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And those who were seen dancing were thought to be insane by those who could not hear the music
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FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE




[image: Freddie Mercury, viewed from behind, wears a white jacket with red trim. He holds a microphone in his left hand, fist raised, facing a massive stadium crowd in daylight.]



Expand / collapse Extended Description
Freddie Mercury stands in the lower left foreground, viewed from behind. He wears a white jacket with red and gold trim, holding a microphone in his left hand with his fist raised towards a large, dense crowd of spectators filling the rest of the frame. The crowd extends into the distance, with many people raising their hands in response.
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introduction

The ethereal strains of Queen supporting Mott the Hoople in December 1973 at London’s Hammersmith Odeon was my prelude to a grand opus. Through the regal notes of Queen II emanating from my little FM tuner in glorious stereo, to the vibrant pulse of Sheer Heart Attack – and the flamboyance of A Night at the Opera – my soul was ensnared by their musical majesty.

In July of that year, I’d watched David Bowie grace that same stage in his penultimate performance as Ziggy Stardust, before dismissing his alter ego forever. Just months before, Jimmy Page stole my rock & roll soul during Led Zeppelin’s thunderous recital at the iconic Alexandra Palace, an edifice atop a North London hill constructed from elements of the dismantled Great London Exposition of 1862, and location, in 1936, of the world’s first public 405-line TV broadcast. Amid the haunting chords of “Dazed & Confused”, the maestro of mystique caressed his Gibson Les Paul with a violin bow, jabbing it towards the audience as chalk dust drifted through the spotlight.

My desire to capture the ephemeral beauty and power of rock had been ignited. I was spellbound by David Bowie’s theatre, costume and mime, much of it influenced by Japanese culture, as in the moment his stage outfit was torn in two by unseen hands, revealing a mini kimono in an act of hikinuki. A month after encountering David Bowie upon his arrival at Olympic Studios in Barnes to record Diamond Dogs in 1974 I embarked upon an odyssey across Europe, a voyage that would become the leitmotif of my life.

I was a very sickly child, and 1965 had consigned me to my feverish bed. Launched the year before on ships anchored outside UK territorial waters, unlicensed “pirate” radio stations broadcast music of the day to my fetid bedroom. Operating outside the system enabled Radio Caroline and Radio London to sidestep creative restrictions imposed by the BBC playlist.

Prior to that my musical refuge lay in the popping and whistling of Radio Luxembourg, as I tweaked the aerial on a transistor radio secreted beneath my bedsheets. Even the Beatles and the Rolling Stones were listening. Through the wonder of transistors, music became truly portable, just as Sixties photographers David Bailey and Terence Donovan embraced the portability of 35mm cameras and the Beatles tested the confines of popular culture, finessed under the guidance of producer George Martin. As a teenager, Mick Jagger’s dynamism rampaged across my adolescent radar, his face adorned with warpaint presenting “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” in Performance, just as he cavorted in white flares, sleeveless t-shirt and a black studded choker for a “Honky Tonk Women” promotional video. “Street Fighting Man” and “Sympathy For The Devil” accentuated the band’s transition from its pop and blues roots. Those consecutive releases – rousing, rebellious and occasionally complex – coincided with the fracture and dissolution of the Beatles.

By the age of 16 I’d experienced some of the finest moments of Britain’s greatest bands. Radio London was a spawning ground for future doyen of punk John Peel and irreverent genius Kenny Everett. Kenny crafted intricate multi-tracked radio jingles and trailers, before weaving his material into a groundbreaking TV show, featuring his alter ego Sid Snot and guest appearances by David Bowie, Cliff Richard and Freddie Mercury.

In 1975, Kenny became Freddie’s conduit for the “leak” of “Bohemian Rhapsody” onto the airwaves. EMI was reluctant to sanction its release, declaring the single’s 5 minutes 55 seconds too unwieldy for radio playlists. On Capital Radio, Kenny played it fourteen times in two days, declaring in his chirpy Liverpudlian drawl after a “spin of the disc” that:

“Me spine’s just turned to custard.”

EMI succumbed to the ensuing clamour, releasing “Bohemian Rhapsody” as a single on the last day of that month. Its cultural impact endures, and in September 2023 Freddie’s scrawled lyrics fetched millions at a Sotheby’s auction of his belongings in London, orchestrated by the love of his life Mary Austin. Standing centre stage was my photograph of Freddie during the finale of Queen’s 1986 Wembley Stadium performance, adorned in crown and gown. The image graced screens at Bond Street tube station, the live auction, catalogue cover and hang tags attached to each treasured item.

Whilst I hoped to embark on the pursuit of further education at Ealing College of Art – much to the chagrin of my parents who dissuaded me from attending – I was unaware that a young Freddie Bulsara had taken his leave from that very establishment in 1969, bearing a Diploma in Graphic Art and Design, three years before I hoped to make my entrance. It is here that Freddie gallantly proffered porterage to a young David Bowie during a lunchtime concert at the college. A statue of Freddie now stands outside these halls of learning, erected in his honour.

The years 1972 to 1977 were a tapestry of transitions: from the halls of academia to bustling offices in the City of London – still a bastion of bowler hats – culminating in a decision to resign the day after my mother’s passing in 1978. On July 8th, 1976 I was initiated into the snarling world of punk at the Hertfordshire School of Art & Design, having travelled an hour northwest from a desk in the marine claims department at Mobil’s office in Victoria with my trusty Pentax, unsure what to expect. Manager Malcolm McLaren had withdrawn the Sex Pistols, whose replacements the Damned made their debut two days earlier supporting the Pistols at London’s 100 Club on Oxford Street, where I would photograph the Rolling Stones at a “secret” gig six years later.

