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Show me a hero, and I’ll write you a tragedy.
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Chapter One


SOUVENIRS


The Freddie Mercury who haunts me wears no costume. He commands no madding crowd. He is not the classic yellow-and-white-clad poser leading a thousands-strong throng through improvised call-and-response, nor a velvet-cloaked and crowned finale king. It is not his unitarded prancer, his leather biker, his vested rocker nor any other stage or video incarnation of him who lurks in my mind. The version of Freddie I like to remember is a low-key, clean-cut forty-something in denim and plaid, with nothing at all about him that gives away ‘rock star’. That Freddie could have been anyone. We came across him when and where we least expected to: at dusk, alone, unfettered by minders, in the back-bar dinge of a local pub.


I say ‘local’. While I have been floored by a few places in my time, a more magical setting is hard to imagine or describe. Queen’s home-from-home on Switzerland’s Vaud Riviera during the band’s eighties heyday, when they owned their own recording studios there, could have been the archetypal chocolate-box image. The town of Montreux’s retro charm complements the immense natural beauty of the landscape. I remain captivated to this day by that lake and those mountains. I still think of the place as more of a Ballets Russes-style backdrop for Swan Lake or Giselle than as a location indelibly linked with rock’n’roll. I have been back a couple of times in recent years, not least to pay my respects at the late Irena Sedlecká’s striking bronze statue of Freddie, three metres high, on the promenade at the Place du Marché. It was unveiled on 25 November 1996, five years after his death, in the presence of his parents, sister, bandmates and Spanish soprano Montserrat Caballé, one of Freddie’s most cherished friends.1


Suspended against the blur of Lac Leman, as Lake Geneva is called there, the Chablais Alps loom as darkly today as they did that memorable night in May 1986, when Roger Tavener and I, showbiz reporters deployed by rival English newspapers, came stumbling past the Château de Chillon in search of a drink.2 The wind was up, and the trees were swaying. We lurched away from the lake and into the White Horse. Freddie was within, holding court. At this, the only tavern in town, he was a regular. He was hanging towards the rear in the company of strangers: half his age, male, trim and tightly belted. They jousted in French, jostled for position and dangled on his every word.


It was one of those moments that can be neither contrived nor repeated. While by no means the first time I had been in his company, I believe this was the only occasion when I met the real Freddie.


In the absence of personal assistants, publicists, roadies and gofers, that irritant from their management office, the taciturn blonde to whom they referred as his ‘common-law wife’, we were neither ignored nor banished. Despite which, we kept our distance. Because of this, he came to us. ‘Ciggie,’ he pronounced pointedly, as if it were someone’s name. I glanced around for ‘Phoebe’, the affable Peter Freestone, who was Freddie’s constant companion and acknowledged best friend. Unusually, he was nowhere to be seen. Nor were any other members of the entourage present, specifically Brian, Roger and John – aka the band. How was Freddie going to pay for his drinks, I wondered. Though it wasn’t my business, the thought preoccupied me. Peter himself once confided that his boss never carried cash. Nor cheque book, nor credit cards, nor even his own passport, as though in homage to the monarch herself. My companion, meanwhile, pulled out a packet of Marlboro Red. ‘I prefer Silk Cut,’ frowned Freddie, tutting and snatching one anyway. We smiled and bought a round – a large vodka tonic for Freddie, a bottle of Pinot Noir and some beers – and withdrew, to flirt with friends who had made it there ahead of us. Freddie, we realised, would not be leaving us alone. He’d soon come sniffing again.


Queen were riding high at the time. They were the toast of the world, having stolen Live Aid from under the noses of Bono, Bowie, Elton, Macca and all those other music legends at Wembley Stadium the previous July. Rethinking retirement, they’d hit the road again, for what no one could have known at the time would be their final outing with Freddie. Widely criticised for ‘cashing in’ on the plight of Ethiopia’s starving millions, the band advanced from Stockholm to Slane to Stevenage on a last hurrah with their fearless frontman.3 Contrary to what the 2018 film Bohemian Rhapsody depicts, Freddie had not yet been diagnosed with HIV. The twenty-six-date Magic tour was attended by more than a million fans. The fat lady warbled at Knebworth that August. Five years later, Freddie was dead.


☿


Bohemian Rhapsody the movie had been in development for a decade when it saw the light of day towards the end of 2018. Many of those dismayed by Queen’s jukebox spectacle We Will Rock You, an outstanding success at London’s Dominion Theatre between 2002 and 2014 before cleaning up across the globe, feared that a big-screen version of the musical and its futuristic plot must be imminent. Never knowingly predictable, the band and their management went one better, summoning an autobiographical motion picture out of Queen’s real life. I should I say, from Freddie’s. Because no significant aspect of the existence of guitarist Brian May, bassist John Deacon or drummer Roger Taylor could ever trouble Mercury’s unbelievable back story.


What a binge of control-freakery and dissent the film production was. So far, so Queen – who, as Freddie said, argued ‘about every little thing, even the air that we breathe.’ They played down much of what had really gone on. There were plenty of baffling distractions, including a record label executive by the name of Ray Foster, played by Wayne’s World star Mike Myers, who was invented for the piece. Why? When it came to real musicbiz monsters, they would have surely been the first to admit that they were spoilt for choice.


