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Interview

“You have to be mad, good, or both’

Lunch with the FT: Vidal Sassoon might not describe himself’

as the Bill Gates of hair but he is the founder of a $41bn industry.

And the 83-year-old is si

ill zealous about the profession he revolutionised. By Vanessa Friedman

on the celebrity  hair
mogul Vidal Sassoon - or, to
be entirely accurate, whon
the celebrity hair  mogul
Vidal Sasscon's people -
told me hwe wanted to have lunch at the
Monkey Har in Manhsttan, my cynical self
leapt to certain conclusions: that, for exam-
ple. Sassoon had chosen this restnurant
because of its fme as a people-watching
schmoose fest, thanks to owner Graydon
Carter, aka editor of Vanity Fair magazine
and the host of o mega Oscars party, who
prosides over meals from s banguetto; that
Sassoon would take @ walknbout as he
vntered, past regulars such as suthor Fran
Lebowitz und TV anchor Charlie Rose,
2 and @ ng. In 1 that
tho whalu point of choosing this place wos
to demonatriate, in tho short space between
hostess and table, the extent to which Sas-
sbon his transcended shunmpos to become
celobrity.
Those were only
when, arriving for my date with Sasscaon, |
waa shown (o a bangquetie rm.‘nl noxt to the
aguette - whore {nrun' and an!ls‘ Fair
blisher Edward hi were. host-
ing Tom Murry, president of Cnlvll: Kloin
Here wo go, | thought, sitting at the,
of the neh feing the door :lu 1 eould
watch the show, Bul 1 was wrang: seconds
later, as discreet as could be, there was
Sassoon, standing pext to the table, a
sprightly, if aldoriy (he is 83) moan in signoe-
ture black-fromod glioses, cropped  white
hatr, blazer and buttondown shirt, 4 scarf
knotted, aseot-style, around his neck and a

‘People want to be cared

about. If you ask me if six years
of socialism would be good for
America, the answer Is yes'

big smile: “So lovely o meet. you,™ hoe
smiled, and shuffied around the table so we
could sit noxt to each other, “It's so won-
derful to be here,” he whl-cpu red. “You
know, I lived here for three months when |
Ormt came to New Yorkin the 1960s to open
my salon.”
Here? In this restaurant?

“Wall, in the Hotel Elysée upstairs. Mar-
lon Brando \lﬁr‘d to hang om here. We liked
it because ih
e - N miy L

leads him to talking about his first salon,
“which 1% where the Ungaro store now is
on Madison Avenuoe, which was ownod by a
man named Richard Salomon who  was
president of [cosmotics brand | Charles of
the Rite ood o Brown man, he went to
Hrown University and then the Sorbonne,
and then . . . where was 17 - be is also Tully
comfortable with the idea he has earned
sveryone’s patience: the waiter will stand
happily for several minutes as Sassoon
penuies the menu and finally decldes on o
cup of tomato soup and a Cobb zalad; 1
move from carrots to celery sticks nntil my
chopped salad arrives, and listen
“Hair s the only natural substance that
grows on every human form and yon can
ul angle into he savs with amagze-
ment in his gyes. *ts the only thing whoere
you can take something alive and create
shapes!™ He his a messtanic woal when it
cames. 1o Lthis subject, but it is as much
about giving others the freedom he found
m the industry ae it I8 crosading to got it
taken ‘seriously. Hair, aftor all, wns his
pnteway to the world — he was born in west
London fn 1827, spant time in an orphanage
because his father Jeft and his mother
Botty cnnid.n'l afford to take care of him,
and now his his name on a global empliro -
and if other people don't get that, or don't
take it serfowsly, well, that's thelr problem.
“The genoral improssion does seem to be
that halrstylista crept out from under o
mck, or endod up doing it because thoy
couldn't do else.” he atmits, as
his soup arrives, "There i= & lick of
Tespoct. Then he pawies and says hop-
pily, \'ifurren Beatty [in Shampoo] did our
tmage o world of good. What a delightful
man. You have to understand,” ho contin-
ues, carefully spooning his soup away from
himself - the movie expluins how Sassoon
took elocution lessons for thoes yoars to rid
himseli of his cocknoy acoent, and is a
sticklor for marnmers ~ “whon 1 wias starting
wut, what you had were hrindressors,”
Indeed, Sassoon ended up in this profes-
wiom not because of any: desire on his part,
but because his mother had o “premoni
tion™, He went from his apprenticeship
with Cohen to the West Bod salon of
the legendary Raymond, “the s
Eroatest extrovert’ Td ever —
seen: he would come down
during  Ascot wosk in oo
pink morning sui
As o b
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tor modern architecture in London. “Thore
aro o fow modern bulldings there now, but
Prince Charlos ltill has to put his foot in b
overy 10 minutes,” he says. “Its uot his
job! It's ouirageous.” Now we are on poll-
tics. In the world sccording to Vidal, hafr
lends to architecturs leads to th Consorvin-
tive govermment,
© "I met Snmantha Cameron - | sal next to
ber at a Tate gallery dinner - and she
seemed del;ghlml but 1 don't know hin'"
T save. sipping. “But T think the policies
are dongorous (o say the least All those
stidonts screaming aboul tuition [costs]
guing up and student movements A what
start the lnml ruvul:uum He mecalls with
of welfare
<l.nh. Hl‘ lhmks lhn.-_v might do good things

