
Flash of Genius! 
 
If Cameron really is a modern Flashman, his political opponents should be worried, 
says Tom Miers 
 
He didn’t ‘damn his eyes’, but calling Ed Balls a “muttering idiot” across the despatch 
box on Wednesday was perhaps the modern equivalent. 
 
“Flashman!” went up the cry from the Labour benches. They’d busted him again. The 
flash of temper, the supercilious look. The Prime Minster had revealed his true colours as 
an arrogant, bullying toff. 
 
Harry Flashman, the cowardly public school bully, who transforms himself into a 
Victorian hero through bluff, chicanery and putting on bold front. What better soubriquet 
for his enemies to attach to our Old Etonian Prime Minister? They’re certainly making it 
stick. 
 
Well, I wonder how many Labour MPs have read the Flashman books. And of those that 
have, it would be interesting to know if they’re entirely conformable drawing the analogy 
between Harry Flashman and their greatest enemy. For when you think about George 
Macdonald Fraser’s fictional character, he’s not such a bad role model for a Conservative 
Prime Minister after all. 
 
Of course, the central narrative point about Flashman is that he is a cowardly reprobate 
who gets mistaken by Victorian society as a paladin of virtue, and is lionised as a military 
and sporting hero. But since Cameron is quite clearly a perfectly pleasant family man, it 
is not this side of the Flashman character that the PM’s opponents are trying to pin on 
him, but the character’s opinions and attitude.  
 
They’re trying to make out that David Cameron is an elitist snob who is out of touch with 
ordinary people. In which case they’ve chosen the wrong analogy. 
 
Flashman, like many fictional characters, reflects the world view of his creator. George 
MacDonald Fraser, who died on the Isle of Man four years ago, was one of those 
conservatives who believes in the value of tradition, but is otherwise liberal in outlook. 
He hated big government and high taxes, despised political correctness and regarded 
politicians with deep suspicion, especially when they meddled with individual liberty. He 
was an anti-snob, delighting in working class culture and teasing the ruling elite. He was 
very patriotic but adored travel and absorbing foreign cultures. 
 
Written as the memoirs of a self-confessed scoundrel, the Flashman books allowed 
MacDonald Fraser to air his prejudices with impunity. Flashman’s bourgeois father 
married slightly above himself (rather like David Cameron), and Flashman himself 
marries the daughter of a self-made industrialist from Paisley. As a result, far from being 
a snob, he is the victim of snobbery. He is only accepted into the ruling elite because of 
his family’s money and, primarily, his dubious military reputation. His hilarious satire of 



the British class system, which runs through all his books, is heavily weighted with 
criticism of pompous aristocrats like Lord Cardigan and Queen Victoria. 
 
Flashman’s essential egalitarianism and his dislike of government are combined with 
social conservatism. At least, he seems to believe that society ought to operate according 
to certain conventions, while leaving plenty of room for individual licence. So while he 
cheats on his wife Elspeth, he would never think seriously of divorcing her. And while he 
hits the bottle with raucous regularity, he knows how to behave in polite society. He is, as 
David Cameron might put it, a liberal conservative. 
 
Again, like the Prime Minister, Flashman has a close affinity for Scotland. Of course the 
character doesn’t admit it, but Macdonald Fraser, who rose through the ranks to serve in a 
Scottish regiment after the war and was very proud of his Scots ancestry, fills his books 
with flattering references to Highlanders and tough Empire-building expat Scots. 
 
One of the best books is Flash for Freedom, which begins with Flashman considering a 
career in politics. He meets both Gladstone and Disraeli and concludes that, if that is the 
best on offer, the game must be easier than it seems, particularly given his own talents for 
dissembling, cheating and double-dealing. But before he can make much progress, he 
badly injures a man in a quarrel over gambling and has to flee the country. His father-in-
law arranges a commercial voyage which turns out to involve running slaves across the 
Middle Passage to America.  
 
Flashman, of course, becomes brutally adept at handling the merchandise. But through 
the character’s stated indifference the real prejudices of the author shine through: hatred 
of violence, sympathy for the plight of the poor, love of trade, fascination with travel and 
adventure and mistrust of interfering do-gooders who think they know better than we do 
how to run our lives. In the end, Flashman is saved by the young Abraham Lincoln, and 
strikes a mighty blow against the slave trade. 
 
Many of these traits sit very well with a British Prime Minister. Take Flashman’s attitude 
to foreigners, for example. He’s certainly not politically correct in his language. But his is 
not the blind snobbery and racism of many of his Victorian contemporaries. In fact he 
lays much of the blame for the Indian Mutiny on the British officers’ growing arrogance 
and failure to empathise with the people they were ruling. Flashman almost feels more at 
home on the dusty plains of India or among the wharves of New Orleans that riding the 
fields of Leicestershire or the whores of Haymarket. 
 
In the end, he’s a patriot and is convinced of the superiority of British culture. But that 
doesn’t stop him appreciating and understanding the world around him. 
 
One way of describing the British character is as inherently conservative in taste but 
liberal in mind. Mistrustful of government, but insistent on order. Egalitarian, but with a 
fondness for tradition. These characteristics are very prominently on show in the way the 
country is approaching the Jubilee and Olympic celebrations. If somehow you could strip 
out his inner venality, you could call them ‘Flashman’ qualities. 



 
At its most convincing, political Conservatism manages to capture these qualities and 
articulate them through the process of government. When it does so, it tends to sweep the 
board at elections. At his best, Cameron is adept at striking this chord, as any Flashman 
wannabe should. 
 
George Macdonald Fraser was a big admirer of Mrs Thatcher and bitterly resented Tony 
Blair, in particular because of the way he subordinated British foreign policy to the 
Americans and rode rough-shod over civil liberties. It is difficult to guess what he would 
have made of Cameron and the Flashman comparison. Perhaps he would have admired 
the Prime Minister’s determined effort to reform Britain’s disastrous welfare state, but 
baulked at all this compromise with the woolly Mr Clegg.  
 
But he would surely have recognised fondly another signature trait that seems to define 
the Prime Minister. ‘Chillaxing’ sounds a bit tame by Flashman’s standards, but it’s clear 
that both men share a lazy streak, or perhaps more exactly an all too human joie de vivre 
that takes hold perilously close to the moment of crisis. 
 
As one Tory peer shrewdly observed after the parliamentary clash on Wednesday, David 
Cameron might have lost his temper, but at least that shows he has character. Flashman 
has exasperated, amused and inspired readers in almost equal measure since he first 
appeared in 1969. How the British people view his modern political incarnation will 
become clear over the next couple of years. But one thing is for sure. David Cameron will 
need a good dose of what saved Flashman time and again: his enormous good luck.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 


