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02Expert Advice: Introduction

ere at Salons Direct we have been 
fortunate enough to interview 
some of the leading hairdressers & 

stylists in the world. We have been able to 
find out about what got them started in the 
industry, how they have developed a career 
and a business, as well as the advice they’d 
give to budding hair stylists.
 

In this eBook we’ve compiled the most 

insightful snippets that we’ve got from these 

industry experts, including Sam McKnight, 

Sophia Hilton, Jamie Stevens, Darren 

Ambrose, Ted Gibson and many more.

 

We have created this to inspire trainee 

hairdressers, salon owners and anyone else 

interested in the business of hairdressing. 

We really hope you enjoy reading it as much 

as we have enjoyed interviewing these 

inspirational figures.
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Find out what inspired 
the likes of Sam 
McKnight, Darren 
Ambrose, Andrew 
Barton and more to 
become a hair stylist.
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“I used to dance as a hobby when I was younger, and my stage school 

used to do shows in London. I remember this one show they brought in 

some hairdressers to do our hair, it was amazing! The hair stylist put my 

hair up in a really cool punk updo and I remember feeling great and so 

confident.

“After leaving school at 16 I traveled to London and got an 

apprenticeship in a salon. I then absolutely loved working in the tinting 

department helping all the colourists – I loved the buzz of it, being 

busy and meeting so many di�erent people. From then I knew this is 

what I was going to do.”

AMY FISH...
ON THE BUZZ OF A SALON

“It’s safe to say I wasn’t exactly a child prodigy when it came to hair, it’s 

not something I had always dreamed of becoming. In fact it was 

completely the opposite, as I never thought it would be cool to follow in 

my mum’s and sister’s footsteps.

“I didn’t even consider it until I was 18, and I was a very slow learner. It 

took a good few years to begin to understand and appreciate hair, but 

I do remember the first time I picked up Guido’s book ‘Heads’. For me, so 

much clicked into place and my appreciation of simplicity was born; 

less is more, ugly is beautiful and much, much more was taken from 

that moment.”

LEIGH KEATES...
ON APPRECIATING SIMPLICITY
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“I was fascinated by fashion and pop culture and wanted something 

stimulating in that sense.  I started working for friends who owned a 

salon in Prestwick, odd jobs around the salon – that’s how I started. 

Moving to London was the next step and joining Molton Brown. In 

those days stylists from the salon would go and do the hair for shoots. 

Many of the Vogue editors came in to have their hair done. I remember 

being there and thinking, ‘Yeah, I want to do this.’ I found it really 

exciting and creatively stimulating.”

SAM MCKNIGHT...
ON FASHION & POP CULTURE

“I knew right from when I was a child of 8 that I wanted to be a 

hairdresser; it was in my family and my genes. I was lucky enough to 

start my career aged 17 at Clipso with Terry Calvert, who nurtured and 

encouraged me to shoot for British Newcomer of the Year when I was 

23, which I won – the most unforgettable experience.”

DARREN AMBROSE...
ON STARTING YOUNG

“I fell into it as I did all my friends’ hair in high school and never wore 

my hair the same as I felt it was a fun creative way to express myself. I 

fell in LOVE with hairdressing in beauty school because although I 

had no idea what I was doing, I was sculpting hair from a feeling and in 

a naive way I was using hair as my medium.”

GINA CONWAY...
ON USING HAIR AS A MEDIUM
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“It was way back when I used to watch and compete in the National 

Hairdressing Federation competitions. I used to look at the ‘Hair By 

Night’ models with their big fans and cans of hairspray and just melt. 

To me, at the time, it was proof that anything is possible with hair.” 

SOPHIA HILTON...
ON THE POSSIBILITIES OF HAIR

“I wasn’t very academic at school but loved art and design and was 

destined for art school – my art teacher nurtured my artistic side and 

was full of encouragement for those of us with a creative leaning. When 

the time came to leave school, I decided fashion college was for me and 

so o� I went… but the lure of the salon was just too much and it wasn’t 

long before I’d found myself an apprenticeship to learn from the best 

in the area. She was glamorous, travelled to foreign places and had very 

high standards.

