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Prologue
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My first memory of Freddie is of him standing by the fireplace in a house in Barnes, his black hair a dramatic halo around him. He wore a long-sleeved, flowing shirt – it would have been vintage, knowing him – but what really stood out were his white jeans and shoes. I’d never met him before, but there was something about his presence. Everything – from the way he stood with one arm resting on the mantelpiece to the decisive way he spoke – radiated confidence and conviction.

I was there with my friend Brian May, who had invited me to join a group of people going to a nearby pub, The Swan. I had been introduced to Brian at a performance by Yes at the Imperial and we had subsequently become friends. As we waited for the others to finish getting ready, Brian, Freddie and Roger Taylor (who I’d met in passing before) began talking in the sitting room. Brian and Roger were college friends in a band together, and Freddie had recently replaced their singer. It soon became clear that what had started as waiting around had turned into an impromptu band meeting.

Feeling a little uncomfortable, and careful not to intrude, I took a seat and picked up a magazine from the coffee table, turning the pages without paying much attention to them. From the other side of the room, I could hear Freddie and the others talking and it took a moment before I realized that they were discussing band names. It was Freddie who put forward the name Queen. Brian proposed Build Your Own Boat, and Roger offered another suggestion that has since escaped me.

The debate continued and then, quite unexpectedly, Freddie looked over and asked what I thought. Taken aback by being suddenly drawn into the conversation, I agreed with Brian’s suggestion of Build Your Own Boat. Freddie smiled but said nothing. I have since wondered whether it was some sort of test; if so, I suspect I did not fare particularly well! But the name of their band was of little significance to me and, in the flurry of leaving for the pub, I thought no more about it.








Introduction A World of His Own
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When Freddie died in 1991, he left me his cherished home, Garden Lodge, in Kensington, west London.

Garden Lodge was not to be a museum, he’d said, though it was filled with enough artefacts, antiques and works of art to warrant one. And while the idea of living among Freddie’s possessions felt almost overwhelming at first, I realized in time that he’d left me a memory box filled with love and joy. It was a source of great comfort as I grieved the loss of a man I loved very much. His sanctuary became mine. But time passes, and three decades on, I knew I had to decide how to steer what Freddie had left me into the future. The question was how.

It wasn’t an easy decision. But in the end, the answer was simple. Love.

Love had always been the thread that bound everything at Garden Lodge together. Freddie had loved the house itself and everything he’d filled it with, just as I had when he passed it all on to me. Almost everything in the house was antique; each piece carried a history of its own, the years at Garden Lodge forming just one chapter in a much longer story. I began to feel that sharing his collection with others would allow that thread to continue – it was time for his treasures to journey onwards.

After much thought, I decided to hold an auction. I felt Freddie himself would have liked the idea. I’d seen first-hand the joy he had got over the years from hunting down the perfect piece of art, porcelain or furniture for his home. There were dozens of auction catalogues still in the house, some with his handwritten notes about pieces he was interested in buying, or the prices they had sold for.

And so, over several months in 2022, myself and my two sons, Richard and Jamie, embarked on a journey of wonder and discovery, unpacking spaces that I had hardly touched in all my years living there. Investigating the loft, for instance, was like finding a door to a secret world. It was filled with the packing trunks we had used when Freddie moved into the house. Nestled beneath the rafters, they’d been slowly obscured by boxes of Christmas decorations and other belongings our family had accumulated over the decades we’d lived at Garden Lodge. I had a general sense of what the trunks contained, but I’d never looked inside them. Everyday life had a habit of getting in the way, and I was not ready to stir up memories I knew would be painful.

Slowly and carefully, we unpacked, catalogued and stored everything; until, one morning in early 2023, representatives from Sotheby’s – the London auction house based on New Bond Street, Mayfair, known for handling art, jewellery and important private collections – visited Garden Lodge. We had begun exploring what a sale might involve the year before, and this was their first time seeing Freddie’s collection in person.

