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‘CHIMING WXTH MOTHER EARTH
by
vicki Leon

% Among the Cambria pines in San Luils Obispo county lives Art Beal,
& 78-year-old half-Rlamsth Indian who has spent his life building an
architectural love-poom of stone, shells, flotsam, jetsam, and junk
from life's travels, %

Clinging and flowing impondbably down a slope known locally a&s
"Nitwit Ridge"”, Art's organic anti-Hearst castle is the handtwuk
4= of an American Gaudi. Ask him when he will finish the splendid
confuaioti of rooms and arches that honeycomb his five acres, and

“Captain witwit® barks, “Never! Neverx!®

The morning sun seems to warm tho bones of Nitwit Ridge and its
iconoclastic occupant earlier than it touches surrounding ridges.
You drive past the sclf-conscious new buildings that clot the main
streets of the village of WQ;ria Pines, up t's mnlti.-atoﬂed
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antecdotes, philosophical bullying, &nd sassy mountain-man humox.,¥own
hpteBenty

Axt is saying,”., . .a man ackad me if I'm a left-winger\ I says
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nope. He says are you a right wing? I says nope. I'm the bird
botween those two wings., Pshaw! He didn’t know any more than a
plg wearin' a rubber shirt in the rain.®

The only human rasident of Nitwit Ridge is Art, but he po:efeta
to say, "I live hore with ¢two old women «~ NMother Harth and Dama
Nature, * gleafully anticipating visitors® looks of bewilderment and
eventual éumyrehmlan. Art's love affair with his two “old woumen®
is ovident in his concern for the carth and the things of the earth.

His own phantasmagorieil cresation, hanging dizzily on & 50-degree
slopd, 15 novérhlhicless firmly anchiored to $¢s site. Art, an inspived
seat-of-the-pants engineer, built it on a granite sldb and designed
the mage of buildings around the handsome pines, whose root systems
are vital to keep the hillside in place.

Long before it becams fashicnable, the old man ¢n the rddge =
talked to plants and commmned with animals, who responded lovingly \
to his seund and touch. Nasturtiums, bluejays, kittens, bansna tvees, \\
and two kinds of garlic flourish side by side. The plant life thres- \
tans to dbscure the flect of rump-sprung couches and chairs that are !;\
scattared up and down the warren of rooms, stalrways, and corners, \

He also knows the interconnectedness of nagure and accoxds it
his respect. "You gotta be here! There are so maney litetle things!®
Art aays.‘ earnestly gesticulating with snuff-stained fingers as he
strives to mike pecple understand what the word “ecology® really medns,
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“captain Nth“ is a mulligatawny stow of mtndictions He
has a wide nose of Emmett Kelly proportions and the hanm:iug brow-
ridges of an Australian sborigine, but bemeath the aboriginal brows
twinkle the blue cyes of & naughty young satyr, Gritty years of
plecing together his gigantic, jovous sandecastle have made Art's
hands gnd feet resemble shapeless leathery flippers, 'vet he can deftly
eplint & robin's les or cook an omalet.:  He has the wiry body of an
athlete (he was & champion lengedistance swimmer 4w the *202) and the
soul of a visionary (among his dusty mamorabilia you wtu £ind f£ive
poetsy enthologies in which his works sppear). orphaned by the 1906 :
San Pm«iam quake. Art was “bmly eaumted“ yet his command o£
the sngnah languaga is richly allusive and wndly mbelatsm. ne
tekes a firm stand on semantic intogrity as well, ®It's birthday
anniversary, not birthday, " he pati.enuy explains over and over. "You
only have ono birth-day....once you're kicked out that door you can't
go dback.® . - - \ S

\\
| m hna an {ntense feeu.ng for West caamia-unee. past and presene.* \.
One of the area's original settlers ("X came here after the first Ger-
man t‘:aeas --woﬂd War I-- when West Canbria Pl.nes was nothing bue
openxanqe“). he mourns the fact that much of thehistoryoftheuny
town za being irretrievably lost. Ono of his continuing fouds is with
the P;oet.oﬂttea. who persists in lumping West Canbria Pines with Cambria,

a mwe;dhuh Art blasts as "misreprosentation, £raud, and conspiracy!®

' Although Art stoutly maintains his bachelorhood through life
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membership in what he calls the "Ajax cludb ~-I work fast and leave
no ring", children swarm instinetively to him, One day it may be a
group of mentally retarded children, brought to Nitwit Ridge on a
field trip to show them that diffevent can be heautiful, Another
time it manifests itzelf in hundceds of hours of labor and materials
walch Art donates to help build a playground for the school children
of Cambria.

(i)Art s st that stage in life where age and eccentricity are a
boon, not a handiaap.@ut behind the picturesque raconteur,—seifm
and plant charmer lies a sonberer picture,
%m is in a tragic struggle against time and clircumstance, hi.g biggest ]

battle being the encroachment of the developers. | W
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@Romoxaeless in their desire to masticate what remains of the
village of West Cambria Pines intc a wonderland of kitsch, the
davelopers toil just below Art's place to put up what is herxalded as
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an Authentic 0ld Western Town., "Racketeers and gangsters from Los
Angeles, that's who's behind it," snorts Art.@'x'hcy are beginning to
cast covetuous eyes toward Art‘'s plece of prime acreage, now complete-
1y auﬁroundad by expensive homes. aver mind that some of the houses
have already slipped down the steep hillsidess as Art says, "I tried
to te¢ll 'em, you got tq work with Mother Nature, not against her.
(¥)They wouldn't uatonécuuod off the trees and now where's their
@m&m downhill th each year's rains,")
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Art's cleff to hiz own property is a tenuocus one,ﬁoased on a
12-year-old “gentlemen's mxmt“.) In 1961 Art fell ill and was
hospitalized; in those straltened circumstances he deeded his land
to an old friend (who is, coincidentally, a land speculator) who
promised to keep the taxes pald on it and dead it back o Art when
he was more solvent, Art's solvency haan't lmproved much since
then, and his ervstwhile friend still owns the land, now worth many
tiwes the original price that Art paid. As long as the old friend
remaine a gentleman, Art is relatively safe. But Art fears that

the benign neglect of their agreement will eventually turn in®o

malignant activity when heirs inevitably inherit his friend's estate.

Such fears are kept prisate, for Art is a proud and an Lndopen(:;m:
Raing AWl 2 qroup o Lomimud people  recolt v
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to Nitwit Ridge when Arxt iz no longer there
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/ to mu visitors, feed the plants unls. and add to his never-

finished symphony of stone and shelis ould an ersatz wild West
ever vrdpnee the home-grown beauty and truth of a monument to human
uniqueness like Nitwit Ridge?
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