Despite the years of ranting that led to the side-lining of celebrated screenwriters and the dropping of directors and leading men, the film was made. Born-to-be-Mercury Borat star Sacha Baron Cohen demanded to play Freddie warts, tantrums, orgasms and all, but was sent packing in 2013. We lamented that development at the time, only to capitulate down the line, agreeing that he would not after all have been suitable. The result would have been a film about Baron Cohen playing Mercury. Instead of Ben Whishaw (Q in Bond) or Dominic Cooper (Mamma Mia), both of whom had been in the frame, we got to feast our eyes on Egyptian-American actor Rami Malek (Mr Robot and Twilight), whose vocal performance was enhanced here and there by Canadian Freddie impersonator Marc Martell. Not that the producers advertised this. Could Malek really capture Freddie’s nimble stage skip, his fist-clench, his pout, the beckoning digit, the flickering, finger-licking tongue? By Jove, he nailed it. The BAFTAs, the Screen Actors Guild, the Golden Globes and the 91st Academy Awards all Best-Actor-ed Malek for his masterclass in impersonation. Steering the production towards its conclusion in place of alleged sex offender Bryan Singer (allegations he has always denied), Dexter Fletcher (Sunshine on Leith, Eddie the Eagle, Rocketman) directed anonymously, but did receive an executive producer credit. The script was crafted by The Queen, Frost Nixon and The Crown writer/creator Peter Morgan CBE, with input from Anthony McCarten, Justin Haythe and Christopher Wilkinson. Morgan’s name remains, writ large and deserved.


I had dealings with Morgan. After reading my first biography of Freddie, published in 1997, he flew to London from Vienna to entice me to schnitzel among the blondes at Daphne’s.4 He wanted to know the truth about Freddie. ‘Read it again,’ I said. He’d devoured every Freddie and Queen book, but had found in mine, he wooed, ‘the meat, the bones, the broth of his wrath. His oscillator, his battery, his mainspring.’ Charmed? Cat got an ass? So I helped him a little.


Music biopics are in the danger zone. Get it right and the world karaokes. Fall short and you’re torching alone. We all have our favourites. I’ll take The Rose, which is sort of about Janis Joplin, and for which Bette Midler bagged a Golden Globe; The Runaways, presenting Kristen Stewart as Joan Jett; Ken Russell’s Lisztomania, featuring Roger Daltrey as the world’s first rock star and Rick Wakeman as Thor; The Doors, bringing sublime, ridiculous, poetically constipated Val Kilmer as Jim Morrison; and Ray, serving up Jamie Foxx as Ray Charles. The Academy caved. Could Queen live up to any of them? Because, get this: the Queen story was never about the band. It was about a misfit boy born Farrokh Bulsara in Zanzibar.


Perhaps the most perplexing thing about Bohemian Rhapsody is that Freddie’s early years are barely referenced. Books and documentaries have also tended to sail myopically through that period, preferring to kick-start the story from the moment he washed up in London. What was it that made them ignore his mysterious colonial past? It’s not as if they would have had to dwell on it. Even hazy glimpses of those distant islands off the east coast of Africa would have sufficed. We needed something of the circumstances of Freddie’s birth. We could have done with a little detail about his father Bomi’s employment as a cashier in the High Court of the British Colonial Government, and the advantages to his family that that work might have generated. We would have benefited from a little analysis of the Zoroastrian Parsis, the community and religion of which Freddie’s family were part. Why? Because that creed and culture had such an impact on the way he was raised; and because it cast such long shadows over the life he would ultimately choose to live. Above all, the warning signs should have been flagged: Freddie’s volatile relationship with his father, his abandonment at boarding school in India three thousand miles away when he was only eight years old, and his awakening to the fact that he was, give or take, homosexual. These and other elephants were studiously ignored throughout the picture. Nor did we get the full eighties Munich experience, a crucial and dangerous last hurrah for Freddie before he relinquished hedonism and began the process, reluctantly or deliberately, of winding down his life.


When the band and the film’s producers were called out for factual inaccuracies – not only by the press and wider media but by a string of websites that listed errors in detail – they were forced to defend themselves. Brian May and Roger Taylor engaged in public damage limitation. ‘We weren’t making a documentary,’ Brian told Guitar World magazine. ‘It wasn’t supposed to be, “This happened, and then this happened.” This was an attempt to get inside Freddie Mercury and portray his inner life – his drive, his passion, his fears and weaknesses. Also, we wanted to portray his relationship with us as a family, which was pretty much a part of what made him tick. And I think Freddie would love it, because it’s a good, honest representation of him as a person.’


It’s not, though, is it? For reasons which we will come to.


I was prompted to reconsider the fall-out from Bohemian Rhapsody when I read Bel Mooney’s comments about Peter Morgan’s magnum opus The Crown: the historical drama multi-series about the reign of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, broadcast to great acclaim by Netflix. Daily Mail columnist and Fleet Street veteran Mooney had never watched it.


‘I heard the early, historic episodes (with Claire Foy as the Queen) were excellent, but Olivia Colman as Elizabeth II? What a piece of sad – even insulting – miscasting,’ she said. ‘As for watching the tragic (Princess) Diana story unfold in fiction . . . no thank you. You might think I sound holier-than-thou (I’m not!) but I’ve no time for cheap gossip aimed at hurting living people.’


Bel proceeded to discuss the 2012 film The Iron Lady, which earned Meryl Streep a Best Actress Academy Award for her portrayal of the later former British Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. It was, concluded the journalist, ‘a good performance, if you relished a cruel impersonation of one of the most effective Prime Ministers of the twentieth century reduced to a friendless wreck with dementia. Lady Thatcher was still alive. Yet she had no redress, no voice – and was shown no mercy. Nor were those who loved her. I felt soiled by it. It was full of lies, as well as a gross invasion of somebody’s privacy. Oh, but when “creatives” make TV or films, they can get away with murdering the truth. That’s why I won’t be watching the Royal Family I love mimicked into monsters in The Crown.’


