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Abstract: This paper addresses the early commodification of Devonshire dialect in provincial newspapers 
from a revisionist third-wave sociolinguistic perspective. Johnstone (2009), in the case of Pittsburghese, 
has shown how locally imagined varieties are circulated via metapragmatic practices that create public 
awareness about a linguistic variety and index a series of social meanings. During the 19th century, the speech 
of Devonshire was widely circulated in fiction, drawing attention to a set of frequent linguistic features that 
were commented upon by natives and non-natives of the dialect. While interest in Devonshire dialect writing 
in fiction declined over time after the turn of the century, this paper shows how those same recurrent linguistic 
features were used with a commercial intent in advertisements published in two provincial newspapers, the 
North Devon Journal (1929) and the North Devon Herald (1930). The commodification of the dialect during 
the first half of the 20th century seems to prove that Devonshire speech was still enregistered as well as 
associated with a specific characterological figure: the farmer.
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“For Xmas: Motor Cars an’ all Zorts for the Childern” -  
Comodificación del habla de Devonshire en periódicos del siglo XX

Resumen: Este artículo aborda la mercantilización temprana del dialecto de Devonshire en periódicos 
provinciales desde una perspectiva revisionista de la tercera ola de la sociolingüística. Johnstone (2009), en 
el caso del Pittsburghese, ha mostrado cómo variedades imaginadas y localizadas son circuladas mediante 
prácticas metapragmáticas que crean una concienciación pública sobre una variedad lingüística e indexa 
una serie de significados sociales. Durante el siglo XIX, el habla de Devonshire circuló en obras de ficción, 
llamando la atención sobre rasgos lingüísticos frecuentes que eran comentados tanto por nativos como 
no nativos del dialecto. Aunque el interés en la escritura dialectal de Devonshire en ficción fue en declive 
después del cambio de siglo, este artículo muestra cómo esos mismos rasgos linguistic recurrentes se 
utilizaron con intenciones comerciales en anuncios publicados en dos periódicos provinciales, el North 
Devon Journal (1929) y el North Devon Herald (1930). La mercantilización del dialecto durante la primera 
mitad del siglo XX parece probar que el habla de Devonshire continuaba estando enregistrado a la vez que 
asociado con un tipo específico de figura caracterológica: el granjero.
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1. Introduction
Linguistic variation and the instrumentalization of language for the construction of social identities have en-
joyed an invigorating flux of modern studies. Understanding the establishment of perceptual indexicalised 
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forms paired to social profiles has been at the centre of research dealing with linguistic variation since the 
second half of the twentieth century. Eckert (2012) points out that this trend started with Labov in 1963 with the 
publication of his seminal study on sound change in New York, and that it has culminated in what she coins 
the third wave of linguistic variation, where reliance on linguistic forms linked to sociocultural practices takes 
place. This aligns with Hernández-Campoy, who writes that a speaker may “design their speech production 
instrumentally to subtly but continuously change their image and their social world as a particular commu-
nicative strategy” (2016, 148). It is, in fact, what Eckert (2008) underlines in saying that “[d]ifferent ways of 
saying things are intended to signal different ways of being, which includes different potential things to say” 
(456). Thus, speakers are understood to employ language agentively and take advantage of a “constellation 
of ideologically linked meanings” (Eckert 2012, 94) via “stylistic practice[s]” which are placed at the front of 
linguistic variation as the expression of ideology (Eckert 2008, 456). In such manner, social values become 
affixed to linguistic forms gradually, as Silverstein (2003) has pointed out, following three distinct indexical 
orders. The third and last order marks the moment when “forms which have been linked with a certain social 
category become the subject of overt comment” (Beal 2010, 94). Third-order indexical forms become part of 
a repertoire, a “socially recognised register of forms”, or, in other words, they have undergone a process of 
“enregisterment” (Agha 2003, 231).

This background has benefited historical sociolinguistics in recent years, specifically in terms of de-
tecting early processes of enregisterment during the Late Modern English period. This environment saw 
changes at the linguistic level in terms of dialect levelling and the institutionalisation of a standard form of 
English. Optimised infrastructures (i.e. railways, steamboats and turnpike-based roads), improvement in 
the postal service with the Uniform Penny Post in 1840 and the Education Act in 1870, among others, were 
the main factors that ensured higher reading-writing skills and pushed dialect speech out of the “centre 
of normality” (Ruano-García 2020, 186). While stigmatised, this did not mean that dialects were comple-
tely supressed. A group of philological aficionados mitigated the effects of standardisation by boosting a 
proactive interest in “the mixed heritage of broadsides, antiquarianism, the cult of Robert Burns and their 
own spoken language” (Vicinus 1974, 185). Published material that incorporated non-standard English as 
a means of signalling character stratification became a common strategy to mirror the social reality at the 
time. Dialect turned into “a major vehicle for literary self-expression” (185) given that “[w]orking people in 
both the cities and country were eager to buy broadsides and chapbooks written in their spoken language” 
(186). Dialect forms were customarily signalled by means of orthographic variation given that “it depicts not 
only a representation of a sound pattern alone, but also links to a framework of social identity in much the 
same way” (Clark 2020, 105).

