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  In the midst of winter, I found there was,
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  Prologue




  There were times in the sixties and seventies when the press were literally camped outside my Bond Street salon, snapping the new haircuts as they walked out of the door, even

  photographing the staff themselves wearing the latest looks. In our heyday we were chased down the street, followed by a pack of screaming girls. Once we started on the geometric bobs, I had

  magazine editors continually on the end of the phone line for an exclusive. I had top models and actresses fighting to get an appointment. We were working fourteen-hour days. At the end of the day

  when the team and I went out for a drink, guess what we talked about? We lived and breathed hair. It wasn’t work to me, it was a passion.




  But one night a week was sacrosanct. Friday-night dinner at my mother’s house in Kilburn was something I never missed. In some ways it was an antidote to all the fashion and razzamatazz,

  high jinks and crazy parties, and in other ways it complemented it rather nicely. It provided perspective when things looked in danger of getting out of hand.




  My mother, Betty, was old school. Traditional. She was very religious. But though she had turned to God, she didn’t try to convert people. For the Friday dinner she

  would always say to me, ‘Darling, bring whoever you like.’ And I did, from photographers like Brian Duffy to actresses like Nancy Kwan or the singer Beverly Todd. She liked to meet

  people of all nationalities and persuasions. There were often a dozen or more people there. ‘If everyone got together there wouldn’t be room for hate,’ she used to say as she

  served the delicious chicken soup that she had spent all day preparing. Brian Duffy loved to get into philosophical debates with my mother. He would pretend he was a fascist or a communist,

  depending on his mood, just to create an argument. Mother would always pay him back in kind. After the horrors of the Holocaust, she became an ardent Zionist. We used to have secret political

  meetings at our house in Bow, with me or my brother stationed on a nearby corner to check the police didn’t decide to come in and break it up. We were very used to Mother and her pamphlets.

  She was always fighting for some cause or other.




  My mother passionately believed that people should know about other people and their culture – then there would be less intolerance in the world. She was very political but she

  didn’t force it down your throat. They were lovely, lively evenings. My friends enjoyed them too. It was something special to be at my mother’s. She made the best lokshen and the best

  matzo ball soup. She had an answer for everything. If you asked her what the historic rationale was for matzo ball soup she would answer, ‘It will keep you out of hospital and get you into

  the synagogue.’ She liked a mixture of people so there would be different points of view; she liked a discussion. Her family was originally from Spain and you only needed to say the word

  ‘Spanish’ and out would come the castanets.




  She was very proud of us children, but if she thought I was in danger of getting big-headed she would say, ‘If you think Vidal’s OK you should meet his brother

  – he’s the clever one.’ My brother, Ivor, was always at those Friday-night dinners too, and he would just laugh. We were in business together and both starting to share the

  roller-coaster ride of success. But Ivor could do no wrong in her eyes – all her special put-downs were reserved for me, her first-born. After the ‘Five Point’ haircut I was all

  over the press, but she just said, ‘It’s a very nice article, dear. Now let’s eat.’




  It was at one of those dinners that I told her how glad I was that she had hauled me, aged fourteen, into Professor Cohen’s on the Whitechapel Road to be an apprentice. How grateful I was

  that she had insisted I stuck it out when I came home complaining about scrubbing floors and polishing mirrors. How on earth did she know that I would find my vocation in hairdressing? She just

  nodded wisely when I asked her that. ‘There are some things only a mother knows.’




  My mum might have been traditional but she was not at all straight-laced – she loved coming into the West End to see us. She adored coming to the parties we had at the salon. Dressed up to

  the nines, she would sweep in and introduce herself to aristocrats, artists and pop stars. ‘I haven’t put all this time and effort into you to not get a bit back now,’ she would

  mutter as she wafted past me with a glass of champagne. She wanted to see for herself what Swinging London was getting up to.




  And in the end that is why I’m glad that Professor Cohen made a good crimper out of me. My scissors have lifted me out of Petticoat Lane in the East End of London and have taken me all

  over the world. My mother, too. They have been the passport to a life we could never have dreamt of. I’ve met prime ministers and Hollywood directors, screen legends and

  football superstars. I’ve cut the hair and listened to the secrets of some of the most beautiful women in the world, and all because of one great lady and her belief in me.
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  An East End Childhood




  My mother died on 19 August 1997. She had lived ninety-seven years, three months and twenty-one days. I’d known her almost seventy years and had always looked up to her;

  she was the one stable force in my life when I was a child.




  She came from a large family. Her brothers were born in Kiev, the capital city of the Ukraine, but in the late 1890s the family fled the violent anti-Semitism there and emigrated to England.

  Most Jewish immigrants during that time found their way to the East End of London, to Aldgate and Whitechapel, which, being close to the docks, were the hub of the community. And that’s where

  my mother, Betty Bellin, was born in 1900. Surrounded by grinding poverty, she resolved early on to make the best of her life.




  My father, Jack Sassoon, was born in Salonika, in the northern part of Greece. Blessed with both good looks and charm, it is easy to see why my mother was smitten with him when they met in 1925.

  Two years later, in 1927, they married and moved to Shepherds Bush, where there was a large community of Greek Jews.




  Dad cajoled others into trusting him. A con artist who had the gift of the gab, he made people believe what he wanted them to believe. His brothers had also come to England

  and dealt in fine-quality Turkish and Eastern carpets, but his playboy manner did not sit well with them. Eventually, they asked him to find work elsewhere. Working or not, this carefree, debonair

  man was adored by the Greek community in Shepherds Bush. His love for life – and women – was a source of great attraction for those who did not have to rely on his ability to earn a

  living.




  My mother always glossed over the bad bits of her life, but some years ago she was going through a box of faded pictures and started talking about the old days, when we used to

  live on a pittance. Her reminiscences piqued my curiosity. ‘Mum,’ I asked, ‘what was the worst moment of your life?’




  She paused for a moment, and then said, ‘When you were three years old, Vidalico, and your brother six months, we were evicted and had nowhere to live.’ (Mum always called me

  ‘Vidalico’. The name ‘Vidal’ had been in my family for years. It was passed down to the first-born from grandfather to grandson, always skipping a generation.) As she spoke,

  her voice cracked and it was obvious that it still hurt her.




