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Introduction

The summer of 1996 was filled with optimistic, soulenhancing music, from a young Manchester band so charismatic they could truly claim to be the best band in the world at the time.

In April of that year Oasis had played Maine Road stadium, home to Manchester City Football Club. It was a career high and a spiritual homecoming for Noel and Liam. By the end of July the band were in full production rehearsals at the NEC in Birmingham, preparing for their upcoming ‘Summer Shows’. These included two shows at Balloch Castle Country Park near Loch Lomond on 3 and 4 August, one in Stockholm a few days later (I wasn’t there), two massive gigs at Knebworth Park, Hertfordshire, on 9 and 10 August, and two at Páirc Uí Chaoimh in Cork on 14 and 15 August.

(Apologies to those who attended the gigs in Cork – we ran out of space to include the images I took on 15 August. Many of the band’s extended Irish family were present and created a celebratory atmosphere. For the record, those were marvellous shows too.)

For me, as chronicler of their career, the band rehearsals at the NEC were a chance to get in close from every angle, without getting in anyone’s way, and to get some new press shots. Many are seen here for the first time.

I went to Loch Lomond on 4 August to shoot the second show from the front and also to see how everything would look from the back of the field. In glorious sunshine and idyllic surroundings, that was probably the most relaxed of all the summer concerts.

The next time I saw the band was at the press call and soundcheck on 9 August, the day before the first Knebworth show. The soundcheck images included in these pages give a sense of what a huge space was yet to be filled at that historic venue. Each member of the band stares out at the vast field, trying to imagine how it might look with 125,000 people in it.

Although the photographs from Knebworth prove ‘I was there then’, the strange thing about shooting intensely is that you are in a ‘zone’ – physically present but simultaneously also virtually absent. Everything is witnessed through an eye-piece with one eye closed, and none of it seems to register on the memory in the same way as a camera-free event. ‘No worries,’ you think, ‘I’ll re-live it by looking through the pictures later.’ But often there isn’t time to peruse the images before the next assignment comes in. What usually happens is that a few frames make it into the mainstream and the rest are filed away until an opportunity like this comes along...and then you finally see it all again and go ‘WOW!’

And then you want to share it – firstly with the band and those working on the shows, who were also too busy to take it all in at the time. Secondly with the audience members, each one of whom had their part to play in the collective experience of the weekend, and each one of whom has an individual story: how they managed to get a ticket, how they got there, who they were with, what it was like and how they got home!

There is no single image that could sum up those shows at Knebworth – perhaps one of the helicopter shots of the vast crowd, or images that show the magical way the light played upon the audience when the gig was at its height. However, I hope this book and Daniel Rachel’s impeccable writing – along with the contributions of key figures, especially Noel Gallagher – will help those who were not there to enjoy it retrospectively as I am doing now.

Jill Furmanovsky
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1996: The year of Danny Boyle’s Trainspotting; Jarvis Cocker waggling his bum at the BRIT Awards; England’s crushing defeat to Germany in the semi-finals of Euro ’96; the launch of TFI Friday; the introduction of Dolly the Sheep and the Spice Girls; the unveiling of the Ford Ka; and the divorce of Charles and Diana after 15 years of marriage. There was no Google, Facebook or Twitter.

There was, however, Oasis at Knebworth, the largest outdoor gig ever staged in Britain by one band. It would prove to be the pinnacle rock moment of the year and, in time, the defining musical event of the decade.

Over 10 and 11 August 1996, Oasis played to a quarter of a million people at Knebworth Park, Hertfordshire. Limited to four tickets per person (at £22.50 each), an estimated 2.6 million – a staggering 5 per cent of the UK population – applied for tickets. ‘We were that big,’ says Noel Gallagher. ‘Where were we going to play? Two-hundred nights at Wembley Arena? Forty nights at Wembley Stadium? Can’t get the availability. It was just, “We do two fucking big gigs at Knebworth.” My whole attitude was, “If you’re daft enough to put it on, I’m stupid enough to fucking play it.”’