Modern research has focused on how dialect worked in this direction, applying the lens of third-wave 
sociolinguistic variation. García-Vidal (2023, 7) underlines the complexity of this theoretical framework due 
to the difficulty of “reconstructing the social meaning of past societies”, yet much progress has been done 
in several areas of the country. By examining respellings that point at non-standard phonological forms in 
dialect writing, especially in the North of England (see Beal 2008, Cooper 2013, Ruano-García 2020), but also 
in the Midlands (Asprey 2007, Schintu 2023) and the Southwest (Ruano-García 2023, Tissens 2024), it has 
been possible to identify “traces of orality” as well as “ideas about and attitudes towards regional speech” 
(Ruano-García 2023, 562). Such discovery was incidental, given that authors relied on dialect mostly as a 
literary strategy. It has been the work of scholars in this area to sieve through the drollery of fiction to detect 
stereotyped figures who voiced salient forms of dialect such as farmers or field labourers in familiar settings 
and catalysed a localised imagined persona.

However, literary representations in this regard were not solely confined to book format. In American 
English, Paulsen (2022) has shown that a focus on newspapers to retrieve linguistic information during the 
nineteenth century casts light on the underrepresented potential of this medium. The provincial press in the 
United Kingdom was “another medium of dialect recording” and “the flagship of a county or parish” (Tissens 
2024, 137), where literary pieces bearing respellings that marked non-standard language could be found, 
sometimes in the form of dedicated sections fashioned as chronicles or rural narratives that appeared con-
sistently through several issues for months or even years. In some cases, dialect was repurposed, not as a 
tactic to amuse the reader with a stereotyped character, but rather as a commercial tactic in advertisements. 

Johnstone’s (2009, 157) article on the exploitation of the urban dialect of Pittsburgh in t-shirts explores 
how “particular locally hearable forms have become linked with the city” and become marketable. This is 
mirrored in Beal’s (2009, 148) research on the commodification of Geordie when she references Johnstone’s 
article to explain that “local speech becomes a potential commodity when third-order enregisterment has 
begun”. Beal’s data shows that Geordie becomes commodified when there is “a fairly stable repertoire of 
“Geordie” features used fairly consistently from the nineteenth century” (145), represented in slogans or even 
souvenirs in present times.1 Potentially commodified speech in the provincial press of Late Modern English 
period has not been approached from this angle yet.

This paper seeks to prove that a persistent inventory of nineteenth-century salient linguistic forms in 
the dialect of Devonshire still existed after the turn of the century and was indeed commodified. It relies 
on Beal’s (2009) and Johnstone’s (2009, 2014) approaches to how dialect becomes commodified by 

1	 Beal (2009) illustrates this with a humorous birth certificate (respelled BORTH SORTIFICAT for a GENUINE GEORDIE). This utili-
sation of dialect aligns with Honeybone and Watson’s (2013) notion of Contemporary Humorous Localised Dialect Literature, or 
CHLDL, “in which semi-phonological spellings are used to represent aspects of non-standard varieties” (305).
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looking at the material found in two provincial newspaper issues, specifically the North Devon Journal 
(1929) and North Devon Herald (1930). While brief, these two issues reveal a commercial application of 
the dialect of Devonshire via a fictional character named “Varmer ‘Ayzeed” to promote a motorcycle 
business in Barnstable. That such commodification existed in the early twentieth century would prove 
the resilience of phonological features circulated in previous decades over time. These instances also 
pose some questions this paper tries to answer: (1) why is the famer the figure of choice to represent the 
dialect of Devonshire with a commercial intent?; (2) what features were selected to represent the dialect 
of Devonshire in order to appeal to the reader and promote a business?; 3) are provincial newspapers 
underexplored bulwarks of philological material?

The paper is structured as follows. Having outlined the main scientific concerns in the introductory sec-
tion, Section 2 is devoted to outlining the social history of Devonshire as well as reviewing the most repre-
sentative features of its speech as recorded by antiquarians in the nineteenth century. This summary will help 
understand the impression of the farmer on the rural milieu and the popular imagination and what phonologi-
cal features marked by respellings were considered part of his dialectological stock. These will be essential 
to interpret the commodification examples that follow. Section 3 explains the methodology employed for the 
subsequent analysis. Section 4 reviews the two advertisements I have retrieved for this paper, analysing how 
the characters are presented and their implicit message from a qualitative standpoint as well as their linguis-
tic features. Finally, Section 5 draws conclusions and comments on the role of this sort of commodification 
in Devonshire; it also seeks to provoke further interest in the provincial newspaper as a philological medium 
whose surface has been barely scratched.

2. The speech of Devonshire and the stereotypical peasantry 

2.1. The dialect: Nineteenth-century records
As can be seen in Fig. 1, Devonshire belongs to the historical area of the West Country alongside Cornwall, 
Somerset and Dorset, with Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire, Herefordshire and Wiltshire as transitional areas2 
discussed many times before (see Wright 1905, Wagner 2008, Payne 2009). 

