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Two Trains Running Summary
Searching for identity amidst forgotten dreams and struggle.
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About the book

In a poignant exploration of hope, survival, and the relentless pursuit of

dignity, August Wilson's "Two Trains Running" immerses readers in the

vibrant yet turbulent landscape of 1960s Pittsburgh, where African American

patrons of a local diner confront the harsh realities of a society grappling

with racism, economic injustice, and the struggle for identity. Set against the

backdrop of the civil rights movement, the play weaves together the personal

narratives of its diverse characters, each seeking their place in a world that

often feels devoid of opportunity and respect. Through a series of heartfelt

dialogues and symbolic encounters, Wilson paints a rich tapestry of dreams

deferred and aspirations ignited, inviting audiences to reflect on their own

journeys of resilience amidst the relentless pursuit of freedom and

belonging.
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About the author

August Wilson was a renowned American playwright, celebrated for his

profound exploration of African American life and culture through a series

of ten plays known as The Pittsburgh Cycle, each set in a different decade of

the 20th century. Born on April 27, 1945, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania,

Wilson's work reflects the complexities of race, identity, and the human

experience, often drawing on his own experiences growing up in a

predominantly Black neighborhood. His award-winning plays, including

Fences and The Piano Lesson, have earned him two Pulitzer Prizes for

Drama, solidifying his status as one of the most important voices in

American theater. Wilson's unique ability to weave powerful narratives with

rich historical context has made him a pivotal figure in both contemporary

literature and discussions around social justice, ensuring his legacy

continues to resonate with audiences today.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Scene 1

In Chapter 1 of "Two Trains Running" by August Wilson, we are introduced

 to a lively diner in Pittsburgh, a snapshot of the African American

community in the 1960s. The scene opens with the menu displayed,

highlighting the affordable comfort food that draws patrons in. Memphis, the

restaurant owner, exudes a mix of optimism and frustration as he deals with

the changing neighborhood around him, contemplating the future of his

business as urban development looms.

Wolf, the local numbers runner, arrives and shakes up the atmosphere with

his banter as he takes calls. His character radiates a certain bravado, but

beneath that, he's a conflicted man longing for connection yet struggling

with his place in the community. Memphis expresses bitterness regarding his

estranged wife, who left after two decades together, indicating his deep

sense of betrayal and loss. His conversations reveal his desperation to make

sense of his life, emphasizing themes of abandonment and masculinity.

Risa, a waitress at the diner, cuts through their chatter with pointed

observations about the futility of gambling, suggesting a more pragmatic

outlook on life. Her interactions with both men hint at her own struggles for

identity in a world that often defines women by their relationships. Risa

stands as a symbol of resilience, having marred her body as a means of

reclaiming her identity.
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Holloway arrives with news about Prophet Samuel, a local figure who has

passed away, sparking discussions about faith, loss, and the community’s

reliance on spiritual figures to navigate life's uncertainties. The characters’

banter encapsulates their camaraderie yet also highlights the varying beliefs

and hopes they each cling to in a world that often offers little respite.

Amidst this, we meet Hambone, a mentally impaired man fixated on

receiving a ham promised to him years ago, representing how unmet

expectations can lead to a life dominated by longing and disappointment.

His repetitive phrases contrast sharply with the others' dialogue, evoking

both humor and pathos as we consider the nature of hope and the human

condition.

Sterling, a young man recently released from prison, adds another layer to

the narrative, representing a quest for redemption and stability amidst an

unforgiving reality. His interactions with Risa reveal a sense of nostalgia and

a yearning for connection, while his struggle to find work underlines the

systemic barriers faced by many.

