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Q sakid, they laughed at him at
school. They poked fun at the way
he spoke, and the fact he couldn’t read

He’s now 81. It's all behind him. He

didn’t care then
what they said,
and doesn’t give it
a thought now the
way he was treat-
ed.

Paul O’Neil was
what was com-
monly termed
“retarded” back
then when he
walked across the
road to the one-
room school on
County Road 8 in

He never got past Grade 3, and that

Paul, a short but stocky man with a

big smile, still can’t read but each day;
without fail will pick up the Windsor
Star;, and flip through it, mostly exam-
ining the pictures. On occasion, he’ll
quip it’s the “speed reading” course
that's helped him get through it so fast.

I went to see him the other day. We
sat at the kitchen table and drank tea
in the house where he grew up. I was
there with his 69-year-old brother; Al-
fred, his sister Virginia and his sister-
in-law Carol. They had lots to say about
him.

They’d shout questions at him be-
cause Paul is hard of hearing, and he’d
laugh, but wouldn’t say a word. That is
uncommon —he’s usually talking your
head off. Or so they tell me.

Ididn’t believe it. Atleast until I
asked if he could lead me to his tiny
quarters at the back of the farmhouse
where he was born eight decades ago.

Paul’s now living in what was then
called the “summer kitchen” in this

farmhouse that raised 10 children.
Paul’s the third oldest in the family

It's here that Paul opens up. Tells me
about the pictures that adorn his room.
It's here that that his dog, Lucky, jumps
up on his bed, and Paul recalls another
dog that he had that dug a hole into his
pillow, and another time chewed up a
belt of his.

From the tiny window across from
his bed you could look out into the
yard. There embedded in the grass are
the markers for two other dogs of his.

Who is this fellow? And why should I
write about him? He reminds me a lit-
tle of Forest Gump. He is slow-witted
and was someone raised by aloving
mom who was protective of him. And
yet his mother never handled him with
kid gloves. He did everything his broth-
ers did. Picked tomatoes, suckered to-
bacco, fed the cows, cleaned out the
barn, cut the grass. And when he was
old enough, he showed his younger
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Celebrating the simplicity of life

brothers what they had to do, and how
todo it.

But Paul has proven to be a man with
a big heart, a great sense of humour
and someone who never gets riled, nev-
er raises his voice. He keeps to himself,
and since the death of his mother; he
has decided independence is best for
him. He cares for himself. He's usually
up by 8 a.m. tomake tea and fryup a
couple of eggs.

Life is simple.

“And he probably still believes in
Santa,” says Alfred.

Why is that?

Well, stop by the house at Christmas.
The place is ablaze with every kind of
tacky ornament. There’s a plastic San-
ta Claus — at the moment tucked away
in a shed —that lights up and stands
taller than Paul.

In a few weeks, right after Hal-
loween, Paul will put up his own
Christmas tree.
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“He’s happy,” says Alfred. “T've never
seen him get angry. In fact, he has trou-
ble understanding why people get mad.

“He doesn’t have a care in the world
except to make sure there are tomatoes
at Zehrs.”

AsTlooked around Paul’s tiny quar-
ters, I spot the Halloween decorations:
a werewolf, a witch, a string of lighted
pumpkins. It looks like an old fash-
ioned dime store display.

We laugh about it.

But thenT think, here’s someone who
enjoys life. Here's someone who goes
through each day celebrating, taking it
all in, indulging his fantasies, some-
one who lives in the world of the imagi-
nation.

Believe me, there’s nothing better
than that. This is a man blessed and
living every glorious moment of it.

Marty Gervais can be reached by e-mail
at mgervais@thestar.canwest.com.
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