Fig 1. The West Country (Source: Wikimedia Commons,  
“South West England counties 2023 map,” CC BY-SA 3.0)

The linguistic core of the West Country differs slightly from county to county, where subtle variations re-
design geographical boundaries into phonological ones, as Alexander Ellis (1814-1890) shows in his alloca-
tion of English dialect districts. David Britain (2012, 25) gives a clear explanation of Ellis’ procedure: he split 
“England...into 5 dialect ‘divisions’, each with a number of sub-divisions or ‘districts’ and many of these were 
in turn divided further into ‘variants’” to allocate dialect usage in a way that was truer to reality than political 
frontiers. In this vein, the West Country was devised as a division into Districts 10, 11 and 12, where Devonshire 
is located in District 11, which has its “[b]oundary on the e[ast], the boundary of D[istrict] 10 and the w[est] 
boundary of D[istrict] 4” (1890, 39). Fig. 2, where Ellis’ districts in the South West are displayed, draws a sharp 
contrast with the conventional division shown in Fig. 1.

2	 Due to the continuity of some linguistic features beyond the conventional borders of the West Country, some typically West Mid�-
land or South East counties are considered part of the same dialectal continuum.
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Fig. 2 Ellis’ districts in the West Country (from Wakelin 1975: 27)

Thus, District 11 “[b]egins at the Black Rock in the entrance of Falmouth Harbour, and takes the centre of 
the water away to Truro” (39). What is more, Ellis reflects that “[t]he Dv. [Devon] characters seem to prevail 
distinctly as far as the old line between Saxon and Celt just within the Co. border, but then, so far as I have 
been able to collect, they deteriorate towards the boundary just described” (39). Finally, Ellis deduces that the 
area shares a similar stock of linguistic features with the previous district, where “the r…strongly reverted…” 
becomes “the most conspicuous feature to strange ears” (39).

During the late nineteenth century, antiquarians sought to counterbalance the eroding influence of stan-
dardised English and dialect levelling, devoting time to record features in Devonshire that were considered 
exclusive marks of authenticity and linguistic pedigree sorely missed in the country’s cultural centres. John 
Bowring (1792–1872), the first president of the recently founded Devonshire Association (established in 1862), 
stated that “a grammatical English…will be spoken through the British territories” since “[e]ducation and fas-
hion will cause the diversities of colloquial idioms to disappear” (1866, 16), a deposition which forms the basis 
of his archaistic review of features “employed by the Devonshire peasant” such as when those “verbs [that 
are] irregular he makes regular” (26) or their “[m]ispronunciation of letters [that] pervades the local idiom” 
(27). Richard Francis Weymouth (1822–1902), who became president of the Devonshire Association in 1885, 
commented in his presidential address that “as a Devonshire man…[he] hoped to interest…hearers in a topic 
that blends and intertwines the fascinations of Devon and Philology—the Devonshire Dialect…, the language 
of our forefathers” (1885, 33). From there on, Weymouth takes dialect writing as a medium to understand “the 
peculiarity that most forcibly arrests our attention is perhaps the Pronunciation, so widely different from that 
which is current in good modern society throughout the island” (34).

However, it is with Richard Pearse Chope’s (1862–1938) The Dialect of Hartland (1891) where a more orderly 
approach to a taxonomy of Devonshire’s most recognisable dialect features can be found. Chope’s choice 
of Hartland3 as case study departs from his familiarity with the area as well as its being “the largest parish in 
Devonshire” (1), thus ideal for sampling. He draws parallelisms with Frederick Thomas Elworthy’s (1830–1907) 
The Dialect of West Somerset (1875) and itemises non-standard speech forms located in Hartland and, as-
sumably, in the rest of Devonshire. Some of these dialectal items involve “differences between the English 
and the dialectal pronunciation of the vowels in ordinary words” such as “the well-known Devonshire oo or u” 
(i.e. the close front rounded vowel /ʏ/) (9) or “short i, as in ‘fit,’ is used instead of short a” (i.e. TRAP words are 
realised as KIT) (12).4

Even more accessible to the non-native is Sarah Hewett’s The Peasant Speech of Devon (1892), what 
she describes as “an unpretending book” that seeks to purvey readers with “a faithful record of the homely 
Devonshire speech”. In the preface Hewett portrays herself as “a Devonshire woman[,] with some pardona-
ble pride” (v), which creates an analogy with Weymouth’s stance above. Whereas this statement bespeaks 
the honour perceived in dialects, Hewett also resorts to less praising adjectives to describe neighbouring 
speeches, as seen in how “the people of East Cornwall and West Somerset speak the same “heathenish 
jargon””. This fact did not prevent her from navigating “every corner of ‘dear old Devon’” (vii) to complete her 
book. Hewett’s monograph delivers a compact description of phonology and lexis, accompanied by a lengthy 
compendium of folklore and anecdotes divulged in the county.

3	 Being the “largest parish in Devonshire” at the time, he considers Hartland an important place of study because it is “situated on 
the road to nowhere, ‘far from the haunts of men’, [thus presenting]…exceptional advantages for the study of dialect” (1). Nowa-
days, Hartland is a community of around 1,724 people (as of 2026).

