
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      About the Author

      
      Laura Jackson is a bestselling rock and film biographer who has interviewed many of the world’s leading celebrities. For twenty
         years she has tracked the lives of the stars and gained access to their inner circles to produce a series of critically acclaimed
         biographies. To find out more, visit www.laurajacksonbooks.com.
      

      
      Laura’s books include:

      
      Brian Jones: The Untold Life and 
Mysterious Death of a Rock Legend

      
      Steven Tyler: The Biography

      
      Brian May: The Definitive Biography

      
      Jon Bon Jovi: The Biography

      
      Kiefer Sutherland: The Biography

      
      The Eagles: Flying High

      
      Neil Diamond: The Biography

      
      Bono: The Biography

      
      Queen: The Definitive Biography

      
      Paul Simon: The Definitive Biography

      
      Sean Bean: The Biography

   

Copyright


Published by Hachette Digital


ISBN: 978 0 7481 2907 2

Copyright © 2011 by Laura Jackson


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.



Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk
      



      
      This book is dedicated to my remarkable husband, David
      

   
      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      Grateful appreciation to everyone whom I interviewed for this book, for their honesty in talking openly of the Freddie Mercury
         they each remember. My thanks for all contributions go to: Michael Appleton; Simon Bates; Mike Bersin; Tony Blackman; John
         Boylan; Tony Brainsby; Sir Richard Branson; Pete Brown; Michael Buerk; Lady Chryssie Cobbold; Derek Deane; Bruce Dickinson;
         Wayne Eagling; Spike Edney; Joe Elliott; Elizabeth Emanuel; David Essex; Fish; Dudley Fishburn; Scott Gorham; Mike Grose;
         Jo Gurnett; Bob Harris; Geoff Higgins; Mandla Langa; Gary Langhan; Malcolm McLaren; Barry Mitchell; Mike Moran; Chris O’Donnell;
         Tony Pike; Andy Powell; Donald Quinlan; Dr Ken Reay; Zandra Rhodes; Sir Tim Rice; Sir Cliff Richard; Pino Sagliocco; Tim Staffell;
         Peter Stringfellow; Dick Taylor; Ken Testi; Barbara Valentin; Terry Yeadon; Susannah York; Paul Young.
      

      
      Also thanks to: BBC Radio; BBC TV; British Library, Gail Imlach and Elgin Library staff; Secretary to Governor of Maharashtra;
         Lady Olivier; Alistair, David and Andrew of Moray Business and Computer Centre, Elgin; Elizabeth Taylor.
      

      
      Special thanks to David for his eternal support and to Zoe Goodkin and all at Piatkus and the Little, Brown Book Group.

      
   
      
      ONE

      
      A Star is Born

      
      Freddie Mercury is one of rock music’s greatest legends. As Queen’s unique front man he had captivating stage presence and
         his public persona was polished, proud and unparalleled in its fantastic egotism. His character was extreme. By turns, he
         could be funny and cruel and his frequent use of cocaine heightened his tendency to excess and fuelled his rampant sexual
         appetites. Mercury was unable to be faithful to those homosexual relationships that were important to him, while remaining
         constant in his love for Mary Austin whom he had known before fame swept him up into the stratosphere. His reckless gay lifestyle
         – sometimes sinking into the sordid realms of rough street trade – led to his tragic death from Aids, aged forty-five, in
         1991. Not since the murder of John Lennon had a rock star’s demise made such an impact worldwide.
      

      
      On the flipside of the coin, Mercury was also a cultured, intelligent and well-read man with a wide knowledge of the arts.
         A terrific raconteur, he was the master of risqué repartee and capable of extending great kindness, loyalty and generosity
         to a small, select group of friends. He showed incredible strength and heartbreaking courage as he faced his traumatic illness
         and death. No surprise, then, that such a paradoxical, larger-than-life character should attract attention from film makers
         and when news broke that a big-screen biopic of Freddie Mercury was due to go into production in 2011, with Sacha Baron Cohen in the lead role, it ignited intense excitement
         and anticipation among Queen’s legions of devoted fans.
      

      
      When once asked how he would like to be remembered, the irrepressible singer had tossed back with a flick of his wrist, ‘Oh,
         I don’t know. When I’m dead, who cares? I don’t.’ The truth is, to be immortalised on the silver screen in a major movie would,
         to Freddie, be no more than his just desserts. But behind the flippancy and flamboyance, who was the real Freddie Mercury?
      

      
      Freddie Mercury was born Farrokh Bulsara, on 5 September 1946 at the Government Hospital on the spice island of Zanzibar in
         the Indian Ocean. He was the pride and joy of Jer and Bomi Bulsara, who doted on their first child. Of Persian descent, his
         father Bomi was cashier at the British Colonial Office. When he finished work each day, in the early afternoon, the family
         would go to the beach to teach their son to swim or for a walk in the city’s exotic gardens.
      

      
      This idyllic way of life, however, began to disintegrate in 1951, when he was enrolled at the island’s missionary school,
         run by strict British nuns. Months later, after having spent six years as an only child, a baby sister, Kashmira, arrived,
         and Freddie was no longer the focus of attention at home. As he was struggling to adapt to this new state of affairs, his
         father’s reappointment to India heralded a major upheaval for the family when they were required to leave Zanzibar for Bombay.
      

      
      The sudden change suited the Bulsaras. Bomi and Jer were devout Parsees – the modern descendants of ancient Zoro-astrianism
         – and although the faith was once dominant in Persian Iran before its Muslim conquest, since the seventeenth century Parsees
         have largely concentrated in and around Bombay. In addition to the security of being among their own people, Mercury’s parents believed this was the best place to provide their son with a good education. Furthermore,
         although the family lived comfortably in a substantial house staffed with servants, there was now some unpredictability about
         Bomi Bulsara’s job, and it was thought best to send their eldest child, just seven years old, to boarding school.
      

