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      STAR-STRUCK

      
      Brian May is an intensely private person. As one quarter of Queen, for over fifteen years he strode the world’s stage establishing
         his place as one of rock music’s most distinctive and respected lead guitarists. Reassuringly dependable in an unstable profession,
         he forever fostered an outward air of calm and reason. Yet behind the scenes, in the late 1980s, he battled with debilitating
         personal turmoil and his depth of depression was once so acute that it drove him close to the brink.
      

      
      Recovering, throughout the nineties he embarked on a successful solo career and in summer 2002, watched live by millions of
         television viewers around the globe, May provided one of the defining images of the Golden Jubilee celebrations by performing
         his own version of the national anthem on electric guitar, standing on the roof of Buckingham Palace.
      

      
      Months after Freddie Mercury’s untimely death in 1991, Queen disbanded, but their popularity has never waned. In late 2006,
         Queen’s Greatest Hits became the UK’s all-time best-selling album, relegating the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band into second place. Brian May and Roger Taylor, as Queen, and fronted by vocalist Paul Rodgers, have returned to live performance,
         an event May has described as ‘The Queen phoenix rising from the ashes again.’ Music has been the professional mainstay of
         Brian May’s life, and although he is a far from reluctant rock star, it was certainly not quite the stellar path planned for him by his parents.
      

      
      Brian Harold May was born on 19 July 1947 in the Gloucester House Nursing Home at Hampton in Middlesex, the only child of
         Ruth and Harold May, a senior draughtsman with the Ministry of Aviation. Home was a three-bedroomed thirties semi in a comfortable
         middle-class neighbourhood of Feltham in Greater London. Only many years later would Brian discover that Freddie Mercury had
         lived a few hundred yards away.
      

      
      Naturally inquisitive, Brian quickly showed that he had inherited his father’s dexterity with his hands; he spent many happy
         hours making model toys. His education began at Cardinal Road Infants School before he moved to Hanworth Road Junior. Said
         Brian: ‘I was pretty much an all-rounder there and enjoyed the science and English lessons. My favourite thing was rainy days,
         when we could stay inside to read comics.’ He adored the comic-strip boys’ hero Dan Dare and became an avid collector of the
         Eagle.

      
      By the time Brian was six he was displaying an early liking for music and was often glued to the radio. His parents had enrolled
         him for piano lessons at a local music school and Harold decided to teach him to play the ukulele, on which he himself was
         proficient. Brian recalled: ‘My father taught me about seven chords on the ukulele. When I asked for a guitar for my next
         birthday, I converted the chords from four strings to six strings. I made up chords.’
      

      
      There was one snag, however, with the Egmond guitar he received – its strings were too high off the fret board. So father
         and son carved down its wooden bridge, making it easier to play. They also set out to give it the electric sound for which
         Brian had been craving. Copper wire wound around three little button magnets provided him with crude but effective pick-ups
         which he then fixed on to the instrument, making the acoustic sound electric once it was plugged into the family’s wireless, which had to double as a makeshift amplifier.
      

      
      Electrifying that guitar was not the only project on which the pair worked closely. They also built a four-inch reflector
         telescope so that Brian could indulge in another early passion – astronomy. The stars fascinated him. He was permitted to
         stay up to watch the weekly TV show The Sky at Night, presented with great panache by Patrick Moore. It made a huge impact on him. ‘I was completely hooked,’ he declared. ‘It
         was something I knew I was going to be captivated by all my life.’ Through his basic telescope Brian was excited to see, say,
         the rings of Saturn. He recalled: ‘I remember getting up about 4 a.m. to see Jupiter, running out into the road trying to
         find a place where I could get a line on it with my telescope and actually seeing it with its moons and everything!’
      

      
      Yet for all this enthusiasm, what Brian gravitated to most was music. Having persevered at the piano lessons long enough to
         pass Grade IV, by the age of nine he had had enough and gave up. Sometimes he would compose the odd song, but nothing serious;
         at this point he was very much finding his feet.
      

      
      May recalled: ‘The early fifties in England saw the beginning of electric guitar music as we know it and I grabbed at anything
         I could find. It was just magical and sent shivers up my spine.’ He particularly adored American pop music and would play
         Buddy Holly and the Crickets, the Everly Brothers and Little Richard records over and over again. Gradually he grew confident
         enough to play along with them on his guitar, progressing in time from chords to picking out single notes. From an early age
         he had a very analytical mind, and in a remarkably short space of time he had dissected his favourite songs – finding the
         key to how each worked and why – and the perfectionist in him ensured that he kept at it until he had exhausted all their
         secrets. From then on, music would anchor his life.
      

      
      In 1958, when he had turned eleven, Brian passed the scholarship exam that qualified him for a place at Hampton Grammar School,
         and it was here that his appetite for music really began to flourish; somewhat ironically, since the atmosphere was far from
         conducive as guitar playing was heavily frowned upon. ‘We were forced to listen to classical music and told what to think
         of it,’ May remembered.
      