Themes of urban decay, hope, and resilience permeate this chapter,

accentuating how personal histories and community ties intertwine within

this microcosm of African American life. As the characters navigate their

realities, they face the dualities of aspiration and despair, ultimately painting
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a vivid, engaging portrait of their lives in a rapidly changing world. The

chapter concludes on a note that suggests a shift is coming, leaving the

audience eager to see where these complex threads will lead.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of resilience in the face of adversity

Critical Interpretation: As you reflect on the lives of Memphis, Risa,

and Sterling in Chapter 1, let their struggles and triumphs inspire you

to embrace resilience in your own life. Like Risa, who molds her

identity despite societal definitions, recognize that your sense of self

can be reclaimed through your actions and choices. Memphis's

determination to keep his diner going amidst urban change teaches

you that hope can drive you to adapt and thrive even in challenging

times. Their stories of navigating pain and longing remind you that,

despite obstacles, perseverance can illuminate a path forward,

prompting you to remain steadfast in your aspirations and to find

strength within your community.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


Chapter 2 Summary: Scene 2

In Chapter 2 of "Two Trains Running," we find ourselves inside a restaurant

 where a diverse group of characters gathers, highlighting their relationships

and struggles against a backdrop of racial tension and personal aspirations.

The scene opens with Wolf and Memphis observing Hambone as he waits

outside for his former employer, Lutz, to acknowledge him. Hambone, who

has spent nearly a decade asking for the ham he believes he is owed,

represents a persistent but futile quest for dignity and recognition, prompting

discussions about the nature of pride, mental health, and systemic

oppression.

As Risa, the waitress, tries to manage the kitchen, Memphis expresses

frustration over her lack of productivity, while Holloway, another diner,

portrays a reflective stance on Hambone. He argues that Hambone’s

stubbornness stems from a refusal to accept what society deems as

acceptable—he’s unwilling to settle for leftovers when he deserves better.

This ignites a conversation about what it means to fight for self-worth and

the mental toll it takes, with Holloway suggesting that, while many might

choose the easier path of acceptance, Hambone's struggle illustrates a deeper

understanding of one’s value.

The dialogue shifts to explore Memphis’s past, revealing his own struggles

and determination to confront the injustices he faced, including being driven
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from his home. He reminisces about his dreams of returning to Jackson and

reclaiming his land, adding a layer of personal history that enriches the

narrative. Meanwhile, Risa’s complex character is examined through the

men’s eyes, revealing themes of self-worth and societal perception. Both

Wolf and Holloway have their takes on her scars, which they interpret as

both a sign of self-destruction and a form of defensive empowerment against

unwanted attention.

As the chapter progresses, West, the local undertaker, enters and engages

with Memphis over property value and the inequities of their

socio-economic reality. West tries to convince Memphis to accept a lower

offer for his building, emphasizing the city's use of eminent domain to push

out local businesses for development. This discussion encapsulates broader

themes of displacement and the relentless cycle of systemic racism that

keeps the characters trapped in a struggle for agency within a capitalist

society.

Sterling arrives with flyers about a rally for Malcolm X’s birthday,

prompting further debate about the efficacy of activism and resistance.

Memphis scoffs at the idea of celebrating a deceased leader, while Holloway

reflects on Malcolm's growth and the dangers that come with it. Sterling,

however, embodies hope for change, advocating for black empowerment

against the backdrop of a society still steeped in inequality.
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The chapter culminates as Hambone bursts in, repeating his mantra about the

ham, pushing Memphis to his limit. This final interaction serves to highlight

the absurdity of Hambone’s plight, as well as the broader struggles each

character faces—not just for physical sustenance, but for recognition, pride,

and a sense of place in a world that continually marginalizes them. Overall,

this chapter merges personal histories, societal critiques, and the ongoing

fight for dignity and justice, anchoring the characters in their own realities

while drawing connections to broader themes of race and identity.

Character Role/Significance Themes

Hambone
A persistent diner waiting for recognition from
his former employer, symbolizes the struggle
for dignity.

Persistence, Mental
health, Recognition

Memphis A frustrated businessman reflecting on his past
and injustices he faces.

Struggle for self-worth,
Displacement, Injustice

Risa The waitress whose character represents
themes of self-worth and societal perception.

Self-worth, Scars as
empowerment

Holloway
A diner who reflects on Hambone's struggle
and offers deeper insights into
self-acceptance.

