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The former PM’s closet homosexuality was plain to Jeremy 
Norman and his partner when they met in the 1980s but the 
Tory had chosen power over love and did not know how to 
make friends.
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In 1984 a mutual friend introduced my spouse, Derek Frost, to Sir Edward 
Heath, the former prime minister, recommending him as the interior designer 
for his recent purchase, Arundells, in Salisbury. 

Ted had never before owned his own house, he had always rented. It was an 
exciting prospect for both of them. 

He had been prime minister from 1970-74 and a year later Margaret Thatcher 
unseated him as leader of the Conservative party. He remained an MP and a 
figure on the world stage. As he was a bachelor, his sexuality had long been 
the subject of speculation. The satirical magazine Private Eye called him 
“Sailor Ted”, wink, wink.

Derek got the designer job and they became close, as clients often do. Ted 
involved himself in every detail of his new home. I remember seeing them 
sprawled on the floor looking at plans and fabric swatches; Ted’s fascination 
and wholehearted involvement were evident and touching to see. He adored 
the process of turning his Queen Anne gem into a contemporary home that 
reflected his many interests.

It is hard for those of us who live in the liberal, secular West to recall that just 
a few years ago being a gay man was illegal and deeply abhorrent to many. 
More than the criminal sanction, the fear of exposure and its consequences 
forced ambitious gay men into celibacy or sham marriage. 

Gay men hid in plain view in fear of discovery. Careers were wrecked by a 
rumour — and not just the careers of the rich and famous; gay people from all 
walks of life had no protection from dismissal. 

I “came out” shortly after leaving Cambridge in 1971. The visible gay world in 
London at that time was so small that I saw the same faces at every  party, 
bar and restaurant. Now there are probably more than a million openly gay 
people in the UK.

How did we know Ted was gay? It’s called “gaydar”, the sixth sense that’s 
made up of gesture, looks and a list of characteristics common in gay
men but, above all, by getting to know him. We had all learnt the hard way to 
disguise our natures, so it made us experts in recognising others in hiding. 
We sensed that he was reaching out to us because we were a gay couple.

I don’t think Ted much liked women; he preferred male company. Nowadays 
many gay men have lots of close women friends, but in a previous



generation many chose a monastic existence in the all-male worlds of the 
priesthood, academia, the army or parliament; perhaps that was as
close as they dared get to intimacy with men. 

Ted wanted to befriend us but didn’t know how to make friends. He couldn’t 
relax socially; perhaps he did so with male sailing companions aboard his 
yachts. He tried his best to prolong his business relationship with Derek in 
ways that were clearly superfluous and designed to retain our 
companionship.

His excuses for wanting to see us began with a joking telephone call 
complaining about some cushions falling apart — could we come over and 
take a look? 

He telephoned our seaside cottage at 10pm on Christmas Eve; he was 
clearly lonely. We felt sad for him. He didn’t know how to make conversation, 
only to hold forth amusingly with a wealth of interesting anecdotes, especially 
about world leaders. 

“Chairman Mao gave me this hideous piece,” he said, accompanied by the 
characteristic unnatural laugh and heaving shoulders.

Ted was always entertaining but never intimate. He had so schooled himself 
to suppress and hide his nature that it made him too guarded to become 
close. At times the strain must have been unbearable and at those moments 
he turned to the solace of music. 

There was an emptiness in his life that is often found in those who have never 
known requited love. He wanted to connect with us but had no idea how to do 
so. Ultimately we rejected his advances — we were no longer prepared to be 
just another in his audience of admirers. It had to be mutual friendship or 
nothing.

We were walking in the garden at Arundells one summer morning when he 
stopped to admire some white roses and said: “These roses make me
sad, they remind me of Strauss’s Four Last Songs.” 

He paused and I thought he was about to reveal something, but he made a 
joke and the moment was lost. He clearly had a softer, romantic side deeply 
buried by intellect and ambition. 



His generation often married to have children, companionship or 
advancement. I don’t think Ted could have endured marriage, so he chose 
the other route — celibacy and a life alone. He dedicated his life to political 
ambition and measurable achievement. 

Our sexuality is a core element, perhaps the central one, in our psychological 
make-up determining many of our choices in life. Both black and gay 
liberation are about learning to accept yourself for who you really are and 
finding pride in it. The big difference is that if you are black, you don’t have to 
tell your mother. I have known gay men marry or remain celibate only to come 
out after their mother died — who wants to risk losing the principal love of 
your life?

A friend said to me that Conservative Central Office in the 1980s was like a 
gay club. MPs of all parties used to frequent my gay club, Heaven, and
I knew a number of them well but they kept their sexuality secret from the 
outside world. 

Exposure would have meant the end of their political ambitions. Interestingly, 
like Ted, many gay MPs voted against the interests of the gay community. I 
argued with Ted on this subject and asked him why he voted against the 
equalisation of the age of consent. 

His answer was typical: “I am personally in favour, but the rank and file of the 
party would never stand for it.” He knew I was attacking him because, as a 
gay man, he should have voted for equality. It was unspoken but clearly 
understood.

Society has changed markedly in the past few years and so has the 
Conservative party. I have no doubt some Tories still make uncaring remarks
in unguarded moments, but so do Labour supporters. 

Homophobia and racism are now in the closet but are not dead. Modern 
politics is governed by focus groups, but I believe David Cameron’s 
commitment to gay marriage is sincere and principled. He speaks for a 
younger generation who cannot understand how it can be right to deny a 
person their civil rights because of prejudice. As the slogan says, “Marriage is 
a human right and not a heterosexual privilege”.

It is interesting to conjecture why many biographers prefer not to speculate 
about the homosexuality of their subjects even when there is a wealth
of circumstantial evidence.



I am sad to conclude that Ted Heath made a conscious choice between 
becoming prime minister and having a sex life; he was wise enough to
know that he could not have had both. It is the highest indictment of the 
cruelty of prejudice that such an able man had to make such a sacrifice
in order to lead his country.
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