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			INTRODUCTION

			‘The 27 Club’ refers to the disproportionate number of ­musicians who died at the age of twenty-seven, their legend as cultural deities secured forever. 

			As a term, The 27 Club came into common parlance in 1994, following the death of Nirvana leader Kurt Cobain. ‘Now he’s gone and joined that stupid club. I told him not to join that stupid club,’ said Wendy O’Connor, his mother, on hearing of the demise of her son.

			For the purpose of this book I have limited myself to a study of those 27-year-old musical casualties who became iconic: Amy Winehouse, the most recent, passed away in 2011; Nirvana’s Kurt Cobain in 1994; Jim Morrison of the Doors in 1971; Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin in 1970; Rolling Stones’ founder Brian Jones in 1969; and the inspirational and innovative pioneering bluesman Robert Johnson in 1938. 

			These forever young creative geniuses are all embraced by the global imagination, giving them an apparently eternal life in the collective psyche. My aim has been to illuminate the phenomenon of these inspirational figures who seemed to unwittingly sacrifice themselves at the same age for the sake of their art. 

			Of these principal seven, two died from an overdose of heroin: Jim Morrison and Janis Joplin; Brian Jones drowned; Amy Winehouse seemed to literally drink herself to death; Jimi Hendrix accidentally overdosed on sleeping tablets; Kurt Cobain shot himself; and Robert Johnson was murdered, poisoned by a jealous husband. 

			Each of these seven musical stars had unique experiences that drove them towards their particular outlandish fame, untimely death and ensuing legend. They all had their own knowledge of celebrity, the dark romance and seedy glamour that led to membership of The 27 Club. Each tragically underwent his or her own journey of flying far too close to the sun. 

			There was one thing they all had in common, however: although Jimi Hendrix may have had the worst experience, each carried their own psychological issues stemming from childhood. Driven by the insecurities this gave rise to, in many ways their entire short lives can be seen as attempts to overcome and heal themselves through music. Forcing themselves ever onwards in this healing process, by the time they attained the age of twenty-seven they were all burned out, exhausted, and seeking a shift in their lives. 

			Although some readers will not be comfortable with this, there are esoteric explanations for the notion of The 27 Club. Astrologers will tell you that twenty-seven is immediately before the time in your life, at approximately the age of twenty-­eight, when Saturn returns to its point in your astrological chart at birth. In terms of Saturn’s return, as it is known, the age of twenty-eight is meant to mark a break with youth, and the first steps into maturity, a major transitional point in life. In other words, the members of The 27 Club seemed unable to make that evolution into adulthood, perhaps because they no longer had the mental or physical strength to do so. Could it be that their souls were rebelling? That their inner beings had really had enough?

			In quasi-mystical realms the number twenty-seven contains numerologically powerful associations: when reduced to the primary number of nine, by adding two and seven together, it becomes the cube of three, itself considered a ‘Magic Number’. Moreover, twenty-seven is significant for several reasons in the Bible: there are the twenty-seven books of the New Testament, for example, and the name Abraham appears in twenty-seven books, and according to the Gospel of St Matthew twenty-seven is the number of generations from David to Jesus Christ. Mary Agreda, the seventeenth-century Spanish mystical nun, reported after visions that it was at the age of twenty-seven that Jesus Christ began to preach his personal gospel. 

			According to researcher and author Alfred Weysen, twenty-seven is a lunar symbol which indicates the light in darkness, the symbol of divine light. And Jacob Boehme, allegedly the greatest of Christian Gnostics, born in 1575, considered the number twenty-seven as being synonymous with ‘the death’. 

			So twenty-seven clearly appears to have numerous symbolic and mystical associations. But who were further victims of The 27 Club? Well, there was Alan ‘Blind Owl’ Wilson of Canned Heat, dead two weeks before Jimi Hendrix in 1970 from a barbiturates overdose – suffering from depression, he had attempted suicide some months previously. And a fellow member of the late 1960s ‘underground’ movement, Ron ‘Pigpen’ McKernan, who played keyboards, harmonica and percussion with the Grateful Dead, and who passed away in 1973, physically damaged by his addiction to alcohol. ‘He was a juicer,’ commented Jerry Garcia. 

			The previous year Les Harvey, guitarist with respected UK semi-blues group Stone the Crows, and brother of the singer Alex Harvey, had been fatally electrocuted onstage after touching an unearthed microphone. Later that decade, in April 1975, Badfinger’s award-winning songwriter Pete Ham hanged himself, mired in depression. Also that year Uriah Heep’s bass-player Gary Thain succumbed to a heroin overdose. 

			Pete de Freitas, the talented drummer with Echo and the Bunnymen, was killed at the age of twenty-seven in 1989 when his motorcycle collided with a passing vehicle. And one of rock ’n’ roll’s great recent mysteries received some form of closure when Richey Edwards of the Manic Street Preachers was legally declared dead in 2008, thirteen years after he had disappeared in 1995. His car had been found close to the Severn Bridge that links England and Wales, and – although his body was never found – suspicions grew that he had jumped from the bridge into the vast river. At the time of his disappearance the allegedly ‘troubled’ Edwards – like all the aforementioned names – was, of course, twenty-seven.

			However, none of these figures, and there are many, many more, was a household name in the manner of those – with the exception of Robert Johnson – on whom I have concentrated.

			Their legend now appears to be eternal. Unsullied by age since they checked into The 27 Club, they will never check out.

		

	
		
			Amy Winehouse

			‘Mostly I have this dream to be very famous. To work on stage. It’s a lifelong ambition’ 

			Amy Winehouse, 1996
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			On Friday, 22 July 2011 at 8.30 p.m., Amy Winehouse’s doctor came to her house in London’s Camden for a scheduled appointment.

			Permanently ensconced in her home was a minder, employed by her management company. That night he heard Amy playing drums late into the night, at one point suggesting she quieten down so as not to disturb neighbours.

			At 10 a.m., the minder looked into Amy’s room; she was still sleeping, he thought.

			He didn’t check on her again until shortly before 4 p.m., at which point he realized she was not breathing. Although a pair of ambulances arrived almost immediately, it was too late. Amy Winehouse was dead.

			*

			What was most surprising about the death of Amy Winehouse was that it hadn’t happened sooner.

			The actual cause – alcohol poisoning – wasn’t ­especially what we might have expected. A heroin overdose? A cocaine-induced heart-attack? Those were more what we were primed for . . . But didn’t it feel like something we’d been waiting for? For a while, in fact?

			Because the tragedy of Amy Winehouse was one of Shakespearean dimensions, of extreme arcs of crisis, despair and self-recrimination, all played out by a queen of an alternative new royalty. It was lived out in public; as her snappy, confessional songs reveal, she was not averse to self-analysis. Yet later she would be repelled by the school society, hectoring aspects of rehab.

			Amy Winehouse was very much a product of her time: a pushy, north London Jewish girl, embraced by assorted family neuroses. With his perpetual hints of bad boy, her father Mitchell was her male archetype; her relationship with Blake Fielder-Civil, as specifically detailed in ‘Back to Black’ and ‘Me & Mr Jones’, is like a parody of her mother Janis’s relationship with Mitch, who had an established relationship with another woman. (In fact, before she married Blake, Amy had become the Other Woman.)

			She was talented to the point of genius. Amy was one of those kids who is so highly intelligent that school is habitually boring. It is significant that her favourite subject was English. She was a natural writer – you can feel it in her lines.

			But she’s also a symbol of her age; like everyone now­adays, she wanted to be famous. That was one of the central thrusts of her existence. But one should always bear in mind the piece of Chinese wisdom that warns you to be careful of what you wish for, because you just might get it.

			For if Amy Winehouse was representative of her times, it was because of the manner in which she was also killed by celebrity culture, the Holy Grail of the twenty-first century, with the bullying paparazzi permanently on her doorstep. Amy initially seemed to welcome this, but then became devoured by it.

			She also lived at a transitional period for the music business, as record companies cannibalize themselves and, suffering acute anxiety attacks, collapse into a digital world for which they are unprepared. What seemed like Amy’s colossal array of influences – unimaginable for someone, say, two decades previously – was a reflection of her being a child of her age, when teenage (and even younger) music fans would swap entire laptops’ worth of music, building up enormous collections. This is extremely fruitful material for study, for those who could be bothered to immerse themselves in such riches. And, of course, Amy certainly could.

			With her art forced into the margins by the ceaseless psychological and cultural miasma of her life, you can almost forget the value of her music with its powerful, deep contralto vocals. But that was where her essence lay; for, although she released only two albums, Amy Winehouse, aged only twenty-seven, died a legend.

			*

			At first she had simply behaved as an archetypal Camden caner. ‘When I first met her around Camden,’ Russell Brand affectionately remembered on his Guardian blog, ‘she was just some twit in a pink satin jacket shuffling round bars with mutual friends, most of whom were in cool indie bands or peripheral Camden figures Withnail-ing their way through life on impotent charisma.

