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The day was Monday, June 9, 1997, and a concert was about to begin near New York City's Union Square. Over the weekend that had just ended, thousands of music fans had made pilgrimages much further uptown, to Downing Stadium on Randalls Island in the East River between Man​hattan, the Bronx and Queens, to witness the second annual two-day Tibetan Freedom Concert. An all-star event organized by New York's own hip-hop kings the Beastie Boys to focus world attention on Tibet's plight under harsh Chinese rule and to raise money for the cause of Tibetan independence, the concert had featured such rock luminaries as U2, Patti Smith, Michael Stipe and Mike Mills from R.E.M., Alanis Morissette, and the Beastie Boys themselves.
Another band in that distinguished line-up was set to play again on this evening, in the far cozier confines of Irving Plaza (capacity approximately 1000 people). Their Tibetan Freedom performance had been one of the festival's highlights. Their name was being mentioned more and more in the same breath as those of rock's most lauded superstars. And whereas over the weekend they had played a short set, sharing the stage with several other artists, tonight would be theirs alone, without even an opening act. They were a quintet from Oxford, England, and they were called Radiohead.
Earlier in the year, the band — made up of singer and guitarist Thom Yorke, guitarist and keyboardist Jonny Greenwood, guitarist Ed O'Brien, bassist Colin Greenwood, and drummer Phil Selway — had put the finish​ing touches on its third album, OK Computer. The album wouldn't be released in the United States until July, almost a month after the Irving Plaza show, but many of the music-industry types in the audience had heard advance copies; some were already using words like 'masterpiece' to describe it. And nearly everyone in attendance had either heard the album's leadoff single, a six-and-a-half-minute, three-part epic called 'Paranoid Android', or seen the quirky animated video accompanying it on MTV. That June night, Radiohead planned to air several songs from the new album. They may not have been fully conscious of it, but they were also preparing to join the ranks of the rock aristocracy.
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The VIP section of Irving Plaza, on the right side of the balcony above the stage and roped off to prevent anyone without a special pass from entering, was overflowing with some of the most respected and successful people in popular music. Michael Stipe and Mike Mills hobnobbed with Bono, the Edge and Adam Clayton from U2. Oasis' Noel Gallagher quietly sipped his beer while his brother Liam pranced goonishly through the crowd. Blur's Damon Albarn sat sulkily by the bar, at a distance from his bandmate Alex James.
Most of these artists, like Radiohead, had performed at the Tibetan Freedom Concert and had stayed over into the following week. But many other celebrities who hadn't played during the weekend had caught wind of this particular evening's mega-event and had got their names on the guest list too. Madonna showed up; so did Courtney Love. Lenny Kravitz made it, along with Marilyn Manson. Sheryl Crow was supposed to have been on the VIP list, but wasn't for some reason or other, and when she got to the club she was nearly turned away at the door before somebody recognized her and let her pass. Ben Folds, all four members of Teenage Fanclub... it seemed everyone who was anyone wanted in on this party. Of the less distinguished crowd standing on the floor downstairs, quite a few spent more time during the show ogling the celebs in the balcony than watching the band onstage. As Ed O'Brien later cracked: "If a bomb had been let off in that building, we'd have seen the resurrection of Jim Kerr from Simple Minds».
Of course, the five members of Radiohead had known in advance about all the special people who'd be watching them that night. And the most special of them all was Ed O'Brien's mother. "It was the first time she'd seen us in four years,— Ed says.— Before the doors opened, I went round looking at the VIP section, as it were. Madonna had the best table in the house and my mum's table was way in the back. I thought, 'I'm not having this,' so I swapped my mum's and Madonna's tables around. So,— he con​tinues with a giggle,— Madonna was at the back, and my mum had the best table in the house, sandwiched in between U2 and R.E.M. And that's exactly how it should be — I'm sure Madonna would have done exactly the same. You know, it's great that all those people are there, but if your mum is there, your mum is the most important thing».
