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By all accounts, Second Lieutenant Kenneth Bleau was a 
legitimate hero, and through these documents, I was startled 
to see the similarity of Kenny’s experience to that of Ernest 
Hemingway’s character Harold Krebs in his story “Soldier’s 
Home,” about a World War I warrior. Like Krebs, Kenny 
changed from the adolescent soldier in Fort Benning to a 
seasoned war veteran in a few short weeks. 

In his first letter from Fort Benning, Kenny was enthusiastic 
about his training:

…School is going very well up till this point anyway. We have  
4 weeks left before we get our bars and 10 day leave & orders.  
I hope my orders keep me in this country, but you can never tell ! 
Tuesday we have an assignment in the field, guess what ?  
Tanks are going to run over our foxholes & guess who is Platoon  
Leader ? Me !! How about that! It makes me pretty happy to  
direct some Lt’s in tanks around for one day. 

While there is no direct reference to the pre-war enthusiasm 
of Harold Krebs, we can assume that Hemingway’s opening 
description of Krebs’s fraternity photograph, where all of the 
brothers have “the same height and style of collar,” means that 
conformity and pre-war excitement of 1917 led many of them 
to enlist. We are also told early in the story that Krebs was 
nauseated by other soldiers’ accounts of “certain apocryphal 
incidents” like “German women found chained to machine 

guns in the Argonne forest.” These lies may have been told to 
Krebs prior to his deployment, and in this sense he, like my 
Uncle Kenny, must have shared in the pre-war hysteria. 

It is Kenneth Bleau’s second letter, written to my mother 
five weeks after D-Day, that draws the closest parallel to the 
experience of Harold Krebs. In this missive, Kenny clearly 
articulates what he considers to be the truth of war:

…This war is a peculiar game, some of the kids who  
are so nice & clean cut are the ones who take it so roughly.  
An officer in this Army is more than a warrior, I assure you.  
We are nurses, Mothers, Fathers, Drs. And everything else.  
It is a man sized job and that’s no kidding. Sometimes I get 
scared to death myself, but I can’t show it or my men would  
go to pieces. 

Fear is also at the base of Krebs’s memories:
… Krebs acquired the nausea in regard to experience that is the 

result of untruth or exaggeration and when he occasionally met 
another man who had really been a soldier and they talked for a 
few minutes in the dressing room at a dance he fell into the easy 
pose of the old soldier among other soldiers: that he had been badly, 
sickeningly frightened all the time.

 It seems that the truth of war does not change even though 
this actual soldier and fictional soldier are commenting on two 
different wars. 
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Hemingway served on the Italian and Austrian front as an ambulance driver with 
the American Red Cross, and we can be certain from this story and some of his others, 
such as “A Way You’ll Never Be” and “In Another Country,” that this truth of war is 
shared by all war veterans regardless of which war they fought.

The clearest parallel between my Uncle Kenny and Harold Krebs, however, is in 
their reluctance, and in some cases refusal, to talk about the details of their specific 
battles. In Kenny’s second letter to my mother, he tells her, “I suppose you want to 
know all about the war. Your local paper could no doubt tell you more & much more 
interesting than I could. The first few days were the toughest: they were really ready 
and waiting for us.” He then tells her to read a letter that he sent to their brother Lou 
of D-Day itself and that it’s “not in detail.”

Hemingway has his own way of hinting at detail, and he accomplishes this 
by simply stating the battles of Krebs’s experience: Belleau Wood, Soissons, the 
Champagne, St. Mihiel, and Argonne. As we know, these were some of the bloodiest 
battles of World War I, and the fact that Krebs “did not want to talk about the war at 
all” echoes Kenny’s comment about his own lack of detail. The advantage of having 
the actual citation detailing Kenny’s actions on D-Day is that it is a way for us to 
discover what both he and Krebs refuse to tell us: 

DISTINGUISHED SERVICE CROSS
For extraordinary heroism in action against the enemy on 6 June 1944 in ****. Second 

