


Session overview

Week 4 - Dialogue and Interactions

• Review previous task
• Writing realistic and engaging dialogue
• Developing relationships through dialogue
• Historical dialogue
• Assignment: write scenes in the past and present day using 

dialogue



Examples of historical setting…



The Great Galveston Storm
Chapter One

8th September 1900, Galveston City, Galveston Island, Texas, USA

The city of  Galveston sat serenely under a brilliant and clear September sky. Known as the Wall Street of  the South, this wealthy city was a 

bustling hive of  activity. In direct contrast to the sleepy bayous on Texas’s opposite southern shore, each of  the port’s wha rves [how 

many?] were heaving. Fishermen along the piers hauled in their nets for the final time of  the day, as long lines of  dock-workers emptied 

the last bales of  cotton[is this right?] from horse-drawn trolleys onto the awaiting steamships. A few streets behind the port, along this 

twenty-seven-mile spit of  land, well-dressed Victorians strolled the city’s lively centre, conversations blending with the calls  of  street 

vendors and the distant hum of  passing trolleys and carts.

On the opposite side of  the island, past several neat blocks of  elegant and smart homes, was a narrow strip of  sandy beach wh ich faced 

the vast, open Gulf  of  Mexico. Despite being just under three miles from the busy port on the north of  the island, the beach on the 

south was tranquil, with only a murmur of  a sea breeze wafting over the balconies of  the beach-front properties. One building, standing 

alone on the shore was St Mary’s Orphanage, a three-storey wooden structure that housed ninety-three of  the city’s abandoned children. 

Standing on the balcony of  the second floor was sixteen-year-old Ernest Gorton.



The Great Galveston Storm
Chapter Two

14th September 2024, Rye, East Sussex

Morton Farrier was relaxed. He was enjoying a rare moment of  peace and solitude, sitting alone in 

the lounge of  his sixteenth century home, The House with Two Front Doors. He was sitting in his 

favourite armchair beside the window, with a fresh cup of  coffee in his hand, watching a group of  

tourists ambling past the house on Rye’s famous Mermaid Street. It was a rare moment of  calm 

for him. His wife, Juliette had taken their two children to visit her mother for the day, leaving 

Morton with a list of  chores that he would think about tackling at some point later in the day. 

Maybe. Right now, it was his time. He sat back, put his feet up and sighed.

      Another tourist stopped on the cobbled street and stared at the house. It was a common 

occurrence for visitors to the quaint English town to take photographs of  the ancient homes with 

unusual names. But this tourist, a lady who appeared in her forties with shoulder length dark hair, 

headed over to the steps leading up to the two front doors. Again, not unusual. On many 

occasions Morton would have to step over tourists having their pictures taken whilst sitting on his 

front steps. Morton realised that she wasn’t a tourist just as she reached out for the brass door 

knocker. Brilliant, he thought, his moment of  calm over.



Dialogue

What is the purpose of dialogue?

• Character Revelation: Dialogue exposes character traits, motivations, and 
secrets (especially those whose perspective we are not seeing).

• Plot Development: It provides clues and misdirections in a mystery, 
essential for pacing.

• Help explain things that the reader might not know, i.e. Morton 
explaining to Juliette what 902 centimorgans means

• Setting the Tone: Good dialogue can immediately convey the era, social 
class, and background of the speaker.



Dialogue

Dialogue in Two Timeframes

• Your dialogue needs to sound authentic for both periods, ensuring 

that each era feels distinct and believable. 

• The modern-day language may include contemporary slang, 

abbreviations, and directness

• Historical dialogue requires careful attention to era-appropriate 

language, syntax, and politeness.



Dialogue in the past narrative

• The key to writing historical dialogue is accuracy (through research!), but avoid overdoing it. While you want 
your characters to sound authentic, readability is crucial. Historical characters shouldn’t sound like they’re 
reciting Shakespeare (unless appropriate).

LAST Middlemus I ‘member well,
When harvest was all over ;
Us cheps had hous’d up all de banes,
An stack’d up all de clover.

I think says I, I’ll take a trip
To Lunnun, dat I wol,
An see how things goo on a bit.
Lest I shu’d die a fool!

• The best way to check if your dialogue sounds natural is to read it out loud. If it feels awkward or stilted 
when spoken, it probably needs adjustment.



Dialogue

Every character should have a distinct voice. Pay attention to:

• Word choice: Is this person formal or casual?

• Sentence structure: Do they speak in short, choppy sentences, or are they more 
verbose?

• Mannerisms: Do they have particular phrases they always say?

Realistic dialogue avoids heavy exposition. Instead of overloading your dialogue with 
information, scatter clues subtly.

• Example: "I heard Grandpa's old house was up for sale again."
This introduces the old house without an obvious info dump like: "Grandpa's house, the one we 
haven't seen in 20 years, is up for sale."



