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  What Did Queen Do before They Were Queen?


  Farrokh Bulsara


  In the Zoroastrian religion, it is a widely held belief that humans are responsible for their own actions. It is a complete rejection of the idea of predestination. In other words, no matter how astrally fortunate or unfortunate your life or circumstances might seem, fate has nothing to do with it. On that basis, Farrokh Bulsara, born September 5, 1946, into the Zoroastrian faith in Stone Town, Zanzibar, must have had a dash more tenacity than the average Gujarati Parsi. By all accounts a rambunctious and charming child with a performative streak, he was loved by his family. He took piano lessons and had, as one would expect of a child in a reasonably well-to-do family who had been sent away to an English boarding school in India, access to certain pervasive elements of Western culture, most notably rock ’n’ roll.


  It was at St. Peter’s Boarding School in Panchgani, near Bombay (now Mumbai), that Farrokh’s performative nature came to the fore. Much later, he would tell Melody Maker in an interview, “I was a precocious child. My parents thought boarding school would do me good so they sent me to one when I was seven. . . . I look back on it and I think it was marvellous. You learn to look after yourself and it taught me to have responsibility.” In 1958 at age twelve, he formed the Hectics with four classmates (the other classmates being Bruce Murray, Derrick Branche, Farang Irani, and Victory Rana). A covers band, they energetically tackled songs by British and American heartthrobs like Cliff Richard and Little Richard at school assemblies and events but were strictly forbidden from seeking opportunities outside of the school itself. Songs on their limited set list included Lieber and Stoller’s “Yakety Yak,” Elvis Presley’s “Girl of My Best Friend,” and Jim Reeves’s version of “Ramona.”


  Fellow Hectic and classmate Bruce Murray noted Farrokh (at this time known as “Bucky” thanks to his overbite) as a natural musician and performer but one with a certain shyness. “He was the quiet one, shy to the extent of not being there, but always came alive when we were on stage. [Was he] destined to be the frontman? Not in a million years.” Early on in his life as a performer, we can already begin to see the duality that defined much of his life, one that cuts his life into two warring parts: the flamboyant performer dedicated to exciting those around him and the terminal introvert. But for Murray and the Hectics, it was that prodigious musicality that mattered: “Freddie was the only proper musician in the band. He could listen to a song and then go and play it on the piano instantly.”


  Farrokh was also a generous musician from the beginning. His bandmates in the Hectics would cheerfully admit that he was the real impetus in the band forming and maintaining itself throughout their school years, until 1962. Murray also notes an occasion when the roles were reversed, when the young Bulsara stepped aside for him: “I did meet Freddie once in Bombay. He came over and we played a few songs for my aunt. I sang, Fred played. I was the singer in the band, he was just my piano player!”


  In 1964, the Zanzibar Revolution, which saw the sultan overthrown and the country turned into a republic (a status that lasted just a year), was cause enough for the Bulsara family to leave. And leave they did, ending up in Feltham, Middlesex, a distinctly indistinct town to the far west of London. One thing Feltham did offer the now seventeen-year-old Farrokh Bulsara was a direct train to Kensington, where a few years later he would end up selling secondhand clothes in Kensington market, and access to nearby Heathrow Airport, where he took a job as a baggage handler. Before that, though, he studied art at both Isleworth Polytechnic and Ealing Art College, where his prowess with the visual arts and fashion design came into its own.


  Musically, Bulsara still held a torch for his rock ’n’ roll heroes like Little Richard, the very same artists who had so influenced the Hectics. But now, with London emerging as the hip capital of the Western world, other influences began to seep in. The Who, Cream, the Beatles—they all left their indelible marks on Bulsara. He joined a blues outfit called Ibex and moved to Liverpool for some months, staying in a room above the Dovedale Towers pub on Penny Lane.


  It is around this time that Bulsara’s history begins to mingle with that of other members of Queen. With him in Ibex was Richard Thompson on drums, who happened to play in Brian May’s first band in 1984. It can safely be assumed that May and Roger Taylor, who began playing with Smile in late 1968, would by now be aware of Bulsara as a performing entity, but it would still be some years before they would work together.