			‘Carl Barât told me that Winehouse was a jazz singer, which struck me as bizarrely anomalous in that crowd. “Jazz singer? She must be some kind of eccentric,” I thought. I chatted to her anyway though, she was after all, a girl, and she was sweet and peculiar but most of all vulnerable.’1

			The facts are clear: Amy Jade Winehouse was born on 14 September 1983, to Mitchell, who was 34, and 28-year-old Janis. They were good Jewish parents and habitués of the north London Jewish neighbourhood of Southgate. Amy was the second child, born four years after her brother Alex. (‘I’m Jewish, yeah?’ Amy would proclaim in 2004. ‘So I’m one of those people who thinks that, at the end of the day, my opinion’s always right, my gut instinct is always right. I think that’s a Jewish thing. Or whatever.’)

			Janis was American, from Brooklyn, New York. There were other relatives in Miami and Atlanta, though financial constraints meant the London Winehouses hardly ever visited them.

			Amy grew up in a two-bedroom flat, followed by a 1930s semi-detached, which was in turn succeeded by a three-bedroom Victorian terrace house. When Amy was growing up with her mother and father – which lasted until the parents split up when she was nine – Mitch worked as a double-­glazing salesman, rising to an elevated position within the firm.

			Mitch Winehouse ended up in later life working as a black-cab driver. ‘I grew up in London’s East End, which is where most Jewish people come from. And we had a very, very close-knit family. My father was a barber and then he became a London taxi driver. Most Jewish guys in those years did that.’

			Mitch also had been a singer, a lover of Frank Sinatra. As already noted, there is something attractively louche about Mitch Winehouse and his barrel-chested, gangster-like machismo, an echo of Jake LaMotta in Raging Bull. ‘I was more a semi-professional singer, when I was in my twenties and thirties. I stopped when I was about thirty. I was singing in clubs, local stuff, nothing special, and I really gave it up to look after the family because I wasn’t making any money at it.’

			‘Rehab’, Amy’s greatest hit, even includes a reference to her father, from the point of view of a little girl (‘And my daddy says so . . .’) – he is omnipresent in her life, replicated through her bad-boy lovers. (The record also contains an allusion to her manager, Raye Cosbert, another father figure.)

			A man of the world, Mitch had a relatively liberal attitude to drugs. In an interview, he once stated ‘my daughter isn’t drug-crazed. Even when I was a young man I dabbled – what young person hasn’t?’2

			There is a sense about Amy of her always trying to make things right for Mitch – the response of many children of divorces, as they go about the task of parenting their parents, often carrying the unnecessary secret fear that somehow it was their fault that their mother and father split up. Towards the end of her life, she persuaded him to record and release an album. ‘I taught Amy to sing when she was a baby,’ said Mitch. ‘Like all parents, you know, they sing to their ­children – and when her first album came out, and she was doing shows, she would get me on stage to do a couple of songs, and it’s always great fun.’

			Because Mitch would sing to her so much, Amy followed his example; when she first attended school, teachers would tell her to stop singing in class. At the age of four, Amy had started her formal education up on the edge of north London at the borough of Barnet’s Ossidge Primary School, which had a strong tradition of musical education. Bonding with a girl called Juliette Ashby, at a very early age she formed a musical double act, with Juliette as Pepsi and Amy as Shirley, the Wham! backing singers who forged a career away from George Michael. ‘I think we clicked because we were both a bit off-key,’ Amy told the Observer. ‘We had a tune called “Spinderella”, which was great.’

			From the off, Amy Winehouse and Juliette Ashby were troublemakers, something that Amy would recall in an interview: ‘You’d get sent to the school reception if you were naughty and we were always meeting up there. We told this boy that if he didn’t pull his pants down we wouldn’t be his friends any more. And he did it.’

			‘I used to egg Amy on a bit more because she was more fearless,’ said Juliette. ‘One of our best routines was that one of us would run out of the classroom in tears, and the other would say that they’d have to go out and comfort her. And then we’d just sit in a room somewhere, laughing for the rest of the lesson . . . Amy was always keeping her friends on their toes. I made her a friendship brooch once and she threw it in the sandpit.’

			Amy denied this: ‘I never did that. She was the one with the upper hand. Juliette always had strawberry shoelaces in her bag, and you knew you were flavour of the day if she offered you one.’

			After outgrowing her obsession with Michael Jackson, Amy transferred her allegiances to Madonna, listening to her Immaculate Collection ‘every day until I was about eleven. And then I discovered Salt-N-Pepa and TLC. My first real role models were Salt-N-Pepa and Lisa “Left Eye” Lopes,’ Amy said in 2007. ‘Salt-N-Pepa were real women who weren’t afraid to talk about men and they got what they wanted and talked about girls they didn’t like. That was always really cool.’3

			Left Eye Lopes was some role model. She was the central creative thrust of TLC, whose fabulously crafted R’n’B albums took the three-piece girl group to superstardom; 1994’s ­CrazySexyCool, their second longplayer, sold 15 million copies. But the tattoo-adorned Left Eye was also feisty, and seemed like trouble, a bad girl; the same year that CrazySexyCool came out, she burned down the Atlanta, Georgia mansion of her boyfriend, NFL football player Andre Rison. In 2002, while working on a video in Honduras, Left Eye swerved her SUV off a road to avoid a truck; her vehicle tumbled, and she died of her injuries, at the age of thirty.

			When she was thirteen, however, Amy first heard a for­mative influence: ‘Leader of the Pack’ by the Shangri-Las. The Shangri-Las’ melodramatic tunes, produced by Shadow Morton, also included ‘Remember (Walking in the Sand)’ and ‘Out in the Streets’, and were masterpieces of teenage angst.

			Music was in the family. Amy’s father’s ‘beautiful’ mother, Cynthia, a huge fan of Tony Bennett, had once been engaged to the saxophonist Ronnie Scott, who had founded his celebrated jazz club in London’s Soho. This gave Amy something of a royal jazz lineage – her petite ‘nan’, something of a mystic, brought out a similar disposition in Amy, who would share her interest in the reading of tarot cards. And her Uncle Leon was a professional horn player.

			Janis was a big fan of Carole King and James Taylor, and King’s mellifluous Tapestry album was a permanent highlight of Janis’s in-car entertainment, as Amy well remembered. Amy was accordingly imbued with an appreciation of two of the most skilful of the early 1970s singer-songwriters.

			She would have cause to become even more familiar with the tunes. When Amy was nine, she and her brother went to live with their mother, who had split up with Mitch. They moved from Southgate to nearby East Finchley.

			Janis’s view of the effect on her daughter of her parents’ break-up is that Amy’s response can be heard in her music. ‘People talk a lot about the anger in Amy’s songs. I think a lot of it was that her father wasn’t there. Now he’s trying to make up for that and he’s spending more time with her, but what he’s doing now is what he should have been doing then.’

			Amy was always singing around the house. Janis recalled how she would sing Gloria Gaynor’s ‘I Will Survive’ in the bath. Otherwise, it was classic rebellion. Removed from the influence of her father from the age of nine, Amy decided to take control of her own life. Soon she was wearing short skirts and make-up. When she lost her virginity at the age of fifteen, she told her mother, whose response was to put her daughter on the contraceptive pill. But Amy’s first sexual experience proved traumatic – the boy involved did not treat her well, and she continued to speak about this for the rest of her life.

			When she moved on to Ashmole, her secondary school in Southgate, Amy and Juliette’s mothers spoke to the teachers, and asked for them to keep the two girls apart. Such was the success of this request that the two girls hardly saw each other between the ages of thirteen and fifteen. It didn’t seem to really make any difference to Amy’s life. Bright and alert, she found school boring and stifling.

			Accordingly, an alternative to Ashmole was sought out. The Sylvia Young Theatre School was located off London’s Edgware Road. Amy had expressed a desire to finish her education there; in an autobiographical essay she wrote as part of her application, she expressed her inner desire: ‘. . . mostly I have this dream to be very famous. To work on stage. It’s a lifelong ambition.’ At her audition she impressed Young with her delivery of the jazz standard ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’. She was given a scholarship.

			Yet her personality problems assailed her. ‘She wouldn’t wear the school uniform correctly,’ Sylvia Young told the Daily Mail. ‘She chewed gum in lessons. She wore a silver nose-ring and, when I asked her to take it out, she apologized, removed it, and replaced it an hour later. I could not ignore it but I understood and we found a way of coexisting. She would break the rules; I would tell her off; and she would acknowledge it. She could be disruptive in class, too, but this was largely because she didn’t concentrate. She was, as I have said, wonderfully clever – so much so that we decided to move her one year ahead of her age group in the hope she would feel more challenged. Despite this, she was often bored out of her mind, although not in English lessons, which she loved.’4

			Having an older brother was useful. Amy would pick up on what he was into. As a result, she read J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye at an early age. After she heard Alex playing Thelonious Monk’s ‘Round Midnight’, she gave herself the task of learning about great jazz singers and musicians. ‘I learnt from Ella Fitzgerald and Sarah Vaughan and Dinah Washington. They were the most inspiring people for me when I was developing a voice. It was the first real music apart from hip-hop that ever spoke to me and made an emotional connection.’5

			In 1997, when she was fourteen, Amy began to smoke serious amounts of weed. There were also worrying instances of self-harm – gouging cuts into her arms with a knife, for example. Later diagnosed as a manifestation of depression, the self-harming had begun at the age of nine, when her parents had split up.

			In 1997 she also made her first television appearance, on The Fast Show; she was in a sketch titled ‘Peasblossom’ that went out on Channel 4 on 21 November 1997. To Amy it must have seemed mildly validating.