Is misrepresentation more acceptable when the subject is deceased? I must argue that it is less so. There is a duty of care to reflect Freddie as he was, and not as those who shared his orbit might have preferred him to be, precisely because he is not here to give his side of the story. The sad fact is that Freddie’s X-rated lifestyle was diluted, simplified and sanitised by this production in order to render him acceptable and appealing to the widest possible audience: one with a PG-13 certificate in the UK, meaning that it is not recommended for children under the age of thirteen. This rating was crucial to the film’s blanket success. It meant that ‘moderate’ sex and drug references got past the censors: lines of white powder, the popping of pills, buttock-slapping, crotch-grabbing, and a cosy gay-club scene in which males parade about in bondage gear. So, too, did ‘offensive language’. There are references to orgies, a guy telling a gal she’s ‘an epic shag’, insulting euphemisms for Pakistani people and members of the LGBTQ community, and a smattering of ‘wanker’, ‘screw’, ‘twat’, ‘shit’, ‘bloody’, ‘arse’ and ‘bollocks’.


Bohemian Rhapsody raked in an estimated $1 billion at the global box office. It also became the fastest-selling digital download film of all time, shifting two hundred and sixty-five thousand downloads in a week, and selling a record number of DVD and Blu-Ray copies, some four hundred and sixty-five thousand units during the same period. And counting ever since. Its success also had a knock-on effect on sales of Queen’s musical back catalogue, which rose fantastically from the picture’s release onwards. The remains of the band – Brian, Roger, Adam Lambert as Freddie, plus sidemen – then embarked on a sell-out world Rhapsody tour in 2019. It was unfortunately curtailed by Covid-19, but they’ll be back.


☿


I have lost count of the number of rock stars I’ve interviewed, the number of tours I’ve been on, the number of hours I must have squandered in the company of artists. Spend enough time around these people and you are soon au fait with the signs. Although they may differ dramatically from one other in terms of personality type, musical genre, songwriting and instrumental ability, presentation style and so on, they are often alike in fundamental ways. They can be control freaks, attention-seekers and shot-callers. They can, like Freddie, be conflict-conjurers and tantrum-throwers: not ‘because they can’, lest we forget who’s in charge/picking up the tab/is the point of all this, or when the boredom and tedium of the road set in, or because they are essentially insecure; but because they depend on conflict to fire their generators, enabling them to go out there and muster the magic that fuels their performance. They are often impractical, inefficient, disorganised and immature. They can be monstrously selfish, cruel, petulant and paranoid. Out on stage before the baying mob, they rise to the occasion, shakin’ that ass, wielding that axe, thrashing hell out of a drum-kit; producing bloodcurdling, other-worldly sounds from apparently superhuman throats, and rejuvenating themselves on the nectar of adoration the way vampires feast on blood. Out there, doing what they do, we forgive them anything. Backstage, before they go on and after they come off, they behave like (and are treated like) babies. When they threaten to boycott the gig, they have to be sweet-talked, pampered and cajoled into going on. Someone pours or mixes their poison, cuts the crusts off, dishes their meals. Someone else does up buttons, zips flies, laces boots, tousles hair. Every last thing is done for them short of wiping their bottoms, and sometimes even that, I am reliably informed: because, in the words of one personal assistant who should be awarded a knighthood for lifelong dedication, it ‘frees up their mind to focus on the job in hand, which is to go out there and sock ’em the most sensational show they’ve ever seen in their entire lives.’ To the point that they shit themselves? If it’s that stressful, why do it? Because it sells their recorded music and (not to be ignored) their merchandise. Now that the biggest bands on earth can earn insane percentages of their revenue from merch sales, the old adage that goes ‘been there, seen it, got the T-shirt’ has never been more apt.


Quiz them about their childhood and they are reluctant to be drawn. Manage to extract a few details and you’re onto something: the same thing in too many cases for it to be coincidental. Many lost themselves in music at a young age as an antidote to adversity. They got creative in order to exorcise demons; wrote songs to expunge torment and to dilute despair. It soon got the better of them, to the point that they could no longer not do it. They joined bands in order to immerse themselves in the company of like-minded, equally damaged lost boys. They sought fame as an escape from their insecure past, mistaking the adulation of millions of strangers for love. They excused their sex-drugs-and-booze debauchery as coping mechanisms. They ached to fill the void but just made it bigger, missing the point.


Freddie filled his own void with Western pop. He channelled every spark of spare energy into his schoolboy band, the Hectics. He returned home to Zanzibar, for good or so he thought, in 1963. After the revolution the following year, which barely scraped into the history books, the Bulsaras boarded a flight for England with their children. Did they run for their lives with a couple of suitcases between them, or make a controlled departure within six months? No one can remember. Whatever, they settled in west London.


Peter Freestone once remarked that Freddie would have cancel-led his entire childhood if he’d had the choice, and would have begun his life at the age of twenty-one in Feltham. In other words, he would have preferred to have been born ‘ordinary’ and ‘English’ over ‘exotic’ and . . . what? In geographical terms, he was Zanzibari, and therefore African. By virtue of racial ancestry and ethnicity, he was Indian. Or was he? Although he was proclaimed posthumously to have been ‘Britain’s first Asian pop star’, he wasn’t really that. Not only was he not born in an Asian country, but Freddie’s lineage was Persian. Although the Zoroastrian Parsis had migrated centuries earlier from the Western Asian land now known as the Islamic Republic of Iran, to escape Muslim persecution and settle in India, their tightly knit, devoted community never integrated completely. Culturally, Parsis did not consider themselves to be Indian. Despite the fact that Freddie’s parents had been born in pre-independence colonial India and that their legal nationality was ‘British Indian’, they would identify for life as ‘Parsee’.5


Freddie never talked about his Zanzibar roots. Those who had no inkling that he’d been born in such a place didn’t need to know about it. It was history, it didn’t matter, he was a Brit now. He downplayed his ethnicity. He kept his memories to himself, and never looked back. History drew a veil over Zanzibar’s darkest chapter. I admit I’d never known a thing about it until I began researching Freddie’s life five years after his death. Were he alive today during the age of #BlackLivesMatter (BLM), would he have managed to avoid discussing it?6


Plenty of rock and pop stars have thrown their weight behind political causes and humanitarian crises down the years. Freddie himself did so when he performed at Live Aid in 1985 in support of Ethiopian famine relief. He referred, that day, to the ‘guilt’ he had felt as a boarding school pupil in India, when he became aware that most other children in the world were by no means as fed or as fortunate as he was. Did his mind rewind at that point to Zanzibar, and to the early childhood and late teen years he had spent there? Freddie was eighteen when revolution erupted. His sister Kashmira, six years his junior, was twelve. Yet their mother Jer spoke in a documentary about the moment when she and her husband took the decision to leave their adopted country because they ‘had young children’, and moved to England to start a new life. Was she, too, obfuscating the horror and shame of Zanzibar’s past? To revisit significant periods of his life of which Freddie was so dismissive is to begin to understand the secretive, unsentimental, progressive, forward-facing determination of his character.