  In what seems on paper like quite an unbelievable story, an Ibex gig in September 1969 (actually from before Thompson’s time in the band, though he and Bulsara had been friends since 1966) took place at the Sink in Liverpool. Smile also happened to be playing the same city that night and, according to accounts from Ibex’s roadie Geoff Higgins, popped in to see Ibex’s early set. Higgins happened to be recording the set (it’s now available online), but the tape runs out before a momentous development in the evening: according to Higgins, quoted in Record Collector, both May and Taylor were eager to join in with their friend of a friend Freddie and proceeded to play a few Smile numbers with which Bulsara would no doubt be competently familiar. Whether there’s a record of this performance or not, the thought of it is tantalizing to Queen enthusiasts: the first time three core members of the band would share a stage.


  [image: The Dovedale Towers on Penny Lane, Liverpool, where a young Farrokh Bulsara stayed while he was a member of Ibex. Old Ropewalks Ltd.]
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  When Ibex, who just weeks later changed their name to Wreckage, didn’t work out, Bulsara returned south and joined yet another outfit, Sour Milk Sea. He was now fully ensconced in the same musical scene as Smile and, therefore, his fellow future members of Queen, but Sour Milk Sea was not destined for longevity—internal fractiousness led to their demise in early 1970, leaving Bulsara a free agent without a gig.


  John Richard Deacon


  Thanks to the discreet way in which he vanished from the limelight once the dust around Freddie Mercury’s death had settled, John Deacon has a modern reputation of being something of a recluse. But looking back at his childhood reveals that he was just as musically sociable and ambitious as the rest of the band. Born on August 19, 1951, in Leicester, it would be slightly cruel yet completely possible to characterize Deacon’s early life as “humdrum.” His father, Arthur, worked for Norwich Union, a job that would have afforded the family (John had a younger sister) a certain amount of stability, that most precious of postwar objectives for the British middle classes. After early years spent close to the center of Leicester, the family moved farther out to the affluent suburb of Oadby, where Mark Hodkinson argues in his book Queen: The Early Years that the young John Deacon became “a ghost of a boy.”


  It seems that Deacon was, like Brian May, studious and methodical in his manner but devoid of the social nous that came so easily to Roger Taylor. Deacon’s father died when he was just ten, in 1962, and his mother, Molly, according to accounts in Hodkinson’s book, sought to keep her son on the path to academic success rather than willingly urge him toward rock ’n’ roll excess. All this is not to say he was an introvert: he joined his first band, the Opposition, around the age of fourteen, originally playing guitar. They played Yardbirds covers and hits from the Motown stable, very much the same musical wheelhouse in which Roger Taylor’s the Reaction found themselves.


  Known to his friends as “Deaks,” John eventually switched to playing bass after the original incumbent, Clive Castledine, proved unable to keep up with his bandmates’ musical progression. The group’s singer, Peter Bartholomew, characterized Deacon’s playing as “so relaxed . . . always so confident,” which holds true when you watch footage of his time in Queen. Still, Deacon’s manner was markedly quieter than his peers, and his time with the Opposition was spent being swept along rather than taking a musical lead, though the group’s frequent appearances in the pubs and clubs of Leicestershire would have been the ideal grounding for what was to come. The Opposition eventually became the New Opposition and then the Art before Deacon left in late 1969 with around four years of solid experience.


  While the band were still together, all members, including Deacon, trekked to London’s Royal Albert Hall to take in Deep Purple’s now legendary Concerto for Group and Orchestra under the baton of Malcolm Arnold and featuring the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra on September 24, 1969. It’s not too fanciful to view this as something of a musical awakening for Deacon. The influence it had on the young man’s formative creative brain must have been seismic. All of Deep Purple’s members were superlative musical technicians, and to see them as equals with an orchestra would surely have been inspiring to Deacon, already an accomplished and gifted musician himself. The concert itself was only three or four short years ahead of Queen’s earliest recordings, and, stylistically, the exploratory fuzz and ambition of Jon Lord’s composition seems in hindsight to be something of a landmark in Deacon’s musical development.


