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Few would deny that Barcelona is one of Europe's most beautiful cities. The dark, mazelike medieval streets of the Gothic Quarter contrast with the grand tree-lined 19th-century avenues of the Eixample, and both differ greatly from the rippling Modernist architecture of Antoni Gaudi, but the combination of all these elements in one place forms an urban environment that's alluringly unique. Set on a shimmering stretch of the Mediterranean, Barcelona is a piquant, cosmopolitan blend of European, Arab, and native Catalan heritage, bursting with great history, timeless art, and magnificent food. For all these reasons, when it came time to decide where Radiohead should begin its promotion of OK Computer, Barcelona was the obvious first choice.
On Wednesday, May 21, 1997, I arrived in Barcelona to cover the offi​cial European launch of OK Computer, a. four-day extravaganza for the band and its management including two club shows, many meetings with EMI reps from around the world, a smattering of Internet press confer​ences, and a seemingly non-stop round of interviews with newspapers, magazines, radio and TV. Within a couple of hours, I was seated in a well-appointed room at the Hotel Meridien —just half a block away from the street performers, action painters, and knick-knack sellers that line the world-famous boulevard known as Las Ramblas — waiting for Thom Yorke and Jonny Greenwood to arrive. On my way to the room, I'd run into Ed O'Brien, who greeted me warmly, renewing our acquaintance from the last time we'd spoken, a little over a year ago in New York. The specifics of what we said to each other on this particular day, however, have long been lost in a jet-lag haze.
Jonny was the first to enter the room after me. He also remembered our previous interview in New York. Brandishing a camera, he asked me if he could take my picture, and went on to say that he was taking photographs of everyone he met on this trip. (Mightn't there also have been a hint of payback here for all the times they'd had to stand in front of someone else's camera?) After I agreed to Jonny's request, he told me to stand by the French windows overlooking the patio — more light that way — where he snapped several shots from a couple of different angles. Photo session concluded, I was thanked for my assistance, and we took our places on one of the light yellow patterned couches facing a long, low glass coffee table. Just about then, Thom flounced in, and with a few brief words of greeting, slumped in a chair across from us.
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"We didn't want to start [the tour] in the U.K.," Yorke explained, "because we had a lot of obligations in Europe. So now, because we're a big band, you see" — here he broke into a grin — "we can say to people, 'Actually, we're not going to play all around Europe for a month going through airport X-ray machines and getting sterile. So we'll choose a city, and our favourite city is Barcelona, so we'll go there.' " The band had been in town since Monday, after playing a warm-up show in Lisbon for "a few unsuspecting Portuguese people," as Thom put it. "They were all pretty terrified," he added succinctly.
We talked for a while about the making of OK Computer. After putting in so much work on the album, were they pleased with what they'd accomplished? "It's a bit too close," Thom said, "the tape is still warm, but yeah, it's cool."
"Journalists like it, which is always ominous," Jonny quipped.
Thom burst into laughter. "Yeah. Oh shit, now we're in trouble."
I didn't get as much time as I wanted with Thom and Jonny, but I quickly learned that this was a common complaint. From start to finish, the Radiohead appointment calendar over these four days was completely packed — German radio interview here, French magazine interview there, MTV spot in half an hour, Web site meeting 10 minutes after that — but perhaps that was the price they had to pay for being 'a big band'. All things considered, the fact that they were holding on to their good spirits was a surprise.
The Courtyard management team had requisitioned a number of rooms in the Meridien besides the one in which I interviewed Thom and Jonny. (None of them housed the band, who were staying uptown at the very space-age Hotel Claris.) Just down the hall in an adjoining suite, some other members of the organization were examining the first finished copies of OK Computer, complete with the bleak CD booklet collages exe​cuted by graphic designer and longtime band friend Stanley Donwood (who was also on hand for the festivities). Slipping into Spinal Tap mode, Colin commented upon his first glimpse of the final product, "It's all black... you can see your face in it. . . sorry."
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Besides the arrival of the CDs, the most exciting news circling around the Meridien was that MTV in America had agreed to air the video for 'Paranoid Android', a cryptic piece of animation by Swedish illustrator Magnus Carlsson, despite the song's abnormal length. The only obstacle had been set up by the cable network's censors, who ordained that the naked breasts of two mermaids who appear near the end of the video had to be covered up. No objection was made to an earlier sequence, in which a man mutilates himself, comically but gruesomely. "To be perfectly honest," Colin said, "we could've understood if they had a problem with some guy chopping his arms and legs off, but I mean, a woman's breasts! And mermaids as well! It's fucked up."1 (In the end, the mermaids donned bathing suits, but only for the U.S. broadcast version of the video.)
The next day, a warm, clear sunny Thursday, I headed to the Claris to interview the other three members of Radiohead. Our chat took place on a luxurious roof deck overlooking the city. The area was awash in micro​phones, cameras, and the personnel necessary to operate them. In all the media frenzy surrounding the band, some of whom already seemed a tad bedraggled, the brightly tiled swimming pool and surrounding array of comfortable deck chairs were left empty. I took my seat next to Ed, Colin and Phil at a round white metal table underneath a large canopy, directly following a fellow from the BBC. Journalists and photographers encircled Thom some distance away; Jonny was nowhere to be seen.
