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Chapter Eight

QUEEN

But all that was to come. Before Queen had even been thought of, let alone conceived, Freddie was still intent on making himself indispensable to the members of Smile. He brazenly offered them styling tips and tricks and even started accompanying them on the road. A single deal came their way via Mercury Records’ European head honcho Lou Reizner, who had negotiated David Bowie’s deal in America. In June 1969, the label booked Smile into Trident Studios in Soho’s St Anne’s Court. Thus began the ‘Sheffield Brothers years’, a tangled, tortuous, ultimately litigious period in pre-Queen and early Queen history that their movie deftly avoided. Never excavate the uncomfortable previous. Steer clear of gashing open old wounds.

Smile gurned, made nice, recorded diligently. They waited patiently. Time ticked, but still nothing changed. They spent the summer performing a string of gigs booked by the Rondo agency. Mercury Records did get around to releasing Earth/Step on Me that August, but in America. With zero publicity or promotion to boost its chances, it evaporated. Other sessions in further-flung studios were booked. An EP was made, but it never saw the light. Those recordings would not be unearthed until a decade and a half later, by which time Queen were superstars. Come the end of 1969, the band were frustrated and on the verge of calling time. Brian had his PhD to return to. Roger knew the drill, and could easily have taken up his saliva ejector again. Tim realised that he no longer even liked the kind of music Smile were making, and quit to join a new line-up, Humpy Bong. He needn’t have bothered. Within a single single and a fleeting television appearance, the bong had humped its last. Tim went off and made a name for himself in animation. Mercury Records, deciding that a band could not be a band without their lead singer, cancelled Smile’s contract. The grimaces set in.

Now that West London’s Barnes was the place to be, Brian, Tim, Roger and a pair of pals from Liverpool band Ibex installed themselves in a damp Ferry Road bedsit. The rest of the band soon checked in, using the dump as a base from which to seek a London record deal. Working his way into their circle, dropping in on their rehearsals and pitching up at their gigs, Freddie got on their good side. The band eventually started allowing him to get on stage and sing with guitarist Mike Bersin. Their road manager Ken Testi recalled a quite astonishing, almost full-fledged performer:

‘He gave the same kind of performance he did at the peak of his career,’ Testi said. ‘He was a star before he was a star . . . he’d strut around the stage like a proud peacock.’

Freddie travelled with the band back to Liverpool, dossing on floors and making himself useful. As enthusiastic and hard-working as Ibex were, no deal was forthcoming. Original members drifted away and were replaced. The new improved line-up played just one gig. Which went down in history for all the wrong reasons . . . and a single right one. Freddie’s recently acquired habit of lifting and twirling his mic stand in the manner of a drum major four-fingering a baton came unstuck on this occasion. The microphone was attached to a heavy, unwieldy stand. When Freddie grabbed and attempted to swing the thing, its lower half fell off. Freddie didn’t bat an eye, he just carried on strutting and twirling the top half. Freddie’s trademark ‘sawn-off mic stand’ was born.

It was but a minor aspect of Freddie’s inherent showmanship. All who witnessed his performances, even in those early days, agreed that he was a natural. More remarkable was the fact that his stage persona was so bizarrely at odds with his off-duty self. How did he summon the courage to go out there in a sunburst blaze of confidence and arouse the gigsters with such swagger and shameless exhibitionism when he was otherwise, away from the lights, a cringing wimp? Whence came the Jekyll and Hydeness? Friends and fellow musicians who were used to him skulking around kitchens, dressing rooms and backstage cubbyholes were inclined to snigger behind his back as he wrestled, elbowed and kneed his way into his skimpy hand-sewn stage gear. No one could have called him classically good-looking, not by any stretch. Freddie was embarrassed by his swarthy skin. He grew a thick fringe to cover his dark eyes. He was still hiding his goofy teeth behind his hand.

In the end, he grew tired of Liverpool, of all the hacking to and fro. He’d had his fill of destitution, of tossing and turning on filthy floors. He left the band and meandered back to the bursting bedsit. Where Brian May and Roger Taylor continued to linger, a band without a voice. The answer – Freddie – was hiding right there, in plain earshot.

Back to Gladstone Avenue Freddie would lope once a week, to lap up hot, home-cooked dhansak – perhaps his only substantial meal four times a month – and touch base with his kin.1 Compromising questions were sidestepped. His mother Jer would hover protectively, ready to intervene when things flared between Freddie and his father. He lugged his portfolio around the London agencies, bagged himself an agent and sat around waiting for design work to flood in. It didn’t. His heart wasn’t in it. All he could think of was finding a new band to join, or about starting his own. Resuming contact with some of his old Ibex cohorts, he reinvented the band as Wreckage. How satisfying to deliver their first gig at Freddie’s old art college, where he found himself cheered by a boisterous crowd down from ‘Ken High’. Brian and Roger were in the audience too. They stood pinching themselves. Not that the band were much cop, by available accounts. They were eclipsed by their front man, who was full of it. Freddie Bulsara? Never knew he had it in him . . .