Value of resistance,
Mental toll of
acceptance

West The undertaker discussing socio-economic
disparities and property value with Memphis.

Systemic racism,
Economic inequality,
Displacement

Sterling A character advocating for change, bringing in
flyers for a Malcolm X rally.

Hope for
empowerment,
Activism
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Importance of Recognizing One's Worth

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, Hambone's relentless pursuit of

what he believes he is owed serves as a powerful reminder of the

significance of recognizing and fighting for your own worth. Just as

Hambone refuses to accept the societal norm of settling for less, you

too can draw inspiration from his struggle. In your own life, when

faced with circumstances that challenge your dignity or self-esteem,

remember that asserting your value is a cornerstone of personal

empowerment. Don't shy away from demanding the recognition you

deserve, whether in your personal relationships or professional

endeavors. Like Hambone, let your journey toward self-worth be a

testament to your resilience and an assertion against a world that

might often overlook your contributions and aspirations.
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Chapter 3: Scene 3

In Chapter 3 of "Two Trains Running" by August Wilson, the scene unfolds

 in a small restaurant where Sterling is sitting at the counter, enjoying a bowl

of beans while the waitress, Risa, tends to him. Sterling discusses his recent

job hunting, mentioning his visit to Boykins, who turned him away. He

expresses his frustrations about the lack of employment opportunities for

Black men, revealing his past experiences, including a stint in prison for

bank robbery, driven by desperation and a desire for money.

Risa offers insight into Hambone, a mentally challenged man who is often

misunderstood but is perceptive about the world around him. Their

conversation shifts to community events, particularly a rally for Malcolm X,

which Sterling invites Risa to attend. However, Risa is hesitant and skeptical

about large gatherings, worried about potential riots.

The dialogue reveals Sterling's longing for connection and better

opportunities, as he reminisces about his past and contemplates his future,

including the gamble of playing the numbers for a chance at financial
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Chapter 4 Summary: Scene 1

In Chapter 4 of "Two Trains Running" by August Wilson, the scene opens in

 a diner where Risa is seated on a stool, and the atmosphere is charged with

the daily hustle and bustle. Sterling enters, awkward and cheerful, carrying

flowers he claims he picked for Risa. Their playful banter reveals a flirtation

as Sterling insists the flowers symbolize his affection despite Risa’s

skepticism about their origin, highlighting the themes of love and

materialism—whether love should come from sincere gestures or tangible

gifts.

As the exchange unfolds, the arrival of other characters adds layers to the

narrative. Holloway enters, directing the flow of conversation, while

Hambone, a simple and tragic figure, repeatedly demands his ham,

illustrating themes of basic needs and unrequited desires. Sterling’s charisma

surfaces as he attempts to engage Hambone in a rallying chant about unity.

Eventually, Memphis arrives, imposing and business-minded, scolding the

others for their loudness and keeping the diner’s operations in check. His

authoritative nature brings a contrast to the light-heartedness of Sterling and

the confusion of Hambone. Tensions mount when Sterling proposes to sell

Memphis a found gas can, highlighting themes of survival and the lengths

characters will go to make ends meet amidst economic struggles.
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As the conversation shifts to West, who is dissatisfied with his broken

window and the chaos surrounding Prophet Samuel, a notable presence in

the community, the narrative explores issues of community resilience and

property ownership. West’s interaction with Memphis reveals the delicate

balance of business and friendship, showcasing the pressure on small

business owners in a changing environment.

Amidst all this, Risa’s quiet strength and independence are emphasized as

she navigates the attention from all the men, weighing her feelings for

Sterling against her ambitions. The dialogue further deepens when characters

reflect on their pasts, revealing their dreams, regrets, and the haunting

impacts of systemic racism.

The chapter effectively intertwines personal aspirations with broader societal

criticisms, showing how each character confronts their realities while

maintaining hope and camaraderie in trying times. The exchanges are filled

with humor and poignancy, culminating in a rich exploration of African

American life in the 1960s and their struggles for identity, respect, and

community.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Scene 2

In Chapter 5 of "Two Trains Running," set in a diner, the scene opens with

 Risa reading a magazine while Holloway asks about Hambone, a regular

who hasn't been seen. Risa mentions that he may have quit coming,

highlighting the uncertainty and changing dynamics in their community. The

dialogue reveals that Hambone has not only been absent from the diner but

is also missed by those who expect him to be a daily presence.