      
      St Peter’s School was a type of British public school in Panchgani, Maharashtra. It upheld all the traditional academic teachings
         with an emphasis on sports such as cricket, boxing and table tennis. Mercury quickly discovered that he loathed cricket, but
         for a while he enjoyed boxing. Although he would later claim to have been brilliant at the sport, he wasn’t really in his
         natural element. His whippet-like frame was better suited to the speed and dexterity of table tennis, a sport at which he
         later became school champion; equally he excelled in athletics.
      

      
      Around the age of eight, Mercury began taking piano lessons at St Peter’s. When his mother had taught him, he had practised
         his scales out of dutiful obedience. Now with professional tuition, he began to flourish, and the more his aptitude became
         apparent, the more he grew to enjoy playing the piano. He also looked forward to his trips home. His school friends had long
         since rechristened him Freddie – no longer Farrokh – and his family had adopted the name, too.
      

      
      Religion was to play an important role in his early life. Parsees worship at fire temples, where sacred flames burn continually
         – some for over 2000 years – and before which prayers are said to pledge allegiance. Like other Parsee children, Mercury attended
         these temples, and, as was the custom, his formal induction occurred when he was eight in a Navjote ceremony conducted by
         a Magi priest. It was a ceremony steeped in the oldest tradition, and one that Mercury as a child engaged in with all the
         required solemnity.
      

      
      As India’s commercial and financial centre, Bombay boasted a huge urban population, and the city’s vitality thrilled Mercury.
         Whenever he could, he pitched himself into its chaos. He adored all its aspects, from the glamour of the Malabar Hill district,
         overlooking the Arabian Sea, through the plush Victoria Gardens on Parel Road, to the bedlam of Bombay harbour, watching merchant
         ships put out to sea. He would wander the labyrinth of narrow streets lined with bazaars, where snake charmers sat cross-legged
         on the ground, piping eerily hypnotic tunes, and fakirs spread themselves on beds of nails. This exotic culture of Bombay
         conspired with its breathtaking architecture in a sense of grandeur, colour and flamboyance that began to inspire Mercury’s
         emergent creativity.
      

      
      As a young boy, Mercury was irresistibly drawn to these hectic marketplaces. Haggling with wily Arab street traders, with
         only a few rupees in his pocket, he had an eye for what he wanted and learnt to barter effectively. Years later, as a millionaire
         he would shop in the world’s choicest establishments until those around him dropped from fatigue. Paying huge sums of money
         for collectable antiques and art treasures, he derived almost as much pleasure in the getting, as in the possessing.
      

      
      In tune with its polyglot population, the music of Bombay was a kaleidoscope of genres, practically all strains of which were
         influential to Mercury’s early development. His parents were cultured and preferred classical music and opera, which he himself
         would enjoy in later life. But the predominant local influences were rooted in the mystical rhythms of Indian music, and by
         the mid to late 1950s a trace of the new popular music craze, rock ’n’ roll, seeped into Bombay.
      

      
      Soon to attain Grade IV on the piano, in both theory and practical, Mercury was by this time mad about music. He had formed
         his own band, the Hectics, appropriately named to reflect Mercury’s powerhouse of energy. He was enthusiastic about singing and desperate to perform publicly, something his
         school’s archaic rules would not allow. Nevertheless, he already sang in the school choir and regularly participated in amateur
         dramatic productions. When he played these early gigs at school fetes and parties, the combination of his choirboy training
         and overblown sense of theatrics was obvious in the originality of his performances.
      

      
      Although it was a tough regime, in many ways Mercury liked boarding-school life. The downside was that he didn’t see much
         of his family – a fact, according to those who knew him well, he later grew to dwell on. During his adult years in Munich
         he would often visit the home of record producer Reinholdt Mack, where he saw a loving rapport between Mack and his children.
      

      
      Mack has maintained that he once overheard Mercury privately tell his son how much he had missed out on the homely side of
         life because of the amount of time he was separated from his parents. Publicly Mercury would only admit, ‘One thing boarding
         schools teach you is how to fend for yourself, and I did that from a very early age. It taught me to be independent and not
         to have to rely on anybody else.’
      

      
      But despite this bravado, he was often very lonely. Because his father frequently travelled, at times Mercury had to spend
         school holidays with relatives; on occasions he even stayed at school when the other pupils had all gone home. This meant
         that during his formative years there wasn’t as much opportunity as he would have liked to develop the best bond, right then,
         with his family. Hiding his feelings about this, he gradually built a protective shell around himself. As he grew older, this
         strengthened to the extent that if he wanted to, he could completely shut something out, effectively banishing it from his
         mind.
      

      
      This insular attitude was not the only reason Freddie never mentioned an important development that had taken place in his life by the time he had entered his teens. For what would turn
         out to be his last couple of years at St Peter’s, two extracurricular activities, both synonymous with English public school
         life, were to preoccupy him: bullying and homosexuality.
      

      
      As far as any bullying was concerned, with his rudimentary boxing skills the young Freddie Mercury was capable of taking care
         of himself and this didn’t seem to leave him with any residual problem. Homosexuality he viewed differently. Although he later
         became renowned for his camp and outrageous behaviour in public, Mercury was in fact an intensely private man. Considering
         his worldwide fame, he granted relatively few interviews, and when he did, he gave little away about either his upbringing
         or his homosexuality.
      

      
      At St Peter’s, it appears Mercury felt not so much confronted by the unorthodox sexual behaviour of his peers as just gradually
         more aware of it. He once confessed, ‘I’ve had the odd schoolmate chasing me. It didn’t shock me. There were times when I
         was young and green. It’s a thing schoolboys go through. I’m not going to elaborate any further.’
      

      
      He later privately admitted to his first homosexual encounter at St Peter’s, but the matter-of-fact way in which he accepted
         the situation would suggest that he had no regrets, nor any particular resistance to it. It is in any case unlikely that he
         would have felt able to confide in his parents: the Zoroastrian faith considers homosexuality morally detestable.
      