The gig’s success was enough to land Wreckage a date at Imperial College, with rugby club bookings to follow. Maybe Brian and Roger had dismissed him too soon. Freddie, meanwhile, soon grew tired of his musicians’ inability and indifference. He wrecked Wreckage with his withdrawal, got up to audition for Sour Milk Sea, played a few gigs, ponced about as a rock star in waiting, and waited patiently. He must have realised that the dawning was not far off.

☿

Brian May’s assertion that Queen’s first official gig took place on 18 July 1970 is challenged by superfan and collaborator Jim Jenkins. According to the lifelong aficionado, whose recollections and expertise have often been called upon by the band’s organisation themselves, it happened on 27 June 1970. ‘Roger Taylor’s mum arranged the gig earlier in the year, and placed an ad in the local press,’ Jenkins confirms. ‘The group booked were Smile, of whom Roger was a founder member. Another ad appeared in the press during May, the month before the gig . . . Smile called it a day, as Tim Staffell left the group. This gave the opportunity for Freddie Bulsara to persuade Roger and Brian May he could be their new singer.’ Roger didn’t want to let his mother down, Jenkins explained, so they decided to go with Freddie on lead vocals.

The next crucial step was the changing of their name to Queen. Suggested by Freddie, disliked by the others, it worked.

As for a bass player: a few came and went before the band settled on Leicester-born electronics wizz John Deacon, who officially joined the band on 1 March 1971. This would later lead to quibbling over when exactly the band should commemorate their fiftieth anniversary. Having formed in May 1970, they celebrated in 2020 after having been together for fifty years. As John came on board almost twelve months later, 2021 marks fifty years of the classic line-up. Except that John hasn’t been a performing, recording member of the band since he stood down in 1997. Whatever the dates, Jenkins says, ‘From Truro to Knebworth (the band’s last-ever gig with Freddie as frontman) was a journey like no other.’

☿

Their rise, when it came, was sensational. There would be seven hundred and four live performances by Brian, Roger and John with Freddie at the helm over a period of sixteen years. Signing their EMI deal in 1973, they released their debut single ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ and first album Queen within months. By the end of their UK tour supporting Mott the Hoople, they were launching their own official fan club. The following year they delivered ‘Seven Seas of Rhye’, the Queen II album, and embarked on their first headlining UK tour. Off they went to America with Mott, and released the ‘Killer Queen’ single and yet another album, Sheer Heart Attack. They ‘broke America’ and didn’t look back. The US welcomed them on their first headline tour in 1975. They made for Japan and Queenmania, on a scale not witnessed since the Beatles. The appearance of Freddie’s triumph ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ on 31 October 1975 gave Britain what would come to be regarded as a ‘second national anthem’, and fixed Freddie for all time in the nation’s hearts. The albums and the anthems kept coming. The tours got more adventurous, taking Queen into parts of the world that had never previously welcomed a rock band. They relocated to Munich, to work at Musicland Studios. They scored their first number one in America with ‘Crazy Little Thing Called Love’. They later mangled their reputation there with their defiant ‘I Want to Break Free’ single from 1984’s The Works album, and its ‘offensive’ promotional video. The single was, however, a huge hit in both Europe and South America, where it was taken up as a theme song of the fight against oppression.

Freddie, Brian, Roger and John dipped a toe in solo work in tandem with their band commitments. They were blacklisted by the Musicians’ Union for disregarding the United Nations’ condemnation of South Africa’s apartheid regime to perform in Bophuthatswana’s Sun City resort, an independent state where gambling, topless revues and other banned forms of entertainment could be enjoyed. They were ignored for Bob Geldof’s December 1984 chart-topping ‘Do They Know it’s Christmas?’ single, but were the undisputed stars of Live Aid during the July 1985 global jukebox extravaganza. When they embarked on their Magic tour of Europe in 1986, no one had a clue it would be their last.

☿

It has always felt as though as though they lasted so much longer. Probably because Queen, the loss of Freddie notwithstanding, have never gone away. The show must go on, sang the man, and naturally it did. Coming to terms over time with the imminent demise of their beloved friend and bandmate, at least Brian and Roger were able to reach a mutual conclusion that the only fitting way to honour him was to carry on.

‘He was incredibly brave,’ said Roger in a television interview. ‘Obviously he knew, and we all knew at that time. But the best thing is just to get on with life.’

‘The one thing he wanted to do was keep on working in the studio,’ Roger also remarked. ‘He was absolutely determined to keep the group going and keep working, and that actually kept him going for a long time.’

Freddie himself set the precedent, working until he could literally no longer stand. 1991’s Innuendo album was his final collaboration with Queen. The video for its eighth track ‘These Are the Days of Our Lives’, a ballad in the ‘Love of My Life’ vein and written primarily by Roger with contributions from the others, reveals graphically how shockingly frail Freddie had become towards the end. It was filmed in May, six months ahead of his death. The track was released as an American single on Freddie’s forty-fifth birthday, 5 September 1991. It also appeared as a double A-side with ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ in the UK and Ireland on 9 December that year, a fortnight after Freddie’s passing. ‘These Are the Days of Our Lives’ debuted at number one in the UK and reigned for five weeks. It took the BRIT Award for British Single of the Year in 1992.