  My brother, Ivor, and I were both born in Shepherds Bush, but when my father abandoned us for another woman, leaving my mother bereft, it was clear we could not stay there. I was later told my

  father spoke seven languages and had sex in all of them. And his casual attitude to earning a living left her unable to pay the rent on the house where we lived. Her problems seemed to be mounting

  day by day and she dreaded the thought of eviction. So, in the dead of night, she packed a few belongings and photographs that she treasured, and moved Ivor and me to my aunt Katie’s, her elder sister’s. One of my father’s brothers drove us to Katie’s two-room tenement on Wentworth Street in Petticoat Lane, the very heart of the East

  End. Her husband had died, so she was raising her three children by herself. But despite her own troubles, she invited my mother, Ivor and me into the fold and her tiny flat. We kids slept on

  mattresses in one room, but Ivor was lucky; he had his own crib.




  Life was very tough but, as she cuddled Ivor and me, telling us that we were her special little people, my mother would talk about the great times the future would bring. She always saw the good

  side of everything and everyone, especially the two of us. She never crumbled, and even as children, Ivor and I knew that she could make things right.




  Mum was a large-boned, tall woman, with a curvaceous figure, an exotic look and a face that would cause passers-by to stare at her captivating olive-brown eyes. When the three of us were

  together, with her arms around us, we felt like a proper family. But I knew there was something missing in her life.




  Our aunt Katie was living precariously close to the poverty line. But she was a robust woman with enormous vitality and a bellowing laugh. She had to laugh. There were seven of us living in her

  two rooms. The tenement itself was a vast, gloomy rabbit warren of ugly little flats. There were no bathrooms, no internal toilets – just cold running water in tiny kitchens. The roof was

  falling apart and leaked – sometimes water simply poured through it. There was one toilet shared by four families on the landing outside. To get to the toilet meant leaving through the front

  door and walking or running to the end of the landing. Once, in the early hours of a freezing winter morning, I had to queue for the toilet as two people were already ahead of me. In the winter, at

  night, frost collected on the toilet walls, and the seat was only kept warm by the person who occupied it before you. The frigid, damp air would invade the body and the soul.

  It was a quick dash both ways.




  All we could see from our windows was the greyness of the tenements across the street. There was ugliness all around, and yet my aunt Katie and her family had a spirit and a humour that rose

  above the dingy circumstances of life in our crowded home. Aunt Katie’s children, Kitty, Amelia and Sonny, were older than us and always kept an eye out to make sure that I wasn’t

  getting myself into any scrapes or bother. As Ivor was just a baby, he needed extra loving care and was always the centre of attention.




  There weren’t many visitors to our flat, but I do remember Uncle Morrie, my mother’s brother. Very patriotic, Morrie had volunteered for the army at the age of seventeen, during the

  First World War. After basic training, he was sent to the Dardanelles with his regiment, but he was wounded in the head and was never quite the same again. He was a simple man who seemed lost and

  bewildered by all that had happened to him. It was sometimes a little scary for us kids as he’d wander off into sentences that we could not understand, but he was kind and gentle, and was

  often found in our kitchen talking quietly to himself.




  In the corner of our tenement was Mrs Cohen’s bakery. The whole lane was familiar with Mrs Cohen’s kind heart and caustic tongue, but it was her bagels that sustained us when we were

  hungry. Mrs Cohen served from a small counter and there were breads of every kind on display, but it was in a kitchen at the back of the shop where she performed her magic. She baked the most

  delicious cakes and bagels, and if the wind was blowing in just the right direction, the delectable smells of cinnamon, nutmeg and warm bread would waft into our tiny flat, making us feel instantly

  ravenous, but with money so tight we had to get used to ignoring the hunger pangs. Another torment was the seductive smell of Mrs Feinstein’s latkes – crisp little

  pancakes made of grated potatoes. She cooked them in her tiny shop in the tenement but sold them in the street. They were delicious, but we could rarely afford such treats.




  There is one episode I will always remember. Ivor, who was three at the time, asked Mum if he could go down to Mrs Cohen’s and get a bagel. Mum gave in to his pleading, handed me two

  pennies and told me to look after him.




  Mrs Cohen gave us the usual grumbling spiel about always wanting something for nothing, so was delighted when I handed over the two coppers. Clutching our bagels, Ivor and I walked out of Mrs

  Cohen’s into the market stalls and general chaos of Petticoat Lane. Suddenly I was alone. I’d lost my brother. I couldn’t find him anywhere. I ran upstairs to tell Mum, and within

  fifteen minutes, everybody we knew in the neighbourhood was looking for Ivor.




  Two hours later, he was found behind one of the stalls, lying in a banana box. Ivor had gone there to savour his bagel in private, munching it a little at a time. When we finally came across

  him, he was sound asleep, with a half-smile of contentment on his face.




  I never lost him again.




  Home-life was a little on the cramped side, but some evenings my mother would push the threadbare furniture to one side and entertain us all with her Spanish dancing. There was

  an exotic flourish of her skirts as she started to sing and play the castanets. She had a poised grace and style to her dancing, which my cousins Kitty and Amelia tried to emulate. The dance was

  not as easy as it looked and we laughed a lot at their attempts to keep up. When she did not want us children to understand, Mum would speak in either Ladino (the Jewish form

  of Spanish) or Yiddish, depending on which side of the family she was talking to.




  In the streets outside, we played football – the chap whose ball it was usually had the privilege of being centre forward. When the first thud of the ball was heard, a bunch of street

  urchins and ragamuffins just like us would emerge from the nearby streets and alleyways, as if from nowhere. Life had a certain rhythm to it where football was involved. Coats or jackets were used

  as goal posts and kicking a ball about did no favours to the hand-me-down shoes most of us wore. As night-time fell and the market folded up, we all went our separate ways.




  Dinnertime was a balancing act. Trying to feed seven people on a shoestring budget and a very small table took enormous dexterity on the part of Aunt Katie. Stew was the name of the game,

  especially vegetable stew. Sometimes, when we could afford meat, there were beef and lamb stews and, on very rare occasions, fish stew.




  *




  When I was five, everything changed. Aunt Katie’s girls were growing up and although we were too young to become inquisitive, it was felt that it was better we part. Mum

  approached the Jewish authorities and Ivor and I were accepted into the Spanish and Portuguese Jewish Orphanage in Lauderdale Road, Maida Vale, next door to the synagogue. But sadly for me, as Ivor

  was only three, it would be eighteen months before he was permitted to join me.




  My mother sat me down and told me that I would be going away to this new school within the next two weeks. She promised I would be well looked after and would get a good

  education. I didn’t care about an education; I did not want to leave home. I knew how much I would miss Mum’s wonderful touch as she hugged Ivor and me each night before we went to bed.

  That night, I fell asleep hugging my skinny little brother and wondered when I would see him again.




