
tragedyHope FROM

Twelve years later, 
the loss of the 
Saba family still 
echoes through 
the Jewish world. 
BY DEVORAH KREIMAN
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Rescuers at the scene 
of the crash (Photo: 

AFP)

On January 10, 2010, Moises 
and Adela Saba, their son, 
Alberto, and his wife, Judith, 
were returning to Mexico City 
from a family simchah in New 
York. At Toluca Airport, they 
boarded a private helicopter 
to take them directly to their 
home. It was late at night. The 
city was shrouded in a wintry 
fog. The helicopter’s rotor hit 
a mountain, plunging the craft 
into a ravine, where it exploded. 
There were no survivors.

Twelve years have passed. 
The Sabas are still loved, 
still missed—not only by 
their family but by Jewish 
communities all over the world. 

Why? Because beyond their 
philanthropy, beyond their 
connections with 
gedolim and heads 
of state in the US, 
Mexico and Israel, 
the Sabas were 
known for their love 
of Torah and their 
fellow Jews. 

Their children and 
friends graciously 
allowed Ami to part 
the curtains on the 
past and to “meet” 
these four people 
who were taken so tragically,   
to learn from them and to 
remember them.
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The Toras Moshe yeshivah in Yerushalayim, founded in memory of 
Moises and Adela Saba

exico City has about 40,000 
Jews. Many are descendants of 
immigrants from Aleppo, Syria. 
They form a tight-knit community. 
Moises and Maria Saba immigrated 
to Mexico City in the early 1900s. 

Penniless, Moises started as a peddler, 
selling fabrics from door to door. His eight-
year-old son Alberto soon joined him on 
his rounds. They worked very hard to build 
the family business.

M 
playing “shul.” His bedroom was decorat-
ed with pictures of rabbanim, and from 
within the “teivah” of his closet, he played 
gabbai and announced the times for dav-
ening. 

Young Moises was the only one in his 
family to go to shul. He walked there on his 
own every Shabbos, and after shul he ate 
the Shabbos seudah at the home of Mar-
cos Shacalo, the father of his classmate 
and a community leader.

As a teenager, Moises joined his father 
at work after school and on Sundays. On 
his first day of work, he showed up at his 
father’s factory in a suit and tie, expect-

ing that, as the son of the wealthy owner, 
he would sit at a desk and learn how to 
run the business. Alberto ordered him to 
change his clothes because he was going 
to start out as a cleaner. Moises did as he 
was told, but he cried to his mother every 
night for a month. 

It was a lesson he never forgot, and one 
he used when he was raising his six chil-
dren, making sure they didn’t grow up 
feeling entitled or overindulged.

One Shabbos before Moises’ bar mitz-
vah, Alberto asked him to go to work with 
him. When Moises returned and Vicky 
saw him in jeans and a T-shirt instead of 
Shabbos clothes, she burst into tears. Moi-
ses said, “I saw how much my mother suf-
fered because I worked on Shabbos. That 
was the moment I made up my mind.” It 
was the last time Moises missed going to 
shul.

Moises met the Rishon LeTzion, Cha-
cham Ovadia Yosef, when he traveled to 
Israel for his bar mitzvah. The young boy 
was impressed by the chacham, and it was 
the start of a warm relationship between 
them that held strong for the rest of Moi-
ses’ life.

As Moises grew, so did his dedication 
to Torah. He made sure to stand by the 
teivah in shul and listen to every word of 
krias haTorah. 

Moises married Adela Tuachi in Mexico 
City in 1984. Adela was 16 years old when 
they married. Her parents, Jaime and Es-
trella Tuachi, established Yeshivat Ateret 
Yosef in Mexico 40 years ago and remain 
dedicated supporters of the yeshivah. 

After his wedding, Moises continued 
to work in the family business. He came 
home from work for lunch, and for an 
hour after lunch he closeted himself in 
his study with Rabbi Shlomo Sued and 
learned. His family knew that he was not to 
be disturbed during his learning sessions. 
In the evenings, after work, he learned 
in Kollel Maor Avraham with Chacham 

Alberto and his brothers opened a fac-
tory that manufactured polyester, then 
another, until they had six factories with 
8,000 employees. Over the years, the 
Saba family fortune expanded to include 
vast real estate holdings, hotels, theaters, 
soccer teams, a cellphone company, an 
internet provider, and a television station.