			In the same year, Amy was very influenced by a wonderful album by a new artist – Baduizm by Erykah Badu, a clever, heartfelt amalgam of jazz, soul and hip-hop, which was a revelation. A very romantic, adult set of songs, it must have touched the heart of the teenage girl.

			Around this time Amy’s mother Janis was called in to Sylvia Young’s. She told the Daily Mail that the principal had phoned her. He told her, ‘“I think you should take her away.” He didn’t want children who weren’t going to get good grades and Amy wasn’t going to. She was very bright but was always messing around.’

			The same day, Janis told the Mail, ‘I had to take the family cat Katie to the vet. I dropped off the cat, went to the school and then went back to the vet’s. We had the cat put down. My joke is, I should have had Amy put down and the cat moved on.’6

			Despite her mother’s mirth, the decision was devastating for Amy. She cried every night, burying herself in the melancholy masterpieces of Ray Charles, another recent discovery.

			She was then sent to the Mount School in Mill Hill, a private school whose fees were not cheap. Although there were many musical classes, her year there was very much one of treading water; she emerged with 5 GCSEs.

			After some short-term employment, Amy mustered her forces and applied to Croydon’s BRIT Performing Arts and Technology School, an establishment that had the advantage of being free. She attended the BRIT School for almost a year, before finally dropping out. At this stage she was inconsistent and drifting.

			However, Sylvia Young had been unhappy that Amy had been excluded from her school by the principal. Accordingly, she offered her former pupil an ‘after-care’ service. ‘When she reached sixteen, I arranged for her to audition for the National Youth Jazz Orchestra. She was later spotted performing with the Orchestra by colleagues of pop manager Simon Fuller, the man behind the Spice Girls’ success.’7

			By now Amy was regularly smoking marijuana with her partner-in-crime Juliette Ashby. Their double-act fuelled by the weed, the pair then found employment together. Juliette’s father ran WENN (World Entertainment News Network), a showbusiness news gathering service with bureaus around the world. He found positions as trainee journalists for both girls in the London office. A fellow journalist at WENN was Sean Hamilton, later to join the Sun.

			‘I remember her when she was sixteen, straight from BRIT School,’ he said. ‘She worked for two months as a junior showbiz reporter. She was precocious, loud, brash, rude, always swearing. She was always singing in the office.

			‘She was a bit of a stage-school brat. At that point her passion was jazz. She was a big smoker and liked a drink. She was hilarious and loved life.

			‘Her first serious boyfriend was a guy called Chris – they met at WENN. Her album Frank was all about him when they split.

			‘Around the time she was at WENN she was going out gigging with various jazz bands and learning her craft. She was on the circuit on stage almost every night.’8

			Instead of being fascinated by the glamorous world to which she was now being given access, and perhaps swept up into it, Amy Winehouse was unimpressed, which says positive things about her character. All she wanted to do each day was get home and play her guitar, and she couldn’t wait for the weekends, when there would be shows with the National Youth Orchestra.

			As Sean Hamilton says, at WENN she also met Chris, her first serious relationship. The love affair only lasted for nine months; Chris was seven years older than Amy. The story of some of their relationship is elucidated on Frank, especially on the album opener, ‘Stronger Than Me’.

			Tyler James, a boyfriend from their days together at the Sylvia Young School, had been signed to a division of Simon Fuller’s 19 Management. With Tyler, Amy recorded some demo tunes, before passing them on to his management company.

			Nick Godwin, a manager with 19 Management, heard the demo. ‘We put it on,’ he said, ‘and there was this amazing voice, fantastic lyrics. They were eight- or nine-minute poems. Quite awkward guitar playing, but utterly breathtaking.’

			In early 2002 Godwin and Nick Shymansky, an A&R man with 19, went to see Amy perform with the National Youth Jazz Orchestra. They were stunned by her powerful act, and made her an offer of management.

			Amy Winehouse and Simon Fuller always seemed an unlikely alliance. The king of moulding talent into readily marketable packages and the queen of mouldy, the girl who would be happy playing pool with the street cleaners in her local pub, and who would happily slag off Rachel Stevens, another former alumni of the Sylvia Young School, whom Fuller managed as part of S Club 7 – Amy’s jibes about his artist did not please the music mogul.

			In Spring 2002 her management put Amy Winehouse into Mayfair Recording Studios in London’s Primrose Hill. Felix Howard was suggested to her as a writing partner. Felix had briefly enjoyed fame, even notoriety, when as an eight-year-old boy he was featured on the cover of the Face magazine’s ‘buffalo look’ issue; he later danced in a Madonna video. Subsequently he had become a guitarist and songwriter/producer for EMI, his work featuring on albums by such artists as Kylie Minogue, The Sugababes and Ms Dynamite amongst others. His main task, he said, was to prevent Amy writing songs whose lyrics ran for up to ten minutes – ‘folk odysseys with no chorus’.

			She worked on countless tunes, although ‘Amy, Amy, Amy’ and ‘October Song’ – a tune she wrote after the death of Ava, her pet canary (who is ‘reborn like Sarah Vaughan’) – were the only ones that survived from those sessions long enough to be recorded on Frank. Altogether, three producers worked with Amy on this new material; later it was acknow­ledged that this may have been a case of too many cooks. So, for the recording of her first album, this was stripped down.

			All the same, so strong was Amy’s material that a deal with EMI Music Publishing was soon secured by Nick Godwin after he had brought her songs to the attention of Guy Mott, an executive at the company. With her advance, Amy was able to rent a flat in Camden – in a street behind Camden Road overground rail station – which she shared with her old partner-in-crime, Juliette Ashby.

			Endeavouring to let Amy Winehouse develop at her own pace, 19 kept a tight lid on any news of their signing of this prodigious talent. But John Campbell, a friend of Island Records’ A&R director Darcus Beese, played his pal some tunes. ‘Who is she?’ Darcus asked. But Campbell had been sworn to not reveal her name.

			His appetite whetted, Beese – the son of Darcus Howe, one of Britain’s leading black commentators and intellectuals – kept his ears open for any information about the owner of this extraordinary voice. ‘I was trying to do real old-school A&R, involving a bit of detective work,’ he recalled. Then, on a visit to another friend, Major, a producer who lived in Harlesden, Beese was played the same set of songs. Major, however, was under no confidentiality obligation; he told the Island Records man precisely who this singer was and who was guiding her career.

			Yet on the several occasions Darcus Beese phoned 19 Management about Amy, his calls were not returned. One afternoon he decided to drive down to the company’s offices, in London’s Battersea, at Ransome’s Dock on the Thames.

			Walking into the premises, he found Amy Winehouse sitting on the floor with her friend Tyler. On a break from further Mayfair recording sessions, they were sifting through photographs of her (then) pair of tattoos, searching for a brand image that was not reliant on a picture of her face.

			Darcus introduced himself. ‘So what?’ said the stroppy nineteen-year-old Amy. ‘She already had attitude and swagger,’ said Darcus. ‘She was nineteen and already writing and singing songs like “You Send Me Flying” and “You’re a Monkey Not a Boy”. Songs that have such perception. It wasn’t pop. She waxes off the scale lyrically on the first album. She owned her material and sound. Sarah Vaughan meets Mahalia Jackson meets Courtney Love, she seemed to me. She said she was a jazz singer, but as you grow and things happen in your personal life . . . It was all her: no one came up with the sound. I told Nick Gatfield [the then head of Island Records, a former member of Dexy’s Midnight Runners] that I wanted to sign her.’

			At Island’s headquarters on Kensington High Street, before the company bigwigs, Amy played a short set. Among the tunes she performed was ‘(There is) No Greater Love’.

			Amy was a little mystified by all this attention. She still hadn’t seriously imagined she could make a living out of music, despite it being her burning desire, as she confirmed: ‘I honestly never thought I would make any money from music – I figured I’d get a job in an office or as a waitress. I never had a great plan or promoted myself, but in a way I’ve been working for this for years.’

			Getting to know her at a respectful distance, Darcus Beese found himself even more impressed: ‘When she dressed up and put on her make-up when she was going out, she’d say she was putting on her warpaint. I thought she always looked great. I think she wanted to walk down the road looking a million dollars. She’d do that if she were famous or not – she’s a complete artist.’

			Aware of the confusion created by the trio of producers at Mayfair, Beese had his own concept of how his new signing should progress; she needed to be guided by a single, visionary producer.

			Signed to EMI Publishing was Salaam Remi. Growing up in Miami in the milieu of expatriate Jamaican musicians, Salaam Remi had produced Ini Kamoze’s 1994 masterly global smash, ‘Here Comes the Hotstepper’. Subsequently he had worked with Nas (by then Amy’s favourite hip-hop artist), The Fugees, Toni Braxton, Ms Dynamite and Lauryn Hill. Hill’s masterful solo album, The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill, had had a significant effect on Amy Winehouse on its release in 1998. Equally significantly, Remi produced the song ‘Block Party’ by TLC member Lisa ‘Left Eye’ Lopes, especially encouraging for devoted Left Eye fan Amy. When it was suggested she work with Salaam Remi, the choice could not have been better.

