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South Whidbey
Women In Business

Profiles by Leslie Kelly

For the better part of the past 22-plus 
years, Mary Donaty has spent her days 
talking to her “co-workers” even though 
they never answer her–that is, in a lan-
guage that any of us would understand.

Donaty is a fiber specialist and her 
co-workers are also her fiber producers: 
llamas, alpacas and pygora  goats.

“It’s just very special to see the animals 
and then see something that I’ve made 
from their fiber,” she said.

With more than two dozen llamas and 
alpacas and goats on her farm near Clin-
ton, Donaty has more than enough  fiber 
to work with. She produces an array of 
roving and yarn for others to create with, 
and she makes hats, scarves, felt tote 
bags, purses and more.

She sells her wares from the Fiber 
Shack on her 12-acre farm, just in view 
of her four-legged co-workers. And twice 
a day, she takes a break from behind her 
spinning wheel or sewing machine to go 
out to the barns and feed her animals.

“This is truly a labor of love,” she said. 
“There’s a lot of caring for the animals, 
and then there’s a lot of marketing the 
products. I do it all.”

Professionally, Donaty had a career 
in interior design. She was raised just 
outside of New York City and can’t find 
any family ties to her love of the rural 
farm life.

“But I knew from a young age that
I wanted to have llamas,” she said. “When 
I was just 10, I visited a farm in upstate 
New York and the llama there ate the bow 

off my ponytail. Right then I was in love 
with llamas.”

She went on to marry her husband, 
Lou, who has a career in the aerospace 
industry in the Northwest. Mary also 
worked in the aerospace industry as a 
manager in the international division. 
The couple first decided to get a couple of 
llamas in the mid 1980s, with the intent to 
breed them for resale.

A new job for Lou took them to Califor-
nia, where they lived for about 10 years 
with llamas and had an avocado farm. 
But 11 years ago, they decided that they 
wanted to move back to the Northwest 
and bought property on Whidbey Island.

Today, their animals are strictly mem-
bers of the family, and not for breeding. 
But they do produce annual or semi-
annual shearing, and from that their fiber 
is sent to be professionally prepared at a 
fiber mill. That same fiber is sent back 
to Mary for her to use in making her 
merchandise.

Some fiber is in roving ready for spin-
ning and some comes back in sheets of 
felt from which she sews bags and purses. 
She creates all her own designs, adding 
beads and always dying the fibers’ vari-
ous colors herself.

“I don’t really start out with a pattern 
in mind,” she said of her creative works. 
“I just think about the color combinations 
and something comes to mind. I create 
as I go.”

She has sold items and fibers at the 
Tilth farmers market, but since building 

her Fiber Shack at the farm last year, she 
now sells from home. She is open almost 
every Saturday and at other times by 
appointment.

And, if she isn’t busy enough, she 
also gardens, producing squash, pump-
kins, beans, peppers, carrots, tomatoes, 
onions, garlic and corn, which she sells 
at the farm when in season. She has 
chickens and her farm stand includes 
farm-fresh eggs.

“We get about three dozen eggs a day,” 
she said. “I have some steady customers 
who come once a week and then what
I have left, I sell along with all the rest of 
the produce.”

And quite often, when customers stop 
by, she takes time to show them around 
the farm and introduce them to Baby 
Ruth and Paprika (alpacas) and the rest 
of the llamas and goats. She also gives 
organized tours of the farm.

Her love of the animals has led her to 
study their origins and their varieties. 
She knows their histories and their indi-
vidual fibers and traits.

She sheers her goats and llamas her-
self, while she has a professional sheer 
the alpacas.

“Alpacas are sheared over every square 
inch of the body surface,” she said.
“I leave that to the professionals.”

In all, the animals eat more than 
30 tons of hay in a year. Caring for them 
and cleaning the barns take a lot of her 
time.

“If I’m not doing something to care for 

the animals, I’m making something from 
their fiber,” she said. “It’s pretty much my 
life. But my husband and I are the kind 
of people who don’t sit still. We are the 
worker bees.”

As the holiday season approaches, 

Donaty hopes to have new people stop by 
to see her hand-created items.

“I just want people to know that we 
are here and know that we want them to 
come and visit,” she said.
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Julie Keegan has a phi-
losophy: “You have to have 
the life you love.”

But often times, it’s when 
a person doesn’t that she 
meets them.

Keegan, 52, is the owner 
of Langley’s Oriental Heal-
ing Arts. The business com-
bines acupuncture, massage, 
Asian body work, nutrition, 
energy work, herbology and 
other Eastern healing prac-
tices to center the body and 
create a more positive life, 
she said.