Three years later they released their fifteenth album Made In Heaven, their last with tracks featuring Freddie. He had promised to leave them as much music as possible to be going on with, and recorded until he could no longer do so during his final months.

‘He just kept saying, “Write me more. Write me stuff,” Brian told the Daily Telegraph in 2013. He described Made in Heaven as ‘a real labour of love,’ and said that it had ‘so much beauty in it.’ ‘“I want to just sing this and do it and when I am gone, you can finish it off,” Freddie said. He had no fear, really,’ added Brian.

The last vocal performance of his life was the album’s track ‘Mother Love’. Co-written by Brian and Freddie, it came at a time when the band were shacked up at Mountain Studios in Montreux more or less around the clock, ready to jump to attention whenever Freddie felt well enough to sing. It was during the laying-down of this track that Freddie’s strength deserted him dramatically. He gave in to respite. Taking his leave, he promised to return to the studio as soon as he was able. He never did. He flew home to London on 10 November and took to his bed. Two weeks later, he was dead. That’s Brian’s voice singing the final verse, not Freddie’s.

Not until 2004 did Queen begin a collaboration with former Bad Company/Free/the Firm/the Law frontman Paul Rodgers, as Q+PR (sometimes written as QPR). It sustained until 2009, during which time the band clocked up two world tours, a 2008 studio album, The Cosmos Rocks (featuring fourteen tracks co-composed by Brian, Roger and Paul, it was Queen’s first album of original material since Made in Heaven thirteen years earlier), a pair of live albums and three live DVDs. Two years later, the remaining members of Queen teamed up with American Idol contestant Adam Lambert as Q+AL (QAL), lasting from 2011 to the present day. They toured the world in 2014/15 and 2017/18, and advanced on the Rhapsody tour in 2019/20, with later dates postponed due to the coronavirus pandemic. All the tours have been blazingly successful. Brian and Roger have always been adamant that the best way to preserve Freddie’s memory was simply to keep going. They have never sought to replace him with alternative singers, they have simply done their best to honour his memory and legacy. Their ongoing love and respect for Freddie is clear from their many interviews down the years; as is their gratitude for his inspiration and dedication.

Could his bandmates, then, have been the true loves of Freddie’s life? Tempting though it is to imagine closeness and eternal confidence-keeping between the boys, Freddie shared only the tip of his iceberg with them. He kept a certain distance and maintained his mystery, even back in those early, pre-rich days on the road when they were still obliged to bunch up and share hotel rooms. Nor did Freddie confide in them about his private life. Brian once observed that the ‘hot chicks’ who used to pitch up backstage and beyond to hang with Freddie had somehow evolved into ‘hot guys’. He was amused to note that, by the time Freddie got round to addressing the situation with them, the rest of the band had of course worked out what was going on. There was not, nor would there ever be, an announcement that he was now officially homosexual. Whatever trip he was on, it was up to him. Likewise, he extended them equal privacy. Four bandmates equalled four sets of complicated home lives. The girlfriends and mistresses, wives, ex-wives and endless children of Brian, Roger and John, set against Freddie’s own frenetic lifestyle, was a soap to rival anything on television. Even Brian, the ‘Sensible One’, played away from home behind first wife Chrissie’s back with an actual soap queen, former EastEnders actress Anita Dobson. Back and forth he went, unable to make up his mind between his women and trying desperately not to break the hearts of Jimmy, Louisa and Emily, his brood. Even after he had left his family for Anita, there was an affair with his married secretary Julie Glover, wife of showbiz agent John, that led to an ultimatum from Miss Dobson. He put a ring on it in November 2000. At last count there were some seven grandchildren, and apparently cordial relationships all round.

Roger was the obvious playboy, the ‘Girl-In-Every-Port One’. I clearly remember his cavortings with PR girl Roxy on the road, while he was still involved with gorgeous French brunette Dominique Beyrand, a former PA of Virgin boss Richard Branson. Roger and Dominique lived together for twelve years, and had two children, Felix and Rory. Then Roger met Debbie Leng, the sexy model who made her name as television’s saucy ‘Cadbury’s Flake girl’. When Roger married Dominique in January 1988, it was Freddie and Mary who signed the register. He then went home to Debbie, the couple having already set up home together. Roger was later cornered into giving an explanation: he had done it to protect the legal and financial interests of his ex-partner as well as his children, he said. The admission made a mockery of the marriage vows, but still. He and Debbie stayed together for fifteen years, and had three children together, Tiger Lily, Rufus and Lola. In 2010, he married effervescent South African Sarina Potgieter.

John the ‘Quiet One’ Deacon was always the most committed family man. He married his only wife, Polish-born Veronica Tetzlaff, in January 1975. She gave him five sons and a daughter, Luke, Cameron, Robert, Joshua, Michael and Laura. After Freddie’s death in 1991, John retired from the band four years later, then went off the rails. He began to frequent the London strip club SophistiCats in the early 2000s, overdosing on grande marque champagne and taking up with British lapdancer and glamour model Emma Shelley, whose stage name was ‘Pushbar’ (Pushbar!) She was some twenty-five years his junior, surprise, surprise. John even forked out for a Mercedes and a £320,000 flat for her. He danced her around high-profile London restaurants such as Nobu.