Glancing around, I noticed that a man was, rather unobtrusively, peering into a movie camera in the corner behind our table, and that the camera was pointing straight at me. Wait a second, I'd. already had Jonny take my picture yesterday — what was all this about? Ed explained that our entire interview was being filmed, along with most of the other events during the Barcelona trip; the band had hired a director named Grant Gee to follow them around on their OK Computer sojourns and document whatever happened. No one could say exactly what would be done with the footage, maybe a documentary sometime down the line. The only thing everyone was certain about was that this period of the band's exis​tence had to be captured for posterity. "Nothing's been documented ever in our history," Ed said, "and this week is something we wanted to document."
Why? "Don't you think it's unusual? Whenever we've done promotion or anything before, we've gone to various countries, and this time people are flying in to see us, and we're here in this beautiful city. It's a pretty bizarre week for us, being in this position». Ed cracked that their record company had also displayed interest in this type of documentation, though that interest was, unsurprisingly, based more in straightforward commercial​ism: "After the Beatles' Anthology, EMI keep on referring to 'anthologies for bands'. You know, it worked once, so they think, 'Heck
"We only have to wait 30 years now, don't we?" quipped Phil.
"Yeah," Ed said, before turning to me and saying, "You could be on it in 30 years."
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As it turned out, the results of Grant Gee's year-long travels with Radiohead were released in 1999 as a 90-minute film called Meeting People Is Easy. The movie perfectly captured the mood of a '90s rock world tour — alternating between mind-draining activity and soul-sapping boredom -to such an extent that by the end, you couldn't help wondering why the band bothered putting themselves through such hell. (Oh yeah, that's right, because of the music. Say what you will about Radiohead, but you certainly can't accuse them of shying away from showing us how much they suffer for their art.) Some footage from Barcelona was included in the film, but for better or worse, yours truly ended up on the cutting room floor.
Of course, there was no way I could know this at the time. And I must admit the prospect of seeing myself playing the part of the tiresome rock journalist on the big screen left me feeling a little disconcerted — which I'm sure was part of the plan. Still, I managed to summon up my courage and carry on, bringing up the subject of the 'Paranoid Android' video. Colin said that the animator, Magnus Carlsson, had spent about 12 hours straight listening to the song over and over again, and writing down what he saw in it; from those ideas, he'd put the video together. Its two central charac​ters, a pair of pubescent boys, were "a sort of Swedish version of Beavis and Butt-head". The loads of symbolism that they make their way through as the video stretches on had little to do with the actual song, but the band felt the images matched the music well, especially in the 'rain down' section, where angels swoop down to earth in a helicopter.
I noted that the band itself barely figured in the video. "We are in it briefly," Ed said, "in the bar. Except Colin. You can't really recognize Colin."
"No," Colin responded, "I'm much more handsome in the video than in real life."
"If you freeze-frame it on video, the guy with the five strands of hair slicked back, that's Colin. It looks nothing like him."
"But that's cool. It's nice to just be in the background."
The band seemed to be appearing in their own videos less and less. "You noticed that?" Colin said with a giggle. Everyone laughed.
Talk turned to the album. I asked how the band planned to perform 'Let Down' live, given the tricky rhythm of the intro. Who would count in, and where would he start from?
In response, Selway took a deep breath. The corners of his mouth curled up in a bemused smile. Slowly, he spoke. "Well, that's the whole mystery of it, isn't it?" The smile became a wide grin, and the sentence ended with a loud guffaw.
And that's when the argument started.
"We should try to have Thom play the acoustic guitar again at the beginning," said O'Brien, with a touch of heat in his voice. "I really think SO.
169

"It sounds good without the acoustic on the album, though," Colin piped up.
"Yeah, but we didn't ever start the song like that before," Ed replied. "Doing it live, we need to establish that tempo."
"Otherwise, the drums might not lock on," Phil warned.
"Exactly — it's so dodgy. With the acoustic, we'd know when to come in». Ed was pushing the point hard. It was obvious this wasn't the first time this debate had raged, and it probably wouldn't be the last. For a few seconds, all three members were talking loudly at each other. Then, just as quickly as it had started, the conversation ended. Everyone stopped. Selway looked around at the other two, turned to me, and said with a smile, "So there's your answer». (Let the record show that 'Let Down' was the one song off OK Computer that didn't appear in that evening's set.)
I ended the interview with what seemed like a frivolous question: what's it like to be in Radiohead these days? "I'll tell you in about six months," Colin answered. "Right now, we haven't got a clue. For all we know, no one could buy the record."
"Well, this is the thing that you realize," Ed continued. "The record company's got you. If a band has a successful album and then they start making records that don't sell, that's when they've really got you, because they've given you this taste of what it can be like, and they're like, 'Now you're not selling, we're going to tell you what to do.' It would be scary if that happened."
"We'd get put in prison," Colin said, "or be shot». He laughed as he said this, but the underlying uncertainty was real.
