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veilVelma WallisWaltis , author of ""TwoTwo Old Women "
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by David TottenTotten-

ThndraTtMU

Totten-

TundrdfMESTferufafflMESThndraTtMUTundrdfMES staffstaf-

fFortFort Yukon writer VelrnaVelma Wallis seessees-

herself
sees-

herselfherself ass more of an historian than a ficfic-

tion

fic-

tion

fic-fic¬-

tion writer . She wrote her first book ,,
""TwoTwo"Two-

Old

"Two-

OldOld WomenWOI1en! ,
" because she was afraid thatthat-

people

that-

peoplepeople would forget the story .

""II1 don'tdont' see myself doing a whole lot ofof-

legends

of-

legendslegends unless they pertain to our hishis-

tory

his-

tory

his-his¬-

tory ,
" said Wallis during an interview inin-

Anchorage

in-

AnchorageAnchorage recently . ""II1 like to say that II-

like

I-

likelike to do stories that history forgot..
"

The stories Wallis tells in ""TwoTwo OldOld-

Women
Old-

Women
-
-WomenWomenWomen" and ""BirdBird Girl and the Man whowho-

Followed

who-

FollowedFollowed the Sun *" were told totp her as hishis-

tory

his-

tory

his-his¬-

tory - stories thatactuallythat.actually,,. happenedhappenedhappenednot--notnotnotnot-

religion

not-

religionreligion or myth . This gives her stories anan-

extra

an-

extraextra sense ofofrealismrealism , especially whenwhen-

they

when-

theythey intersect with other , more popularpopular-

stories

popular-

storiesstories ,.

""MyMy only intention then was to pre-

serve
pre-

serve
prepre-¬-

serve our local history . When I heardheard-

Two

heard-

TwoTwo Old WomenWomen.itWomenit.,;' ...itit was such a revela-

tion

revela-

tion

revelarevela-¬-

tion to me about our history because pre-

viously

prepre-pre-
viously

-¬-

viously I heard oral history type stories ,

but rI'mostlyImostlyI-mostlyImostly'- mostly heard myths and legends ,

and'Two'Two Old Women ' was oral history .
"

""TheThe Man who Followed the Sun " isis-

about

is-

aboutabout an explorer-explorerexplorerthe- the Columbus of thethe-

Gwich'in

the-

Gwich'inGwich'inGwichin' .

""ThereThere were indigenous people exex-

ploring

ex-

ploring

ex-ex¬-

ploring the land around them . They werewere-

curious

were-

curiouscurious about what was beyond ,
" saidsaid-

Wallis

said-

WallisWallis *,
""AA young man was told about thethe-

1eg
the-

legend1eglegendlegendofaaofthofofthfoethekiiSSBn.lmdSBnlmd?fi,1Ifi1I., hndd It1beIttfeCamditbe-eitbeefi-''rdrd his'qUesthisqUesthis/questhisquesthisquest-

to

'/

to find the landlandofof the ssunsunn because he'sheshe's-

born

he's-

born

'

born in this place where it'sits' dark and coldcold-

almost

cold-

almostalmost nine to 10 months out of a yearyear-

and

year-

andand life Is hard , and it'sits' not easy , etchedetched-

out

etched-

outout of the snow . In time he is able toto-

travel

to-

traveltravel down to what we know as thethe-

Lower

the-

LowerLower 48 ,. Years later , he comes back andand-

tells

and-

tellstells the people about the horse he'dhed' seenseen-

and

seen-

andand the land he'dhed' seen .
"

""BirdBird Girl " is about a conflict betweenbetween-

the

between-

thethe Gwich'inGwichin' and their northern neigh-

bors

neigh-

bors
neighneigh-¬-

bors , the Inupiat.. The main character runsruns-

away

runs-

awayaway from home rather than get marriedmarried-

atat age 14 , butbuf" she is kidnapped by in inin-

vading

in-

vading

in-in¬-

vading
'

group of Inupiat.. She is tormented-

by

tormented-

by

tormented

by her captors for 10 years .

BothBothstoriesstories are about people who gogo-

against

go-

againstagainst tradition . In a society as concernedconcerned-

with

concerned-

withwith traditioritradition as the Gwich'inGwichin' , someonesomeone-

breaking

someone-

breakingbreaking the rules was a historic event..

""TheThe two young people were branch-

ing

branch-

ing

branchbranch-¬- ,.

-ing-ing out and theyey were going against tradi-

tion

tradi-

tion
traditradi-¬-

tion in a very stringent andanq traditionaltraditionall-

ifestyle

traditionall-

ifestylelifestyle ,
" said Wallis .

"."UsuallyUsually.Usually people areare-

not

are-

notnot allowed to go outside tradition in suchsuch-

aa society but these people wanted to andand-

they

and-

theythey did ..""

Wallis has even more stories in mindmind-

for
mind-

forfor later . She recalled that her grand-

mother
grand-

mother
grandgrand-¬-

mother was among the firstflTSt to meet thethe-

Canadian

the-

CanadiartCanadianCanadiart fur traders - the first whitewhite-

people

white-

peoplepeople her village had ever met.. HerHer-

grandmother

Her-

grandmothergrandmother traded her moose-skinmooseskin- gar-

ment

gar-

ment
gargar-¬-

ment for a calico dress .