Once they had left, the house fell quiet again, and my youngest son Jamie and I found ourselves in the sitting room of Garden Lodge. It is a particularly beautiful room. The house, with its distinctive brick exterior, was extensively renovated in 1908 for painter Cecil Rea and his artist wife, Constance Halford; huge windows overlooking the garden were added to the sitting room to create a light-filled studio. Freddie had also used that room creatively; it was where he often composed. His Yamaha grand piano stood where it always had, tucked against a wall about ten feet away from the windows, to protect it from sun-bleaching.

We stood there, talking over the visit and how Sotheby’s had been particularly taken with a selection of Freddie’s lyrics. Jamie glanced around the room and said, ‘Can you think of anywhere we haven’t looked?’

Our attention went to the piano stool. Made of lacquered satinwood, with a seat upholstered in black-and-gold silk, it had been a favourite of Freddie’s for many years.

‘Have you looked in there?’ I asked.

Opening the lid, Jamie lifted out old childhood piano books to reveal a cavity divided into two neatly packed sections – Freddie was always meticulous. On one side were cassette tapes, the kind Freddie had used to record himself when he was writing, while the other half contained notebooks of lyrics, a black binder and a copy of a book called Chopin’s Musical Style, Chopin being a composer Freddie greatly admired. Within the binder we discovered lyrics and compositions written on loose sheets of British Midland Timesavers paper (the same paper he had used for ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’), including those for ‘We Are the Champions’ and ‘Somebody to Love’.





[image: Open notebook with handwritten lyrics perched on a grand piano, alongside a metronome. The piano seat can be seen at the bottom of the photo.]


Carefully lifting everything out, Jamie found a final, ring-bound, yellow notebook, the sort you can buy in any stationery store, resting on the bottom of the compartment. Opening it, we found it contained the words for ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’. More than fifty years on from our first meeting, Freddie still had the capacity to surprise – and delight.


[image: Decorative illustration]

The auction of Freddie’s collection, in September 2023, was everything that we, as a family, together with the remarkable team at Sotheby’s, had hoped for: a celebration of Freddie’s life and work. Titled Freddie Mercury: A World of His Own, a pre-sales exhibition at Sotheby’s transformed the galleries into a celebration of his life, drawing more than 140,000 visitors.




[image: Mannequins display a variety of vibrant outfits, including leather jackets, and patterned suits. Colorful kimonos hang from the ceiling, adding a bold backdrop to the exhibit.]

Meanwhile, the sales themselves were comprised of six meticulously curated auctions, each achieving a rare ‘white-glove’ result, with every one of the 1,406 lots sold. Spanning art, jewellery, furniture, porcelain and costume, the collection expressed so many facets of Freddie’s layered, fascinating self, with many pieces finding new homes with collectors and fans across the world.

Among the lots were gifts from Elton John. When Queen were managed by John Reid, Freddie had become friendly with Elton, who was also managed by John. Elton and Freddie saw a lot of one another socially, and their friendship continued even after John’s time as Queen’s manager came to an end. They shared a love for gift-giving and exchanged many thoughtful pieces over the years. Elton’s gifts to Freddie included artworks, an onyx and gold bracelet, a Cartier ring and, later, Lalique vases. These were never grand for their own sake – they were personal and chosen with great care – and Freddie treasured them because they came from affection, not obligation.

Elton remained close to Freddie until the end. He came to see Freddie during his final months and still arrived with gifts, just as he always had. When the time came and those items were sold at auction, I donated the proceeds to the Elton John AIDS Foundation. It felt like a way of honouring the kindness between them and returning those gifts, in another form, to something that mattered deeply to Freddie.

Even more personal and illuminating than the antiques and collectibles were the lyrics, notes and musical workings we had found. They mattered so deeply to Freddie that we wanted to share them with his audience. In doing so, we hope to offer a clearer sense of the dedication and discipline behind the music, and of the painstaking work that went into bringing each song to life. That, in a nutshell, is the purpose of this book.




