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The irrepressible Anstey
B y J E A N m s i

demands.
T h e House i s i n a n u p r o a r ,

Everybody is vociferous b u t the
short, s tocky personage who was
t h e o r i g i n a l cause o f the disturb‑
ance. He sits forward, beaming w i t h
a q u a i n t i m p e r t i n e n c e , h i s eyes
g l i n t i n g w i th a mischief tha t i s co ld
and merciless. As y o u watch h i m
m o v i n g h i s head t o catch voices i n
the clamor, y o u g e t a succession of
determined profi les . The face seems
to have been abandoned to h e a d y
passions and tumultuous g r i e f s .
T h e nose has the ominous distinc‑
t i on of a threat. T h e m o u t h m i g h t
have been moulded of a sob a n d a
sneer. O n l y the w a v i n g g r e y h a i r
that tends t o c u r l t h i c k l y about the
ears and neck is a reproach to the
res t of the countenance. it m i g h t
belong to a poe t or maestro, though
somehow one associates it w i th or‑
n a t e jewe l le ry, loud neckt ies, and
vu lgar i ty. And there is j u s t a faint
s u g g e s t i o n o f v u l g a r i t y about the
man when he rises to resume h is
speech. H is gestures denote tn
natura l demagogue. H i s language
reveals to r ren t ia l f ee l i ng . He is no
vict im of the terrible t y r a n n y of
words. H i s independence is p r o ‑
claimed by the moans of a muti l‑
ated syn tax . H i s discourse is grue‑
some wi th the remains of s laught ‑
ered sentences. H i s audacious
tongue , dar t ing h i the r and thi ther.
is s e e k i n g what asp i ra tes i t c a n de‑
vour. And he delivers ideas that
somewhere between the t h o u g h t
and the utterance have. lost their
composure and p robab i l i t y. I t i s
o f ten red. revo lu t i ona ry s tu f f he ut ‑
ters. packed wi th u g l y g e n e r a l i t i e s
and po isonous p e r s o n a l ons laughts ,
b u t f r e e l y dep r i ved o f i t s venomous
purpose by the anaesthetic of
humor. A n d here le t one s a y tha t
he is exceedingly f u n n y at t imes.
The dign i ty o f the g r e a t e s t oppon‑
e n t has been ru ined by the c rea t ions
of his ironical f a n c y. Indeed his
a c r i d sarcasms have shaken the
v e r y p i l l a r s i n the Te m p l e o f
Stodge. St i l l , a f te r he has finished
and resumed his seat. one has a
cl inging m e m o r y of t h e g i b e s and
hilious laughter. The solid matter
of h is discourse is r a r e l y a con‑
t r ibut ing factor to harmony and
good feel ings. Political enemies
l iken i t to the Bosh that Len in and
Tro tzky p u t into the Bolshevik re‑
l i g i o n .