4	 These interpretations are substantiated by Hewett’s (1982) descriptions of similarly described sounds: “‘oo’ takes the sound of the 
modified German ‘ü’” (1) as one would find in brücke ‘bridge’ /ˈbrʏkə/; “‘A’ takes a very long sound, as: skat, pronounced skāāt” (2), 
suggesting a long open unrounded front vowel as the one produced by Austrians in the word nah ‘near’ /na:/.
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Collectively, these accounts of the speech of Devonshire converge in a series of recursive elements, both 
phonological and morphological. These are gathered in Table 1 to offer a simple yet holistic understanding:

Table 1. Some Devonshire dialect features with examples from Bowring (1866, 27), Chope (1891, 12) and Hewett (1892, 2)

Devonshire dialect: some features from 19th-century monographs
Phonological

Voicing of initial fricatives /s/ and /f/ change to /z/ and /v/ respectively

Non-standard vowel developments
•	 /əʊ/ (GOAT) becomes /ɔː/ (THOUGHT)
•	 /u:/ (FOOT) becomes /ʏ/
•	 /e:/ (FLEECE) may substitute /e/ (DRESS), /ɪ/ (KIT) or 

even /eɪ/ (FACE)
H-palatalisation /h/ becomes /j/, e.g. yett ‘heat’
ME /ç/ and ME /x/ become /r/ <gh> is rendered as /r/, e.g. darter ‘daughter’

Morphological
Pronoun exchange her and us are used in the nominative sense
Non-standard demonstrative system thak, thakka, thik, thikka ‘that here, this there’
Regularisation of irregular verbs +ed is appended to irregular verbs, e.g. knawed ‘knew’

The elements in Table 1 can be expected to appear in dialect writing throughout the literary representa-
tions of the nineteenth century. Over the years, these and more features have been collated to dissect the 
dialect of Devonshire, with a more general view in the context of the whole South-West already available in 
Ihalainen (1994, 214). The elements described in the monographs cited above, which are summarised in Table 
1, however, should suffice to understand the role of the dialect in the two examples of commodification.

2.2. The image of the Devonshire farmer
The inhabitants of Devonshire have always enjoyed a sort of fortunate isolation. The resilient Celtic kingdom 
of Dumnonii withstood Roman occupation, being left “undisturbed” albeit with some “traces of handiwork 
of the Romans in various parts of Devon” (Hoskins 1959, 20). From these people humble communities grew 
in the margin of Germanic raids, “a long way from the dangerous east coast”, right until the early seventh 
century, when the Saxons troops endeavoured to extend their hold on Britain further west. Their military effort 
was only accomplished by the end of the century, when Centwine of Wessex drove the British “as far as the 
sea” (828).

Over the next centuries, the steady growth of prime capital hubs such as Exeter and Plymouth would make 
a contrast with the sluggish evolution of the countryside, which developed an obduracy towards change and 
modernity and instead believed in the “great antiquity” of most of its farms, many of which “are mentioned by 
name in Domesday Book” (32). In fact, as Hoskins elaborates:

Many Devonshire farms have a thousand years or more of history. Their fields have been tilled or grazed 
by thirty or forty generations of farmers on that spot without a break. Many of the fields in Devon are just 
the same as they were in Saxon times or in the Middle Ages. This is especially true of the smaller fields 
of irregular shape grouped around the farmstead (1959, 94).

This legacy nurtured a romanticisation of the farmer and its atemporal role in the history of the county. 
Farmers, farmhands and field labourers all lived around a communal space, that of the farm, where cottages 
and other buildings “built by the farmer or the landlord in the cheapest possible way” housed the “husband-
man or small farmer” (102), thus creating a hierarchy in an endocentric community of sorts ruled by menial 
labour and land exploitation, swayed by “Devonshire farmers [who] as a class were not noted for their gene-
rosity towards their workers” (147). The dire conditions of tenant-farmers and other field labourers, who “were 
crippled by rheumatism before they were forty” (147) by the penurious unsophistication of these farmland 
cottages, combined with the advent of railways, “made it…to migrate to better jobs in towns” (148) during the 
Victorian period. This exodus led to the dissemination of the Devonshire farmhand as a typical character of 
countryside background who found himself in the midst of bustling urban hubs far from home in the northern 
regions of the country. That this character brought along a distinctive way of speech helped locals to identify 
him with his homeland (Johnstone 2017, 283), consolidating a characterological figure known to be as the 
Devonshire man, who embodied a series of assumptions operating in the popular imagination (285). Thus, 
the Devonshire rural character became an “image of personhood” (Agha 2007, 177), i.e. a consensually imagi-
ned persona instilled with a set of cultural values negotiated over time and invoked via deliberate dialect use. 
The cosmology of ideas cast into this Devonshire persona would be varied, from illiterate to seasoned, and so 
would the appreciation of the dialect be. This aligns with Slater (1994), who denounces the nefarious history 
of dialect in literature, given that “[t]he country yokel the vagabond, the thief, the whore, the speculator or the 
foreigner were often signified by their speech, which was a kind of bastardised English” (87).