  But there were some years still to go before he found the outfit that would change his life. As an enthusiastic home engineer from childhood and now, about to turn eighteen, as the proud owner of eight “O” levels and three “A” levels (all at grade A), Deacon was accepted into Chelsea College in West London to study electronics. Music wasn’t completely forgotten from his life (although he did initially leave his bass in Oadby), but it wasn’t until October 1970 that he came to see the trio of Bulsara, Taylor, and May performing as an embryonic version of Queen. When he first saw the newly formed Queen (the band was cycling through potential bassists with alarming speed, and Deacon all but completely sidestepped the whole Smile period), he was decidedly unimpressed, later claiming, “They didn’t make a lasting impression on me.”


  [image: An advert for a London support slot from Deacon in 1970. Martin Skala, QueenConcerts.com]
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  Unlike the more extroverted members of the band he was to join, Deacon’s enthusiasms and mannerisms remained quiet as he began his new life in London, but he was still musically active, specifically in a short-lived project simply named Deacon. It doesn’t take forensic evaluation of the group’s dynamics to see why the trio warmed to Deacy, as he was known by then. A demeanor that wouldn’t draw the spotlight away from the middle of the stage and a certain musical tastefulness and methodical approach (not to mention the chops to repair any exploded amplifiers) meant he was always going to fit in.


  Brian Harold May


  A studious child, Brian May was also the only one born to Harold and Ruth May, arriving on July 19, 1947, and afterward resident in Feltham. Coincidentally, the May family home in this otherwise notably unnotable town wasn’t far from the Bulsara family home, where Farrokh was to spend a large portion of his teenage years. Although there were certainly traits of it in young Brian’s upbringing, the stereotype of the overindulged, undersocialized only child didn’t seem to quite fit him. Despite a low family income, Brian’s was a childhood split between two highly aspirational and high-minded passions—astronomy and music. Both manifested themselves in a close relationship with his father, who worked as an electronics engineer and also at the Ministry of Aviation.


  Brian would read endless books on astronomy throughout his childhood. In partnership with Harold, he would build telescopes, scouring electronics shops for interesting parts to experiment with and better serve his interest in the night sky. But Brian’s passion for music (and perhaps the seeds of his combining the two) first arrived when he was shown a few ukulele chords by Harold when he was just six years old. A year later, he was given a Spanish acoustic guitar for Christmas. Lonnie Donegan records followed. Listening to Radio Luxembourg underneath the covers, May’s musical mind expanded. He loved Gustav Holst’s Planets suite and the orchestral sweeps of Mantovani. It was, though modest, an idyllic and enriching childhood that laid a foundation for one of rock music’s most noted technicians.


  Finding academic studies to be well within his grasp, Brian’s extracurricular enthusiasms began to take over as he entered his teenage years. From 1958, he was a student at Hampton School (motto: “Wisdom surpasses wealth”; former pupils include Yardbirds founders and members Paul Samwell-Smith and Jim McCarty as well as Vic Briggs of the Animals), where he excelled in the sciences and mathematics throughout. But it was in his late teens that Brian’s more serious musical ambitions began to take hold. From around 1963, just as they had done with homemade telescopes, Brian and Harold set about creating an electric guitar—the Red Special. The exact specifications of this most legendary of rock instruments is explored later in this book, but for now it’s enough to call it a labor of love, a truly significant example of amateur perfectionism and craftsmanship that has gone on to achieve more than almost any musical instrument before or since. With the Red Special now safely in his possession, Brian May was ready to let music take over his life.


  At Hampton, Brian met Tim Staffell, with whom he would go on to form Smile, the band generally agreed on to be the immediate precursor to Queen. This meeting and subsequent musical collaboration is perhaps one of the most important in the whole story of the band and its myriad offshoots. When they first worked together musically, Brian had already been recording home demos with a friend, Dave Dilloway, but their first solid project was a band named 1984 (rejected names included the Mind Boggles), formed in 1964.