      
      Doubtless Mercury prided himself on his ability to handle his secret so well. In later life he would become fond of stressing
         the fierce sense of independence that school life had vested in him. That independence – which may have done nothing more
         than sow the seeds of an acute vulnerability – was soon to be put to the test. Due to the political unrest in India at the
         turn of the decade, his parents were among those who decided to leave the country. Packing up their household belongings, they moved to England, settling in Feltham, Middlesex.
      

      
      Located not far from London’s Heathrow Airport, Feltham must have been a culture shock for the highly charged Mercury, brimming
         with teenage energy and already bright and experienced beyond his years. In appearance, accent and temperament he must have
         felt different, and in his neighbourhood he was treated as such. From the start he suffered from ignorant bigotry – made the
         butt of constant ridicule and abuse. His first reaction was to retreat into a shell. But, recognising that he was there to
         stay, he realised it would be impractical for him to hide away. Applying his well-developed streak of self-discipline, he
         worked out a simple plan of attack.
      

      
      Since his narrow-minded tormenters saw him as a funny foreigner, he played the Persian popinjay for them and parodied himself
         ruthlessly. This took the sting out of their tails, effectively robbing them of their fun. But, brazening it out took its
         toll, and at home he became unhappy and insecure, desperate to fit in and yet aware that he was different. Perhaps the insecurity
         and alienation Mercury experienced at this time fuelled a need in him to seek attention as a form of acceptance. But, the
         more extrovert his behaviour became, the more he inwardly developed a sensitivity and reserve.
      

      
      On arriving in Middlesex, the Bulsaras had stayed initially with relatives, until they moved into a small semi-detached Victorian
         house near Feltham Park. Unknown to Mercury, less than five minutes walk away lived a couple, Harold and Ruth May, whose only
         child, Brian, was already a budding guitarist.
      

      
      The move to Britain was a drastic change for everyone. Bomi Bulsara had exchanged his privileged diplomatic position for a
         mundane job in the accounts department of Forte’s. It was effectively, he considered, a demotion. Gone were the servants to
         pamper them, gone, too, the glorious weather. Reality for Mercury was a drab bus ride to his new grammar school in Isleworth, where the mickey-taking took on epic proportions. This
         is one period of his life that Freddie Mercury later refused ever to discuss.
      

      
      Not surprisingly, this third home move in fourteen years – with the attendant unhappiness and disruption at a crucial time
         in his educational life – resulted in Mercury’s school grades slipping. He managed to pass just three GCE O levels, in art,
         history and English. But this in itself wasn’t much of a blow. For a long time Mercury had preferred music and art to purely
         academic subjects, for which he had never shown any pronounced aptitude. Besides he had no intention of pursuing a place at
         university.
      

      
      He had no desire to work manually for a living either. At seventeen he held down a couple of summer jobs, one with the catering
         services at Heathrow and another handling crates in a local warehouse. At the warehouse Mercury was so workshy that his colleagues
         ended up taking on his share of the work on top of their own. His feeble excuse was that, as a musician, he couldn’t possibly
         roughen his hands with toil.
      

      
      At Isleworth Polytechnic one A level in art was all that Mercury needed to get into art school. His parents were reluctant
         to encourage this ambition, as they had nurtured different plans for their son. Mercury’s need to gain acceptance in his new
         surroundings had not been shared by his parents, who had clung to their old culture, customs and beliefs. and consequently
         it hadn’t taken long for a vast difference in outlook to divide the generations. Mercury, driven initially by his need to
         integrate himself into British life, now found that his parents’ beliefs held little allure for him – and he couldn’t see
         them playing a relevant role in his future. Concerned that the bohemian atmosphere of art school might further distance him
         from them, his family wished to dissuade him from going there. But by nature Mercury was a good manipulator. Years later Brian May reflected that the star was the most self-motivated man he’d ever known. In 1966 his sights
         were set on art college – and Mercury usually got what he wanted.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      Mercury Rising

      
      By 1965 Britain had really begun to swing. There was an explosion in the arts – photography, fashion, theatre and the rest
         – spearheaded by music, with the main battle for chart supremacy enacted between the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. Hardly
         a town in the country remained untouched by the new spirit of freedom, and London, which seemed the centre of the universe
         at the time, was definitely its hub.
      

      
      More than ever rock stars were the new icons, and throughout the sixties Rolling Stones founder Brian Jones, the epitome of
         that glamorous era, would elevate dressing to an art form. His androgynous style: frock coats, fedora hats and Berber jewellery,
         became the prototype for later generations of pop stars. Out on the London scene that fired his imagination, Freddie Mercury
         recognised the importance of making a visual statement to complement the music. By the turn of the decade, having found an
         outlet for his flair for flamboyance, he would alarm other band members with his determination to encourage them to wear women’s
         clothing on stage.
      

      
      By the mid-sixties the American writer Ken Kesey introduced a new dimension to all the excitement and experimentation of the
         decade by holding Acid Test parties. A manmade drug so new that it hadn’t yet been declared illegal, LSD, more commonly known
         as acid, was at the heart of it. Psychedelia with all its garish colours and complex patterns was beginning, and Freddie Mercury was drawn to it.
      

      
      Just after his twentieth birthday in September 1966, Mercury won his parents round and enrolled at Ealing Technical College
         and School of Art in west London, on a graphic art and design course. He also subsequently moved into his own flat in London’s
         Kensington. For many the option of art college was little more than a glorified doss, a front for hanging out with friends
         and indulging in the more important business of talking, preferably making, music. But by then successful chart-toppers John
         Lennon and Pete Townshend were both products of art school – Townshend was even a graduate of Ealing College itself. Art school
         was beginning to be considered the classic training-ground for sixties British rock stars, and Mercury saw its function clearly.
         ‘Art schools’, he said, ‘teach you to be more fashion conscious, to be always one step ahead.’ With his A grade pass in A
         level art he had arrived in style.
      

