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Well fancy that How Britain received news of a General Election on May 1

Vote for The Dinner Party!

Election
Table Talk

May 1
With the date for the General
Election finally set, Dinner
Party-goers start to make
plans for election-night
soirées. Several DP-goers
find that they are already not
invited to May 1 dinner
parties, which have been
scheduled since January by
hosts with inside
information, while those who
bet on an April election are
left wishing they had bought
the champagne on a sale-or-
return basis. Labour DP-
goers begin the task of
selecting a Tory friend to
invite and laugh at as the
returns come in, although
many still remember how
badly this idea backfired
in 1992.

Time Out
Guests heave a sigh of relief
as Parliament is hastily
prorogued. DP-goers are
never more at their ease than
when they are not being
governed, and many declare a
wish to have Parliament
prorogued more often,

perhaps once a month or so,
as a sort of damage-
limitation exercise. Guests
also express hopes that MPs
will use this time off wisely,
to catch up with family and
friends, to stop and smell the
roses, and to invoice
Mohammed al Fayed.

American-style debate
DP-goers are generally fond
of American style, from
extendable police batons to
thin chips, and their
enthusiasm for American-
style televised debates is
such that many consider it
justification for another
dinner party. Guests are
divided, however, as to
whether Paddy Ashdown
should be allowed to take
part. Some guests think that
his issue-oriented common
sense will spoil everything,
while others insist that you
can’t exclude a candidate just
because he has no chance of
winning, otherwise you
would end up with Tony
Blair debating with himself.
One wag ventures that such a

debate might actually get to
the bottom of a few things.

The Dinner Party
DP-goers’ political wing, The
Dinner Party, has suffered
several setbacks in the past
few weeks, including the
failure of its notoriously
rigorous ‘‘wine and
painkillers’’ selection
process to produce a single
conscious candidate. Now
DP-goers fear The Dinner
Party will suffer from
confusion with the so-called
Framlingham Eight, the

documentary subjects whose
views on the chemical
castration of homosexuals
leave most Dinner Party
devil’s advocates in the
starting blocks.

Sun Backs Blair
DP-goers have always
considered the expression
‘‘Sun reader’’ to be something
of an oxymoron, so many
doubt the effectiveness of the
tabloid’s endorsement of
contributing editor Tony
Blair. Many guests doubt
that Sun readers vote at all,
although wags point out that
they are more practised than
most in putting an ‘‘X’’ on
documents.

Further Reading
A survey of books DP-goers
are currently reading, or at
least buying, shows that of
the newly released Penguin
titles Why Vote Labour?,
Why Vote Conservative? and
Why Vote Liberal
Democrat?, DP-goers are
overwhelmingly buying the
latter, but guests are divided
as to whether this connotes

tacit support or whether it is
just because Why Vote
Liberal Democrat? is a very
good question.

Of course, most DP-goers
are actually busy buying The
Histories by Herodotus, the
book made famous by the
film The English Patient.
While few DP-goers pretend
they have read The Histories,
several seem prepared to
pretend they have read The
English Patient.

Single Sex
DP-goers discuss a recent
report which says that four
out of 10 single women are
not in sexual relationships.
Male DP-goers wonder why
this is, and ask to see a list.
Female DP-goers say that it’s
because women are becoming
more selective, while men are
becoming increasingly
unresponsive, unromantic,
boring and emotionally
retarded. Male DP-goers
wonder what all this has to
do with the General Election.

Tim Dowling

Face to face with

NORMA
Continued from previous page
at the beginning, one in par-
ticular sticks in her mind. ‘‘It
said: ‘A good wife has the ear
of her husband’.’’ She looks
exasperated, twisting her
hands together. ‘‘People who
are not involved in this fre-
netic life do not realise how
little scope there is for the
wife. There is no room for me
to look after him, and I cannot
say ‘Look, it’s time you went
to bed.’ He knows what he
needs to do. No Prime Minis-
ter wants a nagging wife.’’

Her first priority was to
maintain a stable family
home. She says that it would
be impossible to create any
semblance of a domestic life
in Downing Street. ‘‘We don’t
get a lot of privacy upstairs. I
don’t mind because we still
have our home, but I think
that if this was everything,
then you couldn’t cope with
people buzzing in and out all
the time.’’

