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Just the other day, I was on my way to a
friend’s home in Guanajuato, the
UNESCO World Heritage site in central

Mexico where my husband, Barry, and I
live part of the year. Strolling along one
of the city’s maze-like callejones (alleys), I
passed several kids kicking a ball. When it
hit a corner next to me, I kicked it back at
them. They shrieked; I grinned. They
weren’t expecting a señ ora in her mid-60s
to play ball, and a gringa, no less. The ball
came at me again. I kicked it back, hard,
then raced after it.

We were all laughing by now. “Fun!”
I thought. “Divertido.” I don’t often find
myself kicking balls around with kids.
I felt about 8 years old, silly, goofy. Still
laughing, I waved goodbye and headed on
my way.

I seem to laugh more in Mexico. How
can this be? Barry says, “You’re

lighter and friendlier in
Spanish.” After living in
Guanajuato part-time for
14 years, I find myself to
be, well, a nicer person in
Spanish. I’m less serious and
analytical, less argumenta-
tive, less defensive, and less
likely to take offense.

I ponder: Is it speaking Spanish, or is it
hanging out with Mexicans, who are
unusually polite and warm? They greet
each other on the street, thank the bus
driver when they get off the bus, and,
when leaving a restaurant, say “Buen
provecho” (bon appétit) to the remaining
diners.

Does speaking in another language
bring out different qualities in a person?
The Chilean-American novelist Isabel
Allende thinks so: “I live in California— in
English— but I can only write in Spanish. In
fact, all the fundamental things in my life
happen in Spanish, like scolding my grand-
children, cooking, or making love.”

I’ve been studying Spanish hopscotch
style since I was 9 years old, when I lived
with my family in Quito, Ecuador. But it
wasn’t until Barry and I bought our old

colonial adobe house in Guanajuato that I
began speaking it regularly. Now, at 67,
I’m comfortable with the idiom and man-
age easily. I enjoy chatting over coffee
with my friend Marta, reading Mexican
magazines, and even facilitating groups
in Spanish. And the better I speak the
language, the more it seems to be chang-
ing me.

What an unexpected pleasure. I never
thought learning a language would bring
out dormant parts of me. But with Span-
ish, I get to be someone else for a change,
instead of the same old English-language
version of me I’ve been living with all
these years. There’s nothing inherently
wrong with that self; I’m just a bit bored
by her.

Turns out, I’m not alone. I asked
several friends and relatives if they feel
differently when they speak another

language. A cousin who
learned Portuguese in col-
lege and who lived in Brazil
for many years, says, “I feel
I have a Brazilian personal-
ity and an American one.
When I went to Rio I was
only 20, so I made up my
‘adult Walter personality’

there, far from my family and culture. I
still have a Brazilian soul.”

Sara and Pieter, a couple who live in
Amsterdam, both feel lighter when using
English. “English is more fun,” says Sara.
“It’s a richer language with a wider range
of vocabulary and slang. I make more
jokes in English than in Dutch.”

“Thai makes me feel my rank-and-
station in life because it is filled with
honorifics, as opposed to English, which
levels the playing field,” says my Thai-
British friend Amanda. “English is the
language of my intellect, while Thai is the
language of family relations, love, loyalty,
and support.”

Various studies suggest that people’s
personalities differ slightly depending on
which language they are using, but we
don’t know why. Is it something inher-

ent in each language or is it related to the
different circumstances in which those
languages are used? The wine you drink
on vacation never tastes quite as good
when you bring it back home. Could this
be the verbal equivalent?

Either way, when I compare Span- ish
with English, both the vocabulary and
the sounds color my emotional state
in a different way. Spanish has certain
words I love to use, words that I just can’t
find in English. Rincó n literally means a
corner, but it could be a nook, a niche, or a
feature— like one of the many shrines to
La Virgen de Guadalupe, Guanajuato’s
patron saint, that will surprise me as I
make a turn on a windy callejon.

Or ojalá , a word of Arabic origin (as are
many Spanish words with roots from
Moorish Spain). Ojalá means “if it be God’s
will,” and more commonly, “hope- fully.”
It’s related to the Arabic phrase
insh’allah (if Allah wills it). I can’t ever
imagine saying “if it be God’s will” in
English.

And the subjunctive tense, the Span-
ish learner’s curse. I now enjoy it so much
I overuse it. The subjunctive expresses
uncertainty, doubt, and the unknown. In
English, I am certain, definite, assertive.
Don’t mess with me; I am woman, hear me
roar! But in Spanish, I’m more willing to
surrender to the uncertainties, the
mysteries.

The texture and sounds of Spanish are
wildly different from those in English.
When I hear Spanish vowels spilling out
of me, cascade-like, I feel more lyrical and
mellifluous than in English. Other times I
feel like a rolling train with the clackety
clack of Spanish consonants.

I’ll always be loyal to English. It is,
after all, my home. I love its richness, its
Euclidian bluntness, its crochet of Ger-
manic and Latin. English is the language
of my birth, my family, my roots. But I
have space in my heart for more than one
language, and Spanish is the gift that
opens up not just new worlds, but a new
self. n
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“In Spanish,
I get to be

someone else
for a while.”