      
      Grammar school, however, had made Mercury wary of college life, and he was quite timid for his first year or so at Ealing.
         Former tutors recall him as unassuming and in no way remarkable, except for his annoying, perhaps nervous, habit of giggling,
         sometimes uncontrollably. One ex-student later starkly referred to Freddie as having been a talentless drip, while another
         remembers with affection his considerate nature.
      

      
      By 1967 with his raven-black hair now fashionably long, Mercury wore velvet jackets, skintight trousers and platform shoes,
         together with lots of silver jewellery. As this was the style of the times, he didn’t stand out: indeed there were others
         who were far louder in their dress and behaviour than him, which with hindsight has baffled those who knew him then. Many
         would never have credited Mercury with the ability to fulfil his desire to become a rock star. Just as no one would have guessed
         at his sexual past. Since leaving Bombay it appears that there had been no more homosexual encounters, though he was not known to party with girls either. He kept himself aloof – but not out of touch.
      

      
      Mercury’s art and design course had a good reputation, and his year’s intake of students turned out to be talented. He studied
         a variety of options, including ballet, which thrilled him then and later, when he would briefly become involved in dance.
         But it was music that anchored him, never more so than in the summer of 1967 when he fell under the spell of the dynamic American
         guitarist Jimi Hendrix.
      

      
      Hendrix was by now living in London, thriving under the managerial guidance of Chas Chandler. Musically, Hendrix’s arrival
         was important for lots of people, and Mercury was among them. The deafening, largely improvised, rock of ‘Hey Joe’ and ‘Purple
         Haze’, dominated by rapid electric lead guitar work, appealed to Mercury. Of mixed Cherokee Native American and Mexican descent,
         Hendrix’s exotic gypsy style fascinated him, too, and he became a devotee. Plastering posters of his idol all over his walls,
         he dressed like Hendrix and constantly sketched him.
      

      
      As time went by Mercury’s obsession with Hendrix permeated his life, including his studies. After a session in the pub at
         lunchtime, Mercury needed scant encouragement to climb on to his desk and cavort about in a wild impersonation of Hendrix.
         Howling out the lyrics of his songs, he would pretend that the twelve-inch wooden ruler, dug suggestively into his groin,
         was a guitar. He was not alone in his passion for music, and by now had some like-minded friends. With Nigel Foster and Tim
         Staffell, he would occasionally practise three-part harmonies in the gents, where the acoustics were the best in the building.
      

      
      Tim Staffell corroborates the view that Mercury’s early Ealing days were unremarkable. He recalls how ‘My first impressions
         of him were that he was quite straight culturally. That’s to say, conservative – I didn’t ever think about his sexuality. He was fairly reserved, and you wouldn’t have described him as being at all “in your face”, as they say. He also
         had a fair degree of humility.
      

      
      ‘But Freddie’s persona was developing rapidly, even then, linking his natural flamboyance with the confidence he’d later acquire
         from his singing. As far as being a star was concerned, I personally think he was already in the ascendant. People certainly
         responded to him.’ Desperate to join a band, Mercury knew that Staffell played in one regularly and was delighted when he
         finally gained an introduction.
      

      
      Tim Staffell introduced Freddie Mercury to the rest of Smile in early 1969. As ever with strangers, Mercury was initially
         reserved, weighing up the other band members from behind the safety of an invisible barrier. Roger Meddows Taylor, a dental
         student at the London Hospital Medical School, was the extrovert blond drummer. His musical leanings had drawn him first to
         the ukulele and then to the guitar, but in 1961 he was given his first drum kit and discovered that his talent lay in percussion.
         During his teenage years he had experimented in a couple of West Country bands, most successfully with Reaction.
      

      
      Guitarist Brian May was tall and skinny with a studious manner and a shock of dark curly hair. Mercury discovered they had
         been near neighbours living just streets away from each other in Feltham. Like Mercury, May had started piano lessons young
         and also reached Grade IV. Taught the rudiments of playing the ukulele by his father, on his seventh birthday he was given
         his first steel-strung acoustic guitar. His first electric guitar was handmade by him and his father and christened the Red
         Special.
      

      
      Staffell and May went back a long way, with Staffell having joined May’s school band, as its singer, in 1964. In 1965 when
         Brian won an open scholarship in physics to London’s Imperial College of Science and Technology, Staffell, too, was in London, preparing to study graphics at Ealing Art College. When Brian May left his school band at the end of 1967, he kept
         in touch with Staffell, who stayed on for a while, before he, too, quit the group. The more time the pair spent together talking
         about music, the more they realised just how much they missed being in a band. Deciding to form a new group, they advertised
         in Imperial College for a MITCH MITCHELL/GINGER BAKER TYPE DRUMMER. They were swamped with applications, but when they auditioned Roger Taylor on the bongos he got the job virtually on the
         spot. ‘We did hold a second proper audition with Roger, setting up our gear and playing for real, but it was obvious that
         he was dead right for us,’ maintains Staffell.
      

      
      In early autumn 1968 Smile began to rehearse with enormous dedication, perfecting their musical style, while May and Staffell
         also branched out into songwriting. Their nerve-racking first public appearance was in support of Pink Floyd at Imperial College
         on 26 October. From there, with Roger Taylor’s contacts, they took bookings all over Cornwall. PJ’s in Truro and the Flamingo
         Ballroom in Redruth became familiar haunts, but they preferred the London college circuit. Being based in the central Kensington
         area of the capital, it made more sense to play at venues in London. Besides, the gigs there were better paid.
      