If she had stayed full time
in Downing Street, it would,
she says with a little laugh,
have been ‘‘a short road to the
divorce courts’’. The uncer-
tainty of her husband’s life-
style would have maddened
her. ‘‘I would never know
when [John] was coming in.
How many times can you
reheat a meal — it would
drive me crazy, whereas the
steward can stand back from
it a bit . . . Even when he was
on Lambeth Council, I’d cook
a meal and lay the table
nicely, then you get the first
phone call to say ‘Sorry, I’ve
been delayed’ and at 11
o’clock you’re clearing it all
away. That gets a bit tedious
after a while.’’

She says that people
believe this means they have
‘‘rather a strange marriage’’.

Yet this could not be further
from the truth: ‘‘We’re
happy, we love each other and
we’re still together.’’

In return, she accepts that
her husband is no longer
exclusively her property. He
belongs to the civil service
and to the country: ‘‘Essen-
tially, the job comes first. I
accepted that a long time
ago.’’

I ask if she ever cooks for
her husband these days. ‘‘Oh,
yes,’’ she says, enthusiasti-
cally. ‘‘And we still eat at the
kitchen table.’’ Recalling the
satirical Spitting Image
sketch of their Downing
Street dinners, I ask her if she
cooks him frozen peas.

There is a short silence
while she eyes me suspi-
ciously; then she softens. ‘‘I
never did understand that.
The only thing I can suggest
is that everybody thought
that we were the most boring
couple on this earth and may-
be they regard peas as the
most boring vegetable.’’

In fact, there is little time to
cook her husband peas or any-
thing else at the moment. She
racks her brains in an attempt
to remember when she last
had a meal alone with him.
‘‘We didn’t have supper
together last night; the night
before we had a charity din-
ner; on Sunday night I was at
home and he was here; on Sat-
urday night we were out to
dinner in the constituency; on
Friday night we were in Bath
and I did not eat with him;
that’s five days — and I can’t
remember as far back as
Thursday.’’

She laughs, realising that it
is difficult to prove to me —
and even to herself — that she
spends enough time with her
husband: ‘‘I suppose there is

not a lot of time just on our
own — breakfast perhaps, but
that’s not always on our
own . . . the chances are that
somebody will come in to dis-
cuss something that’s more
important than whatever it is
we might be discussing.’’

One of the things she most
valued were her long chats
with him in the car. ‘‘One
thing I miss, I do miss very
much is the car, because we
used to do a lot of our commu-
nicating in the car . . . Now
we’ve got a driver and a

detective, and discreet as
they are, you don’t engage in
the same kind of conversa-
tion. That’s valuable time
we’ve lost together.’’

Nevertheless, she says,
they are still ‘‘good friends’’
and she knows how to gauge
his moods: ‘‘I know when to
keep out of the way or keep
quiet. You sense that he’s sit-
ting there and he’s distracted
and he doesn’t really want to
talk to anybody about any-
thing. The trick is to try and
pick your moment.’’

Does she ever speak to him
about politics? ‘‘Sometimes
— but not often. He gets
enough of that from other
people.’’

Norma does not come from
a political background and
says she had little interest in
politics before meeting her
husband. An only child, she
was born 55 years ago in
Shropshire, where her father
was stationed during the war.
He died in a car crash a week
after the war ended and she
was sent away to boarding

school, ‘‘not because my
mother couldn’t stand the
sight of me’’ — as a recent
biography stated — but
because it was considered
best for her. Her mother, who
was juggling three jobs to
make ends meet, visited her
every weekend and she grew
up in an extended family of
cousins and aunts. ‘‘I didn’t
have a lonely childhood . . .
but I think I grew up very
independent.’’

She became head girl of her
secondary state school in
Peckham and went on to
become a domestic science
teacher and a nanny. But her
real passion was opera and
she would camp outside
Covent Garden for tickets for
almost every opera, espe-
cially if there was an appear-
ance of her favourite singer,
Joan Sutherland, whose biog-
raphy she later wrote.