			Starting on 27 May 2002, Frank was recorded at Salaam Remi’s studio in Miami, which he had set up in his home. Salaam worked with Amy on the tunes; Amy wrote or co-wrote every song on the record. She would usually write songs while playing the guitar.

			The songs she recorded for what would become the Frank album had the advantage of seeming like tunes you had already heard. One song for the album was written as a medi­tation on the break-up of her first long-term relationship, with Chris, the older guy she had met while at WENN. ‘Take the Box’ was literally a description of Amy’s response to the split – to put all her boyfriend’s ‘stuff’ in a box, to get rid of him. In fact, this break-up was to prove inspirational for her art; songs about the end of that love affair poured out of her, some of them coated in vitriol, like the album opener, ‘Stronger Than Me’, bemoaning the ‘New Man’ aspects of her former beau (asking him if he’s a ‘ladyboy’). Amy clearly liked her men strong – like her dad, Mitch.

			Working on the Miami sessions with Salaam Remi was a backing singer called Jeni Fujita, who had also worked on The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill. Troy Genius, renamed as Troy Wilson on the sleeve notes, was a Jamaican drummer who had worked with Dennis Brown, Bounti Killa and Redman, among others. He and Remi had also worked with Alicia Keyes. For the Amy sessions, Salaam Remi brought in Earl ‘Chinna’ Smith, the masterly Jamaican guitarist who had worked with Bob Marley, Burning Spear, Peter Tosh, Black Uhuru and Augustus Pablo, among many others. Chinna was ‘very impressed’ with Amy as a person, and especially with her lyrics; his playing was all over ‘Moody’s Mood For Love’, with its distinct reggae feel.

			When Darcus Beese flew over from London to Miami to check out the sessions, he was staggered by what he heard. ‘Up until then I knew she was special, but not how great. I thought new artists couldn’t emulate that old stuff: people who write and bare their soul – Janis Joplin or Billie Holiday. Then Amy came along, a singer-songwriter in the true sense of the word. She was a doddle to work with: she was as ­musical as the musicians – she knew what was minor, or major. And I loved the detail they were putting in, like the crackle of old vinyl at the beginning of “Know You Now”.’

			Deviating from his original personal brief of having a single producer oversee Amy’s first album, Darcus Beese made the decision to maximize the recording session’s potential by also calling on the talents of Commissioner Gordon. Growing up in New York’s Bronx in the early 1980s, Gordon ‘Commissioner Gordon’ Williams had been immersed in hip-hop culture, where he was personally acquainted with such legends as Kool Herc, and became involved with Afrika Bambaata’s Zulu Nation. More recently part of KRS-One’s Boogie Down Productions, he had already won three Grammy Awards for his work on The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill – which was beginning to feel like a key reference point for Amy Winehouse’s first record.

			Commissioner Gordon worked from his studio, The Headquarters, in New Jersey. He had also engineered for Carlos Santana, Whitney Houston and Will Smith. When working with Amy on Frank, Gordon was impressed by her know­ledge of jazz and said that she knew more about it than he did. He noticed she had pictures of Dinah Washington, Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughan and Billie Holiday stuck into her lyric book.

			The cover of Frank shows a happy, wholesome, open-faced Amy Winehouse walking a small black dog; a surprising piece of marketing – almost as though there is some uncertainty as to who will buy the record. There are hints of puppy-fat, and she’s busty. Not a visible trace of a tattoo. But such an innocent image contrasts starkly with the ‘adult’ content of the lyrics – a ‘Parental Advisory Explicit Content’ decal is attached to the image.

			On the record itself, Amy Winehouse declares herself to be a stroppy New Woman – as is made clear from the first lyrics on ‘Stronger Than Me’. Songs like ‘Fuck Me Pumps’ reveal her attitude towards certain of her fellow women – she expresses her contempt for certain mutton-dressed-as-lamb, supposedly modern women, shamelessly chasing rich men as potential husbands, but ending up suffering tawdry one-night stands. And there are more songs clearly influenced by her mother and father’s relationship, like ‘What Is It About Men’.

			To build an underground buzz, three separate nights were booked at the Cobden Club on Kensal Road in Notting Hill, beginning on 22 July 2003. On the first night Amy arrived on stage with just an acoustic guitar. When she appeared again at the Cobden, on 11 August, she had a group playing behind her.

			Annie Lennox, who shared the same management, came to the last Cobden show: ‘I was completely blown away. She was like a woman in her thirties, with a whole, seasoned delivery, not fazed by anything at all. I was in awe of her. I thought, wow, you have a special talent. God, you are eighteen [she was actually nineteen]: where did that come from?’9

			‘Stronger Than Me’ came out as the first single on 6 October 2003, two weeks before the astonishingly self-assured debut album itself – ‘at once innocent and sleazy’, as the Guardian review of Frank described it. Amy was not the only contemporary artist to be ploughing the jazz furrow; new talents Jamie Cullum, Katie Melua and Norah Jones all considered themselves ‘jazz’ musicians. Much to her disgruntlement, Amy was lumped in with them.

			A UK tour had been set up for the back-end of the year. Amy Winehouse’s first major London date, at the very cute Bush Hall on Uxbridge Road in Shepherd’s Bush, was on 3 December 2003. Accompanied by a drummer, two guitarists, a bass player, and a three-piece horn section, Amy also played acoustic and electric guitar. ‘Long may her angst unfurl,’ concluded Caroline O’Sullivan in her considered Guardian review.10

			At first the album sold slowly. But on 27 May 2004, Amy won the Ivor Novello Award for Best Contemporary Song for ‘Stronger Than Me’. Sales of Frank soared to 200,000, and the album peaked at number 13.

			In March 2004, Amy appeared on Jonathan Ross’s Friday night BBC1 television show. Looking glamorous in a pretty dress, her hair tumbling down to her shoulders, she described her music as ‘straight jazz-hip-hop cross’. Ross questioned her about the broken romance that influenced so many of the songs on Frank. ‘I’ve got about seven or eight songs about this guy . . . I was very frustrated about the way things turned out between me and him . . . I just wanted to write music that was emotional, that people would want to listen to and connect with . . . I always said I never wanted to write about love, but then I went and did that anyway,’ she responded.

			Later in the year, at a show in Holland, Amy returned to the same theme: ‘This next song is called “You Sent Me Flying”. I wrote this song about a man who I used to work for who I really liked, hmm, and he didn’t like me back. So this tune is for anyone who ever liked someone who just didn’t . . . care.’

			‘There’ll be more, don’t worry,’ called out an audience member.

			‘That’s cool,’ retorted Amy. ‘I fucked him up since then, so that’s cool.’

			‘Where does your self-confidence come from?’ Ross asked her.

			Her response – all things considered – was revealing: ‘My dad is very outspoken – he’s a taxi driver.’

			Referring to 19 Management, Ross asked if the company had tried to mould her. ‘One of them tried to mould me into a big triangle shape and I said, No-o-o-o-o!’ she laughed.

			‘What I like about you,’ concluded Ross, ‘is you sound so common.’

			Amy laughed: ‘They gave me elocution lessons but they didn’t stick!’

			Then she performed ‘Love is Blind’.

			Around the same time, Paul Du Noyer interviewed Amy for The Word magazine, meeting her early one lunchtime in a Camden tapas bar. A perceptive writer, Du Noyer immediately picked up on the ‘troubled’ aspect of Amy Winehouse: ‘She has a striking, exotic look. Being curvy and with a pronounced bone structure Winehouse looks Amazonian in some photographs, but is actually petite in person. Yet she has a cold stare that you guess she could deploy to deadly effect. She is very bright, though not in a systematic way, as if she has learnt so much so quickly that the patterns have not yet come together in her head. She seems a forthright young woman, and her conversational manner is confrontational. By the interview’s end, however, she looks preoccupied by private anxieties.’

			In the interview Amy waxed ecstatic about London, which was always a subtext of Frank. ‘Oh, I love this city! I love it. Wherever I go in the world, to land back in London is the best feeling. I get to see so many amazing places when I’m working, like Miami, and I think, I could live here. But then I go, yeah, but I wouldn’t be in London.’

			Frank, wrote Du Noyer, ‘was her diary of a torrid adolescence – she was just nineteen when it was recorded – sung with the funky melisma of a jazz veteran and the glottal stops of a mouthy schoolgirl on the Piccadilly Line. It’s a great piece of modern British R&B: for all its vintage American stylings, Frank could not have been made anywhere but in London, in the twenty-first century.’

			When the record was thus defined to her, Amy seemed delighted by the writer’s assessment: ‘Thank you so much!’ she beamed. ‘That is the best compliment you could pay to me. The city is really important to me. I’ve always been a really independent girl. From the age of thirteen or so I’ve always found my own way in the city and there’s nothing I like more than to find another part that I didn’t already know. It really fascinates me. It’s a really English album but I guess I’m a typically English girl.’

			To the consternation of her record company and management, Amy had already questioned the worth of Frank; and Du Noyer followed up the theme of whether she liked her own record:

			‘Yes and no. If I’d been 100 per cent satisfied then I could have relaxed and gone on holiday for six months. But it’s a constant thing for me to better myself. I’ve got a clear ambition now, to make a record of what I hear in my head. Like Stevie Wonder did. It was a learning curve. I always thought I would do music, but I certainly didn’t expect to have a record deal by the time I was nineteen.’