Lieutenant Bleau, with complete disregard for his own safety, personally reconnoitered a 
path through an intricate and dense mine field under heavy artillery, mortar and small 
arms fire. He then led his men through the gap to the German dominated ridge. When his 
unit was completely surrounded on the ridge by enemy riflemen, and two hostile machine 
guns fired at point blank range threatening to annihilate his company, Second Lieutenant 
Bleau crawled forward to within twenty yards of one of the weapons and destroyed the 
gun and crew with hand grenades. He then fearlessly charged the second emplacement and 
knocked it out of action. Later, during two hostile counterattacks, Second Lieutenant Bleau 
engaged the enemy in violent hand to hand combat, personally killing five Germans and 
wounding many others. By his heroic achievement, exemplary bravery and devotion to duty, 
Second Lieutenant Bleau acted in keeping with the highest traditions of the Armed Forces.

After reading this citation, it appears that the “truth” of war is unsettling, especially 
if, like Kenny and Krebs, you are the warrior, and it leaves no doubt as to why neither 
the actual nor the fictional hero wishes to talk about it. My Uncle Kenny’s death such 
a short time after the D-Day invasion ended the prospect of any emotional trauma 
that he might have felt after the war, but through Ernest Hemingway’s perceptive 
genius, we clearly see the war’s effect on Krebs. Krebs’s obsessions with his clarinet, 
pool playing, maps, girls’ fashions, and indoor baseball are all desperate efforts to 
somehow establish order on his war experiences, which had completely disordered 
his young life. What Hemingway is showing his reader is a psychologically accurate 
portrait of what we knew then as shell shock and what we now call post-traumatic 
stress disorder. It is, however, in Krebs’s final confrontation with his mother that 
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we see this trauma clearly illuminated 
by his initial response that he does not 
love her, followed by the nausea he feels 
as he lies to her in an effort to stop her 
tears. “I know Mummy,” he said. “I’ll 
try to be a good boy for you.” She may 
never understand the war’s effect on her 
boy, and she refuses to see the pain that 
consumes him. The story ends as Krebs 
tells his mother that he can’t pray with 
her, but he tolerates her prayers for him. 
He kisses her and leaves the house as he 
decides that he must escape to Kansas 
City and get a job to satisfy her. Finally, he 
tries to once again establish some pattern 
in his horribly disordered life by going to 
the schoolyard to watch his younger sister 
play indoor baseball. 

There is no doubt that my Uncle Kenny 
was a warrior, but it must be noted that 
not all critics see Harold Krebs as a combat 
veteran. J.F. Kobler argues that Krebs 
was a soldier who did not actually fight 
and that his reactions to his Oklahoma 
community were a form of confessional for 
Hemingway, who was himself embarrassed 
by the fraudulent stories of heroism that he 
told upon his return. Steven Trout refutes 
Kobler’s “mea culpa” contention with his 
historical look at the fate of many combat 
veterans who, like Krebs, returned from 
the World War I front only to be forgotten 
by their communities and humiliated by 
their parents. With this kind of treatment, 
is it any wonder why Krebs, a few short 
weeks after his homecoming, catches the 
first train to Kansas City? 

It is true that I never knew my Uncle 
Kenny, but through my study of his letters, 
his citation, and this short story by Ernest 
Hemingway, I have come to a deeper 
understanding of his short life and the 
bond that he shared with his older sister 
and my mother, Dorothy Bleau. 

Left photo: Michael J. Finnegan’s late uncle, US Army 2nd Lt. 
Kenneth Bleau, is pictured second from right in a military publicity 
photo taken shortly after Bleau participated in the massive Allied 
invasion of Normandy, France, on D-Day, June 6, 1944. Bleau 
survived the invasion but died in combat not long afterward. 
Right photo: A young Ernest Hemingway recovers at a Red Cross 
hospital in Milan, Italy, after being wounded in World War I. 
Hemingway’s experiences as an ambulance driver during the war 
informed his fiction, including a short story, “Soldier’s Home,” that 
Michael J. Finnegan has consulted to better understand the ordeals 
of his late uncle in World War II.


