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“ Debs, there is no doubt in my mind that none of this would have happened without you. Literally. God knows what would have happened if you hadn’t been in the audience that night in Manchester. Make sure you put that in your book!!! ”
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Debs’s diary entry immediately after seeing Coldplay for the first time at The Cuban Cafe, Manchester on 14 September, 1998.










“ There is no doubt in my mind that all of this would still have happened but I’m immensely proud that it all started from that night. ”


Debs Wild













INTRODUCTION


Nearly 30 years ago, Guy, Jonny, Will and Chris formed Coldplay. Today, they are arguably the biggest band in the world. They have achieved their dreams and so much more.


But what is it about Coldplay that has allowed them to continue their upward trajectory for so long? What makes them so special?


“I think the band’s success is in part to do with their refusal to accept that it is only the four of them against the world. Or that they deserve all the credit,” says their friend, the actor and writer Simon Pegg. “They are very much the heart of a collective that includes so many people, and their graciousness has served to endear them to everyone around them. I think it’s partly why they are still making music. You can’t burn out if nobody wants to set fire to you.”


As their UK concert promoter Simon Moran says: “They complement each other; it’s the sum of all [their] parts. You’ve got that level of talent and then the work ethic to continue to always do better.”


The presenter Edith Bowman has been a fan and friend since Shiver and echoes the feelings of so many. “The music just immediately connected with me: it was emotive, exciting and so beautifully heartbreaking. Seeing them live was confirmation for me of how brilliant they were – and are.”


From their earliest rehearsals at Jonny and Chris’ flat at 268, Camden Road, London, to selling out an unprecedented ten-night run at Wembley Stadium, the band’s determination to succeed has been evident since day one. And after all this time, Coldplay still wear their hearts on their sleeves, have genuine chemistry together, and the music they create makes them stronger than ever. Their songwriting has remained relevant through the ever-changing musical landscape. There’s nothing manufactured here.


In 2000, Will Champion told Planet Rock, “The pressure that we feel the most is the pressure we put on ourselves because we don’t want to be a band that sort of dies out.” They needn’t have worried.


Marking 25 years since their debut album’s release, after 100 million albums sold and more than 300 awards won, this book is a celebration of Coldplay’s continued success, as told by the people who were there. It’s almost impossible to cover it all in anything less than an encyclopaedia.


“Chris and I used to pore over unofficial biographies of bands,” their manager and unofficial fifth member, Phil Harvey said. “Anything we could lay our hands on to study the progressions, decision-making, and the personnel – and we loved it.”


Now more than ever, it feels like a good time to go back and remember just how far they’ve come.


DEBS WILD
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CHAPTER ZERO


CAN ANYBODY STOP THIS THING?
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SAFETY EP


May 25, 1998


Bigger Stronger


No More Keeping My Feet on the Ground


Such a Rush


BROTHERS & SISTERS


April 26, 1999


Record Label: Fierce Panda


Brothers & Sisters


Easy to Please


Only Superstition







“ Chris was running up and down the corridor with this really long curly mop and I thought he was a bit mad. ”


Jonny





The almost 30-year story of Coldplay’s ascension to global success is nothing short of a modern-day fairy tale. But, let’s go back to the start, to September 1996, when four students met at University College of London (UCL) and became friends. This is where Big Fat Noises, Starfish and, finally Coldplay burst spectacularly to life.


ORIENTATION AND FORMATION


It was at UCL, at the heart of London’s Euston area, where Coldplay first shook hands. Chris, who travelled to London
from Devon “to try and meet Jonny, Guy and Will” had enrolled in Classical Studies. Will was reading Anthropology, Jonny Astronomy and Mathematics, and Guy began with Engineering before switching to Architecture, then ditching studies altogether when the band were beginning to gain record label interest.


The new friends began to hang out together in the student halls of residence, Ramsay Hall, along with Tim Crompton, Kris Foof and Mat Whitecross, the future director of the band’s music videos and film. Chris and Will first met on a coach going to a hockey game, as they played for the university squad. The pair discovered they both played guitar, and soon after busked a selection of cover songs together in nearby Covent Garden.


Jonny, who had arrived at UCL from Mold, North Wales, recounts where he was the first time he met nearly all of his future bandmates: “I remember meeting Will for the first time and Chris too. Chris was running up and down the corridor with this really long curly mop [of hair]. I thought he was a bit mad, a bit wacky. Will was very nice.”




[image: Chris, Jonny, Will and Guy smile and laugh together.]




Chris, Jonny, Will and Guy photographed by their friend Kris Foof at the Wye College Ball in 1998.








Their stay at Ramsay Hall in their first year of studies cemented the band’s friendship, and provided a creative environment for the foursome. “One of the great things about being at university was the fact that there was time on our hands. You could structure your day around playing music,” said Will. “And that’s what we did.”


“I remember in the first week or so people sitting around and playing music. I remember specifically jamming with Chris; there was amazing acoustics on this big stairwell and we just sat and played guitars. There was one jam where I was on the very bottom floor lying down at the bottom of the stairs, and Chris was on the fifth floor – sort of like a five-floor musical experience,” said Will.


The four students used their time in Ramsay Hall to great effect. “We met each other because we were living in the halls of residence,” Guy explained. “It was this block of rooms, everyone had their own room, and downstairs was the bar and the pool table, so everyone met in and around that area, and people would introduce themselves to each other. I can remember meeting them all over a pint.” Over pool and talk of football, a keen friendship emerged. “What was quite important for us was we all knew each other for about a year before we played any music together, so we did have this friendship which was based purely on friendship rather than being musicians, which I think is key to why we’ve managed to remain so close for so long.”


While a friendship was forming, not all connections between the foursome were instant. “Guy thought I was an idiot,” recalled Chris. “But then he worked out I had this old Fender Rhodes in my room. It was only then Guy showed an interest.”


The band started playing music together properly, and often, in their second year, using Jonny and Chris’ flat at 268 Camden Road as a rehearsal space.


Out-of-town friends used to visit often, including Gavin Aherne, James “Pix” Pickering, John Hilton and Phil Harvey. There was a bus from Oxford and Phil was on it pretty regularly.


