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The Interrupted Funeral

M
y husband Shlomo and I are 
Chabad shluchim in Buenos 
Aires, Argentina. We run Tzivos 
Hashem and other programs  
for children. We don’t do much 
adult outreach. 

About 25 years ago, my 
parents, Rabbi Nosson and 

Rivka Grunblatt, who have been on shlichus in Argentina for 
more than 40 years, met Henny Trayles, a Jewish actress and 
comedian who starred in television shows, popular films, and 
live theatre. 

Henny was born in 1937 in Germany. Her family fled 

when she was a year old. Some of her relatives were killed in 
the Holocaust. Henny was a child prodigy. Her career, which 
began in the 1950s, spanned more than 50 years; she was a 
much-admired celebrity. Although she wasn’t observant, she 
declared in an interview, “I believe in one G-d.” One of her 
roles was A Yiddishe Mamme—though she didn’t have any 
children. She also led workshops on humor and gratitude.

My parents had a close relationship with her. I remember 
her dancing at my wedding. About ten years ago, Henny 
moved from Buenos Aires to Merlo in the province of San 
Luis, which is about nine hours by car from where we live. 
My husband and I lost touch with her, but my mother contin-
ued to call her every Friday.  

A change of plans changed a woman’s final resting place
As told to Devorie Kreiman by Leah Taubenfliegel
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During COVID, Argentina had one of the longest lock-
downs in the world. In 2021, indoor activities were finally 
allowed again—with masks and fewer people in attendance. 
My husband and I organized a Chidon Sefer Hamitzvos for 
children in Jewish schools in Argentina, Panamá, and Chile.

One of the schools that asked to participate in the chi-
don is located in Córdoba—a beautiful city of mountains 
and lakes. After the restrictive lockdown, my husband and I 
thought it would be good for our family to get away. Dur-
ing winter vacation, we decided to spend a week in Córdoba 
with our children. While we were there, we would deliver the 
chidon books and chidon-branded prizes to the school.

We packed our seven children into our car and drove 
through the night. We got close to Córdoba at about 6 
a.m. It was winter and still dark outside. We ran into a 
checkpoint. That’s when we realized that Córdoba had even 
stricter lockdown policies than Buenos Aires.

The guard looked into our car—stuffed with kids and 
gear for a week-long stay—and asked us why we were going 
to Córdoba. We said we wanted to spend some time there 
and they said, “Córdoba is closed to tourism.”

We told them that we’d also brought educational materi-
als to deliver to a school. He said, “Why didn’t you tell me 
that before?” And he let us in.

Every activity we tried—driving to the mountains, water-
falls, parks—was closed to cars. There was nothing for our 
family to do in Córdoba.

We remembered that Henny was living in Merlo in San 
Luis, which is about four hours away from Córdoba.  We 
decided to drive there and spend a few days with her before 
heading back home to Buenos Aires. 

Even though we hadn’t spoken to Henny in ten years, 
she was very happy to hear from us. She found a place for us 
to rent. We stayed near her for a few days. Henny joined us 
every night for supper. We talked a lot and reconnected. 

Twice after that trip, my husband and daughters went 
back to visit her. She was living with a family who’d become 
her caretakers as she aged. 

During summer vacation, my husband and I took our 
children on a three-week trip to the north of Argentina. On 
the way back to Buenos Aires, we planned to drive through 
San Juan, a province famous for its stunning views of the 
stars. It was a nine-hour drive from where we were to San 
Juan and another 14 hours from San Juan back to Buenos 
Aires. 

We were on the way back when both my husband and 
I had an inexplicable change of mood. We started to get 
fed up with vacation and considered driving straight home 
so we’d have more time to prepare our children for school. 
This was highly unusual for us; we’re used to traveling far 
distances, and our whole family had been looking forward 
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to San Juan at the end of the trip. We 
couldn’t understand why we’d both 
suddenly lost interest, but we changed 
our plans. We decided to skip San Juan, 
spend the night in the area, and then 
drive directly back to Buenos Aires. 

We searched for rentals nearby and 
found a house in San Luis—where 
Henny lived.

As we pulled into the rental home in 
San Luis, we got a text from Henny’s 
caretakers. They were reaching out to 
the people who were close to Henny to 
let them know that Henny was hospi-
talized, on life support, and the doctor 
said she had only a day or two to live. 

I settled our children in the rental 
house while my husband went to the 
hospital. The caretaker, a non-Jew, told 
my husband that Henny had been in 
the hospital for a few weeks. Many 
people were going in to see her, one 
after the other. My husband was the last 
person to go to her. The caretaker came 
in with him. My husband said Vidduy 
and Shema with her. Then he spoke to 
her in Yiddish—the language of her 
youth. The caretaker pointed out that 
the machines that Henny was hooked 
up to showed that her body was react-
ing to what my husband was saying 
even though she wasn’t conscious. 

My husband left the hospital and 
drove to where we were staying. The cell 
reception in that area was very weak, so 
it wasn’t until he got back to our rental 
that he saw the message from the care-
taker. Five minutes after my husband 
left her room, Henny died. 