  I was going to miss the neighbourhood, too. The lane was my life – the smells of the street, the shops, the kindness and humour of the barrow boys. We got up to all sorts of pranks. I did

  not know what my mother did to provide for our very basic living, but during the long hours she was at work, Ivor and I ran around the feet of the crowd and on occasion pinched fruit from the

  barrows. We were so much a part of the lane scene, I’m sure the barrow boys looked the other way, knowing we were hungry. Wentworth Street was a huge playground to us kids and I remember

  being happy most of the time. I had got used to muddling along with Aunt Katie and my cousins, so why couldn’t things stay the same? I had lost my father when I was three, and my brother in

  Petticoat Lane when I was five. Now, only a few weeks later, being told that I was to be taken away from the whole family, I was certain I was being punished. I felt scared, unwanted and

  unloved.




  On the dreaded day, as my mother and I walked through the main doors of the orphanage, I took in the smell of this dark, ugly building and felt sick to my stomach. I knew I had to stop her

  leaving me there. I grabbed her skirt and just wouldn’t let go. Through my tears I begged and pleaded, ‘Mama, no! No, Mama. No!’




  The man on duty took hold of the hands that were tightly gripping my mother’s skirt and gently separated me from her. Mum was crying, too, but she made one last

  effort to reassure me that this would be good for me. As she reached the door and turned towards me, I saw the tears running down her cheeks. She put her hands to her lips and threw kisses in my

  direction as she headed slowly out through the door. I felt I was all alone – a feeling that would stay with me a long, long time.




  I was given a quick tour of my new home. There were dormitories on four floors; two for girls and two for boys. I was shown my quarters and a bed was assigned to me towards the end of the room.

  I laid my head down and started to cry, and although there were many boys in the room at the time, they left me alone. They knew all too well how I felt.




  After a while, I heard footsteps at the side of my bed. A master had come into the room. He placed his hand on my shoulder and told me everything would be fine. I turned and saw a kind face and

  wanted desperately to believe him. But as I looked around the room, the drabness hit me. The walls were grey, the beds were iron cots, the room was orderly and spotless. It was just for sleeping

  in.




  But there was a playroom on the first floor that we all shared. There were books for different age groups, and colouring books and crayons for the younger kids like me. On any given day, four of

  my fellow inmates could be seen playing table tennis, while a couple of kids would always be wrestling in the corner. There was a radio, and the stations were constantly being changed by the kid

  closest to it, as nobody seemed to like the same programme. My new surroundings had nothing of the excitement of Wentworth Street, where we didn’t even have a playroom, and I wished hard and

  often that I was back there.




  I asked when I could see my mother and was told that visiting day was one Sunday each month. One Sunday each month? I was bereft. But I kept my feelings to myself. I

  felt different from the other boys, lost in surroundings that I never quite got used to.




  The man who had put his hand on my shoulder was the headmaster, Daniel Mendoza, who took a special interest in me from the moment I arrived. He told me how lucky I was to be there, and insisted

  I grab the opportunities to study and learn. My confidence grew as he encouraged me, and he quickly became the father figure I had never had. But it was not to last. Masters came and went, and

  after two years Mr Mendoza left too. But his influence remained and I will always be grateful for the optimism he instilled in us boys. During those two years, he taught us the value of using our

  imagination and natural talents. But, for me, the most important thing the wonderful Mr Mendoza did was give me back my zest for life.




  A year and a half after I arrived at the orphanage, it was Ivor’s turn to leave Petticoat Lane and we were reunited. I was so relieved to see my little brother again and

  took him for a tour of the building, explaining the different rooms as we went – where we were allowed to go and where we weren’t. I felt very protective as I showed him round his new

  home. Fortunately, he settled in quite well. Ivor was very wise for his years and listening to us you would not have been able to tell that there was any age difference.




  I spent nearly seven years at the orphanage. And though I’ve been told many times that I must have had a terrible childhood, in fact that was not always the case. The orphanage had a bath

  – a rare luxury in those days. I was often found in it. There was a big yard out back, and as I loved football and had a ready-made squad of my fellow orphans to play with, I was able

  to succumb to its temptation every day. But I remember being hungry much of the time; we all were. The portions of food at mealtimes were rather small. Although cooked well,

  it was not quite enough, and I often left the table with an empty feeling in my stomach. There were never second helpings, and like Oliver Twist, there was no point in asking for more. And of

  course I always longed to see my mother, who was only allowed to visit us once a month and never permitted to take us out.




  The masters were mostly kind but they made it clear that we were among the unfortunates of this world, often reminding us of this fact, and telling us that we were being looked after by the

  community and we should respect this and be grateful. They seemed compelled to say, ‘Remember, this is an orphanage.’ None of us thought for one moment that it was Buckingham

  Palace. Aside from trying to turn us into decent, civilized members of society, one of their responsibilities was to see that we were all tucked in bed at an appropriate time each night. There was

  one master, Mr Shine, who was regularly on dormitory duty. A terrifying man who played on our fear, he would inspect our underpants and if there were any ‘pertaining marks of

  negligence’, we were given six of the best with the back of a brush. Fortunately, the authorities that governed us agreed that his views on small boys and hygiene weren’t the norm, and

  he was quickly got rid of.




  We all went to school at Essendine Road Elementary. It was a Christian school of about a thousand kids in a tough neighbourhood, but its pupils were mostly well disciplined. Coming from the

  nearby orphanage, we naturally drew attention to ourselves as we walked in pairs through Paddington Recreation Ground to get there. There were frequent taunts of ‘Yid’ from the other

  kids. Among other things, they would chant, ‘All Jews have long noses,’ and we’d return the compliment with our own, ‘All Yocks have funny

  cocks.’




  Each year there was a Sports Day, and when I was ten, I won the hundred-yard dash in front of the whole school. I was elated because I had beaten some damn good runners, and although it upset

  one or two of my fellow athletes that an outsider had become champion, others congratulated me with genuine enthusiasm and sportsmanship. The need to win has never left me.




  There was one particularly memorable family at the orphanage – the Addises, originally from Manchester. Albert, the eldest, was head boy. He was powerful, a bit of a bully, and we all took

  great care not to cross his path. Raymond and Dennis were twins my age and we became great friends. Raymond was a great scrapper and much to our delight would take on anybody. Dennis and I would

  watch and cheer him on. Raymond and I fought once, over what I can’t remember, but the black eye I received for my troubles should have been photographed for posterity; it was a shiner that

  was admired by all.




  The synagogue needed choir boys and we were all forced to audition. It says something about the shortage of natural talent that somehow I was selected. We wore black robes and choir-boy hats and

  sang in Hebrew, which meant that none of us understood a word we were singing. The bass singer, a Mr Diaz, who had been there for years, rehearsed us and actually turned our miserable voices into

  something quite passable. In fact, at times we sounded rather angelic. I had a high soprano voice, which I disinherited immediately after leaving the synagogue. But I was chosen to sing solo, and

  that gave me a feeling of belonging, which meant a lot to me. Not only that, it also gave me a chance to see my mother, because she was allowed to come to the synagogue every

  Saturday to hear me sing and she’d wave to me from the balcony.