Most of Zanzibar’s Parsis made their way to India, the UK, USA or Canada in 1964. The Bulsaras, who had family in England, swapped canopy skies and coral-reef sunsets for cold, grey, self-contained Feltham, settling at 22 Gladstone Avenue. If the lifestyle change was drastic, there were modest compensations. English suburbia might be drab, but at least it was safe. In place of a home overlooking palm-fringed shores and talcum beaches, there were identical, viewless streets of brick and pebbledash. There were no glistening, crystal waters to swim in, but there were Hounslow’s pungently chlorinated municipal baths. No merchant ship to sail between Malindi and Mumbai, but you could rent a rowing boat on the lake at Inwood Park. If the local market lacked the spicy street food that Freddie relished, there were at least coconut buns and banana milkshakes to share with new friends.


There was also music. That summer saw the opening of the Attic Club on Hounslow’s High Street, which would welcome an extraordinary wealth of talent. The Swinging Blue Jeans, Geno Washington and his Ram Jam band, Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames, P.P. Arnold, Manfred Mann, the Graham Bond Organization, Long John Baldry and the Hoochie Coochie Men and more were there to ramp up Freddie’s appetite for Western rock and pop. When he discovered Jimi Hendrix, he said, his life was turned upside down. As an art student he would work part-time in Heathrow airport’s catering department (not as a baggage handler, as depicted in the film), on a trading estate and as a nude life model while sketching a new identity at art school. He immersed himself in the Swinging Sixties, but couldn’t decide which way he swung. He squatted, dossed, tossed, fucked, ducked in and out of groups, flogged threadbare garb, Hendrix sketches, even his college thesis on Jimi in Kensington Market; met some egghead academics posing as rockers; inveigled his way into the band, insisting on the name ‘Queen’ despite his bandmates’ overwheening machismo; created their defining song Bohemian Rhapsody only a beat into their existence, and never again returned to the land of his birth.


The Bulsara family’s escape from political and social revolution and their relocation to London was, then, the cause and catalyst of Freddie’s personal revolution. What might have become of him, had he and his family opted to remain in Africa? Might he have moved to the mainland to find work, or have returned to India to study Law, Accountancy or Medicine at the University of Bombay and have followed a respectable profession, as his parents were desperate for him to do? With leaving school grades as inferior as his, it seems unlikely.


As for his sexuality, while a couple of close former school friends insist that Freddie was ‘obviously heterosexual’ during the Panchgani years, one in particular claims to have been aware that his friend was experimenting. How could he be sure?


‘Because he tried it on with me,’ the married father and grandfather confided during our encounter, on written assurance of anonymity. ‘I wasn’t interested, and he wasn’t embarrassed about it. He just said, “It was worth a shot!”, laughed it off and moved on to the next chap. Whenever he caught my eye, which was infrequently after that as I decided to keep my distance, it was always with a certain flourish and a toss of the head as if to say, “You don’t know what you’re missing!”


‘I knew of several boys he had “experiences” with,’ his former classmate went on. ‘I also knew about some of the girls from the girls’ school, as well as one or two who seemed unsure. You know, in terms of whether they batted or bowled as it were. People are inclined to believe that homosexuality, lesbianism and bisexuality hadn’t been invented in those days, because it was considered indelicate to discuss such matters. Did Freddie take advantage of their indecision? He wasn’t predatory, if that’s what you mean. I’m sure it was mutual. At least one of our teachers fell for his charms, though who knows whether or not they took things further. I wouldn’t wish to speculate.


‘Bucky, as we called him, much to his irritation and annoyance, was a most unusual and mysterious-looking boy. There was a proud sadness about him that brought out the fixer and carer in some of those around him, if you read me. Something about the eyes. They seemed to arouse a maternal instinct in the girls, while lots of the boys found themselves drawn to him and wanting to be chums with him. Yes, he was popular in a curious and unexpected way, I would say. I wouldn’t have been at all surprised to hear that there may have been others. Teachers interested in him, I mean. There was gossip about all that. Nothing more. It was the 1950s, you know? Hush hush, stiff upper lip. Things were swept under the carpet in those days, especially when it came to matters personal.’7


Back in Zanzibar under a Muslim regime, Freddie could never have experimented sexually without risking imprisonment. To this day, gay males there face up to life behind bars if caught. Orthodox Zoroastrians, too, support the suppression of homosexuality. Their sacred text, the Vendidad, denounces gay people as ‘demons’, their behaviour as ‘devil-worship’.


Sexual activity between two adult males was de-criminalised in the UK in 1967: three years after Freddie and his family arrived. If he was already embracing alternative sexuality, he was at last free to try on different identities for size and to become who he really was. So why was so much of the life he went on to lead at best furtive, and at worst a lie?


☿










Chapter Two


REFLECTIONS


Freddie Mercury was one of the greatest pretenders of all time: a posing, posturing English eccentric with a faux plummy accent and a fake aristocratic air. He was also plagued by contradictions. Vivid, arrogant and fearless in public, he could be raw, vulnerable and uncertain behind closed doors. According to some of those who shared his life – his PA Peter Freestone, former barber turned live-in lover Jim Hutton, German actress Barbara Valentin and others – he wasn’t hard to read. He wore his heart on his bicep. At times, more than one. Emotionally addicted to the soft affection of women, he came to prefer hard sex with men. Irrefutably though the global homosexual community has claimed him, he clearly kept his options open. Would we not therefore, by contemporary definition, consider him to have been ‘bisexual’?