  Primarily covering American rhythm-and-blues staples like “My Girl” and “Knock on Wood,” 1984’s musical output seems on first inspection to be a long way from May’s wheelhouse. But Staffell’s voice and occasional harmonica antics drove the group in a bluesier direction, and they added Jimi Hendrix’s “Purple Haze” to their canon. Recordings from a 1967 session at Thames Television studio can be found online and allow us to
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  Afterword


  I Still Love You


  As this book was reaching the final stages of its first draft, I was constantly being forced to reconsider everything to be included. This was simply because Queen is an active proposition, and every news story, magazine interview, or red carpet Facetime punted out into online consciousness could potentially color our perception of any event from the band’s history. But far from being a frustration, this stream of content merely confirmed something that’s always been true about this most multifarious and flexible of musical behemoths: everyone has their own version of Queen. Inevitably, in many areas of this book, it’s possible to see the author’s version much more clearly than others.


  To assess the band’s status today is, in a sense, very simple. In 2019, it’s clear that the release and subsequent awards season ubiquity of Bohemian Rhapsody has undoubtedly done the band more cultural favors than any of Roger Taylor and Brian May’s other recent projects under the Queen banner. Importantly, that success is ultimately due to nostalgia rather than a bold step into new creative territory. With Adam Lambert, Taylor and May still sell out huge tours and play the same arenas they would conceivably be playing were Freddie Mercury still alive and John Deacon still musically active. But again, this is all based on accumulated cultural importance, and the appetite for it remains undiminished as the band’s fiftieth anniversary rapidly approaches. Indeed, at that point, there will no doubt be a majestic celebration of the band’s worldwide impact.


  But beneath the surface of Queen as a cultural artifact predicated on former glories, there is still the beating heart of what the band had always tried to do: to keep everything they made within walls of their own construction. May and Taylor’s hold on the brand (and it is most definitely a brand as well as a band) remains tight. For better or worse and regardless of how cool or uncool it might make them look, every associated album, concert, collaboration, and licensing deal is scrutinized. When you hear “I Want It All” on a TV advertisement for a furniture retailer, you know that this has been allowed to happen by those who have control of the brand.


  I contacted a lot of people associated with Queen for this book, both historically and currently, and almost all of them had shared their stories before in some form or another as talking heads on a TV documentary or as part of a magazine oral history. As outlined in the introduction, the sheer volume of material available makes any truly new spin on the story very difficult to come by. I mention this not as an excuse for any shortcomings (I sincerely hope they are minimal) but rather to reinforce the idea that Queen is unwieldy and difficult to understand not because they are especially mysterious but because there’s almost too much of them to go around. This is, in my view, both a strength and a weakness.


  This final chapter is subtitled “I Still Love You” in a nod to Freddie Mercury’s final words to the public in the video for “These Are the Days of Our Lives” and simply because that is how I feel about Queen. But the very nature of loving Queen as a band requires more forgiveness than one might require in the act of loving, say, ABBA or Kate Bush or the Wu-Tang Clan. A simplistic way of looking at it would be to conclude that some of the band’s cheesy latter-day missteps are seen as triumphs by die-hard fans, and some of their murky and inaccessible early material is seen as off-putting by those coming to the band afresh. But, as with almost everything related to Queen, the truth is more complex. As this book has suggested, especially in the chapter on Hot Space, to be enthusiastic about Queen can seem at times a thankless task. Personally, I advocate an inclusive approach: if you love Queen at their best, you must at least try to understand them at their worst. For every moment of genuine musical togetherness, every miraculously choreographed flash of dry ice that swelled with the slide of a finger up a guitar neck, there is an equal and opposing moment of forehead-scratching despair, a collaboration with a forgotten boy band that smacked of nothing more than commercial gain.


  These extremes run in parallel throughout the band’s whole career. You can fool yourself into believing that the band had genuine underground and do-it-yourself credentials as they dragged their homemade kit around the country, but the goal of the band has always, always been maximum exposure. And by now, they are extremely good at achieving just that.