Phil’s memories of meeting Chris’ future bandmates were that Jonny was “wise, kind and gentle,” Will was “strong and witty,” and Guy was “handsome, mysterious and busy.” “Chris was like a sun in a solar system,” Phil said. “He just happened to get the right pieces of rock to come into his gravitational pull at the right time.”


In 1997, still in their infancy, Jonny, Guy and Chris decided to make a demo but they were missing a band member – a drummer. At this point in time, the band were using the short-lived moniker Big Fat Noises.
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The rough artwork for Big Fat Noises’ debut EP, Panic.









DRUMS. HERE IT COMES


Will was the last of the four boys to join the band, and it was at his first rehearsal with Jonny, Chris and Guy that they all began to feel complete. But while Will had experience playing drums as a teenager, he wasn’t a drummer. When Chris had mentioned they were on the lookout for someone who could play, Will suggested his roommate. “They came to my house, because I lived with a guy with a drum kit,” Will recalled. “He was a good drummer, but he didn’t turn up – he was at the pub or something – so I just said I’d give it a go.” With one drum roll he was in the band. “It was the most lazy and technically inept fill-in that I could have possibly managed, but it’s just about the chemistry. They recorded it, and it kind of went from there. I played on one song on that EP, and in the beginning of the next year they said, ‘Do you want to be in the band?’ I said, ‘Absolutely.’ I was desperate to be in a band. I would have played kazoo,” explained Will. “I remember being in Jonny’s bedroom and just remember listening to Chris play those quiet songs and thinking, ‘These are really good.’”


The first “Coldplay” rehearsal was in January 1998. Jonny remembered it well, “In my bedroom in the flat Chris and I shared in Camden, the two of us and Guy waited for Will to turn up. We were worried, Will hadn’t played the drums much for years. He strolled in nonchalantly and played with incredible confidence and grace. We were now complete.”


A cut-out colour photograph of Will was added to the artwork of November 26, 1997, Panic EP, which featured Chris, Jonny and Guy in black and white. The band submitted a copy to the NME Unsigned Showcase event that Ultrasound went on to win.


FIRST GIG


The four members toyed with the name Trombelese – which came from mishearing the lyrics “strong beliefs” in ‘Freed From Desire’ by Gala – before settling on a marginally better one for their first ever gig. Will had called the local promoter, whose card he had been given, asking for a slot and was offered one sooner than expected. A name was needed desperately, so they chose one in haste.


“Unfortunately, we were called Starfish,” Will remembers. “There’s not much to say about that, other than I’m glad we changed the name!”


That first gig was on January 16, 1998, in the upstairs room at The Laurel Tree pub, Camden, a stone’s throw away from Chris and Jonny’s flat. The name of the night was Jellybabies. Will and Jonny designed and printed 100 flyers in the university’s computer room to ensure as many friends came as possible. Fellow Ramsay Hall resident, and friend, Kris Foof remembers the night. “It was a terrible venue with an awful sound. The crowd, largely friends, were packed like sardines downstairs, spilling over into the street outside, and there was a queue to get into the live room upstairs. The fashion of Starfish was questionable, but those six songs played that night sounded like songs you had already heard – full of depth, character and progressions.”


Starfish’s setlist contained the songs ‘If All Else Fails’, ‘So Sad’ (played twice), ‘Panic’, ‘Vitamins’, ‘High Speed’ and ‘Ode to Deodorant’. The band got paid £40 each for this six-song set. “‘Panic’ [later re-invented as ‘Don’t Panic’] is a song that is very special to me,” said Will, “because it was the first song I ever played with the band, even before they were called Starfish.” The original version isn’t immediately recognizable as the same song but bears some of the same lyrics.


Phil was at the gig too. “There were a lot of people there,” he said. “I went as a friend. I was at University and I remember it was on the same day as one of my exams. I walked out of the exam early to catch the bus to London, because I just wanted to see the gig. They were all very nervous. Chris’ gawky front-man persona was cranked up to 11 then. He was very self-deprecating. I was obviously really impressed, because from that moment I could really see myself getting involved.”




[image: A printed flyer announces a Starfish gig at The Laurel Tree.]




Promo poster for the band’s first gig as Starfish at The Laurel Tree in Camden, London, in 1998.
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The original setlist for Starfish’s first gig at The Laurel Tree.
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Downstairs at The Laurel Tree in Camden before the band’s first gig as Starfish.
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Early gig, 1998.











THE COLDPLAY


The final name change came courtesy of close friend and fellow UCL student Tim Crompton. Tim was in the process of putting a band of old schoolmates together (later called Bettina Motive). While killing time waiting for a delayed removal van, he had considered the name after he found a copy of Philip Horky’s book, Child’s Reflections, Cold Play. Tim had a list of potential band names but Cold Play was quickly rejected; the future bandmates didn’t like it, so they discarded it. Starfish were happy to pick it up.




[image: The cover of Philip Horky’s book Child’s Reflections, Cold Play.]




The cover of Philip Horky’s book Child’s Reflections, Cold Play.
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Early rehearsal: Guy and Chris at 268 Camden Road.








All four members shared the same passion for music and were determined to be the best, even during these formative days. Their ambition saw them draw up a band plan, which they stuck to a wall in Jonny and Chris’ flat. “We were very calculated about how we were going to do this thing,” recalls Guy. “We had this ridiculously pompous list of 1 to 10 of what we were going to do and number 10 was ‘get record deal’. We did systematically go through that list and tick things off.”


In 2005, Jonny referred back to the list, “We planned to get signed within five gigs – we thought that’s how long it would take us. It took ten, I think. We didn’t ever get frustrated,” he said, not revealing whether they naively believed it was going to be that simple or just that they had such staunch self-belief.


Despite taking more than double the number of gigs to attain their record deal – an impressive feat considering how difficult
it is to ‘break into’ the music industry – their dedication from the beginning was unflinching.


“We were determined to do it from the start,” said Jonny, “and from the moment I met Chris I really did think that we could go all the way.”