Tha t  i s  an  imp ress i on  o f  F rank
Anstey, M.H.R., and the most ex‑
t r a o r d i n a r y character i n the Fed‑
eral Labor Party. He has been a
sailor. a laborer, a caretaker, and
a hundred o ther th ings , bu t he has
lat ter ly achieved the hauteur of
ca l l ing himself a person of “ n o oc‑
c u p a t i o n . ” A n s t e y i s _ a nat ive o f
Devonshire, but the thought of i t s
g r e e n lanes is obscured in h is mind
by s l imy vistas of slums. There is
no need to ask his opin ion of the
E n g l i s h  w a g e  s y s t e m .  H e  i s  a n
episode in i ts history, qu i te n e g l i ‑
g ib le among numbers equally ardu‑
ous, but s t i l l po ignant to h im after
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years of  comparat ive prosper i ty.  As
a boy he starved in E n g l a n d and l i t ‑
era l ly t r a m p e d f r o m town t o t o w n
t r y i n g t o m a k e t w o c r u s t s o f bread
g r o w where one g r e w before. A
man whose recollection is clouded
by those expe r i ences i s an impa t ‑
ien t phi losopher t o s o f t l y - n u r t u r e d
opponen ts . T h e memory o f hav ing
seen h i s m o t h e r inadequately fed
lends a .certain au thor i t y to h i s ran ‑
cou r a n d g ives h i m the tone o f an
irreconcilable. A n d A n s t e y is an
irreconcilable as r e g a r d s the econ‑
o m i c p o s i t i o n . A s t h e m e m b e r f o r
Brunsw ick in the Vic tor ian Assem ‑
bly and la ter a s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e f o r
B o u r k e ( \ ' i c . ) in the Commonwealth
arena, he has n e v e r deviated f r o m
his Socialistic pr inciples. He argues
tha t Social ism is the o n l y l o g i c a l
cure f o r a s y s t e m that y e a r l y c o m ‑
pels thousands to die of insuffi‑
c iency in the g o o d t h i i g s o f l i f e .
Otherwise the on ly alternative is to
save a l l those s u p e r fl u o u s appet i tes
the t rouble of g e t t i n g born. A n ‑
s tey is not the fi r s t to feel crushed
between the mil lstones of M a r x and
.\lalthus. so to speak, b u t he is
nea r l y the first. t o pe rce i ve the
i r o n y of the si tuat ion. I t is th i s
i r o n y that has entered his soul and
r ises periodical ly to sour h is utter‑
ance.
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A n s l e y c a n b e chaotic. n e u r o t i c ,
and id io t ic , but he has never been
dull . H i s humor is su rp r i s ing . and
he is ab le to g i v e it abundant exer‑
cise when c o n s i d e r i n g t h e o p i n i o n s
and the people opposi te. I t must be
admit ted tha t there a r e v iews a n d
m e n behind the Government that
are. g i f t s t o a n y p o l i t i c a l sat i r is t . A
L ibera l ism t h a t is m o s t l y exul tant
i n the p o w e r o f l a w a n d o r d e r , i s
vulnerable to the bluntest shafts of
w i t . M e n w h o have ente red the i r
second childhood or haven't emer ‑
ged f r o m their first can be made to
look foo l ish b y the crudest p o l i t i c a l
t y r o . But. Aus tey ' s success as a jes‑
t e r is wonder fu l because he hasn ' t
the o r d i n a r y w e a p o n s o f speech . A s
a speaker he could never achieve
lileakin's effor t less flow of s i l v e r
and g o l d . He does n o t possess Bak ‑
hap's vocabulary, Ke l l y ’s apposi te‑
ness. o r t h e l a t e Roberts ' p e n e t r a t ‑
i n g fluency. L ikewise he lacks the
S c o t c h alootness that d is t ingu ishes
Fowle r ' s invect ive. He is cubi ts
short of W a t t s oratorical stature.
Brennan's pol ished flippancy has
been denied t o h i m . ( ‘ o n s i d i n e ' s
I r ish readiness is n o t his met ier.
A n d h e neve r cou ld a p p r o a c h b u r l y
J i m Page’s g e n i a l b r u t a l i t y. Ye t i n
his see th ing messages to democracy
there somet imes e m e r g e s a t h o u g h t
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tha t is wrenched h o t and lu r i d f r o m
the bra in and is moulded. ere it
cools, in to a t r a n s fi g u r i n g ep igram.
O n e remembers t h e n i g h t a f e w
m o n t h s a g o when he reviewed the
Government's bur lesque res igna t ion
a f t e r the second Referendum. That
even ing he bubbled w i t h senten‑
t ious sarcasm and mentioned a
propos the incident at Warwick:
“ J u s t a s the o a k s p r a n g f r o m the
acorn , so o u t o f a ro t ten e g g they
manufactured the Commonwealth
p o l i c e . " i t was n o t h i s best saying,
but. in t h e essence of i t s ridicule
i t deserved to be immortal . I t is
th i s f acu l t y f o r p u n g e n t i l lustration
t h a t fi l ls t h e House q u i c k e r t h a n
Wi l l iam M o r r i s l l u g h e s ' asserted
p o w e r of fascination. Indeed
H u g h e s m u s t e n v y Ans tey 's queer
c a p a c i t y f o r p a c k i n g the. p u b l i c g a l .
ler ies and ho ld ing a l l tense and ex‑
p e c t a n t u n t i l t he end o f his speech.
But. then H u g h e s r a r e l y endeavors
to say any th i ng memorable. It is
n o t u n f a i r t o r e m a r k tha t h i s fre‑
q u e n t p a t h as a speaker has been a
s o r t o f v i a dolorosa o f neg lec ted
o p p o r t u n i t i e s .

Of  Austey 's  fu ture  in  po l i t i cs  i t  i s
s a f e to prophesy that he. wi l l be
con ten t to remain a t r i bune o f the
people. I f Labor e v e r attains office
a g a i n . he might . be offered Cabinet
r a n k o n a c c o u n t o f h i s p e r s o n a l in ‑
t eg i ' i t y. his sound know ledge o f
b a n k i n g a n d finance, a n d h i s pro‑
f o u n d f reedom t'rom most o f the
p o p u l a r p o l i t i c a l il lusions. B u t a
t ‘ab inet w i t h A n s t e y in i t would
soon become a m i x t u r e o f a . d o g
t i g h t . a t e m p e r a m e n t a l p r i m a donna,
a n d a S i n n Ve in m e e t i n g where
someone had proposed “ T o H e l l
w i th the I r i sh . " A n s t e y could
n e v e r to lerate t h e s t e a d y i n g effect
o f ( ‘ a b i n e t respons ib i l i t y or the
necessary s t i fl i n g of personal i ty
a n d p r i nc ip l e which s m u g Ofl‘i-Ce
seekers find it easy to endure. As
a m a t t e r o f f a c t , h e i s too honest
a n d independen t f o r t h e c o w a r d l y
c o m p r o m i s e s o f the Cabinet room.
R e a l l y t he t roub le w i t h h i m is tha t
h e was born over a c e n t u r y too late.
A s ( ‘ i t i z e n A n s t e y h e m i g h t have
been a j e u n e p r e m i e r i n the g r e a t
Parisian drama of 1789. Perhaps
he m i g h t have been another Dan‑
t o n w i t l rou t q u i t e h is h i g h purpose ,
o f even a new Mara t depr i ved o f
t h e wickedness a n d headache‐but
he wou ld have been a m a n o f the
Mountain. Cer ta in ly he would have
denounced Robesp ie r re a n d died
wi th the others in the sweet , w a r m
sunset which. Belloc describes in
h i s “ L i f e of Danton.“ T h e p r e s e n t
era can offer h im n o t h i n g s o fine
and finished as tha t conclusion. The
o n l y m a r t y r d o m tha t i s l e f t t o h im
is to go on teaching a Democracy
that w i l l never l e a r n ‐ t o continue
a d v i s i n g t h e M a n i n the St ree t o n l y
to discover tha t he is Ever at Sea.
T h a t is t he i rony of“ i ronies, and
Ans tey, connoisseur of i rony, should
appreciate it well.


