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[An adapted and enlarged version of a presen-
tation to language teachers in Hong Kong on
17 Apr 04, at the launch of the 4th edition of
the OALECD, a bilingualization by Lu Gu-sun,
Zhuang Yi-chuan, and Shi Xiao-shu of the
OALDCE, 4th edition.]

BOOKS have biographies too. Publishers and
others often talk about ‘the life of a book’, hop-
ing it will be long and profitable. Length and
profitability have certainly been true for what I
usually think of simply as the ALD: the
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary – an almost bibli-
cal bestseller that originated in East Asia in the
1930s, since when it has passed through many
forms, formats, and editions. Its complex story
includes for example both the latest OALDCE
itself (the 6th edition, 2000) and a work about
whose existence I became aware only recently,
the OALECD, or Oxford Advanced Learner’s Eng-
lish-Chinese Dictionary, in its revised and
extended 4th edition of 2002. You might say
that these are two very different books, and
that I should therefore be dealing with two
biographies, and you would be right. But since
they are historically two among many varia-
tions on a single Advanced Learner theme, I am
right too. We might therefore compromise and
think in terms of a dual legacy that has
emerged out of, and remains part of, one origi-
nal tradition.

A dual legacy

There are many twists to this tale, some very
large and some very minor indeed, but intrigu-

ing. For example, the title on the front cover of
the ‘mother dictionary’ has tended to be differ-
ent from the title on the title page. Thus, for
example, the cover title on both my 1995 and
2000 copies is simply Oxford Advanced
Learner’s Dictionary, but on the title page inside
it is the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of
Current English. Odd, you may think, that the
language with which the book deals doesn’t
appear (need to appear?) on the cover. The
language seems simply to be taken for granted,
maybe because of space constraints but maybe
also because the OALD(CE) is the most famous
dictionary of its kind – was the first of its kind –
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is indeed an archetype that led to a whole
genre of dictionaries (think Longman, Collins,
Chambers, Cambridge, Macmillan…) for for-
eign and/or second-language learners of the
world’s lingua franca. 

The English/Chinese edition of course can’t
afford such luxuries as two titles (one outside,
one inside). It has needed to be specific straight
away, in two languages, and not just any two
but as it happens the two largest in the world:
Chinese for sheer ethnic numbers, English for
sheer global distribution. Indeed, such a com-
bination makes it a remarkable addition to
what many now simply call The Advanced
Learner’s – no need now even to add Dictionary.

What I would like to do here is tell, as con-
cisely as possible, the intricate tale of the O—
ALD—CE, and particularly how it began not in
Oxford at all or even in Europe but in East Asia.
The ALD in fact started out as an East Asian dic-
tionary, even though the only language in its
pages was English. The OALECD is a much later
bilingual Chinese edition, based in Hong Kong
(a territory with a complex biliterate and trilin-
gual story of its own), and has served to
strengthen even more the link between the dic-
tionary and OUP on the one hand and East Asia
on the other.

Bilingualization

However, what came to be called the
(O)ALD(CE) was created at a time, many
decades ago, when the intention was not to be
bilingual but to teach English in English to the
non-English-using world. One couldn’t add in
every student’s language for backup purposes,
and as a result the EFL dictionary was born.
However, this once revolutionary but later
entirely routine idea deserves some cautious
exploration, despite its continuing popularity.
Of course, and intriguingly, the kind of bilin-
gualization we find in the OALECD doesn’t
impede or prevent such an approach, but what
it does provide is relief and reassurance along
the way. In an OALECD kind of book one can
both learn a language directly in that language
and indirectly through reference to and com-
parison with one’s mother tongue, as backup:
in a serious sense, the best of both worlds.

Manifestly, Chinese is the language of the
most populous nation on earth and English is
the most widely used language in the world,
and dictionaries that bring them together are
important publications. The usual and most

obvious way to manage two such languages in
one dictionary is to have two-way compart-
ments (English/Chinese, Chinese/English), in
whatever order seems appropriate. The
OALECD however is not such a work. Instead, it
is a means of providing a Chinese user first with
English words and their definitions then with
translations and illustrations, etc., in Chinese.
In this format, English is specially highlighted
as what Indians call a ‘window on the world’.
The assumption is that the presumed user
already knows Chinese, yet foreign learners of
Chinese, it seems to me, could also find this dic-
tionary useful, beginning with English infor-
mation they probably already know, with
usage examples and the like, then adding the
equivalents in Chinese. As such, it functions as
a one-sided bilingual dictionary that may
nonetheless serve reasonably advanced learn-
ers of both languages – all of which makes it a
rather intriguing sub-genre. The focus ulti-
mately is on learning English, but the book can
be used as an aid to learning Chinese.