The newly named Coldplay rehearsed almost every night. “We used to play in bathrooms, the basement, even in the park,” said Chris. “Anywhere we could find to play. We occasionally played in the lift. Then we moved house and our ambition became enormous.”


The sofa in the Camden flat where they rehearsed as students was so old that the springs were poking through. Will used to sit on that sofa to play drums. Every time he stood up, his trousers got caught on the broken springs and tore.


As the band progressed around the local music scene, they faced an issue with a promoter. It made sense that the group would turn to Phil for advice.


“At the same time that I was boring myself stupid studying Latin and Greek up at Oxford,” Phil said, “I used to work a
couple of nights a week in the local nightclubs, setting up and promoting student nights. It was pretty basic stuff, but it gave me a vague idea of what it is to hire a venue, book a band and try and make a little money.”


“One day Chris was telling me about how one of the local Camden promoters had a bit of a vice-like grip on the band and wasn’t coughing up any money,” Phil said. “So, I suggested the band put on their own event. We booked a local venue called Dingwalls and printed up thousands of flyers. I think in the end we got about 400 people in there, which was a big deal. As I remember, it was the money from that night which allowed me to pay back my Dad and my Oxford room-mate who had lent me the funds to get the Safety EP made. We sold the first 50 copies that night, so all in all I suppose that was the time that I officially became manager”. The disgruntled promoter went on to say the band would never play Camden again.




[image: A handwritten band plan lists tasks including ‘rehearse with champ’, ‘first gig’ and ‘studio demo’, with several check marks and notes like ‘Yes! Marvellous!’.]




Chris’ handwritten band plan that was pinned to a wall at 268 Camden Road.
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An early demo tracklisting.









THE SAFETY EP


The Safety EP was recorded by Nikki Rosetti at Sync City Studios, in Tottenham, over two days: February 1 and 2, 1998. The studio cost £1,500 for the recording, pressing and artwork (a photo of Chris taken by art student, John Hilton, a school friend of Tim Crompton’s).


Rosetti met the band some time before the session to discuss what they wanted to achieve. They had a plan to record an ambitious number of tracks. As Rosetti recalled: “I remember a certain urgency toward the end of the session, especially from Chris who wanted to get as much as possible recorded.”


A version of ‘Vitamins’ with just Chris on vocals and acoustic guitar emerged from the end of the first day’s session, taking the final total to eight tracks over two days. “We could probably have done just one take of each song,” Rosetti said. “They were that ready.”


Phil remembers very distinctly hearing their first demo for the first time. “Getting back on a Sunday evening and sitting with Chris and Jonny in their flat listening to the unmixed music. The last track ‘Such a Rush’ ended and I turned to them and said something ridiculous like ‘I could go into any record company in London with this tape and get us whatever we wanted.’ I hardly knew what a record company was, let alone what we actually might want from one, but it was the right sentiment. I was 100 per cent into the music, which was enough for me to stumble through.”


When the band played London’s Dublin Castle on Sunday February 22, 1998, Coldplay were on last and due to borrow the drum kit from the middle-billed band, who had their set cut short because they overran. In protest they left with their kit, leaving Will with only a snare and hi-hat to play. He improvised and the gig went ahead with Dan Green, the front-of-house engineer, on sound duties. They would cross paths again some time later.




[image: A black and white flyer announces that ‘The Coldplay’ will play live at The Dublin Castle in Camden Town on Sunday, 22 February. The design includes bold geometric patterns and a note that entry costs four pounds with a flyer.]




Thae setlist for their second gig at The Laurel Tree in 1998.










[image: A handwritten setlist titled ‘layout one 14/3/98’ includes nine tracks: ‘high speed’, ‘so sad’, ‘such a rush’, ‘ode to deodorant’, ‘panic’, ‘before I lose’, ‘bigger tractor’, ‘you only live twice’ and ‘I hear noises’.]




Flyer for the band’s gig at The Dublin Castle, February 22, 1998.








Keane’s songwriter and keyboard player Tim Rice-Oxley, a friend of the group and fellow UCL student, saw Coldplay’s second gig at The Laurel Tree on March 14, just two months after their debut appearance. “They were incredibly slick and the songs already seemed very honed and well-written,” he said. Even the tongue-in-cheek cover of ‘You Only Live Twice’… Chris already seemed to know just how to pitch everything.”


On Tuesday May 19, 1998, Phil took delivery of a box of 500 copies of the Safety EP (now worth more per copy than it cost to produce). Phil sold the first copy to his Oxford flatmate for £3, the bulk were distributed to family, friends and a select few music industry types, and the rest sold at their gigs. “350 copies went to various music people, probably only 150 went on the open market,” Phil said.




[image: The front and back covers of Coldplay’s ‘Safety E.P.’ feature a blurred black and white view of a person’s face.]




Front and back of the Safety EP cover. The photograph was taken by friend John Hilton.
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The mixing desk that was used during the recording of the Safety EP.








To give himself a sense of validation Phil was reading the industry trade paper Music Week – “If I’m reading Music Week, I must be a proper music manager,” he said.


Phil began cold-calling A&R people on a regular basis. He had a list of names written in a book. The list was split into three segments based on a label’s roster.


Despite this organization, Phil wasn’t getting anywhere with the record companies. When he called, either people hadn’t listened to it – or worse, they had and didn’t like it.


More gigs were lined up throughout the summer of 1998 including two in July with Cherry Keen / Cherry Keane (later, simply called Keane). Their manager, Adam Tudhope, remembers the summer gigs. “The Guttridge’s Yard shows were great. In my pretentiousness I had named the two-day festival ‘Okaziya’, which is a word I nabbed from a Nabokov short story. Keane headlined one night with Coldplay as support, and we switched the other. The audience was small but passionate.”


Tim Rice-Oxley recalls the gigs: “Chris somewhat generously claimed that we upstaged them on the first night. So, on the second night, he decided to steal the show by taking his trousers off mid-performance to reveal some excellent height-of-Britpop Union Jack boxer shorts.”




[image: A poster for Guttridge’s Yard advertises ‘Evenings of Music and Drama’ from 25 to 30 July, listing performances by Cherry Keane, Coldplay, Shola and Ellen and Elektra’s Brother. The word ‘okaziya’ is vertically in large red letters.]




