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What is the ArtsWA Self-directed Art Practice (SAP) Grant?

“This grant supports U.S. military-connected individuals. SAP grant funds help you find your 
voice and pursue personal growth through the arts.

Research shows the benefits of a committed arts practice. They help military-connected 
individuals transition to civilian life by promoting independence and creativity. They also relieve 
stress and anxiety.

The SAP grant provides one-time grants of $3,000 to $5,000. These grants pay for costs 
associated with taking time (up to four weeks) to practice art.”

Source: https://www.arts.wa.gov/sap-grant/

_____________________________________________________________________

Grant Support 

Special Thanks

Mystic Art Supply 
La Conner, WA.

Gratitude 

To all the artists, business owners, and volunteers who gave me their time to learn more about 
their creative districts, I am forever,  joyfully thankful. I would highly recommend others do 
something like this for themselves, but give themselves more time to enjoy it all deeper.

https://www.arts.wa.gov/sap-grant/


My Idea for the grant

I wanted to take a tour of Washington State’s 13 designated Creative Districts with intentions of 
learning about the individual districts and how they collaborate and integrate within their 
communities, to meet other artists and learn about their work and be inspired to challenge 
myself within my own studio, and to be inspired by the beauty of our state.

My Process

Every day for two weeks I planned to visit a different creative district. I would typically arrive the 
night before, meet the local community during dinner and walking about, then before bed I 
would share a social post (IG: @donwesleyart fb:The Art of Don Wesley) that summarized the 
previous district’s experience using photos and details from earlier in the day. The next morning 
I would awake and either go for a run or visit a local park to get a feel for the area and to stay in 
shape while on the road. After a light breakfast I’d start by visiting venues in the district center 
(galleries, theaters, performing arts centers, bookstores, etc) and used my inquiries from those 
visits to dig deeper. In the evening, I would do a quick drive back around the area, then head to 
the next location with drives ranging anywhere from from 6 to 180 miles in distance.



My Route

In order of my visit, here are the stops I made; Langley, Port Townsend, Bainbridge Island 
(Winslow), Edmonds, Issaquah, Rainier Valley, Burien, Olympia, Tenino, South Columbia 
(Kennewick), Moses Lake, Chewelah, and Twisp.

I also took additional days in Spokane to just enjoy the former fair architecture and local arts 
and cuisine.

My Experience

Just three days prior to my departure for my first stop on the tour, I was running a full time art 
gallery in La Conner. We had 14 months of shows and I interacted with over 3,500 guests in that 
time. Prior to this planned tour, my social skills were honed into great shape as well as my 
curatorial eyes. But what makes a great art community or creative district was merely conjecture 
and anecdotal notions in my head prior to the trip. 



All creative districts had a public presence of the arts in their core, if it isn’t public sculptures like 
those you can find in most of of the districts, then there is s signature theater or gallery that 
energy is built around. In the case of a town like Tenino, the type of art made is a big part of the 
town’s historical identity; in their case the carving of sandstone which uniquely runs in the hills 
locally is used for all their mainstream buildings and on detailed works through out their town. 
The carvers and other artists and makers all meet at the cafe for coffee in the am, so you can 
easily catch them as they head back to the studio and dust covered shop to resume their 
current project  for you to see. Towns like Twisp have an arts core and is the creative base for a 
variety of towns and collectives throughout the Methow Valley. Their creative campus 
TwispWorks brings a collection of artists, makers, and small creative businesses together. 
Complete with a brewery and amazing Sri Lankan curry by Lal at the Fork food truck. This place 
is a playground for creative thinkers and people looking to be inspired. Towns that have 
potential and are just getting their collectives together were just as energetic and enthusiastic 
about their futures. The arts seemed to make a town a notably happier place. 

My very first stop was into the open doors of the Langley Whidbey Island Creative Arts center 
where I was given a wonderful tour by creative director Deana Duncan. After seeing all they had 
accomplished and learning about their programming, I was off to a great start. And it just 
seemed to keep on rolling from there. When I mentioned I was on this grant and what my goal 
was, the consensus was that this was a splendid idea. I think it could be a repeatable 
experience for folks in a couple of creative ways I’ll mention in the Ideas for the ArtsWA Creative 
Districts Program. 

