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of
100 
Stone

S
ince being left to fend for them-
selves at Point Woronzoff more 
than a year ago, the haunting hu-
man figures of the 100Stone Project 

have witnessed love and indignity and all 
things between. Created to raise compas-
sion for those struggling with depression 
and other mental health issues, the sculp-
tures moved some to tears and others to 
random acts of unkindness. Visitors left 
offerings tucked in their arms and at their 
feet, while vandals defaced, smashed, and 
decapitated them. But even the dark side 
of the response spectrum contributed to 
the project’s message by representing how 
fragile and vulnerable humans can be. 

The figures were cast from Alaskans 
bearing the weight of mental health strug-
gles, addiction, homelessness, domestic 
violence, and other vulnerabilities—their 
own or those of people they love. The cast-
ings were then sculpted into various ex-
pressions of despair: shoulders slumped, 
on their knees, staring into the abyss. 

We are here living among you, they said. 
See us. Understand us.

the  
Weight 

Forum partner Sarah Davies tells 
the story behind her art project 
that launched a new grant initiative

By Deb McKinney

Photo by Edward Yang
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“There was always this really pregnant mo-
ment when someone would climb out of their 
cast, when they would see themselves for the 
first time in a physical sense, a real thing they 
could touch, not just a mirror image, not just 
a reflection,” project creator Sarah Davies 
said. “In that moment I could almost see their 
story, their spirit, climbing in and occupying 
that space they had just vacated.

“Every time they were quieted. And often 
they would cry. It was just so beautiful.” 

The name behind the project refers to a 
14-pound unit of weight, 100 stone being 
equal to a full-grown bull. That’s the load 

those living in a dark inter-
nal world  carry upon their 
shoulders, a weight Davies 
knows all too well. 

Although the figures were 
removed from the Cook In-
let shoreline in April 2016, 
their story is not done. The 
“stones” that survived the 
winter and the following 
summer in Davies’ back-
yard—half of the original 
85—have been restored and 
are on a new mission. In a 
partnership between Davies 
and the Alaska Humani-
ties Forum, they’re help-
ing raise funds to support 
other place-based, story-
telling projects designed to 
build compassion and com-
munity. Along with dona-
tions and the sale of hood-
ies, amulets, and prints, 
the 100Stone survivors are 
being sold and sponsored, 
bound for personal gardens 
and public spaces to raise 
money for a new grant fund 
called human:ties.

To launch human:ties, 
the surviving stones got a 
temporary new home, hold-
ing vigil across the lawns, 
in the gardens, and among 
the trees in front of Grant 
Hall and the Carr Gottstein 
Building at Alaska Pacific 
University. By late February, 

seven had been sold and three sponsored for 
display in public places yet to be determined; 
one by art photographer Joanne Teasdale, the 
other two by money raised through the sale of 
the hoodies and other items. 

What began three years ago as a public 
art installation has evolved into an advocacy 
movement. Nearly 600 people contributed to 
the 100Stone Project in ways big and small, 

from Homer to Fairbanks, Bethel to Sitka, 
and numerous points between. 

“Every single contribution was a gift,” 
Davies said. “And all it took was me saying, 
‘Umm, I think I need to show you where I’ve 
been living.’” 

In January 2014, when she first submitted 
proposals outlining her 100Stone vision, she 
was still questioning whether she’d feel com-
fortable telling her own story, whether she’d 
even have to.

“The very first response I got was a firm, 
sort of aggressive, ‘What is it that you think 
you know about mental illness?’ And I 
thought, ‘Well, there’s my answer.’” 

Born in a Storm
Her story begins at The Farm, a back-to-

the-land commune founded in the early ‘70s 
in the heart of Tennessee, where she was 
born in a tent during a thunder and lightning 
storm.

“It might explain how alive I feel when I 
smell a storm in the air, the ozone. It’s one of 
my favorite scents...”

Her parents didn’t stay at the commune 
long, and split up when she was three. She 
spent several weeks each summer living 
with her father, who saw himself as a moun-
tain man and dressed in buckskins. He once 
worked as a dogcatcher until he was fired for 
killing a dog, she says.

The abuse he heaped upon her goes back 
as far as she can remember: physical, psycho-
logical, and sexual. The first time she wanted 
to die she was six, when her father held her 
head under water in the bathtub.

 “He would do it in the pool, he would do 
it in the bath. He was sadistic. It wasn’t like a 
maniacal laugh, but he would laugh.

“Actually, the worst came when I was being 
punished, when I’d ask why. I didn’t under-
stand why he was doing what he was doing. 
I’d ask why, and that would be it, that would 
trigger him.”