  But trouble was brewing. When it came to rules and regulations, I was the odd boy out. I often decided to do things my own way. One Saturday afternoon after choir, I decided I’d had enough

  of the discipline at the orphanage and ran away. I wondered, Should I go to the East End and try to find my mother, or to Shepherds Bush, where my mother’s great friend, Auntie Polly, lived?

  I decided on the latter.




  Auntie Polly was a relative of my father; a thin, elegant lady to whom people often went with their troubles. I don’t really know what drew me to her, but it was closer to Maida Vale and I

  had strong memories of her house, as prior to moving to the orphanage we were always visiting there. Also I thought I’d be able to see my father again. As I was only ten and had no money or

  other means to get to Auntie Polly’s house, I walked all the way. She immediately called my father, who, later that evening, came to her house. He did not show me any kindness or love, but

  just took me straight back to the orphanage.




  I had expected so much more from our reunion. I knew my mother loved me, but my father’s total neglect had only made me want his love and recognition more. I’d been longing to see

  him for more than half my life.




  It was not to be. I can still remember the incredible sadness I felt when he rejected me again. His face, as he left, had no tenderness. He was already somewhere else. Numbly, I watched him pull

  out of the driveway. I never saw him again.




  My mother was informed and came at once to the orphanage. She was heartbroken. I had never seen her so distressed; tears were running down her face. In between sobs she kept saying,

  ‘Don’t you know that I’m the one who truly cares for you?’ She couldn’t bear that I had turned to my father’s family when things got

  tough. I stroked her face as she cuddled me and told her that I did not know where she lived since she had found a different job and moved from Aunt Katie’s.




  No one had run away from the orphanage before, and I remember a meeting where we were allowed to speak our thoughts. There was only one thought and I expressed it: we all wanted more food. The

  portions did become larger, which gave me the respect of my fellow inmates for about nine and a half minutes.




  *




  On 1 September 1939, we heard on the radio news that Nazi Germany had attacked Poland. On 3 September, France and Britain declared war on Germany. It’s a date I’ll

  never forget. All children of school age and younger were evacuated from London and sent off to the country. We orphans were given a bag to put a few precious belongings in. Mine consisted of a

  handful of clothes and a beaten-up pair of toe-curling shoes.




  We were taken to a railway station, where we were given nametags. Suddenly my brother and I and all our fellow orphans were on trains with hundreds of thousands of other kids, moving out of

  London. For an eleven-year-old boy, largely unaware of the terrifying aspects of war, it was an incredible adventure. We left the station at about ten o’clock in the morning and three or four

  hours later the train stopped at a place called Trowbridge, in Wiltshire. From there, we were bussed to Holt, a small village of a thousand people, which had two pubs but otherwise seemed a rather

  unremarkable place, given the early promise of the train journey across rolling countryside. It did, though, have a splendid village green where, in the summer months, each Sunday after church, the religion of cricket was practised, as I was soon to discover.




  The authorities tried to keep sisters, brothers and other relatives together as much as possible, and Ivor and I found ourselves greeted by an extremely tall family, a Mr and Mrs Lucas and their

  young, leggy daughter, Veronica. We were to spend a year with them in a tiny house off the lane that led to the school. There was a row of four modest houses all together and the Lucases lived in

  the second one along. It was small but comfortable, with what seemed to me a very country smell and atmosphere, sort of damp, and yet inviting at the same time. They had a Labrador called Spot and

  he lived outside in the front garden in his own house, a kennel. We got to take him through the village to the open fields each day. It was the first time I’d ever seen cows or sheep in such

  large numbers. They outnumbered the village people tenfold.




  Mr Lucas worked in what was now a munitions factory in Melksham, about three miles away, and he’d bike both ways as the bus service was very limited. He was secretive about his war work,

  which I found intriguing. Mrs Lucas looked after the house and made sure that her daughter did not become too interested in a certain eleven-year-old lad from London. Veronica was a graceful young

  blonde with blue eyes, and many of my school chums had a crush on her. I learned to keep a respectful distance as her mother’s gaze, though generally kindly, became a good deal more fierce

  when it came to the honour of her only daughter.




  In a school not more than a hundred yards from the Lucases’ house, Ivor and I and the rest of the kids from the orphanage made friends with the local children. They had a strange accent,

  which I learned was West Country. I’d never heard English spoken this way before, and mentioned it to Veronica, who said she felt the same way about our Cockney

  accents.




  The British government had come to an agreement pre-war with the German government that 10,000 Jewish children from Germany would be allowed to enter Britain, and a group of these children were

  also evacuated to Holt. They only spoke German – which was even stranger to me than West Country – and were put in a class by themselves while learning English. At the age of eleven, I

  could say ‘Guten tag!’ on a daily basis but very little else, though we soon discovered a common language that we could all understand. Everybody played football, and our

  friendships grew from the feet up.




  I was a very bad student. I could not come to grips with anything that really didn’t interest me and my grades were abysmal, with the exception of mental arithmetic, which I was good at.

  There was one teacher, Mr Jones, who intrigued us all. He was Welsh, and even as a young boy I realized that his aptitude for language was extraordinary. He captured my imagination with his lyrical

  voice. I wondered if I would ever speak with such clarity. He’d use word play and verbal quips, and would occasionally spout poetry to us in his most dramatic voice. He was also the master

  who taught mental arithmetic, and after a session in which I had done particularly well, he looked at me and said, ‘Sassoon, it is a pleasure to see that you have gaps of intelligence between

  bouts of ignorance.’ I wrote it down because I knew I would not remember it otherwise. I liked Mr Jones a lot.




  A year after we had arrived in the village, my mother and a Mr Nathan Goldberg arrived in Holt. My mother had recently become Mrs Nathan Goldberg and though Ivor and I knew she

  was remarrying, we had not yet met the gentleman or got to grips with the idea of a stepfather. In the autumn of 1940, they rented a small house from a local farmer. They

  thanked the Lucases profusely for having looked after us so well, and moved us in with them. My brother and I were in shock. I had not lived with my mother since I was five and Ivor not since he

  was four and there was also this strange man who had suddenly come into our lives.




