
book two old women
book two old women is a compelling historical novel that explores themes of survival,
resilience, and the indomitable spirit of the human will. Written by Velma Wallis, this book is
based on an Athabaskan Indian legend and tells the story of two elderly women abandoned
by their tribe during a harsh winter. Through vivid storytelling and rich cultural context, the
novel highlights the strength and wisdom of older generations, challenging societal views
on aging and usefulness. This article provides an in-depth analysis of the book two old
women, covering its background, plot, themes, characters, and its significance in Native
American literature. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of why this story
remains relevant and inspiring today. Below is the table of contents for this detailed
exploration.
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Background and Author
The book two old women was authored by Velma Wallis, a native Alaskan writer of Gwich'in
Athabaskan descent. Wallis drew inspiration from an ancient Athabaskan legend passed
down through generations, adapting it into a narrative that resonates with contemporary
readers. Published in 1993, the novel marked Wallis’s debut and quickly garnered critical
acclaim for its powerful portrayal of survival and cultural heritage. The story’s roots in oral
tradition provide authenticity and a unique perspective on indigenous life in the harsh
northern wilderness.

Velma Wallis’s Influence and Inspiration
Velma Wallis’s intimate knowledge of her native culture and environment deeply influenced
the creation of the book two old women. Raised in Alaska, she experienced firsthand the
challenges and beauty of rural life, which informed her descriptive storytelling. Wallis’s goal
was to preserve and share the wisdom of her ancestors, especially highlighting the often-
overlooked roles of women in Native communities. Her work contributes to a broader



understanding of Native American literature and oral histories.

Plot Summary
The narrative of the book two old women centers around two elderly women who are left
behind by their tribe during a brutal winter famine. Facing abandonment and bleak
prospects, the women must rely on their ingenuity, resilience, and mutual support to
survive in the wilderness. The story unfolds as they confront physical hardships, rediscover
their strengths, and ultimately reclaim their dignity and independence.

Key Events in the Story

Abandonment by the tribe due to limited resources.1.

Initial despair and struggle to survive the harsh environment.2.

Rediscovery of survival skills and use of traditional knowledge.3.

Building shelter, hunting, and gathering food.4.

Reunion with the tribe and changed perceptions about the elderly women.5.

Main Characters
The success of the book two old women lies in its well-drawn characters, particularly the
two protagonists who embody resilience and courage. Their distinct personalities and
evolving relationship add depth to the narrative and engage readers emotionally.

The Two Old Women
The story focuses on two elderly women, often referred to simply as Old Woman and
Younger Woman. Despite their age and physical limitations, they demonstrate remarkable
adaptability and strength. Their journey from vulnerability to empowerment challenges
stereotypes about aging and the perceived value of the elderly in society.

Supporting Characters
The tribe members, who initially abandon the women, serve as a backdrop to the
protagonists’ transformation. Their eventual recognition of the women's survival skills
highlights themes of respect and reconciliation. Other minor characters contribute to the
cultural setting and provide context for the story’s events.



Themes and Symbolism
The book two old women explores several profound themes that enrich the narrative and
offer insight into human nature and cultural values. Symbolism is woven throughout the
story to reinforce these themes and enhance the reader’s understanding.

Survival and Resilience
At its core, the novel is a testament to human survival against overwhelming odds. The
women’s resourcefulness in the face of adversity symbolizes the power of determination
and hope. Their journey exemplifies how inner strength can overcome external challenges.

Age and Wisdom
The story challenges societal norms regarding aging by portraying the elderly women as
wise and capable rather than burdensome. Their knowledge of the land and traditional skills
becomes crucial for survival, emphasizing respect for elders and the value of experience.

Community and Isolation
The tension between community dependence and individual survival is a recurring motif.
The women’s abandonment highlights the harsh realities of communal survival, while their
eventual reintegration underscores the importance of unity and mutual respect.

Symbolism in the Story

Winter: Represents hardship and the test of endurance.

The Wilderness: Symbolizes both danger and the possibility of renewal.

The Fire: A symbol of life, hope, and human ingenuity.

Animal Tracks: Connection to nature and traditional knowledge.

Cultural and Historical Context
The book two old women is deeply rooted in the cultural practices and historical realities of
the Athabaskan people. Understanding this context enriches the reading experience and
highlights the novel’s significance as a piece of indigenous literature.



Athabaskan Traditions and Lifestyle
The Athabaskan people have a rich history of living in harmony with the harsh Alaskan
environment. Their traditions emphasize respect for nature, community cohesion, and
survival skills passed down orally. The novel accurately reflects these aspects through
detailed descriptions of hunting, gathering, and shelter building.

Historical Challenges
Historically, indigenous groups like the Athabaskans faced severe hardships, including food
scarcity and displacement. The practice of leaving behind the elderly during times of
famine, while harsh, reflects survival strategies in extreme conditions. The book two old
women uses this historical backdrop to explore moral questions about survival and human
dignity.