Alberto wasn’t religious when his chil-
dren were growing up. His wife, Vicky, 
however, did everything she could to en-
sure that her children lived a Torah life. 
She sent her sons, Moises and Isaac, to 
Talmud Torah after school.

When he was a child, Moises enjoyed 
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Shaul Credi. Moises also learned on Shab-
bos mornings before shul and on Sundays. 
He was the baal korei and baal tokei’a at 
the Sephardic synagogue Shaare Shalom. 

Moises and Adela’s six children went to 
yeshivah. Their daughter Vicky says, “If 
I had a question in halachah, I could al-
ways ask my father. He knew the answers. 
And he always made time for me.”

Shabbos was the Saba family’s favorite 
day of the week. Their son Jaime (pro-
nounced Chaime) remembers, “My father 
would walk to shul with us, and we’d play 
hide-and-seek on the way. We’d laugh and 

talk. Even though we had three maids, 
my mother cooked very special Shabbos 
meals. My parents were focused on us all 
Shabbos.”

Vicky says, “We saw our father less dur-
ing the week, but on Friday night he would 
tell us the parshah and stories. His whole 
mood changed. It was a wonderful time in 
our home.”

Moises worked long hours, but he had 
very clear priorities. He owned an apart-
ment in Israel; he believed every Jew 
should own a piece of Eretz Yisrael. He 
visited Israel often, spending time with 

Chacham Ovadia Yosef and Rav Shlomo 
Amar. 

His children grew up accustomed to 
household help, but they remained un-
spoiled. They didn’t wear expensive cloth-
ing, and gashmiyus wasn’t something they 
discussed. When his children wanted 
something, Moises told them they could 
save their money to buy it or earn it with 
good behavior. 

Jaime says, “I didn’t even realize that 
my family was rich until I was a teenager. 
When I was 13, all my friends were getting 
iPods. I asked my father to buy me one, 
and he said, ‘It’s expensive.’ He went to the 
Apple store and bought a whole bunch of 
them to give as gifts, but he made me earn 
mine.”

When Marcos Shacalo was niftar about 
25 years ago, many members of the com-
munity turned out for the levayah, and 
the hesped was impressive. Moises com-
mented to his son, “I would like to have a 
hesped like that. What do I have to do to 
have such a big hesped?”

The Sabas did a lot for others, but they 
did it quietly and under the radar. They 
supported kollelim, shuls, mikva’os, and 
yeshivos for boys and girls all over the 
world. They laid out money for the com-
munity’s Yom Tov needs, such as import-
ing lulavim and esrogim, and they paid 
for weddings and infertility treatments. 
They stepped up and did what was neces-
sary to get Jews out of prison and to pre-
vent autopsies. 

When Moises gave tzedakah, he didn’t 
attach his name to it. He donated a sefer 
Torah in memory of his brother, Isaac, 
who had died of leukemia when he was 
young, and he built a mikvah in honor of 
his wife. Moises was active in communal 
affairs, including the chevrah kaddisha. 
He insisted on taking calls to bury people 
who had no one else to take care of them—
the poor and the forgotten. 

“We saw our father less during 
the week, but on Friday night 
he would tell us the parshah 
and stories. It was a wonderful 
time in our home.”

Alberto Saba with Chacham Ovadia Yosef

Ami588_FeatSaba.indd   164Ami588_FeatSaba.indd   164 10/3/22   7:49 PM10/3/22   7:49 PM



166  A M I  M A G A Z I N E   O C T O B E R  6 ,  2 0 2 2   1 1  T I S H R E I  5 7 8 3

HOPE FROM TRAGEDY

He spoke of restoring the glory of the 
Sefardim and supported many Sephardic 
causes worldwide, but he also gave gener-
ously all around. Collectors, heads of or-
ganizations, and anyone in need of kind-
ness or a listening ear found their way 
to his office. He once joked to one of the 
Chabad shluchim in Mexico, “If anyone 
gives you trouble, tell them that I am the 
president of Chabad.”

