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Introduction

Edith Wharton was born on January 24th, 1862 into a wealthy and eminent
New York family. She was given a private education at home and in Europe.
She married a banker, Edward Wharton, in 1885 and soon picked up the writ-
ing career which she had begun as a girl. Edith and Edward Wharton were
divouced in 1913.

In her fiction, Wharton sought to expose, often with irony, the stupidity
of social pretentiousness. Her earlier work is often considered her best; in
later years the standard dropped somewhat as she sought to cope with the
demands of writing for women's magazines.

Her early narratives are collected in the volume, The Greater Inclina-
tion (1899) and her novels include The Reef (1912), The Custom of the
Country (1913) Summer (1917), The Age of Innocence (1920), which won the
Pulitzer prize. Her most famous work however, is Ethan Frome (1911), a long
narrative dealing with the harsh realities of life on a New England farm.

As well as writing novels and short stories, Wharton also wrote poetry,
travel books and a theoretical work, The Writing of Fiction (1925).

The best work of her later years is considered to be The Buccaneers,
which was published posthumously in 1938.

In 1907, Edith Wharton settled in France, making only rare trips to the
United States. She died on August 11th, 1937 and is buried at Versailles.

That Ethan Frome was met with an enthusiastic reception when it came
out in 1911 is surprising in view of the fact it differed considerably from
Wharton’s usual formula. The stark and cold realism used to depict the grim-
ness of life on a struggling New England farm does little to conceal the
strength and warmth of the emotional and sexual undercurrent which flows
between two of the narrative’s protagonists, Ethan and Mattie.

To a certain extent, parallels can be drawn between the subject matter and
Edith Wharton’s own experiences. In her own introduction to the tale, she
stresses her personal knowledge of the isolation and bleakness of New
England village life, nevertheless describing the region in which she sets her
story as a “harsh and beautiful land”. Like Ethan, she was aware of the misery
of being locked in an unhappy marriage to an ailing spouse, although unlike
her protagonist, Edith managed to break free.

7 In the inexorable tragedy of Ethan
Frome, the strength of the narrative and the
intense atmosphere created by the author
combine to make this one of the most
enduring works of American fiction.
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Ethan Frome

I had the story, bit by bit, from various people, and, as generally

happens in such cases, each time it was a different story.

If you know Starkfield, Massachusetts, you know the post-office.
If you know the post-office you must have seen Ethan Frome drive
up to it, drop the reins on his hollow-backed bay and drag himself
across the brick pavement to the white colonnade: and you must
have asked who he was.

It was there that, several years ago, I saw him for the first time;
and the sight pulled me up sharp. Even then he was the most striking
figure in Starkfield, though he was but the ruin of a man. It was not
so much his great height that marked him, for the “natives” were
easily singled out by their lank longitude from the stockier foreign
breed: it was the careless powerful look he had, in spite of a lameness
checking each step like the jerk of a chain. There was something
bleak and unapproachable in his face, and he was so stiffened and
grizzled that I took him for an old man and was surprised to hear
that he was not more than fifty-two. I héd this from Harmon Gow, who
had driven the stage from Bettsbridge to Starkfield in pre-trolley
days and knew the chronicle of all the families on his line.”

“He’s looked that way ever since he had his smashup; and that’s
twenty-four years ago come next February,” Harmon threw out
between reminiscent pauses.

The “smash-up” it was—I gathered from the same informant—
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which, besides drawing the red gash across Ethan Frome’s forehead,
had so shortened and warped his right side that it cost him a visible
effort to take the few steps from his buggy to the post-office
window. He used to drive in from his farm every day at about noon,
and as that was my own hour for fetching my mail I often passed
him in the porch or stood beside him while we waited on the motions
of the distributing hand behind the grating. I noticed that, though
he came so punctually, he seldom received anything but a copy of the
Bettsbridge Eagle, which he put without a glance into his sagging
pocket. At intervals, however, the postmaster would hand him an
envelope addressed to Mrs Zenobia—or Mrs Zeena—Frome, and
usually bearing conspicuously in the upper left-hand corner the
address of some manufacturer of patent medicine and the name of
his specific. These documents my neighbour would also pocket
without a glance, as if too much used to them to wonder at their
number and variety, and would then turn away with a silent nod to
the post-master.

