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George A. Hebenstreit

1917 to 2001


Life is not easy or fair but it is up to the individual to make the best of what he is dealt and move forward.


I was born at home in Brooklyn, Kings County, New York, during the daylight hours on 14 June 1917.  It was the normal thing to do in those days, at home with the services of a Mid-Wife.  So, now you know, I am a product of World War I Baby Boom.

My grandfather and grandmother were both born in Germany but my mother and father were both born in this country.  My father owned his own Forge and Shoed Horses for a living.  He had contracts with most of the local Livery Stables in addition to shoeing private horses. 


In addition to myself, there was my brother, William, who was also born in Brooklyn. Kings County, New York on 27 June 1914.  Our family consisted of the two boys.  


At about the age of two we moved to Maspth, Queens County, New York, because of the rise in crime in Brooklyn.  My father moved us to protect us from harm.


I attended Public School 86 in Maspth.  During my time in P.S. 86, I enjoyed many enjoyable times and experiences with my friends and schoolmates.  Because I was a good student, my teacher had me help her a lot and run errands for her, however, during running an errand for her one day, I witnessed something that put my education in jeopardy.  I will not discuss the problem here, but it ended my formal education shortly after entering high school.  I loved high School and hated to leave but with what I had witnessed in elementary school and the start of the great depression I was forced to quit school at an early age.  I worked for my father, with time out for World War II and up to until 1947.  During this period my father, with changing times, changed the operation of his business from horses to large heavy trucks and large engines.  We worked well together and he gave me more and more responsibility, I was his purchasing and contract person, even though in the early years being only in my teens.


When the Depression hit, it hit with a large Boom for us.  We were in the heavy truck and large engine business, with a dealership for Mack Trucks.  My father lost the dealership, but we survived by enlarging our maintenance shop.  The longer the Depression the older the trucks on the road, and they required more maintenance.  I continued to be his purchasing agent and, as such, traveled all over the USA locating parts.  Today the purchasing agent just sits in front of a computer and is able to locate anything and derive the best price with out even leaving his desk.  Times do change.


On two separate occasions I returned to high school but was not able to continue because, of time and effort conflict, not enough of either.  And, because of the depression, food on the table was the overwhelming priority so, I continued to work rather than return to High School.


It was about 1935, when the Priest at our church approached me and asked me and inquisitively, if I could think of anything that would help to get the children of our community off the streets.  The streets and gangs had turned the area into a rather bad influence on the young.  I recommended that he turn the large assembly room in the basement of the church into a recreation room for the younger generation.  He thought it was a great suggestion and had it cleared of cumbersome furniture and benches, then with the help of volunteers we cleaned the place from top to bottom, painted it and we were ready to go.  But, there was still something missing, recreational equipment and above all some type of light food.  We canvassed the neighborhood and were surprised at the willingness of the merchants to help us.  We received snack items and candy and some soft drinks.  We were ready and opened; the recreation room was a success.   It also gave the local orchestra a place to practice and they repaid us by playing at our scheduled dances.  


It was here in 1935 that I met my Love, Helen Constance Palas.  Helen was born on 2 March 1918 in Manchester, Hillsborough County, New Hampshire.  It was just five years later, 15 September 1940 that we married.  We joined in Holly Matrimony in the church of Miraculous Medal, in Ridgewood, Queens County, New York.  It was a keeper; it has been more than 60 years now.  God Blessed us with two children, Carolyn, born on 14 October 1942 and Debra, born on 3 April 1954.  Carolyn never married.  Debra married Timothy Joseph Connors Jr. and together presented Helen and I three grandchildren; Kimberly Blair Connors, born on 19 July 1980; Timothy Joseph Connors III, born on 6 January 1983 and last, but by no way the least, is Kailtin Debra Connors, born on 5 May 1988.


I registered for the Draft in January 1940, Identification Number V32018037 and don’t you know, “1A”.  Looking ahead I could see that my time as a free man was short so, on 5 February 1941, I volunteered for service in the US Army for one year, I volunteered because I did not want to get drafted into the Navy, which of course was a possibility.  As you know most years consist of 12 months, well that is not the way of the Army, my Army Year consisted of 55 months.   My first assignment was in the 245th Coast artillery Battalion at Fort Hancock, New Jersey.  During this tour I was fortunate to do some photography work for the Post and, in the course of events the Signal Corps noticed my work.  I was subsequently transferred to Base Headquarters and the 1225 Service Unit.  I was given the specialist number 043, Post Photographer, with my own office and photographic equipment; I was living high on the hog.  Then, out of the blue, I was assigned to the 510th Signal Service Battalion as a Moving Picture Cameraman and alerted for overseas movement.  In April 1943 the unit, with yours truly, boarded the Queen Elizabeth for England.  I was given the specialty number Newsreel Code No. 146.  My personal pass to anywhere anytime.  