It was humble beginnings in a village salon but it was the best in the 

area and I was taught that OK as a standard was never good enough and 

that has stuck with me all this time.”

ANDREW BARTON...
ON EMBRACING CREATIVITY

“My mum, grandmother and great-grandfather were all hairdressers, 

so you could say it ran in my blood! I started out following my father’s 

path as a professional footballer, but an early injury cut short my dreams 

of sporting glory. Hairdressing had always been an interest, so I decided 

to venture into it and haven’t looked back.”

JAMIE STEVENS...
ON HAIRDRESSING BEING IN THE BLOOD
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“I’ve always taken every opportunity o�ered to me. Working with 

Vogue introduced me to stylists and photographers who would 

recommend me for another job with a designer or celebrity. Which 

would, in turn, lead to another opportunity.  I was introduced to 

[Princess] Diana by Patrick Demarchelier. It’s been many years of 

building relationships with people within the industry.”

SAM MCKNIGHT...
ON TAKING OPPORTUNITIES

“I treat every job the same and always give my all, so there’s nothing 

more gratifying than a client requesting or rebooking you. But I guess it 

can be a small world in that industry, and if you do a good job and are 

nice to work with, people will talk and pass your name around.”

LEIGH KEATES...
ON ALWAYS GIVING YOUR ALL

“Be prepared to lose about two years of your life at least [when you 

open a new salon]. You’re not going to see your friends or family 

anywhere near as much as you’d like and having any thing else on the 

go is going to be impossible. I think looking after your health is 

important and I wish I’d spent time using a delivery service to eat better; 

I got really ill and looked a mess. I should’ve remembered how 

important fuel is!”

SOPHIA HILTON...
ON MAKING SACRIFICES



“I have been very fortunate to have had such a great team behind me, 

and I am very picky about who gets to work with us. This is why I invest 

substantially in our education programme and am hands on to help 

them grow. I would say that the team make me want to constantly 

innovate in order to keep them happy and inspired. I like to lead by 

example. I see everything through a creative set of eyes.”

GINA CONWAY...
ON INVESTING IN EDUCATION
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“I learnt in the early years of my hairdressing career that the industry 

o�ered many opportunities as well as working in a salon...One could say 

that being in the right place at the right time is how people get on or 

luck plays a part but the attitude my parents taught me about working 

hard is an ethic I’m very proud of.”

ANDREW BARTON...
ON WORKING HARD

“I wasn’t truly fulfilled working in a salon. I knew I had to find my own 

voice and the creative process of session styling felt more organic to 

me. I wanted to work within a collaborative environment with stylists, 

photographers, and makeup artists.

Working collectively within a team certainly fired my passion and 

eventually became my calling. The most enlightening part of my job is 

that there is still so much to learn and I want to know all of it. I’m ready 

for it! And I’d love to share that.”

BRENT LAWLER...
ON FINDING YOUR OWN VOICE



12Expert Advice: Getting Started

Discover how people 
like Sophia Hilton, 
Darren Ambrose, 
Jamie Stevens & 
Andrew Barton have 
turned their passion for 
hair styling into a 
business.DE
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13Expert Advice: Developing a Business

“I am so passionate about the art of hairdressing and in particular the 

freedom it allows us to create, enhance and look in all directions for 

inspirations and ideas, and then translate even the most ‘out there’ look 

to a practical and workable solution that will be enjoyed by our clients 

and anybody viewing the style.

“Work hard, find the right salon brand for you and learn as much as 

you possibly can. Dedication really pays o� in this industry, so get stuck 

in with a salon that inspires you and backs you.”