      
      Still, several boys fancied themselves as guitarists and, keen to learn from each other, would congregate at lunchtime to
         jam together. Recognised as having special aptitude, by the time Brian was in his second year he had attracted an early fan
         club, as one of his classmates in 2LA, Dave Dilloway, recalls: ‘Someone in the corridor one day told me that there was a guy
         playing a guitar in the geography room, so out of interest I went to see. When I got there and looked in, Brian was sitting
         on a stool in the middle of a circle of school kids playing and singing Guy Mitchell’s hit “I Never Felt More Like Singing
         the Blues”, and I was really impressed.’
      

      
      May and Dilloway became good friends and would often meet up at each other’s house, armed with tape recorders, eager to experiment
         with sounds. ‘It was all very basic, as was most equipment available in those days,’ explains Dave. ‘We mainly played instrumental
         material from the likes of Les Paul, Chet Atkins, the Ventures and the Spotniks. Brian had his original Spanish acoustic with
         its home-made pick-up and I had a home-made six-string electric guitar as well as a home-made bass. At this point, I used
         to tackle the lead guitar and Brian would play rhythm. We would record these two parts together on tape and then, while this
         pre-recorded track was played back, we would record on it again. This time, Brian would be playing my home-made bass while
         I played drums, by which I mean anything percussive we could find at home, including my mother’s hat boxes. Meccano strips
         doubled for cymbals.’
      

      
      As the fifties faded, a new addition to Brian’s growing list of heroes and influences was the British group the Shadows, who
         had hit the number one slot in the UK singles chart in July 1960 with the instrumental ‘Apache’. What captured May’s attention,
         in particular, was the style and skill of their lead guitarist, Hank Marvin.
      

      
      Hank Marvin reflects: ‘With the advent of rock and roll, electric guitars came into their own. All you needed was a bass,
         drums, two guitars and a singer like Cliff Richard or Marty Wilde and you had a band. Plus, people were attracted to participate
         now, instead of just being onlookers. The fact that the guitar was so portable meant that with the addition of a small amplifier
         you could perform anywhere, any time. Not to be forgotten, either, was the image. The guitar’s a cool instrument and very
         synonymous with white rock and roll. Think of Elvis. You didn’t even need to be able to play the thing. It could just be a
         cool prop. There is no instrument like it. Just imagine trying to look cool blowing a trumpet with your cheeks all bulging
         and bloated!’
      

      
      Brian May’s burning ambition in 1963 was to leave behind the acoustic and branch out on to an electric guitar. Some of his
         friends had the new Gibsons and Stratocasters. One school friend, John Garnham, had a Colorama, which Brian would have given
         his eye teeth for, but while Ruth and Harold would have given their only child anything, they simply could not afford to buy
         him an instrument of this quality. Resourcefully, Brian and his father decided that they would build their own.
      

      
      In August, work began in a spare bedroom. It took eighteen months to complete; to keep an exact record of its construction,
         Brian photographed and diligently logged every stage. The guitar they produced would become world famous in the years ahead.
      

      
      First, Brian painstakingly carved the neck of the guitar from an antique solid mahogany fireplace that a family friend was
         throwing out, shaping it to perfection with a penknife. The body into which the neck was later fitted was made from a piece of oak, some blockboard and odds and ends. It was a long, laborious
         task but father and son were both patient and determined. A great deal of thought and imagination went into the construction
         and the design. Said May: ‘I wanted it cut away more on the underside so I could genuinely get up to those top frets. We made
         everything totally from scratch with hand tools.’
      

      
      Harold and Brian also believed that they had identified three common faults in conventional guitar making methods. First,
         the necks of many modern electric guitars tended to bend because of the enormous stress placed on the strings – by their calculations,
         a pressure of nearly 500 pounds. So they incorporated a steel truss rod into the neck, setting it at an angle to the tension
         through the neck and holding it in place with a steel bolt.
      

      
      Next, their attention focused on the bridge. When the strings were tightened over it, repeated use of the tremolo arm sawed
         away at them and increased the risk of their snapping. Equally important, the strings failed to return to pitch after the
         tremolo arm had been used. Instead of the conventional bridge, therefore, they designed a set of small rollers over which
         the strings could tighten without inviting the same wear and tear. ‘We tried various methods,’ recalled Brian, ‘including
         one with ball-races at each end of a cylinder, but the one which worked best was a milled steel plate rocking on a knife edge.’
         The tension of the strings was balanced by two valve springs which Harold found on a 1928 Panther motorcycle, and the arm
         itself was improvised from a bicycle saddlebag support, finished off with a piece of fat knitting needle.
      