  We took things slowly. Mum was aware that we weren’t going to take to the idea of our new dad overnight, but gradually we found out many things about Nathan G, as we came to call him. Back

  in London, he had worked as a foreman in a tailoring factory. He was a machinist who had had a dozen people working under his direction. Tailoring was what he had done all his life. But he had

  given up this well-paying job to be with my mother, and was now employed by a laundry in Trowbridge. The work was hard and the pay was little. But there was something about Nathan G that soon

  endeared him to Ivor and me. He would come home, put on his slippers, relax into his favourite armchair, and listen to Gigli and Caruso, two of the great tenors that he loved. He was a big opera

  fan – something that Ivor and I hadn’t even heard of then. He read philosophy and taught me to write thoughts down as they came to me, a habit that has stuck with me all my life.




  Nathan G also had style. When dressed in a suit, a handkerchief always flourished from his top pocket. The trilby hat that he wore at a slight angle gave him the appearance of a toff. He was a

  well-built man, quite powerful, and in his younger days boxed semi-professionally. For the young and uneducated, fighting was one of the only ways to break free from the ugliness of poverty. His

  ambition was to win some big fights and earn enough cash to leave. Nathan G never became a champ, but he was passionate when talking of his closest friend, Ted

  ‘Kid’ Lewis, who did. He was an East End fighter who proudly wore the Star of David on his trunks and became Welterweight Champion of the World. Nathan G was never more animated than

  when he proudly related to Ivor and me some of the great fights that Ted ‘Kid’ Lewis fought and won. Lewis had handsomely beaten an American boxer, Jack Britton, in New York to claim

  the world title. The whole country had apparently gone crazy about the victory, and even though the fight didn’t finish until after four in the morning, people ran out into the streets,

  dancing and singing into the late hours of the morning.




  Slowly, Nathan G became our dad and Ivor and I learned to love him. Later I realized just how much I had learned from him and how lucky my mother had been to meet this man who would transform

  our lives. The small house that we rented cost five shillings a week. His wages at the laundry were only three pounds a week, four with overtime. This didn’t seem to concern him, though, as

  he loved my mother dearly, and they would walk hand-in-hand through the village with a devotion that was obvious to all.




  There was a modest shop in the village that satisfied most of our needs. It had a little of everything, including one or two items that always surprised me, like the latest jazz records and

  magazines that weren’t meant to be seen by children. Nathan G, by then a regular customer, was told by the proprietor that they needed a newspaper boy to do the afternoon round. The evening

  papers arrived from London at around 4.30 and Nathan G thought I was the obvious choice to deliver them. He told me about the paper-round job with such enthusiasm it was hard to resist. He told me

  it was five days a week with the weekends off – but think of the independence it would buy me! He talked to me about values, making sure that I understood that half of

  the salary I was to receive, which was three shillings and sixpence a week, should go to my mother. He said that even at twelve years old, which I was then, one could not live free and that it was

  important to contribute to the family income.




  Transport was supplied, as the newspaper round came with a bicycle. I’d bike to the railway station each day. I’d pick up two dozen papers, which were literally thrown from a

  slow-moving train, and go on my rounds. I soon discovered that the village had far too many BEWARE OF THE DOG signs. But I was never bitten, and being able to give my mum a shilling at the end of

  the week was very rewarding.




  The job was curiously fascinating, as I learned so much more about the village. There was a huge estate owned by Lady Cecilie Goff, whose magnificent gardens were internationally renowned. It

  was also rumoured that she was a great friend of the Queen. I never saw her or her gardens, for as soon as I rang the bell, a housemaid would arrive at the side gate to pick up the newspaper.




  Then there was the young couple who lived in a gorgeous house with a swimming pool. They looked as though they had stepped straight out of a Hollywood movie, as they were rather beautiful. I saw

  them embrace on a few occasions, and visions of them making violent love accompanied me on the rest of the newspaper round – I was still only twelve, but the teenage hormones were already

  there in full force.




  Generally, though, I was delivering to ordinary people who wanted to see the news in print. There were nods of recognition and sometimes even a hello as I threw the papers into the doorways.

  There was one man, a Mr Harris, who screamed blue murder at the proprietor, saying that he hadn’t received his newspaper for a week. I had inadvertently thrown his paper into the wrong doorway and it was gratefully accepted by the person who lived there, thinking it was a present from the shop owner. Luckily, it was all sorted out and I wasn’t fired,

  despite Mr Harris’s angry mutterings: ‘You can’t trust those bloody evacuees from London.’ There were no other incidents of note and I kept the job for a year and a bit.




  Saturday was a day when many of our dreams came to pass. At two o’clock, Dad (for I had come to think of Nathan G as that now) would take Ivor and me on the bus from the village green to

  Trowbridge. Trowbridge had two cinemas and Dad would choose something he thought was suitable. The show was always three hours long, opening with a cartoon, then the British Movietone News, which

  covered the war, a B-movie (which was very B) and then the main event. Errol Flynn had always been my favourite action man, but I remember watching Tyrone Power as Jesse James. I was riveted. After

  that, Errol Flynn definitely took second place in my fantasies of being a he-man.




  After we left the cinema, Dad would take us into a bookshop and we would walk around while he talked about the magic of finding so many beautiful books, some by very famous writers, in one

  place. He would say, ‘Open a book, feel it, smell it, and one day you will be old enough to read it and understand its message.’ We couldn’t afford to buy anything, though, but

  that extraordinary ritual has stayed with me. To this day I keep a well-stocked library in my house and another in a little guest house. Being around books has always enticed me to learn. Back then

  Ivor and I would stand open-mouthed in awe at Nathan G’s knowledge. There was no doubt in our minds that he was a very wise man.




  At the age of fourteen, practically to the day – which for me was 17 January – you were literally pitched out of school to make way for some

  other semi-literate who would have to suffer the insults I had. The school-leaving age was fourteen, not fourteen and a few days, so after my birthday, that was it. Unless you were extraordinarily

  bright and had won a scholarship, or had money for further education, you went to work. Giving up my newspaper job for something full-time held little concern for me except that I was rather sad

  that the bicycle had to go.




  There was a large factory in Holt by the name of Bevins that made gauntlets for the RAF and gloves for its other customers. It employed half the village. I was taken on at twelve shillings a

  week, which seemed a fortune to me – until I remembered Mum would get six.




  Glove cutting was a craft that had to be learned. It took experience to know exactly how to stretch the leather and use the shears, and I was open-mouthed watching the truly professional glove

  cutters doing what they did. My job was to cut the straps that would eventually be sewn to the gauntlets. I learned to be very precise, as apart from one end of the strap being sewn to the

  gauntlet, at the other end I would have to cut a slight circle for the snap. I’m not sure I believe in divine intuition, but it seems worthy of note that in my very first full-time job, I had

  a pair of shears in my hand.