Dialogue in the past narrative

Balancing Authenticity and Readability

• Too complex:

"Pray, good sir, would it not be within the realm of possibility to 

procure the item of which we spoke during our prior 

correspondence?"

• Better:

"Might I trouble you to acquire the item we discussed in our last 

letter?"



Dialogue in the past narrative



Dialogue in the past narrative

Harriet set the food and drinks onto a tea tray and made her way upstairs, this time ensuring that her feet fell on each 
and every noisy board, so as to be sure to alert the woman of  her arrival.

     ‘Butter-my-wig, if  it ain’t the newest of  draggle-tails come into my room,’ Widow Elphick chided. She was sitting up 
in bed wearing a cream petticoat. ‘Miss Rutherford be sparing you the day, has she?’

     Harriet bit down on her lip and placed the tray beside the bed. ‘Beer, water, bread and cheese for you,’ she said 
warmly, hastening towards the door.

     ‘I be a-talking to you, you filthy little wretch. You be thick of  hearing?’ Widow Elphick shouted, making Harriet stop 
dead. ‘Least you could do is a-look at me.’

     Harriet turned unhurriedly and faced her.

     ‘I be asking you—did Miss Rutherford spare you the day?’ Widow Elphick repeated, slowly enunciating each word.

     ‘I ain’t never been working for Miss Rutherford,’ Harriet answered, desperately trying to hold back the anger from her 
voice.

     Widow Elphick laughed maniacally, rocking back and forth before stopping abruptly. ‘Well what do a young girl be a-
doing outside a house of  ill-fame in the middle of  the night, if  she ain’t no draggle-tail?’
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Perspective



Developing relationships



The Galveston Storm – Research



Interview with: Katharine 
Vedder Pauls (Mrs. Cortes)
Date of Interview: February 
3, 1970
Interviewed: Susan 
Atherton
Transcriber: Shelley Henley 
Kelly
The following is an excerpt 
from an interview with 
Katharine Vedder Pauls. 
Topics for the interview 
included life in Galveston 
before and after 1900. The 
interview was done for the 
Community Research 
Committee of the Junior 
League. The interview 
consisted of 55 pages of 
which 16 directly concern 
the 1900 Storm. Only those 
pages are available here. To 
view the rest of the oral 
history, please contact the 
Galveston and Texas History 
Center.

Across the street on the south side of Avenue S lived Dr. Rogers, his wife and two 
sons and Captain Munn, his wife and mother-in-law. South on 53rd were the 
Collums, a middle aged couple with a house full of cats and parrots. Still nearer the 
beach, Captain Lucian Minor, his wife and four children.

All these families were friends and had many good times together. Bathing parties 
with dancing and refreshments on the bath house roof garden, watermelon feast and 
other community gatherings were held for the young people while hugo, whist, and 
poker were evening entertainment for the adults.

My father had made a loan several years before to the owner of a livery stable and 
unable to continue business, the man turned over to my father the remainder of his 
assets. These included several fine saddle and carriage horses, a small palamino pony 
Star, and a gray donkey named Whiskers. A carriage (a Victoria), two sulkys, a 
donkey cart and a hearse completed the transaction. The Vedder children, Lola, 
Jacob and Katharine--myself--were the envy of the neighborhood when they played 
funeral.

My father and his friends ran many a race with the sulkys or gigs as they called them. 
My mother drove the victoria with staid old Beulah hitched to it, while my brother 
and I rode bareback on little gray Whiskers. Life at Denver Resurvey promised to be 
ideal, but at the end of eight short months disaster struck in the hurricane and tidal 
wave of September 8, 1900.



The Galveston Storm – Dialogue



Exercise
Chapter One

8th September 1900, Galveston City, Galveston Island, Texas, USA

The city of  Galveston sat serenely under a brilliant and clear September sky. Known as the 

Wall Street of  the South, this wealthy city was a bustling hive of  activity. In direct contrast to the 

sleepy bayous on Texas’s opposite southern shore, each of  the port’s wharves [how many?] 

were heaving. Fishermen along the piers hauled in their nets for the final time of  the day, as 

long lines of  dock-workers emptied the last bales of  cotton[is this right?] from horse-drawn 

trolleys onto the awaiting steamships. A few streets behind the port, along this twenty-seven-

mile spit of  land, well-dressed Victorians strolled the city’s lively centre, conversations 

blending with the calls of  street vendors and the distant hum of  passing trolleys and carts.

On the opposite side of  the island, past several neat blocks of  elegant and smart homes, was 

a narrow strip of  sandy beach which faced the vast, open Gulf  of  Mexico. Despite being just 

under three miles from the busy port on the north of  the island, the beach on the south was 

tranquil, with only a murmur of  a sea breeze wafting over the balconies of  the beach-front 

properties. One building, standing alone on the shore was St Mary’s Orphanage, a three -

storey wooden structure that housed ninety-three of  the city’s abandoned children. Standing 

on the balcony of  the second floor was sixteen-year-old Ernest Gorton.



