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It was a hot day in Los Angeles, California, in September 

1924. Jesus Lajun (hay-SOOS la-HOON) noticed a terrible 

smell coming from somewhere in his house. He went down 

to the basement and spotted the source. It was a dead, 

rotting rat. Not thinking much of it, Lajun picked up the rat 

and tossed it in the trash. 

Jesus Lajun and his family lived in a house like this one 
on Clara Street near downtown Los Angeles.
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Days later, Lajun came down with a fever along with 

muscle pain and headaches. Then he noticed a lump on 

his thigh. It was the size of an egg and very painful. About 

a week later, he started coughing up blood. Within three 

days, he was dead.

At first, doctors had no idea what 

had killed Jesus Lajun. They thought 

it might have been meningitis or 

pneumonia. Both of these illnesses 

cause symptoms similar to the 

ones that Lajun was experiencing.

The lump on Lajun’s 
thigh looked similar 
to the ones shown 
here. 

Lajun found a dead 
rat in his basement.
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Within days of Lajun getting sick, his teenage daughter 

caught the same strange illness and died a week later. 

Then several neighbors became sick and died. So did the 

ambulance driver who had taken them to the hospital. 

Even the priest who had performed their funerals got sick 

and died. As the mysterious killer continued to spread, 

panic ripped through Los Angeles.

In 1924, Los Angeles was a growing city of about 600,000 people. 
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At a city hospital, a doctor studied a sample of blood 

from one of the victims. He was shocked by what he saw 

under the microscope. The killer disease was plague. Since 

plague is very contagious, city officials quickly quarantined 

the entire neighborhood where the disease was found. No 

one was allowed to leave the area. Thanks to the quarantine, 

the disease, which had hit in September, stopped spreading 

by the middle of November.

A total of 37 people died of 

plague in Los Angeles in 1924. 

This was the last large outbreak 

of plague in an American city. 

There was no cure for plague 
in the 1920s. Doctors studied 
the disease, in labs such as 
this one in Los Angeles, in 
order to find a treatment for 
this contagious killer.

Newspaper reports 
of plague spread 
fear in the 1920s. 
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On a hot September day in 1924, Jesus Lajun picked up a 
dead rat off his basement floor and tossed it into the trash. A few 
days later, he became deathly ill. Soon family members and other 
people in his neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, were coming 
down with the same illness. Within a month, they were all dead. 
Doctors who studied the blood of one victim were shocked by what 
they found. The cause of the sickness and death was plague—a 
disease that had wiped out millions of lives in Europe in the 1300s.

How did this killer disease reappear and start spreading 
again? Look inside to find out more about Jesus and other victims 
of plague. You’ll also discover what causes the dangerous illness, 
how it affects the body, and—most important—how to protect 
yourself from it.

The Black Death!