[image: Freddie Mercury’s handwritten draft lyrics for “Bohemian Rhapsody” displayed in a frame on a pedestal, with a person wearing white gloves presenting it.]

Freddie, as anyone familiar with his music will know, always insisted that his lyrics were about nothing in particular. He wanted them to remain open, allowing listeners to find their own meanings. Yet he was constantly writing, revising and drafting, and I’ve long felt that this process was a form of catharsis for him. Looking through the lyrics now, memories are inevitably sparked, and while I have always respected Freddie’s privacy, and will continue to do so, I hope to offer some context and a few insights into the man I knew, in celebration of his creative work. The one who sat at the piano and composed, who worked tirelessly to hone his craft, who got up in the night to scribble lyrics into notebooks; the man who envisioned Queen and carried that ambition even while working on a stall in Kensington Market, and who poured the same creative drive into everything he touched, from these lyrics to costumes, videos and the home he created around himself.





[image: A room with framed artworks on the walls, featuring abstract and floral designs. In the foreground, a decorative table lamp with white lily-shaped lights emerges from a large, textured blue vase. A smaller vase with vibrant orange and purple floral patterns sits beside it.]


The world knew him as Freddie Mercury. But for me, the person captured within the pages of his lyrics, doodles and notes is Freddie Bulsara. This is the man I knew. And in sharing his work more widely, my hope is to honour a person who stood so humanely, and captivatingly, among us. To celebrate the magnificent creativity that was the core of Freddie.

[image: Mary Austin’s signature in cursive handwriting.]
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Kensington

In the late 1960s, west London’s Kensington felt like its own self-contained world. The High Street was lined with war-damaged Art Deco and Art Nouveau buildings and Kensington Market was a jumble of esoteric stalls, including one run by Freddie and Roger, who sold jewellery and vintage clothes. Just a short walk further down the High Street, Biba represented something else entirely. A destination fashion boutique that had started life on nearby Abingdon Road, it was glamorous, stylish and buzzed with life. By 1973, thanks to the vision of its founder, Bárbara Hulanicki, it was a high-end department store – ‘Big Biba’ – selling everything from clothes and cosmetics to home furnishings. Between the two, a creative ecosystem existed, and it was within this network of streets that the paths of its residents and workers would continually cross.

Meanwhile, Roger, Brian and Freddie had played their first gig as Queen at Truro City Hall on 27 June 1970. In an event organized by Roger’s mother (Truro was Roger’s hometown), they played a set largely made up of covers to raise money for the British Red Cross. Next, and having rechristened themselves Queen, they went on to play shows in London, including a show at Imperial College that July.


[image: Decorative illustration]

After that first meeting, I saw Freddie occasionally, and mainly at a distance. Sometimes he’d be there when a group of us met for drinks in Kensington. Other times, he, Brian and Roger would pop into Biba, the boutique where I then worked, having grown weary of my first job as a junior secretary. There was a record player in Biba, and one of my roles was to be the DJ, so when I saw them come in, I’d play T. Rex, Hendrix, Cream or something else I thought they would enjoy. (Invariably, though, my manager would rush over and tell me to turn it off …)





[image: Biba department store on Kensington Church Street, photographed in the sixties. The manager Eleanor Powell stands in the foreground in a patterned dress.]

Biba, where Mary worked, epitomized the spirit of Kensington. Over its lifetime there were three boutiques and the ‘Big Biba’ department store. Pictured (top) is the second store, on Kensington Church Street, with the manager, Eleanor Powell.





[image: Kensington Market interior, featuring various shops with bags, jewellery, and clothing. People are browsing near a staircase. Signs advertise food and market stalls.]

Down the road was Kensington Market (bottom), where Freddie and Roger had their stall.



