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Worthwhile Rarities?: The Fiction of Eric Partridge

John Arnold

Eric Partridge is rightly known as a major lexicographer and the chronicler of 
slang:1 the American critic Edmund Wilson went so far as to describe him as “the 
word king” of the twentieth century.2 Many people would have at least one of his 
books such as Usage and Abusage of English, Origins, Dictionary of Catch Phrases or 
a version of his monumental Dictionary of Slang on their shelves.

His role as a founder and proprietor of the Scholartis Press is also known, but 
to a lesser extent. His World War I army service—he was a genuine Anzac in that 
he was born in New Zealand but served in the Australian Imperial Force and 
saw active service at both Gallipoli and the Western Front—is just known. His 
outstanding war memoir, Frank Honywood, Private3 is hardly known although it 
deserves to be widely read.

But very few people know that Eric Partridge also wrote and published fiction. 
As a child living on a farm near Gisborne in the North Island of New Zealand, 
he wrote at the age of eight or nine “extraordinary short stories,” and by the age 
of 12 had completed a 70,000-word novel of English Public School life.4 His 
adult output consisted of two novels and a part collection of short stories, all 
published under pseudonyms. He also wrote some verse, mainly relating to his 
war experiences, some of which was published.5

Partridge’s first appearance in print was a self-published small collection of his 
translations of French poets entitled Flowers of France issued in 1914 when he was 
in his first year at the University of Queensland. It was reviewed favourably in the 
Queensland University Magazine:

As regards versification he has handled metres of great delicacy and subtlety of 
rhythm with a marked technical skill and considerable success. As translations, I 
am assured by those more competent to judge than myself that the poems leave 
nothing to be desired.6

1 Eric Honeywood Partridge (1894–1979). See his entry in the Australian Dictionary of Biography 
(http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/partridge-eric-honeywood-7969) and the Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (doi:10.1093/ref:odnb/31531).
2 See Eric Partridge, “How it all Began,” in The Gentle Art of Lexicography as Pursued and Experienced 
by an Addict (London: Deutsch, 1963), 15.
3 First published in Three Personal Records of War (London: Scholartis: 1929), revised as “Footslogger 
and Brigade Observer” and published in Eric Partridge, A Covey of Partridge (London: Routledge, 
1937) reissued with an introduction and notes by Geoffrey Serle as Frank Honywood, Private: A 
Personal Record of the 1914–1918 War (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1987).
4 A Covey of Partridge, 312.
5 In the Queensland University Magazine and A Covey of Partridge.
6 “Flowers of France,” Queensland University Magazine, October 1914, 107. Also quoted in Serle, 
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No copies of this fugitive work are known although Partridge still had a copy in 
1937, writing about it in A Covey of Partridge:

None of these translations was good. Some, in fact, were very bad. There were very 
few copies, and I suspect—and hope—that I am the only person to have kept one.7

While running the Scholartis Press,8 Partridge published Glimpses,9 eight 
stories he had written under the pseudonym “Corrie Denison.” The collection 
included “A Mere Private,” an early version of “Frank Honywood, Private.” 
Partridge claimed that this was the only autobiographical story in the collection 
but the foreword and a reading of the stories would suggest that they are all largely 
autobiographical. Glimpses was published in two editions: one of one hundred 
signed and numbered copies printed on Abbey Mills Paper, and a standard edition 
on antique laid paper of 500 copies. There was also a “second edition,” more 
strictly a second impression.

Dust Jacket of  Glimpses (1928) published under the pseudonym of Corrie Denison.

A further story, again by “Corrie Denison” appeared in the anthology A 
Martial Medley: Fact and Fiction published by the Scholartis Press in 1931. This 
collection was also issued in two editions: one of 75 specially bound, with each of 

ed., Frank Honywood, Private, 12.
7 A Covey of Partridge, 312.
8 See Eric Partridge, The First Three Years: An Account with a Discursive Bibliography of the Scholartis 
Press (London: Scholartis Press, 1930).
9 “Corrie Denison” [Eric Partridge], Glimpses (London: Scholartis Press, 1928).
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the contributors signing their name at the beginning or end of their contribution, 
and a standard unsigned edition of 950 copies. The book also included an essay 
by Partridge on soldier slang.

