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Introduction: This is the second installment from Jonah Rosenfeld’s “Di Kholyere
(“Cholera”), which first appeared serially in the Forverts, beginning September 23,
1923. The story also appears as “Di Kholyere” in the one-volume Geklibene Verk (New

York, 1955), which is the edition used in this translation. In this installment, as the
cholera epidemic advances into the town, we see that certain segments of society —
particularly women and the poor — suffer disproportionately, while members of the
wealthier classes buy themselves out of danger. Social divisions are exposed: pious Jews
against the less pious, older women against younger women, rich against poor.
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Cholera, Part 2

People couldn’t help but notice that a good eighty percent of cholera victims were
female, so some of the older pious women began to work in secret, scrutinizing their
sisters for sins—particularly those tied to women’s matters. The cabal began by tracking
down women who weren’t sufficiently scrupulous in the mikvah. Hudya Leah, the
mikvah attendant, reported on every married woman, from the youngest, who’d just
begun going to the mikvah, to those old enough to stop. When it turned out that all the
women were correctly observing the laws of the mikvah, the conspirators set out to look
for other, more severe, sins. Because, who knew? Maybe an adulteress ... ? No — the
pious, God-fearing women were too timid to imagine that one of their own could do
such a thing. But there had to be some reason the plague was afflicting the female sex.
So the conspirators began to seek out less serious sins. The Living God can send down
punishment for small as well as more egregious misdeeds, and surely someone had to be
guilty of some trifle.

One of the cabal, Leah “Letochka” Pantofels, leapt into action. She knew if she
looked hard enough, she’d find somebody somewhere who was sinning against God, His
holy commandments, and His holy books. She began by inspecting her neighbors’
sheitels. She looked so long and hard that she eventually found a young woman whose
sheitel was the merest pretense: her neighbors assumed she was wearing a proper
sheitel, but actually her own hair was showing. She combed her hair and blended it into
the wig so skillfully that out-of-towners, unfamiliar with her habits, would think all the
hair was her own. So Letochka dropped in on her clever young neighbor and took pains
to convince her that wives, maidens, and little girls were dying because of her. At last the
poor young woman broke down and let Leah shave her head right down to the skin, and
she, Leta, Letochka, Leah Pantofels, strode victoriously through the marketplace,
waving the bundle of hair and shouting for joy, as though she’d vanquished a great
witch, robbing the sorceress not only of her hair, but of her demonic power as well. At
the market, she told everyone that she’d stopped the plague in its tracks.

During this difficult time, most people did their part: some vowed to recite
psalms after their usual prayers for the rest of their lives; some decided to fast on
Mondays and Thursdays. Some went to the cemetery to wail and plead for God’s help at
their family graves; others opened the Holy Ark to beg for salvation. All these efforts —
vowing, fasting, graveside laments, pleas before the Holy Ark — were made by the poor.
Those who were better off tried to buy themselves out of danger through charity. When
her only daughter fell ill, one rich woman had the entire length of the cemetery fence
measured. She then bought the equivalent amount of linen and divided it among the
poor. Thus she tore her only daughter out of the clutches of the Angel of Death. This rich
woman began with small vows: she promised to donate a pound of candles to the
synagogue, a cover for a Torah scroll, and a curtain for the Holy Ark. But she soon took
things further until she’d finally driven the Angel of Death away from her daughter. Not
everyone, however, could do as she’d done. Some poor people couldn’t afford to donate
even a single candle. Aside from crying and screaming, they were powerless to help their
dying loved ones, so they carried a grudge against their wealthier neighbors who could
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buy their way out of death’s grasp. Anyone could see there were more illnesses and
fatalities among the lower classes, and the poor knew it was the promises and charity of
the rich that allowed them to evade destruction.

Those who were well off, however, had their own problems. Not only did they
have to feed their poor neighbors, but they were consistently nagged to provide burial
shrouds for those who had died. According to the rationale of the wealthy, poor people
shouldn’t bother burying their dead in shrouds — which, according to the cholera laws,
they weren’t supposed to do anyway — especially since they had nothing to make them
with. After all, the wealthy reasoned, it was a greater humiliation for a dead person to be
buried in a stranger’s shroud than to have no shroud at all. So some of the town’s upper
crust made plans to leave — to escape the poor, who were growing in numbers each day,
and the plague, which was also spreading rapidly and tightening its grip on the town.

The number of people saying kaddish was on the rise too: there were the elderly
and middle-aged, young men, boys, children of three or four, and even children too
young to speak. These tiny mourners stood on chairs like a row of baby goats to repeat
after their fathers, word by word, the prayer for their dead mothers. When the older
boys and adult mourners had finished saying kaddish, the little kids kept bleating into
the silence, over and over, “Amen. May His great name be blessed forever...”

You could have heard a pin drop. The congregation listened in silence, reverently
absorbing each word as though it bore the whole weight of a child’s desolation and
loneliness. People watched the little lips moving, remembering the young mothers
who’d been alive just a short time ago. They ached with pity for the mothers who’d died
so young, and for the little children, who were far too young to be motherless; and each
listener, wishing only to help the souls of the dead women and their surviving children,
repeated fervently, “Amen. May His great name be blessed.”
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