      
      Their ingenuity had not been exhausted. For fret markers Brian raided Ruth’s button box, making off with the shiny mother-of-pearl
         ones which he cut down to size. He was forced, however, to buy the fret wire because he could not find anything else suitable,
         but this was reprofiled using jigs that Brian and Harold made up specially. When it came to the pick-ups Brian once again tried to make his own, to a similar design to that which
         had worked on the Spanish guitar, but he had to concede that they were less than satisfactory and so forked out £9.45 for
         a set of three Burns pick-ups which he modified by filling them with epoxy resin to stop them being microphonic.
      

      
      The pick-ups themselves were important. Harold May once revealed: ‘The secret of these pick-ups is in the position that each
         one is set, because this alters the tonal harmonic effect, and by some really clever switching, you can have any combination
         of twenty-four tones, and that is something that no guitar manufacturer has ever done commercially. When Brian plays that
         solo on “Brighton Rock”, he is accompanying himself, using echoes.’
      

      
      Together Brian and Harold had built a guitar that had tonal range and depth far exceeding those of most commercially available
         instruments at that time, and at a total cost of £17.45. The deep reddish-brown of the mahogany inspired Brian to call this
         treasured and remarkable instrument the Red Special. Unsurprisingly, he has built up a special bond with it. ‘It is quite
         an emotional thing, playing the guitar,’ he admitted. ‘You need to be in contact with your strings because that’s all you’ve
         got.’ Hank Marvin explains: ‘It’s like another person you’re embracing – an extension of your body, altering your shape. Some
         people abuse the instrument and act out a lot of violence. I don’t know that it’s erotic love, because you would have to be
         pretty perverted to feel like that about a bit of wood, but there is certainly a relationship between you and your guitar.’
      

      
      In the early 1960s, Brian may not yet have decided that music was where his destiny lay – astronomy still fascinated him –
         but he felt its attraction strongly and knew that there was a vibrant local music scene out there. One of the most popular
         venues at this time was at Eel Pie Island in the Thames at Twickenham, where audiences were spoiled for choice in the quality
         of the bands to see live – the Rolling Stones, Fleetwood Mac and Cream were among the bands cutting the mustard there.
      

      
      Getting to see these bands, though, was not always easy for Brian. There was more than the whiff of youthful rebellion in
         the air, centred around music. In March 1964, Melody Maker ran a headline that became the national catchphrase of the decade: Would You Let Your Daughter Marry a Rolling Stone? It was a social shift that spooked many middle-class parents, and Ruth and Harold May did not want their son to go gallivanting
         to these music havens in the evenings, preferring that he concentrate on his homework and stay at home. Their desire to shelter
         him may have been only natural but, feeling restricted, Brian made efforts to buck against it. Soaking up this surfeit of
         talent whenever he could, the teenage May was drawn most to guitarists Jeff Beck and Eric Clapton. Very quickly, the urge
         to form a band took root.
      

      
      To date, Brian’s experience in this respect had been limited to jamming with Dave Dilloway, although recently he had had his
         first taste of being inside a recording studio. Another Hampton Grammar pupil, would-be songwriter Bill Richards, had landed
         a music publishing deal. When he had to record a demo tape of ‘The Left Handed Marriage’ at Abbey Road studios in north London,
         Richards invited May and Dilloway along to provide instrumental backing. Says Dave: ‘Brian played lead and sang and I played
         bass. Goodness knows what else we recorded, but it was good experience for us.’
      

      
      Brian May’s first band was an unnamed loose collection of musicians. He played lead guitar, Dave Dilloway handled bass, a
         friend named Malcolm provided the rhythm guitar, while another classmate, John Sanger, at one point drifted in on piano. Since
         no one knew a drummer, at first they made do without. Malcolm was soon replaced by John Garnham, whose Colorama Brian had
         once coveted so much. Garnham had other practical attractions. He owned a proper amplifier, as well as microphone stands with mikes, and he also had the all-important advantage of having
         previous experience of performing live.
      

      
      The line-up, though, was incomplete because they had no singer. Then one night, May and the embryonic band went to a dance
         to watch another local group perform. During the evening Brian noticed Hampton Grammar School pupil Tim Staffell at the back
         of the hall, softly playing harmonica and singing along. Brian crossed over to Staffell. The two got talking, found that they
         shared a love of music and soon they began to hang out together. Says Tim Staffell: ‘There was a lot of music going on and
         we used to tour the different pubs and clubs to take stock of who was doing what. It all made a deep impression on us.’
      

      
      Such was the impression that, fronted by Staffell, the band knuckled down to serious rehearsing at Chase Bridge Primary School
         in Whitton, next to the Twickenham rugby ground. This venue was made available by the local authority, which wanted to give
         the local youth somewhere to go to expend their energies. The discipline of regular rehearsals was exactly what the band had
         needed, and progress over the next several months was rapid.
      

