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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?

☿
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