DARREN AMBROSE...
ON A SALON THAT INSPIRES YOU

“I’m learning a lot from my team actually. I teach them the salon 

techniques and then I watch them interpret it into their own way, so I 

learn a lot. Business wise I’m really lucky, I’ve got a lot of people I can call 

for advice when I’m feeling stuck; from Errol Douglas, to Andrew 

Barton, to Ken Picton and Alan Austin Smith; all of them make time for 

me and it’s so kind. I also have an o�cial business adviser, Simon Harris, 

who runs ‘My Salon Manager’, who is awesome to bounce o�.

“I have always had a consumer mind and I’ve always been interested 

in what sells. When hairdressers get creative they tend to get quite 

carried away and stop thinking about the customer. Our colour 

techniques were a way of simplifying that creativity in a way that the 

client can comprehend.”

SOPHIA HILTON...
ON HAVING A CONSUMER MIND

“You go through phases of thinking you’re not good enough, or 

watching your peers progress faster than you and there’s even times 

when other people tell you you’re not cut out for it.

“But we’re all on our own journeys and with faith and perseverance, 

everything works out at the exact perfect time. All of the moments 

that gave me doubts, tough days and missed ‘opportunities’ have led 

me to where I am today, and I wouldn’t have it any other way now.”

LEIGH KEATES...
ON LEARNING FROM THE TOUGH DAYS
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“I live my brand. As my name is over the door, I take every decision 

very seriously and personally. I make sure my managers are 

indoctrinated into the GC culture and live it as well. I still love to do hair 

and am so grateful for every client I get.

“I pop into salons to get my hair done to get inspiration and see the 

business through fresh eyes. I marvel at Anthony Mascolo and what he 

has created and see him as one of my top inspirational figures.”

GINA CONWAY...
ON LIVING YOUR BRAND

“I’ve spent much of my career working with amazing people and teams 

and great brands including Tony & Guy and Saks. Working with these 

taught me a lot about great brands and the business of being a brand. A 

salon does not have to be a big organisation to be a great brand but 

just needs a clear vision and standards. It’s important that teams all 

understand the direction of the brand and what it stands for. 

Consistency is key and it’s this that drives me in my business.”

ANDREW BARTON...
ON THE BUSINESS OF BEING A BRAND

“The business of beauty is cut throat and you have to have thick skin to 

be in this business. That it’s not only about the hair…it’s about helping 

people feel better about who they are. I listen to all things that happen 

in their life and really help them work things out. It’s a gift we have as 

hairdressers, there is no one on the planet like us.”

TED GIBSON...
ON HELPING PEOPLE FEEL BETTER

“It’s very hard work in the beginning, long hours and not great money. I 

didn’t realise it was so challenging but nothing comes straight away, it 

takes a lot of time, perseverance and dedication to perfect your brand. 

You need a balance between creativity and business – also clear goals 

to know how you are going to progress to the next step.”

JAMIE STEVENS...
ON BALANCING CREATIVITY & BUSINESS
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16Expert Advice: Career Highlights

“Winning Creative Head Magazine’s IT Girl 2016. It’s an industry award 

and to be recognised amongst the best hairdressers in the business is 

just amazing. I still can’t believe it.”

AMY FISH...
ON WINNING HEAD MAGAZINE’S IT GIRL

“The salon. Being able to walk into work every morning and love it. It’s 

funny really, because I never really wanted a salon but now I can’t 

imagine my life without it. I never imagined I could be this happy.”

SOPHIA HILTON...
ON HER SALON

“Winning British Hairdresser of the Year has to be my career highlight so 

far. To join the illustrious roll of names and brands that have achieved 

such a feat is a massive confidence boost. It’s not something you can 

describe. It makes you want to be better at everything you do.”

DARREN AMBROSE...
ON STARTING YOUNG



“Being chosen for Aveda’s Fashionista award was my career highlight. I 

got to style the hair at New York Fashion Week. I have won many 

business awards but putting so much work into the styling and art 

direction and being recognised for that was a true honour.”