There was no detectable uncertainty in Radiohead's performance later that night at the under-1000-capacity Zeleste, however. Before the adoring crowd, Thom confessed, "This is the most fucking nervous we've been in about two years». Honest as this remark may have been, it was in no way borne out by the playing. The well-paced set interspersed new songs with favourites from The Bends; only one song from Pablo Honey, 'You', was aired. At least some of the OK Computer material was evidently translating to the stage in a pleasing way — the break back into the heavy guitar riff at the end of'Paranoid Android' got every member of the band smiling.
Catalonia's youth loved what they heard, yelling for no less than three encores. Of those, 'The Tourist' was a standout, benefiting as so many Radiohead songs do from a fine guitar arrangement. For the final part of the song, Ed strummed chords, Thom played a melody line on the low end of the neck,  and Jonny soloed up  top.  Always  tasteful,  never overbearing, it was a clinic on how to run a three-guitar band.
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One stunned observer of the Zeleste show, Mq/'o's Jim Irvin, called Radiohead in his review "emperors of their own beautiful universe". For most of the band, however, that universe did not include the environs of the trendy Otto Zutz club, where the aftershow party took place. Typically, while the hangers-on drank their fill well into the night, Colin was the only actual band member to stay at the club for any length of time. The others retired as early as they could.
By the third day of the Barcelona experience, all concerned were getting worn out. As usual, the strain was most keenly visible in Thom's demeanour. Though most members of the Radiohead organization were careful to mention how much more emotionally well-adjusted he was now than in years past, his mood shifts were still mighty and unpredict​able. If non-members of the inner circle happened to unknowingly barge in on him at a private moment — when he was smoking a joint, for example — they could get their ears shouted off. And his attitude toward journalists varied wildly, for no apparent reason. My own brief dealings with him have seemed relaxed and straightforward, but others evidently haven't been so lucky. A writer for Q once described Yorke's interview stance this way: "He talks with his head bowed and eyes closed, covering his face with his hands and peering through his fingers, sometimes curling his limbs up into a tight ball, as if he is under physical attack». One of Thom's last press appointments in Barcelona, with Jim Irvin of Mojo, came to a quick close after the singer began shaking uncontrollably.
Obviously, Thom Yorke is an extremely sensitive, highly strung indi​vidual. But spending so much time in the middle of the rock-biz promo​tional circus could frazzle just about anyone. Making this particular round even more unnerving than usual was the awareness of everyone involved with Radiohead that the work they were now putting so much time and money into promoting, the work that the band had slaved over for a year and a half, was not a guaranteed commercial success. In fact, it could very well wind up a disaster.
"We were immensely proud of the album when we did it," Ed O'Brien recalls. "We thought we were doing something incredibly special. But the longer the recording process goes, by the end you're not quite sure. You're not quite sure anyway, it's very difficult to be objective. Then, of course, tapes go to various record companies all over the world, and apart from the U.K., which was unanimous in thinking it was a fantastic album, people downsized the initial estimates of what it was going to sell. In Bar​celona, we were well aware of that. You know, we want people to hear our music, so once the marketing people and people who sell the record come into it and they're not exactly optimistic, you start getting nervous."
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As the journalists, the TV crews, and the record company folks all got back on their respective planes and went home, the question of OK Computers fate remained unresolved. There was at least one promising sign, though. Even without much airplay, 'Paranoid Android' debuted at No. 3 on the British singles chart, Radiohead's highest placement ever.
In the U.S., Capitol did its best to boost the album, coming up with a clever promotional gimmick in the process. Late in the spring of '97, the label sent an unusual mailing to about 1000 important U.S. press, retail and radio types — Aiwa Walkmans with cassettes of OK Computer perma​nently bonded inside. If you wanted to use the Walkman, you had to listen to Radiohead. It was a pointed echo of the advice that Chris Hufford had originally given to Capitol's own doubtful executives: stick with this album for a while and you'll come to understand how good it is. As time passed, more people were becoming receptive to OK Computers charms.
Meanwhile, it was time to shoot another eye-catching video with Jonathan Glazer, who'd previously directed 'Street Spirit'. The candidate this time was 'Karma Police', and the video was a nightmarish retribution fantasy, shot with only a handful of cuts and relying on camera movement for most of its tension. In it, Thom sits sullenly in the back seat of a car driven by no one, chasing a breathless old man down a deserted country road. Eventually, the exhausted man turns and faces the car, at which point the car retreats, leaving a gasoline trail that the man promptly lights with a match. The video ends with a view from the interior of the car as it's con​sumed in flames; Thom has mysteriously disappeared.
Originally, the band had wanted to make videos for all 12 OK Computer songs. The videos would not be thematically linked in any way, and each one would employ a completely different method of filmmaking. But even by the time that 'Karma Police' was shot, they were coming to the realization that this noble ambition couldn't be achieved. Due to lack of time and money, the plan was dropped. "It's kind of depressing," Thom said, "and we're going to have to leave it. We're just going to do videos for the ones we feel like doing or the singles. It's just a bloody mess."
