
1 

Printed in The Searcher, Vol. 53, No. 4 (Fall 2016): 125-126. GENEii Category 2 Third Place

The Visitor: The Polio Diary and Helen York 

The brief diary of a teenaged boy during his polio confinement in 1943 yields a poignant tribute to Helen 

York, his frequent visitor. 

eventy-five children from San Antonio were afflicted with polio in a Texas-wide epidemic in the 

fall of 1942.1 T. J. Pfeil and Gene Jackson were fellow inmates, confined with other children in a 

polio ward at Robert B. Green Hospital.2 Fifteen-year-old Gene documented the troubles of polio, 

a few details of war, and the memorable visits of Helen (née Pfeil) York, a young war bride.3 Gene’s 

mother saved his diary until her death, and then it traveled with her keepsakes back to Gene, and on 

to his descendants, of which I am one.4 

T. J. AND HIS SISTER 

On January 1, 1943, Gene wrote in red ink referring to the year past, “It was a punk year. That’s all I 

remember.”5 Gene’s father died in June 1942. In October of the same year, Gene had the unmistakable 

flu-like symptoms of polio.6 Whether Gene got to the hospital first or T. J. Pfeil arrived first, it’s clear 

from Gene’s record that they were together at the New Year. On January 5, Gene wrote, “Pfeil was on 

exhibit,” a teaching practice in the ward. The next day, “Pfeil’s sister brought us a new Esquire. Woo 

woo.”7 Gene interpreted Helen’s arrivals as visits for both of them.  

Helen worked at Kelly Field, alongside other war workers.  She drove to the polio ward in the evenings 

to visit her youngest brother T.J., then seventeen.8 Gene’s self-reported flirting with nurses suggests 

what he enjoyed about Helen – her femininity, perfect smile, and engaging spirit. Helen’s dashing 

beauty won her a “Queen of Kelly” title in 1947.9  

Gene appreciated T.J.’s maturity, and was irritated if nurses moved any “squirts” nearby.10 The boys 

often talked late into the night. Discomfort and boredom haunted them. Occasionally Gene had a 

bomber model to put together.11 Hot packs were mentioned forty-eight times in the diary. They were 

the hallmark of the “Kenny Method,” strips of wool soaked in scalding water and applied to atrophied 

muscles. Burns were common.12 Other troubles seemed to follow them. Gene turned over the stretcher 

and nearly broke his arm. “But I guess I’ll live.”  The next day he toppled the wheelchair. “Sure is 

lonesome.”13 “T.J. fell down and hurt his ankle.”14 Another day, “I have nothing that I would like to 

remember.”15 

Heels clicking up the hall, Helen’s return brightened any day; before leaving, she kissed these soon-to-

be men. “Boy have we got the nurses guessing about the lipstick all over us.  Woo-woo.”16 Whatever 

manhood polio might have robbed from shrunken, twisted muscles, Helen restored with abundant 

affection. Bitterly cold weather did not deter Helen. 

CHICKEN POX 

Chicken pox swept through the polio ward in February. Every child broke out “except Pfeil and two 

babies.”17 The distress of chicken pox compounded polio’s misery. “Dear Diary, I am [covered] with 

pox.  They have isolated me out by one corner of the ward.”  The next day, “I have felt like hell today – 

All the nurses say I am a case for the books I’ve got so many blisters.”18 For Valentine’s Day, Gene 

received a $25.00 war bond from his grandmother.19 Her gift showed the historical context—suffering 

within the hospital, and support for the war outside. At month’s end, Gene scribbled new knowledge, 

“I must remember never to get polio, chicken pox, or boils again.”20 
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DEVOTED VISITOR 

Twelve times Helen’s visits were described in Gene’s diary. No visitor appeared as often as she. One 

Sunday, Gene remarked that his mother and Helen visited the same day.21 Perhaps they met. Mrs. 

Jackson also worked at Kelly Field. But there would have been no skip in her step, no lipstick kisses. A 

widow in 1942, she lately bore the worries of a polio-mother.22 Mrs. Jackson was the likely source of 

the polio diary, reasoning that it might keep left-handed Gene strong in spite of polio’s claim to his left 

shoulder. 