But bands are not families.

‘Even though we spend years of intense time together creating albums in recording studios, preparing for tours in disused theatres, church halls or rehearsal studios, and in radio and TV stations doing promo,’ mused a musician who must remain nameless. ‘And even though we’re jumping on and off planes and boats and trains together, and are in and out of hotels and venues together, there has to be time off from each other on a regular basis. You’ve got to be able to rub along in a band, especially at the outset when money is tight and when you’re living in each other’s pockets. At that point, you are young, carefree and winging it, with no responsibilities. Beyond that, a band’s existence is riddled with contradiction. We might share the contents of our hearts and lay our souls bare when we’re writing and recording, and turning our imaginations and exchanges into songs. But we also fight like cats and dogs over every aspect of existence. Good bands do, at least. It still doesn’t entitle you to invade a bandmate’s privacy, or to expect him or her to share every last bumwipe with you. As a band, you are obliged to present a united, at least cordial if not bosom-friendly front, because the paying public have to believe in you as a focused entity if they are to be enticed into buying your music. Behind closed doors, a private life away from each other is absolutely vital, if you are to succeed at keeping the thing going for as long as it takes to pay your mortgage off and put by for a rainy day.’

There has to be downtime. There needs to be room to breathe, away from the fray, and opportunity to persist as individuals. During the crazy years, when Freddie’s interests were glaringly at odds with those of the rest of the band and most of their entourage, he took to staying in separate hotels away from the others. His health issues, when they arose, were a burden to Freddie and only him until the signs became too obvious to dismiss. At that point, he knew that he owed it to them to explain. The future of the entire band being in jeopardy, Freddie reluctantly came to terms with having to come clean.

As Brian revealed in an interview with The Times, ‘(Freddie) said, “I suppose you realise that I’m dealing with this illness.” Of course, we all knew, but we didn’t want to. “You probably gather that I’m dealing with this thing and I don’t want to talk about it, and I don’t want our lives to change, but that’s the situation,” he added. And then he would move on.’

According to Roger, interrogated by Rolling Stone magazine in 2014, ‘He decided to just invite us all over to the house for a meeting. “You probably realize what my problem is,” Freddie said. “Well, that’s it and I don’t want it to make a difference. I don’t want it to be known. I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to get on and work until I fucking well drop. I’d like you to support me in this.” ’

Just as they always had, from a distance or point-blank, it’s what they did.

☿





Chapter Eleven

JIM

‘I sometimes wonder whether I ever did know the real Freddie Mercury,’ Jim Hutton admitted in 1996.

I had married earlier that year. My former husband and I were spending part of our extended honeymoon at Delphi, a picturesque lodge and salmon fishery near Leenane in County Galway. When I drove the hundred-and-sixty-odd miles south-east across Ireland to visit Jim at home in Bennekerry, County Carlow, we hadn’t seen each other for nine years. The man whom Jim had called his ‘lover’, his ‘boyfriend’, his ‘husband’, his ‘best friend’ and ‘the most extraordinary thing that ever happened to me’, and for whom he’d relinquished his own life, had been dead for half a decade. It was nearly as long as Freddie and Jim had been together. For Jim, the process of coming to terms with the cataclysmic effect of his loss was only just beginning. ‘It has taken me quite a while to gather my strength and face up to it,’ he said. ‘I haven’t been ready to accept Freddie’s passing. I’ve been clinging to his memory and not letting him be dead, if I’m honest. It was making me odd. Even though I’d lost everything – my partner, my home, my income, my lifestyle, my friends, my future – and although I’d watched Freddie slipping away right in front of me, so I knew better than anyone that there was no hope for him, a part of me was hanging on to the idea that it could all be just a bad dream. I wanted so much to wake up and find him lying there next to me that I started to let the fantasy become my reality.’

There prevail some distorted and mistaken views about Jim’s six-year relationship with Freddie. Bohemian Rhapsody the film is partly to blame, for having portrayed him as a plain-speaking waiter who spurns Freddie’s advances at one of his extravagant parties in 1985. Freddie is then shown tracking Jim down to his modest home, after which he whisks him off to Wembley Stadium to witness Queen’s Live Aid performance, calling on Freddie’s parents en route to introduce his ‘new man’ to Mum and Dad. Mr and Mrs Bulsara, true to form, behave in a kindly, welcoming manner. The clear message is one of happiness and relief that their beloved son has found somebody to love, albeit another man. Their approving nods and smiles indicate acceptance of Freddie’s admission to them that he is gay.

None of which happened.

Because Freddie never came out. He steadfastly refused to confirm or deny who he was for the sake of privacy and dignity, both his family’s and his own. He was outed posthumously. He was declared a gay icon only after his death.

