Harry Slagle
It isn’t often that someone would purposely pay tribute to a man most thought of as “just an alcoholic.” But that is precisely what I have chosen to do.

Harry Slagle lived in a non-pretentious place called Slagle’s Happy Acres, identified by a small wooden sign hung nearby. It was little more than an old, pale green, single-room, cinder-block building, which sat off the gravel road a couple hundred yards or so from the old wooden Doby’s Bridge.

But it was there that Harry and many of his friends developed a reputation widely known about Indian Land. Their occasional bashes made for rumors of all sorts, such that people had been shot or stabbed and were dead. But strangely, the “dead” would always resurface and continue on their way until the next bash produced more of the same.

My first encounter with Harry occurred when I was a naive boy of 12 working at a local grocery store/gas station. Before I could get to the gas pumps one hot July day from my perch on an old Coke crate under a shade tree near the rear of the store, a man had already begun to fuel his old black Ford. I was standing in the vicinity when another man exited the passenger side to go into the store. As he approached, he stopped and, for reasons unknown at the moment, his still haunting stare sent a message that I would only later understand. He was shirtless and, as he passed by, I was shocked beyond belief by the deep scars in his back, now accentuated by his additional weight. How he was still alive was my immediate question. This would become even more profound as I eventually learned the circumstances of his injuries.

After his departure, I immediately quizzed the store owner about the man and what I thought at the time should have been fatal injuries. The store owner laughed and questioned, “You don’t know about Ol’ Harry Slagle?” Obviously not, I thought, but I would ask my mother later when I went home. She most certainly would know. 
She explained to me what had happened to “Ol’ Harry” and so many like him. She conveyed it in a manner that only mothers could.

There was much more to Ol’ Harry than most knew, or, more importantly, could ever understand. Ol’ Harry had been a soldier in World War II, during which time he was captured and taken on the infamous Bataan Death March. The scars on his back had come from whips with which the marchers were beaten by their inhumane captors.

Most likely, the painful scars in his mind that came from looking helplessly at his comrades starving, struggling and dying at the hands of evil incarnate were deeper and more lastingly painful than those inflicted otherwise. How it must have been is not imaginable.

Perhaps Slagle’s Happy Acres was just that. For happiness is always relative to individuals. A simple place one was free to roam about without constant supervision and torture would be heavenly, especially after surviving such hellish circumstances.

Harry, whatever you did to cope, no one has a right to be critical. I remember the stare, even now. It had its purpose. 
Harry and so many like him who fought for the soul of humanity during  World War II are some of the most important individuals ever to live in our great nation. Because of them, we are able to have our own “Happy Acres” and roam about freely. May he and so many like him rest in peace. To him and his comrades still among us, I offer my thanks.

Footnote: The saddest irony to this is that Harry was shot and left to bleed to death by a young person over a few dollars. Was it someone who might never appreciate Harry’s contribution? All should wonder about his final thoughts. Hopefully, the horrid images of a distant tragedy were not his last and he knew peace before his final breath.

Editor’s note: Harry J. Slagle, the son of Mr. and Mrs. H.A. Slagle of Van Wyck, spent 39 months as a prisoner of the Japanese during World War II. He received the U.S. Army’s Distinguished Service Cross and was included in John Hersey’s book, “Men of Bataan.” He was killed Nov. 29, 1979, when he was shot in the neck while being robbed.