      
      Although they had work, May, Taylor and Staffell were increasingly ambitious for Smile. It was almost three months since they
         had backed Pink Floyd, yet apart from playing support to T-Rex and Family, nothing else was happening. However, on 27 February
         1969, they took part in a concert organised by Imperial College at the Royal Albert Hall. The prestigious line-up included
         Free and Joe Cocker. Smile was amazed – and delighted – to feature above Free on the bill, and their anticipation of the event
         was immeasurable. As it turned out, the gig was most memorable for a couple of embarrassing mishaps, involving the wrong length of guitar lead for the stage, and Staffell, by playing in his stocking feet, ending up
         with splinters. But the occasion still left them reeling, and talking about it for days afterwards. It was in the midst of
         this high that Staffell introduced his Ealing College friend, Freddie Bulsara, to the rest of the band.
      

      
      By the sixties Kensington itself, with its famous market and boutiques – Biba among them – had become the place to hang out;
         the arty cosmopolitan atmosphere suited Mercury well. Mercury first met the Smile band members in a popular pub called the
         Kensington. From that day on, they got on well. And, from the first moment of meeting, Mercury set his heart on getting into
         the band, even though he hadn’t yet heard them play.
      

      
      Later that evening he invited himself along to one of their rehearsals. Enthusiasm was one thing, but Mercury instantly became
         the bane of their lives at practice sessions. He loved the sound they were creating, but their presentation, in his opinion,
         left a lot to be desired. With the possibility of taking the trio in hand, he found it impossible to resist his endless ideas
         for jazzing them up.
      

      
      Says Tim Staffell, ‘We didn’t take Freddie that seriously as a singer at first, as it took a few years for him to develop
         the quality and assurance he showed when he was into his stride.’ Roger Taylor was amused but apparently immune to Mercury’s
         vocal bombardment, and Brian May tolerated him with patience, ignoring the hints about joining the band.
      

      
      But Mercury was relentless. Listening to Smile, his own urge to perform again became so desperate that when he attended their
         gigs, he would sometimes stand at the front of the audience and shout, criticising them for what he considered they were doing
         wrong. Cupping his hands round his mouth, in his frustration he’d yell, ‘If I was your singer, I’d show you how it was done.’
         And still it had no effect. But Mercury was a planner. As a full-frontal assault was clearly too abrasive, he decided to try another tack.
      

      
      Mercury hung out with the band as much as possible and continued to attend their rehearsals. As well as showing them up in
         public, he also went to work on each band member, pandering to their individual weaknesses. In Brian May’s case, Mercury played
         Hendrix records for him all evening on a small second-hand stereo. Already besotted by the rock guitarist, May’s analytical
         brain was quick to absorb the extraordinary sound of Jimi Hendrix in stereo. All night Mercury paced obligingly from one speaker
         position to the other with May, ostensibly trying to figure out how the maestro produced such effects; in reality he was just
         trying to find a way to gain an ally.
      

      
      Despite his best efforts, a place in Smile continued to elude him. This was particularly galling when it began to look as
         if the band were becoming successful. On 19 April they played at London’s Revolution Club, after which they were approached
         by Lou Reizner, then involved with Mercury Records. The US label was about to break into the UK market, and Reizner had been
         favourably eyeing up Smile all evening. When he asked them if they would sign with Mercury, they said yes at once.
      

      
      Freddie could only enjoy the band’s excitement from the outside, when soon after having signed a contract in May 1969, Smile
         were booked into Trident Studios, Soho, to make a single with producer John Anthony. The A-side was ‘Earth’, a number written
         by Staffell, and backed by ‘Step on Me’. Reminiscent of Barclay James Harvest in style, ‘Earth’ was the better single, with
         Staffell’s melodic vocals and Taylor’s strong drumming to anchor the track. There was no sign yet of Brian May’s distinctive
         guitar work, and if the number had a weak spot, it was in the slight incoherence of the mid-track instrumental. Understandably,
         expectations were high as Mercury fixed its release date for August.
      

      
      In the sweltering heatwave that summer, Mercury’s hopes of joining a band took an unexpected turn with the arrival in London
         of a Liverpool group, Ibex. Like Smile, they were a three-piece outfit: drummer Mick ‘Miffer’ Smith, bassist John ‘Tupp’ Taylor
         and lead guitarist Mike Bersin. With their manager Ken Testi, they had headed south in a rusty old van to seek fortune and
         fame in London. ‘My girlfriend Helen McConnell had a flat in Earls Court with her sister, Pat, so at least we had somewhere
         to crash,’ Testi explains.
      

      
      Testi remembers that they met Freddie Mercury almost on arrival. ‘It was Pat’s birthday, and we thought we’d take her out
         for a drink. She was adamant it had to be in Kensington. At that time there was very much a collegy subculture in the area,
         and there was quite a student thing going on – a substrata to the more opulent side of Kensington.
      

      
      ‘Pat had seen Smile playing at Imperial College and knew that the Kensington was their boozer, so we went, and right enough
         the chaps were there. In no time at all the two bands got chatting. They had a friend with them who wasn’t in Smile but clearly
         felt that he ought to be, and this was Freddie.’
      

      
      Says Testi, ‘Freddie was wearing a short fur jacket and had well-groomed shoulder-length hair. He looked the business. I suppose
         to him we must have appeared brusque northerners that night and not at all sophisticated, but you’d never have guessed it.
         On first acquaintance Freddie would be very quiet.
      

      
      ‘After the pub shut we all ended up back at Pat’s flat where Smile performed for us, and Fred kept throwing in harmonies as
         if he couldn’t help himself. That night my focus centred on Brian’s playing, and I felt that I was listening to something
         potentially special. But I noticed that Freddie was clearly extremely comfortable in that company.’
      

      
      Like Ken Testi, Ibex guitarist Mike Bersin recalls that the person who made the most impact at that first meeting was Brian
         May: ‘I was dead keen to hear him play but the big surprise for me ended up being that he used a sixpence coin instead of the usual plectrum,’ an idiosyncrasy that still fascinates
         guitarists. But as both bands met up often after that night, it wasn’t long before Mercury made his presence felt.
      

