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SARAH AROESTE: I know that I will never be in a fully Ladino-speaking community. It's 

just a fact. Very few people ever will be again. And so I want to make sure that if we're 

not going to be fully speaking in Ladino, that at least there will be some Ladino in our 

everyday conversations. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Welcome to our very first live taping of the Heritage Words 

podcast. Heritage Words is about the words we've inherited and the meaning those 

words bring to our lives. Heritage Words is produced by the HUC Jewish Language 

Project, which raises awareness about Jewish linguistic diversity through the lens of 

language. I'm your host, Sarah Bunin Benor. Thank you, thank you. This episode is the 

fourth in a series of interviews of Jewish musicians who perform in multiple languages. 

Asher Shasho Levy, Galeet Dardashti, Yosef Goldman, and now our special guest for 

today, Sarah Aroeste! We're recording this episode at the Los Angeles Jack H. Skirball 

Campus of the Hebrew Union College. We're happy to have a live audience, including 

many fans of Sarah Aroeste. So let me tell you a little bit about Sarah. Inspired by her 

family's roots in North Macedonia and Greece, Sarah Aroeste is determined to bring 

Sephardic culture to new generations. Since 2001, Sarah has recorded nine albums 

and tours the globe presenting traditional and original Ladino songs with her unique 

blend of Balkan sounds, pop, and jazz. With Chef Susan Barocas, Sarah co-directs 

Savor, a Sephardic music and food experience, which unites Sephardic song and 

cuisine in multi-sensory platforms. In addition to performing, Sarah has published 

numerous articles and essays about Sephardic cultural preservation and writes 

Sephardic-themed books for children. Sarah Aroeste, welcome to Heritage Words.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Thank you so much for having me.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Well, let's start by talking about your names. Tell us about your 

first name, your last name, any Hebrew names you have and how they relate to your 

ancestry. 

  

SARAH AROESTE: Well, Sarah is actually named after my non-Sephardic side, but my 

middle name, Julia, is for my grandfather, the patriarch of our family, whose name was 

Julian. And in the Sephardic tradition, children are named after living relatives, and so 

Julian was alive for much of my childhood, and I'm so blessed to have his name in mine. 

And Aroeste is my mother's maiden name. My father passed away when I was a child, 

and with no disrespect to my father, I grew up with my mother’s Sephardic family. My 

grandfather was the oldest of nine brothers and sisters, so we have an enormous 

family, and the Aroeste name was just such a, such an important part of my upbringing, 

and so I made the decision to use that name when I turned to be an adult. 
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SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Okay. Thank you. And do you have, is your Hebrew name 

Sara?  

 

SARAH AROESTE: It is.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Ok. And so when you said it's after your non-Sephardi side, 

would that be Ashkenazi?  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Yes.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Okay.  

  

SARAH AROESTE: I am an Ashke-Sephardic, Ashkefardic blend like so many in 

America, which is certainly part of the immigrant story for so many, including my family.  

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Absolutely. In fact the other three musicians that we've 

interviewed in this series are all also half Ashkenazi and I think that is not a coincidence, 

right? Because people are part of multiple communities but also, the people who do 

these cultural projects are often parts of multiple communities. Okay, so tell us about 

your ancestry. Tell us about the Ashkenazi and the Sephardi ancestry.  

  

SARAH AROESTE: Well, I know much less about the Ashkenazi ancestry because my 

father passed away at such a young age and he had a very, very small family. So I 

know that they came from Russia and that's pretty much all I know. But I have made it 

my mission over 25 years to research my mother's side of the family, which hails from 

what is today North Macedonia. When my grandfather was born there, it was just part of 

the Ottoman Empire. He was born in a very small town called Monastir, which is now 

known as Bitola. And as far as we know, my family had been there since the expulsion. 