At times when couples struggled with 
shalom bayis, Moises and Adela showed 
up to offer counseling and encourage-
ment. In one situation, a man declared 
that he was going to divorce his wife and 
that he was unwilling to pay to support his 
children. Moises told him, “In that case, 
your children will become my children. 
I will take care of them.” And he kept his 
word.

Moises seized every opportunity to do 
a mitzvah. When his mother had back 
surgery, he visited her in the hospital and 

noticed a dove sitting on eggs by the win-
dow. He realized he could do the mitzvah 
of shiluach hakan and opened the win-
dow excitedly to scare away the dove, but 
there was a mosquito net in the way. He 
wasn’t going to let that stop him, though; 
he broke the net and did the mitzvah. 

When Moises acquired Azteca, the sec-
ond-largest television company in Mexico, 
his family’s lives changed. Adela worried 
about the effects of the television station 
on her family; it meant interactions with 
artists and performers with question-
able lifestyles. And even though they had 
armed security personnel for every family 
member, she felt the attention the TV sta-
tion brought to them was dangerous. She 
discussed her concerns with Chacham 
Ovadia Yosef, and he told Moises, “Soon 
you will have an opportunity to sell the 
TV station. Take it.” A few months later, he 
did.

Moises had important contacts all over 

the world. In 2009, he hosted a fundraiser 
for ZAKA, the Israeli emergency response 
organization, in his home, and President 
Bill Clinton was one of the guests. Moises 
was on friendly terms with Ariel Sharon 
and Ehud Olmert, and with three presi-
dents of Mexico—Ernesto Zedillo, Vicente 
Fox, and Felipe Calderón. When the situ-
ation warranted it, he would take advan-
tage of his connections, but only for the 
sake of others in need. 

Adela was very clear about what was 
important—her children and her con-
nection to Hashem. Those close to her still 
picture her with her siddur or Tehillim in 
her hand, and she was very careful about 
tznius. 

Every Monday, Adela sent her driver 
to collect clothing that people no longer 
needed and take it to a designated room 
in Moises’ office building, the “boutique.” 
Her children remember the garbage bags 
filled with clothing piled on the floor. 
Many of the items were dirty; some had 
been in people’s closets for a long time and 
smelled awful. Adela and her friend Sary 
Tussie spent Mondays going through the 
bags, taking out only the nice items, and 
arranging them attractively in the “bou-
tique.”  

Every Tuesday and Wednesday, women 
came to “shop.” Adela and Sary made sure 
all of the secondhand clothing was clean 
and nicely presented. They charged very 
small amounts for the items so that the 
women were able to leave the “boutique” 
with self-respect. 

When her children were a little older, 
Adela worked with Universidad Hebraica 
to set up Torah classes for married women 
and enable them to earn a degree. She set 
up a curriculum, hired teachers, and over-
saw the shiurim.

Adela also taught taharas hamish-
pachah to nonreligious kallahs. It was 

Moises Saba and his son Alberto with Chacham Ovadia Yosef
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important to her to give the classes in her 
own home. She said, “I want them to see 
for themselves that it’s possible to be frum 
and have a nice life.” 

When a couple wishes to have a Jewish 
wedding in Mexico, the rabbis require a 
certificate that the kallah completed her 
course in taharas hamishpachah. Adela 
only accepted kallahs who promised that 
they would keep the halachos after the 
wedding. The Saba family still gets let-
ters from women telling them that even 
though they’re not religious, they keep 
taharas hamishpachah. 

Moises and Adela married off two of 
their children—their daughter Vicky, and 
their son Alberto. When Vicky was dating, 
Alberto used to wait up at night until his 
sister returned and then discuss the date 
with her to make sure she had clarity.

Alberto was a serious learner. He was 
careful not to miss a day of Daf Yomi. He 
married Judith Cattán in 2008, and their 
daughter, Adela, was born a year later.