  Brian May and Roger Taylor (and manager Jim Beach) continue to exercise control over the Queen empire with, we’re told, silent approval from John Deacon. There are plenty of well-written and well-argued critiques of why the ongoing activity of a band that contains only 50 percent of its original lineup feels queasy to many fans, but, on paper at least, it’s no more ghoulish or uncomfortable than the continuing careers of AC/DC or the Grateful Dead or the Who: it’s just that none of those bands happened to have Freddie Mercury as their singer. The graffiti on the walls outside Montreux Casino, like the graffiti on the benches in Viretta Park next door to the home where Kurt Cobain took his own life, shows decades later just how big a hole a singer can leave in the legacy of a band.


  Many begrudge Queen their second coming, accusing them of opportunism. These accusations have a firm grounding: the financial benefits of their ongoing work are plainly enormous. As this section is being written, in May 2019, Queen + Adam Lambert are about to embark on another U.S. tour, with dates scheduled in 2020 for Korea and Japan and New Zealand and Australia. These are, again, massive shows. The audience remains. But again, the story changes at the last minute: in a recent interview with Mojo magazine, Brian May suggests that Queen will resist becoming “a museum piece” by possibly writing new material, and discussion of a potential sequel to Bohemian Rhapsody is reported in the press with distracting regularity (director of numerous Queen videos Rudi Dolezal believes there is a movie to be made that begins with Queen at Live Aid). All of this activity, whether or not any of it comes to pass, simply tells us that the Queen story is not over yet. Soon, the band will have been without Freddie Mercury longer than it had been with him.


  The flip side of these rather puffy press nuggets, which tempt and tease readers into excitement for whatever comes next from May and Taylor, is the near-weekly confirmation that John Deacon is a recluse, a grump who simply hoovers up the cash from whatever Queen project May and Taylor might embark on. Taylor called Deacon a sociopath in a documentary in 2019, though it’s unclear to what extent the drummer understood the label’s true definition. Clickbait-type headlines simply reiterate the circumstances of his retirement and confirm that he suffered more emotional devastation after Mercury’s death, accompanied by a grainy photograph of his furtively smoking a cigarette while May and Taylor wear elaborate jackets and fly around the world. “Look at the difference between this weirdo and the life he could’ve had,” the headlines seem to say.


  All this is, in the grand scheme of things, moot. That’s because Queen will forever be dominated by Mercury: this is perhaps as it should be and happily accepted by all those involved. It is Mercury’s voice we hear on the records—it is his voice we expect to hear right up until Paul Rodgers or Adam Lambert or the cast of We Will Rock You open their mouths to sing. At the very outset of this book and throughout it, I tried to build a picture of Queen as a band of colleagues and differing personalities that, if one component part were removed, would irreparably reconfigure the ensemble left behind. This has proved to be true, but it just so happened that the most visible component was the first to be removed. It is and always will be Mercury’s band, and trading on the nostalgia for his role in it will always be part of it as the brand forges new creative and commercial paths.


  I’d like to return to the practice room, the one the band used just before Live Aid. In fact, I’d like to return to any of the practice rooms Queen may have frequented over the years and any empty stadiums as they busily sound checked. For me, this is Queen in their essence. The practical and serious consideration given to what is essentially a series of gauche sound and light experiments produced at maximum expense is heartening, comforting even. To plow such effort into an art form that would be roundly ridiculed (and it was ridiculed—it still is) took a special kind of seriousness. For anyone with an even slightly analytical mind, watching how the band worked in these situations is addictive, almost more so than watching the final production in action.


  Arguments would break out during these rehearsals, but the quiet professionalism of each of the band’s members would eventually return as they directed their work back toward its ultimate consumer: you and me. Whatever went on away from the rehearsal rooms and away from the stage was irrelevant, and none of it could have happened without that charming dedication to furthering the ridiculous, the beautiful, the wrongheaded, and the triumphant. It takes unimaginable balls to commit to such silliness and to argue over exactly how silly it should be and how it could be best presented to a paying audience. Of course, it would be impossible to predict just how much human drama would follow.


  In simpler times, a grind of feedback and a plink of piano, some hushed chatter. Then the magic would resume.
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