Photograph from one of the band’s first performances as Coldplay: Guttridge’s Yard.








At one early Keane gig at the Dublin Castle, Camden, the band were ready to go on stage and the room was empty. Chris arrived and sat in the middle of the floor on his own, carrying a small rucksack. “Chris was really sweet like that,” said Rice-Oxley. “He came to lots of our early gigs, and also got us on the bill with them at the 12 Bar Club. He was always massively supportive and fiercely competitive – qualities which have served him and the band well, I would say.”


In those early days, while in a pub on Tottenham Court Road, Chris asked Rice-Oxley if he was interested in joining the band as keyboard player.




[image: Guy, Will, Chris and Jonny perform on a small indoor stage. Guy and Chris play guitars, Will plays drums, and Jonny stands behind a mic.]




Flyer for Coldplay and Cherry Keane (later to become Keane).








“I said I would,” responded Rice-Oxley. “But when we discussed it again a couple of weeks later he said that the rest of the band weren’t keen on adding a member, so the idea had been shelved. I was disappointed. So, the story that I refused to abandon Keane and join Coldplay is sadly untrue! Though I only have myself to blame for mentioning it in the first place in an interview!”




[image: Jonny and Chris sit on armchairs in a warmly lit room, both in mid-conversation.]


[image: Chris sits holding an acoustic guitar on his lap.]




John Hilton’s shots of Jonny and Chris at the Camden Road flat where they lived and rehearsed.










[image: Chris, Will and Guy perform on stage. Chris plays acoustic guitar, Will is on drums in the background, and Guy stands at the front playing bass.]




Early performance, circa 1998.










[image: Jonny crouches beside a guitar pedalboard, adjusting a switch while holding his electric guitar. Cables and amplifiers surround him on the floor.]




Left Jonny sets up his guitar pedals for an early London gig, circa 1998.










[image: A flyer advertises a live music event at the 12 Bar Club featuring Coldplay, The Fantastic Super Foofs, Cherry Keen, Will Shield and guests on Monday, 20 July. Entry is five pounds, or four pounds with flyer.]




1998 flyer for a gig at the 12 Bar Club in London.









IN THE CITY


While Chris and Jonny were working as part-time cleaners, the Safety EP really served its purpose, earning them a slot at Manchester’s In The City (ITC) music industry convention. Phil said: “I remember our absolute astonishment when we got accepted, we couldn’t believe it. It’s a good job we did because by that point I was beginning to doubt myself. I’d been managing them for four months and felt I hadn’t made any progress in terms of getting A&R people to our shows. It was a huge relief when ITC came through.”


This annual event involved the A&R fraternity running around trying to see 54 unsigned bands over three nights in a select six venues across the city. Previous years had seen Placebo and Kula Shaker come to the industry’s attention.


Chris recalls the events of September 14, 1998, the day Coldplay performed. “There were 50 bands on the bill and Muse were number one and Elbow were number two. Coldplay were number 50. I’m not joking, we were the last band added.”


While it’s true Coldplay were submitted quite late into the selection process and the industry were already aware of both Muse and Elbow, ITC was a level playing field and no band were billed higher than others.


The day of their performance, the band left London for Manchester but didn’t get off to the best start because Jonny had left his guitar pedals behind. Luckily, a lorry driver friend of Chris’ mum transported them as far as he could, with Phil and Kris Foof making the 140-mile round-trip to collect them from him. It was also to be the first time the band stayed in a hotel, sharing one room. This was a big deal for them.


It was a miserable evening. The Coldplay (Phil had added “The” because he preferred it) took to the stage at 8.15 p.m. at The Cuba Cafe in the hipster northern quarter of the city.


For The Coldplay show, Chris wore cords and a wool tank top over a t-shirt. “I normally wear a jumper for the first song so I can take it off,” he said. “It’s very important to take off a piece of clothing at a gig.”


Chris was also sporting a huge mop of curly hair and wearing mouth braces. They all looked like the students they were. “Chris had asked me to tune a few guitars for him that night,” Kris Foof said. “This was always the worst job, as he had so many different tunings. Myself and Phil were outside trying to muster up
some people, but they played to literally ten people that night. I remember the mood was low in the hotel room after that show.”


“We were so excited; we thought this gig would change our lives,” said Phil “And then only four people turned up.”


Little did the band know that there was one person in attendance that night who began to fiercely champion the band almost immediately they stepped out on stage. Native northerner Debs Wild, an A&R scout, was the one in ten people present who loved what she heard – a mighty potential.




[image: A vertical strip features three frames of a band member playing guitar on stage.]




John Hilton’s contact sheet of Chris and Jonny at the Barfly, London, 1998.










[image: A listing for Monday, 14 September at Cuba Cafe promotes ‘The Coldplay’ with a paragraph describing the band’s style, origins and readiness for success. Chris Martin’s name is mentioned as the contact.]




In The City listing in A&R live guide for delegates.










“ Torvill & Dean. Laurel & Hardy. These are some of life’s great partnerships. One wouldn’t function without the other. In that sense I think we’re very lucky to have Phil Harvey, erstwhile school friend of mine, to be our manager. He’s like a hosepipe when your flowers are wilting. He’s like an oven when your cake’s not baked. He’s the magic special thing. ”


Chris





“The Coldplay didn’t have an industry buzz, so weren’t on my radar, which made them a must-see band for me. I remember having a wow feeling and knowing this was special. They had me rooted to the spot. When they finished their set, I had to get to the next gig, so I darted for the door. Their manager had left business cards pinned to the notice board by the exit. I grabbed one: ‘Phil Harvey, Überbitch Promotions’. I didn’t use it until I was back in London but I wanted to call him right there and then.”


“If you ask me the precise moment of which I knew that things were going to work out and we were going to get a record deal, and this was going to be our life, it was two days after ITC,” recalled Phil. “I slept in the corridor of Jonny and Chris’ flat in a sleeping bag. It was about midday because we’d been up all night and Debs called me and woke me up. I just couldn’t believe it. That was the moment when we stepped through a portal into another dimension,” Phil said. “That was the first domino to fall. It was very exciting… we owe Debs everything. Without her, no Coldplay,” he added, recalling the moment the band’s fortunes changed.


