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His music became the soundtrack of
                       an era. Now loved ones and fans
      mourn the sudden death of an
               outspoken, bighearted superstar

b y G I L L I A N  T E L L I N G

T H E  L O O K
T H A T  M A D E

T H E M  S W O O N
“They were

my own jeans,”
Michael told

People in 2010 of
his iconic outfit
in 1987’s “Faith”

video. “The whole
‘Faith’ image was
all me. I didn’t use

a stylist. I don’t
think I could have

afforded one!”
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For more on the icon’s
life and legacy, watch
the full episode of
People Cover Story:
George Michael,
available now on
the new People/
Entertainment
Weekly Network
(PEN). Go to
people.com/PEN,
or download the PEN
app on Apple TV,
Roku players, Amazon
Fire TV, Xumo,
Chromecast, iOS and
Android devices.

bered an Englishman whose kindness eclipsed all
the talk of his troubled past. “He was a major part
of my life,” said his former partner Kenny Goss.
“I loved him very, very much.”

As news of Michael’s death spread around the
world, fans gathered outside his country home and
his residence in London’s Highgate neighborhood,
leaving flowers, candles and notes and singing the
songs that were the soundtrack of their adoles-
cence. Although he largely shunned the spotlight
in recent years, Michael’s reach as a musician was
global. As a member of Wham! and a solo artist, he
sold more than 100 million albums. But to loved
ones he was simply “Yog,” a constant friend with a
silly sense of humor who loved going out to eat or
to the movies with old pals or tucking in at home

with the classic soap operaCor-
onation Street. “I love Sunday
mornings,” he said in a 2014
interview. “Loads of episodes
of Corries to watch!”

Living a cozy sort of En-
glish life appealed to Michael,
but even in little Goring-on-
Thames he kept to himself. “To
be honest, we hardly ever saw
him,” a neighbor told People.
“He was a bit of a recluse. He
had put on a lot of weight and
hardly ever left the house.
Occasionally he would pop to
the local pub, but he wasn’t
exactly a regular.”

 In the end that kind of seclu-

George Michael
taught a gener-
ation about sex,
faith and freedom.
A teen idol who
put the boom-
boom into the
hearts of legions,
he grew into a pop
innovator whose
beats powered the
dance music of
the ’80s and ’90s.

S A Y I N G
G O O D B Y E
T O  A N  I D O L
Fans gathered
at the gates of
Michael’s London
home to leave
candles, flowers
and cards,
while industry
friends took to
Twitter. “George
Michael’s sweet
soul music will
live on,” wrote
Paul McCartney.

But if there was one place that London-born Geor-
gios Kyriacos Panayiotou never quite found his
rhythm, it was in actually living the life of a super-
star. For much of his 53 years Michael fought de-
mons exacerbated by celebrity—he was bracingly
candid about emotional struggles, substance abuse
and the toll that an embarrassing arrest (which led
to his being outed as a gay man) took on his career.
“I’m surprised,” he once said, “that I’ve survived
my own dysfunction, really.”

Michael was the first to say he’d lived a life of
spectacular highs and harrowing lows. But he left
the world quietly on Christmas Day in the tidy Ox-
fordshire village of Goring-on-Thames, far from
the fast lane he inhabited at the peak of fame. “It
is with great sadness that we can confirm our be-
loved son, brother and friend George passed away
peacefully at home,” his reps said in a statement.
Fadi Fawaz, Michael’s boyfriend of four years,
found the star dead in his bed. Michael’s camp
gave few details other than that the cause of death
was heart failure, sparking speculation that the
singer’s history of hard living and health problems
was a factor. But the immediate response from
music-industry friends was one of profound loss.
“I have lost a beloved friend. The kindest, most
generous soul, and a brilliant artist,” wrote Elton
John, while Boy George spoke of “sadness beyond
words.” Those who knew Michael best remem-
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After coming out
in 1998, Michael
was in a 13-year

relationship with
American Kenny
Goss (top, with

George in Tokyo
in 2005); in 2012
he began seeing
hairstylist Fadi
Fawaz (above,
with Michael in

Australia in 2012),
who was with him

the day he died
and discovered his
body. “I will never

stop missing
you,” Fawaz later

tweeted.

‘I’m most proud
of “You Have
Been Loved”

and “Jesus to
a Child.” I went

through an
awful lot of

emotional pain
to write them’

—George Michael
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overnight. Their 1984 record Make It Big!, with its
infectious hit “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go,”
turned them into international superstars.

When the pair broke up in 1986, Michael  pur-
sued a solo career, and in 1987 he released “Faith,”
a record that became an instant pop classic. No
longer a bubblegum heartthrob, Michael be-
came a stubbly, leather-jacketed sex symbol,
and the single “I Want Your Sex” became a hit
despite being banned from many radio stations.
His new sound was captured in iconic videos—

F A M O U S
F R I E N D S
Michael preferred
a low-key life in later
years but counted
some of the world’s
most famous
people as friends.
From left: Elton
John, Boy George,
Princess Diana and
Aretha Franklin all
became close to
the singer through
collaboration and
charity work.

sion seems to be what Michael longed for. “There
is no such thing as a reluctant star,” he told the
British TV host Jonathan Ross. “Stars are almost
always people who make up for their own weak-
nesses by being loved by the public, and I am no ex-
ception to that.” Still, he often seemed to resent his
celebrity, so much so that Frank Sinatra wrote an
open letter to the singer in 1990. “Come on, George,
loosen up. Swing, man,” Sinatra wrote. “Talent
must not be wasted.” By then Michael, just 27, was
a sensation and a masterly songwriter, the voice
behind hits such as “Freedom! 90,” “I Want
Your Sex” and “Careless Whisper.” If he was
not always comfortable with megasuccess, it
simply could not get enough of him.