In March 1929 Partridge took two partners into his Scholartis enterprise, both 
of whom are likely to have invested in the business, resulting in the firm changing 
its name to Eric Partridge Ltd. The timing was not good: the depression hit the 
private press/literary press market very hard. In May 1931, Partridge wrote to 
one of his authors:

Business is simply damnable. One just struggles on, doing one’s damnedness but 
feeling rather like a fly in a maelstrom.10

At the end of the year Partridge was effectively forced to resign from the 
publishing house he had started in mid-1927. With little money and no regular 
income, Partridge and his wife had no choice but to leave London and move to a 
rented cottage near Faversham in Kent. Here Partridge took on any literary work 
he could find, including exam marking.

The lull in the publishing business over 1930 and 1931 followed by the lack 
of a regular job gave Patridge time to write and, when not trying to place literary 
articles, he turned to fiction. He began with a futuristic novel, entitled Why Not? 
Some 12 years after the Armistice, a rare epidemic suddenly wipes out substantial 
numbers of the female population and nearly all the males in Britain. There are 
only a few pockets of men left in six or seven cities across the country: the main 
ones are a group based at an Oxford college, a few businessmen in the City and 
some lower class criminal elements in Glasgow and Manchester. Led by a Rhodes 
Scholar from New Zealand, the Oxford group organise themselves to defend their 
own college and the rest of Oxford.

With the help of two ex-servicemen, they rout the criminal elements from the 
north who combine to attack the town. They also isolate and later deport a group 
of radical feminists (with hints of them being lesbians: “the majority of whom are 
self-sexed”)11 who resent the fact that men are still in control despite their small 
number. The Oxford college males then join with the remaining women fellows 
and scholars to form a government with the New Zealander and one of the leading 
female fellows being joint “Prime Ministers.”

The City businessmen, wanting control of the whole country, import 3000 
“coloured” labourers from Europe to attack Oxford. Again the Oxford group 
triumphs due to its organisational and leadership skills.

The imbalance of the sexes leads to the remaining men being in high demand 
and the two ex-servicemen are kept particularly busy when they are not involved 

10  Letter to R. H. Case, 9 April 1931, tipped into the author’s copy of Godfrey Irwin’s American 
Tramp and Underworld Slang (London: Eric Partridge Ltd at the Scholartis Press, 1931).
11  “Corrie Denison” [Eric Partridge], Why Not? (London: [Eric Partridge, 1931]), 215.
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in defending the town. A special dinner at Oxford, when everyone feels more 
uninhibited than usual, ends in an effective orgy.

The Oxford Cabinet soon moves to London to run the country as the 
legitimate government. The imbalance of the sexes is slowly restored by enticing 
10,000 Englishmen living abroad to return home, relocating them and other males 
to various towns across the country and having, under “the Sexual Law,” an active 
visitation policy where females are allowed to make up to five visits a year to spend 
a night with a male. The novel ends with a reunion dinner held in 1950 to mark 
the anniversary of the formation of the Cabinet.

The book is readable, but just. There is a lot of padding, and some scenes, besides 
being far-fetched, are rather melodramatic. Partridge sent the manuscript to Victor 
Gollancz for consideration for publication. Gollancz responded on 15 January 1931:

I read the novel with very great pleasure, but I fear it is absolutely unpublishable.
It is not, of course, a pornographic book; but the difference between a book of 
this type and pornography is a difference with which practically no Englishman, 
and certainly no English policeman or police magistrate, can appreciate. I feel 
absolutely certain that if it were published a prosecution would be inevitable, and 
that such a prosecution would succeed.12

Failing to find a commercial publisher, Partridge ‘published’ the novel himself, 
under his “Corrie Denison” pseudonym but in a stated edition of only two copies. 
The book was an expensive production. Although no printer is named, it was 
probably done by the Alcuin Press, Chipping Camden, Gloucestershire, the 
printers of some of the Scholartis Press books.13 The page margins are generous, 
gilded on top, and the book is bound in full vellum with the title and author in 
gold on the spine.