For a second opinion on her newest discovery, Wild passed a copy of the Safety EP to one of her closest friends, Caroline Elleray, who worked at BMG [now Universal] Publishing.


“I didn’t listen to it at first,” said Elleray. “Debs called, chasing me. When I did, I was knocked out. The butterflies in my stomach, prickly eyes and my throat went weird. I’m generally hopeless at recalling events in sequence, but there’s one little chunk of my personal history during which time I can recall scenes very clearly and visualize moments like snapshots in time, or stills from a film... Maybe it’s because that part of my life suddenly had the perfect soundtrack.”




[image: A business card for ‘Überbitch Promotions’ lists Phil Harvey as Manager, The Coldplay. It includes an Oxford address and contact numbers in text.]




Phil’s business card – as left at the Cuba Café, In The City.










[image: A handwritten letter from Phil Harvey to Debs mentions sending the Safety E.P. and invites her to Coldplay gigs at Camden and Clapham. The Jericho Café stamp is at the bottom.]




Postcard sent from Phil Harvey to Debs Wild with the Safety EP after In The City.








The band went back in to Sync Studios with Nikki Rosetti and recorded another two track demo, containing the songs ‘Brothers & Sisters’ and ‘Ode to Deodorant’ – the band didn’t think much of the latter. “A funky little number with a limited lifespan,” according to Guy. Chris simply calls it “shit”.


CAIRO JACKS


With the group progressing, it was decided that the band needed legal representation. Wild recommended lawyer Gavin Maude of Russells – who remains the band’s counsel to this day. Initially he met Phil “in Bartok, in Camden, on a Saturday morning,” said Maude. “I had just had train track braces fitted and was super self-conscious. Phil said the singer had just had his braces removed, so we would have something in common. He gave me a copy of the Safety EP and I wrote his mobile number on it. I still have it.”


Maude continues: “The band then came to see me and instructed me shortly afterwards. I said that an easy next step was if we could get [independent record label] Fierce Panda, a client of mine, to release a single that would guarantee the press and radio plugging that was missing on the Safety EP. I wasn’t sure if Fierce Panda would go for the music, as it wasn’t really indie enough, but I said I would ask. To my surprise Simon Williams, the label’s co-founder, said yes.”




[image: A ticket announces a Coldplay gig on Thursday, 2 July at The Basement of James Joyce, 16 Sloane Street, London SW1. Entry is by invitation.]




Flyer for Coldplay’s concert at Cairo Jacks, London, 1998.










[image: Chris, Jonny, Will and another person stand smiling with arms around each other.]




Chris, Jonny and Guy, with Kris Foof at the Wye College Ball, 1998.










[image: Chris sings and plays guitar on stage in a black and white close-up. He leans toward the mic with a broad smile and bright stage light in the background.]


[image: Three horizontal concert views. Top: A guitarist in motion. Middle: Two band members playing guitars. Bottom: Will playing drums.]




Friend and art student John Hilton photographed the band at many of their early gigs in London. The images formed part of his portfolio and led to him being offered a few design jobs.










[image: A concert sheet includes multiple frames of Coldplay performing. A flyer for a Bartly gig is taped at the bottom right corner.]




John Hilton’s contact sheet of photos from the Barfly gig alongside an original flyer for the same venue, 1998.










[image: A promotional poster for the Sound City Festival features a band schedule including Coldplay on 8 August, along with other acts listed by date.]




Flyer for a show at Ronnie Scott’s in Birmingham.








While Phil was working hard behind the scenes, Coldplay focused their energies on the next gig – the Barfly at Camden’s Falcon pub, one of London’s venues where many up-and-coming bands cut their teeth.


On October 12, 1998, Muse made their first appearance at the Barfly, and Coldplay debuted the following night. “When I think of the humble beginnings of these bands with diverse styles and trajectories that would go on to colour the musical palette of so many people,” recalled Be Rozzo, co-founder of the Barfly. “This band seemed to have amassed their own momentum without the usual so-called ‘industry buzz’.”


Almost from the off, Coldplay were every promoter’s dream booking, turning up to gigs with an army of fans. On Thursday November 12, 1998, Coldplay played the bizarre Egyptianthemed venue Cairo Jacks, Soho, for a second time. As expected, their fans turned up in droves. And, this time, so did some of the music industry.


Prior to the gig, Jonny, Chris, Will and Guy met up with Maude to talk shop. “The first recording offer the band received was November 10, 1998, from TVT. It was a six-figure advance inclusive of costs, so it was a pretty big deal for a bunch of final year students living in squalor in Camden. Chris had bought a load of plastic toys to the meeting, explaining that he intended to give them out as free gifts to fans [friends from college] at the Cairo Jacks gig,” said Maude.


“We bought a train set and we were going to give that out, but Jonny put a stop to it because it cost £12!” Chris said.


Maude advised the band that if they believed in themselves they should hang on for a better deal than the TVT offer, despite it being a lot of money, and the only offer to date.


Debs Wild and Caroline Elleray were in attendance at Cairo Jacks along with Dan Keeling who, at the time, was Parlophone’s A&R scout. As Chris was handing out Curly Wurlys onstage, Keeling told Maude that he was leaving, as it was “too studenty”. He thought the band were “OK” and that Chris had stage presence – despite his frequent apologizing – but as far as the songs were concerned, Keeling thought they had a lot of work to do.


“Throughout the whole process they kept asking ‘what about Parlophone?’ because it was the home of Radiohead and the Beatles,” Maude recalled. “In the end I said: You need to forget about Parlophone, they aren’t coming to the party.”


From a song publishing perspective, BMG general manager Ian Ramage supported Elleray’s decision to pursue the band. “Publishing has got a real advantage over records in that regard,” said Ramage. “It’s easier to be completely clear it’s about a talent for writing songs and a camaraderie of spirit in conveying them. If that’s not there, you can’t fix it.”


