Name

Comparing Dialects and Registers

Reading Dialect
Directions: The passage below is from the novel Ethan Frome by Edith
Wharton. Read the passage. Then answer the questions.
“It was a pretty bad smash‐up?” I questioned Harmon, looking after Frome's
retreating figure, and thinking how gallantly his lean brown head, with its shock of
light hair, must have sat on his strong shoulders before they were bent out of shape.
“Wust kind,” my informant assented. “More'n enough to kill most men. But the Fromes are tough.
Ethan'll likely touch a hundred.”
“Good God!” I exclaimed. At the moment Ethan Frome, after climbing to his seat, had leaned over to
assure himself of the security of a wooden box―also with a druggist's label on it―which he had placed in
the back of the buggy, and I saw his face as it probably looked when he thought himself alone. “That
man touch a hundred? He looks as if he was dead and in hell now!”
Harmon drew a slab of tobacco from his pocket, cut off a wedge and pressed it into the leather
pouch of his cheek. “Guess he's been in Starkfield too many winters. Most of the smart ones get away.”
“Why didn't he?”
“Somebody had to stay and care for the folks. There warn't ever anybody but Ethan. Fust his
father―then his mother―then his wife.”
“And then the smash‐up?”
Harmon chuckled sardonically. “That's so. He had to stay then.”
“I see. And since then they've had to care for him?”
Harmon thoughtfully passed his tobacco to the other cheek. “Oh, as to that: I guess it's always Ethan
done the caring.”

1. What is a dialect? How does it differ from standard English?

2. What are some examples of dialect in the passage above?

3. What does the dialogue tell you about how the two characters speaking to each other are
different?

4. What are some examples of words or phrases in the passage above that may be regional in
nature?
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