Many don't know much about North Macedonia today, but in fact, it has the oldest 

cemetery, Jewish cemetery, in the Balkans. So when the Jews left Spain and they went 

eastwards towards the Ottoman Empire, one of the first stops was actually Monastir, 

and the oldest grave that they've identified is from 1497.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Oh, wow.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Yeah, so my family had been there for a very, very long time, which 

worked in my favor when I was applying for citizenship to Portugal, actually, several 

years ago. You may have heard that both Spain and Portugal opened up citizenship for 

people who could trace their families back to the Iberian Peninsula. And there are a few 

cities that are known to be Sephardic cities, so that if your family was from one of those 
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cities, you didn't actually need to trace back 500 years. It was a given that your family 

must have come from Spain or Portugal to end up in that city, and Monastir was on that 

list. So because I have an abundance of proof that my family came from Monastir, I was 

issued Portuguese citizenship. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: So how many times have you been to Monastir?  

  

SARAH AROESTE: More times than I can count. But I started going about 10 years 

ago. I had always heard about this mythical place, and the lore in my family, I mean, the 

stories that have been passed down from Monastir were plentiful. My grandfather was a 

wonderful storyteller and would regale us with stories of the old country. And I still have 

a living relative who was born in Monastir, and she still tells me stories. And so I always 

knew about Monastir and was fascinated by it, but it seemed very far away. I was very 

proud of myself as a kindergartener that I was the only one in school who could point to 

Macedonia on a map. Back then it was Yugoslavia, but it just always seemed very 

away. I didn't know when I would ever get the chance to go. And then I was invited, in 

fact, to perform there about 10 years ago and I fell in love and the rest is history. I've 

worked a lot in Monastir, again, now it's called Bitola, I have an entire project called the 

Monastir Project where I bring together musicians from Macedonia and Israel to perform 

music that was beloved by the Jewish community before World War II. So it's a big part 

of the work that I do now. 

  

 MUSIC <Sarah Aroeste - Mi Monastir> 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: And I recommend that everyone listen to that album, watch the 

videos. There's really great material in there. Did you write those songs?  

  

SARAH AROESTE: I wrote some of them, not all of them. I spent a long time curating 

the music with Macedonians, actually, because there are no Jews left in Bitola. I used 

the resources and the help of local citizens who are not Jewish but have a deep, deep 

respect for the Jewish history that they feel was robbed, that they were robbed of, and 

there are many people in Bitola today who are volunteers working to help uncover the 

Jewish history and they helped me research the music that I ended up using on the 

album. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Oh, wow. So tell us about how your ancestors came to the 

United States.  

  

SARAH AROESTE: So the Balkan Wars in 1912 are wars that we don't talk about that 

often. And that is when there was a major migration of Sephardic Jews to several 
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places, including the United States. And my family, because there was going to be 

mandatory conscription, many Sephardic Jews left. And my family ended up in 

Rochester, New York, which seems very random, but there was a major migration 

there. And they built a little community in Rochester and Ladino was the first language 

of my family, but in true immigrant form, like so many others, other stories, they were 

escaping war and they wanted to leave the old country behind and they wanted to 

become American. And so Ladino was not spoken outside the home and all of the kids 

were instructed to learn English. And so Ladino was not passed down to my mother's 

generation.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Did you hear any words growing up from Ladino?  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Of course, I heard some, but they were mostly related to food. 

Food is going to be a big theme of what I will likely be talking about. And also names of 

family members. So papu is a designation for an elder. And there was a picture of my 

papu with a very long beard and his fez and his nargile pipe and that was papu and it 

always, that image is seared in my brain of what a papu is supposed to look like. And 

certainly the foods, some are foods that people have maybe heard of like boyikos or 

bimuelos but in Macedonia, in Monastir, we have very specific names of foods that were 

not really—these foods were only in Monastir. So a masadiku. That's one of my favorite 

words and one of my favorite foods, a masadiku and a tadliku. Tadliku, it's, I think other 

people call it a biscocho, but we call them tadlikus. And so I just love that our foods 

were so unique and were actually different from other Ladino foods that I had heard of. 