Even before meeting her
husband, however, she says
she was ‘‘instinctively’’ a
Conservative. ‘‘But I didn’t
really do anything active in
politics until the GLC elec-
tions of 1970, when I agreed
to give a hand to a friend.
That was when I met John.’’

Instantly attracted to him,
she gave him a lift home that
night and invited him to a din-
ner party later that week. He
accepted but then rang to can-
cel at the last minute. She
invited him to the opera and
he turned her down again.
Then he invited her to a din-
ner at a friend’s house and
they hit it off; three weeks
later they were engaged.

What was her first impres-
sion of Major? ‘‘I thought he
was terrific — yup,’’ she says,
smiling at the memory..

Would it be fair to say poli-
tics brought you together?
‘‘Oh yes, absolutely.’’

She has never had any
career ambitions for herself,
although she is a very able
writer — apart from her biog-
raphy of Joan Sutherland, she
has written a well-researched
book on Chequers. ‘‘I don’t
think it’s kept me from doing

things that I wanted to do. I
haven’t been ambitious for
myself and I wasn’t really
ambitious for John.’’

What she wanted most of
all was to be a good housewife
and a mother. ‘‘I like domes-
ticity, home life is important
to me. It’s rather a joke in our
family: ‘Mum’s playing
house.’ I enjoy housework,
but I don’t spend all my life
doing it.’’

I ask her whether it would
be possible to juggle a full-
time career with the duties of
being wife to the Prime Min-
ister. ‘‘I don’t see why it
should be impossible. The job
is what you make of it. There
aren’t really any rules.’’

She says that she has never
been ‘‘at loggerheads’’ with
the political wives of other
leaders. ‘‘What’s the point of

it? We meet very occasionally
socially.’’

Does she think there are
any similarities between her-
self and Cherie? ‘‘I don’t
know, honestly. We had one
conversation about the need
to keep the children and fam-
ily life private, but we’ve
never sat and had a meaty
conversation about
anything.’’

Norma is fiercely protec-
tive of her children. Nothing
angers her more than when
the press intrudes on their
private lives. ‘‘They didn’t
choose this. As far as they’re
concerned, their father hap-
pens to have become Prime
Minister. . . What James has
been through could have
destroyed him and he’s been

absolutely marvellous.’’
She is referring to the me-

dia fascination with her son’s
love life. ‘‘I don’t think it’s in
the public interest that any-
body needs to know what my
children do for a living or
where they live or who
they’re living with.’’

Family has always come
first for Norma and her moth-
er’s recent illness has been
deeply worrying for her. ‘‘She
has cancer but we think she’s
on the mend now. The treat-
ment’s working, but it’s been
very difficult for the past few
months.’’

Does it make politics seem
fairly irrelevant in compari-
son? She nods: ‘‘It does a bit,
yes. It puts all sorts of things
in perspective.’’

Despite the obvious strains
of being in the spotlight,
Norma insists that she is
happy with her lot and has
never been lonely. ‘‘I’ve
never known a moment’s
loneliness in my life. I don’t
mind being alone sometimes
— I need that.’’

At the moment she is refus-
ing to think too far ahead,
although she finds the pros-
pect of the election itself
‘‘exciting’’. ‘ ‘I’m fairly
relaxed about it from the per-
sonal point of view. I think if
we win it will be great. If we
lose, there will be other
things to do. I don’t think it’s
going to be a personal prob-
lem.’’ She adds quietly: ‘‘But
I do want to win.’’

She says that she is ‘‘laid-
back’’ about the election
because they have been to the
brink so many times. ‘‘I’ve
lost count of how many confi-
dence votes we’ve had. . . You
get used to it; you know you
can cope whatever happens.’’

I ask her what she will miss
most of all when her husband
is no longer Prime Minister.
She pauses for thought, then
smiles: ‘‘A parking space in
London.’’
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Time of My Life is on page 6

Mistress of No 10
Norma Major’s

first priority as the
Prime Minister’s

wife was to
maintain a stable
family home. ‘We
don’t get a lot of

privacy upstairs at
Downing Street. I

don’t mind
because we still

have our home . . .’
If she had stayed
full time at No 10,
it would have been

‘a short road to
the divorce courts’

‘Everybody
thought we

were the most
boring couple
on this earth’
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