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Foreword

When Amy scooped five awards at the 50th Annual Grammy Awards in February 2008, it was the moment that defined her career. Appearing by live satellite link-up to Los Angeles from London’s Riverside Studios, where we joined her, Amy threw herself into one of the most celebratory performances we had ever enjoyed with her. The global recognition of the Grammys meant everything to Amy, and to us. But it was four years previous, in 2004, when Amy was handed her first Ivor Novello Award, that she was most proud. The day after the ceremony, she carried the lead-heavy statuette on London’s Piccadilly Line to Janis’s house. ‘I got it, Mum! Here, it’s for you,’ she told Janis as she rummaged in her handbag and pulled it out.

Eventually, Amy would go on to win three Ivor Novellos throughout her career. The prestigious annual award is given for songwriting and composition, and behind the drama of her personal life, that is ultimately how Amy wanted to be recognised – as a songwriter and a composer. ‘I never want to be mediocre,’ she told us. Manufactured X-Factor pop was never going to satisfy Amy – she wrote her lyrics and melodies from the heart.

[image: Proud dad Mitch and daughter Amy performing ‘Fly Me to the Moon’ at the grand opening of City Burlesque, in Farringdon Road, in 2010. Mitch and Amy always loved singing together.]
Proud dad Mitch and daughter Amy performing ‘Fly Me to the Moon’ at the grand opening of City Burlesque, in Farringdon Road, in 2010. Mitch and Amy always loved singing together.



Many artists talk about waiting for the perfect song to drop into their lap from the heavens. For them, writing is a labour of love, but for Amy, songs seemed to fall easily. Every now and then it was as if a lightbulb went on in her head. She’d disappear to a quiet place for a while and put together a few chords. A song would emerge, then a whole album. ‘How do you do it? Do you write the melodies or the lyrics first?’ Mitch asked her one day. ‘Oh, come on, Dad! Everyone can do it!’ she laughed. Except everyone couldn’t. That was Amy – she had very little understanding of just how brilliant she was. Famously in one interview, she said of Janis: ‘I thought everyone could sing, until I heard my mum.’

It wasn’t until after Amy’s passing, when we started sifting through her writings and drawings collected from her early childhood, that we started to understand more of how, behind that casual attitude, Amy been carefully honing her talent for years. Whichever house we lived in, her bedroom became her safe haven and a place she would always take herself off to work in. We were never shown much of what she produced there – it was always top secret. Then suddenly, on Mother’s Day, a hand-made card for Janis would appear with a cheeky poem written on the inside, or Mitch would receive an equally funny message on his birthday. Her brother Alex was also the recipient of many of Amy’s notes and cards.

[image: It’s still hard for us to believe that our mischievous little girl went from attending Osidge Primary School in North London to winning an Ivor Novello Award for songwriting and composing.]
It’s still hard for us to believe that our mischievous little girl went from attending Osidge Primary School in North London to winning an Ivor Novello Award for songwriting and composing.



The joy of reading through all of Amy’s work now always lightens the devastation of losing her. Despite what many people presume or have written about Amy’s life in the past, we’re hard-pressed to find much torment or misery in any of her writings. That said, reading through it we can’t say that we truly understand her either. Whether or not writing or composing became cathartic for Amy we don’t know for sure, but it was certainly a creative process that she came back to time and again in her happiest periods, as well as in her darkest moments of addiction.

[image: photograph of Amy Winehouse]

What is clear is that Amy was a natural observer of life – especially her own. From a young age she had a unique ability to stand outside of herself and peer inside, often with a smile. Her first days at Osidge Primary School in North London, which she attended, are documented through drawings. She went on to write stories about what she and her childhood friends Juliette and Gemma got up to, which always included being told off by her teachers. Amy was a girl who absorbed any information spinning around her, but little of it had to do with her lessons. From the outset, we realised that school was probably never going to fulfil Amy. ‘I’m bored,’ was a phrase she often repeated. Teachers told us she was bright and capable, yet there was always a ‘but’. But … she couldn’t sit still, or she couldn’t concentrate, or she misbehaved in class. Instead, Amy devoured films, musicals, novels and poetry, or took inspiration from our family life in North London or the twists and turns of her many friendships.

Perhaps it was because Janis had always read to her – books like The Cat in the Hat by Dr. Seuss or her favourite story, Goldilocks and the Three Bears – that teachers commented on Amy’s surprising ability to read and write from an early age. And it wasn’t only words that she absorbed easily. When Amy was around nine years old, Janis began studying advanced mathematics as part of an Open University degree. Amy sat alongside her with her notebook open, scribbling down the letters and numbers of trigonometry formulas, learning each one by rote until she understood them perfectly. Exactly the same happened when she began to learn the Hebrew language.

Music also seeped effortlessly into Amy’s consciousness and she could recite lyrics and sing tunes after hearing a song maybe just once or twice. At her nan Cynthia’s house she was surrounded by jazz music: anyone from Frank Sinatra to Ella Fitzgerald to Sarah Vaughan. And at home she performed songs from the musical Mary Poppins or Jewish hymns that we’d taught her. She repeated one hymn, ‘Ma’oz Tzur’, over and over until she got it right. ‘Okay, Amy. Enough,’ was a familiar expression in our house as she sang continuously at the top of her voice.

As well as being a natural observer, Amy was also an obsessive documenter. As she continued to work in her bedroom – often until the early hours of the morning – it became almost impossible to wake her in time for school. We didn’t know it at the time, but she was filling notebook after notebook with lists and drawings, maps and plans, which she would constantly revise and update.