Alberto and Judith treated people with 
unusual sensitivity and consideration. 
Once, when they were eating at a restau-
rant, an elderly woman who worked there 

stopped by their table to chat with them. 
She told the young couple that she lived 
alone, had no family, and that her birth-
day was coming up. On the day of the el-
derly woman’s birthday, Judith came to 
the restaurant and presented her with 
flowers. The woman was so moved by 
the gesture that even now, 12 years later, 
she remains close with the family. Alber-
to’s brother, David, had a baby boy two 
months ago, and the woman knit a blan-
ket for the baby. 

In Elul 2009, one of the sons of Cha-
cham Ovadia Yosef visited Shaare Sha-
lom in Mexico City. He based his drashah 
on the tefillah of Unesaneh Tokef. He read 
the words in Hebrew, and Moises trans-
lated them into Spanish for the crowd. 
Moises wasn’t familiar with Unesaneh 
Tokef; it wasn’t in his nusach. As he trans-
lated it phrase by phrase—“Who will live? 
Who will die? Who in his allotted time? 
Who before his time? Who by water? Who 
by fire?”—he became very emotional. 
The men in the shul watched in shock as 
Moises, who was always stoic and calm, 
broke down. No one understood why the 
words affected him so deeply; even Moises 
couldn’t explain it.

A few months later, Moises and Adela, 
their son Alberto, and their daughter-in-
law Judith flew to New York to attend the 
engagement party for the daughter of Moi-
ses’ sister, Miriam. As Alberto and Judith 
prepared to leave Mexico with Adela, their 
11-month-old baby, Judith’s mother sug-
gested that they leave Adela behind with 
her. Judith, who was expecting their second 
child, agreed. She kissed her baby goodbye 
and boarded the plane without her. 

The two couples spent Shabbos at Mois-
es’ sister’s home on Avenue S in the Syrian 
community in Brooklyn. They attended 
the engagement party on Motzaei Shab-

Moises wasn’t familiar 
with Unesaneh Tokef. As 
he translated it phrase by 
phrase, he became very 
emotional.

Left: Alberto Saba
Right: A simchah hall dedicated in memory of Alberto and Judith 
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bos. On Sunday they flew back to Mexico 
on a private plane, landed late Sunday 
night at Toluca Airport and transferred 
to a private helicopter to transport them 
directly to their home. 

Jaime Saba was 19 years old. He was 
home with his three younger siblings—
David, 15, Estrella, 14, and Yosef, who was 
only eight years old—when the phone 
rang. It was the mayor of the city calling 
to tell him that the helicopter carrying 
his family had crashed and that everyone 
aboard had been killed. 

Moisés was 46. Adela was 42. Alberto 
was 24. Judith was 19.

Within minutes, the Saba house filled 
with people. Someone turned on the 
news. The stations were showing footage 
of the accident. Jaime says, “My grandpar-
ents were crying. My sister-in-law’s par-
ents were crying. It was a horrific scene. 
Chaos.” One of Moises’ friends told Jaime 
to take his siblings across the street to the 

home of his sister, Vicky Alfie. Vicky, 23, 
was married and the mother of two young 
girls. Jaime says, “No one slept that night. 
I don’t remember a lot of what happened 
afterward. I think I blocked it all out. ”

A Jewish couple lived near the crash 
site. They were the only Jews in that area 
at the time. When they heard the explo-
sion, they ran outside. They saw the sefer 
Chok L’Yisrael on the ground, realized 
that Jews were involved in the accident, 
and called Hatzalah. 

Moises’ parents drove to the site. It 
was only a 25-minute drive from their 
home. The mayor of Mexico City, Marcelo 
Ebrard, was there, along with hundreds of 
responders. The wreckage of the helicop-
ter was spread over 60 meters. 

The chevrah kaddisha came and 
stayed with the niftarim throughout the 
night. Moises had often spoken about the 
importance of burying a niftar as soon as 
possible. 

The community, shocked and broken, 
gathered for the levayah at 11 a.m. the next 
day. There were so many people that it was 
difficult to walk with the aronos. At the le-
vayah, Chacham Ovadia Yosef spoke over 
the phone, crying throughout the call. 
Vicky says, “He showed the love he felt for 
my father. It made a very big impression 
on me.”

