

1. Prodigy.

It’s a muggy, overcast Thursday morning, during the closest thing we’ll get to summer in London this year, and I’m on my way to Mondial Cars in Northwood. It’s a used-car emporium, but I’m not in the market for a used car. The five-year-old BMW I’m doing the 20-mile drive in, from my home in another part of north London, is good for another five. And actually, I’m not driving all the way there. Instead, I’m parking the used car I don’t want to replace on a side street, and getting a bus for the final leg of the trip, turning a 50-minute journey into one that takes more than an hour and a half, walking past rows of empty seats to get a position at the back.

There’s a reason for the circuitousness. I want to get as close as possible to the moment that George Michael became George Michael. Though there had been other options. I could have been literal and gone to the house that counted as home when Georgios Kyriacos Panayiotou was a baby in the early 1960s. But 73 Church Lane in East Finchley, London, is not where he had the formative teenage experiences that would turn him into a performer, and a tour of the nondescript townhouse that stands there today would not have evoked much in the way of poetry. Alternatively, I could, like many biographers and documentary makers before me, have gone to Bushey Meads School, which he attended after the family moved to a bigger house, as his Greek Cypriot father became an increasingly successful restaurateur. It was here that he was, on his first day in Form 2A1 in the mid-seventies, put under the wing of one Andrew Ridgeley, forming a friendship that would become Wham!.* But going there would have been a cliché, and I know from visiting schools, as an occasional writer of children’s books, that they all feel the same.

I could also have gone to the site of the old Maison Rouge Studios at Fulham Broadway, where Wham! recorded their first single in 1982. But the studios are long gone, and ‘Wham Rap! (Enjoy What You Do)’ did not really launch George Michael: it initially flopped, only hitting number 105 in the British charts, and the second single, ‘Young Guns (Go for It)’, did not get into the Top 40 in its first week of release either, a period of failure during which Michael descended into despair. Besides, he still wasn’t George Michael when ‘Wham Rap! (Enjoy What You Do)’ first came out. Known as ‘Yog’ by his mates, after Ridgeley came across Georgios’s sisters referring to him as ‘Yorg’, the record’s first pressing credited ‘G Panos/A Ridgeley’. Although a shortened version of his actual name, it still struck him as overly Greek. Too reminiscent, he thought, of the Greek performer Demis Roussos, known for voluminous kaftans and naffness. And it was while lounging around discussing the problem with his mate David Mortimer (who would himself change his name to David Austin), whose father Michael Mortimer was sitting nearby (though George also had an beloved uncle with the same name), that he decided that ‘George Michael’ might make a decent alternative.

No, the place to begin the George Michael story is surely here, on the bus to Northwood. For it was on a version of this bus service, at the age of seventeen, travelling between jobs as an usher at the Empire Cinema in Watford and a DJ at the Bel Air restaurant in Northwood (which is now Mondial Cars), that he composed ‘Careless Whisper’. A song which launched him as a solo artist beyond the restrictions of Wham!, and defined him beyond his death. A song which held the number one position on both sides of the Atlantic for three weeks respectively, topped the charts in twenty-three other countries, and became one of the best-selling songs of all time, selling over 1.5 million copies in the UK alone. A song which came out in four different versions in Japan in 1984.* A song which has been covered by Eagles of Death Metal and the Jonas Brothers, among others. A song which, as I write, has had more than a billion plays on Spotify, and has been viewed nearly one and a half billion times on YouTube, having been officially uploaded to the George Michael YouTube channel on 25 October 2009.