Now that the real priorities had been straightened out, it was time for Radiohead to take the stage. Although the prospect of playing in front of such a group of people (including at least two bands — U2 and R.E.M. — that the fivesome had idolized in younger days) was incredibly intimidat​ing, the band weren't about to let on anything of the sort. "We were nervous,— O'Brien admits.— But there was also a sense of, like, we're still the underdogs. There was this kind of rock 'n' roll hierarchy there — U2 and R.E.M. and Lenny Kravitz and Madonna, et cetera, et cetera — and there were Oasis as well, our peers, but they're obviously bigger than us. And we knew beforehand that if we were able to get into it, relax a little bit and do a good gig, we could give everyone a good run for their money».
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As the lights in the house darkened, a computer voice boomed through the P.A. speakers, dispassionately intoning what seemed to be random phrases and observations, by turns ambiguous, ironic and disturbed: "Fitter, happier, more productive... getting on better with your associate employee contemporaries... no longer afraid of the dark or midday shadows... at a better pace... no chance of escape...». Tall, lanky Ed O'Brien took his place on the left side of the stage and began scraping the strings above the nut of his Fender Stratocaster, summoning the ghostly sonic atmosphere that opens 'Lucky', the first song recorded for OK Com​puter. On the opposite side of the stage, Jonny Greenwood hunched over his Telecaster, his chiselled cheekbones hidden by a curtain of jet-black hair. Behind those two, Phil Selway, head newly shaven, manned the drumkit with consummate cool, while Colin Greenwood, Jonny's older brother, held down a subdued yet warm bassline, bobbing slowly back and forth but never moving out of the drummer's sight for long.
In the centre stood Thom Yorke, diminutive, spiky-haired, intense, a Fender Jazzmaster loosely slung around his shoulders. Eyes nearly closed, he sang, quietly at first, words that seemed beyond optimism, hinting at a mysterious change of luck and at the same time conjuring up images of aircrashes and bodies at the bottom of lakes. When the band paused between the chorus and the verse, Yorke raised his right hand and waved it three times. The gesture kept the rhythmic count steady in the absence of drums, but it also resembled the last hopeless wave of a drowning victim. As the song progressed, Yorke's singing gradually gained momen​tum. On the climactic line: "It's gonna be a glorious day»,— his voice swelled up and out before spiralling gracefully down, achieving an almost operatic grandeur. The band's playing matched the mood perfectly, their deep minor chords echoing across vast spaces.
The set continued with energetic runs through 'My Iron Lung' and 'Nice Dream', from the band's previous album, The Bends, released in 1995. Another new song, 'Exit Music (For A Film)', followed. Yorke started it off, strumming an acoustic guitar by himself. The crowd yelled over his strumming; Thom ordered them to shut up. But the aggravation in his voice wasn't completely serious. He was smiling too broadly for that.
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"It was kind of heads down for the first three songs,— Ed recalls,— but we were really, really on the money. We were playing really well. And it was nice after that, 'cause we were able to relax and get a little... not cocky, but like, 'Yeah, we can cut the mustard as well.' In front of that kind of audience, it was really nice to be able to know that. Normally as a band, we freak ourselves out a bit and put on some rubbish show, but we actu​ally controlled ourselves, we didn't let the tempos get too quick, fly off and then become this express train. We were able to sit back and enjoy it».
Indeed, Radiohead appeared to be absolutely in control of both them​selves and the illustrious crowd. As far as tempos were concerned, even when the band seemed to rush (on the explosive mid-section of 'My Iron Lung') or slow down (the thudding transition parts on 'The Bends'), they did it together, with all five members moving seamlessly in tandem. While Thom held the audience's attention front and centre, Ed and Jonny went about their work like old-fashioned alchemists. Ed bounded restlessly around his corner of the stage, as if jockeying for position against an invisi​ble opponent. During 'Bones' (off The Bends), Jonny squatted over his homemade tremolo pedal, turning the rate knob manually to speed up and slow down the pulsating effect. The act seemed invested with magical sig​nificance. On several songs, particularly the new ones, the younger Greenwood would shift from guitar to keyboard or more unusual instru​ments — xylophone on 'No Surprises', transistor radio on 'Climbing Up The Walls'. When he did step out on six-string, he snapped his picking arm back violently after every gutsy stroke; no wonder he was wearing an arm brace for repetitive stress syndrome. Without exception, when all three guitarists played at one time, their parts meshed beautifully, as Ed, Thom, and Jonny stayed out of each other's way and each other's frequencies.