We were a group of young people, starting out in adult life. Money was tight, the rush of the 1960s had tipped into a new decade, and London felt alive. Biba, in my nineteen-year-old’s estimation, was at the epicentre of it all. As for Freddie, I knew he ran a stall on the market nearby, but although we chatted in passing, we didn’t really form a friendship at that stage. In actual fact, Brian had mentioned that Freddie was more interested in my friend Joyce, so when the band played at Imperial College, she and I both went along. During a break in the gig, Freddie came over and sat down on the stairs beside us, which caught me by surprise. He asked whether I was enjoying myself, and I remember feeling unsure how to respond. I told him I thought they had played well, but the exchange felt a little awkward. I tried to draw Joyce into the conversation, though Freddie kept directing his questions at me instead, asking what I thought of the audience, the lighting and the sound.


Money was tight, the rush of the 1960s had tipped into a new decade, and London felt alive.

Freddie disappeared to perform the second half of the show. Afterwards, I asked Joyce if she wanted to wait, but she needed to get home, so we left as soon as it finished. It was only much later that Freddie told me he had rushed back upstairs to look for me, only to find that I had already gone.

The next occasion I saw him was in late August, again at Biba. I looked up to see him walking towards me, and this time he was on his own, which was unusual. He had a question. Did I want to come to The Marquee on the fifth?

Located on Wardour Street, in Soho, The Marquee was already a legendary music club. With almost nightly live music, it had a reputation for being important – somewhere emerging groups played, and where audiences went to be close to the music. I’d heard it mentioned often enough, especially by the girls at Biba, who’d talk about who they’d seen there and why it mattered. I understood that for many musicians it was a place they were proud to play, a venue that carried a certain weight because of its history.



[image: Freddie Mercury in profile, holding a microphone, with long dark hair and wearing a light-colored jacket.]

Freddie photographed by Douglas Puddifoot at Imperial College in 1970. His relaxed and somewhat introspective demeanour, as well as the way he is holding the mic, suggest this was taken during rehearsals.



To be honest, it was not really my thing. I was not a big gig-goer, and live music on its own did not draw me in. I liked listening to records, certain artists and songs, but I did not feel the urge to stand in hot, crowded rooms. From what people said, The Marquee sounded uncomfortable, with sweaty crowds and sticky floors, and that did not appeal to me. I went that once, and possibly another time, but it was never somewhere I would have chosen to go. Through Freddie, I came to understand why it mattered so much to bands, even if I never quite felt it myself. It belonged very much to its time, bohemian and intense, and not really me.

Either way, Freddie’s invitation took me by surprise. We were only casual acquaintances, and his confidence had always made me think we had little in common. But now he seemed different – quieter, almost unsure of himself. ‘It’s my birthday,’ he’d added. I was busy on the fifth, I told him. How about the following evening?

Which is how 6 September 1970 became the night that changed the course of my life. I saw something different in Freddie. The nervous energy I witnessed in Barnes had softened; he was gentle, almost mellow. And although there was no instant romantic connection, there was … something.

After that night, Freddie and I began getting to know one another properly, and from there the friendship shifted naturally into something more as we went from friends to boyfriend and girlfriend. He would often pick me up from Biba so we could spend my lunch breaks together in Kensington Gardens, just talking. We didn’t have money for extravagant evening dates, so we tended to meet at friends’ houses or go to the pub, usually with his circle rather than mine. And as the weeks became months, the more I trusted him and the more I came to see how different he was in private. He was gentle and thoughtful, with a mind as quick as his wit, and before long there was a warmth between us. What we had felt settled and real.



I saw something different in Freddie. The nervous energy I witnessed in Barnes had softened; he was gentle, almost mellow.

As we grew closer, I learned more about where he came from. Freddie had been born in Zanzibar, and his birth name was Farrokh. As a boy he was sent to St Peter’s boarding school in Panchgani, India, before returning to Zanzibar as a teenager. His father, Bomi Bulsara, worked there as a civil servant for the British government, and his mother, Jer, ran the household. By the time Freddie came back from India, the family were living a comfortable life on the island with his younger sister, Kashmira. That ended in 1964, when political unrest made it unsafe to stay. The family left Zanzibar and flew to England. Freddie arrived in London at seventeen, the experiences of several different places already behind him. It helped explain why he never seemed shaped by just one world, or one way of being.