The caretaker said, “She waited for 
you. She needed to leave this world sur-
rounded by holiness.” 

My husband and I became very emo-
tional. We’d had no plans to come to 
San Luis a year ago, when we’d ended 
up near Henny so we could re-establish 

our relationship. And we’d had no plans 
to go to San Luis on this trip, and we’d 
arrived just in time. All the people with 
her at the end of her life were non-Jews. 
So Hashem had moved us, like puppets, 
into the right place.

We set to work on arranging a 
kevurah for Henny. There were a few 
obstacles. The area where she’d moved 
at the end of her life had no Jewish 
community. We found out that Rabbi 
Yosef Coss from AMIA—the Jewish 
Community Center in Buenos Ai-
res—deals with these types of matters. 
We called him, and he started to work 
behind the scenes. Mrs. Bentolila, the 
representative of AMIA in San Luis, 
contacted the mayor of the city. Because 
Henny was a celebrity, there was a lot of 
interest.

Henny had a non-Jewish niece who 
lived in Europe, who wanted her to be 
buried in the city where she died so that 
her caretakers and others who’d gotten 
to know her could visit her grave and 
honor her memory.

We explained that for a Jew it would 
be a greater honor for her to be buried 
in Buenos Aires, among other Jews. We 
tracked down Henny’s nephew, a frum 
Jew who lives in Israel, and tried to get 
him to intercede. My husband made 

phone call after phone call. It seemed 
like he wasn’t getting anywhere. 

It was Thursday. We decided to stay 
in San Luis until after Shabbos. On 
Friday morning, my husband got a 
text asking him to officiate at Henny’s 
burial. He was given an address and a 
time. 

He drove to the cemetery. The plot 
in the ground was open and ready. The 
aron was there. A large crowd was gath-
ered, waiting for the rabbi to bury her. 

My husband looked around him. A 
non-Jewish cemetery. Then he saw the 
tzeilem on the aron. And he thought: 
No. We’re not doing this. He davened. 
“Hashem, I don’t know what to do next. 
Please put the words into my mouth.” 
He walked over to her caretakers and 
explained, again, that it would be best 
for Henny’s soul to be buried as a Jew.

Many of the people there were hor-
rified. Some of them shouted at my 
husband. “It’s hot.” “This isn’t respect-
ful.” “This is a funeral. We’re not playing 
games.” “Who are you?” “No one here 
knows you.” 

My husband told them that Henny 
was a friend. He begged. “Please. Wait. 
Let’s not put her in the ground now. 
Let me find the right place for her.”

Another miracle. They agreed to 
put the burial on hold. Everyone left. 
Henny’s aron was moved to a room in 
the cemetery. 

My husband stayed in touch with my 
parents and with the people in AMIA 
in Buenos Aires. They were working on 
bringing Henny to kevuras Yisrael. Had 
we not been on the spot, in San Luis, 
they wouldn’t have had that chance.

My husband was anxious because 
Henny was in a room without refrigera-
tion, and she was under the care of non-
Jews. He told me, “I keep seeing that 
aron with the tzeilem on it.”

“SHE WAITED 
FOR YOU. 

SHE NEEDED 
TO LEAVE 

THIS WORLD 
SURROUNDED 
BY HOLINESS.”
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I said, “Let’s contact the man who 
moved her and offer to pay him if he’ll 
take the tzeilem off the aron.”

My husband texted him and offered 
him money to remove the tzeilem. He 
told the man, “Send us a photo so we 
can see that it’s off and we will transfer 
the money to you right away.”

The man removed the tzeilem and we 
went into Shabbos in our rental house 
in San Luis. 

All Shabbos, we felt Henny’s pres-
ence. We made a l ’chayim at the table 
and spoke to our children about her. 
Even though we were away from home 
and in the middle of the fight to bring 

her to kevuras Yisrael, we felt uplifted.
On Motzaei Shabbos, we made more 

phone calls. My husband spoke from his 
heart to the relatives and the caretakers. 
He helped them understand that this was 
truly for Henny’s benefit. He pointed out 
that in Buenos Aires many more people 
would come to pay their last respects. 
They gave in. My parents made the ar-
rangements to move Henny to a morgue 
and then to transfer her to Buenos Aires.

We went back to Buenos Aires 
on Sunday. Henny’s aron arrived on 
Tuesday. I called a friend in the chevrah 
kaddisha and said, “This is a special case. 
She’s waited almost a week to be  

buried as a Jew. I don’t know what state 
the body is in, but you should know 
that you are the last link of a long chain 
of hashgachah pratis.”

Henny’s levayah got a lot of media 
attention. The levayah stopped at the 
central Beis Chabad. The street was full 
of people. All the yeshivah and mesivta 
students came out. Many community 
members walked with her aron. 

My father officiated at the kevurah. 
I thought about how she’d almost been 
buried with a tzeilem. Baruch Hashem, 
she was escorted from this world by 
a crowd of people, with the words of 
Tehillim. l
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