In England in January 1944, I was assigned to do some of the motion picture work on the movie “YANK IN BRITIAN”, with Burgess Meredith.  This was an interesting assignment but in England in a “DUCK”, off the southern shore in the English Channel, it is wet and cold.  The picture was a hit with the troops and on the home front.


A short time after this assignment I was sent to the British Infantry Training Center in Northern England, where I learned the fundamentals of an infantry soldier.  This training came in handy later in Europe.  


In early June 1944 I was alerted and shipped to a staging area with the 101st Airborne Division, with minimum training I was a Qualified Glider Trooper.  I spent the time in the staging area taking pictures of the activities of the troops, who, like me, were getting ready for the pending Invasion of Europe.  I was loaded down with equipment but the men of the 101st, who were assigned to the same glider, helped me in getting all of my equipment aboard.  It was a smooth ride until we crossed the coast of France, then the Anti-aircraft guns gave us a real hot welcome.  However, our glider landed without incident, we were the lucky one, most gliders sustained damage of some type.  Get out and get to cover, take stock of the situation and start shooting footage.  Film of historic value was being shot. The invasion over, our group assigned to the 101st Airborne Division returned to England. Upon our return to England we found that most of the combat film shot on D-Day was lost or damaged in shipment from France to England, which made ours more valuable for the history of D-Day.

About the middle of June 1944 my friend and Still Photographer, John Hines, and I were assigned to cover the lying of a communications Cable between England and France.  The destination in France, the Port of Cherbourg, had not been liberated as yet.  However, we were assured that it would be liberated before we got there.  This assignment turned out to be a honey.  We reported to the ship and were given the status of 4th Officers; this gesture helped us tremendously in getting our job accomplished with the minimum of interference.  This job completed we returned to England and our unit.


In the middle of September 1944, I was alerted to report to the 82nd Airborne Division, the assignment turned out to be the Invasion of Holland, 17 September 1944.  I was give minimum jump training and it was off to Holland and another exciting time.  During my time in Holland I was wounded while shooting combat film near the Nijmegen Bridge.  I spent the next, few weeks in the British medical evacuation system, to include a British Hospital in Brussels, Belgium.  I returned to my Army Pictorial Unit in England courtesy of a Prisoner of War transport ship.   

While in Holland, as I stated above, I was wounded and when I arrived back in England I was awarded the Order Of The Purple Heart. I cherish and am proud of this medal as though it were pure gold.  

In November 1944, John Hines and I were alerted and sent to Rims, France to cover the executions of French men and women, who were suspected of collaborating with the Germans.  This was a gruesome assignment and you will not hear the details from me.  There were no trials, someone pointed a finger at someone and that person was tied to a post and shot.  It reminded me of the stories of what frontier justice must have been like.

In April 1945 everyone was waiting for the word that the War was over.  It was a time of taking it easy and looking ahead to Home and the Loved Ones.  Then came a lightening bolt out of the blue!  Roger Bacon and I were alerted and given the assignment of covering, Pictorially, the liberation of the Buchen Wald Concentration Camp in Germany.  We reported to the Battalion S-2 and were briefed on the operation; our point of contact and direction was the OSS and the FBI men that were in charge of the operation.  We jumped in next to the Camp.  After the 6th Armored surrounded the camp and opened the gate we entered and did our job, one that I never want to experience again.  Misery, death, near death, and starving men, women and children were everywhere; some too weak to move even a finger.  We were instructed not to give then anything to eat because; the shock may kill them.    In June 1981 I received the Jewish Holocaust Medal for my part in liberating the Camp.  The second most cherished of my medals.

I was discharged in September 1945, and returned to the LAND OF THE BIG PX and into the arms of my loving wife.

Shortly after discharge I came down with an internal infection, which was very painful and contagious.  The local doctors did not know exactly what it was but knew it was bad.  I went to a civilian hospital because I was not aware that I could go to the VA Hospital or where one was located.  I was fortunate in that there was a Doctor, a female, who had survived the Holocaust and diagnosed my case as a disease common in the Concentration Camps.  I must have contacted it while at Buchen Wald.  It was highly contagious and I was isolated for months, to include the tableware I used.

In 1947 I started to improve and after a while I was released from the hospital.  I returned to working for my father and his partner.  Their business flourished, because after the War, scrap metal, used heavy trucks, used Bulldozers and used large engines were in high demand; I worked for them for 20 years.  

My father passed away in 1965 and I started my own business.  My new business required me to travel all over the world buying and selling used heavy construction equipment and heavy trucks. I did very well but was required to retire in 1974, cardiac arrest.

Since retiring I have been active playing golf, volunteering at different Hospitals and clinics, volunteering at the West Palm Beach Veterans Medical Center has been a moving experience, I enjoy helping people.  
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