""TheThe scouts had come up to where mymy-

grandmother
my-

grandmothergrandmother was , up by diethe Circle areaarea-

and

area-

andand they said there are some peoplepeople-

down

people-

downdown there and they'retheyre' not from here ,
"

said Wallis ..
""SoSo thefue People were curious ,,

so50 they gathered their things and theythey-

went

they-

wentwent down to Fort Yukon . And suresure-

enough
sure-

enoughenough there were people there . ((TheThe-
People

TheThe-

PeoplePeople) approached them cautiously andand-

in

and-

inin time they got to know them . (TheThe-

scouts

The-

scoutsscouts ) weren'twerent' made aware of it untiluntil-

those

until-

thosethose People popped up there on thethe-

banks

the-

banksbanks of Fort Yukon ..""

The story continues with Wallis ' AuntAunt-

Nina

Aunt-

NinaNina , who was a witness to the epidemics .

""SheShe said that at firstflISt people died oneone-

at

one-

atat a time and people just would go downdown-

there

down-

therethere and cry because they did not knowknow-

why

know-

whywhy they were dying .
" Said Wallis .

""AndAnd"And-

then

"And-

thenthen , toward thefue end , people were dyingdying-

ten

dying-

tenten times a day , and the people no longerlonger-

cri

longer-

criedcricriedd .
" I_ .

The sense of discovery, of meeting aa-

new

a-

newnew group of people ,, intrigues Wallis ..

""TheThe Russians were coming from oneone-

end

one-

endendendandand the Canadians were coming fromfrom-

the

from-

thethe other end . I1 think the Gwich'inGwichin' werewere-

the

were-

thethe last people to be discovered by thethe-

traders

the-

traderstraders ,
" said Wallis .

Success has not changed Wallis . SheShe-

still

She-

stillstill lives in Fort Yukon , althoughalthoughsheshe nownow-

owns

now-

ownsowns a generator8enerator to power her computer .

She owned a four-wheelerfourwheeler- for a while , butbut-

sold

but-

soldsold it when she realized that she missedmissed-

taking

missed-

takingtaking walks.

""TheThe book ((TwoTwo Old Women ") doesdoes-

not

does-

notnot sell on the New York bestseller . TheThe-

way

The-

wayway it goes around is it gets passedpassed-

around

passed-

aroundaround , just like my mother passed it onon-

to

on-

toto me ,. like this lady, she saidsaidsheshe boughtbought-

aa copy , then said ''I'veIve'' got to get 10 moremore-

for

more-

forfor my family .
,'' "

I .

fj
'

( (

;,

/ '
A ,

/ #
*

The s'toriesstoriesstories
'

Wallis '

heard as a child nonot onlyonly-

taught
only-

taughttaught her moral lessons ,

but also taught her toto-

think
to-

thinkthink for herself .

""IfIf you weren'twerent' thinking-

about
thinking-

about
thinking

about a legend that mymy-

mother
my-

mothermother told you , youyou-

weren't
you-

weren'tweren'twerent' learningteaming . A lot ofof-

times

of-

timestimes she would leave herher-

stories

her-

storiesstories unfinishedunfinishedoror theythey-

were

they-

werewere so abstract that youyou-

could
you-

couldcould not figure them out..

She would never tell youyou-

what
you-

whatwhat it meant and sheshe-

would
she-

wouldwouldwouldnevernever finish thethe-

story

the-

storystory if she didn'tdidnt' want to .

She would say ,
''YOU'you havehave-

to

have-

toto think about itit.. I'mIm' notnot-

going

not-

goinggoing to give you thethe-

meaning

the-

meaningmeaning to anything ..'' ItIt-

would

It-

wouldwould frustrate me a lot ofof-

times

of-

timestimes . A lot of the elderselders-

said

elders-

saidsaid that that'sthats' how theythey-

taught

they-

taughttaught people because inin-

order

in-

order
veilvei-

lorder

Velma

order to survive off the Arc-

tic

Arc-

tic

ArcArc-¬-

tic they had to be innova-

tive

innova-

tive

innovainnova- ¬-

tive . They had to use their minds ,.
"

When ""TwoTwo Old Women " was thereVelmapub-

lished
pub-

lished
pubpub-¬-

lished , some people accused Wallis ofof-

selling

of-

sellingselling out , but she said ififsheshe does notnot-

write

not-

writewrite down thesefuese stories , they could disdis-

appear

dis-

appear

dis-dis¬-

appear . Unfortunately , she says there

might not be enough people willing to lislis-

ten

lis-

ten

lis-lis¬-

ten to these stories anymore because ofof-

television

of-

televisiontelevision .

""ThereThere are many elders wanting to telltell-

their

tell-

theirtheir stories , theirfueir oral history , their legleg-

ends

leg-

ends

leg-leg¬-

ends , but their are not enough listeners .
"