Three weeks prior to OK Computers U.S. release, the band made an appearance on June 8 at the Tibetan Freedom Concert in New York. The cause of Tibetan independence from Chinese occupation, endorsed by a growing number of rock stars, found a strong advocate in Thom Yorke, who had recently been doing a fair amount of research into Tibetan culture. "Everyone knows what the Chinese are doing," he told Bikini's Rob Hill, "but no one will just stand up and say, 'You must stop!' All the governments have their hands tied by the fuckin' corporations. But musi​cians... we can give these corporations the big 'Fuck you!' " Over time, like their idols in U2 and R.E.M. but far more quietly, Radiohead had become involved in the furthering of various noble causes, from Rock The Vote to Rwandan famine relief. But this was the first time anyone in the band had been so vocal politically, and with the Tibetan situation showing no signs of improvement, it wouldn't be the last.
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Directly following the Tibetan Freedom Concert was the previously mentioned June 9 performance at Irving Plaza in New York. From there, Radiohead travelled to the West Coast, where they played the KROQ Weenie Roast, a multi-band, get-them-on-get-them-off affair that also included Blur and the Mighty Mighty Bosstones. The band's set was made up largely of new material, and the audience's response was only luke​warm, strikingly different from the praise they'd got in New York. By the end of the performance, Thom was lambasting the crowd, calling them "fucking mindless",6 and triggering a loud chorus of boos. The band pro​fessed not to care what the Weenie Roast's patrons thought — they hated playing radio shows anyway.
While in California, Thom took advantage of a two-day break in San Francisco to collaborate with one of his favourite techno artists, DJ Shadow, on a chilling number called 'Rabbit In Your Headlights'. The track wouldn't see the light of day for well over a year; it finally appeared on a 1998 album called Psyence Fiction, credited to UNKLE, a 'band' of sorts led by DJ Shadow and James Lavelle, head of the respected dance label Mo'Wax Records.
Radiohead's remaining June live dates would all take place in front of audiences numbering at least five figures: the 21st at the Royal Show​grounds in Dublin, the 24th in Utrecht, Holland, the 26th at the Roskilde Festival in Denmark, and their first U.K. appearance of the year, the Glastonbury Festival, on the 28th. Thom, for one, wasn't happy about this plan. "I can't see why we're doing these big gigs," he groused. "Thing is, whoever it is up there, it's not the person sitting here. It's a completely dif​ferent state of mind, that you have to spend a long time getting into. I can't switch it on and off. When even the logistics of these big gigs are dis​cussed, I just fucking freeze up. It's not something I'm emotionally capable of dealing with yet."
For a while during the band's headlining set at Glastonbury, it looked like Yorke's worst festival fears were coming true. The first few songs sounded fine, but just before 'Talk Show Host', Thom's monitors, which allowed him to hear himself, stopped working. "He lost his cues and fucked up completely," Chris Hufford remembered. "It bumbled to a halt and I could tell he was close to walking off then."8 Though growing dis​gruntled, Radiohead continued to play. Occasionally, almost as if they were taunting the band, the monitors would re-engage and blast out a few more notes, only to go silent once again. Even worse, Thom was being blinded by two white floorlights pointed straight at him. "I couldn't see a thing, not a face," he said later, "until I screamed at the lighting guy to kick the lanterns round the wrong way so that they weren't in my eyes. Until then I hadn't seen the audience, it was a completely isolated experi​ence. I'd played six songs to a pitch-black wall of nothingness."
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Up to that point, Glastonbury '97 had been a dismal affair for Thom. But when the lights turned off the stage and on to the audience, every​thing changed. What he saw was a throng of humanity stretching as far as the horizon, and sparks from campfires illuminating the rolling hills off in the distance. What he heard was the ardent roar of countless thousands, all of whom had made their way to this muddy patch of the West Country to hear him play. For many of those in the crowd, it was a moment never to be forgotten. "When I've talked to people since who witnessed that per​formance," said Mojo's Paul Trynka, "it's been galling to hear the odd person describe it as merely 'a good gig'. It wasn't. It was something far more profound."
Onstage, the feeling was mutual. The sheer rush of seeing that enor​mous crowd respond with such awestruck enthusiasm made up for all the aggravation and technical snafus that the band had suffered previously. Thom would later call what he experienced that June evening "not a human feeling... [but] something else, completely different."1
The only problem with such an experience, of course, is that it may tend to raise your expectations to unreasonable levels. And sure enough, more than six months of touring later, in an exchange captured by Grant Gee's roving camera, Thom would tell a Japanese reporter: "Everything that's happened after Glastonbury has been a letdown". The letdown commenced on July 1 in Hamburg, followed by another gig the next day in Cologne, and three festival appearances in France and Belgium to round out the week. After a short break, it was back across the water for the first U.S. tour in support of OK Computer. On July 25 in L.A., the band kicked things off by rampaging through 'Electioneering' on The Tonight Show -not the most obvious song with which to introduce the new album to a nationwide TV audience, but for that very reason a perfect choice in the band's minds. (At times like this, Radiohead were growing predictable in their unpredictability.) The tour would end on August 29 in New York, with a potent rendition of 'Karma Police' on The Late Show With David Letterman.