[image: A group of people, including Freddie Mercury wearing a white shirt and standing with arms crossed, posing casually in front of a wall. The individuals are dressed in 1970s-style clothing.]

Freddie pictured while he was a student at Ealing Art College, around the time that he was in his first band, Ibex.



And, of course, I learned that his abiding passion was music. All music. And that he’d been in bands Ibex and Sour Milk Sea before joining Roger and Brian to form Queen, when the singer from their former band, Smile, left.

Just over two months into the relationship, I visited him at his chaotic stall on Kensington Market – the bohemian atmosphere was so different from the stylish cool of Biba just a few hundred yards away – only to find him looking uncharacteristically serious. Is something wrong, I wondered. Are we over? But instead he asked whether we might live together, to which I said yes. To be honest, it was all a bit surprising – we were such a ‘new’ couple – but at the same time it didn’t feel rushed. I was comfortable with him and drawn to his personality, which was different from mine in some ways and closely aligned in others. Agreeing to live together simply felt like the next step.





[image: TOP: Freddie Mercury and Mary Austin stand at his market stall with balloons and hanging garments in the background. BOTTOM LEFT: Freddie Mercury with two friends sitting together at his market stall, surrounded by an array of colorful clothes hanging in the background. BOTTOM RIGHT: Freddie Mercury, wearing a fur coat and white opera scarf, at his Kensington market stall.]

Freddie with Mary, Roger and others at the Kensington Market stall. Roger and Freddie had set up the stall primarily to sell Freddie’s art. This was so popular that over time they moved into selling clothes and fabric too. Freddie in an opera scarf (bottom right) was a familiar sight during this period.



He asked me in November, and by the following January we’d moved into a tiny flat on Victoria Road, close to Kensington High Street. It was really more of a bedsit, just one room with space for a bed, a small table and two chairs. Freddie made floor cushions for us himself, using chenille he brought home, probably from Kensington Market, and I went to Shepherd’s Bush Market to get the filling, lugging it back on the bus. Although he never owned a sewing machine, he was a dab hand with a needle. Later on, of course, he’d put those skills to use making stage outfits, but at the time he was using them to help make our new flat a home, rustling up cushions. We shared the kitchen and bathroom with other tenants, but despite how little space we had, it already felt like we were building something together.

The flat cost £5 a week and we split the rent. Money was so tight, though, that we could only afford one pair of curtains – a second-hand set made of French blue velvet that Freddie had found. We divided them between the bedroom’s two large windows, even though they weren’t big enough to cover either properly, so half of each window was always exposed, even when they were drawn. But I knew how delicate Freddie’s financial situation was, and I was happy to contribute more to our living expenses. At that point, him making money from music was still a long way off, and any income came from the stall he shared with Roger, which was paid in cash. Because there was no regular salary going directly into an account, he was unable to open one on his own, so we opened a joint account instead. My wages went in regularly, and whatever he earned could be added alongside. With a flat and a joint account, our relationship began to feel more serious.

When I first knew him, Freddie could veer between intensity and uncertainty. But during this period, as we both began to find our feet, I realized that he was a meeting of many selves. Yes, there was that charisma and confidence I had first encountered, but at his core, he was warm and gentle, and like me, navigating his way into maturity. At times I caught glimpses of a vulnerability in him that made me feel protective. It was a feeling that would endure, to say the least.

Meanwhile, two key moments transformed our small room at Victoria Road into a home. The first was the arrival of a tiny black kitten with



[image: Two sketched cats painted in watercolour by Freddie Mercury on a spiral-bound notepad, one with black and white fur, the other with orange and white fur.]
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