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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.

