, or community center. Contact us about
our live tapings, study tours, and sponsorship opportunities. Looking for gifts for Shabbat
dinners and Passover Seders? Check out our whimsical and educational T-shirts, tote bags,
posters, stickers, and aprons. You can find all this content and donate, volunteer, or sign up for
our email list at jewishlanguages.org. Thank you, mersi muncho, ilaha yavilokh, a sheynem
dank, shukran, soghboshi, todah rabah.