      
      Brian thoroughly enjoyed these evenings. He thrived on the way they bounced ideas off each other. In addition, they got to
         know one another better, and strong bonds developed. It soon became apparent, however, that they could not go on indefinitely
         without a drummer, so they placed an advert in the window of Albert’s music shop in Twickenham. There was just one applicant,
         Richard Thompson from Hounslow, who was hired on the spot.
      

      
      Just in time for their first fee-paying gig, at St Mary’s church hall in Twickenham on 28 October 1964, they called themselves
         1984, after the popular George Orwell sci-fi novel. The following month, 1984 played at Richmond Girls School, after which
         gig John Sanger left the band to go to Manchester University.
      

      
      Tim Staffell recalls: ‘We had a regularish gig at the Thames Boat Club on the riverfront at Putney. We used to play mainly
         on a Saturday night for no more than a few pounds, and for considerably longer than was average for bands too, often for as
         long as three hours. The set was peppered with schoolboy humour when I look back on it now, but it seemed to please the crowd
         at the time.’
      

      
      There was also scant glamour attached to it. According to Tim: ‘Equipment was always a problem, with home-made speaker cabinets
         and PA systems that were no more than rudimentary lash-ups, usually underpowered into the bargain.’ Transport was a total
         hit-and-miss affair. John Garnham came to the rescue as much as possible with his tiny two-seater Heinkel bubble car. This
         bizarre-looking vehicle would be crammed with a hotchpotch of gear, with its roof removed so that chrome microphone stands
         could stick periscope-like out of the top. To get to gigs, Tim Staffell occasionally had to squeeze himself into the already
         overladen car, and even Brian managed to concertina his lanky body, already in excess of six feet, into this confined space.
      

      
      For Brian, performing at local dances was far preferable to attending them. Throughout his teens, he would be steady in his
         romantic relationships with girls but although slender, intelligent and quietly spoken, he suffered from a distinct lack of
         self-confidence. Years later, he candidly confessed: ‘I was very insecure. Whenever I did go to dances, I used to think: my
         God, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to wear. I don’t know who I am!’ He would look longingly at the band, wishing
         he was up there – more at ease with being on stage than having to ask a girl to dance. ‘The guitar was my shield to hide behind,’
         he declared.
      

      
      Having kept pace with his school studies, Brian was delighted when in February 1965 he was awarded an open scholarship in
         physics at Imperial College of Science and Technology in London. By the time he left Hampton Grammar that summer, aged eighteen, his ten O levels had been supplemented by A levels in physics,
         pure maths, applied maths and additional maths. He was to study physics and infrared astronomy, with the ambition of becoming
         an astrophysicist.
      

      
      Tim Staffell was now also in London, about to embark on a graphics course at Ealing College of Art. Dave Dilloway was set
         to read electronics at Southampton University. Brian, however, was determined that 1984 should continue to play gigs, as Dilloway
         reveals: ‘Southampton was only an hour or so away and I had a motorbike then, so I came home at weekends. We would listen
         to material, decide what to learn, and go away and learn it, but if new ideas came to us while we were apart, we would write.’
         May and Staffell obviously found it easier to keep in touch and it was now that they began to write songs together, although
         at times this tended to be conducted in an atmosphere of semi-hostility as Tim’s parents did not approve of this band nonsense.
      

      
      It was an intolerance that was now mirrored in homes throughout Britain. Many parents’ stomachs curdled on seeing their sons
         resplendent in floral-print, bell-sleeved shirts, lurid trousers and with a billowy curtain of long hair flying behind them.
         Dave Dilloway confesses: ‘My mother used to hope that I would only go out at night so that the neighbours wouldn’t see me!’
         Brian was as fashion conscious as the next guy and faithfully followed all the latest trends.
      

      
      At the end of 1965, Dave Dilloway left Southampton University for an electronics course at Twickenham College of Technology,
         which meant that May, Staffell and Dilloway could once again practise properly, to better effect. With more regular bookings
         their experience was mounting and their repertoire widening all the time. Ever eager to experiment, Brian spent hours working
         out variations and trying out their own arrangements. As well as Rolling Stones, Yardbirds and Spencer Davis material, Beatles
         songs featured strongly at gigs, with May coming in on the three-part harmony sections of certain numbers.
      

      
      ‘Sometimes Brian would sing lead on “Yesterday” and the audience always loved it,’ recalls Tim. ‘They would scream and bring
         the house down with their applause. It made me dead jealous, the rat, but he sang it far better than I ever could.’ Brian’s
         singing voice has a high register and often he and Tim would compete to see who could hit the highest note. May was candid:
         ‘No competition. Tim always won!’
      

      
      Although May felt at home on stage, he had no wish to be the showman in the band and was happy to stand left of centre playing
         his guitar with increasing speed and dexterity. ‘His skill enabled us to play virtually anything,’ says Dave Dilloway. ‘Audiences
         recognised his unique talent even then. I don’t know how many other bands ever tried to poach him away from us, but I imagine
         he had quite a few offers.’
      