My great aunts used to be in the kitchen cooking all of these foods together, and you 

could hear them yapping and speaking in Ladino, and my great-grandmother only spoke 

Ladino. She'd never, apparently, learned English. So rumor has it that whenever the 

kids were around, so my mother's generation, you would hear everybody whisper, ‘los 

chicos, los chicos.’ So they didn't want the kids to hear what they were saying, so they'd 

all switch back into Ladino. And even, I've spoken to my mother a lot about this, that 

she, because my grandfather, her father was really quite American after a time, he did 

not bring Ladino into his own home, but she remembers a few words. The one that I 

like, is pulia, which is, I think you translate it to like a nudnik, a pest, so she recalls that 

he would always call somebody a pulia if he didn't like them. But besides that, there was 

not much Ladino that was passed down and I often get the question, did you hear 

Ladino music growing up? And again, not so much, except if it had to do with liturgy and 

I like telling people that my very first performance of Ladino music was at my bat 

mitzvah when I insisted on singing the Ein Keloheinu in Ladino, Non Komo Muestro Dio, 

and I'm not quite sure where that instinct came from, I've really, it was a long time ago, 

so I tried to remember why I felt so strongly about putting my stamp on Ladino music at 

my bat mitzvah. Because there was no Ladino in Princeton, New Jersey 40 years ago 
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and I must have known that song through my family enough to know that I wanted to 

perform it.  

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: So it was an Ashkenazi synagogue?  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Yes. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Okay, let's get back to those words you mentioned. So, 

masadiku, tell us about that.  

  

SARAH AROESTE: Oh, so masadiku is sort of like, it's not exactly like an empanada, 

but it's a doughy consistency with potato and cheese. And some people might think it's 

like a boreka, but it is a half moon pie shaped. But in my family, our borekas are triangle 

with filo dough. So it was not the same type of boreka that I think other people had. Our 

masadiku was very specific to Monastir, but you could not find a holiday that did not 

have masadikus or tadlikus everywhere, and even non-Jewish holidays. Every time we 

got together, whether it was Rosh Hashanah or Thanksgiving, we would always have 

tadlikus and masadikus.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Okay, and then what about boyikos?  

 

SARAH AROESTE: In my mind, I feel like tadlikus and masadikus were the height of 

our specialty foods, but boyikos were definitely served. And we have recipe cards that 

have been passed down for almost 60, 70 years that I've inherited. So I have on very, 

very yellowed index cards, these wonderful recipes with boyikos, bimuelos.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Well, tell us what they are.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Oh, sorry. Well, bimuelos, you can make, some people make them 

during Passover with matzah meal, but we eat them on Hanukkah. And they are like 

fried dough, and they are delicious. And in my house, we have a little competition every 

year for the best topping. So best syrups. So my specialty is cardamom rose water 

syrup. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: I’m in. And boyikos, what is that? 

  

SARAH AROESTE: A lot of people make boyikos and some of these foods, it's 

interesting, they have slightly different names depending on where in the Ottoman 

Empire you ended up. So whether you ended up in Greece or Turkey or Macedonia, 

you might have the same food but with a different name. So for example, my masadiku 
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might be like your boreka, my boyiko might be what you think of as an empanada or as 

a boreka. These are all very similar foods, just with different names depending on where 

you ended up.  

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Got it. Okay. Well I like that you mentioned the recipe cards. 

We don't often think of recipe cards as an heirloom, but that's… 

 

SARAH AROESTE: Absolutely. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: They are, they are heirlooms, right? 

  

SARAH AROESTE: And they didn't have measurements. So you would have a handful 

of this and a little pinch of that. And when they ended up in Rochester, New York. I love 

in the recipe cards that they would make a distinction between the cheeses that they 

had in the old country with where you could find them in America. So they would say, 

you know, the best place to get this ingredient is at the Italian store on the corner of, 

they would put the street names in the recipe card. I just, yeah, they’re beautiful to look 

at now. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: That's a real historical document and treasure. And it's your 

ancestor's handwriting.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Yeah.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: That's amazing. Okay, so you mentioned the kinship term 

papu. Do you have any other kinship terms?  

  

SARAH AROESTE: Nona, for a grandmother. Prima and primo, your cousins. That's 

pretty much it that I remember hearing growing up. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: How did you first, beyond your bat mitzvah, how did you first 

get engaged with Ladino culture? 