Five months after I’d captured the Damned, Bill Grundy’s early evening TV show on December 1st would thrust the Sex Pistols and punk onto the nation’s front pages. Having stolen Mick Ronson’s guitar from a David Bowie soundcheck at the Hammersmith Odeon, Steve Jones – goaded by his host – unleashed a torrent of profanity live on air, as I watched with my mother. She was unimpressed, and Bill Grundy’s career sank without trace. Decades later, Pistols drummer Paul Cook assured me that as last-minute additions to the schedule, the band was unaware the show would be broadcast live.

The intriguing question lingers: if Freddie Mercury’s dental emergency hadn’t precipitated the cancellation of Queen’s scheduled appearance, would British musical culture have taken a different course?

It was the purveyors of punk who would label bands such as Queen and Led Zeppelin “boring old farts”. The Police belted out “Born in The Fifties”, declaring they were taking the future and didn’t need no teacher, yet 27-year-old ex-teacher Sting was barely younger than Zeppelin front man Robert Plant.

I chronicled the punk revolution in the sweaty beer-sodden clubs of London, becoming that year’s most prolific contributor to rock bible the NME. My inaugural tour with inspirational rockers Thin Lizzy in 1980 was a prelude to the pivotal year of 1982, when vital pieces of my career’s mosaic fell into place. With a heart full of ambition, I sought to transcend the ordinary and traverse the globe alongside these titans of music. By making my ambitions known at opportune moments, I secured a place on the road documenting Thin Lizzy, David Bowie, Queen, Pink Floyd and the Rolling Stones. The route was filled with obstacles, yet my goals were evident, and each step I took moved inevitably towards achieving them.

Thin Lizzy’s front man Philip Parris Lynott offered my first opportunity to tour, and he taught me so much. I was stunned in 1980 by Pink Floyd’s The Wall spectacular at Earl’s Court Arena, where the eponymous structure was erected throughout the show, within which Roger Waters appeared ensconced in an armchair watching TV. In a transcendent moment, David Gilmour appeared atop the wall to deliver his incandescent solo in Comfortably Numb, my most cherished guitar solo ever. Playing with the surrogate band in the shadows of the wall, guitarist Snowy White caught Philip’s discerning eye, and he was invited to join the ranks of Thin Lizzy, replacing the illustrious Gary Moore.

Sweltering in the heat of London’s subterranean 100 Club on Oxford Street in 1982 as I photographed the Rolling Stones, I had no inkling that within days I would discuss these very moments with Mick Jagger on the band’s private jet. The Stones were about to open their first European tour in six years – and their last for another eight years – playing to 180,000 fans across three nights at Rotterdam’s Feyenoord football stadium.

Speculative photography In the Seventies and Eighties was a costly affair, involving a trip across London to purchase rolls of film followed by substantial processing costs. Expecting to shoot just three songs at Feyenoord, but hired to shoot the entire show following a cheeky request, my supply of film was limited and one camera completely failed. I was invited to cover the second concert on June 4th but declined an offer to shoot on June 5th due to a previous commitment with Queen.

Following concerts that I’d covered in Norway and Sweden on a freelance basis, Queen asked me to cover their shows at Milton Keynes Bowl and Maine Road football ground, which marked the culmination of a tour in support of Hot Space, an album that featured “Under Pressure”, recorded with David Bowie in Montreux. The next day I rejoined the Rolling Stones in Germany and remained with them for an incredible eight weeks, traversing Europe aboard Jet 24, a flying penthouse that would in 1983 transport David Bowie’s Serious Moonlight tour across the USA, Canada and Europe.

A week after a 144 mph car crash outside Sodertalje in Sweden with Thin Lizzy, I covered David’s tour from rehearsals in Texas to the final show outside Auckland in front of the largest per capita audience in history. My assignation to the Bowie tour had been a surprise, as had the scale of the tour, which began on a relatively modest scale. However, when 250,000 applications were received for 44,000 available tickets, David played three shows to 195,000 fans at Milton Keynes Bowl, and promoters around the world rushed to book the grandest arenas and stadiums. I felt disloyal breaking the news to Philip that I would accompany David on a world tour rather than rejoin Thin Lizzy in Europe. He was disappointed and aggrieved, stung by the lance of betrayal. I had been his curator and confidante in the chaos of rock’s gilded halls. Now I was leaving for pastures new, following my ambition to document David Bowie. By the time I returned to England at the close of 1983, Thin Lizzy had performed for the last time. In January 1986, Philip suffered a heart attack at home in Kew and succumbed days later. Rock star, friend and poet. The waste of life and talent frustrated and hurt me, realising I’d been oblivious to the frontman’s ability to function whilst addicted to heroin.

The Guinness Book Of Records lists Bee Gees lead singer Barry Gibb as the second most successful ever songwriter, behind Paul McCartney. I toured Europe with the group in 1989 on their tour in support of the One album, which entailed commercial air travel in place of private jets or – perish the thought – the occasional journey by luxury bus, staffed by a comely German hostess. During a border crossing we pulled over so that I could liberate my passport from the hold, accompanied by a holler of “fucking prat” from Maurice Gibb. A similar compliment was paid by actor John Hurt during lunch at the Munich Hilton with Roger Taylor on the Magic Tour. I’d run out of film, prompting a rebuke of “fucking prat” from John Merrick, The Elephant Man. Directed by David Lynch, the film was released in September 1980, two months after David Bowie’s portrayal at the Booth Theatre on Broadway. It was from John Hurt’s innards that H. R. Giger’s creation had first sprung forth in the 
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