By now, it was clear that the critics adored OK Computer. Acclaim was widespread on both sides of the Atlantic. In the U.K., the album garnered 10 out of 10 in the NME, five stars in Q, and a 'Masterpiece Award' from Mojo. British music buyers had seconded the prevailing opinion. OK Com​puter debuted at No. 1 on the U.K. charts, stayed there for two weeks, and lingered in the top ten for months thereafter; it would end the year as the country's eighth biggest seller. In the U.S., Spin, Request, and Details all praised Radiohead to the stars. "A stunning art-rock tour de force," wrote Rolling Stone's Mark Kemp in a four-star review.1 As far as the American press was concerned, Oxford's finest had triumphed. But what would American audiences think?
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The answer to that question roared across a string of sold-out summer sheds, as American rock fans demonstrated beyond any doubt that they loved the new music, to an extent that even surprised the band. "We talked to people after the shows," Ed recalls, "people who'd travelled long distances to come to the shows, and we realized that the album was actu​ally incredibly pertinent and, if anything, it seemed to make more sense to the fans that we'd met in America than elsewhere. That was only probably because we did a lengthy tour and that was the first place that we toured. But it was exciting, and there was also an incredible sense of relief that people were actually getting it. People were describing not only the songs in themselves and the lyrics, but actually describing the sound of the album, and getting into the sounds, coming up and saying, 'That sound you got on your guitar, I didn't realize until the gig that it was a guitar.' That stuff is very important. I mean, it makes us feel good. It kind of justi​fies ourjob."
Right from the start, due perhaps to the advance acclaim in the press, OK Computer found a much larger audience in the U.S. than The Bends ever had (though it's arguable that The Bends did lay the groundwork to some extent). The album debuted in Billboard at No. 21, not necessarily the entry position Capitol had hoped for but still a record high for the band. From there, it slipped down the charts, but not quickly enough to keep it from being certified U.S. gold within five months, another group record. At this point, it seemed like the album's commercial life might be drawing to a close, but such was not the case. Like its predecessor, OK Computer would show admirable staying power in America, despite the pronounced absence of radio play. As 1997 turned to 1998, it gained a sur​prising second wind, climbing back into the Top 100 for another round.
In the meantime, Radiohead returned home for an eleven-date British tour in September. 'Karma Police' had been released on August 25 as the next U.K. single, once again in two versions. Two remixes of 'Climbing Up The Walls' backed the song up on one disc, including one very odd bossa-nova take. The other disc featured two new B-sides, an ambient instrumental called 'Meeting In The Aisle', based around a spare drum-machine beat and a tempestuous Mellotron line by Jonny, and the brief but outstanding 'Lull'. Above crafty guitar/Rhodes arpeggios punc​tuated by occasional xylophone interjections, Thom sings sweetly of being "distracted by irrelevance" and, in a touching moment, offers what sounds like a personal apology: "I'm sorry that I lost control». Blessed with a splendid melody and sensitive performances by the entire band, 'Lull' is one of Radiohead's most overlooked gems. Its only flaw is that it ends too soon.
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'Karma Police' performed respectably as a single in Britain, but it didn't match the chart placing of 'Paranoid Android', peaking only at No. 8. Still, Jonathan Glazer's arresting video for the song would help keep it in the public memory and would also, eventually, aid the cause in America.
The band saw the autumn out with a full European jaunt. By now, especially on the older numbers, they'd achieved a kind of looseness in their ensemble playing that only comes from long, intense rehearsal and a lot of concertizing. The tongue-in-cheek campness of Thom's stage theat​rics was escalating too, and appropriately enough, 'Creep' was the most frequent beneficiary. On those nights when the band still felt like playing its old hit, Yorke would pull mock-heroic, Freddie Mercury-esque poses, stretching his arms wide or flexing his muscles. Sometimes he just let the crowd sing the song, which they did with gusto.
When Radiohead weren't playing shows, they could often be found putting new ideas down on tape. For the U.S. and European tours, the band had installed a mobile studio setup on their tour bus, oriented around a TASCAM DA-88 digital tape recorder. The only product of this setup that has so far seen the light of day, the abrasive 'Palo Alto', features guitar and vocal parts recorded on the bus to a click track; Phil's drums were cut later in a 'real' studio. 'Palo Alto' was made on deadline, since the next single, 'No Surprises', needed another B-side. "Nigel [Godrich] came out for a few days just to discipline us," Ed recalls, "because we were kind of, 'Ah, I don't know, we'll do it tomorrow.' He was like, 'Come on, come on, you've got to do your guitar,' which was good."
When I interviewed Ed O'Brien early in 1998, he strongly doubted that most of the other tracks cut on the road would end up on the next Radiohead album. At best, they'd probably be used as demos for songs that would receive the full studio treatment later. "It's a cool way of working," he said of the tour bus recording, "a different way of working, but it's nothing like playing in a room, in a rehearsal room or doing the takes. I think it's quite important to record an album within a certain time period, because it lends a certain cohesiveness to the whole thing. That way, there are themes running through it — Thom's lyrics will come to fruition at a certain time and you've got to grab that window of opportunity. Also, the way that we did it for OK Computer, a lot of the time there's five of us playing in a room. It's taken us 12 years to be able to play as a band. Finally we can do it, so once we're here, it's like, let's just enjoy it, let's do more recording like that, because Christ knows it's something that's taken long enough to get to». Ed's predictions were accurate enough as far as they went — no further tour bus tracks have ever been released — but there was no way he could have foreseen how little "playing as a band" there would be on the next album.