      
      ‘That was an unforgettable summer,’ he continues. ‘Brian Jones died, and the Stones held that huge Hyde Park memorial to him,
         and the weather was stiflingly hot! What I remember most is everyone sitting outside the Kensington on the low window ledges
         drinking barley wine, because it was cheap. Although Freddie had been quiet at first, he quickly lost that.
      

      
      ‘One evening we were all outside the pub discussing music as usual, and Freddie suddenly piped up, “What you guys need is
         a singer.” We looked at each other and wondered how he could possibly know that because he hadn’t heard us play. I guess it
         was a lucky opening line, but anyway he promptly offered to front us.’
      

      
      Ken Testi watched Mercury moving in on his band with a knowing smile! ‘Ibex had no designated singer, although Bersin was
         holding that down too, but we really could’ve done with one,’ he says. ‘It was obvious to us all that Freddie’s heart was
         still set on joining Smile but that wasn’t going to happen so that’s why he’d turned his sights on Ibex.’
      

      
      The ease with which Mercury, at least superficially, transferred his affections has stayed with Mike Bersin, who says, ‘Well,
         he came to our rehearsals a couple of times in a basement flat but far from doing much singing, he really just talked his
         way into the band. We had no real resistance to the idea and that was it. He joined Ibex.’
      

      
      Finally securing a place in a band was not the only success for Mercury at this time. For months he had haunted Barbara Hulanicki’s
         trendy boutique, Biba, with an ulterior motive. Although it was one of the hippest places in town, the main attraction there
         lay in his developing friendship with one of Biba’s sales assistants, Mary Austin. They had begun to date, Mercury presumably choosing to suppress his homosexual tendencies. His feelings for the petite blonde, and hers for him, were
         strong enough for them to start living together in a tiny first-floor flat, close to Kensington market. It was the beginning
         of a lifetime’s devotion to one another.
      

      
      Mercury’s involvement with Mary Austin was to offset any doubts among his friends about his sexuality. ‘I’d no idea he was
         gay until long after I’d gone,’ admits Tim Staffell. ‘In those days it was fashionable to adopt campness as a kind of social
         passport, as if it implied artistic integrity or sensitivity.’
      

      
      ‘Freddie had just started living with Mary when I met him,’ says Mike Bersin, ‘which I guess threw us off the scent, because
         in his behaviour in every other respect he was wonderfully camp in that beautifully English foppish way. In many ways, you
         know, Freddie almost wasn’t real.’
      

      
      What was real to Mercury was the perpetual shortage of cash. Although still averse to getting his hands dirty, he realised
         that independence meant he needed a paid job. But he was not only unwilling to spend time out of the Kensington area but was
         also only interested in music and art. His solution was to rent a stall in Kensington market. By August 1968 Roger Taylor
         had left medical school with only the first part of his dental degree. Seeing a golden opportunity to solidify his connection
         with Smile, Mercury asked Taylor to join him in business.
      

      
      They rented a stall for £10 a week in an avenue that traders depressingly dubbed ‘Death Row’. Years later, in early Queen
         publicity releases, it would be grandly elevated to the status of ‘a gentlemen’s outfitters’, but, as Ken Testi confirms,
         their market stall was the size of a telephone box. Stocking it was easy, Mercury’s art-school friends brought paintings and
         drawings to sell, and occasionally he displayed his own work. But sales were so slow that they switched to selling clothes
         and soon turned a small profit.
      

      
      Tim Staffell recalls this time: ‘I had a stall of my own for a couple of months trying to sell original artwork, mine and
         that of other Ealing-ites. It was some place. I particularly remember an extremely uncomfortable pair of calico trousers that
         some shyster sold me.
      

      
      ‘Freddie and Roger worked part-time at their stall selling fashion items. There was a strong emphasis on personal adornment;
         naturally, I suppose, since that would be the motivation for wearing and selling the stuff. But there was an air of narcissistic
         coquettishness about the place that I loathed. I guess it was very influential in creating the sense of outrageousness that
         Freddie cultivated. But I didn’t like it. It was all a little too deliberate for my liking.’
      

      
      Kensington, however, became Mercury’s stomping ground. Although it paled against the exoticism of Bombay’s bazaars, he thrived
         on the activity of the market. Comfortable, too, with his new circle of friends and infected by the end-of-sixties buzz, Mercury’s
         increasing flamboyance became an acceptably surreal part of everyday life. Mike Bersin remembers, ‘We were all very conscious
         that Freddie always thought of himself as being special. With hindsight, I recognise the determination to succeed that he
         had in spades. He demanded to be treated as a star long before he was a star. His talent was his ambition really, and people
         reacted to it in different ways, but it wasn’t an unpleasant thing.’
      

      
      Doubtless Mercury’s drive to succeed had received a boost, albeit at second-hand, as he watched the band he longed to be a
         part of preparing for the launch of their first single. Mercury Records released ‘Earth/Step on Me’ in August 1969, but the
         joy of rushing to the nearest record store to see it on display was denied them – it was released only in America. Weeks of
         anticipation turned sour, until their profound disappointment was diluted when Mercury invited the band back into the studio
         to record more tracks for an album.
      

      
      Tim Staffell recalls that ‘By now Brian and I had written a few songs and were looking forward to having the chance to record
         them properly. Our producer was Fritz Freyer and the tracks we cut for that album included “Polar Bear”, “Earth” and “Step
         on Me”, of course, as well as “Blag” and “April Lady”, on which Brian sang lead. But although we were happy with the results,
         Mercury wouldn’t release the album. It ended up surfacing years later in Japan.’
      

      
      Disappointment set in yet again, and weighing it all up, Freddie Mercury was clear that this kind of thing was not going to
         happen to him. He had been denied the chance to jazz up Smile, but he had gained a foothold with Ibex and was determined to
         make an impression. The band played gigs wherever Ken Testi could book them, mainly at venues in the north of England. They
         worked in particular around the Liverpool area, where he had a lot of useful contacts.
      