      
      By this time, visually Brian was beginning to carve the image with which he has become synonymous. His height and being as
         thin as a lamp-post set him apart anyway. His hair, which had gone through a Beatlesque stage in 1965, was now evolving into
         a thick mop of curls not unlike the bushy Afro associated with the American blues guitarist Jimi Hendrix; because of this
         Brian acquired the nickname Brimi.
      

      
      Although the gigs themselves were stimulating and fun, they were rarely played in genteel establishments, and occasionally
         fist-fights broke out in the rowdy audiences. Of one night at a gig in Twickenham, Dave Dilloway recalls: ‘I don’t know why,
         but I remember looking out into the audience and thinking, fancy dancing with chairs like that, that’s a bit unusual. Then
         I realised that a couple of guys were beating each other over the head with steel fold-up seats! They were ejected by the
         bouncers and we carried on playing through it all.’ Trouble erupted again at the White Hart in Southall, a regular hot spot
         even though it was next door to the police station. That night, the rumpus resembled a Wild West saloon brawl.
      

      
      Operating at a local level was one thing; gaining any kind of foothold on the ladder of success, however, seemed a distant
         prospect. Brian jumped, therefore, at the opportunity of entering a prestigious annual competition held at the Top Rank Club
         in Croydon. It was a national talent search, whose outright winner would secure a recording contract. Initial heats were by
         selection from pre-recorded material, so with the help of a college friend who owned a high quality tape recorder, 1984 put
         down three tracks in stereo. On the strength of this tape, the band secured a place in one of the heats.
      

      
      The look they adopted that night was eye-catching. Tim Staffell wore a bold blue shirt with pink polka dots, while Richard
         Thompson was resplendent in a silver silk shirt, but Brian’s style was inspired by old military uniforms which were all the
         rage at the beginning of 1967, and he had opted for a blue serge Royal Marine jacket that he had picked up at the Chelsea
         antique market.
      

      
      The numbers 1984 performed included Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Stone Free’, Buddy Knox’s ‘She’s Gone’, and ‘Knock on Wood’ by Eddie Floyd.
         They won their heat. The prize was a reel of Scotch tape and a CBS album each. They were not given a choice, just five albums
         to fight for among themselves. Staffell claimed the cream of the crop – Simon and Garfunkel’s Sounds of Silence – while May made do with a Barbra Streisand album.
      

      
      1984 did not go on to win the final and so never got the coveted recording contract. This disappointment was forgotten three
         months later when, on 13 May 1967, they played one of their most memorable support gigs ever at Imperial College. Topping
         the bill was Jimi Hendrix, on the brink of his breakthrough and generating great excitement. ‘We were booked to play first
         for dancing in the small hall downstairs on that occasion,’ remembers Dave Dilloway, ‘and stopped when we knew Hendrix was due on in the main hall.’ As they made their way upstairs and filed past the dressing room doors, Jimi Hendrix suddenly
         came out into the corridor and uttered to a dumbstruck Tim Staffell: ‘Which way’s the stage, man?’
      

      
      With Jimi Hendrix that night was his close friend and mentor, Rolling Stone founder Brian Jones. A musical genius with a vibrant
         personality, in 1967 Jones was, however, struggling with all kinds of physical, mental and emotional problems and his fragile
         condition was all too apparent to anyone who met him in the flesh at this time. Dilloway says: ‘Brian Jones came out of the
         dressing room behind Hendrix and went with him to the stage, where he stood quietly watching Jimi perform from the wings.
         I don’t think I had ever seen anyone look so skeletal and ill as Jones did that night.’
      

      
      Hendrix mesmerised May. Brian had become an early disciple when he had watched Jimi play support to the Who at a Brian Epstein
         show at London’s Savoy Theatre, and been completely blown away, particularly by how the young American could make the guitar
         ‘talk’ – something May already aspired to. Brian recalled: ‘This guy was so far in advance of everyone else. I went to see
         him a lot after that, wondering how he did it. I’d thought I was pretty good before I saw Hendrix!’
      

      
      On the upside, 1984 seemed to be on a roll, for they were to complete their hat-trick of significant gigs with a support slot
         towards the end of the year at a star-studded event. Their participation in this had come about entirely by accident. While
         playing at the London School of Medicine they were approached by two pop promoters who had come along to see another band
         on the bill. The pair were on the lookout for someone to fill a single support slot left at a forthcoming all night event
         at Olympia. After watching the groups perform, they liked 1984 best. ‘They chatted away to us for a while, then suggested
         we might like to do this gig. Naturally, we jumped at it,’ admits Dave.
      