Michael had ended up with his job as a DJ at the Bel Air after his parents had given him an ultimatum when he refused to apply for university post A-levels: get yourself a record deal within six months, get a job, or get out of this house. A threat that would get vocalized in the lyrics of ‘Wham Rap! (Enjoy What You Do)’. There followed a short stint as a labourer on a building site, which I struggle, frankly, to visualize, a few evenings washing dishes and serving drinks at his father’s restaurant in Edgware, where he kept screwing up the orders, and some time working at British Home Stores, where he got fired for not wearing the company uniform. In the end his father, Kyriacos Panayiotou (who went by the Anglicized name of ‘Jack Panos’), asked Andrew Georgiades, the owner of the Bel Air, a dance/dinner venue in Northwood, to take him off his hands. As George Georgiades, a primary-school friend of Michael’s, put it: ‘George’s dad brought him to my dad and said, “Andrew, can you give him a job? He wants to bloody do music. I want him to build a career . . . Can you give him a job doing something until he sorts himself out?”’ Michael loathed it. In the closest thing he ever got to producing an autobiography, Bare, published in 1990, he described it as ‘the most embarrassing thing that I have ever done in my life’. Mainly because he was stationed behind a pillar, and had to interrupt the guests’ peaceful meals every night by announcing: ‘GOOD EVENING, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, I HOPE YOU ENJOYED YOUR MEAL HERE AT THE BEL AIR RESTAURANT.’ At another time, he added: ‘I felt like a prat! [And] half the time you got really obnoxious little restaurant managers who didn’t know what the hell they were talking about, telling you to play the wrong stuff.’

Nevertheless, the journey between his two jobs gave him time to work on music. The passion had developed instantly, he claimed, at the age of eight, when he fell down a set of stairs at school, whacked his head against a metal radiator and knocked himself out. He felt that the head injury rewired his personality: suddenly he lost interest in childhood obsessions, including one with insects, and only wanted to know about music (we could, I suppose, have started his story at that radiator). Not that this necessarily found a formal expression: Yog studied the violin at school and was given a set of drums for his twelfth birthday, but his music teacher said he never developed a passion for the string instrument, he got thrown out of the school choir for chatting too much, and he then dropped out of his A-level in music theory. In the end, he took just two subjects: art and English literature. Pop music nevertheless became an obsession: given a portable tape recorder for a birthday, he would sing songs he’d heard on the radio or ditties he had composed himself; he would pore over Top of the Pops like others read textbooks; and he went busking with the aforementioned David Austin (Mortimer), skipping school to play songs by Elton John and David Bowie in stations on the London Underground.

Eventually, he found himself playing with a short-lived teenage ska/two-tone band, the Executive, which he formed with Andrew Ridgeley, Andrew’s brother Paul, David Mortimer/Austin and Andrew Leaver. They recorded a demo tape, played around ten gigs (including one in a scout hut), and were known for several songs, including ‘Rude Boy’ (which became their theme tune, written during an early rehearsal), ‘Can’t Get Used to Losing You’ (a ska cover of the Andy Williams song), a ska version of Beethoven’s ‘Für Elise’ (an eccentric take on the classical piece), and ‘Blood Is Thicker than Water’ (a snippet of which appeared in George Michael’s posthumous documentary Freedom). As a superstar, he would dismiss these juvenile compositions as woeful, and Mark Dean, the first record label boss to sign him up, would describe the work as ‘shit’, but both he and Ridgeley talked up their efforts in an early 1982 interview for Smash Hits, describing ‘Rude Boy’ as ‘incredible’ (‘If it had been done by professionals, it could have been a hit,’ said Michael), and a gig at that local scout hut as ‘absolutely brilliant’ (‘All our mates came along, everybody was jumping about,’ said Ridgeley. ‘There was such a good atmosphere – we probably won’t get that again even with an established band’). Having listened to the demos, I reckon the truth lies somewhere between these verdicts: the Executive sound more competent than your average sixth-form band, but one is left with a stronger sense of the genre of two-tone, with its throbbing Caribbean basslines and serrated guitars, than of individual songs, or of any artistry within them. The tunes are heavily influenced by Madness, the Specials and other successful ska bands of the time, and Yog sounds only vaguely like George Michael. In contrast, ‘Careless Whisper’, when it arrived, felt fresh and original.

