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Top Hat Honorees
On the 50th anniversary of Art in the Redwoods (AIR) 

it is appropriate that Gualala Arts recognize the two 
women who were instrumental in organizing the very 
first event in 1961. 

Neither Kathy DiMaio or Betty O’Neil could envi-
sion the current four-day event housed in the Gualala 
Arts Center nor the organization that sponsors more than 
1,600 events annually. But their idea created the vision 
and the reality visitors to this year’s AIR see.

Top Hat, the premier event that now kicks off AIR, is 
limited to 100 tickets each costing $150 that include a 
VIP Festival Pass with a preview showing of the exhibit. 
At that first event, the refreshments consisted of home-
made goods brought in by the organizers and accompa-
nied by coffee and soft drinks.

Both octogenarians have a long history in the local 
community. O’Neil came to Gualala in 1956 to raise 
her young family as a single mother with the help of her 
parents. She worked seven and a half years for Gualala 
Lumber before becoming a mortgage loan officer at Sea 
Ranch for 16 and a half years. An avid gardener, she was 
inspired to have a summer garden show similar to one 
she attended in Oakland.

Also a gardener, a painter and a close friend, DiMaio 
grew up on the Mendocino coast. She was born in Cle-
one. At one time she worked in Fort Bragg for the Cali-
fornia Western Railroad, now better known as the Skunk 
Train. She worked as a teacher’s aide, at the Surf Super 
and at The Sea Ranch post office.

She married Bob Rubel in 1948 and was involved 
in the timber business in Leggett, Ukiah, Annapolis and 
eventually Gualala. She remembers the time when the 
only three phones in town belonged to Ida Bower, the 
McNamee family store and the gas station

Both women continued to organize AIR for a sec-
ond year. This time the theme was a Japanese Garden 
complete with appropriate decorations. However, soon 
growing family and work obligations consumed the time 
of these independent, self-sufficient women and the task 

See DiMaio and O’Neil…Continued on Page 15

Betty O’Neil and Kathy DiMaio. David Torres photo. 