Gene last saw Helen the night before he went home. His diary ended abruptly March 13, 1943, “Dear 

Diary, Whooped—today I go home and continue my normal life and tonight’s my night to whoop and 

holler.”23 After Gene got home, his mother bought him a cow to milk to strengthen his shoulder.24  

MEETING HELEN YORK 

Close to seventy years after Gene left the polio ward, I came upon the diary in my grandmother’s 

papers. I transcribed each word, and considered that some named in the diary could be living.  During 

the pursuit, an all-caps email appeared in my box from ninety-year-old Helen: 

“TO WHOM THIS CONCERNS:   I AM T. J.'S SISTER AND I DO REMEMBER JACKSON, HE HAD 

POLIO AT THE SAME TIME AND I USED TO GO TO THE HOSPITAL AFTER WORK (I WORKED 

AT KELLY FIELD ‘42-‘44). ANYWAY, THOSE WERE SOME HARD YEARS AND TIMES --HEALTH 

WISE FOR THESE YOUNG MEN. … I CAN REMEMBER A LOT OF THINGS AND HAPPENINGS IF 

YOU ARE INTERESTED...HELEN YORK”25 

Meeting Helen was a gift. Our recurring visits lasted from February 2012 until December 2013. We 

often talked of T.J. and Gene, wondering if they ever met again. In her childhood, Helen had helped her 

mother with a family dairy, hand-washing milk bottles. She adored her family. Helen reaped a 

bountiful harvest, married exactly seventy years to Leo York; they raised four children, and welcomed 

an additional eight grandchildren and three great grandchildren to their family. Helen was both career 

woman and active volunteer. Less than two-years after our initial contact, first Leo and then Helen 

died, friendship’s window almost missed.26  Chipper and bright as a young woman, she was a thrill to 

be with in her nineties; she still loved lipstick, glamor, and fun. Even now I treasure “woo woo” with a 

grateful heart. Fifteen-year-old Gene had spelled out the sound of his whistle.  

 
Helen (Pfeil) York, undated snapshot27  
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NOTES 

 

 1 Heather Green Wooten, The Polio Years in Texas: Battling a Terrifying Unknown (College Station: Texas 

A&M University Press, 2009), 59. This is an exceptional resource containing substantial archival research, 

including records of the National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis (predecessor to March of Dimes). Of 

particular interest to this story is Chapter 3, which fully describes the frightening links between the 

“escalation of polio cases” and World War II’s onset through the mid-1950s. The tremendous migrations 

through the military bases were considered an important factor in the spread of polio. Both T.J. and Gene 

had family members who worked on one of San Antonio military bases, Kelly Field.  
2 “S.A. Polio Clinic Works Miracles,” newspaper article, San Antonio Light, 20 June 1943, p.1, col. 3 

continued on p. 4, col. 1. Both T.J. Pfeil and Eugene Jackson are mentioned, including specifics as to polio’s 
effects on them individually. 
 3  Eugene “Gene” Jackson, “Diary,” 01 January 1943 to 13 March 1943, San Antonio, Texas, privately 
held by author, 2015. This is a blue Marquette Junior Diary 1943, measures 2.7 inches x 4.3 inches and 
weighs 1.2 ounces; it covers the second half of Gene’s confinement at Robert B. Green Hospital. Most of the 
handwriting is legible. Though a youth, Gene is a credible witness to his daily treatments, companions, 
visitors, and trials. His words captured days of boredom and aggravation, as well as impressions made upon 
him by his special visitor, Helen York, T.J.’s sister. Except when Gene was in isolation with chicken pox, he 
and T.J. were together every day in the polio ward in an area he commonly called “the porch.”  

4 Olga M. Heck, will, 28 April 1969, San Antonio, Texas, privately held by author, 2015. Olga willed her 
“personal things and keep sakes” to her son, Gene Jackson. Author is the daughter of Gene Jackson. 