‘I was on my way to DJ at the Bel Air when I wrote “Careless Whisper”,’ recalled Michael. ‘I have always written on buses, trains and in cars . . . for me writing has always been about boredom and movement. It always happens on journeys. With “Careless Whisper” I remember exactly where it first came to me, where I came up with the sax line. I can remember very vaguely where I was when I wrote things after Wham! got off the ground – but with “Careless Whisper” I remember exactly the time and place. I know it sounds really weird and a kind of romantic thing to say – but I remember exactly where it happened, where I was sitting on the bus. I remember I was handing the money over to the guy on the bus and I got this line, the sax line: der – der – der – der, der – der – der – der. Then he moved away and I continued writing it in my head. I wrote it totally in my head. I worked on it for about three months in my head.’

There are challenges to putting myself in George Michael’s shoes, beyond the fact that the Bel Air restaurant, which was still operating in the early twenty-first century, is now the office for a used-car sales lot. I cannot tally Michael’s description of his route to work with the claim on his official website that he wrote the song ‘while riding the number 32 bus home as a teenager’, to come up with the precise modern equivalent route. There are no longer bus conductors on buses to collect fares: you pay with contactless cards. Still, it doesn’t take a huge amount of imaginative effort get into the zone. Not least because at seventeen I was also spending most of my time on buses, whether to and from school, or between home and my jobs at a fast-food restaurant and a hospital laundry. Like Michael and too many teenagers, I hated the way I looked, although I wasn’t spotty, bespectacled, chubby and subject to unruly curly hair in precisely the same way. And we both had creative pretensions. Though while I was thinking about my next morose diary entry, which the world would fortunately never see, he was writing one of the most successful love songs of all time.

I get off opposite Mondial Cars, check the exterior against a photograph of the restaurant taken in the twentieth century, and walk into the building that is now marked as an office. I’m not sure what to expect, but am surprised by what I discover anyway. There are no clear signs that this place used to be a restaurant with a dancefloor, but it doesn’t look much like a car sales office either. There are desks with computers on them, and a watercooler, but there’s a cat tree for someone’s pet standing between them. The puzzle continues on the walls, which are decorated, variously, with posters of Ferraris and school portraits of somebody’s beloved children. It feels less like a used-car sales office, or even a restaurant, than the converted downstairs of an extended home. I can’t identify the pillar behind which George Michael said he DJ-ed, but once I get talking to Tony, the professionally charming salesman holding the fort, he points out a possible link to the pop history. There’s a circular opening in the ceiling, from which a disco ball hung until very recently.

‘He performed here, right?’ says the 47-year-old west Londoner. ‘Sometimes I use the link in my sales pitch.’

I answer his question in perhaps too much detail. Telling him that while Michael DJ-ed in this building, and wrote the song on the way to work, I am not certain he ever span a demo of the song here, or what form the demo took. An early iteration of ‘Careless Whisper’ is reported to have been played on a Wasp synth and laid down on a Teac 4-track Portastudio in Ridgeley’s front room, where Michael’s vocal was recorded with a microphone attached to a broom handle. Regardless, he was so pleased with the song that he played it in all sorts of places, including the foyer of the cinema he worked at, resulting in a round of applause. He also told a story about how he played the demo one night while DJ-ing, and was thrilled to see the dancefloor fill up in response. But Michael actually had two DJ-ing jobs around the same the time, at the restaurant, and after he was fired for turning up late and not playing the music they wanted, at a local squash club. Some accounts have concluded it was played at the latter, but as Andrew Ridgeley cited the Bel Air in his account of the story, I decide this building can probably lay claim to being the first place where people ever danced to ‘Careless Whisper’.