At eight, she told her mother she didn’t 
want to visit her father in Ohio anymore. At 
ten, the truth came out, and her mother re-
ported him to law enforcement. Davies re-
members being terrified on the witness stand.

 “I was ten years old, speaking as a witness, 
speaking about really humiliating things… 
describing to perfect strangers the character-
istics of my father’s penis. I didn’t understand 
these kinds of things.”

She’s not sure why, but the case fell apart, 
and her father walked. She was 18 the last 
time she spoke to him, hoping he would ac-
knowledge the damage he’d done. 

“What I did to you wasn’t that bad,” he 
told her.

“i could almost see their story, their 

spirit, climbing in and occupying that 

space they had just vacated.”

Sarah Davies. Photo by Charles Tice
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“This is the last time you’re going to hear 
my voice,” she told him. 

He died in 2011. She didn’t find out until 
nearly half a year later, his obituary written 
as though she didn’t exist. With that, another 
stone was added to the heap.

For most of her life she felt like an “other,” 
living in an alternate universe.. Then came 
a diagnosis of fibromyalgia, a disorder that 
includes musculoskeletal pain, fatigue, and 
sleep, memory, and mood problems. All of 
this was the result of childhood trauma. So 
said the doctors, counselors, and psychiatrists 
she turned to for help. She was holding onto 
the trauma deep within her bones.

“There were a lot of implicit, and sometimes 
explicit, messages that would tell me this was 
my fault, a character defect,” Davies said. “‘If 
you really wanted to get better you would ei-
ther do more about it or you’d be more effec-
tive. It’s you not being able to get over it.’”

During acute bouts of depression, when she 
needed patience and compassion the most, 
people would retreat. Thoughts of suicide, 
and her actual attempts, were about wanting 
the pain and isolation to stop. 

She spent decades blaming herself for being 
unable to move beyond the abuse. Then a test 
result came back that changed everything. 

inSidiouS WhiSperS
Davies teaches special education science at 

Dimond High School in Anchorage, and al-
though she’d been vigilant in maintaining a 
firewall between her interior and professional 
worlds, that’s where her last acute episode 
happened, at work. School had just gotten out 
that October day in 2013 when the unbear-
able weight of 100 stone crash-landed upon 
her shoulders

 “Some people feel as if something is direct-
ly threatening them, but for me the product of 
my panic is the urgency to die. And I had that 
urgency just 15 minutes after the last bell.” 

She had the presence of mind to call her 
counselor, but her call for help went straight 
to voicemail. Davies figured her therapist was 
in session, that it would be another 40 min-
utes until the she could talk. 

 “I knew I couldn’t drive, so I covered all my 
windows and locked the door, turned off all 

above and previous pages: 
Figures of the 100Stone 
Project installed on the 
campus of Alaska Pacific 
University. Photo by Edward Yang
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the lights, and crawled under my desk. I knew I needed to occupy 
my brain; I couldn’t listen to my thoughts because they were just so 
awful.”

You can’t live like this; maybe it’s time to go…
She had to drown out those insidious whispers. So in the dark be-

neath her desk, she watched “The Walking Dead” on her cell phone. 
“I thought, what could be more distracting than zombies?”
She can laugh now about resorting to “zombie porn,” but that epi-

sode more than three years ago was a close call. 
 “It’s almost a blessing that I was at school, that I was not at home. 

I’m afraid if I was at home there would not have been that time and 
space between me and the other side.”

Her counselor came up with a strategy to get her through the 
weekend, then set up an appointment with a doctor who turned ev-
erything Davies thought she knew about her illness on its head. She 
credits Dr. Michael Fischer, who practiced integrative medicine at 
Alaska Family Wellness Center, with saving her life. 

“He walked into my world and sat with me, and it was a really 
dark world at that moment. But he wasn’t afraid, and he said, ‘Tell 

me what you see, and what you have seen.’ He sat with me for two 
hours, and when I went in the next day, he sat with me for two more.”

Fischer has since retired, but as Davies explains it, he discovered a 
simple genetic trait, an enzyme deficiency, called the mthfr muta-
tion, which sounds like one of those crass vanity license plate abbre-
viations. Soon after replacing the enzyme, the physical symptoms 
were all but gone, and her depression and anxiety are now a shadow 
of what they used to be. Before, she was chronically ill and episodi-
cally well. Now, she’s chronically well and episodically ill. 

“I spent decades blaming all of my physical symptoms and emo-
tional symptoms and behavioral symptoms on trauma,” she said. 
“When I started feeling better I got angry, really, really angry, about 
all I had lost because I had internalized the message that it was a 
matter of will.

 “I understand things differently now, now that I’ve gone much 
further down the path to health in general. Those kinds of events 
are the same as eating a poisonous mushroom. You have a chemical 
event in your body that has behavioral products. But I thought it was 
a character flaw, that it was my fault I couldn’t control my thoughts.