In Devonshire, the yokel, field labourer or farmer became embodiments of countryside life and the 
object of preference for writers above other stereotypical roles extracted from the peasantry (such as 
the seafarer, the cook or maid), as can be appreciated in archetypical dialect literature such as Mary F. 
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Palmer’s A Devonshire Dialogue, in Four Parts (1839) or the literary dialects observed in Mary Hartier’s “An 
Evening with Hodge” (1896) or George Ford’s ’Postle Farm (1899). In fact, it is the construed Devonshire 
persona who chronicles the events surrounding Welcombe and their inhabitants (mostly parishioners 
and farmers) in a series of letters sent to the North Devon Journal from 1885 to 1886, a prime example of 
dialect writing in newspapers. This variety of written media seems to prove the dialect of Devonshire was 
most successfully represented by the farmer or field labourer, and his presence in provincial newspapers 
can be traced back to the “A Dialogue about the Hairy Man” published in an Exeter journal circa 1785. 
This obscure dialogue is deliberately humorous, supporting Vicinus’s claim that the rise of dialect writing 
can be traced back to the first half of the eighteenth century (1974, 185-186) and mainly comical. Such 
early piece of dialect writing in newspapers presents a series of characters (Goody Goosecap, Gaffer 
Clodpoll and Farmer Slyfox, whose names are aptronyms designed to instil the characters with humo-
ristic attributes) discussing events that border on fantasy and folklore, only to develop into an amusing 
misunderstanding.

Taking into consideration this background, it can be assumed that the Devonshire persona was a well-
defined construct in the popular imagination, married to a non-standard manner of speech whose traits 
were already fairly acknowledged in the second half of eighteenth century and commented upon in diverse 
sources in the nineteenth century. The commodification of this persona and its speech to promote a local 
business in the twentieth century, therefore, seems to be a coherent strategy as it appears to respond to a 
positive bond between the characterological figure and the marketed product still operating at the time.

3. Methodology
The data explored in this paper come from two newspapers published in the first half of the twentieth 
century, the North Devon Journal (1929) and the North Devon Herald (1930). These newspapers were sou-
rced from the British Newspaper Archive, where thousands of provincial press issues can be scrutinised 
and used for this purpose. Manual screening was necessary to locate newspapers wherein dialect wri-
ting was employed between 1900 and 1999 in Devonshire, using keywords such as “varmer”. The reason 
why this keyword was expected to elicit adequate results is based on two assumptions: the voicing of 
initial fricatives was the most notable linguistic feature the quintessential dialect speaker in Devon, as 
shown in Section 2.1, and farmers were notably represented in the dialect literature of the nineteenth 
century, as seen in Section 2.2. While such filtering returned several instances of dialect writing, the 
examples analysed in Section 4 are the only ones during this period where dialect is used as part of a 
commercial and not in a serialised column.

The analysis per se is qualitative. It aims to explain how the contextualisation of dialect and the characters 
was used as an advertising tool at the same time that it glosses those items that belong to the Devonshire 
dialect and were already salient in the previous century.

4. Two early examples of Devonshire speech commodification

4.1. For Xmas motor cars an’ all zorts for the childern
The first example of commodification can be found in the December 5 (1929) issue of the North Devon Journal. 
This broadsheet was traditionally published in Barnstaple every week and has been in production ever since, 
becoming a tabloid in 1986 and being renamed Devon Live in 2012 as part of the conglomerate Trinity Media. 
The North Devon Journal usually consisted of local and regional news, local advertisements and original 
correspondence. The advertisement shown in Fig. 1 appears in the leftmost top corner of page six.

Fig. 1 Close-up clipping of the example found in the North Devon Journal (1929)



7Tissens, R. Complut. j. Engl. stud., e105199, 2026

From a qualitative standpoint, the narrative suggested by the artwork in Fig. 1 offers easy interpreta-
tion. The motorcycle business set in Barnstaple by Arch Jones is promoted by a farmer who recommends 
Jones’s vehicles as an appropriate Christmas gift for children to another farmer, Varmer Linchpin. The way 
the characters are designed contribute to the construction of the stereotyped rustic persona, yet it also 
depends on beliefs encoded in the popular imagination for the characters to trigger such associations in 
the reader. One of the farmers is pictured as short and barrel-chested, wearing a flat cap and leaning on a 
cane. The other one is tall and spindly, visibly older, with a tweed hat and smoking a pipe. Combined they 
project an image of leisure and calmness, the syncretism of which is engineered to represent an unrushed, 
weathered and experienced conversation between two seasoned men. Reminiscent of the characters in 
“A Dialogue about the Hairy Man” (c.1785), the onomastics of their names is also deliberate, both relating 
to countryside life adjectives or elements, i.e. ‘hayseed’ meaning bucolic or rustic among other less eu-
logistic terms; ‘linchpin’ being equal to an axle or piece that holds together other mechanisms. The mar-
keting of the vehicles sold by Arch Jones orbits around the gravitas of these farmers and the resounding 
connotations of a pragmatic and earthly lifestyle. The reader is compelled to understand he is privy to a 
conversation between two seasoned provincial characters who may be more knowledgeable about me-
chanical devices than he is. Such purposeful staging aligns with twentieth-century marketing strategies 
where “buying behaviour is determined by the interaction of the buyer’s personality and the image of the 
purchased product”, along with the perception that “the product or brand image is a symbol of the buyer’s 
personality” (Grubb and Grathwohl 1967, 22). The publisher of this advertisement (presumably Arch Jones) 
also seems to perceive language as an authenticating agent in creating a rounded, fully operational pictu-
re. Thus actual Devonshire speech is necessary to authenticate the resonating associations linked to the 
farmer persona while it recasts the farmer as the embodiment of the typical dialectal speaker.