‘Is it? In this actual building?’ I tell Tony that George Michael was stationed behind a pillar. ‘There was a wall here. I’m sure there was. So maybe he was there?’ He laughs and sings the sax solo to me. I ask if he knew that Andrew Ridgeley played a significant role in the writing of the track, despite being ridiculed for decades as the ultimate talentless bandmate. Though, and again this is probably more detail than Tony wants, the two men differed slightly in their accounts of how their collaboration came about. Michael recalled that he ‘went to Andrew one day and said – I have this great melodic line but I don’t know if it should be a sax or a vocal line. So he said – sing it to me. And he said – that really sounds like it goes with these chords I’ve got. And he had these four chords, the guitar lines.’ Ridgeley, for his part, recalled that he had been given a white Fender Telecaster as an eighteenth-birthday present from his parents, and he played a chord sequence he had come up with to George Michael one day, who responded with: ‘“Oh my God, Andy. That goes perfectly with an idea I’ve had going round and round in my head! Play it again . . .” I carried on playing the chords, Yog singing what would later become the haunting saxophone melody on “Careless Whisper”. Through an extraordinary coincidence, our separate ideas complemented each other perfectly . . . We slowly figured out the verses, choruses, lyrics and nuances over the next few months.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ responds Tony, scratching an arm besleeved in tattoos, struggling to follow the admittedly small differences between the accounts.

‘Did you know he was only seventeen when he wrote it?’

‘No, I didn’t. Wow.’

‘What were you doing at seventeen?’

‘I’d just had a kid.’ He tells me something about his St Lucian background and adds: ‘I’ve got two. One who has just turned thirty. One has just turned six. At seventeen . . . I was running away from women!’

I point out that while George Michael would eventually run away from women too, as one of the most famous gay men in the world, the song, according to several accounts, including some of those involved, was inspired by his experience of two-timing two girls. The story goes that he was having a ‘thing’ in a vague teenage way with Helen Tye, ‘a tall girl with exotic looks from his A-level Art class’, according to Ridgeley, who he bonded with on a school trip to see Othello in Stratford-upon-Avon. But then he happened across Jane, a girl he had once met and fancied while chaperoning his two sisters at an outing to an ice rink in central London. He had really liked her but, not feeling physically confident, had not pursued her. Then she turned up at one of the Executive’s gigs, took a shine to him, and they started dating, behind Helen’s back. George added: ‘The whole idea of “Careless Whisper” was the first girl finding out about the second, which she never did . . . “Careless Whisper” was us dancing, because we danced a lot, and the idea was we are dancing . . . but she knows . . . and it’s finished.’ According to a biographer who tracked down Helen Tye, George actually played the song to her when she was back from university one day: ‘I went to his house and we went up to his room and we sat on the floor and listened to his cassette,’ she said. ‘And we listened to “Careless Whisper” and I was completely astounded. I just thought, “This is amazing!” It’s such a beautiful song . . . so professional, so beautiful and I just knew it was going to be incredibly successful. I was really blown away. I had absolutely no idea that it had anything to do with me or with him or anything of his feelings. He did not talk in a direct way about his feelings to me, other than his ambitions or his work and his creativity.’

‘Really? Oh wow,’ says Tony. He glances at his phone and over my shoulder, and I know I should let him get on with his working day, but I continue to present him with ‘Careless Whisper’ facts. Did he know that the song was originally entitled ‘Guilty Feet’? Did he know that when they had written it, Andrew Ridgeley described it as a potential ‘worldwide number one’, and that ‘Julio Iglesias will be green’, only for Julio Iglesias to actually cover the song in 2006, and for his son Julio Iglesias Jr to cover it too in 2023, as a duet with Jewel? Did he know that George Michael often talked about feeling emotionally disconnected from a song he wrote so young? He said: ‘I can’t work out why people twice my age think it is a classic when I wrote it at 17 and didn’t know anything about life.’ Did he know that its lyrics were praised by Lloyd Cole, that Dido probably had her first dance to it, and that Sananda Maitreya (formerly Terence Trent D’Arby) was driven half-mad at its precociousness, wondering out loud at how ‘a guy so young’ could ‘write something so beautiful and mature’? He continued: ‘Who the fuck are you? That you’re a teenager and you are writing things like “Careless Whisper”?’ Did Tony know that when George Michael sued his record company in the nineties, people ringing his home got an answering machine message of him singing, to the tune of ‘Careless Whisper’, ‘No, I’m never gonna sing again / Bastards! Bastards! Bastards! Bastards!’? Did he know that the song had in recent years become a meme on social media?

