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			‘Mostly I have this dream to be very famous. To work on stage. It’s a lifelong ambition.’ – Amy Winehouse, 1996


			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 to not 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.’


			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 dodgy and 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?’


			There is a sense about Amy of her always trying to make things right for Mitch – the response of many children of divorced parents, as they go about the task of parenting their parents, often carrying the unnecessary secret fear that somehow it was their fault that their parents 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.’ 


			Left Eye Lopes was some role model. From an abusive, alcoholic family, 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. 
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