The other problem was Jim’s own 1994 memoir, Mercury and Me, ghostwritten by respected Fleet Street journalist Tim Wapshott. In fairness to Tim, he stands up to be counted and puts his name on the line. Literally, on the book’s front cover. We can therefore be in no doubt that Jim did not write the book himself. What I knew already from some of its content – before I set off from Delphi to see him that first time, and before our encounters developed into the friendship that brought him to London to attend my own book launch – was that Jim’s memoir stopped short of the whole truth. For example, there is nothing in it about his own background. Yes, the ungrammatical title is Mercury and Me, so we know before we start that its subject matter is confined to a specific period of time and is by no means broad. But there should at least be something of Jim’s childhood and earlier life, to set the story in context. I mentioned this to him when we talked, but he was reluctant to be drawn. ‘We’ll leave my family out of it,’ he said. ‘This has nothing to do with them.’ Only years later did it occur to me that he didn’t want to draw attention to them and was protecting their identity for the same reasons as Freddie had protected his own family. During a time and in a culture in which all forms of nonmarital sex were regarded as heinous; when access to contraception was restricted, politicised, and contrary to Catholic doctrine; and while ‘homosexual acts’ remained criminal offences, it was grossly shaming to an Irish Catholic family to have a son who was gay. Same-sex sexual activity would not be decriminalised in the state until 1993, more than a quarter of a century after England. As ‘the only gay in the village’ back home, Jim’s future had looked bleak. He had even submitted to vocational training in the church at one point, an episode that echoed the experiences of Irish actor Gabriel Byrne, revealed with terrible eloquence in his 2020 memoir Walking with Ghosts. The juxtaposition of Jim’s early life and his contrasting years as a rocker’s partner would have made unputdownable reading. But there is none of that. He shares nothing about how he felt as he came to terms with his orientation. We are left to assume that he withdrew to London to live and work, where he could explore his sexuality openly and legally. On page one, we are in London, in 1983. Jim is thirty-four years old, and about to meet Freddie. He never takes us home with him. The most we get of his other personal life is in 1988, when ‘I returned to Ireland for a fortnight to see my family. While I was away, Freddie got bored and flew to Munich for a few days with Phoebe and Peter Straker.’

Having gleaned elsewhere that he had been born Séamus Hutton, ‘Séamus’ being the Irish equivalent of James, I applied to the Civil Registration Service in Dublin for a copy of his birth certificate to confirm this. But it wasn’t the case. Seven days after he was born, Jim was registered as ‘James’ in the district of Carlow. Not only that, but he hadn’t, as he’d told me, been born in Carlow Town. The certificate states that his mother Annie and ‘vanman’ father Thomas welcomed him at their home in Palatine. He wouldn’t have been the only gay in the village. In a tiny hamlet like that, he would have stood out like a sore thumb.

I hope he knew a little of the fascinating history of the place of his birth. Three miles or so from Carlow and less from Bennekerry where Jim would eventually settle, Palatine derived its name from a colony of German refugees who were driven from their native country during the reign of France’s King Louis XIV. Seven thousand Protestant Lutherans from the Lower Palatinate on the middle Rhine (south-west Germany, four hours or so north-west of Munich) were rescued by ships sent by Queen Anne. Some of them stayed in England, some sailed on to North America, and the rest went to Ireland. Most of the Palatine families settled in County Limerick; others in Kerry, Tipperary and Wexford. Twenty families landed in County Carlow in about 1711. Their settlement was known as Palantinestown. These hardworking people were mostly farmers, carpenters, blacksmiths, bakers, masons and shoemakers. From Ireland, they emigrated to other parts of the English-speaking world, including Canada, Australia and New Zealand. The only signs that they were ever in the vicinity are some sweet old stone cottages and the name of the hamlet where Jim was born.

Few could have predicted Ireland’s volte face vis-à-vis its attitudes towards LGBT rights. From having been the least accepting and the most resistant, the country became the most liberal within a generation. It was one of the first to legalise same-sex marriage, in May 2015. Two years later, the state appointed openly gay Leo Varadkar as its head of government (Taoiseach).

☿

Jim’s book is also nebulous about what exactly happened on the day Freddie died. He gives a precise, detailed account of having carried Freddie to the toilet at around 6 a.m., after which he took him back to bed and heard a sound ‘like one of Freddie’s bones breaking’. Freddie ‘screamed out in pain,’ Jim said, ‘and went into a convulsion.’ Did this happen? No one else in Freddie’s close support group reported it. Jim then recounts how he called out to Freddie’s chef Joe, who was elsewhere in the house. Joe, acknowledges Jim, was excellent at handling Freddie during his anxiety attacks. They calmed him down together until he fell asleep, then phoned Gordon Atkinson, Freddie’s GP. The doctor arrived to administer morphine. Heavily pregnant Mary Austin visited mid-morning, Jim says. Elton John turned up to see his friend that afternoon, at which point Jim took himself off to Holland Park for a break and a change of air. He returned to find Freddie’s close friend Dave Clark sitting beside the bed, massaging Freddie’s hand. Freddie seemed to have slipped into semi-consciousness. Dr Atkinson left, early that evening. Jim handed Freddie his cat Delilah to stroke, and Freddie indicated that he needed the bathroom again. Jim ran downstairs to fetch Peter Freestone, to help him carry Freddie to the toilet. Alas, they were too late. Dave, said Jim, appeared not to have noticed that Freddie had urinated. He and Phoebe began stripping the bedclothes, and asked Dave to step out of the room for a minute so that they could change Freddie into fresh T-shirt and boxers. Jim remembers feeling Freddie trying to lift his left leg. ‘It was,’ said Jim, ‘the last thing he did.