Indeed, if I were studying an Oxford Dictio-
nary of Current Chinese (with built-in English
backup) I suspect I would find it both useful
and comforting (and presumably I’d get pinyin
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romanization plus characters in the main Chi-
nese section, for easy A–Z reference). Such
mother-tongue support is probably best when
used as a supplement to classroom or other
direct untranslated work in a foreign language.
Once one became an intermediate student of
Chinese one could, I imagine, use an English
supplement of this kind successfully, and find it
comforting. It seems to me therefore that this
bilingualization of the original monolingual
ALD is excellent in both principle and practice,
and may even be useful for people learning
Chinese. Indeed, more people worldwide are
learning Chinese than ever before, and this
book could well become a useful tool when
they reach the upper intermediate learning
stage.

However, I would like here to look behind
and beyond such a possibility, intriguing as it
is, because the ALD has a story of its own that is
eminently worth recounting. That story has
two distinct parts: first, in terms of develop-
ments centuries earlier, when higher education
had begun to develop in the West, then in
terms of how it developed in early 20th-century
East Asia, so as (deliberately) not to be a bilin-
gual dictionary. 

Cross-cultural gifts

The Latin name for a wordbook is dictionarium,
originally conceived as a book of dictiones
(‘expressions’, ‘words and phrases’). Over
many centuries books with that name became

Part of a page from Oxford Advanced Learner’s English-Chinese Dictionary (slightly reduced)

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078405001148 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078405001148


THE FIRST ENGLISH LEARNER’S DICTIONARY: THE CHINESE DIMENSION 63

increasingly like the kind of thing we have
today, most particularly in their use of alpha-
betic ordering, a radical development gradu-
ally introduced in medieval times. It is interest-
ing to note in this regard that the ALD is
published not by a commercial publisher but a
university press whose existence dates from
16th-century England, when Oxford University
received royal permission to produce ‘all man-
ner of books’. In the course of doing that OUP
became ‘globalized’, with extensions in many
parts of the world. However, the scholars who
received that royal permit so long ago could
never have imagined a gathering in China, to
celebrate such books. For them, ‘Cathay’ was
months away by sea, a bit like going to Mars.
An English/Chinese dictionary was unimagin-
able when OUP came into existence.

Yet two important gifts had already reached
England from Cathay, both crucial to dictio-
nary making. The first was paper and the sec-
ond printing: China’s unintended gifts to the
world. But there was also a third necessary gift,
this time from a civilization lying between
China and Europe: the world of Islam. In the
15th century, Christians in Europe were deeply
impressed by education in Muslim North
Africa, and especially by an institution of
higher education called a madrisih (a word
now often translated as ‘school’). The Chris-
tians built their own first version of a madrisih
in Palermo in Sicily, giving it the novel Latin
name universitas, meaning, more or less, ‘a
place for everything’, which was in effect the
purpose of the Muslim madrisih.

A second universitas was opened shortly
afterwards at Bologna, then a third in Paris,
and a fourth in Oxford, then many more
throughout Europe. By the 16th century, schol-
ars in Oxford and elsewhere had begun to
spread their knowledge wider still, and as part
of this movement Oxford University Press came
into being, and in due course, such institutions
as Hong Kong University Press.

The shared language of European academics
at the time of the founding of the universities
was Latin, spoken in a wide range of accents at
trans-European conferences, much as people
now do worldwide in English. As European
trade expanded and colonies were founded fur-
ther and further from Europe, such languages
as Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, French, and
English travelled widely, interacted with other
languages, and grew more influential. This sit-
uation led, among many other things, to an

international language-learning industry,
which brings us back to our immediate con-
cern, because the language that had the most
success in this international linguistic, com-
mercial, and political competition was English.

Harold Palmer and Michael West

In the early 20th century, two Englishmen were
working in East Asia, as a direct consequence of
a long process of European commercial, imper-
ial, and linguistic expansion. One was Harold E.
Palmer in Tokyo in Japan and the other Michael
West in Bengal in India, both teaching English
and helping to invent (without knowing it) a
subject or potpourri of subjects that began by
mid-century to be called ‘applied linguistics’.
They were also pioneers in what is now increas-
ingly called ‘the English language industry’. At
the time, however, neither had any significant
contact with publishers, and publishers of edu-
cational books were not yet strongly aware of the
growing and now vast educational complex
known by such acronyms as ELT, EFL, ESL, and
TESOL. Palmer was working directly for the gov-
ernment of Japan, as part of its semi-explicit pol-
icy of westernization, the aim being to make the
English language accessible to the next genera-
tion of Japanese, and perhaps even to make it a
language of Japan. Michael West, on the other
hand, was working as an English language
teacher within the British Empire, in Bengal in
India.