Peter Freestone warns against it. Freddie’s factotum for the final twelve years of his life believes that his friend was unequivocally gay. At a fabulous dinner in Peter’s honour hosted by our Italian friend Federica Dini in June 2019 at Shezan in Knightsbridge – a superior Indian restaurant and once a favourite haunt of Freddie’s – we discussed it at length.


‘Even though Freddie never came out,’ he said, ‘we should be wary of categorising him as bisexual. As far as I’m concerned, and I was there – in the next room, or quite often in the same one – he lived the life of a gay man. It was the lifestyle he wanted. Why didn’t he share that with the world? He had his reasons.’


Peter should know. I have known and loved ‘Phoebe’ for thirty-five years. I also saw and heard enough to wonder. True, Freddie never came out officially during his lifetime. He dropped hints and made cryptic comments, such as his famous line ‘I’m as gay as a daffodil, my dear!’ Peter flagged up that Freddie did in fact speak quite openly about his sexuality in a couple of interviews: ‘It’s there if you look!’ It wasn’t obvious to all, clearly. Freddie did indeed have his reasons, which we will explore. Because he has been outed posthumously, he is denied the right to reply. Nor did he confirm that he had AIDS until the night before he died, when he issued the following statement to the media through Queen’s manager Jim Beach:


‘Following enormous conjecture in the press, I wish to confirm that I have been tested HIV-positive and have AIDS. I felt it correct to keep this information private in order to protect the privacy of those around me. However, the time has now come for my friends and fans around the world to know the truth, and I hope everyone will join with me, my doctors and all those worldwide in the fight against this terrible disease.’


‘It was a load off Freddie’s mind,’ said Jim Hutton, his presumed partner for the final few years. ‘He did seem calmer after that. Though I have often wondered, did he know that was it, and that he would die the next day? Or was that just coincidence?’


It was uncanny, inexplicable and very Freddie.


☿


Freddie’s former girlfriend and primary beneficiary Mary Austin has long been paraded as the Grieving Mother Mary. Why did he leave her his palatial Kensington home and most of his chattels and fortune when the pair had not been an item for fifteen years – and were ‘just good friends’ for infinitely longer than they were romantically and sexually entwined? Could it have been part of the construct – the elaborate mythology fashioned to hoodwink the world into believing that Freddie was a gay man whose tragedy was that he had fallen in love with a woman? That his orientation would otherwise have been ‘straight’, but for a single inconvenient bio-blip? The implication being that we might have forgiven Gaia her thoughtless aberration, which Freddie could ‘not have helped’, whereas we might not so readily have accepted him as bisexual . . . because there was, at least in the 1970s and ’80s, a popular tendency to interpret the latter as ‘greedy’. The ‘biphobic’ suggestion that Freddie could not possibly have been that way inclined would today be regarded as an example of ‘bisexual erasure’.


‘Traditionally, our understanding has been that if you’re male and have even a slight attraction to the same sex, then you must be gay,’ explained Ritch C. Savin-Williams, professor emeritus of development psychology at New York’s Cornell University.


‘Even if this isn’t immediately apparent, we tell men it will become so once you come to terms with your true self and exit your ‘phase’ of bi-curiosity or questioning. Women, by contrast, we give more space to be sexually fluid, as the sizeable literature on the subject attests.’1


British psychotherapist Richard Hughes is on the same page as Peter Freestone.


‘I’m pleased you mentioned it,’ he said. ‘I know from what you have written in the past that you hang quite a lot on Freddie’s Barbara Valentin episode. But tread carefully. I really do think that Freddie was a gay man. Homosexual males can easily have sex with women, especially when loads of drugs and partying are involved.


‘I do believe that Barbara had a sexual relationship with Freddie. Having said that, this kind of relationship doesn’t necessarily make a man bisexual. He can still be gay. Who is a hundred per cent gay? Can anyone define themselves as completely anything? And of course all of this, in turn, is defined by the language and theory of our times. There is more nuance and difference now than there has ever been.


‘While Freddie is generally regarded as a gay man,’ Hughes adds, ‘there was also something queer about him.’ A pejorative term for a homosexual person in the past, ‘queer’ has been revived of late and is used by people who do not identify as normative. Homosexuals, bisexuals, non-binary and transgender people might all define themselves as ‘queer’ – as might heterosexuals who identify beyond the norm. The language, particularly to older generations, can be confusing. ‘Non-binary’, for example, refers to those who do not identify exclusively with traditional gender or sexuality definitions and labels. ‘Bigender’, ‘agender’ and ‘gender-fluid’ are not the same thing as ‘both genders’. Many bisexuals define ‘bisexual’ as being attracted to two or more genders. But some bisexual people are attracted to women and men only, and not to non-binary people. Curiouser and curiouser? What about pansexual people – who can be attracted to people of all genders, and who describe their propensity for attraction as relating to an individual’s personality rather than biology or orientation? To such folk, gender and sexuality can be irrelevant. In an age in which the majority understand that all orientations and identities are acceptable and valid, how might Freddie have fared?


‘Who knows how he would have reacted to a non-binary approach?’ says Richard Hughes. ‘He was fascinated by all facets of sexuality, identity and gender, and he would have continued to explore and play with that, challenging boundaries creatively and personally.’


I have long believed that Freddie enjoyed taunting the world with the mystery of what he might or might not be. He had the devil in him, to use an old phrase. He didn’t want to be defined. He wanted people to wonder.


