Title: Grooming Quest

Subhead: Indulge your masculine side at these stylish salons

By Stephen Robinson

I’m turning 30 in a couple months despite my best efforts (assorted black masses and ancient Sumerian rituals) and I think it’s time I started taking better care of the merchandise. 

My hair has displeased me for some time now (and the new gray hairs even more so).  Growing up, my father insisted on a strict grooming regimen -- haircut once a month, a trim every other week. He was also rather strict when it came to hairstyles -- nothing trendy because you always regretted it later when you looked at old photos of yourself. “Same haircut your whole life” was his philosophy.

I followed this advice with one notable exception. My barber, who sounded and smelled as if he’d taken a hit from a bong five minutes before my appointment, suggested “trying out” a new idea of his on me. Yeah, that’s how ignorant I was. I let a stoned barber, who was barely competent when not high, use me as his guinea pig. I left the barber’s with what he called an “eggshell” -- no hair around the sides and a zig-zag “eggshell” pattern on top. Oh yeah, I was smoother than Shaft.

When I got in the car, my father turned on the engine in silence and pulled out of the parking lot. A few miles later, he finally spoke: “What did I tell you?”

I lowered my head. “Same haircut your whole life.”

I never strayed from the path again -- that is until after college, when I graduated into the abject poverty of the publishing industry. I abandoned my father’s strict haircutting schedule for the more relaxed “every once in a while.” At my lowest moments, my penury would reduce me to what I call the “poor man’s haircut”: I would apply a fistful of styling product to my hair and simply comb it away from my head. This would usually buy me a couple more weeks. 

When I did break down and get a haircut, I would frequent the barber colleges, where for just $6, you could almost lose an ear. Once, a particularly nervous student was working on my hair for about half an hour when his teacher stopped to have a look. He recoiled in terror and when I asked what was wrong, he said – his face bone white, “Oh, nothing. It’s… uhm, coming along.”

Then I worked up to the $10 barber chains where you’d point to outdated photos of recent parolees on a laminated value menu and say, “I’d like the number 2.” These were the kind of places that gave you a free hat with every haircut.

Occasionally, I’d stumble into seedy dives that reminded me of the “hospitals” that hoods in gangster movies went to because a real doctor would have to report their bullet wounds to the police -- flickering, bare light bulb swinging from the ceiling, cries of agony from the back room, the barber/surgeon swigging whiskey from a flask before offering you some.

More than once, I’d receive the sort of butchering for which the only remedy was “an emergency haircut.” This is when you wake up the next day looking like a blind blues musician with the DTs cut your hair. Not even the poor man’s haircut can salvage it, so you race to the closest barber and say through your tears, “Look, I don’t care what this costs or what you have to do, but I can’t go on looking like this.”

Now’s the time, I think, for a real haircut from a real professional. I knew I didn’t want to go to a salon, where someone resembling Warren Beatty from Shampoo would fluff and blow me as middle-aged office managers from New Jersey yammer to each other, “…so I says to Mabel, I says…” while having their nails done. I wanted refinement and professionalism but in what was still a masculine environment.

My first stop is The Paul Labrecque Gentlemen’s Salon & Barber Shop at The Chatham, a bright and airy establishment located on the second level of the Paul Labrecque Salon & Spa East on 65th St. & 3rd Ave. There I meet Martial Vivot, stylist and master barber. There is no hyperbole in the latter title. His skill more than backs it up. Rather than the standard barber’s smock, he wears a very snazzy, very European suit that remains immaculate throughout the session. This impresses me, as does his own sharp hairstyle. You should never trust a barber with a bad haircut, and I’d gone to guys with mullets and flattop fades. I also went home to an empty apartment each night. I’m sure there was a connection.