The hesped, which took place at the end 
of shivah, was at the Maguén David shul 
in Mexico City. People crowded into every 
available space. Some people couldn’t 
fit inside the building and had to watch 
the proceedings on large screens set up 
outside. President Felipe Calderon sent a 
message of condolence to the family and 
to the Jewish community of Mexico City.

Moises’ mother wrote a message to the 
community and asked someone to read 
it aloud on her behalf. She cautioned that 
right then, before their hearts closed and 
hardened, they should use the tragedy to 
reflect on their actions. “This is a great op-
portunity! Let’s not let it pass! This trage-
dy has impacted us all, it has united us all, 
it has awakened us all...

“Let us analyze if our ways are good, if 
our aspirations are correct…if our tongue 
is under our control, if our thoughts are 
pure. Are we living in a polluted world full 
of envy, hate, rancor and pride? 

“Life can’t stay the same! We must 
change for the better. Let’s reconnect with 
our essence, with our values, with our mis-
sion, with our Creator. Today we know 
that earthly life is not eternal, that every-
thing ends in an instant… Make a deci-
sion: I’m going to learn to live! I’m going to 
be a better person than yesterday!

“Let’s start with something small. As 
our Sages say, ‘One mitzvah leads to an-
other’ and thus, a small good deed will 
lead to another and that to another…to a 

A beis horaah l’ilui nishmas Moises and Adela Saba
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life full of meaning.
“This was a tremendous gezeirah that 

cannot be explained… We accept it with 
love! But please, don’t let this happen to 
anyone else, ever.”

She ended with a plea. “We must start 
with something today! Don’t let my words 
fall on deaf ears. Do not get up from your 
chair until you decide to do something to 
improve!”

The community enveloped the fam-
ily with warmth and support. Vicky Alfie 
says, “That’s how we got through this ni-
sayon. So many people showed us love, 

invited us, called to check on us and made 
sure we were okay.” Someone—the fam-
ily still doesn’t know who—delivered 
candies for Shabbos to the Saba children 
every week for a year.

Before the accident, the women in 
Mexico City had planned a get-together, 
a show called “Jewish Brides Throughout 
the Ages,” featuring the roles and lessons 
of women from the Sefardi and Asheknazi 
worlds. It was scheduled to take place a 
week after the accident. The women in 
charge of the program debated whether 
they should cancel the show. How could 

anyone enjoy such an evening after such 
a horrific tragedy? Or should they run the 
show in honor of the niftarim? Knowing 
how dedicated the Sabas were to Torah, 
they decided to go on with the program 
and to dedicate it l’iluy nishmasam. 

The event took place at the Sephardic 
Turkish Community Center. Six hun-
dred women attended. That night they 
acknowledged their shock and sadness, 
made hachlatos and strengthened each 
other.

In the week following the accident, 
many families who had been receiv-
ing money regularly from a middleman 
found out when the money stopped com-
ing that Moises had been the one support-
ing them.

Chacham Shlomo Tawil, the chief rabbi 
of Mexico, made a siyum haShas in memo-
ry of Moises Saba. Some time earlier, Moi-
ses had been trying to convince a young 
man who refused to give his wife a get to 
reconsider. The husband was adamant 
that he would not give the get, and Moi-
ses threatened to have him imprisoned. 
Chacham Tawil told Moises that he would 
try another way to make the man cooper-
ate. Moises, who’d been dealing with the 
situation for a long time, made a deal with 
Chacham Tawil. “If he doesn’t give the get 
by Monday, you will have to complete the 
entire Shas for me.” The Chacham agreed. 

The man didn’t give the get by Monday, 
but the husband did comply eventually as 
a result of Moises’ intervention. The wom-
an remarried and has a beautiful fam-
ily, baruch Hashem. And Chacham Tawil 
kept his word to Moises and completed 
Shas in the year after Moises was niftar.