 “It has completely changed my life, and so has the project. I could 
never have made 100Stone happen if it wasn’t for that panic event.”

hope and reSilience
Davies doesn’t think of herself as an artist. “I make some things 

sometimes,” is how she puts it. 
In addition to a master’s in science education, she has a degree 

in Jewelry Design from the Fashion Institute of Technology, but no 
fine arts training beyond a couple of semesters. She was a jeweler in 

New York City’s Diamond District a few years 
before switching to social service nonprofits, 
then teaching high school biology. By 2010, 
she’d had her fill of the big city grind. She took 
a seasonal park service job in McCarthy, and 
settled in Anchorage that fall.

After attending the wearable art show, Ob-
ject Runway, she decided to enter the follow-
ing year, and won with her piece, “Beneath 
Blackburn,” created out of landfill finds from 
the long-gone settlement of Blackburn near 
McCarthy. Two years later she won first-
place again with a two-piece, raven-themed 
garment made of old desk calendars, porch 
screen, cow parsnip, packing paper, wallpaper 
and rabbit fur. Still, she didn’t call herself as 
an artist. 

At first, the idea for the 100Stone installa-
tion came to her out of anger and resentment, 
she admits. But over time, the project evolved 
and matured into one about understanding, 
hope and resilience.

With a core group of collaborators—John 
Coyne, Catherine Shenk, Ed Mighell, Brian 
Hutton and Lee Holmes—she reached out 
to some of Alaska’s most vulnerable people 
mainly through the art and service provider 
communities. Legs and torsos were cast from 
those living beneath the burden of mental 

 “there were a lot of implicit messages  

telling me, ‘it’s you not being able  

to get over it.’”



A L A S K A  H U M A N I T I E S  F O R U M  S P R I N G  2 017 15

health issues. Arms and heads were cast from 
mannequins, added to the bodies and po-
sitioned by guest sculptors, who took clues 
from the body castings to create individual 
poses. Facial masks were cast from others, 
and then added to the heads. So each stone is 
a melding of two people, shaped by the laying 
of many hands. 

In late November 2015, a small army of vol-
unteers led by Anthony Ladd and other mem-
bers of Ironworkers 751, and workers from 
JD Steel, transported the plaster and con-
crete figures, some weighing upwards of 300 
pounds, down the bluff at Point Woronzoff. 
They wrestled them into position atop rebar 
pounded into the ground. It was a haunting 
scene, 85 concrete-gray, stylized figures sink-
ing into the mud, walking into the icy inlet 
waters, kneeling, praying. 

Days later, most of the sculptures were top-
pled by a raging storm with unseasonal high 
temperatures that melted the icy substrate. 
More volunteers came to the rescue, moving 
the installation to higher ground in time for 
its Dec. 5, 2015 opening.

Reactions were all over the map.
“Why would you make something so dark?” 

“Why would you make something so depress-
ing?” “When are they going to be gone?”

So there was that, those inconvenienced by 
the truth. 

We are here living among you. See us. 
Understand us. 

And there was heartbreaking vandalism.
But to others, the installation was a place 

for reflection, a place to pay tribute to those 
who didn’t make it, a place to initiate diffi-
cult conversations. Youth and adult services 
groups visited regularly to explore the stones, 
and ultimately themselves, as Davies puts it. 
The stories within the stones seemed to speak 
to certain people.  Now and then, someone 
would bond with a particular figure, hug it, 
talk to it, and leave notes.These are among the 
reactions Davies witnessed as she visited the 
installation several times a week last winter.

“So this really amazing, incredible thing 
happened. It’s the greatest gift I’ve ever re-
ceived. And here I am, just flooded with grati-
tude and I don’t know what to do to reconcile 
this psychic debt that I feel. I went to a few 
different organizations, the Humanities Fo-
rum being the best fit, and said, ‘I think I can 
pay this opportunity forward. I want to try to 
do that.’”

Alaskan journalist Deb McKinney is a frequent 
contributor to FORUM.

human:ties

Investing in creative 
advocacy in Alaska.
 
HUMAN:ties is a new 
partnership between the 
Alaska Humanities Forum 
and the 100Stone Project 
designed to grant other 
Alaskan artists an opportunity 
to activate their communities 
akin to 100Stone. It will 
fund place-based projects 
that explore the influence of 
human connection on our 
emotional, psychological, and 
social well-being. HUMAN:ties 
is intended to combat isolation 
and promote a deeper 
understanding of self and 
community.

For more information 
visit akhf.org/humanities or 
100stoneproject.com.

The sun sets over figures of the 100Stone Project at Alaska Pacific University.  
Photo by Edward Yang