He gives me a shave, which reminds me of The Avengers episode in which Steed has a “quick scrape and a hot towel or two” while buying information from his barber, who is a double agent. Unfortunately, one of the barber’s other clients is either displeased with the secrets selling or his haircut (it’s never made clear) and decides to stick a knife in his ribs while Steed is enjoying his hot towel. Fortunately, everyone is still alive when Vivot removes mine. He then applies aftershave to my “very sensitive skin” (his words) that is non-alcoholic. This prevents me from yelping like a baby.

Getting a shave is like making a hamburger. The average single man can handle it adequately enough on his own, but when a professional does it, you can really tell the difference. When I feel the skin around my chin, I immediately notice how supple it is and that I’ve used the word “supple” to describe a part of my body.

“Don’t touch your face!” Vivot scolds in his distinctive French accent. The oils from my fingers could result in a breakout, he warns. Where was he fifteen years ago?

He gently points out the flaws in my face but fortunately, he can cut my hair in a way to make them all vanish. His assistant washes my hair and as a charming lady gives me a manicure (my cuticles are a fright), he takes a pair of scissors and snips away with a determined expression. This multitasking is part of the salon’s effort to accommodate the hectic schedules of New York men.

Afterward, I receive an aromatherapy scalp massage from Pirkko Vaisanen, the salon’s artistic director. “I have very powerful hands,” she warns -- and she does.

She tells me to “just let go” as she tends to my impossibly dry scalp with a revitalizing mixture that contains peppermint, menthol, and eucalyptus extracts.  She adds lemongrass oil that my hair practically “soaks up.” She makes a slurping sound to demonstrate the effect.


I lean toward the impatient and normally could never envision sitting still for the half-hour treatment but Vaisanen is fabulous company.
“Some men come in, they want to talk,” the Finland native says. “Sometimes they don’t want to say a word and I understand completely.” She goes on to say that the salon is about “indulging men.” I must go on record as supporting that completely.

The salon also offers pedicures but I feel spoiled enough already. I’m so pleased with my hair that I don’t shamefully don my cap as I leave.

I decide to indulge myself further and drop in at John Allan’s new midtown location on East 46th. Now, this place is truly a barbershop but yet so much more. I feel like I’m stepping into a Frank Sinatra song as I wander through what president Andrea Megaris describes quite aptly as a “gentleman’s club” but without any sense of exclusion or pretension.

John Allan, who has the relaxed charm and style of Sinatra – if the singer cut hair, discusses “getting in touch with your masculine side” with me over a cappuccino in his office. He mentions working in Paris under the personal apprenticeship of Jean Louis David and the conversation digresses into our mutual admiration for Gene Kelly.

We both agree that style is not merely the province of a specific sexual orientation, as certain popular cable shows might have you believe, but rather something to which all men can aspire. We talk about the days when men didn’t go out on the town without first attending to their hair, nails, and wingtips.

John Allan manages to make even a stranger feel comfortable and that feeling extends to his establishment. Men play billiards while drinking a beer. In another room, men smoke cigars while receiving a manicure. Soft jazz caresses your ears as a pleasant young woman caresses your face with a hot towel.

I receive John Allan’s spectacular “full service” treatment (scalp massaging shampoo and conditioning, hot towel, haircut, manicure, and shoeshine) in less time than I used to sit around waiting for a lousy haircut in a cattle salon. The price difference is so insignificant that I regret having deprived myself for so long.

John Allan’s technical director, Jesse Sweet, cuts my hair while I have a manicure and drink a Stella Artois. I am actually enjoying a trip to the barber’s. Sweet informs me that he prefers to avoid “trends” and go with the hairstyle that best suits a man’s face. This is not so far removed from my father’s “same haircut your whole life.” Maybe he was on to something.

He recommends a styling product for me (John Allan’s Smoothe, which works wonders) and sends me off to have my shoes shined. Finally, and with much regret, I allow a nice gentleman to remove my robe and I leave the warm environment of John Allan’s for the brutal Manhattan cold outside. It has just snowed so my Kenneth Coles remain pristine for less than one block, but it was good while it lasted.