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Back in England in mid-November, Radiohead played five more major arena gigs, including an appearance at Wembley. But it was the concert on the 19th in Birmingham that Thom identified as his own personal low point of the tour. "I came off at the end of that show," he said, "sat in the dressing room and couldn't speak. People were saying, 'Are you all right?' I knew people were speaking to me. But I couldn't hear them. And I couldn't talk. I'd just so had enough."
You can see the change in Yorke from this point on in the Meeting People Is Easy footage. Earlier in the movie he is, if not a picture of spark​ling vitality, certainly animated and involved. After the Birmingham show, he becomes haggard and drawn, "like a state prisoner on hunger strike," in the words of Nick Kent.1 "I had this thing for a while,— he later told the NME,— where I was falling through trap doors all the time into oblivion — like acid flashbacks. I'd be talking to someone and then... falling through the earth."
The rest of Radiohead became increasingly concerned about the mental state of their leader. "There is nothing worse," Colin said, "than having to play in front of 20,000 people when someone — when Thom — absolutely does not want to be there, and you can see that hundred-yard stare in his eyes. You hate having to put your friend through that experience. You find yourself wondering how you got there». Not that any of the band were in such wonderful shape by now; both Colin and Ed come close to nodding off in the middle of interviews in later segments of Gee's movie. But what was to be done? There were still months of commitments ahead, and everyone had agreed to them knowing full well what they'd be in for. And so the band struggled on into December, through one more trip to New York and a show at the Hammerstein Ballroom, broadcast live by MTV for their Live At The 10 Spot programme.
As Radiohead shows go, this one was a little shaky. Looking exhausted, possibly drunk, and badly in need of a shave, Thom performed as if he were merely fulfilling a tiresome contractual obligation. Ed claims that the band did actually want to play the Hammerstein show, but admits it was "a difficult gig for us". According to him, however, the problem wasn't Thom's recalcitrance but the insistence of the show's producers that the lights in the ballroom had to be kept on for the benefit of the camera crew. "Usually we kind of exist in a bubble onstage," Ed says, "so it was weird to have the lights on in the audience. It looked normal on TV, but the lighting killed the atmosphere in the hall. It felt uncomfortable. 'Talk Show Host' was rubbish. But heck, that's TV and that's what you deal with». One of the saving graces of the show was Jonny's visceral guitar improvisation, which transformed several of the OK Computer songs, par​ticularly 'Airbag'. On this subject, Thom commented acerbically, "I don't think people coming to see us want to hear necessarily the same version of the song... unless they're anally retarded."
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Off for the holidays, the band went back to England and watched the year-end plaudits pile up. Band of the Year, said Rolling Stone and Spin. Album of the Year, said Q and NME. The difference this year was that it wasn't just the readers and editors of music publications that recognized Radiohead's achievements; now the music industry took notice too. The band garnered a surfeit of nominations for the Brit awards, and for music-biz awards all over Europe and Japan. (The Verve's Urban Hymns would beat OK Computer in every Brit category, but the band were con​soled by wins in the Netherlands and Portugal, as well as two Ivor Novello awards honouring excellence in songwriting.) To top it all off, America's National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences put them in the running for two Grammys: Album of the Year and Best Alternative Rock Performance.
In January, the next leg of the OK Computer tour began, covering Japan, New Zealand, and Australia. Record snowfalls hampered Radiohead's mobility during the Japanese trek, especially while travelling to a venue near Nagano for a show on the 15th. What was normally a three-hour journey took the band nine hours to complete on treacherous roads. "When we got there," Ed remembers, "when we played this hall that was supposed to take about 2000, only 400 people were able to make it, 'cause trains were delayed. I've never seen snow like it. But despite the fact that there were only 400 people there, it was a bit of an event. You know, we as a band and crew were pleased to have got there, and the 400 people who were there had made it by any way possible. We were all the survi​vors. It was sort of a version of Planes, Trains, and Automobiles, but in a band sense."
Because of a strict evening curfew, Radiohead's Japanese shows started at what was for them a ridiculously early hour — seven o'clock — with no opening act. "You're not forced to stay up," O'Brien observed, "so it's been weird, getting up at seven and being in bed by midnight. It's very un-rock 'n' roll». Even so, Ed managed to connect more often than not with the rock muse when it came time to hit the boards. "I came offstage last night [in Tokyo] going, 'What a fucking great job to have, playing these great songs. And this is what I do for a living.' We basically play the songs that we like to play. There's no pressure on us now to play songs that we don't like to play — we've got enough material, we've recorded about 60-odd songs in our career, and the fanbase we have seems to be aware of B-sides and stuff like that, so we're able to play those. We've done four gigs here, we've played 'Creep' once, and that's only because we wanted to. It's a lovely position to be in."
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Either the good spirits that Ed exhibited didn't last or they weren't shared by other band members in the first place. In any event, the amount of work that Radiohead had to put in besides the gigs — the boring hours spent in transit or posing for photos, the meetings with the record company execs who told them they were "proud to be working your music," the taping of video thank-yous to various countries for award pre​sentations, the phone and in-person press interviews conducted seemingly around the clock — were soon taking their toll on the band's mental health once again. At one highly charged moment during the Japanese tour, caught on film by Grant Gee, a flustered Thom said to Jonny and Ed that the critical acclaim they'd won in the past year was "bollocks", and that "we should get out while the going is good."
