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Introduction

Songstress extraordinaire Amy Jade Winehouse was born on September 14, 1983, in the Southgate neighborhood in the Enfield borough of London, England. Amy was of a Jewish background, and the community into which she was born has long been known for being a bastion of Jewish life, faith, and culture. Despite this, Amy always insisted that her family was not very religious. For Winehouse, her identity was not based on her religion or background at birth but rather on the family and friends that she surrounded herself with. “Being Jewish to me is about being together as a real family,” she said later. “It’s not about lighting candles and saying a bracha.”

Her parents—Mitchell and Janis Winehouse—were always dear to her heart, and Amy was especially close to her father. Mitch worked as a taxi driver but had dabbled in singing for most of his life and would serve as a great inspiration for Amy Winehouse’s own ambition to become a performer. During an interview later in her life, Amy gushed about how her father’s cab practically doubled as a karaoke bar, in which he would sing and serenade his customers. She described him as being something akin to a taxi-driving Frank Sinatra, who had the potential for stardom himself.

No father could help but smile upon hearing their daughter give them such generous praise—most especially if that daughter was destined to be a superstar in her own right.


Chapter One

Childhood and Early Life

“I want to go somewhere where I am stretched right to my limits and perhaps even beyond.”

—Amy Winehouse

Just about as soon as Winehouse learned to talk, she started to sing. Amy may have been born into a world of uncertainty (her beloved father Mitch lost his job just a few days before she was born), but the one thing she could always count on was her voice. No matter what the outside world may have had in store, this child knew how to seek out the inner joys of the soul and often made her own entertainment without the aid of anyone else. She was also very inquisitive, and as is often the case, this penchant for curiosity occasionally got her in trouble.

One day as a toddler, Winehouse wandered into a neighbor’s yard, where she discovered a batch of red-and-white mushrooms. She instinctively grabbed the mushrooms and ate them. Her stomach didn’t appreciate this, of course, as these mushrooms turned out to be of the poisonous variety. After Amy’s later struggles with addiction, it has been sarcastically joked that this was the first instance in which she had her stomach pumped, but for anyone who has ever run afoul of poisonous mushrooms, it’s really not a laughing matter. Amy was likely very lucky that she was found quickly enough to avert a major disaster. Fortunately, as was usually the case in her life, someone was there when she needed them most and arrived just in the nick of time to save the day.

Growing up, Amy’s family described her as being an attention seeker and at times even a bit “clingy.” Her mother Janis recalled one occasion, however, when a young Amy simply wandered off. Janis and Amy were at a local park when Amy vanished from sight. Janis, feeling the panic and fear that any mother would, began to desperately look everywhere for her missing daughter. As the hours passed, the search intensified, and the police got involved. Still, no Amy was found. It was only as darkness began to fall in the evening that it was discovered that Amy had simply walked over to a friend’s house. Janis was, of course, relieved, but she was also infuriated.

This frustration would lead to Amy being given two nicknames as a child: “Hurricane Amy” and “Nudge,” a Yiddish term for someone who is constantly getting into mischief and pushing boundaries. Amy could indeed be a handful at times, but thankfully her parents had a stern helper in the form of Amy’s grandmother—Cynthia Winehouse. Cynthia, just like Amy’s father Mitch, had a background in the performing arts. She had taken part as a singer in a music group throughout the 1960s, and although her singing career had never taken off, she was always the first to give words of encouragement to Amy as she pursued singing for herself. She would later be sure to attend her performances and serve as a great anchor of support.

Amy would need this wellspring of support in light of the fact that her parents went through a tumultuous divorce in 1993 when she was still a child. Amy’s father had apparently been seeing a woman named Jane for several years before he finally left the family to pursue this love full-time. Amy was nine years old at the time, and as is the case with just about anyone who grows up in a broken home, this event would take its toll on her.

Yet as profound of an impact her parents’ divorce would have on her, Amy didn’t always show it. Her mother Janis would later recall a rather humorous anecdote in regard to her reaction to the ordeal. Upon breaking the news to her, Amy requested a hamster, as if the pet could somehow fill the void of her father’s absence. Later in life, however, she would write a song about it called “What Is It About Men,” commenting that the song is “me trying to work out my dad’s problems with sticking with one woman, trying to make sense of why he did certain things.”