NO MORE KEEPING FEET ON THE GROUND


Simon Williams was an NME journalist who spent much of 1998 trying to secure a worldwide deal for his independent label, Fierce Panda. “At Gavin’s invitation I went to see Coldplay at Camden’s Falcon towards the end of 1998,” Williams said. “Once was all I needed.” He knew after just two songs that he wanted to put their single out.


Coldplay returned to play at the Falcon’s Barfly night on December 7, 1998, this time with even more representatives of the music industry in tow.


“The story goes like this…” begins Radio 1 DJ Steve Lamacq, “Simon from Fierce Panda, who’s my best mate, says, ‘Have you heard Coldplay?’ ‘No,’ I say. ‘Are they any good?’ Simon says they’re worth going to see. So, I grab my friend Mark, romp up to the Falcon and honestly, this doesn’t happen very often, we stand there, with our jaws hitting the floor as Coldplay play to 40 people, many of whom I suspect are their mates because they appear to know all the words to the songs, and at the end of the set we just gawp at each other. Finally, Mark says something like ‘Excuse me if I’m wrong, but are they the best thing I’ve seen in months…’ I went into work the next day and said we should get them on.”


Lamacq’s Evening Session on January 3, 1999, was the first ever to feature an unsigned band and provided the national exposure Coldplay (and Phil) had been yearning for. Big things were about to happen.


The band were overjoyed to have such an influential figure in their corner playing their music. “I love Lamacq,” Chris said. “He’s a lovely bastard, that bloke. I think it’s so nice to have a few people who were prepared to like something that hasn’t got any hype yet.”


NME ended 1998 with its ‘Ones To Watch’ feature for 1999. Among the hotly tipped acts were Coldplay. It’s a moment Chris Martin will never forget. “I was in the bathroom at my mum and dad’s house, Christmas 1998. I opened the NME and there was a page that said new bands for 1999, I was like, maybe I’ll know some of these bands through In The City. Muse, Elbow, Bellatrix, Gay Dad… COLDPLAY! I was like, what? I nearly fainted thinking, ‘Fucking hell, this really might happen’. That moment was huge and for that I’m forever indebted to Simon Williams.”


The piece read: “Mesmerizing foursome in the big-hearted Jeff Buckley mould. Already masters of both the epic chorus and the insular weep-out, they are blessed with many fine virtues, notably the fact that their singer actually demonstrates a sense of humour onstage. ‘Bigger Stronger’ was their no-key debut release last year on their own label. Expect copies of it to be worth a couple of heavy mortgages come next Christmas.”


The dominoes kept on falling. “With each thing that happened it was a sense of disbelief almost,” Phil recalls, “We were very wide-eyed and innocent, we had a never ending sense of wonder.”


BROTHERS AND SISTERS UNITE


Williams and Andy Macleod, his fellow Club Fandango promoter and business partner, booked the band to play at one of their Pandemonium club nights.


“By the time that gig came around, you could tell there was something in the air,” says Macleod of the band’s first performance at the Bull & Gate pub, Camden.


Mel Brown, of Impressive PR, was there too. “I had been tipped off about the band,” she said. “It was very memorable. Chris tossed Curly Wurlys into the audience. I remember ‘Shiver’ being a stand out track.”


Brown had tipped off her friend, and live booking agent, Steve Strange. He too was blown away. “I thought they were great. You could see all the hallmarks of what they became quite quickly at that early stage. Some of those early songs were just tremendous.”


Fierce Panda was the ideal first playground for Coldplay because it let bands decide which songs to release. “All we can do is encourage bands to make sure they choose one of their best,” said Williams. “I think if you’d asked me what song I would’ve really wanted out of all those early demos, I would’ve said ‘Shiver’, but really you could have picked anything out of that set back then”.


In February 1999, three tracks were recorded on a standard Fierce Panda budget of £400–500 at Station Studios, north London. Engineer Mike Beever had worked a couple of sessions for Fierce Panda, and the label and studio had built up a good relationship.


“When the brief came in for Coldplay, all I was told was this band are going to be big, so do a great job!” Beever said. “It was day two’s duty to usher in the recording. First up, ‘Brothers & Sisters’, followed by ‘Only Superstition’, and as they had time left, Chris suggested swiftly putting down another track, ‘Easy to Please’. To add an ambient element, we set up two microphones at the doorway to the studio to capture the sound of the traffic driving past,” explains Beever. “We recorded ‘Easy to Please’ in one take and managed to capture the studio phone, which just added to the atmosphere. We completed the music by adding the piano. I asked Chris to record his vocals in a corridor with a large cardboard box dangling over his head to try and create an amazing vocal sound.”


After completing all three songs on the third day, they headed downtown to see a gig. On the Tube, listening to the tracks on a Walkman, “Chris suggested that we may need to look at remixing, as some levels weren’t right. Even at that young age he knew what he wanted,” said Beever.




[image: The cover of Coldplay’s ‘Brothers and Sisters’ features abstract line art in red and orange over a blue-toned background.]




Artwork for Brothers & Sisters EP, released on Fierce Panda records.










[image: A ‘Brothers and Sisters’ cover design has blue sketch-style drawings of three seated in a box with the band name and title.]




Original artwork designed by John Hilton used to create the Brothers & Sisters EP cover. This piece was discovered by a private collector.










[image: A collage of handwritten and printed notes. One lists songs like ‘Brothers’, ‘Shiver’ and ‘Ode’. Others include a gig note, a typed list and scribbled paper with plans and names.]




Setlist from an early show, circa 1998.










[image: A collage of handwritten and printed notes. One lists songs like ‘Brothers’, ‘Shiver’ and ‘Ode’. Others include a gig note, a typed list and scribbled paper with plans and names.]




Letter sent to Debs with demo of ‘Brothers & Sisters’ and ‘Ode to Deodorant’, 1998.










[image: A collage of handwritten and printed notes. One lists songs like ‘Brothers’, ‘Shiver’ and ‘Ode’. Others include a gig note, a typed list and scribbled paper with plans and names.]




Early band notes by Chris, including brief member biographies.