The colophon reads:

Of this book only two copies have been printed: one for the author and the other 
for a very good friend.

There are, however, actually three known copies, two in American institutions 
and one in my possession.14 This third copy is inscribed by Partridge as follows:

12  Victor Gollancz to Eric Partridge, 15 January 1931, Partridge mss, Lilly Library, Indiana 
University Bloomington.
13  For example, the typeface and size of paper used in Why Not? is the same as that of the Scholartis 
Press edition of The Autobiography of Pel. Perjuice (1929).
14  Institutional copies: 1) Harry Ransom Center Book Collection, University of Texas; 2) University 
of California San Diego (inscribed by Partridge to Ellis Roberts (1879–1953), author and journalist, 
and Literary Editor of the New Statesman from 1930 to 1932). My personal copy was acquired from 
a dealer on eBay in late 2014. The dealer was unable to elaborate on when and where he acquired 
the copy.



Script & Print186

To my very good friend Herbert Rothchild,15 who is a kindly and discriminating 
lover of good books and unusual books, this volume by our mutual acquaintance 
Corrie Denison, who wishes me to say that he hopes you’ll enjoy this story into 
which he has put much thought and much feeling. From Eric Partridge August 
1: 1931.

Title-page of  Why Not?, published pseudonomously in 1931 in an edition of two copies.

Partridge’s decision to publish the book himself rather than through the 
Scholartis Press was probably based on two factors. The first was the likelihood 
of it being banned as Gollancz had predicted. Partridge had had his fingers 
badly burnt in early 1929 when all the copies, including unbound sheets, of the 
Scholartis Press edition of Norah James’s Sleeveless Errand were ordered to be 
destroyed following the banning of the book.16 In addition, the depression had 
bitten into the private press market and the press was already struggling. In such 
an environment, publishing a book that was likely to be banned was simply not 
practical. But why Partridge chose to self publish only two copies (actually three), 
remains a mystery.

15  Herbert Lionel Rothchild (1881–1935) was a noted San Francisco book collector and, presumably, 
a collector of Scholartis Press books.
16  See The Times, February 22, 1929, 11; February 25, 9; February 28, 11; and March 5, 13.
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This was, however, not the end of the story. A slightly revised version of the 
text was issued commercially by John Heritage in October 1932 under the title The 
Scene is Changed, with the author given as “John Ray.” A cheap remainder edition 
appeared two years later. The revisions made by Partridge were minor. The New 
Zealand hero’s name is changed, as are some other names and a few dates, but 
nothing of consequence. The dinner that descends into a near orgy is still there.

John Heritage, who also used the imprint of the Unicorn Press, was a small 
publisher who operated in London from about 1931 to 1939, publishing some 
120 books, mainly novels.17 Why Heritage took the risk in publishing Partridge’s 
book is unknown.18 It is possible he acted as a vanity publisher, producing books 
for which the authors contributed to costs. A French translation—Changement de 
décor was published in Paris in 1934.19

Partridge’s authorship of the novel was not known at the time of the publication 
of the book. No mention of it is made in the five British deposit libraries where 
copies are held and the National Library of Australia is the only major library that 
cites Partridge as the author.20 The novel is listed in George Locke’s A Spectrum 
of Fantasy.21 Locke notes that someone has written in his copy (acquired around 
1997) that the author was Eric Partridge but he had not been able to confirm 
this. Partridge’s authorship was also acknowledged in a 1973 letter to Notes and 
Queries,22 and is included, along with Why Not?, in the list of his books given in 
the posthumous tribute to him edited by fellow lexicographer (and also a prolific 
author) David Crystal.23

However, Partridge himself freely admitted authorship in his A Covey of 
Partridge, where he wrote, noting first that the book was now a remainder:

With a natural vanity, I attribute its lack of success to the fact that the public 
missed, badly missed, the point—and therefore a considerable amount of fun. But 
it was not a masterpiece.24