      
      Testi recalls, ‘Ibex had been into progressive rock, very much influenced by bands like Wishbone Ash, Free and Jethro Tull.
         Then Freddie arrived and brought something else entirely to it. It was dramatic, but it worked. He also brought an injection
         of culture. He was already fashionable. Not quite the peacock he later became; of course money was tight. But he had an eye
         to being well turned out. Ibex had been into jeans and trench coats, whereas Freddie was more your satin-and-fur man.’
      

      
      Mike Bersin agrees that ‘As a front man, there wasn’t a lot of difference then to when he became famous with Queen, except
         that later he wore louder clothes and had more space to strut around. But all the movements were there with Ibex, lots of
         poses, many of which I now recognise had been there right from the very start. I mean we were three guys from Widnes, all
         shoe-gazing bluesmen with minimal stage presence or movement and totally religious about our music. Then along came our new
         front man who was, to say the least, a culture shock. Freddie always worked extremely hard though, to instil in us a sense of being something to look at, as well as to listen to. And even in the cramped space available to pub bands
         he would strut up and down wielding the mike stand and pretending to play guitar.
      

      
      ‘Freddie always took stock of what was going on, but he never copied another performer. Freddie was always Freddie, very angular,
         very showbizzy about everything he did and entirely his own creation.
      

      
      ‘He was also continually concerned that he looked just right. He was never scruffy and yet to my knowledge he only had to
         his name one pair of boots, one T-shirt, one pair of trousers, one belt and one jacket. Still, he remained immaculate. As
         to the person inside? I would say non-stop in his life, both on and off stage, Freddie put on a performance.’
      

      
      When Ibex travelled north to play gigs, Smile would invariably join them for moral support, if they weren’t engaged at Imperial
         College. It wasn’t always easy to find a reliable mode of transport for both bands and their friends, and at times they risked
         their lives driving up and down the motorway in vehicles little better than deathtraps. But it was good fun – and good experience.
      

      
      Mercury’s most memorable gigs with Ibex were probably when they played at the Bolton Octagon Theatre in August 1969, followed
         by an appearance at an open-air festival the next day in the city’s Queen’s Park. ‘I brought along this guy I knew called
         Steve Lake,’ says Ken Testi, ‘who was seriously into photography, experimenting with light shows and liquid slides, which
         were very advanced for the time, and he took some great shots of Freddie in this amphitheatre in the park. The seating was
         like orange segments behind a pool, and there was one memorable shot of Freddie in full flight striding the stage totally
         à la Queen. It’s an image that’s stayed with me ever since.’
      

      
      The Bolton gigs proved to be a significant milestone in the development of the band’s image. Mike Bersin vividly recalls getting ready for the lunchtime gig. ‘We had decided to go to
         town dressing up. I wore a gold lamé cloak, which, when the time came, I felt a twit wearing – but Freddie stood out a mile.
         He’d been backcombing his long hair to make it stand out more, and before going on he’d been twitching at himself in the mirror
         for ages. I eventually yelled at him, “For God’s sake, stop messin’ with your hair, Freddie!” To which he retorted, “But I’m
         a star, dear boy!” There’s not a lot you can say to that.’
      

      
      According to Bersin, it was hard to tell if Mercury suffered any pre-performance nerves. ‘He would get more jokey than normal,’
         he recalls, ‘which was maybe a form of psyching himself up, but the male society in bands then was definitely insult-based,
         and we’d all be slagging each other off. Freddie would take the piss out of people something rotten and, in turn, they took
         the piss out of him. He loved it.’
      

      
      It was around this time that Ibex decided they were tired of the exhausting motorway shuttle back and forth between London
         and Liverpool. Disappointingly it didn’t look like much was happening for them in the capital, even with the advent of their
         colourful new singer; so taking a vote, they agreed to stay for a while in Liverpool. Mercury didn’t like this arrangement,
         but his desire to remain in the group meant he had to go along with it. Based up north, he managed to maintain his links with
         Smile because they would often hitch-hike to Liverpool to see him play, staying with him overnight at his digs.
      

      
      His lodgings had been found through one of their friends, Geoff Higgins, whose mother was catering manageress at the Dovedale
         Towers Banqueting Halls, 60 Penny Lane. Higgins explains, ‘At this time “Tupp” Taylor was heavily into Jethro Tull and was
         dying to learn the flute so that he could incorporate it into the band’s repertoire, and he asked me if I could play bass
         for Ibex instead for a while, which I did.
      

      
      ‘Initially my mum had been shocked when I came home at the way I was dressed but nothing fazed her for long. She liked all
         my London friends, but she just adored Freddie, thought he talked ever so posh, and he was wonderfully courteous to her. Behind
         and slightly to the left of the main tower at Dovedale there was an enormous flat on two floors, which was where I was living,
         and when Freddie was looking for digs, he had to look no further.’
      

      
      Mercury may have missed Kensington and longed to return there, but he did enjoy Higgins’s company: ‘We all by now semi-suspected
         that Freddie’s sexuality was different from ours,’ Higgins recalls, ‘but then again at that time Liverpudlians classed all
         Londoners as fucking fruits anyway, so you couldn’t go by that. Freddie stayed with me at Penny Lane, but he never once came
         on to me.’ Geoff Higgins admits that this was a huge relief, considering his vivid memory of the time they had first met.
      

      
      ‘The first words I heard Freddie say,’ he explains, ‘was when Bersin had invited me some months before to kip on the chaise
         longue in his flat, when I was in London to do interviews for a few colleges I was hoping to get into.
      

      
      ‘I was fast asleep one day when in walked these two blokes. It’d been howling a gale and raining, and one of them dashed to
         the big mirror over the fireplace and squealed, “Oh, my God! Have I been out looking like this?” and I thought, well, I’m
         not going near that one, that’s for sure! It’s strange that we went on to become such good mates.’
      