Takeaways & Ideas

• Creative Districts benefit most via collaboration within their communities. 
• Creative districts are strongest when they get behind an identity that reflects their community 

beyond the main street displays of art.
• The theater involves the largest group of people of all the arts, from performers of all ages, 

maintenance and improvements, community donations, costumery and set designs, and all 
the marketing and community support and awareness that comes with a production. It’s 
constantly evolving, and it provides and great sense of responsibility for youth as they develop 
into young adults.

• For walk-in guests to a town looking to learn about the arts there could benefit from some 
common signage or QR code system to get a feeling for all things considered a part of the 
creative businesses guidelines. 

• Having the businesses all aware that they are in a creative district and that you are a valued 
guest to the the town and a sign that the goal of bringing in tourist dollars can work. 

• Regarding a tour, how cool would it be to pick up a tour bag and passport on your first stop 
and you could have fun collecting stamps over time for the various districts. Or this could also 
be solely digital, thus easier to add more districts as they come onboard.



My Community Impact

One of the themes of focus on the immediate community got me thinking even closer to my own 
studios in rural up-river Skagit County. What projects could I do to enhance the pride and 
creative ideas of the locals. We have this apocalyptic-looking gas station that is in the center of 
our quiet little village. I think we could reach out to the property owner and ask them if it is ok if 
we paint it with a design or mural of some kind. We also need a proper welcome sign for the 
village up and down river from the center of Day Creek.

Regarding proposing to La Conner to begin the process of becoming a creative district, I want to 
take some time this summer and early fall to study the guidelines and also to learn more about 
how things went for Anacortes as they onboard. It is very exciting for our county, and La Conner 
is a car-friendly stop from Anacortes!

My Studio Impact

One of the visuals that I have always been drawn to in my art is the dark silhouetted shape. 
Since 1999 that favorite shape has been of birds flying with a bright environment for the sky. I 
have continued to stylize and personalize them over time, and it was recently that I began to 
reintroduce color back into the silhouettes themselves, and beyond simple color selections right 
out of the tube. As I studied from life again I could feel the visual lessons I’d learned on may trip 
revealing themselves. My search for other funky art during the trip was satiated, but there were 
other themes that once you see them repeat throughout the state, as a painter attracted to 
nature, they seem to take on a new level of comprehension and meaning. They become this 
slideshow snapshot connection with the beautiful world around us. I’m talking of course of Plein 
Air artists and their recording of the beauty of their immediate areas. I would myself now desire 
to soften my colors, to give more thought to my brushwork, to take even more time to enjoy the 
subject as well as the process of painting about it. Weeks after the trip a calm and softness 
began to appear in my work. I began to read Hafiz and do little drawings to support his words. I 



would seek serenity. Serenity as an emotion experience that brings deep joy with it. I saw that 
many times and enjoyed the idea of coming back to my practice and seeking it myself.

Following are examples of drawings, digital works, and what’s happening in my painting studio 
since my return…

I love the crispness of these goldfinches… inspired by the mural and graphical work I saw.



Combining americana and starlings… 



My studio has been very active since I got it cleaned up from hurricane Gallery. Here’s a recent 
shot showing how I’m looking to develop different approaches to the work on canvas as well.

The opportunity obviously has inspired me to take my practice even more serious, and the 
timing is perfect since my point of reference was non-existent due to having been doing 
something different for the past year. I am also still processing my experiences and the looking 
to reconnect with the artists and community members I met along the way.

The gratitude I have for these past five years of my career is immense. I am excited to push into 
the new territory of tomorrow! 

If you have any questions or want to discuss my ideas further, feel free to reach out via either 
art@donwesley.com or via phone 360-265-2374.

Love in Art, 
Don Wesley.

mailto:art@donwesley.co