‘Exactly,’ agrees the psychotherapist. ‘Alienating the whole of America with “I Want to Break Free”, for example. Which was so bold. What was he saying? “I’m actually gay”? Or, “I wear women’s underwear in private, you know, aren’t I risqué!” Or both! Yes, it was John Deacon’s composition, but look what Freddie made of it. He took it all the way. The whole thing was a provocation. As for the video, it was outrageous for its time. Rockers in drag, sending up Corrie was always going to puzzle them in the US. They had no idea what Coronation Street even was, so the joke fell on deaf ears.2 America was all chinos and baseball hats. They didn’t get it. Many of them still don’t get it. They were also offended by what they saw as cross-dressing. We knew it as ‘drag’ and thought nothing of it here, we’d grown up on Dick Emery, Stanley Baxter and Danny la Rue.3 But the drag-queen scene in the States was still years away. Hard to imagine, isn’t it, now that RuPaul and his glam queens are part of mainstream culture and almost universally admired? But back then, Queen were widely criticised for having made a career-damaging mistake. Did they? I have to say, I love that level of arrogance. “Break Free” was extraordinary. That video, that music. It packed such a punch, and hasn’t dated at all. It was all so ahead of its time. It’s why Freddie is a superstar, because of creations and daring like that.’


Had Freddie lived, he would have been at the forefront of LGBTQIA+ identity today, believes Hughes.


‘I imagine him as an amazing protagonist too,’ he says. ‘Giving him labels such as “gay” or “bisexual” is too limiting. I sort of feel that while his general flavour was a gay man, he was much more complex than that.


‘It’s ironic that he never came out, but that he has been taken up as a major gay icon. The nineties were dominated by gay politics because of the AIDS crisis. It was all about “equality” and the Pink Pound.4 Freddie set the scene for that narrative. He became the gay martyr of HIV and AIDS. But when we evaluate him today, his relevance has increased, particularly from an intersectional perspective of race and class. What is fascinating about Freddie is that he spans different eras. Language and attitudes have changed dramatically. He also lived through several eras during his own lifetime. To the point that we have to stop and think: which era Freddie are we talking about?’


Most people today are more aware of, and more comfortable with, the infinite variety and multiple sub-categories of sexuality, gender and identity. Freddie’s tragedy was never that he fell in love with a woman. It was that, due to the prejudice of the times, he was never able to be honest and open about the flexible nature of his identity.


☿


Mary Austin was by no means the only woman in Freddie Mercury’s life.


Freddie worshipped another woman so intensely that he seemed almost enslaved to her for a while. She not only awakened him to the three-sixty heterosexual experience, but also indulged and encouraged his obsession, as she put it, with ‘cock’. She was a woman with a sexual appetite as insatiable as his; who got him to a T; who brought out his sweetest and his ugliest; who purchased an apartment with him in Munich during the death-or-glory days; and who was at his side when he discovered that he was incurably ill. She was the late Austrian-born ‘German Jayne Mansfield’, actress Barbara Valentin. That’s her in Queen’s video for their July 1984 single ‘It’s a Hard Life’. Shot in Munich, it is perhaps the most preposterous they ever made. The video is loaded with symbolism, much of which is obscure. Its setting is Venetian masked ball meets lavish operatic production, featuring King Freddie in his court of misfits and freaks representing the Elizabethan and Renaissance eras, the Decadent movement and the Age of Enlightenment. Freddie sports a skin-tight, red, feathered, fish-eyed costume that makes him look like a giant prawn. Barbara is lush in a black off-the-shoulder number complete with bejewelled skullcap. Leaning over a balcony to gaze adoringly at the star of the show below, her exuberant bosoms are practically spilling all over him. In one sequence he passes her on the grand staircase, and the camera zooms in on their bare feet. Barbara is seen grinding her naked foot on top of Freddie’s. This lends the piece an unequivocal sexual vibe, the foot being an obvious phallic symbol. We can safely assume from this, as well as from the ecstatic expression on her face, that there is more than a handshake going on between them in real life.


But her existence was not so much as hinted at in the Bohemian Rhapsody film. I was both bewildered and angered by their neglect of her . . . until I remembered when, where and why I had felt that way before.


When I attended the ‘David Bowie Is’ exhibition at the V&A in 2013, I found not a trace of his first wife Angela. Not a syllable of recognition was she granted for her considerable contribution to the creation of David’s defining alter ego, Ziggy Stardust. Angie Bowie, she who used to hand me signed black-and-whites of her local-hero husband when I was a schoolgirl, on the doorstep of Haddon Hall, their home in Beckenham, Kent, had been comprehensively airbrushed from his life. But she had been such an indelible part of it. Who sanctioned that? It could only have been David himself. What he hadn’t bargained for was that to exclude his indomitable ex was to draw mass attention to her absence. People were bound to notice and to comment. She had been such an assertive creative influence on David throughout their relationship that she ought to have been acknowledged. Just as Barbara ought to have been for her importance to Freddie.


On the first of several days I spent in Munich with Barbara in 1996, we talked from teatime until dawn about the secret Freddie she knew. I heard first-hand about what they saw in each other. He was flawed and frail and flamboyant. A cursed exotic, a damaged diva. So was she. They mirrored each other perfectly. They were equals. Mary Austin didn’t get a look-in on that level. She was not blessed with Barbara’s huge personality, and wouldn’t have dreamed of behaving like her. She never flaunted an upholstered embonpoint, never snogged Freddie in public, never drank herself stupid, never swore, sang, wept all over him, picked fights with flirts who tried to muscle between them, nor made everyone aware that she was there. Mary was demure, dignified and reticent, both publicly and in private. She knew her place, and never drew attention to herself. She never put a foot wrong. She was thrifty and fastidious. She was kind and polite towards but wary of and cautious around Barbara. Apart from the fact that both were blonde, they could not have been more different. Mary must have fretted that she might be usurped by this explosive femme fatale. Perhaps she even feared that Freddie might marry her, which of course Barbara desperately craved. At which point, Mary’s hold over her former lover turned friend and employer would have disintegrated. She would not be living where she lives today, nor have Freddie’s fortune at her disposal.