‘No, I don’t have Instagram,’ he replies. And as his phone rings, and he embarks on a conversation about the merits of automatics over manuals, and a request for a £500 deposit, I realize I’ve reversed the traditional dynamics of car salesmanship, walking into a sales lot to sell them something, rather than the other way around. I should leave Tony alone. Once he is off his call, he is kind enough to give me his boss’s details in case I need more information about the building, proffers his own email, and adds: ‘I thought he was a great artist. I thought he had a good voice. He had a bit of soul in him, you know.’ For a white guy? ‘Definitely, he had quite a bit of soul in him.’

On the bus back to my car, I feel sheepish about getting carried away, though, in my defence, there are so few places to enthuse about pop songs nowadays. The music magazines and music review TV shows of my youth are mostly gone. Most truly popular music is not generally deemed worthy of serious analysis and George Michael’s music is certainly not, with not even ‘Careless Whisper’, his most famous achievement, being acknowledged as a meaningful cultural contribution. Despite its popularity and longevity, it mainly seems to have been used as a medium through which to mock Michael over the decades. One of the few jokes I recall from primary school revolved around it (‘Why did George Michael have chocolate all over his face? Because he had a Careless Wispa’). When he received an eight-week prison sentence for drug-related offences in 2010, he was reportedly greeted by inmates singing ‘Guilty George has got no freedom’. Even his sisters initially dismissed the song as ‘Tuneless Whisper’. But the fact is that the song, in audio and video form, is a masterpiece, and provides a handy introduction to George Michael’s precocious talent and confidence.

How? Well, for one thing, his vision was made apparent through his masterful timing of the song’s release. The natural thing to do when you know you have a hit on your hands, and are desperate to become a popstar, is to record and release it. It’s a habit that George Michael developed as he got successful: he was so excited when having written ‘Jesus to a Child’, for instance, that he arranged to perform it just weeks later at the MTV Europe Music Awards, more than a year before it was officially released. But the teenaged Michael sat on his treasure. Wham! released their first single in the summer of 1982, and their first album in the summer of 1983, but ‘Careless Whisper’ did not come out as a solo record in Britain and America until the summer of 1984. It has been claimed that it was marketed as a solo track because its tone did not fit that of Wham!’s singles – though there is a song on the first album, ‘Nothing Looks the Same in the Light’, which is not far off in terms of mood. It might also have had something to do with Michael becoming aware that Wham!’s contract with Innervision was atrocious and that it would be better to release a sure-fire hit on better terms. Whatever the reasoning, it was clear Michael knew he had a big hit on his hands from the way he performed it during Wham! sets before its release. Fighting the pressure to release it was the professional equivalent of being supremely hungry and resisting a glistening rotisserie chicken placed right in front of you.

The story of ‘Careless Whisper’ also reveals the extraordinary belief that the young George Michael had in his own talent – belief that had him, as a young man barely out of his teens, rejecting a recording of the song made by one of the most acclaimed record producers of all time. If sitting on the song was like being behind the wheel of a Ferrari and somehow resisting revving the engine, this was like rejecting an offer from J. K. Rowling’s editor to publish your children’s story, in favour of self-publication. And it all began when Wham!’s management started looking around for people to produce the record. The story goes that Michael’s publisher and most trusted colleague, the late Dick Leahy, discussed a possible recording with Quincy Jones,* but in the end Wham!’s co-managers, Simon Napier-Bell and the late Jazz Summers, decided the song should be recorded by Jerry Wexler at Muscle Shoals, a small city located on the bank of the Tennessee River in Alabama (they argued afterwards about who had the idea). There was a mismatch in experience between composer and producer, to say the least: Michael was largely untrained as a musician, and was in the process of teaching himself how to produce. In contrast, Wexler had overseen recordings by Bob Dylan, Ray Charles, Dusty Springfield, Aretha Franklin and Willie Nelson, among others, and would be described on his death in 2008 as ‘The Man Who Invented Rhythm & Blues’.