			At the end of the interview, Du Noyer mentions a poignant moment, as Amy Winehouse describes the world of promotion into which she has been pulled since Frank was released. ‘There’s nothing real in it, nothing real. Which really drains me. But you know what? It’s gotta be done.’

			‘She suddenly seems 65 years old,’ he writes.11

			Staying in touch with her local area, Camden, Amy was interviewed at around the same time by Dan Carrier, her local paper’s chief feature writer. A few days later, she dropped off a collection of vinyl presses to his home, dedicated to his young niece, a fan. ‘Your uncle is cool,’ an inscription read, before being signed off with kisses.

			In Camden Amy Winehouse had become one of the locals. She was great company, whether you were one of the Big Issue vendors with whom she would regularly converse; one of the homeless, who were regular recipients of the £5 notes she would dole out; or fellow customers in the York Way fish and chip shop or the Marathon kebab shop, where she was always up for a rap or reasoning. Staggering out in her alarmingly high heels, Amy would purchase Assam or Earl Grey tea from her newsagent; tuna salad she would pick up at Cafe Villa, also in York Way, a regular haunt.

			‘I’d overhear her conversations with her band,’ waitress Lesieli Kava told the local newspaper. ‘Once, a band member was expecting his second child, and he was talking about it with everyone, and I remember she said something like, “I want that,” or “I wouldn’t mind that.” I remember that really well because everyone started kind of teasing her about it afterwards.’

			In the cocktail bar and restaurant, Made in Brasil, in Camden’s Inverness Street, Amy also became a regular, even helping out with the cleaning of the place at the end of one long night. ‘Amy got up and said, “I’m polishing the glasses, give me a cloth”,’ said the owner. ‘And she stood there polishing the glasses, cleaning all the sticky liquids off the bar.’12

			In some interviews, however, Amy Winehouse had given short shrift to her fellow artists; Dido, in particular, was ­singled out for contempt. Such a stance did not endear her to everybody. ‘That’s what my nan said to me,’ she admitted later. ‘See, I don’t give a fuck about people who make shit music. I. Don’t. Give. A. Fuck. That’s it. But my nan is right when she says to me, I know you’re a nice girl, Amy. I know that, your family know that, but other people don’t know that. They think you’re a little bitch and that’s getting in the way of your music.’13

			In the early spring of 2004, Amy had run into a man a year older than herself with whom she instantly clicked. His name was Blake Fielder-Civil, and he was a well-mannered boy. ‘I used to go out clubbing with Blake. He’s kind of a charming bad boy,’ said a friend of his. ‘He’s the sort of bloke who’s got all the chat – who’s got a little twinkle in his eye. He’ll go out and misbehave and do who knows what, but he’d never let a woman go through a door second.’14

			A ‘drop-out’ from Bourne Grammar School in his native Lincolnshire, Fielder-Civil had moved to London when he was sixteen. His parents had broken up, his mother re­-marrying a head teacher; this meant that the family would frequently relocate to other cities, and Blake was never able to settle. In London he worked as a production assistant on music videos, and was handsome and stylish.

			Amy and Blake hit it off instantly, especially sexually. It seemed as though fate had driven them together, and they felt compulsively drawn to each other. ‘We loved each other intensely and probably in a really unhealthy co-dependent way,’ he admitted later of what became a love story of epic proportions.15

			But from the start, there was pain. Blake was living with another woman. He would see Amy, but then go back to his already established relationship. Amy would be left in the endless dark hurt that she would finally lay bare in the song – and album title – ‘Back to Black’.

			The co-dependency included physical violence towards Blake by Amy; in an interview in 2007, she confessed that, with drink taken, she had been known to physically attack him: ‘If he says one thing I don’t like then I’ll chin him.’16

			Amy was busy on stage during 2004. Not just in the UK, but all over Europe: in Germany, Spain, Holland, France. She performed at the Glastonbury Festival, the V Festival and the Montreal International Jazz Festival. (‘It’s not a quiet jazz show that needs to be in an intimate setting, not at all,’ she said. ‘I’m a fierce singer. I got a horn section. We got electric instruments, it’s a big sound. It’s not a tame thing.’) She started the year with a tour of cherry-picked clubs and concluded it with a full UK tour, ending at the 5,000-capacity Brixton Academy on 19 November.

			In January 2004 she was nominated as Best Female Solo Artist for the Brit Awards. ‘It’s a big compliment,’ she told ITN following the nominations. ‘It doesn’t feel like me being nominated. It feels like my cousin called Amy. I never thought I’d be here performing.’17

			She told the interviewer that, for her, the peak experience of 2003 had been meeting the jazz and funk artist Roy Ayers. ‘Getting the album finished and holding it in my hands was one of the biggest highlights.’

			Passed over for awards at the Brits, on 27 May 2004 Amy Winehouse received what was for her a far more prestigious gong at the Grosvenor House hotel in London. She won the 49th annual Ivor Novello Award for Best Contemporary Song, for ‘Stronger Than Me’, solidifying a burgeoning reputation as one of the best songwriters of her generation.

			She ended 2004 on the Hootenanny television show, Jools Holland’s New Year’s Eve special, singing Dinah Washington’s ‘Teach Me Tonight’, her hair cascading to her shoulders, managing (despite the sexually knowing tone of the lyrics) to look almost cosmically innocent.

			A year later, you would be beginning to have the impression that such a sweet façade would seem very much the mask of a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

			During 2005 Amy Winehouse’s consumption of drink and drugs took an exponential upswing. She also experienced serious weight loss – gone was the curvy figure, that collision of voluptuousness and puppy-fat. She became increasingly volatile; an anger clearly burnt within her. Unleashed by her intake of assorted substances, it would begin to assert itself in a frightening manner.

			Her emotions, both positive and negative, were driven by her obsessive love for Blake Fielder-Civil. Was he a substitute for Mitch Winehouse, Amy’s male archetype, to whom her charmingly spivvy new boyfriend’s persona bore some resemblance? For her part, Amy would behave with Blake like a typically possessive Jewish mother, fussing over her ‘baby’, as she liked to call him.

			During the course of 2005, Amy Winehouse was photographed with increasing regularity emerging from bars or nightclubs, looking slightly off her head. Scenting a kill, as they do, the paparazzi turned her evident vulnerability and relative innocence into a legitimate target. There was something almost frighteningly premeditated about the ongoing soap opera that Amy Winehouse became during 2005–6. Later she would confess to a television interviewer that she was ‘manic depressive’.

			By the beginning of the next year, Amy’s lifestyle had led her to change managers. Amy and 19 parted company. Nick Shymansky, who was the same age as Amy, was one of her closest friends; but as part of her management team, he made the decision she should talk to a counsellor about her increasingly evident drinking. And in doing that, according to Darcus Beese, ‘something broke’. Consequently, he was replaced by Raye Cosbert, who had promoted all her UK shows. He had first made his name putting on Public Enemy at Docklands Arena – the first hip-hop act to sell out a UK arena show – and later had promoted shows by Robbie Williams, Blur, Björk, and Massive Attack. The fact that Raye was black may have tickled Amy’s ever-aware sense of street cool and been an additional selling-point; again, it set her apart – there were no other significant white UK acts with black managers.

			By then, however, Amy Winehouse appeared to know no notion of restraint. In February 2006, at the annual Brit Awards, she bellowed from her table at Bono – ‘Shut up! I don’t give a fuck!’ – as the hapless U2 frontman attempted to address the audience from the stage.18 Here, it might be felt that Amy only personified the zeitgeist: many members of the audience no doubt identified with her sentiments. Moreover, it was becoming apparent that Amy Winehouse did not ‘give a fuck’ about anything. That impression was confirmed by Don Letts, the DJ and filmmaker, who found himself sharing a table with her at the Brits. ‘At one point I said that I wished I had a spliff. At which she opened her bag, took out a huge stash of weed, with a grinder, and proceeded to skin up at the table. She was this Fellini-esque voluptuous girl. Feisty, determined, very to-the-point. Very confident. She was very charismatic and bubbly. And very funny.

			‘I knew Frank. When I first heard her voice, it sent shivers down my spine. It was the frightening honesty and cutting observations. I like the way the lyrical wordplay is so macho: “Fuck Me Pumps” from this little white girl.’19

			Amy Winehouse had met Blake Fielder-Civil in her local Camden pub. She would go there to play pool and listen to the joint’s excellent jukebox with its soul and Motown sounds. Their time with each other was lived out in a miasma of drugs. Most of the time they were together, they were out of it, on one substance or another. Amy of course was a ser­ious spliff-head, but this new boyfriend didn’t smoke weed, preferring harder drugs that came in powder form: coke, crack, ketamine, heroin. Smack was something that Amy had not got into. Even her dysfunctional, hyperactive mind had always processed and accepted the information that if you do heroin, it is likely to – sooner or later – kill you. Blake was also very partial to alcohol. No stranger herself to booze, Amy Winehouse now became a voracious consumer of it.

			Within a month of meeting him, Winehouse had wilfully tattooed ‘Blake’ on her neck, something of a proprietorial statement. Above her left breast, as though on the top of a blazer pocket, she had inked the rubric, ‘Blake’s Pocket’. (A later, equally significant tattoo, on her upper left arm, was an image of a horseshoe, bookended with the words ‘Daddy’s Girl’.)