Barbara and I remained close until she died in 2002, aged sixty-one. I sometimes stayed with her in Germany. I made a point of doing so after Freddie’s funeral, from which, distressingly and unfathomably, she was banned. She returned the favour by flying to London to attend my book launch. Her recollections of Freddie and of their time together were too detailed, too nuanced, too finely tuned and emotionally forensic to be fraudulent. Dishonesty and exaggeration have been widely implied, not only by those who resist inconvenient truth as an impediment to a good story, but by one of Barbara’s own adult children. While I sympathise – there must be a certain level of embarrassment attached to the thought of the whole world knowing that your late mother used to have sex with a gay rock star – I beg to differ. Barbara was frank about the fact that her relationship with her kids was not close. The Freddie whom Barbara shared with me rang true. He harboured a death wish, she told me. He strode defiantly into the eye of the global HIV/AIDS storm, doing ‘everything with everybody’ – just as he had insisted he would to broadcaster Paul Gambaccini during a visit to London’s Heaven club after HIV had emerged, and was tightening its grip on the world. The movie failed to capture all that. Freddie, a figure of unassailable legend, was not portrayed as accurately as he deserved to be. Would he have wanted to be? I think so.


☿


I rewrote my original biography of him after meeting screenwriter Peter Morgan. The new book was published in 2011. Of the forthcoming movie, barely a whiff. The memories, meanwhile, began to gather like clouds. Much of the gossip and rumour about Freddie was apocryphal, I knew that much. I trusted what his close friends had told me, and what I had witnessed first-hand. Not usually, it should be said, in professional settings: Freddie could be clipped and monosyllabic in interviews, primarily because he couldn’t be arsed. He was also shy. He grew bored easily, which made him irritable. He had the attention span of a seven-year-old. But there were sometimes opportunities for peripheral people like me to join in surreptitiously. To blend with his entourage and fold into his schedule for a couple of days or nights. On such occasions, the crop could be gold.


There were wondrous Swiss dawns down by the lake, where from 1979 until 1996 Queen owned Mountain Studios, the multi-track recording facility housed in the Casino Barrière de Montreux where they recorded seven albums. Freddie would acquire his own luxurious home nearby. Too late: his illness prevented him from spending much time there. But a few years before his demise, peering out into the black, we had him to ourselves and he did let his guard down. The waspish Freddie who was inclined to tell pushy female interrogators where they could park their pudenda had receded by then. He no longer reached for the narcotics that had fuelled debauched capers in the company not only of rent boys but female models, actresses, whatever. In those somewhere-towards-the-end days, when he seemed more middle-aged and resigned if not exactly regretful, I struggled to reconcile him with his earlier incarnations. The Freddie who had orchestrated a £200,000 ‘Excess All Areas’ launch for Queen’s Jazz album at the New Orleans Fairmont Hotel in 1978, during which strippers writhed starkers in baths of chopped liver, bare buttocks were caned, prostitutes were positioned at the disposal of four hundred guests, serpents were charmed, queens were dragged, and oysters, lobster, caviar and cocaine were circulated on silver platters strapped to the heads, chests or backs of naked dwarves (depending on whom you believe). Who storyboarded video shoots depicting gaggles of naked female cyclists. The supplying store refused to accept the borrowed bikes back, post-shoot, because the leather saddles had been ‘contaminated’. ‘I sniffed them, darling,’ Freddie snorted, ‘they were right!’ Who commissioned hookers to mud-wrestle and perform live lesbian sex acts backstage, for the amusement of band members, liggers and crew. Who threw a party for his own thirty-fifth birthday in New York to which guests arrived on Concorde for a three-day break and wound up staying three weeks. He put them up at the Berkshire Place Hotel on East 52nd Street and plied them with £30,000-worth of champagne. Another, his thirty-ninth, at Mrs Henderson’s transvestite club in Munich, generated the video for his 1985 solo single ‘Living on My Own’. Three hundred guests including Steve Strange, Mary Austin and former manager John Reid took part. Yet another, his forty-first, at Pike’s Hotel on Ibiza, involved seven hundred revellers, Boy George, Bon Jovi and Kylie Minogue among them; three hundred and fifty bottles of Moët & Chandon, and pyrotechnics that could be seen a hundred miles away in Majorca. Who unnerved a young Michael Jackson by chopping coke in front of him and snorting lines through hundred-dollar bills at the Jackson family’s Encino abode, the pair having convened there to co-write songs.


I don’t imagine that Freddie ever set out deliberately to shock or amaze. Excess and exaggeration came naturally to him. He is supposed to have composed Queen’s 1979 single ‘Crazy Little Thing Called Love’ in a Munich hotel bath, demanding of his concierge that a piano be dragged to his tub. Well, good story. He dedicated his 1985 solo album Mr Bad Guy to some of his beloved cats, with the postscript ‘screw everybody else’. He sent Spanish soprano Montserrat Caballé recordings of the complete works of Queen when the pair were toying with the idea of recording an operatic duet. When she travelled to London for an engagement at the Royal Opera House, he invited her to dinner at his home, Garden Lodge, then kept her up until dawn with Barcelona producer Mike Moran at the piano, jamming the band’s greatest hits – to which stately, fragrant ‘Montsy’ had memorised the lyrics.


He had calmed considerably by the eighties when I came in. He no longer insisted on separate hotels from the rest of the band and their entourage, to facilitate his sanity-threatening nightlife. When he took up with Irish former barber Jim Hutton and paraded him within inner circles as his partner, the latter rose credibly to the occasion. Freddie swapped one-night stands for board games, and memorably played reverse Scrabble: starting with a full board and taking letters away to leave complete words. He took to acquiring art at auction, resumed painting and worked on his stamp collection.