The subsequent recording, if you listen to the Wexler version on YouTube, or as I’ve just done, on the 12-inch vinyl, is strange. If it sounds like George Michael, it’s the George Michael from the Executive demo tapes. Jazz Summers admitted it sounded old-fashioned – more 1964 than 1984. Chris Porter, who had been working with Wham! as a production engineer, and became Michael’s most significant studio colleague, working on five of his albums over thirteen years, says he was surprised too. ‘They went off to Muscle Shoals to record the Wexler version and I thought, “That’s it, I’ve seen my last days working with Wham!.”’ What did he feel on hearing it? ‘Well, surprisingly, it lacks any kind of soul. The rhythm track doesn’t feel like a soul rhythm track. It sounds very, very European. And the whole thing sounds flat. I don’t mean flat musically, tonally; emotionally flat. That could be because George wasn’t putting his best into it, or couldn’t put his best into it because he didn’t feel inspired by the string arrangement.’ It could also have been that Michael was inebriated: he said he was so ‘totally in awe’ of Wexler that he had to ‘get drunk in order to sing, I was so nervous’.

In the months that followed, Michael had multiple discussions with Dick Leahy about whether the recording was good enough. He kept telling Leahy and himself that Wexler had done a great job, and because the song was already two and a half years old, he probably couldn’t see the wood for the trees. Eventually, he thought ‘Sod this’ and decided to produce his own version with his regular musicians to ‘see what happens’. He recorded the track about a month before it was due to be released and concluded his version ‘was much better because I was relaxed and I think that our musicians did a much better job than the Muscle Shoals section’. Given their respective experience and achievements, this remark could be cited as an example of George Michael’s youthful arrogance. And there were plenty of people who thought he was arrogant at the time. But he was right. Wexler had had a bad day at the office. His version just didn’t have the magic that was sending so many Wham! records to the top of the charts at the time. It’s incredible that a young man with barely a dozen recorded songs under his belt could appreciate this. At that age, I was struggling to make eye contact with customers at Burger King.

Which brings us to how the young George Michael further demonstrated his genius by auditioning nearly a dozen different saxophone players before settling on a final version of the famous solo. There’s a view among the uninitiated that anything popular, or accessible, must have come easily. Occasionally it’s true. John Le Carré wrote The Spy Who Came In From the Cold in six weeks. ‘Yesterday’ came to Paul McCartney in a dream – initially he worried it was a tune he had heard elsewhere. Freddie Mercury penned ‘Crazy Little Thing Called Love’ in five to ten minutes. But just as the easiest-to-read writing has often had more work put into it than denser fare, impassioned toil often goes into making pop music instantly appealing, and the sax solo in ‘Careless Whisper’ is an illustration. Michael’s fussiness with it began back in Alabama under Wexler, when the best sax player in Los Angeles had been booked to play it, but couldn’t, after two hours, produce what Michael required. Reportedly, the saxophonist would play the part well, but each time Michael would tell him it wasn’t right, saying: ‘It has to twitch upwards a little just there! See . . .? Not there, but here! And not too much.’ Sometime later, the musician was seen packing up his kit, appearing humiliated. Another sax player, this time from New York, then had a shot and again Michael wasn’t satisfied. ‘Twitch upwards there! Not here! And not too much.’ The saxophone on his own production proved even more difficult, according to Chris Porter. He remembers that the rhythm track went down quickly – it was done in a day. But they ended up auditioning some eleven saxophone players, including big names like Snake Davis, Andy Shepphard and Raphael Ravenscroft (who played on Gerry Rafferty’s ‘Baker Street’). It fell to Porter to tell them that they wouldn’t get the gig. ‘It was very difficult, because you know, there were some amazing musicians. Who’s that amazing jazz saxophonist? Courtney Pine. He auditioned for it.’ Really? ‘I’m pretty sure he did. If not, I’ve sacked him on something else!’