By now, however, everyone close to Thom was used to such outbursts and knew enough to take them in their stride. (It's been said that, depend​ing on what kind of mood he's in, Yorke can erupt in a similar manner just standing in line at a bank or in a store.) The New Zealand and Australian shows all went on as planned. It was high summer in the Southern hemi​sphere and, in later interviews, at least some members of the band described this period as a tour highlight. "We were really happy,— said Ed,— sun-tanning, go-carting, having a blast». Yet almost none of this is evident in Meeting People Is Easy. While Gee devotes a major chunk of his film to the misery of the Japanese leg, he gives Radiohead's more pleasant time in Sydney, Auckland and environs only a few minutes.
The third U.K. two-part single from OK Computer, 'No Surprises', was released on January 12, 1998. Part one featured live takes of 'Airbag' and 'Lucky' from the last European tour, while part two included two new B-sides, 'Palo Alto' and 'How I Made My Millions'. The former, as previ​ously mentioned, was recorded primarily on the Radiohead tour bus; why the song was named after a California city is unclear, but a hint may lie in the fact that Apple Computer's headquarters, which the band have visited in the past (they're all devoted Macintosh users), are located near Palo Alto. Sci-fi guitar and synth effects abound as Thom pictures "the city of the future", a place where any meaningful form of human contact has ceased to exist: "I'm too busy to see you/You're too busy to wait». The thematic connection between this song and the songs on OK Computer is strong, reinforced by the bone-crunching, feedback-squawking chorus, which exposes the shallowness of people's everyday dealings with one another. Yorke's words take as their basis a common exchange between two individuals — Q: How are you? A: I'm okay — that is often completely meaningless, born solely out of societal habit; the questioner isn't looking for a real answer, and the respondent has no interest in giving a truthful reply. The sly, chromatic guitar line that Jonny plays following the chorus harks back to, of all songs, 'Pop Is Dead'. 'Palo Alto' stands along with 'Lull' and 'Pearly' as the most well-developed and artistically successful of the OK Computer B-sides.
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As for 'How I Made My Millions', it's a solo Thom vocal and piano performance recorded at home on his MiniDisc machine. Thom's girl​friend Rachel can be heard washing dishes in the background. Except for the last line of the song, 'Let it fall', the words are completely incompre​hensible; in fact, they may not be words at all, just vocal sounds. All the signs point to 'Millions' being a simple demo of an idea that Yorke wanted to get down quickly and only later decided to release as-is. It's by no means a finished piece of music, but its stately melody has an air of wounded dignity that's surprisingly moving.
The video for 'No Surprises', directed by Radiohead's faithful camera​man Grant Gee, has to stand as one of the most disturbing clips in the history of the form. It's a single three-minute, fifty-second shot of Thom Yorke's face, encased in some sort of clear plastic space helmet. The words to the song run, backwards, across the bottom of the helmet as Thom lip-syncs them. After the first verse, the helmet begins to fill up with water. At first, Thom raises his head to avoid the water and keep singing, but eventually he can't keep it up any longer and plunges under. For over a minute — beginning at the point in the song where the word 'silence' is repeated twice — Thom's face, submerged underwater, is completely motionless. Finally, the water recedes and Thom re-emerges, breathing heavily but singing once again, a look of relief, even triumph, in his eyes.
Watching Meeting People Is Easy, which includes several anxiety-laden outtakes from the video session, one begins to understand that look much more. Countless takes had to be ditched because Yorke was unable to hold his breath for the necessary duration, and as the day wore on and Thom grew more frustrated, the task just got harder. It was, Gee said, "possibly the most horrible day of my life," °but the final result is undeniably grip​ping, though not necessarily something you'd want to see over and over. With or without help from the video, the single reached No. 4 in the U.K. charts.
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On February 26, 1998, Radiohead added another award to their shelf, a Grammy for Best Alternative Rock Performance. (OK Computer lost out to Bob Dylan's Time Out Of Mind in the Album of the Year category.) The band didn't attend the ceremony, which Ed said was "a bit of a shame - it could have given Thom some fantastic material for lyrics». Originally, they'd wanted to play at the Grammys, but the offer never came through, though there was brief talk of a joint appearance with David Bowie. Rumour has it that Radiohead's prospective appearance was quashed by certain top members of the Academy, who apparently felt that such an unphotogenic bunch shouldn't be allowed to disgrace their stage. That being the case, the band chose to avoid the entire event.
In March, not long after the Grammy win, Radiohead visited the Beatles' old stomping grounds, Studio Two at Abbey Road, to work on a song they'd occasionally performed live in the Bends days. 'Man O'War', now renamed 'Big Boots', was marked out for possible inclusion on the sound​track of a new film based on the classic '60s English TV programme The Avengers. A long day of sessions produced little that Thom was happy with; his dissatisfaction can clearly be seen in the studio sequence that appeared in Meeting People Is Easy, as he complains to Nigel Godrich that they've been working for ages and still only two instruments — bass and one guitar —  sound passable. Except for its fragmentary appearance in the film, the song was never released.