A clear sign that something was up, that the band was on top of its game and knew it, was the big goofy grin that kept reappearing on Thom's face. Several songs in, Ed picked up on his bandmate's obvious high spirits and made a comment that couldn't be heard offstage. "Thanks, Ed,— Thom said into the microphone.— Yeah, I'm having fun. I don't know about anybody else». To which the crowd whooped en masse. Thom's beaming response: "That's good. This is a song called 'Paranoid Android'». As Bono, Stipe, Madonna and company looked on from the balcony, Radiohead dug into the tricky new mini-suite with relish. The audience's roar at the end left no doubt in anyone's mind that they'd nailed it.
But the biggest response of all was saved for a song played towards the end of the set. Thom prefaced it with a brief announcement: "We're going to do this next song 'cause we still like it, and we don't have a problem with it. Sing along if you feel like it». The song was 'Creep'.
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'Creep', Radiohead's second single, had been their first hit, and the song that brought them their notoriety. Like Nirvana's 'Smells Like Teen Spirit' before it and Beck's 'Loser' soon after, it had encapsulated the atti​tude of a generation uncomfortable in its own skin. "I wish I was special,— Thom crooned,— you're so fucking special/But I'm a creep, I'm a weirdo/What the hell am I doing here?/I don't belong here». Attached to a classic, Hollies-worthy chord progression and one of the indisputably great non-melodic hooks in rock history — Jonny attacking the muted strings of his Tele three times to make a sound (chu-chunk, chu-chunk, chu-chunk) as ominous as the loading of a rifle — Yorke's socially mal​adjusted ditty had touched a general nerve. It also put his band into the worldwide charts, made his sleepy-eyed, Johnny Rotten-meets-Martin Short visage an MTV staple, and helped sell several millions' worth of Radiohead's debut album, 1993's Pablo Honey.
Unfortunately, this type of notoriety wasn't what Radiohead wanted. 'Creep' hadn't been written to establish them as anthem makers or genera​tional spokesmen. In fact, it hadn't even been one of their favourite songs. Overwhelmed to the point of disturbance by the tremendous response it had received, the band felt the need to move in a different musical direc​tion following Pablo Honey's release. But as they tried to branch out, they found that their big hit had already pigeonholed them. Subsequent singles failed to catch on commercially. Attention-deficient casual listeners recog​nized Yorke only as "the 'Creep' guy». A hostile press readied itself to label them one-hit wonders. The result was a crisis of confidence that nearly destroyed this tightly knit band of old school chums. Only by closing ranks, ignoring the expectations of others and responding solely to their own muse did Radiohead finally prevail, undergoing a creative breakthrough that would eventually be heard on The Bends and OK Computer.
'Creep' had been both Radiohead's salvation and their albatross. But now, tonight on this darkened stage in New York City, at the beginning of a bold new phase in the band's career, it was just another part of the rep​ertoire, though still an important part. Jonny's overamped shotgun guitar hook rocked the hall, and the white stage lights flashed on and off in time with it. The band burst into the distorted chorus with a combination of sly wit and brute force. And as Yorke's singing reached a crescendo, the others stopped playing, leaving him to sustain one pained, tremulous, fervent note. The crowd erupted in hollers and applause.
Several months later, when asked by the British music magazine Mojo to submit a year-end best-of list, R.E.M.'s Mike Mills sent them a photo​graph of himself holding a large cardboard sign that read: "Radiohead, June 9, Irving Plaza, NYC: Best Show of the Year». By this time, OK Computer had been nominated as the album of the year by a host of world​wide publications, was in the running for several international music industry awards, including two Grammys, and was set to become Radiohead's biggest-selling album so far. Radiohead had won the support of the public, the critics and their peers, and at Irving Plaza that night, they'd made believers out of their own heroes as well.
But most importantly, what did Ed O'Brien's mum think of her first Radiohead show in four years? "She loved it,— Ed reports.— She thought the gig was fantastic. And she had Madonna's table, which is lovely».