"I‘hn- “— h of is
but it would be bettor if it was combined
with the discipline of the UK” }

mmunism dicd, thank goodoess;
+ thank goodness, and then we
had capitalism for so long it almos s

Inm unemployed people [the approximate
curront US figure]. People want to be carod
about, and it looks like the government
dogsn't care oo much, sadly. If you ask me
If slx years of socialism would bo good for
America, the answor is yos.”
In fact, Sassoon wmlh! rather talk about
politics than, say, politicians’  Hair;
when 1 bring up Kato Middle-
ton, he just says bher hadr
s “kind of nei
hore nor thore”,
mention
Michelie
Obama, and he
says, “Ont
Whant  wonder-
ful  stralghten
ing techniques
they have

LY.
He continues,
“1 have learmed
to stop criticising
oF Worrying abott
athor people  and
what  they think,
and just do what |
do.” Of late, one of
the things he has
done is take the unu-
sunl step of writing (as
opposed 1o hiring 5.




aware -ar what she h 1 thinking. He
has lived with the world's prejudices
ainst bl for o long time — ever
since he was 14, and began his apprentice.
ship with hairdresser Adolph Cohen in
London’s East End. The story of how !ln\- wot
from th

oK o u.ln lly conceived as an S0th
birthday gin to
thee godfather of
muovie is also an argument for reasses
his importance to what, according to lln-

modern halrstyling,

80 th

1o ]
pressed.”
also 1
the
profe

|.
0o one

wins
knowl

Topli
1 hairdresser  ha
and she had to keep
Anor spending a year in the Isrneli army
in 1948 — he is Jowish and volunteered to
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w
them he looks
i them hundre

much attentio
back in 1063, w !:m\ he

bt b 1
mind is
inveniod the
on the

Vi )

fight in the war for lsraeli T
Sassoon had o different idea, “All around
mw, things wore changimg fashion, archi
tocture, politics, and I thought hair had to
change too. 1 thought it-had to becomn
democratic, | =aid to myself, "If | hm‘onl
¥ 1 thing= in five ¥ |

e

seTVice

15 now a $41hn lnrlu.u!ry, Sassoon was, altor
all, pot only the first global name in hwir-
care but the first person to put his name on
products, to have a school, 1o export his
style; ho is the man who paved the way for
Johin Frieda and Charles. Worthington and
Paul Mitchell. He is - no byporbole - the
Hill Guies al hair,

Not  that  he thar
way exnctly

The way he puts it, without a hint of
irony, s that he is “the American dream. 1
am proud: of what we nmumuusned_ I you
nre in something for 70 yeara™ - he beams
aguin — “you’ have o b mad, or good,

ar both.™

\v\-hﬂn enreer

would  put it

op.”

dogided to cut hair instead of just ‘doing ||
That way, anvane could come to the salon,
becauss they only necded (o como overy
olht woeks. My p"\.rsl wore -hmnﬂ Thay
2 away secrots,”
care. Ho saw the advan-
wd from . mass eXposLre.

eple in! Evory day. And once
other hairdressors saw that, thiy bogan to

Monkey Bar

60 Easl 54th 60th Street,
0022

n
natither falsoly, mﬂdea% nor cnormously ego-
tistical; he ts not oml about gl
ing out n crib. shest nl' npames from his
inner breast pocket, whers e hos jotted
things down so he doesn’t forget, but he is
equally aware of how mediagenic his stato-
ments can be (a while back, in 1880, he had
his own TV show, called Your New Day).

If occnsfonally he gots Jost in his stories —
talking. for example. about the Monkoy Bar

Mew York. NYL

Sparkiing waler x 2 $16.00

Today's soup $11.00

Cobb salad $18.00
$4.25

Camomile tea ss.z's

Total (including tax) $72.40

Headers are

encouraged
figtres from Che Guevara to Simon
Cionwmdl and. n

haireuts
o gucss at

way,
you

L =

of shoes. Ihat's never going to
duthul[orml. she says.
For Michael Jackson,

shotchod tour styles hat sparined his

antine sproad and =
wtar. He wos the main sttraction o hareut-
tingg “shows™ whe be would cut halr on a
stage in front of o paying audienc
oponed salons in Now York and 1
les. Next haopened
erpated his own hi
name wis ofevery ch

Eventually. in 1983, he sold l!m business
to Rlchare oks, which in turn, was
bought by Proctor & Gamble, but the only
reiret Sussoon will admit to (other than
gotting divoreed from his secopd wifio, Bov.
erley Saz=oon, with whom he had four chil
dren, including a daughior who died of a
drug overdose: hiahos been married to Ron-
nie Sas=con. hig fourth wile, since 1963 s
nol being able 6 pgo to eollege and study

architecture. O of his obsessions is the
Bauhais - he siys Mies van der Rohe had
the best eye fOF shape ovor and, as for os
he s con i axts of every-

k

thing — and for the Soth anniversary of the
Sassoon brand in m they held a party at
Dessan., oo of the sc uol Dwotes, o
building by Whh«

1t was wornderiul N SHYE, WAV
sway an invitation of l.ILWIK {He was one
of the earliest fitness fnatics, embracing
Pilutes ns mugh for health os because he
was on his 14-hours a doy, Ho s still
vary trim, and orders only o camomilo tea)
Hi is furious that thure is not more support

1 took
terribly diffioult:
new skill! It Ie

the rll»

Vida! Sassoon: The Mowie®
May 20 in the UK

is relvased on
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