5 Jackson, “Diary,” Comment appears under the entry for 02 January 1943. 
6 Wooten, The Polio Years in Texas, 1. 
7 Jackson, “Diary,” 05 January 1943 and 06 January 1943 entries. 
8 1930 U.S. Census, Atascosa County, Texas, population schedule, Precinct 1, enumeration district (ED) 

7-2, sheet 9-B, dwelling 165, family 170, Hilda H. Pfeil; NARA microfilm publication T626, roll 2288. Family 
members in 1930 were Hilda, a widow, age 30; son Harvey, age 9; daughter Helen, age 8; son Victor, age 6; 
son Thomas, age 4.  Also, 1940 U.S. Census, Atascosa County, Texas, pop. schedule, Precinct 8, ED 7-15, 
sheet 9-B, household 160, similar family was headed by Jack Camp, age 47. Family members were wife, 
Hilda Camp, age 40; Victor Pfel [Pfeil] age 19; Helen Pfel age 18; Victor Pfel, age 16, and T.J. Pfel age 14. T.J. 
was enumerated as Thomas in the 1930 census, age 4. His birth year from both censuses can be estimated 
at 1926. In 1943, T.J. would have been about seventeen. Likewise, Helen’s birth year can be estimated at 
1922, and her age in 1943 as twenty or twenty-one. 

9 “Queens of Kelly,” undated, ca. May 1947, clipping from unidentified newspaper; York family papers 
privately held by Connie York Turner, New Braunfels, Texas. Clipping has a snapshot of Helen York with a 
caption including: “Helen makes a very pretty sight. Last Sunday, Helen and her husband M/Sgt. Leo York of 
the 4505th celebrated her 25th birthday. The couple has been married four and a half years. As for vital 
statistics, Helen is five feet three inches tall, weighs 119 pounds, and has grey eyes and ashen blonde hair.” 

10 Jackson, “Diary,” 11 and 12 January 1943 entries refer to two undesirable patients moved “out here,” 
Harry Jones and “another little squirt. We have no privacy now.” 

11 Jackson “Diary,” 3, 4, 5, 6, and 19 February 1943 mention a P-38 model plane and Stuka dive bomber. 
12 Wooten, The Polio Years in Texas, 60-62, 67. See also “S.A. Polio Clinic Works Miracles,” newspaper 

article, San Antonio Light, 20 June 1943, p. 1, col. 1 for description of the “sister Kenney treatment.” 
13 Jackson, “Diary,” 08 and 09 January 1943 entries. 
14 Jackson, “Diary,” 11 March 1943 entry. 
15 Jackson, “Diary,” comment appears under the entry for 16 January 1943. 
16 Jackson, “Diary,” 15 January 1943 entry. 
17 Jackson, “Diary,” 28 February 1943 entry. 
18 Jackson, “Diary,” 12 and 13 February 1943 entries. 
19 Jackson, “Diary,” comment appears under the entry for 13 February 1943. Gene also received a 

valentine from Mrs. Camp, T.J.’s mother (see endnote 8 above which identifies Hilda Camp in the 1940 
census with T.J. Pfeil).  

20 Jackson, “Diary,” comment appears under the entry for 27 February 1943. 
21 Jackson, “Diary,” 16 January 1943 entry. 
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22 War Department, “United States, Headstone Applications for Military Veterans 1925-1963,” database 

and image, Ancestry.com (http://ancestry.com: accessed 26 December 2015), application for flat marble 
marker for Enoch Henry Jackson, 15 September 1942, by Mrs. Olga M. Jackson, applicant; date of death 17 
June 1942; marker shipped 13 November 1942 to Mission Burial Park, San Antonio, Texas. While Gene was 
in the polio ward, his mother likely visited Mission Park to view the marker.  

23 Jackson, “Diary,” 12 and 13 March, 1943 entries. 
24 Eugene Jackson, Application to Texas A&M College, Sept. 1944, pencil copy in author’s possession. 
25 Helen York, San Antonio, Tex. to author, email, 21 February 2012, “T.J. Pfeil,” privately held by author. 
26 For Leo Lavurne York, Sr.’s obituary, see online digital image, Legacy.com, death date 18 September 

2012 (http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/sanantonio/obituary.aspx?pid=160017933; accessed 26 
December 2015), also published in Express News, San Antonio 22 September 2012. For Helen Henrietta 
York’s obituary, see online digital image, Legacy.com, death date 9 December 2013, 
(http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/sanantonio/obituary.aspx?pid=168486185: accessed 26 December 
2015), also published in Express News, San Antonio 12 and 13 December 2013. 

27 Helen York, photograph, York Family Papers, reprinted with permission. 
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