‘I slipped my arm under Freddie’s neck, kissed him and then held him. His eyes were still open. I can remember very clearly the expression on his face – and when I go to sleep every night it’s still there in front of me. He looked radiant. One minute he was a boy with a gaunt, sad little face, and the next he was a picture of ecstasy.’

Had time confused his memory a little? A quarter of a century later, the former leader and drummer of the Dave Clark Five granted an interview to the Daily Express in which he revealed that he was the only one in the room when Freddie let go, and therefore that he was the last person to see him alive.

Peter Freestone, in his 1998 intimate memoir, shares a variation on Jim’s version of events.

‘As Joe escorted Dr Atkinson through the garden and thence out into the Mews, Dave Clark came downstairs and asked Jim and I to go upstairs to help Freddie to the lavatory. We were pleased and surprised that Freddie had been able to ask to be relieved,’ said Peter. ‘While Freddie was clinically bed-bound, he was proud to the end that as far as he was concerned, he wasn’t.

‘When we got to his bedside and started to move him, we found that nature had taken its course. In the process of making him comfortable again, both Jim and I noticed that he wasn’t breathing.’

The time was about 6.45 p.m., recalled Peter. His kneejerk reaction was to have someone chase after the recently departed doctor. ‘Although Joe’s running out into Logan Mews alerted the press to something going on, Joe managed to stop Gordon and brought him back inside. Gordon immediately came up to Freddie’s bedroom where he pronounced Freddie dead and certified the time as being twelve minutes to seven.’

At Rutland Terrace, Bennekerry, the comfortable home that Freddie’s money had bought, Jim and I ate homemade vegetable soup and white bread rolls together at his kitchen table. We later strolled in the garden at dusk, admiring his unusual lavender-coloured ‘Blue Moon’ hybrid tea roses with their large, fragrant heads. Freddie apparently adored this special variety. Jim had planted and cultivated these himself, in memory of his late partner. It was as we stood inhaling their scent that Jim revisited the moment of Freddie’s passing.

‘I wasn’t there,’ he said frankly, shaking his head. ‘The fact is, I wanted to be there. Maybe I felt I needed to validate myself, my importance in Freddie’s life, by being with him at the exact moment he crossed over. Because I wasn’t far away. I was in the house, but not in the room. It seemed symbolic, and was perhaps another example of me needing him more than him needing me. Maybe I did force my needs onto him. The wedding rings and so on, the calling each other “husband”, all the “I love yous”. Freddie was the first to say it, if you want to know, and of course I leapt at that and grabbed it, because it was all I wanted. To be his one and only, you know. It took me a long time to work out that whenever Freddie said, “I love you”, he wasn’t telling you, he was asking you. He was needy of love and affection for himself, not expressing to me that I meant the world to him and that he couldn’t imagine his life without me.

‘I did behave like a spoilt eejit sometimes, I don’t mind telling you. Because I think I had worked out deep down that what we were was a bit of an act, as far as Freddie was concerned. People used to make bitchy remarks. They went over my head, most of the time. I’m a simple man, I’ve never pretended to be anything else. I’ve always been open. I was the one destined for a life in the church. I trained to join an order of brothers, but had to quit after my head was turned by one of my teachers. When someone called Freddie and me a “masquerade”, I didn’t even know how to spell it or what it meant. I had to look it up. I managed to find a dictionary in the house. Freddie wasn’t really a book person, I barely saw him read anything apart from catalogues from auction houses or Tiffany and Cartier and those places, looking at things he wanted to buy. But yes, I looked up “masquerade”, and I was very hurt. Even though I have to face the fact now that they were probably right.

‘Freddie might have been kidding himself when he called me “my man”, you know? Or making fun of me. I always felt he did it in a jokey way, quite camp, which he was, and which caused more than a few rucks between us. He was always joking around with his friend Peter Straker, and I know that quite a lot of it was at my expense. Freddie was always quick to row, like he enjoyed it. He had to win, too. Every time. I never did get used to his mood swings, and it did get me down at times.

‘So only Dave Clark was in Freddie’s bedroom when he actually died. I can admit that now. I can admit it to myself. I bigged myself up. You have to ask why. After Freddie died, I was no one. I didn’t matter to any of them. It’s probably the reason why I did the book in the end, to establish myself officially as having been his partner, and the part that I played. But it was only that. A part. I was like one of Freddie Mercury’s chorus line. However hard I tried to kid myself, I was not the love of his life.’