The linguistic evidence signalled by respellings in the advertisement is brief yet contains features 
reported in the previous century in monographs and dialect writing focused on Devonshire speech. On 
the phonological plane, the most relevant feature is the voicing of initial fricatives, or Initial Fricative 
Voicing (Wells 1982, 343), featured in ‘ayzeed ‘hayseed’5, varmer ‘farmer’, zeed ‘saw’ and zorts ‘sorts’. 
Upton and Widdowson (2006) observe that this phenomenon was “once much more widespread in 
Southern England than it is today” (41) and is a common feature in other Germanic languages, as 
Gussenhoven and Bremmer (1995) show in the similarities shared by Frisian and Dutch, where “four 
voiced fricatives may occur in positions in which also their voiceless counterparts can occur” (55). In 
England, Trudgill (1990) insinuates that this feature spread from “the dialects along the south coast of 
England from Kent to Devon” (29) during the Middle Ages. Already in 1892 Hewett gathers this element 
as a traditional Devonshire characteristic, writing that “‘F’ is frequently changed into ‘v’” and “‘S’ is 
pronounced as a ‘z’” (2).

Changes at vowel level are noticed in the respelled form een ‘in’, where the [ɪ] sound is substituted 
by [i], affecting the KIT vowel set paradigm outlined by Wells (1982), While he notices that in the “West 
Midlands of England it may be rather more [i]-like, i.e. closer and fronter” (128), this feature that could have 
moved westwards to some areas of Devonshire as suggested by the example in Fig. 1 and other dialect wri-
ting material published in the previous century.6 H-dropping (e.g. ’e ‘he’) is not exclusive to Devonshire yet 
Weymouth indicates that “[t]he true Devonian…[omits] the h where it ought to be sounded, while elsewhere 
it inserts it when unauthorized for the sake of emphasis” (1885, 38). Weymouth also comments that “one 
curious metathesis” seems to be present in the speech of Devonians, where “r changes places with an ad-
jacent vowel” (41). This can be observed in childern ‘children’, where a retroflex /r/ (i.e. [ɻ]) is also expected 
to be realised, as “is so familiar in our county” (42).

Finally, there is an observable case of regularisation of irregular verbs, whereby ‘saw’ is signalled by 
zeed. This is, according to Quirk et al. (1985), a class 4 verb which presents a difference between V-ed1 and 
V-ed2 in that “the latter has a nasal suffix [‘seen’]” and lacks vowel identity (108). Such difference is nullified 
by the addendum of regular suffix -ed to the base form ‘see’. Regularisation is also noted in Devonshire 
by various authors. Bowring casts light on this matter in the following terms: “…the Devonshire peasant…
says—he commed, he goed, he teached, he drived, he drawed, he seed” (1866, 26). This is endorsed by 
Weymouth (1885), who remarks that in Devonshire is not uncommon to “find naw’d, draw’d, drade, rin’d, 
zing’d, stik’d, shak’d, vall’d [Fr. Pâle], and so on (47).

The features used in this advertisement are wilfully kept to a minimum to maintain their performative 
and unintrusive functionality. They play the role of “real language”, which Bucholtz (2003) considers the 
“language produced in authentic contexts by authentic speakers” (398). The advertisement thus deploys a 
constellation of elements to situate the reader in a scenario where the vernacular of farmers is the determi-
ning factor, dependant on already existing associations and their social meaning. In this fashion, language 
is commodified to become “an object perceived by the individual” (Grubb and Grathwohl 1967, 24) equal to 
a down-to-earth and honest romanticised way of life, thus suggesting that the purchase of a motorcycle at 
Arch Jones’s is a sensible decision.

5	 Since the fricative voiced in ‘ayzeed ‘hayseed’ (/ˈheɪˌsiːd/) is intervocalic, two hypothesis are possible: either the author marked 
voicing as they considered the word a compound of ‘hay’ and ‘seed’, thus zeed, or it was voiced as a result of analogy with other 
initial fricatives.

6	 In his translation of The Song of Solomon (1860), G. P. R. Pulman (1819–1880) writes nawth weend ‘north wind’ and seuth weend 
‘south wind’ (12), supporting the notion that <ee> was a common respelling of the KIT vowel. Chope (1891) also records “[l]ong e, 
as in ‘feet’” (12) (i.e. /i:/) in words where /ɪ/ would be expected.
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4.2. Varmer ’Ayseed is plaized
The second advertisement comes from the March 6 (1930) issue of the North Devon Herald. This newspaper, 
established in 1870, became the conservative counterpart to the North Devon Journal until their merger in 
1941, when they became the North Devon Journal Herald, as per the data forwarded by the British Newspaper 
Database. Fig. 2 below shows the advertisement as found in the leftmost top corner of page 9.