[image: A collage of gig-related flyers. One lists Coldplay and Catatonia with venue and times, another advertises Wimbledon Stadium and one features The Borderline with a handwritten date.]




London Barfly’s October 1998 schedule featuring new bands Muse and Coldplay playing consecutive nights; Artist access pass from The Borderline; Show times for Kentish Town Forum supporting Catatonia, April 13, 1999; The racecard from the BMG Publishing deal celebrations.








By now, and with the release of ‘Brothers & Sisters’, every label boss in the UK was trying to secure a meeting with Coldplay. “As Debs had left her record company position at this point, I was sure that the only home for Coldplay would be at Parlophone with Dan,” said Caroline Elleray. Keeling visited Elleray in Manchester.


“I made him sit and listen to the Safety EP,” Elleray said. “To Dan’s massive credit he said, ‘Hmm. I think I’ve got to do some backtracking to win this band over’.” Keeling was now excited about the band. “At that point,” Gavin Maude remembers, “Dan was asking what he needed to do to get back in with the band. I said think about that scene from Pretty Woman, where the lady in the shop is told to show Julia Roberts ‘some love’.”


Keeling drove to London from Manchester, listening to the Safety EP all the way home. “I was listening to it all night. I woke up and was listening, thinking, ‘I have to call the band, now’.”


It was a Saturday, but Keeling called Phil, who was with Guy. They were about to go to Hoxton, where coincidentally Keeling lived. The three of them met, and from this point, Keeling was dedicated to building a relationship with the band and began “the process of wooing” the members. “Chris was the most difficult in some ways to connect with,” Keeling said. “Everyone’s complex, but he’s an especially complex character. There are so many different sides to him.”


“We were mates with Dan almost more than anything else,” Phil said. “As soon as we met him, we’d go out and play pool and go out drinking together a lot. It all felt really natural signing to Parlophone, because he was our mate; he was one of the gang.”


Miles Leonard, who joined Parlophone in 1996, climbed to Chairman as Coldplay were beginning to burn bright. In March 1999, Leonard was in Miami, where he listened to the Coldplay demo again. “I lay on the bed and ‘Bigger Stronger’ came on. It took me to another place; it was ethereal and beautiful.” Leonard looked at his watch and, working out the time difference, decided to call Phil to tell him, “We get it and we want it.” Phil’s final domino had fallen – Parlophone were on the hook.


Coldplay returned to the Bull & Gate on April 1, for the Fierce Panda EP’s launch. Andy Macleod remembers: “In the venue’s 30-year history, this gig ended up holding the record for the biggest bar take in the back room (£3,000) and the biggest queue down Kentish Town Road. By the time Coldplay went on, everyone was packed in like sardines. There were a lot of naysayers, music industry types, who thought they didn’t stand a chance.”


Dan Green was the sound engineer for the show and recognized their vast improvement. He was impressed and gave his details to Phil.


The Bull & Gate show confirmed what Parlophone had now accepted as fact. Coldplay were good.


Before the band met with Parlophone proper, the group continued with their gigging strategy around London. Their new champion, Steve Lamacq, had secured the band a support slot on April 5, 1999, for the Welsh band Catatonia at Kentish Town’s Forum, another legendary north London music venue. It was broadcast live on Radio 1. Catatonia had a national following, and the exposure for Coldplay was to be huge. “Myself and Mat Whitecross were there that night,” Kris Foof remembers. “I heard ‘Brothers & Sisters’ for the first time through a far more substantial PA system. Mat and I just looked at each other... we knew they were really taking off.”


Keith Wozencroft, Managing Director of Parlophone, and discoverer of Radiohead, was also in the crowd that night. “Chris came across nervous, but there was something interesting and infectious about him,” Wozencroft said.


Phil had called on Dan Green to mix the audio for the show and from that moment, he became their front-of-house engineer. Steve Strange was also there, and soon after he began booking shows for the band. He continued as their agent until his tragic death in 2021 but they remain in the safe hands of Strange’s right-hand man, Josh Javor. Team Coldplay was growing.


Jo Whiley, the Radio 1 DJ and Steve Lamacq’s partner on Radio 1’s The Evening Session until her departure to the midweek lunchtime slot, was another vital link in the chain that gave Coldplay another leg up on the ladder during this period. Whiley championed the band, and her daytime show opened them up to a broader audience. “We were lucky enough to have people at Radio 1, the main radio station, get behind us,” Will said. “There are a lot of people who stuck their necks out for the band. We always got people that gave us amazing amounts of respect. Without those people, we wouldn’t be here.” To this day, Whiley is often credited as the person who truly broke the band in the UK.




[image: A cassette label lists track titles and notes in red and black ink.]




Cassette copy of early demos, given to Debs Wild to pass along to Simply Red’s management.










[image: A letter to Jo Whiley at Radio One, written in blue and red ink, urges her to play the band’s music.]




The note sent to Radio 1 DJ Jo Whiley with a copy of the Safety EP, handwritten by Chris.










[image: A vertical gig schedule for The Point in Oxford lists bands by date. Coldplay is at the top with Hester Thrale, followed by other band names in black and white blocks.]




Flyer for a gig in Oxford that took place after the Brothers & Sisters recording sessions.








THE DREAM DEAL


Dan Keeling invited the band to come and meet the Parlophone team. “We got very excited,” Miles Leonard said. Rather unexpectedly only Jonny, Guy and Will turned up for the meeting. Chris was unable to attend.


“I think that meeting went really well, and we quickly followed it up with another. That’s when Chris came in,” told Leonard. “At the end of that conversation, it felt like we were really moving forward in progressing the deal.” Keith Wozencroft remembers: “Chris was very energetic, nervous and polite. The rest of the band were quieter. They did have a great energy, they were funny and very positive overall.”


“In the end, we had seven offers,” said Maude. “And while they did sign to the label they always wanted to be on, Parlophone were the last to offer. The deal was signed in Trafalgar Square in April 1999, surrounded by pigeons and pigeon shit.”


The moment the band had been waiting for had arrived: inking their record contract with Parlophone.