Impact and Reception
Since its publication, the book two old women has been widely praised for its powerful
storytelling and cultural authenticity. It has been used in educational settings to teach
about Native American culture, survival, and women’s roles in indigenous societies. The
novel’s influence extends beyond literature, inspiring discussions about aging, resilience,
and cultural preservation.

Critical Acclaim
Critics have lauded the novel for its evocative prose and emotional depth. It is recognized
for bringing indigenous narratives to a broader audience and for its respectful portrayal of
native traditions. The book’s success helped establish Velma Wallis as an important voice in
contemporary Native American literature.

Educational and Cultural Significance
The book two old women is frequently included in curricula focused on multicultural
literature, women’s studies, and survival literature. Its themes encourage empathy and
understanding of indigenous experiences, making it a valuable resource for educators and
students alike.

Lessons and Reflections
The story of the book two old women offers timeless lessons about human endurance, the
value of community, and the importance of respecting elders. It challenges readers to
reconsider perceptions of aging and the roles older adults play in society.



Key Takeaways

Resilience and adaptability are essential for overcoming life’s challenges.

Wisdom accumulated over a lifetime is a vital resource.

Community and mutual support strengthen survival chances.

Respect for cultural traditions enriches understanding and identity.

Human dignity persists even in the face of abandonment and hardship.

Through its vivid narrative and profound themes, the book two old women continues to
inspire readers to appreciate the strength found in unlikely places and the enduring power
of hope.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Two Old Women' by Velma
Wallis?
The main theme of 'Two Old Women' is survival and resilience, highlighting the strength
and resourcefulness of elderly women abandoned during a harsh winter in Alaska.

Who are the protagonists in 'Two Old Women' and what
challenges do they face?
The protagonists are two elderly Athabaskan women named Sa' and Ch'idzigyaak, who are
abandoned by their tribe and must fend for themselves in the wilderness, overcoming
physical and emotional challenges.

How does 'Two Old Women' reflect Athabaskan culture?
The novel reflects Athabaskan culture through its depiction of traditional survival skills, oral
storytelling, respect for elders, and the close relationship between people and nature.

What life lessons can readers learn from 'Two Old
Women'?
Readers learn about resilience, the power of hope, self-reliance, forgiveness, and the
importance of community and intergenerational bonds.



Why has 'Two Old Women' remained popular since its
publication?
Its timeless message of endurance, strong female protagonists, cultural insight, and
inspiring story of overcoming adversity have kept it relevant and beloved by readers
worldwide.

Is 'Two Old Women' based on a true story?
Yes, 'Two Old Women' is based on an Athabaskan Indian legend passed down orally, which
Velma Wallis adapted into a novel to preserve and share the story.

Additional Resources
1. Finding the Heart of the Wilderness
This book explores the profound connection between humans and nature, much like in "Two
Old Women." It delves into survival stories and the resilience of the human spirit when
faced with isolation and adversity. Readers will find inspiration in tales of courage and self-
discovery set against the backdrop of the wilderness.

2. The Courage to Survive: Stories of Elderly Resilience
Focusing on the strength and determination of older individuals, this collection highlights
true stories of elders overcoming incredible challenges. It reflects themes similar to those in
"Two Old Women," emphasizing endurance, wisdom, and the power of community support.

3. Alone but Not Lonely: The Spirit of Self-Reliance
This book examines the theme of self-reliance through personal narratives and historical
accounts. It celebrates the ability to thrive in solitude while maintaining inner strength,
much like the protagonists of "Two Old Women."

4. Traditions of the Tundra: Indigenous Wisdom and Survival
Offering insight into indigenous cultures and their survival strategies in harsh climates, this
book complements the cultural context of "Two Old Women." It presents traditional
knowledge and stories that emphasize harmony with nature and resilience.

5. Echoes of the Past: Stories of Aging and Endurance
This collection of essays and stories addresses the challenges and triumphs of aging. It
shares perspectives on growing older with dignity and strength, resonating with the themes
of perseverance found in "Two Old Women."

6. Winds of Change: Women and Wilderness Survival
Highlighting female protagonists who face and overcome wilderness survival challenges,
this book parallels the narrative of "Two Old Women." It explores themes of empowerment,
adaptability, and the transformative power of nature.

7. Beyond the Village: Journeys of Isolation and Hope
This book tells stories of individuals cast out or choosing isolation, focusing on their
journeys toward hope and renewal. It mirrors the emotional and physical trials found in
"Two Old Women," emphasizing resilience and personal growth.



8. The Old Woman and the Land: Stories of Connection and Survival
Centered on older women’s relationships with the land, this book explores how connection
to nature fosters survival and well-being. It aligns closely with the themes of respect for the
environment and inner strength depicted in "Two Old Women."

9. Surviving the Silence: Tales of Solitude and Strength
A compelling collection of narratives about individuals who survive extreme solitude, this
book captures the essence of endurance and mental fortitude. Like "Two Old Women," it
highlights the transformative journey from vulnerability to empowerment.
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