If Freddie’s relationship with Mary was a fantasy, what he had with Jim was an illusion.

‘I was only one aspect of what he needed in life,’ Jim said. ‘I know now that no single individual could have met all his needs. There were so many of us. Mary, Phoebe, Joe, Peter Straker, Barbara Valentin, Dave Clark, Elton John and the rest. Every one of us brought something to Freddie’s life that he depended on. We all fulfilled his needs. We were like his court jesters, as I heard people say more than once. I resented it. I resented them. I get it now. I need to admit to it, now, to be able to move on and have a life of my own.’

What did Jim think might have happened had Freddie not contracted AIDS, and had he lived out his natural life span? Would their relationship have lasted? Would they have grown old together?

‘I doubt it,’ admitted Jim, sadly. ‘I was there for a purpose. The sexual relationship we had, which I knew full well had not been exclusive, had pretty much run its course by the time Freddie became ill. I cast myself as someone important in his life, when really I was only the same as everybody else. All of us who lived at Garden Lodge – Phoebe the personal assistant, Joe the cook, me the gardener and the handyman and the fella who looked after the fish, as well as the others who came in each day, Terry the driver and Mary the . . . ’ he hesitates . . . ‘whatever you want to call her . . . were equally important to him. I was no more special than they were. I think, deep down, that I knew this at the time. I must have done, because whenever his family came round, for a Sunday dinner or a tea or something, I was obliged to leave the house, go to my shed and be just “the gardener”, “the pond guy”. If I’d been Freddie’s true life partner, he would have been proud of me. He would have introduced me and shown me off. He would never have done that to me. I would never have done that to him, that’s for sure. He had no idea how much it hurt me, being treated like that.

‘I didn’t want to know that was all I was, because of the way it made me look: a fool.’

Why didn’t Jim stand up to Freddie, assert his own dignity and rights, and insist on being introduced to Freddie’s parents, sister, brother-in-law and their children as Freddie’s other half?

‘Because he would have gone berserk,’ Jim said quietly. ‘He would have exploded, and that would’ve been it. I’d have been out of Garden Lodge like a one-way boomerang, no way back. I was living with him in his house, on his money, on his terms, to his timetable. In the end, I was even on his payroll. A hired hand. It was all about him, I don’t kid myself. He would not have stood for that kind of demand from me. I was afraid he would overreact, and kick me out. I loved him. He was the one for me. I didn’t want it to end.’

Jim thinks back to the final months of 1991, when Freddie had resigned himself to his fate.

‘He had no fight left in him by then. I suppose if he’d still been healthy, still able to run around lording it and having the lifestyle he loved, I don’t doubt that I’d have been paid something and sent off. That was Freddie’s way. I have to accept that. I do find myself wishing now that I’d done my book with someone who had known Freddie personally, and who had understood his ways. No disrespect to the author. The book we did is the book we did. I wasn’t always able to express what I wanted to say in my own words. I’m a simple man, as I told you. I don’t understand publishers, publicity people, journalists. All these types have expectations. I had to bring out a version of myself, which is what you read in the book. I’m not denying the book. I told my story. It’s just that the Freddie and Jim you read about there is not the whole story.’

☿

Jim first met Freddie in 1983 at the Copacabana in Earls Court. Popular among members of the emerging clone scene, ‘the Copa’ was London’s first public nightclub for the gay community. It was situated a short stroll across the Cromwell Road and from Logan Place, a significant factor for Freddie when trying to decide where to buy a house. The venue later became Club 180, and subsequently a branch of Wagamama. The Copa had an upstairs bar on three levels with an extensive garden, called Harpoon Louis, later known as Harpos and then as Banana Max. Nearby on Old Brompton Road was the Coleherne pub, a notorious leather bar during the 1970s and another favourite haunt of Freddie’s. Its regular crowd included film director Derek Jarman, actors Ian McKellen and Rupert Everett, DJ Kenny Everett and ballet dancer Rudolph Nureyev. The homosexual handkerchief code was common prac-tise among its clientele, giving rise to the venue’s nickname, the ‘Cloneherne’. Next to the pub, they danced in a basement club widely known as ‘the best disco in town’, the Catacombs.

Jim was seeing someone else at the time of that initial Copa encounter. He refused Freddie’s invitation to a drink. They stumbled across each other again two years later, at Heaven nightclub underneath the arches at Charing Cross station. Freddie was out on the prowl with partners in crime Peter Straker and Joe Fanelli. Jim, who was at the time employed as a £70-a-week barber at the Savoy Hotel along the Strand, and had digs an hour away in Sutton, Surrey, later found himself back at Freddie’s 12 Stafford Terrace, Kensington flat. Where Freddie wasted no time in getting the cocaine out. Jim wasn’t into it, and declined.

‘Cocaine, the rock star’s ruin,’ muses manager Simon Napier-Bell. ‘Like heroin, it kills, but it does so by stealth. It doesn’t just eat into their flesh, it consumes an artist’s creativity while silently guzzling his money. Cocaine and sex is the lethal combination, but it’s the one they all fall for. Put those two things together and anything goes.’ Which was clearly what Freddie had in mind.