  

SARAH AROESTE: It was through music. For sure. I trained as a very serious western 

classical musician and I thought I was going to be an opera singer and I trained very 

very seriously in classical music and it took me to Israel. So in 1997 I was studying in 

Tel Aviv at the Israel Vocal Arts Institute and I was absolutely coincidentally paired with 

the great Nico Castel as my opera coach. And Nico Castel was a wonderful opera 

singer in his own right, and he was a coach at the Metropolitan Opera in New York. And 

he also shared my Sephardic background and was also an expert in Ladino music. So 
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in between our opera coachings, he would secretly teach me some of the classical 

Ladino repertoire, which I hadn't grown up with. And I just absolutely fell in love with it. 

And I loved working with him. I mean, he was truly one of the greats. And I came back 

to America and I continued studying with him and I put on a series of recitals. And they 

were classical opera recitals, but we had curated a whole section in my recitals of 

traditional Ladino songs. And without fail, after every performance, audience members 

would come up to me and tell me that the Ladino portion was their favorite part. And I 

mean, I just loved singing it. And through a series of events that happened, including 

9/11, a few years later, I had always thought that if I went into music, it was sort of 

opera or nothing. I didn't know that there was an in-between or there was something 

else I could do. And at the time, there were very few professional Ladino musicians in 

the United States. I mean, I could think of maybe three at the time and it didn't even 

occur to me that that was an option. But after 9/11, I very clearly recall opening up a 

closet and finding an old dusty guitar. And taking it out, and the very first songs that I 

started playing were the Ladino songs that I had done with Nico Castel. And I just 

thought, oh my gosh, this is where my heart is, this is were—I'm so naturally going 

towards this. And it took me about a year or so to get the courage to tell my mother, my 

single mother, ‘Hey mom. I want to start a Ladino rock band.’ And she thought, ‘oh my 

gosh, all these years of training. And for what?’ And you know, I don't know if she was 

more surprised that I wanted to go into Ladino music because, you know, why? Why 

would you do Ladino music? Or if I wanted to, you know, shake things up and do and 

leave opera and do a rock band. She very wisely said, you know, ‘just make sure to 

have a side job.’ But, you know, almost 25 years later, she's my biggest fan now. At the 

time, I had a little bit of a chip on my shoulder that I recognize now that here I was 

loving Ladino music and none of my peers had ever even heard of Ladino. And I was 

so, I felt very self-righteous about it. How could you be an educated Jew in this world 

today and not know what Ladino is? And I learned very quickly that you can't present 

something new from a place of anger. And so, over the course of a few years, I realized, 

you know what? I have to bring it to the table with love. And show people why they 

should want to know about this language and why they should wanna know about this 

music and this culture. And so for the last 20 years, you know I do hope that I've just 

been sharing my love for this culture and I think the fact that I'm still here making music 

and writing books and doing what I'm doing, I think, is testament that people really do 

want to know more about Ladino and Sephardic culture. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Well, that's interesting. I had a similar experience growing up 

in Maryland, going to a Jewish day school. I had heard of Ladino, and I had heard of 

Yiddish, but I hadn't heard of any of the other Jewish languages. So I said, that’s what I 

want to do is study Jewish languages and raise awareness about Jewish diversity, the 

fact that there are Jews all around the world, and we never learned about them in my 
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Jewish day school. So, and I'd never thought about it as self-righteousness, but I guess 

there's a little bit of that there. Like, how can you not know about this, right?  

  

SARAH AROESTE: Well, I remember being very upset that—I did not go to Jewish day 

school, I just went to an after-school religious school—and I remember very clearly a 

lesson one day on Sephardic Jews, and we learned two things: that Sephardic Jews 

came from Spain and that Sephardic Jews eat rice on Passover. That was pretty much 

the extent of the lesson, and I was horrified. How could this be? And so I think that has 

certainly armed me and given me the strength to want to teach people, oh my gosh, 

there's so much more to us. It's like this hidden treasure, if only people knew about us, 

they’d love it. 

   

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: So would you say most of your audiences are mixed Sephardi 

and Ashkenazi?  