“Rather than just be in some sweaty lawyer’s office, we wanted to do something memorable,” said Will. “I went to Homebase and bought a wallpaper pasting table and took it to Trafalgar Square,” said Dan Keeling, his wooing of the band now complete. The Sex Pistols famously signed their record deal outside Buckingham Palace – Keeling and Miles Leonard were both fans. “You can only sign the band once and we wanted a unique and different way to try and create a bit of history,” Leonard said. “The record company brought some champagne and glasses and we had a little party. Then we went to a pub. It was amazing – we couldn’t believe we were signing a record deal.” Will added.


WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?


It didn’t take Coldplay long to realize that they “were suddenly entering a whole new world,” said Jonny, “and you realize you’ve been working towards getting signed, that means nothing, you’ve really got to write an album.”


On Monday April 26, 1999, while the ink of their Parlophone deal was yet to dry, Fierce Panda released the first run of 2,500 copies of Coldplay’s first single, ‘Brothers & Sisters’. “I believe it got into the charts at No. 99,” said Simon Williams. “The band were overjoyed.”




[image: Chris, Guy, Jonny and Will stand close together in a corridor.]




Guy, Jonny, Chris and Will backstage after the Manchester Roadhouse show.










[image: The band poses with two others, one woman and one man, near a doorway.]




Dan Green, Guy, Chris, Debs, Jonny and Will backstage after the Manchester Roadhouse show.










[image: A flyer for a Thursday 1, July gig lists set times for four bands, including Coldplay.]




Showtimes poster for Coldplay’s half-hour slot at the Manchester Roadhouse show, and the show itself.










[image: Chris, Guy and Jonny sit on a couch. Bottom: The band performs live, with Chris singing and Guy and Jonny playing guitar.]




Will, Chris and Jonny, playing pool pre-gig at a local pub.










[image: A person in a light bucket hat watches a Coldplay gig from the crowd. The band plays under a canopy on a small stage lit by coloured lights.]




Coldplay’s first Glastonbury performance, Sunday June 27, 1999, on the John Peel Stage.








Jonny, Will and Chris spent the days that followed cramming for their final exams: the three members passed their respective courses. To celebrate, they headed off on holiday. The day after they returned, they set off to play a handful of UK dates, driven in a splitter van by their newly appointed Tour Manager, Jeff Dray, with live sound engineer, and future/long term producer, Dan Green. The first date was a summer ball in Oxford. “We were on at silly o’clock in the morning after the main act, the Jools Holland Big Band,” remembers Dray. “So, what was left of the audience were very drunk. There was a problem with the power, so the band didn’t even play a whole set.” Perhaps not the best warm-up gig for their first ever show at Glastonbury, the band’s favourite festival.


GLASTONBURY – PART ONE


Coldplay’s first Glastonbury appearance almost didn’t happen. As a new band, they were scheduled first on the John Peel Stage on Sunday June 27, 1999. They arrived at the wrong entrance. “When we arrived at Glasto, I was directed by the stewards to the wrong gate and the band had to leg it across the site carrying their equipment to make the stage on time,” Dray explains. “We had a transit van with all our equipment in it,” remembers Guy. “We had about five minutes to get on stage. We had to traverse the entire festival lugging our amps and stuff!”


A few people had turned up to watch them, but it wasn’t by any means full. “My first impressions of the band were that they were different from anyone else I had worked with,” recalls Dray. “They were all waiting for their degree results and didn’t seem to have that jaded worldliness about them. Chris would beat himself up a bit about not having ‘paid their dues’ travelling around in the back of a transit with the equipment and staying in fleapit B&Bs, but Jonny would whisper in my ear that he liked the way it was.”


The band’s next milestone came on July 6, 1999. They signed to BMG publishing. “For the publishing deal we took boats, and some booze, out into the middle of the Serpentine, London, and signed it in the middle of the water,” said Will. Gavin Maude also remembers the day. “The band insisted that BMG chairman Paul Curran and General Manager Ian Ramage row them to the middle of the Serpentine to sign in a row boat. Chris was so excited he was practising rowing frantically, sitting on the path by the lake, and people were stepping over him and cycling around him. Eventually Will had to ask him to stop.”


In October 1999, Chris reflected on the endless summer that saw Coldplay emerge properly into the world. “We’ve been playing all these festivals, we’ve been in the studio and we haven’t really enjoyed that much of it. The festivals are OK, but it’s difficult to get everyone emotionally into it at 11 o’clock on a Sunday morning. We’re just learning our trade at the moment and the summer was a real ‘what are we trying to achieve?’ sort of thing.”


As the band galloped toward the end of the millennium, the start of their recording experience under their newly signed contract with Parlophone had begun. Would it be everything the band had dreamed of?




[image: Two backstage passes: one pink for 'Reading' and one teal for 'Leeds' labelled with ‘Production Guest Arena’ and the band name Coldplay.]




Reading Festival and Leeds Festival passes, both August 1999.










[image: Jonny, Chris, Will and Guy pose in front of a white background. Chris stands slightly ahead of the group and smiles.]




NME tour photoshoot, circa March 1999. Other photos from this session show Coldplay with co-tour headliners Terris.
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SHOW TIMES

Thursday 1% July
Doors open: 8.00pm

THE UNDECIDED 8.30pm - 9.00pm
FLOE 9.20pm - 9.50pm
COLDPLAY 10.10pm -10.40pm
PENUMBRA 11.00pm -11.30pm
DERRY

ADMISSION £3.50
CURFEW: 1am
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Evenings of Music and Drama

oke Newmgron Church Street

Saturday 25 July 8.00 - 9.30pm
Cherry Keane ...

Coldplay g
Lewd .

Sunday 26 July 8.00 - 9.30pm
Cherry Keane

Coldplay

Tuesday 28 July

Shola and Ellen
Wednesday 29 july
EIek?ro’szBrolhér |

Thursday 30 July
Elektra’s Brother

00 - 9.30pm

ALL TICKETS £3.50

Available on the door from 7.30pm
Bar open until 10pm. Ask the Barman for one of
his famous Seo Breezes.

A collfor fime will be mada 5 minutes before each
show in The FOX REFORMED next door
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