Such perfectionism would become a mark of George Michael’s career. In an echo of Phil Spector’s recording of ‘You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’’, when he made Bill Medley sing the opening verse over and over, for four hours a day, over two days, until he had his take, he worked on his vocal on ‘Kissing a Fool’ for more than twelve hours. John Altman, who was hired to arrange the recording of George Michael’s ballad, could not understand it. It was ‘take after take, with no indication of why we were redoing it’. When it came to live performance, Michael would often film his shows and watch them back with colleagues and the band, to see how things could be improved. And while some might have been tempted to dismiss Michael as a perfectionist monster, especially in respect of the sax solo, the people around him notably did not. Jerry Wexler understood his fussiness. ‘I’ve seen things like this before,’ he reportedly said. ‘There’s some tiny nuance that the sax player is somehow not getting right. Although you and I can’t hear what it is, it may be the very thing that will make the record a hit. The success of pop records is so ephemeral, so unbelievably unpredictable, we just can’t take the risk of being impatient.’ And, for all the mortification of having to reject so many accomplished musicians, Porter, who has also worked with the likes of Hall & Oates, David Bowie and Elton John, understood too. ‘You can teach someone to play the notes, but you can’t teach someone soul,’ he says. ‘When you preach on a saxophone, you’re not just playing the notes, you’re coaxing the saxophone. We eventually did find a guy, Steve Gregory, who produced the result.’

The take was not straightforward or instant, as Michael was asking for something that is technically quite difficult to produce on a saxophone. The way Gregory, who had played on the Rolling Stones’ ‘Honky Tonk Women’, told it, there was another musician, Ray Warleigh, waiting to audition when he arrived at the studio, around midnight. But Warleigh got fed up waiting for Michael to turn up and left. At which point Gregory suggested to Porter that they try and get something down without the singer. ‘I went in the studio, I tried to do it and my saxophone is an old Selmer (tenor sax) from about 1954 or something and I didn’t have that top note. I didn’t have a proper note on my saxophone, I had what we call a fake fingering I had to do to play it. So it didn’t really sound that smooth. It didn’t sound that great. And so having been around for a while, having had a bit of experience, I said: “Look, if you took it down by a semitone, a very small amount, I’d have all the proper notes on my horn and we could see how it sounds.” So that’s what he did, he sort of did his calculations and took it down a semitone, so I went out again and I played it in a lower key and . . . after I finished it I went back into the control room and he played it back and he put it back up to the proper speed.’

Now, I’ve got to admit that, as a non-musician, this version of events took me time to get my head around. I spent hours listening to the sax solo being analysed by experts on the internet, and even drove back to the south coast of England, to check these online interpretations against Chris Porter’s version of events. I would present you with my extensive conclusions, but suspect I’d be doing a version of what I did to Tony at Mondial Cars. So, let me just put it this way: Gregory played something that was very difficult to play on a saxophone, and the engineer gave George Michael what he wanted, at the pitch he wanted, by messing around with the speed of the recording. When Michael entered the studio and heard what had been created, he remarked: ‘Oh, I think we got it!’ Gregory has said that he pointed at him and announced: ‘You are number nine!’ Which made him number eleven, if you add the two attempts in Alabama, and even more if you consider the efforts made on demos, and other possible recordings, including a parody ‘Working Man’s Club’ version that Michael once played to a magazine competition winner.