“It’s all about educating 
people in what their body 
needs,” she said. “You know, 
we don’t come with an own-
er’s manual. Most of the time 
we’re on our own to figure 
it out.”

Keegan stresses that 
while her focus is on Eastern 
Oriental methods of healing, 
she will work in cooperation 
with Western medicine prac-
titioners and general physi-
cians when appropriate.

Keegan is a Washington 
state-licensed and National 
Board-certified acupunctur-
ist and practitioner of orien-
tal medicine, with more than 
28 years dedicated to the 
study, practice, research and 
teaching of the four branch-
es of oriental medicine. She 
also holds undergraduate 
degrees in nutrition, meta-
physics and child develop-
ment. She has a doctorate in 
metaphysics also.

She works with the “whole 
person,” taking into account 
the physical, emotional and 
spiritual aspects.

“You have to capture all of 
that in order to understand 
what’s going on with some-
one,” she said. “We all know 
there are ups and downs‚ 
‘the tide comes in and the 
tide goes out’, it’s how we 
deal with this that makes our 
life what it is.”

Keegan said that through 
the years it has become 
apparent to her that the 
underlying theme in many 
American health challenges 
is the inability to relax or 
discharge stress. Lives are 
moving faster than most of 
us can comfortably keep up 
with.

“Life is a mixture of fun, 
grief, excitement and chal-
lenge, often to the extreme,” 
she said. “With very little 
time for processing, we hold 
our emotions and unreleased 
tension in our bodies. As a 
result, symptoms of disease 

or illness can develop. The 
basic premise of oriental 
medicine is simple: A bal-
anced body can heal itself.”

After practicing in Cali-
fornia, Keegan moved to 
Whidbey Island 16 years 
ago.

“We were looking for 
someplace  more rural to live, 
and when we came across on 
the ferry and saw this island, 
we said, ‘This is it.’”

Today she lives with her 
son and daughter on a farm 
in the Maxwelton area. They 
have many animals includ-
ing horses, chickens, goats, 
cats, dogs and a bird.

Her business was one 
of only two of its kind on 
the island when she moved 
here.

“I came at just the right 
time,” she said. “Oriental 
medicine was just catching 
on here. We actually grew 
faster than I’d ever dreamed 
we would.”

Today she has other prac-
titioners working with her 
in her business, including 
massage therapists, a sound 
healer and a psychothera-
pist. Her clients come from 
all walks of life, some who 
practice only oriental medi-
cine to “those who are just 
dipping their toe in it to try 
it out.”

Being a woman business 
owner has not affected her 
work, she said.

“I don’t think it has any 
real advantages or disadvan-
tages in what I do, except 
if someone wants a male 
practitioner, I will refer them 
elsewhere.”

Keegan recently has 
taken on a new aspect to her 
business. She and co-worker 
Beverly Graham are produc-
ing an Internet talk show at 
Breathinradio.com.

“The focus is about help-
ing people express them-
selves and not get caught up 

in everything that is happen-
ing in the world today,” she 
said. “We talk about things 
like healthcare, astrology, 
music, living with passion, 
writing your life script, poli-
tics and nutrition‚ all the 
realities of life–and we try to 
see how it can fit into every-
one’s life.”

Shows can be viewed
24 hours a day at 
www.breathinradio.com.

When she’s not work-
ing, Keegan is pretty handy 
around the house. She is cur-
rently refinishing the hard-
wood floors in her historic 
farm house. And she’s build-
ing a greenhouse.

She likes to garden and 
enjoys nature walks and 
swimming.

And because her farm has 
a dog-park area, she gets a 
lot of company dropping by.

“Friends come over a lot 
to walk their dogs,” she said. 
“I have a lot of friends and a 
fabulous place, and a great 
life. I feel very blessed.”

But, because she does 
what she does, she knows 
she has to create a balance 
in her own life, too. Keegan 
takes time out for herself 
and she doesn’t work long 
days to help her keep from 
burning out.

“I love my clients and
I learn from them,” she said. 
“But if I work too much,
I burn out and then I’m no 
good to anyone.

“There’s a saying ‘Chop 
wood, carry water.’ It’s what 
we all do everyday, day in 
and day out, the rhythm of 
life.”

To find out more about 
Keegan and her business, 
go to www.orientalhealin-
garts.com. Oriental Healing 
Arts is located at 772 Cama-
no Ave., Suite 101, Langley. 
Appointments are available 
by calling 221-3933.
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