17  Details from a COPAC search. The company appears to have been wound up in 1939. See http://
discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C6802081.
18  The censorship climate had eased since the late 1920s with Sir Joynson-Hicks, the vigilant anti-
pornography campaigner, no longer Home Secretary after the defeat of the Conservative Govern-
ment in the election of May 1929, and his subsequent ill-health, leading to his death in 1931.
19  James Ray, Changement de décor (Paris: Éditions de la “Nouvelle revue critique,” 1934).
20  In addition to the copies held in Britain, there are six in American institutions and one in the 
National Library of New Zealand and some probably held in private hands.
21  George Locke, A Spectrum of Fantasy: The Bibliography and Biography of a Collection of Fantastic 
Literature (Upper Tooting, London: Ferret Fantasy, 1980), vol. 1, 181.
22  Notes and Queries 9 (September 1973): 340.
23  David Crystal, ed., Eric Partridge in His Own Words (London: Deutsch, 1980).
24  A Covey of Partridge, 316. Partridge included a chapter, “Utopia,” from The Scene is Changed in A 
Covey—stating that it was written in 1931 but making no mention of the original version—as “The 
Gestures of Frank Parsons” in Why Not?
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Partridge’s second novel was Chronicle by “David Onslow.” Although in 
English, it was self-published by Partridge in Paris in 1933. It was a quarto, 
privately printed for the author and bound in grey paper-covered boards with 
a title label on the spine and the front board. The were two “editions,” (strictly 
speaking, almost certainly two issues):

i. Limited to 300 copies. Undated but issued in 1933 according to the 
Bibliothèque Nationale.
ii. Second edition, copies 301–1000, printed by the Lecram Press. Also 
undated, but the Bibliothèque Nationale Catalogue records a publication date 
of 1934.
Both editions had a plain off-white dust wrapper with the title also on the spine 

and front board. The printer’s name does not appear on the first edition,25 of which 
there may have been two issues. A copy, now in the Fryer Library, University of 
Queensland, has been sighted in which the printed sheets are markedly larger. 
This copy is in a different binding—a more functional (and probably later) 
library-style binding than the others sighted, suggesting that a previous owner 
had acquired a set of the sheets and had them bound up.

If 1000 sets of the sheets were actually printed, then the majority must have 
been destroyed, either accidentally or deliberately, as there are only 11 copies 
known of the book.26 Significantly, there are no copies in Britain, Partridge’s home 
from 1921 until his death some 58 years later.

The book tells the story of Wilfred Manning, a New Zealander, born in 1891, 
who goes to Cambridge on a scholarship. After graduating he becomes a writer. 
A guest is murdered at his country house and Manning is arrested the next day 
at his London club, charged with the murder and subsequently gaoled. This all 
happens in the first few pages of the novel: the rest of the book, bar a one-page 
epilogue, is a detailed and repetitive account of Manning’s sexual relations with 
various girlfriends, both in New Zealand and England. Many nights of heavy 
petting, going “almost all the way” with stimulation to climax but never actual 
intercourse are described over and over in boring detail.

The brief epilogue notes that Manning wrote the preceding account of his 
life while in gaol and that he died a few months before he was due to be released. 
The novel tells very little about his trial nor of his or others’ attempts to prove his 
rightful innocence.

25 The Bibliothèque Nationale Catalogue indicates that it does but this is an error.
26  Two in Australian institutions, one in private hands in Australia (the author’s copy), two in the 
Bibliothèque Nationale, another at the National Library of New Zealand, another two in private 
hands in New Zealand, and three in American University libraries. There is also a copy in poor 
condition of the second edition (no. 527) currently offered for sale on ABE.com. Quite possibly a 
few more remain in private hands.
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In 1943, author C. N. Dawes wrote that Chronicle was by a “famous 
contemporary author.”27 He was wrong! It is only recently that Partridge’s 
authorship of Chronicle has been confirmed. When cataloging a copy for sale 
some years ago, New Zealand bookseller Rowan Gibbs speculated on the possible 
author by comparing the biographical details of Wilfred Manning’s life as given 
in the novel with that of various New Zealand writers. No one fitted the bill but 
he thought Partridge a possibility.28

