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oy _’I HAVE SPOKEN ENGLISH for more than 40 years and I still haven't

- forgotten that English is not my first language. Even now I hesitate

" as I put down this first sentence. Does it sound rlght in Enghsh'»’ Is

it stilted? Is it correct to say “I have” and “haven’t” and “is not” m
* the same sentence? I honestly don’t, do not, know.

~ RUTH BEHAR -

It’s strange, and maybe even absurd, that I should feel this way. 1
speak English perfectly. I wrote my Ph.D. thesis in English. I think,
dream, and live much of my life in the Engh's.h language.”“You're
from Cuba?” people say, surprised. “But you don’t have an accent.”
No, I doi’t have an accent, though as a teenager I tried hard to
imitate a British accent, because I thought it was more refined than

‘the accent ] heard around me growing up in Queens, New York. I

spoke to my parents only in Spanish, as I do even today, because
that is the language in which they’re most comfortable:

Mami and Papi definitely have an accent, a thick Guban accent,
when they speak English, and I continue to correct their gram-
matical and pronunciation mistakes, as I started to do as a child.
For me English was always the public language, the laniguage of
power, competition, and progress, and also the language of soh-
tude, the language where I was totally on my own, W1thout my
parents to help me. Now I speak an Enghsh that can 't be recog-
nized as being from anywhere specific. My younger brother, years:

ago, put it exactly right. He said what I have it a “college accent.”

It’s the English of a person who went to school, studied hard, and
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he feared if she didn’t she’d be sent back

got good grades because s

to the dumb class.
aring me speak that another

No one can tell by looking at me or he

language burns inside me, an invisible but eternal flame. No one can.
 tell I came to the English language the way a woman in another era -
came to her husband in an arranged marriage—trying to make the
best of a relationship someone else chose for her and hoping one
day she would fall in love. I'm still waiting... 1 depend on English,
Pm grateful 1 speak English, wouldn’t be anyone if I didn’t know
English. But I'm not in love with English.

© My mother tongue is Spanish. This is the language I spoke as

a 1'1_tf1€ girl in '_Cuba for the first four and a half years of my life.

I am told I spoke that little girl’s Spanish with a lot of spunk.

They tell me I was 2, nonstop talker, una cotorrita. But after we
d in the United States I I have

became shy, silent, sullen.
y of myself as a jittle girl speaking Spanish in Guba.
why every time I'm in Gub

aand I seea little girl
ff her tongue so natur

arrive
no mMemor

I guess that’s
ally, so effortlessly,

letting Spanish roll o

my heart melts. “That was me!” I think. That was me, Once

time, before 1 became self-conscious about which lengua
thropologist, the way I

g. 1 go to Cuba as an an

Mexico and Argentma, continually seeking
panish and to speak Spanish, and in
imitate their accents, SO that my "~ -
, of a woman who no longer -

upon a
1 was speakin:
also go to Spain and
opportunities to listen to S
those countries I can’t help but
Spanish is 2 hodgepodge; the Spanish
knows where her home 1s. : ' . :
When we left Cuba after the revolution, we went to Israel, and
I am told 1 became fluent in Hebrew. I might have already known:
rds, because in Havana I atte_nded kindergarten at -thé
2 bilingual SpanishYiddish day school founded
by Jewish immigrants who settled in Cuba in the 1920s and 1930
ur family, because after a year we left

But Hebrew didn’t stick in 0
[sracl for New York and we never spoke it at home. Hebrew was

a few wo
Centro Israclita,
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'guagé of the liturgy and it lost for us its connection to every-
Y._Efé. Spanish became our home language, and I spoke it with
my grandparents, not only my Ladino-speaking grandparents from
urkey but also my Yiddish-speaking grandparents from Poland
d'Russia, .

So ‘before the age of five I spoke two languages, Spanish and
Hebrew, and then T was -dropped mto a first-grade classroom at
P.S. 117 in Queens, where I was expected to somehow survive even

though I was unable to utter a word of English. This was in 1962,

“before bilingual programs and English as a Second Language were

introduced into the public school system. You sank or you swam.
You learned English by osmosis, ear training, lip reading, like a
g bahy, without any special instruction and not a drop of mercy. Or
you failed to learn English and you entered the dumb class and
stayed there forever. - ' o

* In that first-grade classroom, I vividly recall the teacher, Mrs.
Sarota, writing 2 math problemon the blackboard. Tknew the answer
and 1 raised my hand. Mrs. Sarota smiled and nodded, raised her
eyebrows, and waited, chalk in hand. I opened my mouth, but no

words came out. I knew the answer, but I dide’t know how to say
it in English. T sat there mutely. “Ruth,” the teacher said. “Do you
‘know the answer or not?” I wasn’t accustomed _-to hearing my name
spoken in English. It sounded barsh. Ugly. In my family, P'm called
L “Ruti,” and the two syllables are said slowly, languorously.

“Well, Ruth?” The teacher said my name like an insul_t. Tattempted
sign language, trying to write the answer in the air with my fingers.
Soon the other children were giggling and pointing at me, as though
[ were a rrionkey escaped from the zoo. I felt so ashamed, I lowered
my head and pretended to disappear. [ retreated into silence for the
rest of the school year.

By second grade I was in the dumb class and I definitely felt I
deserved to be there. Although the school claimed not to make any
distinctions, as kids we knew that for each grade there was a dumb

Ruth Behar | 5




class made up of children who'd flunked out the previous year. To
be in the dumb class it second grade was a Sure sign you'd gotten
off to a terrible start in life, because things had to be prétty bad for
2 kid to flunk first grade. The teacher acted as if we were not only

and stood over us, watch-

dumb but deaf, and she repeated things
tebooks, ready to pounce on our mistakes.

ing as we Wrote in our no
but a few were

Some of the kids m the class were slow learners,

d a huge head and wore shoes several

)
S . retarded, like Grace, who ha
LT - sizes too large and was 50 friendly that you knew something had to
Y : \L’ # o be wrong with her. In those days, the dumb class was also where
R AU A they put the foreign Kids until they could speak and prove tO the

world they were actually smart and just needed to learn English—or

until they revealed that deep down they really were dumb.
Fortumately 1 wasn't alone in the dumb class. Shotaro, a boy

from Japan, was also in the dumb class because he spoke @ lanr
guage that wasn't English. As the only two foreign kids, we became
close friends. We looked at picture books together and read to one
another and played tag and hopscotch duting recess. He was the
only boy I invited to my birthday party in second grade. One of the
res I most recall from those years is the Polaroid of a group of

pictw ‘
around theﬁM&M-smdded cake, me and Shotaro in the

girls posed ) ‘ )
middle beaming from the sheer joy of standing next to each other. I

co s
_mmmeamed to speak Enghsh tO B able t
- one another, though there was an understanding between us which =

was mysterious and deep and went beyond words. 7 :
We both did well and got good at English. By the end of the school -
year we Were both released from the dumb class and assigned to & .
regular third-grade dass. But Shotaro and 1 didn’t continue together
in third grade. His family decided to return to Japan, while for my

family, it had become clear, there was Dot going to be apy returs

to Cuba. :
o go. He gave me 2 going-away presen

I was sad to see Shotar
that T still store at may parents’ house with other keepsakes from 10

WIMIMM .
communicate with -
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ehitted in matching kimonos and nested together in a silk brocade

Maybe the dolls were intended to represent the two of us, a
irl'and a-boy, who grew into the English language together during
year spent in the dumb class. Neither of us spoke the other’s lan-
gﬁagc, s0 English was our common tongue—English and a faith that
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