			As stability was lacking in her relationship with Blake Fielder-Civil (he would go home to his girlfriend), Amy Winehouse simultaneously fell into another love affair, with a north London Jewish boy. Alex Clare (also know as Claire), a musician and chef three years younger than her, became a secondary object of Amy’s affections. Then – as during 2006 Blake Fielder-Civil appeared to fall altogether off Amy’s radar – Clare became her number one boyfriend. Yet he was not best pleased when, one night in the Camden music venue pub the Dublin Castle, Amy sold kisses to punters in exchange for shots of tequila. And he was even less happy when he learned that Amy and Blake had made up their differences and were back together. ‘After turning up at three in the morning at The Hawley Arms,’ Clare wrote on his MySpace blog in March 2007, ‘I saw the ex with her ex and I saw red mist. I was shaking like a leaf and decided to get . . . leathered while she sat there inebriated and on the lap of her ex.’ Clare sold his account of his adventures with Amy to the News of the World newspaper, who ran the story under the headline ‘Bondage Crazed Amy Just Can’t Beehive in Bed’.

			On 23 October, Island Records released ‘Rehab’, the first single from her new album, Back to Black, itself released four days later. As a trailer for the album, and as a stand-alone self-portrait of Amy Winehouse, ‘Rehab’ could not be bettered. Structured like an old-fashioned R’n’B song (‘Soul, doowop, girl groups,’ was what Amy said she had been listening to), ‘Rehab’ is a formidable number, expressive of the air of colossal arrogance, complete insolence and sheer innocence effortlessly evinced by Amy. It was also utterly honest; Amy describes being sent to see a counsellor about her drinking. Her response to why she drinks? ‘I’m gonna lose my baby/So I always keep a bottle near’. And then, a few lines later: ‘I don’t ever wanna drink again/I just, ooh, I just need a friend’. Words from the heart; a pity no one seemed to be listening.

			The single reached number 7 in the UK charts; more surprisingly, it marked the American breakthrough of Amy Winehouse, hitting number 9. (As yet, Frank had not even been released in the United States.) It would go on to win three Grammy Awards in 2008, including Record of the Year, Song of the Year, and Best Female Pop Vocal Performance, and was nominated for two more Grammy Awards.

			As with Frank, Back to Black had a pair of producers. Salaam Remi had continued his successful course with Amy. Now, providing the new album with a different feel altogether from Frank, were the talents of 32-year-old Mark Ronson. Born in London, but brought up in New York in a musical family (his stepfather was Mick Jones of Foreigner), Ronson, intelligent and likable, at an early age had become a high-end scene-maker, deejaying at moneyed Manhattan parties; at heart, however, Ronson, like Amy Winehouse, remained another north London Jewish kid obsessed with soul music. Signed to Elektra Records, Ronson had released one album, Here Comes the Fuzz, in 2003, employing a diversity of artists. Although the record was well received, it failed to sell, and Ronson was dropped by the label. Subsequently, he set up his own label, Allido Records, a subsidiary of Sony-BMG, and he became legendary for his mixing and remixing abilities.

			One of Ronson’s especial skills was making recorded tracks radio-friendly. As well as being an expert at drawing out the essence of a horn section – as he showed on the new song ‘Tears Dry on Their Own’ – his crisp drum sound, his ‘beats’, was perfect for pop songs. As backing group, Ronson brought in The Dap-Kings; working with Sharon Jones, the New York-based Dap-Kings had shunned digital recording, ­working with analogue equipment and aiming for an authentic soul-funk sound. The Dap-Kings were featured on six of the eleven songs on Back to Black, most notably on ‘Rehab’ and ‘You Know I’m No Good’. Miscredited on Back to Black’s liner notes as Dapking Studios, several of the tunes were recorded at their Daptone Studios. (On Amy’s first US dates The Dap-Kings toured with her as backing group.)

			Arguably, Ronson’s own career benefitted more from his involvement with Amy Winehouse than hers did – after all, hardly anyone had heard of him before Back to Black. And Salaam Remi had an equally significant, if not greater, role. ‘Mark Ronson had access to the media with his solo material, whilst Salaam Remi is a quiet, backroom guy. But he did at least as much,’ said Darcus Beese.

			Whatever, the record was a masterpiece, a perfect set of songs, even down to its relatively brief running time of thirty-seven minutes. Amy again bared her soul about her relationships, specifically with Blake. ‘Me & Mr Jones’ had originally been titled, simply, ‘Fuckery’, perhaps the first mainstream UK usage of this Jamaican term. The song (its title a twist on the 1972 Billy Paul/Philadelphia International hit ‘Me and Mrs Jones’) detailed the unfaithful relationship that Blake had had with Amy when still with his former girlfriend, a theme examined exquisitely in the title track and on the self-explanatory ‘Love is a Losing Game’. Meanwhile, there was the hilarious wit of ‘Addicted’, the album closer. Everything is conceptually correct in this witty tale of urban weed-smoking etiquette; at one level it is like a subplot from the sitcom Ideal, on the other a distinct call for . . . well, maybe just for the dealer.

			Listening to the words of Back to Black, you felt Amy’s utter vulnerability, the manner in which everyone around her was pulling her in all directions. Nevertheless – in fact perhaps because of this – the record would become the biggest selling album in the UK since the turn of the millennium; in 2007 alone, it sold 1.85 million copies. In the USA it entered the album charts at number seven.

			*

			Cynthia Winehouse, Amy Winehouse’s paternal grandmother, who had once been engaged to Ronnie Scott, passed away in 2006. Later, Janis would insist that the loss of Cynthia was traumatic for her daughter, causing Amy’s seeming headlong race into decline. Extremely close to Cynthia, Amy even had her name tattooed on her right arm. The two women’s shared interest in tarot cards had led to Amy often having a pack in her handbag. Was this where the singer had come by the arcane information that she would not last longer than twenty-seven years of age? Her mother Janis certainly recalled her daughter mentioning this on a number of occasions. Whatever the truth, in the following months Amy frequently became a public spectacle.

			In October 2006, the month that ‘Rehab’ and Back to Black were released, Amy Winehouse appeared on UK television, on The Charlotte Church Show. Duetting with Church, Amy closed the show with a version of Michael Jackson’s ‘Beat It’, a tremendous, pounding performance. Although outsung by Church, in technical terms at least, Amy Winehouse’s driving rendition of the song was stupendous, even though she was unable to remember all the lyrics, and was clearly bladdered. She had a new look, wearing a glossy black beehive helmet of hair, as well as numerous new tattoos; the hair made her look like one of The Ronettes, an ultimate bad girl, and Amy clearly felt that was how she should behave. On 16 November, on the BBC pop quiz show Never Mind the Buzzcocks, she was demonstrably off her head, at one point spitting on the floor. When Simon Amstell asked her if she was emulating Pete Doherty, Amy replied that she was meeting up with him later. As a demonstration of train-wreck television, her performance on the show set high standards.

			Yet she insisted that she was cleaning up her act; having joined a gym, Amy also claimed to be running regularly. On Hootenanny that New Year’s Eve, she looked in fine fettle, appearing with Paul Weller, duetting with him on the Marvin Gaye classic ‘I Heard It Through the Grapevine’, and performing solo on Toots and the Maytals’ ‘Monkey Man’.

			But almost immediately there was further controversy. On 6 January 2007 Amy Winehouse had been booked to play at G-A-Y, at the Astoria on London’s Charing Cross Road, the UK’s leading gay night. Like several similarly diva-like chant­-euses – Marianne Faithfull, Kylie Minogue, Judy Garland – Amy had been embraced as a gay icon. Unfortunately, as Amy came out on stage – at around 1.30 a.m. – and began to perform ‘Back to Black’, she simultaneously began clutching at her stomach, rushing from the stage to throw up. She did not return to perform any more material. Afterwards, witnesses insisted that prior to her ‘performance’, she had smelled strongly of drink.

			The next month, however, at the Brit Awards on 14 February 2007, looking extremely pretty in a yellow dress, the edge of her black bra visible in her cleavage, Amy seemed in fine form. She won the award for Best British Female Artist. Amy was also nominated in the Best British Album category, but Back to Black lost out to the Arctic Monkeys’ debut, Whatever People Say I Am, That’s What I’m Not. That May, ‘Rehab’ won the Ivor Novello Award for Best Contemporary Song.

			A little later in February, the NME put on a show at the Astoria, at which Amy delivered a strong (and sober) set. As the NME night ended, a further G-A-Y night replaced it. Still in her dressing room, Amy found herself returning to the stage, redeeming herself before the G-A-Y crowd, and not for the final time that year.

			On 17 March 2007, Amy made her US television debut on The David Letterman Show, singing ‘Rehab’ to close the programme. In his end-of-show rap the redoubtable Letterman compared her look to that of The Ronettes. The TV appearance was a plug for her impending three-week US tour, in April and May that year, which was largely a huge success. In an interview with Spin magazine, undertaken during those dates, Amy rather surprised Terry Richardson, the photog­rapher. With a shard of broken mirror, she scratched the words ‘I Love Blake’ onto her bare stomach.