      
      What surprised Higgins most was that for all Mercury’s posturing antics he was, in reality, a very sensitive bloke. ‘Fred
         was also a very good confidant,’ he reveals. ‘If I was feeling crap, he was good at noticing it – and drawing me out to talk
         about what was bothering me – and he’d always get me back on track. He was like that.
      

      
      ‘He was a couple of years older than me, which seemed to make all the difference, and it wasn’t only with me either. He’d be there if anybody in the gang needed an ear, and, let’s
         face it, at that age among blokes it’s not often that someone notices, let alone cares. But Fred did, and he was very good
         at helping. He was a terrific listener.’ As with much in Mercury’s personality, this side of him mostly remained hidden, swamped
         in public by the outlandish clowning that he was allowing himself more freedom to express.
      

      
      Mercury began to feel he had been in Ibex long enough to try to change something he considered important – the group’s name.
         Mike Bersin recalls the way he went about it: ‘He phoned me up one night saying that the others in the band weren’t happy
         with the name Ibex, and, if I didn’t object, the rest wanted it to be changed to Wreckage. I said that if that’s what everyone
         else wanted, then it was fine by me. Two days later we met up at rehearsal and discovered that all our equipment had already
         been stencilled with the new name. It transpired we all got the same call that night! Having said that,’ adds Mike, ‘Wreckage
         was a good choice. It probably said more to people. Not many knew what an Ibex was and cared even less, I guess. But Freddie
         knew if a name sounded right.’ What was interesting about Mercury’s manoeuvrings was that he managed to give the illusion
         of democracy while neatly getting his own way and not upsetting anyone in the process.
      

      
      While Smile frequently came to Liverpool to watch Ibex play – and to perform themselves, as Ken Testi would occasionally arrange
         gigs for them too – Mercury and the others returned equally often to London. Testi was frantically busy fixing up Wreckage
         with work, often at the last minute. ‘This whole period was pretty hectic,’ he recalls. ‘I didn’t know sometimes whether I
         was coming or going. Once we’d all been in London, and I’d hitched up to St Helen’s because I’d decided to go to college there.
         I’d literally just got in the door when Mike phoned to tell me that they’d had word that they were booked for the next day and asking if I could return to take them
         up in a van they’d borrowed. Nothing daunted, I grabbed a snack and started thumbing a lift back to London, arriving late
         that same day.
      

      
      ‘Early next morning I hoofed it round to Imperial College, picking up Freddie en route, who was supposed to help me load the
         gear. It was a science college and not particularly set up for music, but they had a small rehearsal facility on the third
         floor of an obscure tower with a spiral staircase, and the gear was stashed at the top. Well, while I humped down a big bass
         cabinet on my back and all the other heavy gear, a trip at a time, in total Freddie managed three journeys; one carrying the
         maracas, the second with a tambourine, and the third time he took down a music stand that we didn’t need. When I told him
         so, he replied with a gigantic sigh and a flick of his wrist, “Oh, could you possibly take it back up, then.” He was bloody
         useless, but never mind he was there in spirit.’
      

      
      All this effort was in aid of a gig at the Sink in Hardman Street, a basement club below the Rumbling Tum, which Geoff Higgins
         remembers well: ‘The Sink was so small and clammy, it made the Cavern look like the Empire State Building. It wasn’t licensed
         to sell alcohol, but they got around that by selling bottle tops at the door, which you then exchanged downstairs for ale.
         Anyway, that night Freddie was up to his usual tricks, cavorting about. We were always telling him, “For God’s sake, man,
         stand still! It’s really uncool to be poncing about the stage like that!” You just didn’t do that in Liverpool, and we were
         forever telling him that he was embarrassing us, but Fred didn’t take any notice. He was really into the look of things.’
      

      
      It was just as well that he was concentrating on their image because, according to Higgins, the sound was way off. ‘I taped
         that gig, and Wreckage were doing a Beatles number but giving it a mega over-the-top Wishbone Ash-type treatment, and Fred was lost. He was way off tune.’
      

      
      There was to be, however, something very significant about this gig. Says Higgins, ‘Smile had been playing the pre-dip ball
         at Liverpool Art College that same night, and afterwards they crashed in on our gig. No sooner had they arrived than they
         got up on stage with Wreckage, which meant that that gig, on 9 September 1969, was the first time that Freddie, Brian and
         Roger all played together on stage.’
      

      
      Because Ken Testi was so worn out with all the travelling, he doesn’t recall much about this gig, but he does remember the
         moment when Smile joined Wreckage: ‘Freddie was really in his element when he guested on a few of Smile’s numbers. He knew
         all their stuff by heart, you see.’ Watching Mercury on stage, Testi maintains that apart from the odd occasion when he sang
         off key – Freddie was already rapidly developing as a performer: ‘He had all the strong qualities that he would later bring
         to Queen; striding across in front of the band, using all those, now familiar, exaggerated gestures. He was bloody good.’
      

      
      For all that, though, Liverpool was not where Freddie Mercury saw himself getting his big break. Soon after the Sink gig,
         he headed back to London with Mike Bersin and went on to graduate from Ealing Art College with a diploma in graphic art and
         design. He also teamed up again with Roger Taylor in Kensington market. Brian May was by now in his second year as a postgraduate
         student and still pursuing a career in astrophysics, having joined, as part of his PhD, a research team studying zodiacal
         light. The work involved long stretches away, building an observatory in Tenerife. Left alone more often with Roger Taylor,
         Mercury’s relationship with the drummer developed into one of his strongest friendships.
      

      
      Mercury’s flat share with Mary Austin had ended while he was away in Liverpool, although she had often spent weekends with
         him in Merseyside. Once he was back in Kensington, they didn’t immediately start to live together again, and for a while Mercury was homeless, part of a shifting galaxy of friends
         with no fixed address. ‘At this time no one really knew where anyone was kipping,’ Ken Testi says. ‘I remember staying in
         one mate’s already overcrowded flat when there was a knock on the door early one morning, and there was Roger clutching a
         mattress, hoping to doss down.’
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