Fig. 2 Close-up clipping of the example found in the North Devon Herald (1930)

Contrary to Fig. 1, the text in Fig. 2 is not primarily dialectal, but rather the dialect portion is reserved to a 
small space after a section in standard English printed in bolder and larger font. Whereas the subhead indi-
cating the name of the business and the telephone number remains identical as part of the same template, 
what the reader first notices is the bold type, then the brief paragraph of dialect writing where Varmer ’Ayzeed 
returns as the character who recommends and approves Arch Jones’s establishment. In this occasion there 
is no reference to Linchpin; instead, Varmer Garge is mentioned as another satisfied customer. His name 
can be assumed to be a variation on George, as suggested by its usage in Gloucester according to the EDD 
(s.v. go, v. 4),7 instead of a pejorative adjective or part of the agricultural stock common in farms. That Varmer 
‘Ayzeed becomes a returning character and Varmer Garge is introduced as a new one to the stock reinforces 
the assumption that the most performative dialect speaker was instilled in the farmer as a popular abstrac-
tion. The rural worker, one that is devoted to menial work and is used to employing machinery, is successfu-
lly reframed, not only as an operative dialectal agent, but a source of upfront, down-to-earth convictions. 
Another difference lies in the lack of pictures or sketches to represent both farmers as was the case in Fig. 1. 
To compensate for the absence of more visual stimuli, the linguistic material that appears to be commodified 
is different and slightly more extensive than the text in Fig. 1, which could to some extent be a token of the 
writer’s command of the nuclear constituents in Devonshire speech. These are reviewed next.

From a phonological perspective, respellings indicate that the voicing of initial fricatives is still a recurrent 
trait in Devonshire necessary to produce “real language” (Bucholtz 2003, 398). This phenomenon is found in 
plaized Varmer and Varmers. It is remarkable to note that ‘’Ayseed is spared the voicing of [s], a symptom of 
either the writer wishing to aim for a natural rendering of a non-rigid linguistic delivery or a different writer alto-
gether who does not consider this phenomenon affects the consonant in that position. Non-standard vowel 
developments occur several times. In the first case it affects the FLEECE vowel set in plaize ‘please’, whereby 
the diphthong <ai> shows a non-standard development of Middle English /e:/ which rose to /i:/ somewhere 
in “the 15th century” (Ekwall 1980, 32). As a matter of fact, this trait was already described by Ellis (1890) and 
Chope (1891), who argues that “[t]his sound seems to be almost invariably used instead of long e in words 
spelt with ea, and occasionally in words spelt otherwise” (10). Next, the GOAT vowel set is also affected by a 
respelling (knaw ‘know’) that shows the vowel has not followed the traditional development and has instead 
leaned towards an [o:] sound. The insertion of /r/ in words where a historical guttural sound [x] is indicated 
etymologically by the digraph <gh> is another topic in Weymouth’s (1885) exposition, already displayed in 
Table 1. He shows that 

…in Devonshire we have auft for ought, and sife for sigh. But in many instances for the guttural, and in 
one word (after) for f, an r is substituted; of course pronounced with well reverted tongue—arter, darter, 
ort (aught), nort, thort, cort, “wit bort ez wit tort,” and so on (39).

7	 The sentence where this name happens is: Garge, don’t ‘ee go fur to lift yer arm up, to-day ‘George don’t you go lifting your arm, 
today’ (Buckman 1890).
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The writer of the advertisement in Fig. 2 reproduces this phenomenon in dartur ‘daughter’, where the 
vowel appears to have a non-standard realisation as START (i.e. /ɑ/) next to the retroflex realisation of ‘r’, [ɻ]. 
Finally, the respelled present participle form cumin suggests the vowel is no longer realised as STRUT, but as 
FOOT, along with g-dropping (although this phenomenon is not limited to the South West).

Morphological data is limited to the replacement of a subject form for an object one, what is traditionally 
known as “pronoun exchange”. The West Country is particularly proficient in this regard, as the interchan-
geability of subject and object forms can work both ways. Wagner (2008) informs that “[s]ubject forms are 
used much more frequently in object slots than object forms in subject slots”, being an expectable element 
“of the eastern locations…rather than the West Country proper, where mainly object-for-subject forms are 
used” (158). Additionally, she marks Devonshire as an object-for-subject high-concentration region, the area 
bleeding over parts of Eastern Cornwall and Western Dorset and Somerset (159). Arch Jones’s advertisement 
deploys this phenomenon in “’Er got around ’e all right” ‘She got around him alright’, where both exchange 
possibilities are used (’er for ‘she’, ’e for ‘him’). By the end of the nineteenth century, the exchangeability of 
pronouns was already marked as a proper Devonshire feature. Weymouth (1885) argues that this is one of 
Devonshire’s “familiar rule[s]”, where using the “nominative case for the subject of a verb seems to be…
honoured almost as much in the breach as in the observance” (50). Hewett (1892) agrees that Devonshire 
grammar considers her and us to be regarded as the adequate nominative 3rd singular and 1st plural forms in 
native speakers (7). Late in the twentieth century, pronoun exchange is still typified as a dialectal element of 
Devonshire (see Marten 1973).

Lastly, there is a modest amount of eye dialect, what Sebba (2007) describes as “respellings…which do 
not represent real differences in pronunciation but are intended to signal ‘difference’” (52). In Fig. 2, tu and 
bargins may rank as eye dialect examples since they fulfil their function as markers of non-standard speech 
that pose no threat to the reader’s understanding and indeed do not point at any phonological divergence 
from standard pronunciation. Thus the balance between actual non-standard phonological forms signalled 
by respellings and those which are sounded the same as in the standard is aimed at projecting the impres-
sion of the farmer’s vernacular. As in Fig. 1, the reader is compelled to understand farmers Hayseed and 
George’s satisfaction as an indicator of quality. Dialect is thus identified as the speech of honest peasants 
and Devonshire’s core.