As the characters talk, Wolf enters and shares a story about a chaotic funeral

procession for Prophet Samuel, illustrating the deep sense of community and

the significance of deaths in their lives. His banter with Holloway shows a

mix of humor and concern, reflecting their shared experiences and

relationships. They engage in a discussion about gambling and numbers,

where Wolf expresses frustration with how the betting system works, hinting

at broader societal injustices.

Memphis, another diner worker, enters, bringing tension as he disapproves

of the gambling, reflecting a more serious outlook on life and the dangers

that come with it. Throughout their exchanges, there’s a palpable sense of

camaraderie but also underlying anxieties about violence and frustration

with their circumstances, particularly with Sterling, a younger character who

is eager but reckless.
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Risa provocatively criticizes the hypocritical behavior of people who pay

respects posthumously but ignore prophetic messages aimed at uplifting

their community while alive. The characters grapple with the themes of

justice, faith, and the fleeting nature of life and respect in their interactions,

as they also reflect on past figures like Prophet Samuel, who preached for

social justice amidst their struggles.

As the tension mounts, Sterling arrives, desperate to connect with Wolf,

indicating he’s involved in something consequential that could exacerbate

their challenges. His remarks about the end of the world further amplify

themes of despair and hopelessness, while Memphis urges a more pragmatic

approach to dealing with their realities.

The chapter weaves engaging back-and-forth conversations that accentuate

character relationships, present the socio-economic struggles of African

American life in Pittsburgh, and evoke a sense of place and history through

rich dialogue. The scene closes with Memphis managing the diner’s

operations, offering a glimpse into the day-to-day efforts to maintain a

livelihood amidst the backdrop of these deeper societal issues.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


Chapter 6: Scene 3

In Chapter 6 of "Two Trains Running," we dive deeper into the everyday

 world of Risa, Holloway, Wolf, West, and Sterling, as they grapple with life,

death, and survival in their community. The scene opens with news of

Hambone’s death; he was found peacefully passed away in his bed by his

landlady. Holloway highlights the tragic reality of Hambone's life, noting

that he had no family to mourn him, his life reduced to a mere afterthought

in the larger community's narrative. This moment sets a reflective tone,

introducing themes of mortality and the often overlooked dignity of

individual lives.

Risa and Holloway share a moment of dark humor while sweeping and

engaging in banter with Wolf, who is attempting to manage his bookkeeping.

Risa’s playful insistence that the men move their feet and the lighthearted

back-and-forth showcase moments of levity amid their grim realities.

However, the topic quickly turns serious as they discuss the burial

arrangements for Hambone, revealing the harsh economic constraints that

dictate their decisions. West, the undertaker, emphasizes that the cost of
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Chapter 7 Summary: Scene 4

In Chapter 7 of "Two Trains Running," the scene unfolds in a restaurant

 where Risa is busy sweeping when Sterling walks in, eager to invite her to a

rally that’s already started. Their conversation reveals the tension and

blossoming connection between them. Risa expresses her concern for

Sterling, hinting she doesn’t want to see him get hurt, possibly by the

dangerous people he’s been associating with. Sterling shares a recent

encounter with Old Man Albert, where he boldly retrieves the two dollars he

bet, declaring he won’t return the six hundred dollars he owes. This act

signifies a shift in his confidence and sense of agency.

Sterling then recounts a significant meeting with Aunt Ester, an older

woman who imparts wisdom, telling him to make the best of what he has.

She gives Sterling advice that resonates with him deeply, indicating a search

for guidance and meaning in his life. He even shares a ritual involving

throwing money into the river, emphasizing his desire to change and trust in

the universe.