Every one in Starkfield knew him and gave him a greeting
tempered to his own grave mien; but his taciturnity was respected
and it was only on rare occasions that one of the older men of the
place detained him for a word. When this happened he would listen
quietly, his blue eyes on the speaker’s face, and answer in so low
a tone that his words never reached me; then he would climb stiffly
into his buggy, gather up the reins in his left hand and drive slowly
away in the direction of his farm.

“It was a pretty bad smash-up?” I questioned Harmon, looking
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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’1l likely touch a hundred.”

“Good God!” T 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.”

Though Harmon Gow developed the tale as far as his mental
and moral reach permitted there were perceptible gaps between his
facts, and I had the sense that the deeper meaning of the story was

in the gaps. But one phrase stuck in my memory and served as the
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nucleus about which I grouped my subsequent inferences: “Guess
he’s been in Starkfield too many winters.”

Before my own time there was up I had learned to know what
that meant. Yet I had come in the degenerate day of trolley, bicycle
and rural delivery, when communication was easy between the scat-
tered mountain villages, and the bigger towns in the valleys, such
as Bettsbridge and Shadd’s Falls, had libraries, theatres and Y. M.
C. A. halls to which the youth of the hills could descend for recre-
ation. But when winter shut down on Starkfield, and the village lay
under a sheet of snow perpetually renewed from the pale skies,
I began to see what life there—or rather its negation—must have
been in Ethan Frome’s young manhood.

I had been sent up by my employers on a job connected with
the big power-house at Corbury Junction, and a long-drawn carpen-
ters’ strike had so delayed the work that I found myself anchored
at Starkfield—the nearest habitable spot—for the best part of the
winter. I chafed at first, and then, under the hypnotising effect of
routine, gradually began to find a grim satisfaction in the life. Dur-
ing the early part of my stay I had been struck by the contrast
between the vitality of the climate and the deadness of the com-
munity. Day by day, after the December snows were over, a blaz-
ing blue sky poured down torrents of light and air on the white
landscape, which gave them back in an intenser glitter. One would
have supposed that such an atmosphere must quicken the emotions
as well as the blood; but it seemed to produce no change except

that of retarding still more the sluggish pulse of Starkfield. When I
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had been there a little longer, and had seen this phase of crystal
clearness followed by long stretches of sunless cold; when the storms
of February had pitched their white tents about the devoted village
and the wild cavalry of March winds had charged down to their
support; I began to understand why Starkfield emerged from its six
months’ siege like a starved garrison capitulating without quarter.
Twenty years earlier the means of resistance must have been far
fewer, and the enemy in command of almost all the lines of access
between the beleaguered villages; and, considering these things, I
felt the sinister force of Harmon’s phrase: “Most of the smart ones
get away.” But if that were the case, how could any combination of
obstacles have hindered the flight of a man like Ethan Frome?

During my stay at Starkfield I lodged with a middle-aged widow
colloquially known as Mrs Ned Hale. Mrs Hale’s father had been
the village lawyer of the previous generation, and “lawyer Varnum’s
house,” where my landlady still lived with her mother, was the most
considerable mansion in the village. It stood at one end of the main
street, its classic portico and small-paned windows looking down a
flagged path between Norway spruces to the slim white steeple of
the Congregational church. It was clear that the Varnum fortunes
were at the ebb, but the two women did what they could to preserve
a decent dignity; and Mrs Hale, in particular, had a certain wan
refinement not out of keeping with her pale old-fashioned house.

In the “best parlour,” with its black horse-hair and mahogany
weakly illuminated by a gurgling Carcel lamp, I listened every
evening to another and more delicately shaded version of the
Starkfield chronicle. It was not that Mrs Ned Hale felt, or affected,
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