  

SARAH AROESTE: Absolutely, yeah. For sure. And even non-Jewish. Because Ladino 

as a language is so based in Spanish, I have, over the years, really met people across 

the spectrum, linguists and people who are very interested in Spanish dialects, 

specifically. And it's such a bridge builder with Hispanic communities. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: So you do find a lot of Spanish speakers in your audiences? 

 

SARAH AROESTE: Absolutely. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: And do they sing along even more? 

  

SARAH AROESTE: Interestingly, you know, Ladino is difficult for Spanish speakers 

because we pronounce things differently and we spell things differently. And so I often, 

when I publish something in Ladino, people will say, pull me aside and say, ‘Sarah, I 

think, I think you're mispronouncing something’ or ‘you've spelled this wrong.’ And I 

always get a kick out of that. So, I do, you know, when I do workshops, I always have to 

tell people, ‘No, I'm not mispronouncing the word hijo. I do say the J,’ so that's always 

fun.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Did you study Spanish?  

 

SARAH AROESTE: I didn't. I was actually one of those kids who studied French for 

whatever reason back in the day.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Me too. So then how did you learn Ladino?  
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SARAH AROESTE: Two ways. One was through the music. I just studied every piece of 

music I could get my hands on. I would listen and I would collect CDs. I still love CDs 

because of the liner notes. I spend so much time writing my own liner notes because I 

want people to be able to be able to read the translations and see the words in front of 

them. And you miss that in this digital world. And so I collected hundreds of Ladino CDs 

so I could have the liner notes. And I studied every Ladino musician out there and made 

it my mission for, you know, over a decade, just taking in all this music. I traveled, I 

went, spent some time in Greece and in Turkey and in Israel. I spent quite a bit of time 

in Israel researching the music. So really, my education was primarily through music at 

first, but then I did study Ladino in New York. I was living in New York City where there 

were Ladino lessons at the Spanish Portuguese synagogue, Shearith Israel, which is 

the oldest congregation in the United States, the oldest Sephardic congregation, and at 

the time there were Ladino lessons by the great Daisy Sadaka Braverman, who is a 

wonderful friend in the Ladino community, and at that time that was really one of the few 

places to have face-to-face Ladino Lessons, and now there are lots of places, but back 

then I was so lucky to be in New York at that time. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: And do you feel like you attained a high level of proficiency?  

  

SARAH AROESTE: I did enough, I mean, that I, I write my own music, so I read and 

write fluently, I would say. My spoken Ladino, I always say, I sing it fluently because I 

get tongue-tied in any language except for English. I speak a little of a lot of languages, 

but whenever I am put on the spot to speak in another language, I always freeze up. But 

I do correspond in Ladino every day with colleagues around the world, and I do write my 

own work. I've given lectures in Ladino. But I always do check my work with a native 

speaker no matter what. I believe very strongly in making mistakes because that's how 

we learn. So I'm not afraid to put mistakes in my written words, but I want to make sure 

that they are corrected. I do run them by native Ladino speakers so that they can check 

my work before it's public. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: That's good. We're lucky to be at a point in history where there 

are still native speakers that you can check with.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Absolutely.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: And you said that you actually correspond in Ladino over 

email? 
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SARAH AROESTE: Over many different forums. Over email, over Facebook, over 

online forums like Ladinokomunita, which is, they just celebrated their 25th anniversary. 

It is an online forum where you can only communicate in Ladino, and there are 

thousands of members, which is incredible, and there are multiple messages per day 

from people all around the world, which is really incredible. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Wow. Okay, so tell us about your projects, your CDs, your 

books and other, your videos, Savor. Tell us about all of them.  