By mid-1996, Oasis were at the height of their popularity. Two albums, Definitely Maybe (1994) and (What’s the Story) Morning Glory? (1995) – of which an estimated 40 per cent of UK households owned a copy – had sales of over thirty million globally between them. In January, all seven previous Oasis singles re-entered the UK charts: from 1994’s debut ‘Supersonic’ through ‘Shakermaker’, ‘Live Forever’ (re-charting on five separate occasions), ‘Cigarettes & Alcohol’, ‘Whatever’, the number one ‘Some Might Say’, ‘Roll With It’, and ‘Wonderwall’. Not since Elvis Presley in 1957 had an act spent more than one hundred weeks on the national chart. In February 1996, when the fourth release from Morning Glory charted, Noel was stunned: ‘“Don’t Look Back In Anger” went straight in at number one, and it was already on the fucking album. We definitely knew then that something crazy was going on with this band.’

In an attempt to satisfy insatiable public demand, a series of summer Oasis shows in England, Scotland and Ireland were mooted. For Alan McGee, founder of Creation Records, who had discovered Oasis three years earlier in a back-street pub in Glasgow, the group’s meteoric rise was mind-blowing: ‘Every time we hit one of those places, I thought, “It can’t get any bigger.” And then they just kept getting bigger. People were going, “You can do this.” The only surprise was when Knebworth sold out.’

According to Oasis press officer Johnny Hopkins, ‘Oasis could have done a week of gigs and still not satisfied demand…It’s hard to comprehend that level of achievement. The whole live plan was built up very carefully. Things were moving quickly, but it felt like a natural progression. In ’95, they had played two nights at Irvine Beach in Scotland, headlined Glastonbury, sold out Sheffield Arena, the NYMEX (now Manchester Arena), Slane Castle in Dublin and two record-breaking nights at Earl’s Court in London. Not to mention doing all the normal shows in the UK, the US, Europe and Japan. It was incredible.’

On 17 November 1995, after an Oasis show at Granby Halls, Leicester, concert promoters Conal Dodds (MCP) and Chris York (SJM Concerts) took the five band members — Noel and Liam Gallagher, Paul ‘Bonehead’ Arthurs, Paul ‘Guigs’ McGuigan and Alan White – on a recce to see Donington Park, the home of British motor racing and the site for the annual Monsters of Rock music festival. The band’s reaction to the venue was less than enthusiastic. ‘It was a heavy metal festival,’ Noel spits. ‘Ozzy Osbourne? That was not us. Knebworth was Pink Floyd and Led Zeppelin. That was us!’

Exploring possible alternative locations, Dodds’ team visited Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire (which could have been feasible, but it meant building footbridges across a main road) and the Matterley Bowl near Winchester, where in June 1944, General Eisenhower addressed the troops before the D-Day landings. ‘We thought the site was too steep for the expected energetic audience,’ remembers Dodds. ‘We needed somewhere safer.’

Attention turned to Knebworth Park, a country estate in Hertfordshire and home to the Lytton family since 1490. Nearly five centuries later, on Saturday, 20 July 1974, 60,000 Allman Brothers fans attended a one-day concert in the palatial grounds. A year later, 80,000 fans paid £2.75 (or £3.50 on the door) to see Pink Floyd, and in 1976, the Rolling Stones attracted an audience of 120,000 to Knebworth’s bowl-shaped field. Three years later, in August 1979, Led Zeppelin played to over 200,000 people across two consecutive Saturday evenings. Throughout the eighties, a series of successful concerts by artists such as the Beach Boys, Ella Fitzgerald, Deep Purple, Queen and Paul McCartney graced Knebworth’s rolling fields. By the mid-nineties, however, demand for huge-scale outdoor concerts was in decline. ‘In 1995, Lloyds Bank agreed to sponsor a George Michael show,’ Henry Lytton-Cobbold remembers, ‘but it never happened. The music industry had changed and audiences didn’t want to sit in a field anymore. There was a real sense that this sort of show had seen its day. Then Britpop arrived. It was exactly the right demographic for a field concert.’

[image: illustration]
In February 1996, the Oasis management team met with John Hoy, the general manager of Knebworth House. ‘It was almost like the family was welcoming us into their garden to have a big party,’ recalls Conal Dodds. Noel, who arrived in a chauffeur-driven, chocolate-brown Rolls Royce, recalls: ‘We drove up to the house and I recognized the gates from the Batman film. I was like, “Is this Batman’s gaff?” So there I was driving into Batman’s house at about ten in the morning, got out, and said, “Where’s the gig going to be then?” They were going, “You’re in it. This is it.” I was like, “This big fucking field of nothing?”’ Climbing on top of the Rolls Royce and sparking up a cigarette, Noel surveyed the space and said, ‘What! All of this will be full of people? All right, let’s do it!’ ‘That was it,’ marvels Conal Dodds. ‘The gig was on!’