      
      May set about working out which cover versions they should do, and decided to incorporate a song called ‘Step On Me’, which
         he had co-written with Tim Staffell. Now and then the promoters showed up at the band’s rehearsals with suggestions on presentation.
         Brian was slightly wary. In his heart, he felt that 1984 was not going places and hardly qualified for the ‘I’ll groom you
         for stardom’ routine. Nevertheless, when they were invited to the promoters’ Soho office to be taken on a shopping spree in
         London’s Carnaby Street, along with the others, he happily sidelined any scepticism.
      

      
      The big night arrived on 22 December 1967. It was billed as ‘Christmas on Earth’, and the line-up featured Jimi Hendrix, Pink
         Floyd, the Herd, the Move, the Who, Traffic and the Animals. Although 1984, fifteenth on the bill, had been told they would
         not be announced on stage until near midnight, they arrived mid-afternoon and parked outside. After a long, frustrating wait,
         they finally got to play their set around dawn the next day. ‘By this time, we were quite tired,’ remembers Dave Dilloway.
         ‘We didn’t get a sound check or anything fancy like that. We were just pushed straight on and expected to play.’ They had
         never before played on such an illustrious bill, to quite such a large audience, and certainly never through anything remotely
         resembling the bank of expensive Marshall equipment as was provided that night.
      

      
      Their exhilaration was soon punctured when they came off stage to discover that thieves had ransacked their dressing room
         and made off with their wallets and valuables. On top of this, when they went dejectedly outside to load up their gear, they
         learned that all their cars had been towed away to the Hammersmith pound.
      

      
      Early in 1968, Brian left the band. He needed to spend more time on his studies, and with finals looming at the end of his
         three-year course he could afford few distractions. He had been happy at Imperial College and some of his tutors had marked him down as someone likely to go places. Professor Jim Ring recalls:
         ‘Brian was very likeable and friendly and an excellent student. At that time, at least in my mind, there was no suggestion
         of him becoming a rock star. To me, he was first and foremost a very bright physicist.’
      

      
      It felt strange to May, though, to be no longer playing in a band. He still kept in touch with Tim Staffell, who stayed on
         in 1984 for a while and took over lead guitar duties as well as handling the vocals, but then he too left. The more time Brian
         and Tim spent talking about music, the more they realised how much they missed being in a band, and with a view to forming
         a new group they pinned an advertisement on the Imperial College notice-board asking for a ‘Mitch Mitchell/Ginger Baker-type
         drummer’. Swamped with replies, the pair began to hold auditions.
      

      
      Among the students drawn to that advert was a young man named Les Brown, who shared a flat in Shepherd’s Bush with a dental
         student at the London Hospital Medical School named Roger Meddows Taylor. Roger was a drummer, and mad keen on joining a band.
      

      
      Born on 26 July 1949 in the West Norfolk and King’s Lynn Hospital in Norfolk, when he was eight he had moved with his family
         – his younger sister Clare and their parents, Winifred and Michael Taylor, a Potato Marketing Board employee – to Truro in
         Cornwall. Drawn from an early age to music, like Brian May, Roger started out on the ukulele before progressing to the guitar.
      

      
      After practising in the family garage, along with some friends, Taylor formed a skiffle group called the Bubblingover Boys.
         It was an odd quartet that comprised two guitarists, himself on ukulele and a fourth guy playing a tea-chest bass. It was
         a shortlived venture and Roger was later brutally frank as to why the ensemble collapsed. He revealed that none of them could
         actually play. ‘We just stood and twanged tuneless chords. It was dreadful,’ he confessed.
      

      
      By eleven, while at Truro School, he had joined the cathedral choir. The pressure of singing at three services every Sunday
         quickly put him off, although the voice training he received proved invaluable later, as he went on to play a vital role in
         the strongly harmonic style that would become the bedrock of so much of Queen’s music.
      

      
      In 1961 Roger, however, was given the beginnings of his first drum kit and realised that percussion was where his true talent
         lay. In his teens, he played drums in local West Country bands such as the Cousin Jacks and Johnny Quale and the Reaction
         – later known simply as Reaction – and cultivated a large following, but London was where it was at and he couldn’t wait to
         get there in October 1967. Slim, blond, good-looking and bursting with energy, he had been turned on to Jimi Hendrix and had
         gone instantly psychedelic. Les Brown knew how avidly Roger had been scanning the music press for an opening with a band and
         told him about this IC notice-board ad.
      

      
      Taylor got in touch, and May and Staffell went hotfoot to Shepherd’s Bush to see him. Unfortunately, his drums were still
         at home in Cornwall and he only had a set of bongos with which to impress the pair. Brian and Tim had taken their acoustic
         guitars along and after rattling through a few tunes, they liked Taylor’s evident skill and flair. Staffell states: ‘I wouldn’t
         actually say that we auditioned Roger, as such. It wasn’t like that. It just became very obvious that Roger was dead right
         for us.’
      