Proof of authorship came from Partridge himself. In the early 1960s he sold his 
papers to the Lilly Library at Indiana University Bloomington. In a 1965 letter to 
the University Librarian, Partridge offered a copy of Chronicle to the Library for 
$120 but with a caveat. The copy had some comments by Partridge on the fly-leaf 
and some suggested corrections. He said of it,

Don’t think of it as a “Kinsey” book, but is a truly (I believe) worthwhile rarity.… 
You would always regret failure to acquire it, for—I’m telling you this in deepest 
confidence—you could safely add it the E. P. books. Until I die (am nearly 72) the 
secret must, please, be preserved; & when I’m gone, I’d like it slipped unobtrusively 
into my books. It belongs to an unregenerate period of my life, not that I am 
ashamed of it.29

The Library did buy the book and put it on its shelves after Partridge died and 
noted the authorship in its catalogue entry. The Internet allowed that catalogue 
entry to be accessed worldwide and email correspondence with the library in 2014 
elicited a copy of the quoted letter.

Self-publishing the book in France was probably the only way Partridge 
could get the novel into circulation. The repetitive intimate details of Mannings’ 
evenings would certainly have resulted in the book being banned had it been 
published in England. Partridge spoke fluent French, and had spent considerable 
time in Paris during vacation periods while at Oxford and two of his earliest books 
had been published in Paris.30 He also met his wife there and the couple continued 
to visit Paris regularly after they were married in December 1925.31 They spent 

27  Annotation on the rear fly-leaf of the copy of Chronicle currently for sale on ABE.com (see previ-
ous note). I am grateful to Paper Pleasures of Templecombe, UK, for sending me scans of the book.
28  Email to the author from Rowan Gibbs, 18 November 2014. Knowing that Partridge is the actual 
author, one can find several matching biographical details in the book between his life and that of 
Wilfred Manning.
29  Eric Partridge to R. Cagle, University Librarian, Indiana University, 13 November 1965. Partridge 
mss, Lilly Library, Indiana University Bloomington.
30  The French Romantics’ Knowledge of English Literature, 1820–1848: According to Contemporary 
French Memoirs, Letters and Periodicals (Paris: Libraire Ancienne Edouard Champion, 1924) and 
A Critical Medley: Essays Studies, and Notes in English, French and Comparative Literature (Paris: 
Champion, 1926).
31  His wife’s name was Agnes Dora Vye-Parminter. Her father was an architect living and / or 
working in Paris.



Script & Print190

six weeks over the summer of 1933 in Paris, so organising publication of Chronicle 
would not have been difficult.32

In the same year that Partridge published Chronicle, his first general book on 
lexicography appeared.33 The year before he had signed a contract with Routledge 
to compile a dictionary of slang. The book took him five years of sustained work 
to complete. It was published in 1937 as A Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional 
English: Colloquialisms and Catch-Phrases, Solecisms and Catachreses, Nicknames, 
Vulgarisms and Such Americanisms as Have Been Naturalized and it soon became 
the definitive work. Partridge was to revise it six times, with an eighth edition, 
edited with the assistance of Paul Beale, published after his death. In 2005 Tom 
Hazell and Victor Terry published The New Partridge Dictionary of Slang and 
Unconventional English.34

By the time of the publication of the first edition of his opus, Eric Partridge 
was well and truly a full-time lexicographer. Except for a period of desk service in 
the Second World War, firstly in Army Education and then in the correspondence 
section of the RAF, he earned his living from his pen for the rest of his life. A 
permanent feature in the British Museum Reading Room, always occupying seat 
K1 and smoking incessantly, he wrote and compiled over seventy books.

But after Why Not? / The Scene is Changed and Chronicle, Partridge never again 
wrote or at least published any fiction. Which, one has to say, was probably a 
good thing.

Monash University

32  Letter card from Eric Partridge to Alfred Sutro, 25 July 1933 giving his vacation details and Paris 
address. Eric Partridge letters to Alfred Sutro, Special Collections and University Archives, Gleeson 
Library, University of San Francisco.
33  Eric Partridge, Words, Words, Words! (London: Methuen, 1933).
34  Published by Routledge and itself revised in 2012.