As the dialogue shifts toward their relationship, Sterling candidly expresses

his feelings for Risa, suggesting they could settle down together. Risa,

however, is wary and independent, pushing back against his advances. She

highlights her scars as both physical and emotional manifestations of her

past struggles, indicating that they’ve shaped her into someone who values
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self-reliance.

Their banter oscillates between flirtation and deeper themes of identity and

connection. Risa firmly declines Sterling’s attempts to tie her down with

conventional roles, showcasing her desire for autonomy. Yet, there’s an

undeniable chemistry as they dance to music from a newly fixed jukebox,

culminating in a passionate moment that hints at the possibility of a deeper

relationship.

This chapter captures the complexity of their interactions—the struggle for

balance between independence and connection—and serves as a microcosm

of broader themes in the play, such as the quest for identity, the search for

love, and the struggle against societal expectations. As the lights dim, the

scene encapsulates the mix of uncertainty and hope that defines their

budding relationship amidst their personal struggles and societal challenges.

Element Description

Setting Restaurant where Risa is sweeping

Characters Risa, Sterling, Old Man Albert, Aunt Ester

Introduction Sterling invites Risa to a rally in progress

Tension Risa worries about Sterling's safety and influences

Sterling's
Confidence Retrieves his bet from Old Man Albert, asserts agency
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Element Description

Aunt Ester's
Wisdom Encourages Sterling to make the best of his situation

Ritual Sterling throws money into the river, symbolizes change

Relationship
Dynamics

Sterling expresses desire for a future with Risa, she values
independence

Risa's Resistance Declines conventional relationship roles, acknowledges past
scars

Flirtation vs. Depth Conversation shifts between light banter and deep emotional
themes

Chemistry Connected through music, hints at potential deeper relationship

Themes Independence vs. connection, identity, love, societal
expectations

Conclusion Scene reflects their relationship's uncertainty and hope
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Chapter 8 Summary: Scene 5

In Chapter 8 of "Two Trains Running" by August Wilson, the scene unfolds

 in a diner where characters gather, reflecting the themes of love, death, and

the struggle for identity and opportunity within a racially strained society.

Holloway, a seasoned observer of life, shares his thoughts on love and death,

asserting that while death is inevitable and abundant, real love is scarce and

costly—something many people shy away from facing honestly. This

conversation sets the tone, drawing in other characters who add layers to this

exploration.

Wolf enters, commenting on the large number of Black people on the streets

of Pittsburgh—people out there seeking opportunities lost in a world that

forgets them. This leads Holloway to emphasize the importance of

community, arguing that one cannot separate themselves from the ongoing

struggle of others. Their discussion reveals the harsh realities faced by the

community, highlighted by the recent death of Hambone, a figure known for

his quest for a long-awaited ham from a white man named Lutz. Wolf and

Sterling reminisce about their experiences with Hambone, offering a somber

yet intimate glimpse into their lives.

Memphis, another character, arrives intoxicated and full of plans. He shares

his aspirations of opening a restaurant and feels rejuvenated after his

experiences at the courthouse concerning his property—but his drunkenness
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adds a tragicomic touch, showcasing both hope and folly. Memphis’s vibrant

dreams are contrasted by the grim fate of Hambone, encapsulating the

struggles of Black individuals seeking dignity and respect.

The atmosphere is heavy with irony and pain, especially as they talk about

the community's reactions to recent violence, including the apparent suicide

of Petey Brown, indicating an undercurrent of desperation. As the chapter

progresses, the characters engage in lively banter, but serious undertones of

betrayal, loss, and yearning permeate their interactions. 

Finally, Sterling re-enters, covered in blood but triumphant, presenting a

ham for Hambone's funeral. This gesture serves as a poignant reminder of

the community's failures and the ironic fate of the man who waited endlessly

for a promise that never came true. The chapter ends on a note of ambiguity,

combining light-hearted hopes with deep-seated sorrows, capturing the

complexities of life faced by African Americans in a world that often

neglects their worth. Through vibrant dialogues and character dynamics,

Wilson encapsulates profound truths about humanity's relentless search for

meaning amidst struggle.
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