      
      May agreed, but he still wanted to know how the sound would knit together when everything was properly plugged in, and he
         made arrangements to use the college Jazz Club room so that the trio could have the chance to play for real. That session
         resolved any doubts. Tim reveals: ‘The chemistry was spot on. It was clear right away that we would effortlessly evolve into
         a unit as equal partners. We had the same musical tastes, same sense of humour and fundamentally the same aspirations.’ Individually
         their knowledge of the music business may have been sketchy, but collectively their ideas were strong and their determination
         that they would make a go of it gave them all the impetus they needed. Optimistically, they called their band Smile.
      

      
      Brian was now in his element. Although he was approaching his finals, he made time to rehearse hard, was keen to perfect their
         music and style, and he wrote more songs with Tim Staffell. Tim confesses: ‘For me, this was the start of really taking myself
         seriously with music. I wrote my first songs with Smile, some in collaboration with Brian, some alone.’ Things appeared to
         be slotting neatly into place. They had even acquired a van now, courtesy of Pete Edmunds, an old school friend of May’s who
         became their first roadie.
      

      
      Creatively, it was a very fertile time in Britain; in particular progressive rock communicated itself vividly to true musicians.
         Andy Powell, lead guitarist with the progressive rock band Wishbone Ash, explains: ‘The feeling was that post-1967, which
         is classed as a watershed year with the Sgt. Pepper album, the floodgates had opened and everything was up for grabs. There was no corporate rock. There was a great innocence
         and ignorance in us. We would draw on fifties jazz, folk music, Celtic music, R&B – anything that got the juices flowing.
         We had no qualms either about delving down alleys in search of inspiration and it got very eclectic, never mainstream.’
      

      
      The strength and independence of this music hugely appealed to Brian May. He would vividly recall attending a massive open-air
         concert in Hyde Park and being mesmerised by Jethro Tull, another distinctive progressive rock band. He said: ‘I was knocked
         out by Mick Abraham’s guitar playing!’ Life was moving fast for Brian, right then.
      

      
      On 24 October 1968, at the Royal Albert Hall, he received his Bsc (Hons) degree certificate from the Chancellor of London University, the Queen Mother. His parents were very proud
         of his academic achievements and privately hoped that he would continue with his studies, although they could not help but
         be aware of how important music had become to him. By now, May’s focus was firmly fixed on launching Smile. The rehearsing
         was over and the band’s first public appearance, in support of Pink Floyd, was due to take place in two days’ time at Imperial
         College. It felt like an important beginning.
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      In 1968, with a degree to his name and Smile showing potential, Brian’s personal life was about to take a significant turn.
         Christine Mullen, known as Chrissy, was a student at the Maria Assumpta Teacher Training College in Kensington. Her flatmate,
         Jo, was dating Roger Taylor and when Jo took Chrissy along to one of Smile’s gigs at Imperial College she was introduced to
         Roger’s friend. Slender, with long dark hair, Chrissy had a pretty elfin face, and that evening there was an instant connection
         between her and Brian, though initially they settled for being just good friends. Chrissy was happy to rank among the growing
         circle which formed Smile’s travelling support.
      

      
      Unashamedly hyping themselves as ‘The Tremendous London Band Smile’, Roger Taylor was using his West Country music connections
         to secure the band weekend work, and they began to pull in considerable crowds at venues such as PJ’s in Truro and the Flamingo
         Ballroom in Redruth. Brian’s lead guitar skills dazzled audiences, but he barely registered the effect he was having. He was
         wholly concentrated on perfecting technique. To May, gigs were an opportunity not just to perform, but also to experiment
         with the sounds it was possible to create.
      

      
      Although junketing about the countryside was a necessary evil to claw in cash, the band vastly preferred to play the college
         circuit which, in the late 1960s, had taken over from tough pubs and clubs as the main stomping ground for up-and-coming groups;
         it paid better, too. The London college circuit also made more sense because Smile primarily hung out in the Kensington area.
         There was very much a feeling of being in the right place at the right time, and by January 1969 Brian and his friends were
         spending most free evenings at a popular pub called the Kensington.
      

      
      An important part of the fabric of Brian’s life now was Chrissy Mullen. From being good friends they had fallen deeply in
         love. This romantic commitment went further than Brian had ever experienced and he found it hard to envisage life without
         her. The anchor of a stimulating yet stable relationship provided a solid platform from which he could try to further his
         ambitions.
      

      
      One of those ambitions was for Smile to secure another major gig. It had been almost three months since their debut supporting
         Pink Floyd, and although they had recently played on a bill along with T-Rex and Family, nothing else was happening. Then
         in February they landed a slot supporting Yes at the Richmond Athletic Club and were also invited to take part in a concert
         organised by Imperial College in aid of the National Council for the Unmarried Mother and Her Child at the Albert Hall on
         the 27th.
      