			Because she was clearly such an easy target, the level of paparazzi attention was relentless and remorseless; visits to McDonalds, her local fish and chip shop, convenience stores – all would relentlessly be shadowed by them. Finally, under the Protection from Harassment Act, Amy Winehouse took out an injunction against a paparazzi agency; its photographers were banned from following her, or from coming within 100 yards of her home.

			Yet it seemed that wherever she appeared, increasingly looking like some living piece of art, Amy was a good story. For example, when Amy went on stage (the gap of her newly missing upper right tooth evident) with The Rolling Stones at the Isle of Wight Festival on 10 June 2007, singing the Temptations’ ‘Ain’t Too Proud To Beg’ with Mick Jagger, and standing next to Keith Richards, it was as though she was confronting the mirror-image personification of her own inner demons; it was quite clear she had become the female Keith Richards. (Amy had played the festival the previous day, on 9 June.)

			Meanwhile, something very significant had taken place in her personal life. Amy Winehouse and Blake Fielder-Civil got married in Miami, Florida, on 18 May 2007, a court official the only witness. Only the next year, Blake would confess to the News of the World that it was he who had introduced Amy Winehouse to hard drugs. ‘I made the biggest mistake of my life by taking heroin in front of her. I introduced her to heroin, crack cocaine, and self-harming. I feel more than guilty.’20

			The notion that Blake Fielder-Civil was the dark force who drove Amy to destruction is too simplistic, however. Wilful and self-assured, Amy was by no means the innocent waiting to be corrupted that she was sometimes portrayed as. Loving the glamour of a rock ’n’ roll lifestyle, she seemed to imagine that there was something ‘cool’ in such incessantly druggie behaviour, a seamless fusion – or confusion – of life and art; after all, she was hardly the only person in the area so indul­ging. Her neighbour and friend up on Primrose Hill, where he was ensconced at the home of his girlfriend Kate Moss, was Pete Doherty, seemingly never out of the media for his latest drug bust. With its legion of street dealers, Camden was no­-torious for its dark, sleazy side, hardly the best environment in which to clean up – even if you wanted to.

			A month after his wedding, moreover, Blake Fielder-Civil was involved in an incident that would have extremely ser­ious consequences – he and a friend, Michael Brown, assaulted a barman in the hip Hoxton pub, the Macbeth, and their victim suffered a fractured cheekbone. They were charged by the police with having committed grievous bodily harm, an imprisonable offence.

			But eventually a spell in rehab for Amy Winehouse did finally come along. In early August 2007 a number of European shows that Amy had been due to perform were cancelled; ill health and exhaustion were given as the causes. In fact, on 7 August Amy Winehouse had overdosed on heroin, ketamine, crystal meth and alcohol. Returning to London from Chicago, where she had played the Lollapalooza festival, she had gone with Blake on a pub crawl from the airport back to her home in Camden. Rushed to University College hospital by Blake after her heart appeared to stop beating, she had her stomach pumped clean. Amy later credited him with saving her life.

			A week later she and Blake jointly checked into the Causeway Clinic in Essex, intending to say yes-yes-yes to rehab. After forty-eight hours, however, they were saying no-no-no. Quitting the facility, sited on an island, they flew back to Camden by helicopter. That night they went to the Old Eagle pub in Camden with Blake’s parents.

			On 23 August Amy and Blake checked into the chic Sanderson hotel in London’s West End. In the early hours of the morning, Amy was seen running away from the hotel, bloodied and bruised, pursued by an also bleeding Blake. In the street, Amy flagged down a car filled with girls. She asked them for a ride out of there, and they dropped her off a mile or so away. Returning to the hotel a bit later, Blake and Amy clearly resolved their differences; by 4 a.m. they were strolling around Soho, arm in arm. Later, Amy claimed the injuries had taken place when she had brought a prostitute to the room, expressly for the consumption of hard drugs.

			It seemed as though everything in this sordid soap opera was unravelling at breakneck speed. Amy Winehouse became a cause célèbre for well-wishers. Deciding that getting out of town was the most sensible course of action, Amy and Blake flew off to the Caribbean island of St Lucia, checking into the Jade Mountain resort for £1,000 a night.

			A two-week European tour scheduled for October, honouring August’s cancelled shows, went ahead as planned. In Bergen in Norway, however, the long shadow cast by their much publicized misadventures in London caught up with them – they seemed to be taking on the unsavoury mantle of Sid Vicious and Nancy Spungen. At the SAS Hotel Norge, Amy and Blake were busted for possession of marijuana, and each fined the equivalent of £350. This would have serious consequences for Amy Winehouse’s career in the United States.

			Yet this was only a small episode compared with what was to come. Following the assault charge made against him after injuring the Macbeth barman, Blake had sleazily endeavoured to bribe him with £200,000 – the provenance of this cash was always clear – to refuse to testify, and thereby save Blake’s skin. But this pay-off had come to the attention of the police. Now, not only was Blake charged with committing a serious assault, he was also to be prosecuted for attempting to pervert the course of justice. To arrest Blake, the police used a battering-ram to break down the door of his and Amy’s marital home.

			A British tour was scheduled. Almost unexpectedly, all things considered, it went ahead, kicking off in Birmingham on 14 November 2007, two days after a distressed-looking Amy had been seen outside the gates of Pentonville prison, where she had been refused access to see her husband. In Birmingham, at the 12,000-capacity National Indoor Arena, Amy came on stage an hour late, forgot the words to songs, and shouted ‘monkey cunts’ at members of the audience who were booing her lacklustre performance. Before the tour was even three days in, there were tabloid reports that the tour manager had quit after passively inhaling heroin on the tour bus.

			It is easy to forget the extent to which the saga of Amy and Blake dominated the media in 2007. Suddenly the full degree to which the world was watching Amy’s tragedy became apparent as she turned into an international incident. The head of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Antonio Maria Costa, singled out the behaviour of Amy Winehouse and her neighbour Kate Moss as reprehensible examples of glamorizers of cocaine. Costa was making a serious point – increasingly West Africa was being used as a trans-shipment point for cocaine smuggled from South America, and this was having a progressively more deleterious effect on the cultures and economies of impoverished African nations. On 21 November London’s Evening Standard ran a front-page picture of Amy with what was clearly cocaine resi­due in her right nostril.

			Despite ecstatic responses to her tremendous shows at Brixton Academy on 22 and 23 November, Amy’s perform­ance the next night, at Hammersmith Apollo, found her back to her worst ways. She arrived on stage forty-five minutes late, seemed uninterested in performing, briefly walked offstage halfway through the set, and interrupted her encore of ‘Valerie’ by leaving the stage for good. After a date at the Brighton Centre, Amy Winehouse then cancelled the remaining eight concerts. Cancelling a tour is a hugely expensive thing to do; instead of making an expected £1,250,000 from the dates, Amy now faced costs of £500,000 in compensation. No wonder that the next year her estimated wealth of £10 million found itself halved by the Sunday Times Rich List. She bought a flat in Bow, and moved out of Camden.

			Yet all was not a disaster. The immensely hard work she had put in writing and recording Back to Black was paying off glo­bally. In December Amy Winehouse was, phenomenally, the recipient of six nominations for the annual Grammy Awards, to be held the following February in Los Angeles: Album of the Year, Record of the Year, Best Female Pop Vocal Performance, Best New Artist, Best Pop Vocal Album and Song of the Year.

			In November a picture of her appeared – Amy in the street, back in Camden in the middle of the night, shoeless, wearing only a bra and a pair of jeans. On 24 January 2008, after phone camera footage had appeared in the Sun newspaper of her smoking crack, Amy decided to go to rehab, checking in to the Capio Nightingale hospital in Lisson Grove, close to Camden.

			Was this a ruse to help her get a US work permit for the next month’s Grammy Awards? The Norwegian drug bust alone would have theoretically disqualified her for such a visa. Although at first a visa was denied, this decision was rescinded on the Friday before the Sunday Grammys show. Amy, still undergoing treatment at the Capio Nightingale, decided instead to perform from London via satellite, from the Riverside Studios in west London. Performing live to Los Angeles, she sang impressive versions of ‘You Know I’m No Good’ and ‘Rehab’. A mark of her colossal new status, Amy Winehouse won in five out of the six categories for which she had been nominated, all except Album of the Year. Then she went back to rehab.

			She spent 2008 in a blur of headlines.

			On 23 April she allegedly head-butted a passerby who had hailed her a taxi, and then punched a man who would not give up the pool table at Camden’s Bar Tok. She was questioned by police about this, held overnight in the cells, but released without charge. Two weeks later, on 7 May, she was again questioned by police, this time over the Sun’s footage of her smoking crack. Again, it was announced that no charges would be brought.

			Despite all this, for every down it seemed there was an up; on 22 May at the Ivor Novello Awards she won the award for ‘Love Is a Losing Game’ for Best Song, Musically and Lyrically. For one million pounds she performed at a private party in Moscow for the Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich and Daria Zhukova, his girlfriend. She and Mark Ronson were reportedly collaborating on a title song for the upcoming James Bond film, Quantum of Solace – which was ultimately abandoned.

			June 27 marked the celebration of Nelson Mandela’s ninetieth birthday at a large event in Hyde Park. Amy performed ‘Valerie’ and ‘Rehab’, concluding by playing on ‘Free Nelson Mandela’ with that song’s writer Jerry Dammers and the Soweto Gospel Choir. Archly, at one point Amy changed the line ‘Free Nelson Mandela’ to ‘Free Blakey, my fella’.