  

SARAH AROESTE: So I am in the business of edutainment. So everything I do is under 

this rubric of Sephardic edutainment specifically. And I started off as a musician, as a 

singer-songwriter. And so since 2001, I've been producing music. Some are my 

interpretations of more traditional songs. And I'd say in the last decade, most of my 

recordings have been all original music. I have nine albums, and you can really see the 

progression of my life through the albums. You can hear the self-righteousness in my 

first album, or you have a heavy electric guitar in the first two records, I think. And then I 

met my now husband, and you could hear there are more love songs and it's a little 

softer in tone. And then, I got pregnant after we got married, and so then I wrote a 

children's album, you see where this is going, and then. And then as I was creating my 

family, I did a holiday album so I could, you know, have our own holiday songs for our 

family. Then I fell in love with Monastir and wrote an album for Monastir. And then my 

project with chef Susan Barocas, I have an album that is a food and music pairing so 

that, I created a menu of food from appetizers to entrees to desserts, and every recipe, 

every food item is paired with a song that has that food item in the song. So, for 

example, one of the appetizers is a grape leaf, so there is a song about a grape leaf, 

and so on. So I love actually looking back on my work and seeing my life in my music. 

But along the way, I've really expanded. And done other things that are less musical 

and more linguistic, because I really love the Ladino language itself. So I also believe 

very, very firmly in creating words and heritage words for new generations. So as soon 

as I had my own children, I knew that I wanted to make sure that there was Ladino for 

them in the world. I was given a lot of Jewish music because people thought, ‘Oh she's 

pregnant, you know, let's, let's send her some music, let's send her some Israeli music, 

Jewish music, kids music,’ and there were no Ladino kids’ songs. There were lullabies, 

amazing lullabies in the Ladino tradition but lullabies are really for the parents to put 

their kids to sleep, they're not so much for the kids and I thought, ‘wow if there isn't 

something out there I'll have to write it.’ So I ended up writing an entire album for kids. 

Not for the parents, for kids.  

 

 MUSIC <Sarah Aroeste - Ora de Despertar> 
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SARAH AROESTE: I loved doing that project so much that it then turned into, it was my 

first foray outside of music, I created an entire animated cartoon series so I really 

believe in the power of digital media and video and the visuals combining with the 

music, I think is really powerful in language learning. So I think the animated series is 

great for people of any age, not just for kids, but you can see the words with the music. 

So your brain makes a connection to learn very, very simple, easy songs and terms. 

And I love doing that project, and then that spun into a book. And now five books later, I 

have a whole line of bilingual children's books, and each one of them has a Ladino title, 

which if you had asked me, you know, six, seven years ago, if there would be Ladino 

children's books, I mean, this was really, I could not have imagined it. And I really credit 

my publishers. I have two publishers who saw the potential for interest in the wider, not 

only Jewish world, but wider world. My first book was called Buen Shabat, Shabbat 

Shalom, and that was so successful that it was followed by Mazal Bueno! And I have 

one coming out called Uno, Dos, Tres: A Sephardic Counting Book. And then I have 

one called Anyada Buena, Shanah Tovah, and it's a Rosh Hashanah book using the 

Sephardic seder as the hook for young kids. And then I'm very excited because one of 

my favorite Ladino words is the title in a book coming out this fall called ‘Bavajadas: 

That's just silly.’ That's the name of the book because Bavajadas is the Ladino word for 

nonsense. And I got to write a completely ridiculous upside-down nonsense book. And 

what I love about all of these books is that they're fun and they're colorful. When I was 

researching children's books at the start of my book career, a lot of the books that had 

to do with Sephardic Judaism and Sephardi culture were rather drab. Many of them had 

dark color palettes because it was kind of like scary, you know, the Inquisition and 1492 

and medieval times. And I thought, no, our culture is so colorful and so vibrant. And so 

my books are very brightly colored, and they're all contemporary, and they have very 

easy refrains that kids can attach to. And with language, I'm very proud of the fact that I 

was able to rhyme English and Ladino. So, for example, there's a line, I think in Buen 

Shabat, talking about the blessings for Shabbat, and it rhymes brahas, which are the 

blessings with, you know, for wine and challah we say gracias. So the gracias from the 

brahas and there are times when I do the English and the Ladino. I think the last spread 

is something about, we gather close and peace for all para todos. I love playing with 

words both in English and in Ladino and allowing people to play in a bilingual way with 

incorporating Ladino into their lives.  

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: I love that. And you have the Cute Kids Speaking Ladino 

series. 