These early experiences would shape Amy Winehouse’s life and her unique style of music, which would captivate audiences around the world within just a few short years.


Chapter Two

A Misspent Youth

“I would say that my school life and school reports are filled with ‘could do betters’ and ‘does not work to her full potential.’”

—Amy Winehouse

Amy Winehouse was rambunctious from the very beginning, and even she would later admit that she was quite a handful for the adults in her life who were tasked with finding a positive way to channel all that boundless energy and willpower. And it wasn’t just challenging for her parents and teachers—her peers also had a difficult time dealing with her at times. Comically enough, Amy would later recall how, when she attended Osidge Primary School, she used to steal from other kids’ lunch boxes.

She and a little friend of hers would wait for fellow students to leave for recess and then sneak back to the cubbyholes where the lunches were. Here, they would mercilessly raid the lunchboxes left behind. It seems that it wasn’t because Amy was particularly hungry that she did this—rather, it was to see the reaction on her classmates’ faces when they found that their lunch had been disturbed. Thankfully (for both Amy and her lunch-less peers), she quickly grew out of this odd phase and moved on to other ways to break through the boredom at school.

By the time she was ten, she was taking part in auditions for theatrical productions. It was around this age, in fact, that she auditioned to be Little Orphan Annie in a production of the same name, which was being held down at the Susi Earnshaw Theatre School. Being the novice that she was, no one really expected her to get the part, but it was believed that perhaps the sting of rejection would be a character-building experience for Amy. Winehouse’s grandmother Cynthia, however, was apparently convinced that Amy was a shoo-in and was ready to go to bat for her. When Amy was rejected, she went into action and caused a major scene. Nevertheless, the director held firm to his decision, and a dejected Amy and Cynthia went home with nothing much to show for their efforts.

At any rate, it was on the heels of this failed audition that Amy began attending secondary school at Ashmole in the fall of 1994. Her family had deep roots in this institution, as her own father had studied there as a child. It proved to be a bit of a difficult adjustment for Amy, however, and she was often distracted in the classroom. Mitch would later recall that she eventually became so disenchanted with the whole thing that she would refuse to wake up in the morning just so she wouldn’t have to go. When she did go, she would often make a nuisance of herself.

One day, when the headmaster called her down to the office after causing yet another disturbance, she started singing the song Frank Sinatra made a hit, “Fly Me to the Moon,” at the top of her lungs and refused to stop. Amy apparently was not only distracted, but she also wanted to distract everyone else. In her typical headstrong mentality, she had decided that if she couldn’t focus on her studies, then no one else would be able to either. Yet as much bad attention as she was capable of attracting, she could get good attention too.

This was demonstrated at a talent competition at Ashmole, where she wowed the audience by doing her own variation of Alanis Morrisette’s song “Ironic.” The whole crowd seemed to love the rendition, and Winehouse received great praise for it. This was apparently enough of a boost to Winehouse’s confidence to have her apply to attend the Sylvia Young Theatre School in central London. It was a decision that would change her life for good.


Chapter Three

First Recordings

“I always wrote poetry and stuff like that, so putting songs together wasn’t that spectacular.”

—Amy Winehouse

Amy Winehouse was 12 years of age when she applied and was accepted into the Sylvia Young Theatre School. Her application itself was quite memorable. In it, she described herself as having always “been loud, to the point of being told to shut up.” She attributed this fact to the nature of her family environment, claiming that being loud was the only way to be heard in the Winehouse home. Along with this explanation for her disposition, she also voiced her desire to “be very famous” and to “sell out concerts.” These were big ambitions, and for anyone else, they likely would have been viewed as the wild daydreams of youth, but of course, in the case of Amy Winehouse, they would actually become a reality.

Winehouse was ultimately accepted into the school, but even here, in the relatively relaxed settings of the Sylvia Young Theatre School, she would often get into trouble. The school didn’t approve of jewelry, for example, and Amy was constantly being told to remove her nose ring. It’s said that she would comply only to put the ring back into her nose ten minutes later. Winehouse was also routinely late or absent. It seems that even when she was embarking upon an engaging curriculum that fulfilled her interests, she still couldn’t always commit herself to being present and on time.

Nevertheless, she learned quite a bit at Sylvia Young and perfected not only her singing voice but also her dancing and acting skills
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