Harold Palmer in Japan, was, I would argue,
the grandfather of the OALDCE. He is, how-
ever, a forgotten grandfather, who could
hardly have imagined that his teaching career
in Japan would lead to one of the world’s most
successful dictionaries, both as a classic of its
kind and a stimulus for intense competition
among UK publishers of a whole sub-genre of
dictionaries for ELT purposes. Michael West
was equally influential, but his outlet was
Longmans Green, which later became Long-
man, and is now part (in effect an imprint) of
the Pearson Group, and is sometimes referred
to nowadays as Pearson Longman. Both men
were key figures in formulating the ground
rules for teaching English as a foreign or sec-
ond language (TEFL, TESL), largely in opposi-
tion to the traditional grammar-translation
method. Their radical approach became over
the next fifty years both a key aspect of
TEFL/TESL in UK-based teaching systems and
an influence on TESOL in US-based systems.
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Hornby, Gatenby, and Wakefield

Among Palmer’s colleagues and successors in
Tokyo were three men who happened all to
have Yorkshire names: A. S. Hornby, E. V.
Gatenby, and H. Wakefield. If one drives from
Edinburgh in Scotland through northern Eng-
land towards London, on the A1, one passes
through Yorkshire, and on the way south might
notice separate sign-posts to three particular
towns: first Hornby, then Gatenby, then Wake-
field – which is why, whenever I make this jour-
ney, I find myself thinking of ELT, the OALD,
and Japan.

Palmer left Japan in 1936, and in the follow-
ing year Albert Sidney Hornby and his col-
leagues began work on an English-only dictio-
nary for Japanese (and by implication other
foreign) learners that would provide not only
definitions but also information on syntax and
idioms. This work, completed in 1940, pub-
lished in 1942 by Kaitakusha in war-time
Tokyo, with the English title the Idiomatic and
Syntactic English Dictionary. Hornby and his
colleagues had left Japan in 1939. I do not
know what happened to Gatenby and Wake-
field, but when Hornby returned to the UK, he
joined the British Council, and after the war
became editor of the now world-renowned
English Language Teaching Journal (ELTJ).

The war with Japan ended in 1945, and,
after due negotiation, the Kaitakusha dictio-
nary was re-issued by Oxford University Press
in 1948, for worldwide distribution, as A
Learner’s Dictionary of Current English (LDCE)
by Hornby, Gatenby, and Wakefield. In later
editions Hornby’s name alone appeared, either
on the cover or, more usually, the title page,
complemented when it became appropriate by
the name of any up-dating or entirely new edi-
tor, as with Jonathan Crowther’s in the fifth
edition, 1995, and Sally Wehmeier’s in the
sixth in 2000, with Michael Ashby’s as phonet-
ics editor. The dictionary has been an immense
and uncontestable success, ranking to my mind
alongside The Encyclopaedia Britannica and
indeed the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) as
an institution of the language with immense
worldwide influence and appeal. In all of this,
however, the primary purpose of the book has
been to facilitate a high-level use of English
worldwide, through a 1st edition in 1948, a
2nd in 1963, a 3rd in 1974, a 4th in 1989, a 5th

in 1995, and 6th in 2000, and without the
mediation of any learner’s mother tongue.

There have been several notable side-effects
to the creation of the original Hornby et al. and
its adoption by Oxford. One was internal to OUP:
the creation of successive editions and associated
ELT dictionaries, including the Chinese bilin-
gualized edition (of which I was unaware until
recently). Another was the sincerest form of flat-
tery by other publishers: such ‘clones’ as The
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English
(which never, however, made use of the West
name) and such variations on the advanced-
learners theme as Collins COBUILD, with its
whole-sentence speak-directly-to-the-user defi-
nitions. All such dictionaries lie at the heart of
the vast British empire of ELT publishing.

I am frankly in awe of the amount of work
and the many skills and requirements that have
been needed to create the successive editions
of the Chinese ALD bilingualization. The list of
its editions includes: five in Orthodox (Tradi-
tional Chinese) Characters (1970, 1984, 1994,
1999, 2002); two using Simplified Characters
(1990, 1997); two using Simplified Character
editions for mainland China, produced by the
Commercial Press in Beijing (1990, 1997, and
with a new words supplement 2002); and two
in Taiwan Orthodox using Traditional Chinese
Characters, by the publishers Tung Hwa/TH
(1970, 1984). The intricacy and range of such
versions tends, I suspect, to boggle the Western
mind.

Much of my professional life has been spent
creating works of reference, and I know all too
well the time, the effort, the detail, and the
unrelenting drive for accuracy needed to make
them useful – indeed, simply to make them.
Both the English-language and Chinese-lan-
guage traditions are central to the history of
this particular global book or, more properly,
this set or series of books. I am by no means
saying this to keep Oxford University Press
happy, although I like them to be happy. I’m
saying it because, in my personal and profes-
sional opinion, this is a profoundly powerful
lexicographic achievement, in which East Asia
has played a crucial role. It is an Oxford tradi-
tion that ranks, in my opinion, second only to
the creation and continuation of the great OED
itself. And in a real sense, the tradition of the
ALD is as much an Asian as a European 
creation. �
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