He and Jim fell into bed, but were too wasted to rise to the occasion. Jim recalled that they settled for a kiss and a cuddle, and that he took his leave at around noon the next day. Although they exchanged telephone numbers, he did not expect to hear from Freddie again. Nor did he . . . until several months later.

Unbeknown to Jim, Freddie was, at that time, living as a tax exile in Munich. Having followed the likes of John Barry, Tom Jones, David Bowie, Rod Stewart and Pink Floyd out of the country into off-shore enclaves, Queen had now decided to spend most of their time away from home to avoid the crippling tax rates on top earners then in place. Freddie would return to London sporadically for work engagements and the odd weekend. Jim was none the wiser about Freddie’s complicated personal life. He assumed that he, like himself, was footloose and fancy-free. Freddie did not divulge that he was embroiled in two intense relationships back in Germany, one with a man, the other with a woman. The first was bluff restauranteur Winnie Kirchberger. The second was Austrian film star Barbara Valentin.

Jim had written off his Mercurial experience and put it behind him when Freddie called out of the blue and invited him to a dinner party at his flat. When Jim arrived, he was dismayed to find his host buzzing on coke again, and up for anything. Another excursion to Heaven ensued, the guests departing en masse. They included Peter Freestone and former John Reid sidekick turned Freddie’s personal manager Paul Prenter, whom Jim had disliked at first glare. Jim and Freddie picked up where they had paused.

Since the pair had last seen each other, Freddie and Queen had completed sensational sell-out tours of Australia, New Zealand and Japan. They had been down to Brazil to headline the huge Rock in Rio festival, and Freddie had recorded and released his first solo album Mr. Bad Guy. Jim, in marked and almost embarrassing contrast, had sheared a few heads of hair and got plastered in a handful of seedy clubs. If he feared that he would never live up to the larger-than-life rock star with the world at his feet, he was not wrong. What in God’s name did Freddie see in him, they all wanted to know: a below-average Joe with a run-of-the-mill job and an unremarkable lifestyle? It occurred to Jim at that point that Freddie had asked him barely anything about himself, his family, his own life. He would be taken aback to learn that Freddie found him attractive because he was the dead spit of one of his favourite screen idols, the Gunsmoke TV actor and Deliverance star Burt Reynolds. All too soon, to his immense and mounting bafflement, Jim started to receive calls directing him to ticket desks at Heathrow airport, whence he would fly into the arms of his world-famous beau for bizarre weekends in the capital of Bavaria.

☿

If Jim Hutton fell in love, it was with the whole package. Not merely the man, but mostly the mythology. The music, the reputation, the wealth, the luxurious lifestyle. What was not to like? A fair amount, according to Jim, who was not what you could call fazed by stardom, having trimmed many a rock lock in his time. Even Bowie’s blond bits. Mild-mannered and undemonstrative, sexually reserved, reluctant to draw attention to himself – which was surprising, given that Jim had grown up the seventh of ten kids in a council house, and had known from toddlerhood to speak up or be ignored – he found himself shaken by Freddie’s mood swings, his voracious sex drive, his outrageous flirting with other men when they were out, his tendency to engineer spectacular fall-outs and break-ups so that he could control the make-ups, his manipulative habits and childish insistence on always getting his own way. It was that child in Freddie who succeeded in melting him. Jim’s eyes flared as he remembered the Freddie he adored. ‘The baby browns, the slight but muscular body, his sensitivity, his enthusiasm, his deep insecurity. I was hooked,’ Jim said. ‘He had me. I was crushed when I discovered that Freddie only wanted me out in Munich to make this other guy jealous. A German called Winnie Kirchberger, who had a restaurant, and who was almost identical to me.’

Barbara Valentin, Freddie’s female companion in Munich, spoke of Jim as Freddie’s ‘puppet on a string’:

‘Freddie treated him badly,’ she said. ‘He’d bring him over from London, then send him home again, sometimes all in one day. I heard many sad stories during that time. Jim would cry very often. I’d say to him, “Just resist. Say no for once. Don’t let yourself be used.”

“Yes, but I love him,” Jim would say. For that, he was shoved around like a monkey. He’d do anything Freddie said. It was always on Freddie’s terms, and Jim came running, every time. Freddie was often mean.’

Given that they were all aware of his propensity to use and abuse others, why did Freddie’s lovers keep crawling back for more? What was the hold that he had over Jim? Again, Jim loved the idea of Freddie more than the reality. He had, he admitted, become mesmerised and blinded by Freddie’s limelight.

Psychologists call it ‘BIRGing’: ‘basking in reflected glory’. The term describes a tendency to pursue and develop one’s connection to highly successful and desirable individuals. Recognised in modern social psychology as one of the most significant motivational drives, it is generated by a need to be regarded in a favourable light by other people. This in turn increases one’s self-esteem. Impressive associations – ‘friends in high places’ – can make a person ‘look good’. Just as some people get a kick out of sharing a hometown with a random celebrity, having kids at the same school as someone well-known, when one of their children excels at their exams/in
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