The son of a Greek Cypriot immigrant
restaurateur and an English dancer, Mi-
chael showed an early talent for music. Born
in East Finchley, London, and raised in the
Hertfordshire village of Radlett, he busked
on the Underground trains and formed a
singing duo with his high school classmate
Andrew Ridgeley. In 1983 the 20-year-old
Michael and his partner released their first
album, Fantastic, and became pinups nearly
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A LIFE IN THE SPOTLIGHT 1. A young George Michael, age 5, pictured in a 1968
family album photo. From an early age Michael showed a gift for music. 2. With his

Wham! bandmate and schoolmate Andrew Ridgeley in the mid-1980s. 3. Touring the
Great Wall following the act’s history-making concert in Beijing in 1985.
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“Freedom! 90” starred supermodels Naomi
Campbell, Cindy Crawford, Christy Turlington
and Tatjana Patitz. “I think it was like George say-
ing, ‘You know what? I don’t want to be onscreen;
I’m not playing this game anymore,’ ” Turlington
said recently. A sense of rebellion—Michael be-
came embroiled in a bitter dispute with his label
Sony Records—permeated his sound.

Michael fought being packaged by the music
industry, but he remained at odds with himself. Al-
though he explored sexuality in his lyrics, the singer

was publicly closeted until 1998, when he was out-
ed by tabloids after being  arrested for a “lewd act”
while propositioning an undercover officer in a Bev-
erly Hills park. The incident forced him to officially
say he was gay, an admission he said he was never
ashamed of. “The press seemed to take some delight
that I previously had a ‘straight audience’ and set
about trying to destroy that,” he said. Michael said
he kept his secret out of respect for his mother. “In
the years when HIV was a killer, any parent of an
openly gay person was terrified,” he told the BBC
in 2014. “I knew my mother well enough that she
would spend every day praying that I didn’t come
across that virus. She’d have worried like that.” After
Michael’s admission he became an outspoken advo-
cate for gay rights. “Freedom! 90” was embraced by
the LGBTQ community as a coming-out anthem,
and the star made no effort to hide his relationship
with Goss, a Texan art dealer, with whom he’d live
for 13 years until their split in 2009.

But even when he found success and personal
happiness, Michael was plagued by the weaknesses
he spoke of—most particularly substance-abuse
issues. Michael’s health suffered, and in 2011 he
battled back from a near-fatal case of pneumonia.
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‘Wham! was
about being
young and
exuberant.
You can’t
re-create

that feeling’
—Michael
on why he

and Andrew
Ridgeley never

reunited

4. Wham! rocks short
shorts at a 1983 U.K.
concert. 5. After the

release of Faith, 1988.
6. Celebrating his

30th birthday with his
mom, Lesley Angold, at
Newmarket racecourses

in 1993. 7. The star
performs in front of
a sea of screaming

fans during a concert
at London’s famed

Wembley Stadium, June
2007. “I still believe

that music is one of the
greatest gifts God ever

gave to man,” the singer
once said.
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In 2015 he reportedly en-
tered rehab for drug addic-
tion. Michael took to Twit-
ter to deny those stories,
but reports that the singer
had become dependenton
heroin have circulated in
the British press. The poi-
gnancy of those struggles
was foreshadowed in his
lyrics. “There’s no comfort
in the truth,” Michael sang
in “Careless Whisper.”
“Pain is all you’ll find.”

Despite that, Michael’s
friends remember a gen-
tle man who cared deeply
for those he loved. “He was
very talented, of course,”
remembers photogra-
pher Chris Craymer, who
worked with the singer in
the early days of Wham!
“But he was also very kind,
sensitive, and a good per-
son. He had great empa-
thy for people. So this great
talent combined with this
great personality? That’s
how I’ll remember him.”

T h a t g i v i n g  s p i r i t
touched millions. Mi-
chael donated 100 per-
cent of the royalties from
hit singles such as “Don’t
Let the Sun Go Down on
Me” and “Jesus to a Child”
to charity. And even  in his
darkest times he never
lost his wry, self-lacer-
ating sense of humor. Of
his 1998 arrest he joked,
“The most horrific thing
that happened was that
I was photographed with
my shirt off and I was
fat. Can you imagine two
worse things than being fat and gay?”

At the time of his death, Michael had thrown
himself into new creative projects: He planned to
produce a documentary about his colorful life and
wascontemplating areturntothe studiotorecord a
new album. (His last release was  2014’sSymphoni-
ca,a collectionof coversandhisownclassicsalong-
side an orchestra.) Not that Michael longed to per-
form live again. “I’m not keen on singing ‘Wake Me

Up Before You Go-Go,’  ” he said in 2014. “I’m [also]
fed up with ‘Careless Whisper.’ I don’t know why it
made such an impression!” Still, when asked what
year he’d travel back to if he could, he said that he’d
rewind right back to 1981, when his life was simple,
his hair was big, and Wham! was just taking off:
“Back to when it all started,” he said. “What a ride!”

With reporting by Mariah Haas and Monique Jessen

‘My greatest
fear? Losing

my ability
to create

music’
—George

Michael, in a
2014 interview
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