And they had really got it. You only need to listen to how the sax solo sounds slightly wrong on the Wexler version, or to listen to the saxophonist butcher it during an otherwise excellent live rendition of the song by Miguel in 2023, to understand how central the line is to the magic of the song. Yes, Michael went to extremes with it, but the effort paid off. He not only created one of the most memorable tunes in the history of pop, but wrote something that almost defines the instrument. As one online comment on a video analysing the solo puts it, the solo ‘is our instrument’s national anthem’. I mean, are you even a sax player if you can’t play the solo from ‘Careless Whisper’? Given how famous the line would become, it would not have been excessive if Michael had gone through a dozen more saxophonists. The process had been agonizing and circular, but creativity is often not neat or linear, and every stage, from its composition in George Michael’s head, as a bus conductor asked for the fare, to the manipulation of Steve Gregory’s effort on tape, was central to the production of the line’s ethereal magic.

But this was not the end of George Michael’s fussiness with ‘Careless Whisper’. The video went through a similar process of strained tinkering which might well have driven anyone working on it mad, but which, in retrospect, was essential to its appeal. First, he changed the location for the filming at the last minute. The plan had been for the crew to meet Michael in Barbados in February 1984, but he switched to Miami at the eleventh hour because the weather was not what he wanted. ‘One hour before we’re all due to fly off with the film crew and all the equipment, I suddenly get this frantic call from George, telling me to meet him in Miami instead,’ recalled director Duncan Gibbins. ‘We ended up renting boats and choppers all over Miami over the course of two very long, hot and humid days.’ Second, there were disagreements about the video’s storyline: Gibbins envisioned something along the lines of Miami Vice, Michael hoped for something more in tune with Dallas or Jackie magazine.

Then, according to Michael’s co-star Lisa Stahl, speaking in 2009, the producers ‘lost footage of our kissing scene so we had to reshoot it, which I didn’t complain about. I know George has a boyfriend now, but that day, there were no boys on his mind.’ Finally, after two days of work, when the filming was almost complete, Michael decided that he hated the way his hair looked, complaining to his manager that it was ‘frizzy’, ‘too long, too posy and too poofy’. ‘I looked like Shirley Bassey,’ he told the Pet Shop Boys’ Neil Tennant, when Tennant was still working as a journalist. The shoot was paused while his sister Melanie flew over from London to give Michael a haircut, before a large number of scenes were shot again. The bill for this was a reported £10,000. And there was more to come. By the time of release, Michael had, of course, re-recorded the track, which meant that his singing on film did not synchronize with the sound. For this reason, and others, he was filmed again by director Andy Morahan, this time singing the song at the Lyceum Theatre in London, the performance being laid over what had been gathered so painfully in Miami. ‘He [still] hated the way he looked in the footage,’ Morahan tells me. ‘So George wants to shoot some really gorgeous-looking performance footage of him. To intercouple some of the footage. But he wanted, like, a performance. He was such a force of nature when I met him. The energy he brought into the room. He had shorts on and a T-shirt, like in the video for “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go”, and was saying, you know, We’re going to be selling out arenas by the end of the year. They’d barely done a show.’

Accounts of the making of the video, including the one offered by Michael in Bare, generally paint the events as vain and comic. But it is useful to remember how acceptable it was in the mid-eighties to mock people, and celebrities in particular, for their looks. Political correctness has been blamed for a great deal, but it has also led to one of the biggest positive social changes in our lifetime, a kinder approach to physical difference. Princess Diana is a telling example. ‘It was open season on her body,’ according to historian Lucy Robinson. ‘Her weight and body image were discussed endlessly. In childhood photos released to mark her twentieth birthday she was described as chubby by agony aunt Marje Proops. Diana herself provided the family photographs for Andrew Morton’s “authorized” “unauthorized” biography of Diana in 1993. Alongside his disclosure of her bulimia, he added the captions to the pictures and described her as “a slightly plump teenager” and a “chubby cheeked teenager” with “a reputation as something of a glutton”. It was generally noted that her slimmed body marked the transition from Lady Di to Princess Diana. Coverage of the Royal Wedding discussed whether she had in fact lost so much weight that her dress would need re-sewing. In the end the dress had to be taken in by quarter of an inch on each side on the day of the wedding itself.’

Besides, when you watch the two versions of the ‘Careless Whisper’ video in juxtaposition, you can see how, despite the tortuous journey, George
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