  

SARAH AROESTE: Yes, so I loved working in video. And so during COVID, I had all 

this time to be speaking Ladino with my kids. And I have a very precocious daughter 

who loves being on camera. And we started a series together called Cute Kids 
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Speaking Ladino. And they were little, you know, 30-second to 60-second bites where 

we would just have a very quick conversation about some theme in Ladino…  

 

 <CLIP> Cute Kids Speaking Ladino - Head, shoulders, knees, and toes 

 

SARAH AROESTE: …you know ranging from, teaching numbers to teaching, there was 

one about body parts, colors and animals on a farm and, it was so delightful and I can't 

tell you how many people during COVID would reach out to me and say I've learned so 

much Ladino from your six-year-old. So that was very special, and I loved doing that so 

much that I started another digital series called the Refran Rundown where I would take 

very obscure Ladino proverbs and break them down and often in a very humorous way 

because we've got some zingers. I feel like Yiddish often gets a lot of the credit for 

some of our proverbs and our sayings, but we have such an amazing collection of 

Ladino sayings and I wanted to share them. And so I would teach the Ladino proverb, 

and then I would break it down in English. That was so much fun. Then I started my 

current one, which is the Livros Lookout, where for the past two years, I've lifted up and 

highlighted a book every single week for two years that has Ladino in it or a Sephardic 

main theme, and it's across genres so children's books, adult books, graphic novels, 

cookbooks, you name it.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Books in Ladino or in English?  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Primarily in English with a Ladino or Sephardic theme. Some have 

been translated from either Spanish or French or Hebrew, but I do have some fully 

Ladino books. There are some wonderful translations of books like Alice in Wonderland, 

Tintin that have been translated fully in Ladino, and I’ll review those.  

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: So it seems like most of your work is multilingual.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Correct. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: That you're not just publishing a book in Ladino, you're 

publishing a multilingual book, or a book—you're explaining about books that have 

multiple languages in them, and your concerts may have Ladino songs, but they are 

framed in English. 

  

SARAH AROESTE: Absolutely, and I do that very purposefully. And I've often gotten 

criticized for not working more in Ladino, for example, on social media, writing actually 

in Ladino, but I know what my, I know who my audience is. And I also, I grew up in 

America, and I know that I will never be in a fully Ladino-speaking community. It's just a 
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fact. Very few people ever will be again. And so I want to make sure that if we're not 

going to be fully speaking in Ladino, that at least there will be some Ladino in our 

everyday conversations. And so my work is about normalizing Ladino even in an 

English-speaking world. So for example, Mazal Bueno, the book itself is not particularly 

Sephardic-themed in any way. It's about the milestones of a child. And the parents in 

the picture, you see them being so ecstatic when the child, you know, takes—crawls for 

the first time, eats their first food for the first time, walks for the time, and so on and so 

forth. And instead of saying, you know, mazel tov or congratulations, right, the whole 

point is that mazal bueno is the refrain because why not? Plenty of people around the 

world don't say mazel tov, they say mazal bueno, and so by normalizing it in a picture 

book that people can see, oh, there's another way to express this. And the punchline of 

the book is that the first word, because I'm all about the words, the first word that the 

child says is bueno. And because they've heard it so many times, instead of mommy or 

daddy, bueno is the first word. And so I believe that even in an English context, we can 

be introducing Ladino and normalizing it as a Jewish language that anybody can speak. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Absolutely. And your music, I liked how you talked about the 

progression from rock to Monastir, right? But in the early recordings that you made, you 

are doing the same thing as you're doing in language. You are presenting it in a format 

that is familiar to your target audience. 

  

SARAH AROESTE: Yeah. I did that very purposefully in the beginning. I don't feel like I 

need to do that as much anymore, but I was, at the time, targeting a specifically younger 

audience, and so I would pair, let's say, an oud with an electric guitar. I don't do that as 

much anymore. But that was purposeful at the time. And now I really feel like, you know, 

it's about repetition and making sure that people have exposure. I've been very 

disillusioned by, sort of, the one-and-done phenomenon in a lot of Jewish institutions 

where they hire the one Sephardic act once a year and think, oh, we've checked that 

box, let's move on. But no, you need to keep on exposing people multiple times and 

give them different points of entry and points of access, and to reach different senses. 