Many establishments were dedicated 
l’iluy nishmasam all over the world, in-
cluding a kindergarten, a kollel, a shul 
in Hadassah Hospital, a Hatzalah office 
in Yerushalayim, Yeshivas Toras Moshe 
in Bayit Vegan, a yeshivah gedolah, the 

“We must start today! Don’t 
let my words fall on deaf 
ears. Do not get up from your 
chair until you decide to do 
something to improve!” 

L-R: Yosef, David and Jaime
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shaar to Kol Yaakov, Mir, and Kol Torah, 
and a new beis horaah.

Alberto didn’t get to complete the Daf 
Yomi cycle. His brother Jaime knew how 
important this was to Alberto, and after 
the accident, he began learning Daf Yomi 
from the place where his older brother 
had left off. Rav Shaul Srugo, who had 
been learning with Alberto, started to 
learn with Jaime and became a mentor 
and a friend to the grieving boy. Jaime had 
many questions, and the rav made time 
for him and helped him work through his 
loss. 

Jaime completed Shas in honor of his 
brother. He says, “Hashem looks out for 
orphans. After it happened, I became 
more religious, closer to Hashem, because 
we saw how Hashem gave our family the 
ability to get up and continue. I never lost 
my emunah.” It wasn’t easy; to this day, 
Jaime dreams of his parents and feels the 
pain of their absence.

Alberto and Judith’s baby daughter Ad-

ela remained with her grandparents. To-
day she is a well-adjusted seventh-grader.

Jaime Saba married the younger sister 
of his sister-in-law Judith. They have four 
children. Estrella has three daughters, 
and David has four sons.

Yosef, the youngest, who was orphaned 
at eight years old, got married last May 
and lives in Israel. All the other Saba 
children live in Mexico City, within a ten-
minute walk of each other. In tribute to 
the efforts their parents made when they 
were young, Shabbos is always special for 
the Saba family, and they usually spend 
it together. They are all shomrei Torah 
u’mitzvos—married, successful, happy. In 
their words, “Twelve years ago, we would 
not have believed this. We all see that 
Hashem is with us, that Hashem helped 
each of us find our way.”

Adela’s “boutique” is still open, run by 
Sary Tussie. It has expanded. A group of 
Judith’s classmates opened a gemach for 
evening gowns for simchahs as a zechus for 

her. One of the women in the community 
described her experience with the gemach. 

“The gowns are spectacular, and they 
have matching shoes. The place feels like 
an upscale salon, with fancy dressing 
rooms. I found a few gowns for my daugh-
ters; they placed each one in a beautiful 
bag. They charge a very nominal fee, so 
people feel comfortable coming here. The 
experience was pure luxury. They treated 
me like an important client. It’s a beauti-
ful tribute to Judith that they’re doing 
this.”

Alberto’s friends started an organiza-
tion called Kadurim, which raises money 
to buy medications for patients in need; in 
Mexico, medicine is costly and can be dif-
ficult to obtain.

Their friends speak often about the Sa-
bas. One of them says, “We used to hear 
the helicopter above our home and say, 
‘Oh, that’s Moises going for lunch.’ They 
were pillars of our community, and at the 
same time they were humble and ehrlich.” 

A neighbor credits Moises and Adela 
with showing people that not only rab-
bis and kollel families learn and live a 
full Torah life. She explains, “Moises was 
like Elon Musk to the people here—a real 
mover and shaker, innovative. But at the 
same time, he was frum and respected. All 
the men wanted to be like him. 

“And Adela made sure that her tznius 
was 100 percent. All the women wanted to 
be like her. They’d see how she looked and 
how happy she was in her role as a Jewish 
wife and mother, and they’d think, ‘If she 
can wear a wig, so can we.’”

The Saba children feel their parents are 
close to them. “They’re not here, but they 
are with us, taking care of us.”

The family models unshakable trust in 
Hashem, dedication to a life of Torah and 
mitzvos, and quiet chesed. It’s a legacy that 
continues from generation to generation, 
inspiring Jews in all corners of the world. 

May their memory be a blessing. l

Hachnasas 
sefer Torah by 

Moises Saba 
in memory of 

his brother
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