Meeting up with the rest of the band, Noel shared the news, as Bonehead (Oasis guitar player) recounts. ‘Noel came back and was like, “You wanna see the size of this place. It’s huge! We’re going to do this huge, big gig, in this huge, big field.” It was like, “Oh my God!”’ Asked whether the rest of the band had any reservations about undertaking such a mammoth venture, Noel gives a beaming smile. ‘Were they up for it? Of course they fucking were! Everybody was up for it.’ ‘There were loads of gigs at really small venues,’ Guigs (Oasis bass player) told Esquire journalist Paul Mathur in 1996, ‘but we all knew it was going to go onto something bigger.’ ‘Knebworth was very much the realm of rock dinosaurs,’ Johnny Hopkins admits. ‘It wasn’t cool, but, as Liam Gallagher pronounced, “If you don’t get turned on by Knebworth, you must be fucking mental.”’

After agreeing to a fee of £100,000 for the use of the site, the critical issue was the venue capacity. ‘We knew about Knebworth’s history,’ says Conal Dodds, ‘and that Led Zeppelin had played to 120,000 people. Once we discovered we could apply for a licence for 125,000, we knew they would be the biggest shows ever in the UK.’ Assessing Oasis’ rapid ascent and prodigious popularity, Dodds praises the careful and meticulously managed path plotted by the band’s manager, Marcus Russell. ‘He always underplayed their shows,’ Dodds explains. ‘If they could sell 1,000 tickets, they’d play a 900 capacity. If they could sell 10,000 tickets, they’d play to 9,500. It was always keeping people hungry.’ ‘No one was plotting it,’ contests Alan McGee. ‘Marcus would say to me, “We’re going to do this,” and I’d go, “Great.” The only surprise was when it sold out.’ ‘Without sounding like an arrogant cunt,’ Liam told GQ in 2016, ‘I wasn’t surprised Knebworth happened that quickly. I knew we were going to be massive; it was just a matter of time.’

‘Oasis could have done a week of gigs and still not satisfied demand… It’s hard to comprehend that level of achievement.’

Traditionally, organizing events at Knebworth Park needed a 12- to 18-month lead-up period, but such was the Oasis juggernaut that precedence was swept aside. ‘It was 34 weeks from the first meeting to the event,’ Martha Lytton-Cobbold, manager of day-to-day business at Knebworth Park, says. ‘It was by far the shortest lead time we’d had on any concert.’

At 8.15am on Tuesday, 7 May 1996, Oasis announced the forthcoming shows on the BBC Radio 1 Breakfast Show hosted by Chris Evans. Four days later, scenes of pandemonium were reported when ticket booths opened across the length and breadth of the country. Many fans queued overnight at dedicated concert venues in London, Manchester, Leeds, Cambridge, Wolverhampton, Birmingham, Brighton, Cardiff, Sheffield, Portsmouth, Norwich, Derby, Oxford, Exeter, Leicester and Bristol. ‘We had to put a member of staff at each venue to control the situation because so many people turned up,’ says Conal Dodds. ‘We also set up an Oasis freephone ticket line and the lines melted because of the volume of calls. At about 5pm, Maurice Jones [MD of MCP], who up until that point had rarely bothered talking to me, rang up and said, “This is unbelievable! Remember this moment. You will never see anything like this ever again.”’ Within 9 hours, at a rate of more than 20 sales a second, all 250,000 tickets sold, plus a further 80,000 tickets for two additional concerts announced for a gig at Loch Lomond in Scotland, planned for the weekend preceding Knebworth.

‘Within 9 hours, at a rate of more than 20 sales a second, all 250,000 tickets sold, plus a further 80,000 tickets for two additional concerts.’

‘Oasis ticket frenzy: Pop idols Oasis became the fastest-selling group in history,’ reported the Daily Mirror. ‘Had the technology existed as it does today,’ opines Dodds, ‘they would have sold out in five minutes. Given that this was pre-internet and very few people had mobile phones, it was truly astonishing.’ ‘They could have done 20 nights,’ says Johnny Hopkins. ‘It was insane! We were all convinced that they would be the biggest band in the world, even in 1993, but to sell out [Knebworth] was staggering. It was a roller-coaster ride that was only ever going upwards.’ The mood within



























































Rehearsals
NEC Birmingham
28 and 29 July 1996
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