      
      The line-up for the Albert Hall gig included Free, Joe Cocker and the Bonzo Dog Doo Dah Band. May was staggered to discover
         that far from being stapled on to the bottom of the bill as they expected, Smile were actually placed above Free, featuring
         lead guitarist Paul Kossoff and vocalist Paul Rodgers. The event was to be compered by the influential DJ John Peel who, through
         his late-night radio shows, championed many a British or American underground band to which no one else would give airplay.
      

      
      Initially, it did not go all right on the night for Smile. After they were announced at the Albert Hall, Brian and Tim ran
         on to the huge stage. Tim was short of some twenty feet of guitar lead and he didn’t realise until he hit the first vital
         chord that his jack plug had been wrenched from its socket. An embarrassing silence ensued. On top of that, for some reason,
         he had opted to play this gig without shoes and as a result his feet ended up full of splinters from the stage. Ultimately
         though, Smile were pleased with themselves and they even had the excitement of receiving their very first review when one
         journalist referred to them as ‘the loudest group in the Western world’. It was a pity he did not give them a proper name
         check while he was at it. Undaunted, Smile lived on the memory of the Albert Hall appearance for weeks, reminiscing endlessly
         about it with friends. Into that circle of friends at this time, Tim Staffell brought a striking looking young man named Freddie
         Bulsara.
      

      
      Farookh Bulsara was born of Persian parents, Bomi and Jer Bulsara, on 5 September 1946 on the island of Zanzibar in the Indian
         Ocean. It has been said that Freddie was born a star. Certainly, his origins were exotic. After attending a missionary school
         run by British nuns he was whisked away to India where he went to St Peter’s English boarding school in Panchgani, some fifty
         miles outside Bombay. It was here that Farookh became Freddie. Here, too, he studied the piano, loved to sing and formed his
         first band called the Hectics – an apt name since the ebony-eyed, dark-haired, skinny boy could not stand still for a second.
         He was full of restless, inquisitive energy and oozed originality.
      

      
      Due to the political unrest in India in the early 1960s, the Bulsaras were among those who decided to leave the country. Packing
         up their household belongings, they moved to England, settling in Feltham, which was a culture shock for the highly charged Freddie. Already bright and experienced beyond his years, in appearance, accent and temperament he felt different
         in this neighbourhood and was treated as such. From the start, he suffered bigotry and was made the butt of constant ridicule
         and abuse. Freddie’s response was a subtle form of attack. He played the Persian popinjay to the hilt and parodied himself
         ruthlessly, which took the sting out of his ignorant tormentors’ tails, effectively robbing them of their fun. Brazening it
         out, though, took its toll and behind closed doors at home he became unhappy and insecure. He was desperate to fit in and
         yet was aware that he was different. The Bulsaras had stayed initially with relatives, until they moved into a small semi-detached
         Victorian house near Feltham Park. Just after his twentieth birthday in September 1966, Freddie enrolled at Ealing College
         of Technology in west London, on a graphic art and design course; he soon fell in with Tim Staffell.
      

      
      Tim, Freddie and another student, Nigel Foster, spent a lot of time at college making music. Freddie’s party piece was an
         over-the-top impersonation of Jimi Hendrix, miming wildly to his records while cavorting about pretending that his wooden
         ruler was an electric guitar. Tim reflects: ‘Freddie was intuitively a performer. His persona was developing rapidly even
         in those days, linking his natural flamboyance with the confidence he acquired from his singing and, of course, it would later
         crystallise around his marvellous songs. Personally I think as far as being a star was concerned, Freddie was already in the
         ascendant. People responded to him.’
      

      
      When Staffell introduced Freddie to Brian May, he certainly made an impact. Brian later stated: ‘He was outrageous. He was
         always a star, even when he hadn’t a penny to his name – very flamboyant. On the face of it, he was very confident but everyone
         has a soft bit inside – a little insecure bit.’ This intuitive understanding came further down the track. Right then, all
         May could see was a very vibrant and irrepressibly colourful young man who, having once had a band of his own, was showing a distressing
         eagerness to muscle in on Smile.
      

      
      That said, both May and Roger Taylor took to Freddie at once, even when he became frankly the bane of their lives at rehearsals.
         Said Brian: ‘We used to more or less stand there and play. Freddie used to say: “It takes more than that. You should get out there and actually put it across with more force. If I was your singer, that’s what I would
         be doing!”’ Brian patiently tolerated Freddie’s wildly imaginative suggestions as to how much he could spice them up, at the
         same time turning a deaf ear to his heavy hints that he be allowed to join Smile. If Bulsara had his way, he would up-end
         them all. He was as volatile as a stick of dynamite looking for a match. He gingered up everyone around him and became Smile’s
         unofficial fourth member, squeezing his stick-thin frame into the already overcrowded van and travelling with the band to
         gigs.
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