Despite growing band fatigue, the OK Computer roadshow was soon underway once more. During the spring '98 American tour, which began on March 28 in Houston and ended on April 17 at New York's Radio City Music Hall, several new songs began creeping into the set lists, mostly plaintive, low-key numbers with titles like 'Nude' and 'How To Disap​pear Completely And Never Be Found' (the latter borrowed from the name of a 1994 book by one Doug Richmond detailing the many ways in which people on the run from creditors, the law, or irate family members can wipe out all traces of their previous identity and assume a new one). Was this a preview of the next Radiohead album? No one could say for sure. In fact, no one could say anything about when or how the next album would be made. "When you finish a record," Thom said, "you come up with all these grand theories of how you're going to do the next one and make it easier. But ultimately you know it'll be just as hard no matter how many bloody times you do it. . . although it would be good to not spend a year and a half on it.""
Information on the follow-up to OK Computer might still be anyone's guess, but if Yorke's comments were anything to go by, it would be done as naturally as possible. "I just read in a magazine in L.A. that [writer Charles] Bukowski was once asked, 'What's your philosophy of life?' and he said, 'Don't try.' And that's right. You can't try. If you try, you're fucked. 'Cause then you're like everybody else."
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Maybe Thom wasn't trying, but Capitol certainly was, and to a large extent they were succeeding. Thanks in part to their ceaseless promotion, 'Karma Police' had become an unlikely radio hit, and OK Computer had rescaled the Billboard charts, climbing from No. 179 in mid-December to a peak of No. 37 in mid-March. Now the Grammy win had prompted a demand for new product, a demand that was answered in April with the U.S.-only release of the Airbag/How Am I Driving? EP. In addition to the OK Computer version of'Airbag', the EP contained six tracks that had pre​viously been available only as B-sides of the 'Paranoid Android', 'Karma Police', and 'No Surprises' import singles. 'Palo Alto' and 'Pearly' were wisely included, but 'Lull' was inexplicably absent. (A similar B-sides EP had been issued in Japan in December.) Airbag/How Am I Driving? debuted at No. 56 in Billboard the very same week that the RIAA certified OK Computer platinum, for sales of a million copies in the United States.
The final public appearance on Radiohead's 1998 schedule was the third Tibetan Freedom Concert on June 13th and 14th in Washington, D.C., an appropriate way to round off a year that had begun in New York at the second Tibetan Freedom Concert. The event, which took place at RFK Stadium in front of 120,000 people and raised $1.2 million for the Milarepa Fund, was plagued by bad weather, including a freak electrical storm that injured several spectators. Radiohead's original set on the 13th was cancelled due to the chaos and rescheduled for the next day. But that night, the band rewarded the patience of 800 festival attendees with a rousing 'secret' solo show at the jam-packed 9:30 Club, organized at the last minute.
At RFK on the 14th, given a welcome worthy of conquering heroes, Radiohead brought on R.E.M.'s Michael Stipe, who sang a duet with Thom on 'Lucky'. (Thom returned the favour by singing backup during R.E.M.'s set.) For old time's sake, the band even brought 'Creep' out of the closet. They'd been playing it less and less frequently, and not at all on the last American tour. At Montreal's Molson Center in April, the crowd had yelled for 'Creep' incessantly until Thom deflated their efforts with a curt "Fuck you, we're tired of it». But today he relented, giving the fans what they wanted with a dramatic flair that showed just how much he and the band had grown since 1992. "[TJhey've taken that song back from the fans," Stipe commented, "and they've made it really beautiful."" The crowd, evidently in agreement with at least the latter half of the R.E.M. leader's opinion, roared its approval as Thom, Jonny, Ed, Colin, and Phil dazzled them one more time.
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With that, Radiohead brought their OK Computer promotional sched​ule to a successful close. In terms of time actually spent on the road, the '97—'98 tour had been a far easier ride than the band's previous ones; they'd been able to dictate the terms of their engagement with the public to an unprecedented degree. Yet the scale and intensity of the tour experi​ence dwarfed anything they'd previously been through: more fans, more press, more cameras, more people wanting some piece, any piece of the band. Radiohead had entered the rock n' roll pantheon, but it had come at a price. If their commercial status continued to grow, they could risk losing the identity,  the emotional balance, the togetherness that had enabled them to survive as a band through all their ups and downs, espe​cially the success of'Creep' and the subsequent backlash. As the band dis​persed in all directions for a well-deserved summer vacation, it was hard to say whether, in the future, they would want to continue paying that price. In the end, according to Ed O'Brien, at least two important lessons had been learned during the last year. The first: "If the five of us plus our man​agers think that it's a really good album, then we should stick by that. We're the ones in the position to know». And the second: "People under​estimate what the general public is capable of listening to. Everything is so heavily formatted, not just in America but in the rest of the world as well, and what's happened is that radio people are scared to be pro-active. There's a lot of good music out there that never gets heard on the radio. It's not above people's heads. People get it. We're people making it, other people are capable of getting it. We just have to break away from those constraints, particularly the commercial constraints. People have to be braver». Guided by these lessons, Radiohead prepared themselves to face a post-OK Computer world.