The Galveston Storm – historical setting

Who would you have speaking in this opening of 
chapter one? From whose perspective?

Think broadly about what they might say to help 
the reader understand character, location, time 
period and the central mystery.

Then start to think about specifics. What exactly 
are they going to say and how are they going to say 
it? 

Remembering that plot, dialogue and character 
MUST push your story forward!

• The chapter will be shown from Ernest Gorton’s perspective 
only. It will see him interact with Mother M. Gabriel [55 year old 
French Mother Superior]

• The scene & dialogue will establish Ernest’s character and 
‘ordinary life’ in the orphanage

• Include some interactions with other children (some who will 
later perish) and other staff

• Probably move the action in the same chapter to the port, 
where we meet Clara Mantzel and her father. Dialogue will show 
Ernest and Clara’s relationship and again establish a base-line 
‘ordinary life’ [to later juxtapose with storm & aftermath]

• Try and end the chapter on the central mystery – something to 
do with the locket



Dialogue in the modern day



Developing Relationships

Morton put Grace to bed at eight o’clock and then padded quietly down to the kitchen.

‘Sorry, but do you mind if  I have a wine?’ he asked her.

Juliette mock-snarled. ‘What happened to us both not drinking for the pregnancy? That didn’t last long.’

‘It’s a fair point,’ Morton conceded, pouring himself  a large glass of  red anyway. ‘I’ll do better for the next baby.’

‘Excuse me? I presume you’re carrying it, then?’

Morton laughed. ‘What do you want to drink?’

Juliette turned her nose up. ‘Something exotic… Water, please.’

Morton made her a drink and then sat down opposite her at the kitchen table. He took a necessary amount of  his wine, 

fired up his laptop and then said, ‘Where to start?’

Juliette shrugged. ‘From a point I’ll understand.’

‘Right, so you remember Vanessa Briggs came up as a really strong DNA match?’ he began.

‘Yes,’ Juliette confirmed with a nod. ‘Nine hundred and two centimetres,’ she added, clearly proud of  the recollection.

‘CentiMorgans,’ he corrected, ‘But yes…’

‘And she’s your half-aunt, daughter of  a relationship your grandfather had at some point after his wife died in childbirth 

with your Aunty Margaret?’ Juliette checked.

‘Yes, exactly that.’ Morton drew in a long breath. ‘Well, after that, another DNA match came up at 2,220 centiMorgans.’

Even Juliette, with her limited experience of  genealogy gasped at the figure. ‘That’s high.’
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Dialogue

• Don’t be repetitive! If you’re going to show a character doing 
something, don’t tell us about it, too!

i.e. ‘I’m going to look at the 1900 US Census, to see if I can find this 
person three months prior to the storm,’ Morton said.

Morton looked at the 1900 US Census to see if he could this person 
three months prior to the storm.



Dialogue attribution…
• Try not to over use alternatives to 

said
• Try not to over use adverbs, 

especially with dialogue 
attribution…

Stephen King’s example:

‘Put it down!’ she shouted.
‘Give it back,’ he pleaded, ‘It’s mine.’
‘Don’t be such a fool, Jekyll,’ Utterson said.

In these sentences, shouted, pleaded, and said are verbs of dialogue attribution. 
Now look at these dubious revisions:

‘Put it down!’ she shouted menacingly.
‘Give it back,’ he pleaded abjectly, ‘It’s mine.’
‘Don’t be such a fool, Jekyll,’ Utterson said contemptuously.



Exercise

• Think about the opening chapter with your genealogist 

character

• If you haven’t already introduced them, make some notes 

about how you will do this – where do we meet them first?

• Who do we see them talking to first? Husband/wife/partner? 

Sibling? Client?

• What is the main focus of this scene that you need the reader 

to understand? How will the dialogue convey this? 

• Remember: the story is the priority – get to your mystery 

ASAP!



Assignment
To write scenes in the past and present day using dialogue

Part 1: Develop your opening scene in the past narrative, introducing the main character(s) and including some dialogue

• Use research of the time period, combined with what you already know about your character(s) and their background

Part 2: Develop your opening scene in your present day / alternative narrative with your main genealogist character, including 
dialogue 

• Use your character sketches from week 2 and the notes you just made to guide you

• Try and read some fellow students work and offer constructive criticism

• Name your document your name week4

• Upload by Sunday if possible
Things to consider:

• Balancing description of the scene and characters with 
dialogue

• Use dialogue to show us character development or to 
move the story on

• Try and avoid large blocks of dialogue that don’t develop 
story or character

• Try to think about dialogue attribution
• Remember your central themes and plot are key!





Any questions?
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