
Voices in Soulbury in the late nineteenth century

There may be some people alive today who in their childhood heard elderly residents of 
Soulbury using a local accent and dialect.  They may remember the voices they heard.  There are 
some sound recordings of Buckinghamshire people born in the late 1800’s speaking in those 
accents.  One which is readily available on-line is of a woman born in 1870 speaking about being 
a straw plaiter in Buckland near Aston Clinton.  People in Soulbury in the nineteenth century, 
who naturally spoke with the accent and dialect they learned and used in their formative years,
must have sounded rather like her.  

The voices heard in Soulbury parish in the mid to late nineteenth century belonged to its 
residents and to the many who were passing through on the busy Grand Union canal or 
‘tramping’ across England in search of work. 

The vast majority of residents in Soulbury parish grew up in either Soulbury or one of the 
neighbouring parishes, so they spoke with the ‘local’ accent using many of its dialectical forms.  

The accent was quite soft with a tendency to roll “r’s”.  In fact, North East Buckinghamshire 
marked the eastern extremity of this phenomena usually associated with the South West of 
England.  An example of this is the ‘yocal’ accent used by the actor Bernard Miles who was said 
to have had a strong rural Buckinghamshire accent.  You would also hear people adding “r’s” in 
words such as ‘father’ to sound like ‘farther’.  The sound of the letter “u” was typically that of 
southern England as distinct from the northern ‘u’.  The letter ‘t’ often was replaced by a glottal 
stop, still very common today.  So Luton would be pronounced ‘Lu(stop)on’; twenty pronounced 
‘twen(stop)i’ and ‘better’ was pronounced as ‘be(stop)a’. 

Dialectical forms, which were not that unusual, included –

- the use of ‘was’ instead of ‘were’ e.g. ‘there was a lot of sheep on the field’

- the use of ‘done’ as a general verb instead of a more specific verb e.g. ‘when you done 
this plait’ or ‘it depends how many done it.’

- The use of ‘them’ instead of ‘those’ e.g. ‘give me them cups’

- The use of ‘on’ after a verb e.g. ‘to pick up on all the best straws’ instead of ‘to pick up all 
the best straws’.

More distinctively and noticeable to a stranger was the use of dialectic words or phrases.

There were amusing expressions such as ‘the parish lantern’ which meant the moon.  In 
referring to the night the expression a ‘blind man’s holiday’ was sometimes used.

Then there were words which sounded a bit like words in normal speech.  For example 
‘Argisome’ meant argumentative; ‘friz’ meant frozen; ‘half-i’-two’ meant in two pieces.



Finally, there were specific dialect words used in Soulbury and elsewhere in Buckinghamshire 
which might need translating – ‘pepsing down’ meant there was heavy rain; ‘doffting’ meant 
paddling;  a ‘wusser’ was a fly boat on the canal; ‘drotched’ referred to an unkempt woman and a 
‘stiggard’ was an old tree stump.

Very occasionally the archives of the Leighton Buzzard Observer provide an insight into 
language as used by people of Soulbury when reporting verbatim on statements in court.  

One example was of a young man who in 1880 was defending himself against an accusation of 
sexual assault.  A young woman claimed she had been assaulted when out blackberrying.  He 
was also picking fruits the other side of the hedge.  When asked to account for his behaviour by 
the magistrates he simply said “’er ‘ollered fust” meaning that she invited him to join her.  The case 
was dismissed presumably partially on the grounds that she initiated contact.

Another example was in 1865 when a civil case was heard at Bedfordshire County Court held 
in Leighton Buzzard.  A man from Linslade claimed compensation from Robert Whiting of 
Soulbury for a donkey he bought from him at the end of a night of drinking in the Buckingham 
Arms in Linslade.  The donkey dropped dead the next day.  The aggrieved party argued that 
Whiting could well afford to compensate him without delay because he was “a man as keeps pigs 
and plants taters and that.”

Non-local accents were readily to be heard in Soulbury.  The servants at Liscombe House and 
Stockgrove House were recruited almost exclusively from distant parts of England rather than 
locally.  They came with their East Anglian, South Western or Northern accents.  There were also 
examples of Irish farm servants in Soulbury who absconded from their masters and were fined 
by Linslade Magistrates on being returned to their places of work.  Down at the Three Locks 
there were all manner of accents to be heard amongst the boat men and their families, many 
coming from London or the Midlands.  On the roads passing through Soulbury men and women 
were constantly on the move bringing with them their accents from all parts of the country as 
they were looking for work.

Finally, there were the Lords of the Manor of Liscombe – the Lovett’s who were Irish 
presumably spoke with an Anglo-Irish accent as perhaps did the local vicar Reverend Carson 
who was also Irish.