			Amy Winehouse played a respectable set on the Saturday night on the main Pyramid stage at that year’s Glastonbury festival, coming on stage immediately prior to the headliner Jay-Z. As soon as she finished her performance she ran into Don Letts and his wife Grace. ‘She was completely dismissive of Jay-Z, and made me miss his entrance. Then she frogmarches us onto the side of the stage, telling the security guards to fuck off, and stays there for four numbers until she got bored and wanted to do something else. She looked like she needed a good meal and maybe a good wash. She had this kind of nurse woman with her, hovering around me, vetting everyone. Then she dragged Grace off to the bathroom, and sat on the toilet, telling her a story.’

			She played assorted other festival dates: T in the Park, Rock in Rio Lisboa in Portugal, Ireland’s Oxegen, and both legs of the V festival.

			But in July Blake, her husband, was sentenced to twenty-­seven months in prison. He had already served nine months on remand.

			On 28 July, Amy was taken to University College hospital by ambulance after suffering from ‘a bad reaction’ to prescribed medication. Later in the year it was revealed that Amy had developed emphysema from smoking crack. During late October she became an in-patient at the London Clinic for a week.

			Then in the middle of December she flew to St Lucia, hooking up with a man she met on the island, 21-year-old Josh Bowman. When newspaper reports surfaced of this romance, Blake filed for divorce from prison. Even though Bowman left the island in January, Amy Winehouse stayed in the Caribbean, relatively out of harm’s way – although the easy accessibility of cocaine and crack, as well as marijuana, in the region must have concerned those around her. On 13 February she was taken to hospital on the island, having collapsed while jogging. Nevertheless, while still in St Lucia, Amy launched her own label, Lioness Records; the first artist signed to it would be thirteen-year-old Dionne Bromfield, her god-daughter. Returning to the UK in March, Amy found herself in court for allegedly punching a woman attempting to photograph her the previous September. In July she would be acquitted of the charge.

			Early in April, Amy returned to St Lucia and was rumoured to be recording a reggae album. She was due to return to London at the end of May, to appear on the closing night of a week of concerts at Shepherd’s Bush Empire, to mark the end of celebrations for the fiftieth anniversary of Island Records, her label. On 8 May she appeared at the St Lucia Jazz Festival, but her set was farcical. Clearly drunk, she announced, ‘Sorry, I’m bored,’ midway through ‘Some Unholy War’. Then halfway through ‘Valerie’, Amy walked offstage, not to return, amid booing from the crowd. Luckily, a sudden tropical downpour dampened the audience’s anger. Footage of the St Lucia show appeared almost immediately on YouTube; Island Records decided that to risk her topping the bill at such a prestigious event would be ill-advised, and the Shepherd’s Bush Empire appearance was cancelled. As a consequence, Amy did not come back to London until July.

			Having apparently overcome an addiction to heroin while in St Lucia (she had taken a cure that Keith Richards seemed to have devised, replacing the drug with large amounts of alcohol), there were reports of her crawling around under restaurant tables, looking for more alcohol. Even while she was still on the island, her parents had appeared on ITN, worried (as ever) about their daughter, but now with fears occasioned by her alcohol consumption.

			In August, she made an unscheduled appearance at the V Festival in Chelmsford, joining Pete Doherty and his group Babyshambles on stage, but not uttering a note. But then she did sing with the re-formed Specials, on ‘You’re Wondering Now’ and ‘Ghost Town’. She and Doherty had intended to record together, but when he played her a recently written song, she was dismissive: ‘Is that all you’ve got?’

			The year ended as it had begun, with Amy in more trouble. She was alleged to have attacked the manager of the Milton Keynes Theatre on 24 December during a production of the pantomime Cinderella – he had objected to her language at a children’s event. Early in the new year, she pleaded guilty, and was given a conditional discharge.

			In May she bought a mews house in Camden for £1.8 million, moving back there from Bow. Apart from an ill-­advised appearance with Mark Ronson and his group The Business International at London’s 100 Club in July – she forgot the words to ‘Valerie’, the only song she performed – Amy managed to keep a lower profile. Finally, it seemed, she was working again, writing – and perhaps recording – new songs. She promised a new album would be released in January 2011.

			Perhaps she had partially calmed down because she was enjoying a new love: Reg Traviss, a 33-year-old film director, whom Amy had met in 2009. But whether she was exactly constant is another matter. One Friday afternoon in the summer of 2010, Don Letts ran into Amy, accompanied by a pair of minders and another black guy, on Portobello Road, beneath the Westway. With Don was Lucky Gordon, the Jamaican one-time lover of Christine Keeler; Lucky now had his picture taken with another English female enfant terrible. Almost immediately afterwards, Amy was surrounded by fans. Letts suggested they get away, and headed to his home in Queen’s Park.

			At his place, Don invited Amy and her crew out to his summerhouse, at the end of the garden. ‘Then she disappears into the house, giggling, with this guy she was with. It was obvious what they were doing. And she comes back, half an hour later, “I’m naughty, aren’t I? Really naughty.” She was very vocal, as though waiting to be told off. She asked me if I had anything to drink. I had a bottle of Jack Daniels. By the time she left, at least half of it had gone.

			‘By now we seemed to be talking tortured souls – which she wasn’t when I first met her. Back then, she seemed more like on this planet. But now even when she was straight, it was as though she was on drugs – extremely scatty. In many ways, she’s miles ahead of everyone. But there’s another part of her that seems almost retarded. I guess that was part of the attraction.’ That October, Amy Winehouse launched a fashion range with Fred Perry, the legendary English design house beloved of Mods. To promote the line, she played a secret four-song show – including a version of Oasis’s ‘Don’t Look Back in Anger’ – in London’s Spitalfields Market at the Fred Perry shop.

			This low-key event seemed to have Amy up-and-running once again. A further £1 million Moscow show, described as sensational, ended the year.

			*

			In January 2011, she played five shows in Brazil, all performed at a highly professional level. However, a February concert in Dubai was controversial, blamed on malfunctioning equipment.

			Having been brought up on his music, Amy Winehouse was honoured to enter London’s Abbey Road Studios in March with Tony Bennett. Together they sang ‘Body and Soul’ for an album of duets scheduled for September 2011.

			News leaked out in May that Amy had returned to rehab, at the Priory in Roehampton. The medical treatment preceded a European tour. Later there would be unsubstantiated rumours that Amy had been pressured into these dates.

			Whatever the truth, the first show, in Belgrade in Serbia on 18 June, was an utter disaster, a car-crash performance. Appearing on stage drunk, clearly unable to sing, she was loudly booed. Later, a story emerged that Amy’s excuse was: ‘The coke was no good.’ Having downed industrial amounts of Jack Daniels prior to the show, she had been relying on the fortifying effects of some cocaine she had been given to straighten her out before going on stage. The subsequent dates – two in Istanbul, one in Athens – were cancelled.

			Back in London, Amy appeared unexpectedly (singing backing vocals) with Dionne Bromfield on 20 July at the Roundhouse in Chalk Farm. It would prove to be her final stage appearance.

			*

			The autopsy following her death revealed that during the evening of 22 July 2011, Amy Winehouse had literally drunk herself to death. Her body contained lethal amounts of alcohol – five times the UK drink-driving limit – and her bedroom had been littered with empty vodka bottles, the debris of her last, lonely binge. A spin was put on such an end; that Amy had given up both drugs and drink, and – returning to booze that night – had endured a fatal reaction to such a blow-out. In the light of her spectral Serbian performance, this seemed wishful thinking.

			Almost inevitably, after having for a time become a national whipping-girl (someone onto whom to project every available theory about Britain’s obsessively dysfunctional last-bar-open-on-the-Titanic drink-and-drugs culture), in death she was immediately celebrated as a national treasure.

			Lioness, a new album, was scheduled for December 2011. It went straight to number one, but turned out to be a ragbag mix of out-takes, including several covers: a reggae version of Rosie and the Originals’ ‘Our Day Will Come’; The Shir­elles’ ‘Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow’, recorded with Mark Ronson; Astrud Gilberto’s bossa nova classic ‘The Girl From Ipanema’; her first stab at recording the Zutons’ ‘Valerie’; Gertrude Lawrence’s 1930 standard ‘Body and Soul’, which Amy had recorded as a duet with Tony Bennett; and Donny Hathaway’s ‘A Song For You’, recorded at her Camden home while working on songs for her third album.

			The second tune was an original, ‘Between the Cheats’, a story about Blake Fielder-Civil and herself, recorded for what would have been the third complete Amy Winehouse album. In addition there was the original, ballad-style version of ‘Tears Dry on Their Own’, and ‘Like Smoke’, featuring a rap by Nas. The jazzy ‘Half Time’, recorded during the Frank ­sessions, featured Amy and an acoustic guitar, and ‘Best Friends, Right’, was laid down a few months later.

			There were heartfelt messages in the liner notes from Janis and Mitch Winehouse, and thoughtful words by Mark Ronson that concluded: ‘I think to myself, if I can make music and live my life with a shard of the level of honesty and integrity with which she lived hers, I will be a better man because of it.’
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