  The general patter of the cutters had a country flavour to it. I did not hear too much chatter about the war, but was well informed about how many pints of beer they had drunk the night before.

  They were good-natured and generous and kidded me a lot. Knowing I was Jewish, they looked for horns growing out of my head and pretended to be disappointed when they couldn’t find any. Of

  course I knew they were joking and felt no animosity at all from anyone.




  I left after only three months and on my last day, with an uncanny sense of the ridiculous, I turned up wearing plastic horns. The whole floor saw the funny side of this

  and the foreman gave me a big hug. I left the horns with him for posterity.




  Our eighteen months in the country with Mum and Nathan G had united us as a family but the work at the laundry was affecting his health, and he was subsidizing our stay in the country with his

  savings, which were rapidly dwindling. So, after two and a half years in Wiltshire, we said goodbye to the Lucases and all our other friends and moved back to London.




  Because of the continuous bombing there were few properties available to rent, but my mother found an old house in Lawrence Road, Bow. It needed a lot of work, but the landlord saw no point in

  refurbishing it as a bomb could have taken it down the following day. This unstable residence had a sitting room, a dining room, a kitchen, which also served as a bathroom, two bedrooms on the

  upstairs floor and, as usual, a well-used toilet out back. We were back to the old East End way of life.




  *




  I needed to find a job and I had heard they were looking for lads in the City of London who would take messages down to the docks, so I made my way over to a small office in the

  City and applied.




  The officer behind the desk was patient as I enthusiastically rattled on about my qualifications. He listened to me with obvious amusement, and when I stopped talking, he said, ‘Son, we

  don’t need a genius for this job. All we need is a kid with a bike. Do you have one?’




  ‘No,’ I said, feeling my hopes drain away.




  ‘Well, son, unless you’re a long-distance runner, go pinch one.’




  Pinch a bike? He wasn’t serious, was he?




  As ever, Dad came to the rescue and a second-hand bike was quickly purchased. I got the job, which turned out to be arduous but interesting, as the German Air Force was each night rearranging

  the streets of London, and my route from the City to the docks seemed to change daily. I got used to seeing bodies and blood, and hearing cries of agony as people who had been injured were rushed

  to hospital.




  We were sleeping in the shelters, down on the platforms of the Underground station. There were always sing-songs, which lifted everybody’s spirits. Vera Lynn was of course very popular

  then and we all knew the words to her biggest wartime hit, ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’. As I joined in the singing, I could only imagine the strength of those white cliffs and the

  bluebirds winging their way over them across the Channel to France – a freedom that was not open to me.




  At night, a bunch of us fourteen-year-old lads would wander around the shelter watching the young girls get ready for bed. We were naughty, but they were very pretty. Between six and seven each

  morning, my family would make our way back to the house, which was close by. Dad’s track record as a first class craftsman meant that he was welcomed back to his original position with open

  arms. He used the kitchen/bathroom first, as he had to be at work by eight o’clock. Ivor and I always argued over who should be second. He was very persuasive.




  That same year, Ivor, who was top of his class in school, won a scholarship to the Regent Street Polytechnic. The whole school had evacuated to Minehead in Somerset, on the west coast of

  England, and Ivor joined them there. He was always brilliant, and his headmaster, Dr Bernard Worsnop, asked to see my mother. At their meeting, he defined Ivor as Oxford or Cambridge material and suggested that he should have extra tuition. Sadly, we never had the money.




  I was now earning a small amount of cash, and although I had left the orphanage some three years earlier, I still had fantasies about the hot baths there. But there was a way

  to relive those rare moments of luxury, as I had discovered!




  Once a week, I could go to the local public baths in Stepney Green and bask in the piping-hot water. It was an enormous space that housed about thirty baths, and typically two or three

  attendants were on duty. Each person had their own private cubicle, but there was no ceiling to each bathroom, only a giant roof very high up, so sound travelled well throughout. When a customer

  left the bath, one of the attendants with a big broom and bucket of soap would scrub it clean and start filling it with hot water for the next person in line. Each of the bathrooms was numbered and

  if the water cooled as you were luxuriating, you would shout, almost sing, your number to the attendant: ‘Hot water number twenty-three . . . Hot water number twenty-three . . . Hot water

  number twenty-three . . .’ This would continue until the attendant came to number twenty-three and poured hot water into the bath. Then the next cubicle would take up the song: ‘Hot

  water number twenty-four . . .’ As the attendant stopped pouring water into the baths, a chorus of happy bathers would croak in unison, ‘Ooh . . . ahh . . . lovely.’




  I usually felt clean for about two days. Back at the house in Bow, we would lock ourselves in the kitchen one at a time, boil some water on the gas stove, and with a flannel, soap and vigour,

  wash the necessary parts daily.




  Oh, to be an orphan again . . .




  

     

  




  2




  Professor Cohen




  I enjoyed my job as a bike messenger, learning the alleyways and shortcuts through the city, whizzing along, indulging in fantasies of espionage, of capturing an enemy agent

  and becoming a hero overnight. My mother got to hear about all the fun I was having, and after three months of this decided that she and I had to talk.




  She sat me down and told me of her ambitions for me. I listened, but didn’t really take it in. She talked of hairdressing as a profession, but I wanted to become a footballer. I could not

  imagine myself backcombing hair and winding up rollers for a living. My mother was an expert at holding her own; she could take any side of an argument and win. She told me about a dream she had

  had – a vision of my future – adding, ‘Sorry, son. A premonition is a premonition.’ I vigorously protested but she was having none of my nonsense.




  On the appointed day, she dressed me in my finest – which was the smarter of my two pairs of trousers – and, totally against my will, frog-marched me into the salon of Adolph Cohen

  at 101 Whitechapel Road. Mr Cohen was the hairdresser of the East End. He had enormous respect in the neighbourhood, especially among the ladies, and was fondly

  nicknamed ‘the Professor’. He was not only an excellent craftsman, he was also highly regarded as a wigmaker. There was a well-earned admiration for him in hairdressing circles, Mum had

  told me on the bus on the way over.




  Mr Cohen greeted us with a warm smile. He was all of five foot two but had the presence and personality of a much larger man and an attitude that made us feel immediately welcome. After about

  fifteen minutes of conversation with mainly my mother talking, he stopped her in mid-flow with, ‘You do know that we charge a fee of one hundred guineas to teach an apprentice? Even if

  he’s a natural and picks the craft up easily, it will take at least two years of study, and many more before he becomes truly good.’




  My mother looked so terribly dejected, I thought she might faint. I held her arm gently. Finally, she collected herself. ‘But, Mr Cohen, we don’t have one hundred buttons.’