5. Concluding remarks: Dialect as a powerful marketing tool
The commodification of non-standard language relies on socially meaningful associations elevated to third-
order indexicals, where enregisterment occurs (Beal 2009, 148). Such associations are inspired by socio-
historical events that become embedded in the psyche of a community, e.g. the famer who becomes the 
epitome of the Devonshire persona via his ancestry and lives outside the homogenisation of big metropoli-
ses, dedicated to a life of menial work and simplicity. In the case of the advertisements shown in Figs. 1 and 
2, farmer Hayseed embodies those socially-motivated assumptions which found outlet in a form of speech 
different to standard English found elsewhere in the newspaper. The language used by the advertiser leans 
on the perpetuation of social identities already established in the nineteenth century, and it becomes a social 
act whose goal is to engage the consumer with a sense of affiliation. Thus the dialect of Devonshire becomes 
a commodity when “these dialect words with specific localities and the symbolic values attached to them” 
(Beal 2009, 145) become a potent device, “a good [that] allows the consumer to relate himself directly to it” 
(Grubb and Grathwohl 1967, 25).

At the beginning of this paper, the following questions were raised: (1) why is the famer the figure of choice 
to represent the dialect of Devonshire with a commercial intent? (2) what features were selected to represent 
the dialect of Devonshire in order to appeal to the reader and promote a business? 3) are provincial newspa-
pers decadent bastions of philological material? The whole paper provides a holistic answer to the first two, 
whereas the third becomes as a corollary to promote a refreshed look in the area. I try to outline the main 
conclusions for each below.

1)	� As it stands, the farmer is associated with Devonshire and retains powerful ideas deeply etched in 
the popular subconscious. From early settlements to rural feuds, farmers, field hands and farm wives 
seemed to live parallel to the urban dimension until the Industrial Revolution prompted countryside 
people to migrate to flourishing industrial hubs, carrying with them an English of their own. This social 
background becomes entangled with the dialect speaker, triggering a series of connotations that 
are cast into the Devonshire persona. Such character starts to crystalise into a lifestyle, a past and a 
vernacular connected with a romanticised identity in the mind of the reader and reinforces a sense of 
frankness and earnest strongly related to rural work. Such forthrightness is essentially what catalyses 
a sense of trustworthiness in the product that is advertised. That this persona successfully provokes 
these feelings in the reader means that farmers still were the most performative characterological 
type in Devonshire and that they were operational in the first half of the twentieth century, mirroring 
the stereotypes spread in the previous century.

2)	� Examination of the language in Figs. 1 and 2 shows that for readers of a provincial newspaper, authen-
tic or real language (Bucholtz 2003, 398) uses a collection of features that were already perceived as 
typical Devonshire speech features. These are the following: on the (a) phonological cline, voicing of 
initial fricatives (e.g. zorts ‘sorts’), non-standard developments of vowel sets (e.g. plaized ‘pleased’), 
h-deletion (’e ‘he’) and r-metathesis (childern ‘children’) seem to stand out; on a (b) morphological 
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one, regularisation of irregular verbs (zeed ‘saw’) and pronoun exchange (Er got round ’e ‘She got 
round him’) are easily detected. Collation of all these features with monographs available in the pre-
vious century as well as contemporary records corroborate their accuracy.

3)	� That these examples of commodification were made available in provincial newspapers supports 
Fries’ claim that “one expects their language to be different from that of the London papers” (2012, 
61), therefore becoming a relevant source to studies dealing with diachrony and the enregisterment 
of non-standard English forms. Perusing the many other provincial publications available during the 
nineteenth and the twentieth century could in fact work as an arc-boutant to support the construction 
of a larger record of dialect writing in Devonshire and help comprehend attitudes towards a variety of 
English that has suffered from underrepresentation until recently.

Additionally, my search for information on these attitudes have returned several other characters in re-
current pieces or instalments within provincial newspapers, such as Weel Brewer (The Western Times, from 
1902 to 1912), Uncle Tom Cogleigh (The Devon and Exeter Gazette, from 1902 to 1914), or Varmer Jan (Crediton 
Chronicle and Southmolton Gazette, 1935). All these characters were frequently featured in several issues 
during the first half of the twentieth century, and they ceased to return after 1940 (the sole exception being 
Varmer Hayseed in an issue of the North Devon Journal during the war period). 

Whether this signals a change in the “the ebbs and tides of identity construction over interactional time, 
over historical time, and even over developmental time” (Och 1993, 298) I will discuss in the future. As it 
stands, this paper has attempted to figure out how Arch Jones’s advertisements benefited from the ideas 
entrenched in the popular imagination, contained in a series of linguistic features that since the previous 
century had been understood as proper Devonian speech. It also aimed to provide an early example of lan-
guage commodification, that in turn confirms the language of Devonshire peasants was still enregistered 
and commented upon after the turn of the century. In doing so, I hope I have contributed to the ever-growing 
interest in undersold varieties of English which thrived in the shadow of standardisation. This analysis is part 
of the ReDiaLing-ENG project, designed to apply third-wave sociolinguistic models and revisit regional varie-
ties represented in Late Modern English literature.
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