I once found him in his Budapest suite in a velvet smoking jacket and silk cravat. He was hosting a cocktail party for the journalists and photographers on the Magic tour. It wasn’t really his thing. A global superstar with a legendary reputation for living it up, he could be hopeless at one-to-one small talk. Only once the throng were in place and were getting stuck in did he emerge. He seized two bottles of champagne and went round topping up the guests’ flutes, thus avoiding the obligation to linger and converse.


Although I could never profess to have known him intimately, he had a profound effect on me. I was in thrall to him for years, and in many ways still am. I cried the day he died: 24 November 1991. He did not, as he had promised, make old bones.


☿


‘It’s an arduous thing to tell someone’s life in just two hours,’ observed Rami Malek of the film in which he excelled, and which went on to become a major international box office success. It grossed close to £700 million on a production budget of less than £39 million. It was the sixth highest-grossing film worldwide of 2018 and is said to be the most successful music biopic of all time. In addition to Malek’s achievements were three further Oscars at the 91st Academy Awards for Best Film Editing, Best Sound Editing and Best Sound Mixing. It was nominated for Best Picture but lost to Green Book starring Viggo Mortensen. It took the Golden Globe for Best Motion Picture: Drama and received nominations for the Producers Guild of America Award for Best theatrical Motion Picture and the BAFTA Award for Best British Film.


‘What’s the nature of celebrating a life?’ Malek went on. ‘Definitely not avoiding his death in any way, or what caused his death, which is the AIDS virus. But I think if you don’t celebrate his life, and his struggles, and how complicated he was, and how transformative he was – and wallow instead in the sadness of what he endured and his ultimate death – then that could be a disservice to the profound, vibrant, radiant nature of such an indelible human being.’


Dreams, above all else, were the essence of Freddie’s being. Even towards the end, virtually blind and bedridden, he was still insisting to all who came near that he was one of the ‘lucky ones’. Most people’s hopes and aspirations are extinguished by disappointments and relentless grind. He could have been forgiven for growing bitter at the way things panned out. Beyond his death, his flame flares on, unthwarted. Films come and go, but his music’s not going anywhere. On 9 October 2020, the band celebrated the success of Queen + Adam Lambert Live Around the World, their tenth UK number one album, and their first in the UK for twenty-five years. It is a compilation of highlights from the band’s ten years on the road with replacement frontman Adam Lambert, a former American Idol contestant. The band’s previous chart-topper had been 1995’s Made in Heaven, their final offering of new songs featuring Freddie’s vocals. Though Lambert never set out to eclipse Freddie, well aware that no one could, he has done his bit to keep the great legacy alive.5


What kind of party, meanwhile, would Freddie have hosted for his fiftieth, sixtieth and seventieth birthdays, all of which he missed? What about the big one, his seventy-fifth, which would have fallen in September 2021? How might he have liked us to mark the thirtieth anniversary of his death? Would he have wanted us to?


☿


My first biography of Freddie was published in 1997. What with that and the Definitive Biography of 2011 and the Bohemian Rhapsody edition of 2018, you might think that I have said all that I want to say. But no story is ever finished. There are always aspects of a life to reconsider. Interest in Freddie, his music and legacy has never waned. Hence, the success of both the stage musical and the biopic; the immense popularity of all the post-Freddie Queen world tours; and their chart-topping 2020 offering that drove legions of new young fans back to the original albums, of which Queen have sold more than three hundred million, buying themselves more time on the UK charts than anybody else, including the Beatles. In a 2002 BBC poll of the Hundred Greatest Britons, topped by Sir Winston Churchill, Isambard Kingdom Brunel and Diana, Princess of Wales, Freddie was voted fifty-eighth. He was chosen as the second greatest lead singer of all time by readers of Rolling Stone magazine in April 2011, behind Led Zeppelin’s Robert Plant but ahead of U2’s Bono (third) and Mick Jagger (fourth). He was also named eighteenth best rock singer ever by that publication’s editors in the same poll. Because he was the first rock star to die from AIDS, his name became synonymous with the disease. The Freddie Mercury Tribute Concert for AIDS Awareness at Wembley Stadium in 1992 sold out seventy-two thousand tickets in five hours and was watched around the world by a billion people. The Mercury Phoenix Trust launched that day has poured millions in funding into aid and research in Freddie’s name. All of which makes him one of the most important individuals in HIV and AIDS history.


But Freddie was more than AIDS. He was more than hits. He was more than a singer with a song, wielding a broken mic stand provocatively on a stage in front of a band who never seemed to know what he might do next. He was infinitely more than sex and shopping. He represents something that appeals to people of every generation, nationality, ethnicity, occupation and persuasion. What is that? Perhaps the answer lies in revelations shared with me by some of his nearest and dearest which for various reasons I chose not to disclose, but which now seem too relevant to keep concealed. Especially now, during more enlightened days, and at a time when truth and transparency are more vital than ever.


☿


‘Life is about alternatives and compensations,’ a three-parts-pissed and unexpectedly contemplative Freddie mused, that long-ago evening in Montreux. ‘I don’t think about it too deeply. Whatever I have to say about it, or about anything else for that matter, won’t mean a stuff when I’m gone. But when I do think about it, I realise it’s about only one thing. You just have to find it.’


Was he telling us that he’d fathomed the secret of life?


‘Fuck off!’ he screamed, ‘There isn’t one!’


☿


The questions never vary. They ask pretty much the same things in every interview and television documentary. Who was the real Freddie? Why does he seem in this, the thirtieth-anniversary year of his death when he would have turned seventy-five years old, more alive and more relevant than ever? What was it about him that still fascinates and enthrals us? Why has the music endured and never dated, to the point that Queen’s catalogue is more valuable today than it was during his lifetime? What is ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ about? Who or what were the people or things most precious to him? And who was the love of his life?
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