[image: We will always remember Amy’s larger-than-life smile. Here she is backstage at the Ivor Novello Awards in 2004, not long after the release of her first album, Frank.]
We will always remember Amy’s larger-than-life smile. Here she is backstage at the Ivor Novello Awards in 2004, not long after the release of her first album, Frank.



Amy made lists for everything: what she wanted to buy for her room or, perhaps more accurately, what we or her grandparents were going to buy for her. She listed every item, the shop where it could be bought from and its cost, all neatly totalled up at the end. Then she drew plans of where those items would go in her room. Just reading through Amy’s shopping lists have us in stitches. Who can make a shopping list funny? Only Amy could.

She also listed the goals in her life that she wanted to achieve: to stop biting her nails often topped those lists, as well as keeping fit with aerobics videos borrowed from Mitch’s sister, her Auntie Mel. She listed words to describe herself that included ‘wild’, ‘imaginative’ and ‘spontaneous’. And in her last year of primary school she listed all her classmates, their phone numbers and what secondary school each would go to. When Janis and Amy went to Paris on holiday one year, when Amy was around 13, she wrote down all the French words she thought she needed to learn before she arrived.

[image: Image showing a page from Amy’s notebook]

But it was also Amy’s ability to tell great stories that marked out her writing and later her lyrics. Katy, her cat, often featured in her early adventure stories, as did her ambition to become a journalist and to witness a real-life burglary. Again, where that storytelling talent came from we can’t be sure, but following our separation when Amy was around ten, she spent lots of time sitting on Mitch’s knee during his many visits, listening intently to story after story about the East End gangsters of Mitch’s youth, or about how her nan Cynthia used to date the legendary jazz musician Ronnie Scott. Amy called Mitch’s stories ‘Mitchellisms’.

[image: Amy adored Mitch’s mum, Cynthia. She was the only person Amy would let cut her hair! At Cynthia’s house Amy heard music from artists from Frank Sinatra to Ella Fitzgerald. She memorised their tunes and lyrics effortlessly.]
Amy adored Mitch’s mum, Cynthia. She was the only person Amy would let cut her hair! At Cynthia’s house Amy heard music from artists from Frank Sinatra to Ella Fitzgerald. She memorised their tunes and lyrics effortlessly.



A few years down the line and it was anyone’s guess as to what would end up in Amy’s notebooks. Mitch recalls having several heated father-and-daughter discussions when Amy was a teenager, then suddenly she’d interrupt him mid-flow. ‘Sorry, Dad. Hang on a minute. I’ve just got to write this down,’ she would announce, before reaching for a pen and paper, noting down whatever Mitch had said, then returning to the argument. Five or six years later some of those words may have ended up in a song.

But it was poetry that was always Amy’s first love. While she was still living with Janis she became obsessed by writing Haikus – Japanese miniature poems consisting of three lines with five syllables in the first line, seven in the second and five in the third. When she began composing her own poems she always counted each syllable, and later on she did the same with her lyrics. Readers will also see throughout this collection of her personal mementos her attention to detail. Words and sentences got scored out and replaced as she perfected every line until she was completely happy.

[image: A laid-back Amy in New York while she was recording Back to Black with producer Mark Ronson. Amy was never happier than when collaborating with artists she respected.]
A laid-back Amy in New York while she was recording Back to Black with producer Mark Ronson. Amy was never happier than when collaborating with artists she respected.



We often get asked even today whether Amy showed us any of her songs or played us any of her music before it was recorded, and mainly the answer is no. Just like the work she produced in her bedroom, Amy was so secretive that unless she was 100 per cent satisfied it was the best work she’d produced, she wouldn’t share it with anyone. It wasn’t until her first album, Frank, was about to be released in October 2003 that she handed Janis a sampler tape with six songs on it. When it came to the album Back to Black three years later, she had only ever played Mitch two songs before its release.

[image: Image showing lyrics written in Amy’s notebook]
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Partly, we’re sure this is because Amy was a perfectionist, but also because she hated revisiting the past. It was as if once she had got her thoughts and feelings down on paper or she had recorded them in a song or an album, she was ready to move on. Surprising to us, Amy didn’t even keep copies of her own albums at home. Once Mitch asked her: ‘What? You don’t have a copy of Back to Black here?’ ‘I’m done with it, Dad. I’m writing other stuff now,’ she said. That’s exactly how Amy dealt with life.

[image: handwritten lyrics from Amy’s notebook]

The song ‘Take the Box’ from her album Frank is one perfect example. Before she wrote it, she’d split up with her boyfriend Chris and had asked Janis to drive her over to his flat. On her lap sat a small box filled with Chris’s belongings and presents he’d given her during their relationship. Janis waited outside while Amy disappeared for a few minutes to drop it off. ‘Okay, Mum. Let’s go,’ she announced as she sat back in the passenger seat. Chris was


[image: Amy penned poems and lyrics in her notebooks constantly, always scoring out words or whole lines she wasn’t happy with, perfecting each verse or chorus as she wrote.]





[image: illustration by Amy of an eye]


[image: Amy’s song list for Frank identifies each track and the producer who worked on it, whether it was Salaam Remi or Commissioner Gordon. This sequence may have turned into a set list at some point.]






[image: For Frank, Amy performed with a Daphne Blue Fender Stratocaster guitar. At first Amy needed the protection of the guitar when she performed live, but in the end it got dropped because she kept looking down at it instead of making eye contact with the audience.]








[image: Amy’s writing inside a birthday card to her mother]



[image: Amy with Janis and her American family in Florida at her twin cousins’ Bar Mitzvah. Amy spent much of that holiday either practising guitar chords from Alanis Morissette songs or jotting down her own compositions.]
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