  There was nothing more to be said. We shook hands and walked to the door. I opened the door for my mother and doffed my cap to Mr Cohen, leading my mother into the street. I couldn’t have

  been happier. I could now go about the business of trying to become an ace striker. We hadn’t walked two yards before the door of the salon opened behind us. We heard Mr Cohen call out,

  ‘Excuse me,’ and turned towards him. ‘You seem to have very good manners, young man. Start Monday and forget the fee.’




  He looked at my mother with the look of a man who had just done his good deed for the century. Tears rolled down my mum’s face out of pure joy.




  As for me, I was in total shock. I couldn’t believe that after fifteen minutes of listening to my mother’s greatest-ever sales pitch, my life had gone downhill

  so drastically. I was about to become an apprentice ladies’ hairdresser. What could I possibly tell my mates? I sat in silence on the bus that took us back to Bow. My mum understood

  how I felt. How could I – a young, virile athlete – succumb to my mother’s wishes?




  For two or three days, my spirits were lower than low. I wanted to be alone. But at 8.30 the following Monday morning, I was in Adolph Cohen’s salon, scrubbing floors and cleaning mirrors,

  along with several other young apprentices. The only amusement I had was in wondering whether the parents of the other apprentices, who had paid one hundred guineas for their children to learn the

  craft, knew that they were also scrubbing floors and cleaning mirrors. But all the women who usually did this job were in factories doing war work.




  I was told what my salary would be over the two-year period of my apprenticeship. I would start on five shillings a week, with a five-shilling rise every six months. At the end of my

  apprenticeship, I would be making the princely sum of one pound. I was advised by one of the more advanced juniors at the salon that I would do well to become an excellent shampoo boy, as tips

  would become a vital part of my earnings.




  Professor Cohen made it clear that a good appearance was essential. His first rule was that all male apprentices must have a crease in their trousers every morning. When I tried to point out

  that there was a war on and we were sleeping in the Underground, I was told in no uncertain terms that I should find a way. I soon discovered that putting my trousers inside a folded blanket that

  was then slept on didn’t do a bad job at all. My nails also had to be clean. This was done partly by shampooing so many heads. Walking through the London rubble after a

  night’s bombing made shining shoes a difficult feat, yet Mr Cohen would not allow unpolished shoes in his salon. In the small pack that we carried our equipment in I learned to carry a tin of

  shoe polish and a rag. Professor Cohen was an extreme disciplinarian and never wavered from the standards he set.




  The salon was on two floors with a cellar. As clients entered on the ground floor, they were greeted by a receptionist, who, it would appear, was only taught how to smile and nothing else. But

  it was a tough job. So many of the clients had problems as a result of the war, the shortages and rationing, and the receptionists had to have a warm way about them to help the clients feel at ease

  and to relax some jangled nerves. During my two-year apprenticeship, there were at least twelve receptionists. Many left to join the army on the basis that it was easier and certainly more fun than

  dealing with clients on a short fuse.




  The reception area had a showcase of wigs, combs and brushes that were for sale, but being wartime the choices were few. It was also appointed with well-worn furniture that had clearly seen

  better days. Many of the clients would sit and gossip to one another while waiting for their stylists. I would often catch parts of their conversations and was frequently left wondering who was

  doing what to whom.




  I had a bet with Renee, a fellow apprentice, that I could walk to Aldgate, about half a mile away, wearing one of Mr Cohen’s wigs and not be noticed. I went into a cubicle with a red wig

  parted on the left side and set in waves, ends flipped up. I put it on, then fixed my cap at a jaunty angle and, feeling like one of the Three Musketeers, I took to the streets. All that was

  missing was a cape and a sword.




  Odd as I looked, I won the bet. But when Mr Cohen saw me walking back into his emporium, he was beside himself with fury, convinced that I was making a mockery of his wig.

  In fact, I would have to say the Professor was most unprofessorial on this occasion. I hadn’t realized he was so attached to the wig, especially as it suited me rather well. I was

  high-spirited and a little devilish perhaps, but when Mr Cohen realized I meant no harm, he calmly accepted my apology.




  The real drama, however, took place in the salon itself, where each client had their own private cubicle. Taped to the wall in each cubicle was a typewritten notice that read: MADAM, DURING AN

  AIR RAID, YOU ARE PERMED AT YOUR OWN RISK.




  This was no idle warning as the perms in those days were quite primitive. The perming machine was plugged into the mains and had rods attached which the client’s hair was wrapped round.

  Each rod was then covered with an electrical heating device. She couldn’t have moved even if she had wanted to. When the air-raid warning sounded, I was obliged to say, ‘Excuse me,

  madam. I’m going down to the shelter. I promise I’ll be back.’ Then we went down to the shelter, which was actually the cellar of the salon. The machine itself was run by

  electricity, and the one duty of an apprentice was to turn the electricity off before leaving for the shelter along with the rest of the staff and those clients who were not being permed.




  Eventually, the ‘all clear’ would sound and we’d diligently return to our clients, some of whom still sat grasping the sides of their chairs, cursing whoever it was who

  invented perms. They had heard the bombs exploding, but were trapped in their seats. It took courage to have a perm during wartime.




  On one occasion, I realized to my horror that through my laxity, I had forgotten to turn off the machine. At that time there were two very popular looks. One was the

  ‘Maria Cut’, as worn by Ingrid Bergman in For Whom the Bell Tolls, a film about the Spanish Civil War, and was very, very short. The other was named for Rita Hayworth, a

  major Hollywood star then, whose long, curly mane was much copied by young would-be glamour girls.




  My unfortunate client had not got the look she came in for. ‘Rita Hayworth’ had inadvertently become a ‘Maria’ – all her hair had been burnt off. I was horrified.

  Fortunately for me, the lady in question had a stoic attitude to adversity coupled with a strong sense of the ridiculous, and when the boss had rectified my mistake by giving her the perfect

  cropped cut, she looked at me and said, ‘Son, not bad for wartime.’




  Although each client sat in a private cubicle to have their hair cut and set, they still had to walk to a communal area to have it washed. It was a very busy salon, visited by the local A-list,

  secretaries, nurses from the nearby London Hospital and many young women in their army, navy or air force uniforms. Hairdressing gowns were the last thing the garment factories were manufacturing

  in 1942, so ours were old but always clean. I got used to the demands of the clientele, and didn’t mind at all answering the call of a beautiful girl who wanted a magazine or a relaxing head

  massage.




