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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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‘A wonderful document of the last great gathering of the pre-internet age.
No camera phones, no social media, just a band and its fans as one.’

Noel Gallagher
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