Some people don't like music, but some people like cooking, and some people like this, 

or some people like that. I have really made it my mission to provide resources in a lot 

of different mediums so that I'll meet you where you are to introduce you to this culture. 

And I do a lot of work with also teenagers who are not always the easiest crowds, but 

every summer I work at Sephardic Adventure Camp outside of Seattle. And it's amazing 

how those teenagers really grab on to the Ladino words. It's an amazing camp if you 

don't know about it, and there is a lot of Ladino at the camp. The cabins have Ladino 

names, the tables in the kitchen have Ladino names, and every morning there's a 

Ladino word of the day. And last summer, they gave me a golf cart, and written on it 

was the Ladino Mobile. And I went around with Bryan Kirschen, who's a wonderful 
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friend of the Jewish Language Project, and we had candy with us, and we would drive 

the Ladino Mobile throughout camp and ask, we would ask the kids, you'll get a piece of 

candy if you can recite some Ladino words to us. So it really, like, incentivized them to 

speak Ladino with us. So that was really fun. And so I love working with all different 

ages, and I think that whether you're, you know, a two-year-old saying bueno for the first 

time, up until grandparents who read these books with their kids and everybody in 

between, there's a little something for everybody to grab onto. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Yeah. And I think both approaches are very important. Full 

speaking the language, and then speaking fragments of it.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: Right. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Vernacular and post-vernacular engagement with the 

language. And, I think, both you and Bryan are doing very important work. Bryan is 

teaching the language and doing linguistic research on the language, and that's 

important. And then what you're doing, the post-vernacular engagement, is also very 

important. And I think both have had an impact on how people understand Ladino in 

America. I mean, I think the fact that you didn't know, hear much about Ladino growing 

up, and I only knew Flory Jagoda songs and I, you know, but I think that now most 

people know about Ladino.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: I think that’s true. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: And I think that's due to the work of people like you and Brian.  

 

SARAH AROESTE: I hope that's true.  

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: So, what are your thoughts about Ladino reclamation for the 

future?   

 

SARAH AROESTE: I have hope. I really do. You'll hear a lot of very dismal predictions 

and pronouncements. I mean, it's just a fact that UNESCO has listed Ladino as a 

severely endangered language. Very few native speakers are still here. It is true that no 

one will be born speaking Ladino again as a first language, despite efforts of, you know, 

the great Devin Naar in Seattle is actually teaching his children to speak Ladino fluently. 

I think he's one of the few. 

 

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: The only one I know of. Do you know of any others?  
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SARAH AROESTE: There might be somebody in Turkey, but yes, it's very, very 

unusual. And, you know, I have taught my kids a lot, but I don't see a time when we will 

be speaking fluently inside our home. That being said, I believe very strongly that just 

because a language won't be spoken fluently, it doesn't mean that it's not worth saving. 

And that's really at the heart of everything that I do. Ladino is not just a language, it's a 

culture. It is a part of world history, not just Jewish history; this is world history we're 

talking about. And for all of those reasons, it must be preserved and studied, and 

appreciated by all walks of life. This isn't just something for the Sephardic community. 

This is everybody's culture. And that's why I feel so, you know, so revved up about 

teaching it because this is, this is your culture, you should want to know about this. And 

so I have a lot of hope. I think even as awful, awful, awful as COVID was and still 

continues to be, it was a boon for Ladino. It brought so many people together through 

online resources in the digital world. And there was an explosion in the last five years of 

people teaching Ladino, people interested in learning about Ladino. And now there is an 

abundance of wonderful resources out there. 

  

SARAH BUNIN BENOR: Absolutely. So what else do you want to tell us about?  

  

SARAH AROESTE: I just, I'm in love with Ladino, I'm in love with Sephardic culture, and 

I just want everyone else to be too. Ladino is not dead, far from it, and that’s—I think 

that's the most important thing to leave people with. We're still here and we will continue 

to be so. 

  

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. 