  As an apprentice, I spent the first few months learning how to shampoo and massage scalps correctly. Whenever the clients had departed, the Professor or one of his top stylists would teach us

  how to make waves and curls on old wigs. Even then I thought it was tedious. It was to be six months before I cut my first head of hair. Obviously we could not be trusted with the clients, so we

  had to pick someone from a few rungs further down the social ladder. A little way down Whitechapel Road was Rowton House – the local dosshouse. Every drunk and social

  misfit checked into this establishment at one time or another and was allowed to sleep and, if they so desired, shower.




  Professor Cohen said to me, ‘Vidal, go to Rowton House and find yourself a model. No one is expecting you to do a creative haircut, as you hardly know how to hold a pair of scissors. But I

  promise you, the model you choose will not know the difference.’




  It must have been destiny. There sitting in a chair in the hallway was a hulking great creature, six foot six of wild man who must have weighed at least eighteen stone. When the call had gone

  out at Rowton House for anyone who needed a haircut, Dr Patrick Joseph Aloysius O’Shaughnessy’s fate was suddenly in my hands.




  As we were walking up Whitechapel Road towards the salon, he looked down at me and said, ‘So you’re the young limey lad that’s going to give this fine upstanding

  Irishman a haircut.’




  On the way to the salon, he was singing out of tune. When I asked him what songs they were, he grinned. ‘Irish Republican ditties, but don’t tell a soul.’




  He swept into the salon like Lord Wellington home from the wars, and Patrick O’Shaughnessy’s booming voice greeted one and all. I took him into the very last cubicle, where he

  discarded his jacket and my nostrils caught his smell. I looked at him and said, ‘Please excuse me for a moment.’




  When I came back, I handed him a bar of soap and a towel. As I led him to the basin, he got my meaning, and scrubbed his face and neck. I then vigorously shampooed his hair, and brought him back

  into the cubicle. He chattered away non-stop, gathering momentum as he told me that the problems between England and Ireland were because the Irish spoke and wrote English far

  better than the English did. His gift of the blarney actually helped – I could cut his hair freely while he attacked the whole system we lived by.




  Naturally I was copying what I had seen done by the experts in the salon, and although the cut was pretty awful, the scissors felt very comfortable in my hand. When I finished the job, he

  examined it carefully in the big mirror in front of him. Then I held up another mirror so that he could see the back, which he studied with equal care.




  Nodding in gentle approval, he said, ‘Most elegant. Some day you will be a fine barber.’




  As he left, he promised to tip me most generously on his next visit, and actually wanted to make an appointment for the following month. I told him we didn’t take appointments for models,

  but I would come to Rowton House and find him – which I did.




  Over the next year, I learned about Synge, Joyce and Beckett, along with several other Irish literary greats. When I first met Patrick O’Shaughnessy, I hadn’t a clue who any of these

  people were. But even an inebriated soul with no particular ambition in sight can be a teacher. I will never forget him.




  Eventually, after many models and about eighteen months, I was given my first client. She was middle-aged and plump, had sandy-coloured hair, and even then I was looking for her facial bone

  structure – which was nonexistent. My effort did not particularly grace her looks, and the Professor had to come and add the finishing touches. Nonetheless, I was gaining confidence, and even

  when I wasn’t cutting, I found myself holding a pair of scissors. I was beginning to enjoy the challenge, but even with the benefit of hindsight I cannot say I was

  brighter or better than any of the other apprentices. In fact, I still wasn’t at all sure that my mother’s premonition had been right.




  *




  In 1945, Robert Zackham, who had just spent five years in the army, was discharged and came to work at Adolph Cohen’s. He had been a hairdresser before his army service.

  He would bring sandwiches to work and the two of us would often go to the park to enjoy lunch; his adorable wife, Phyllis, who he introduced me to, would always pack an extra sandwich for me. Phyl,

  as she was known by all, was a small blonde with a big heart and a delightful Cockney accent. Mum also made sandwiches. Robert and I both had very healthy appetites and we would share those, too.

  He would tell stories of his younger days of learning hairdressing, and of being a very good amateur boxer, winning all his fights except one, which he lost to Arthur Danahar. Danahar eventually

  turned professional and became the Welterweight Champion of Great Britain. After being beaten by him, Robert gave up boxing for hairdressing full-time – which we both considered a very smart

  move.




  There was a restaurant across the street called Joe’s, and the kids whose parents had paid the one hundred guineas for their apprenticeship always had lunch there. It must have been nice

  to have rich parents. Some of the apprentices would occasionally come in with new shoes, and I used to feel so envious. Mine had to last. Every penny counted. Half my five shillings a week had to

  go to my mother. Once Professor Cohen said, ‘There’s a stain on your trousers.’ I used to wear one pair while the other was at the cleaners. When I explained, he said, ‘With

  your tips, go and get some second-hand ones.’ I knew him well enough by this stage to refrain from pointing out that I had much more exciting plans for that money than

  boring old trousers – especially ones that had been worn by someone else.




  During the days before the invasion of Europe, convoys of American and British troops, tanks and supply lorries passed the salon every day, on their way to the Channel ports. As the troops drove

  past, they would see the sign bearing the name ADOLPH COHEN. You can imagine the shouts that came our way. The least complimentary was, ‘We’re coming to get you, Adolph!’ and I

  remember one sergeant screaming, ‘And we’ll be back for you, too, Cohen!’ Another comment was, ‘Cohen, how did you get a name like Adolph?’ Everyone’s morale was

  high and we would all laugh except Professor Cohen, who was never quite sure how serious they were.




  Even in those precarious days, vanity was not far from the minds of our clients. The use of highlights had not been invented, but being blonde was very much the order of the day. In fact,

  whether a client was a blonde, a redhead or a brunette, the one thing they wanted was change. Mr Cohen would enter the cubicle where the client was sitting, and after a brief conversation about her

  needs, he would pronounce: ‘Vidal, make a bleach for this client.’




  In those days a ‘bleach’ consisted of a white bleach powder, H202 and 880 – basically peroxide and ammonia. The powder would not work alone without the peroxide and ammonia. In

  order to activate the bleaching process, I would carefully mix the peroxide with the powder in a small glass bowl, using a spatula to perform the work, then very gently take the lid partially off

  the ammonia bottle and pour two or three drops into the substance. I had to be very careful because dropping the ammonia bottle would have cleared the sinuses of the whole street, creating more chaos than a German air raid. I would give the bowl to Mr Cohen, who would put it on a tray-on-wheels and proceed to part the client’s hair, colouring the roots.

  When the bleach had done its work, I was told to shampoo the head of the client, often left quite tender from the primitive bleaching process. I had to be very gentle, as burns from the bleach,

  which left sores on the head, were not as rare as one might hope.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
Vidal Sassoon

The Autobiography

‘Gloriously indiscreet’ Daily Mail o





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