GINA CONWAY...
ON BEING CHOSEN
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“Certainly being crowned British Hairdresser of the Year was a highlight, 

and seeing the pride on my mum’s face as the tears of joy ran down 

her cheeks. But walking down the supermarket aisle and seeing your 

own name on shampoo bottles is pretty damn awesome.”

ANDREW BARTON...
ON BEING CROWNED

“My career highlight would have to be when then editor of Marie Claire, 

my friend Lucy Sykes, called and asked if I was available to fly last 

minute to London to style hair for a celebrity client. I would be shooting 

2 covers – both Marie Claire and Cosmopolitan – in one day. That 

celebrity client was Angelina Jolie!”

TED GIBSON...
ON WORKING WITH ANGELINA JOLIE

“There are so many to choose from! Opening my salons and being an 

ambassador for a global haircare brand score really highly. But most of 

all, being a multi-award winning men’s hairdresser, in the British 

Hairdressing Hall of Fame and having the opportunity to launch my 

own men’s product range, MR. Jamie Stevens was a dream come true.”

JAMIE STEVENS...
ON BEING IN THE HALL OF FAME
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Our experts, including 
Sam McKnight, 
Sophia Hilton, Darren 
Ambrose & more, 
share their top tips for 
budding hair stylists & 
salon owners.TO
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“This industry is hard work. You need to have a passion for it and put 

in the hours. Grab all the opportunities you’ve been given.”

SAM MCKNIGHT...
ON PUTTING IN THE HOURS

“Sadly (and I wish this wasn’t true because I believe in looking after your 

physical and mental health) no one ever got their dream career working 

a 5 day week. Whatever your goal, a 5 day week isn’t going to cut it. 

Everything I’ve ever done to benefit my career has been in my spare 

time, evenings, mornings and weekends.  

Secondly, if you chase money you’ll never make it. Look for a company 

that will grow you that cares for your education and development; 

not a company that will pay you 5% higher.” 

SOPHIA HILTON...
ON NOT CHASING MONEY

“For me everything I know today is based on what I learnt from 

assisting. Find the best in the business, or someone who inspires you, 

and watch closely. For me it was Sam McKnight. Learn from those who 

have trodden the path before and you’ll find it hard to go wrong.

Be present and conscious, and keep a broad range of interests. It’s 

amazing how it can positively a�ect your subconscious and provoke 

that much needed inspiration.”

LEIGH KEATES...
ON LEARNING FROM THE BEST
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“First of all, never presume to give anybody advice. What’s right for you 

doesn’t necessarily work for others. It’s all an individual perspective. 

Never let your ego get in the way of great decision making.

When creating a memorable fashion story, there is a collection of people 

and creative minds all o�ering their own individual perspective. You 

have to learn how to decipher all of that and know when it is your turn 

to add something of value to the process.”

BRENT LAWLER...
ON CONTROLLING YOUR EGO

“I’m never tired of looking to artists, musicians and so on for 

inspiration. We tend to go around lots of diverse areas like the 

Southbank, the Tate, the Wallace Collection, classical art pieces. Then 

there’s Damien Hirst where there’s extremity and mind provoking 

imagery. Also Gunther von Hagens, the German anatomist who created 

the controversial Body Worlds exhibition of preserved corpses – that 

was amazing in a sense of just tapping into basically who we are as 

humans and the body function from a completely di�erent element.”

DARREN AMBROSE...
ON SEEKING INSPIRATION

“It goes back to my apprenticeship and the advice I was given that ‘OK’ is 

not a good enough standard. It’s not acceptable if a client says her hair 

is ‘OK’ when she leaves the salon – it means she is definitely not 

coming back and is not telling her friends to visit you either.

It’s this ethos that has driven me in all I’ve done and what I encourage 

my team to think about in their everyday work. In my role as Creative 

Director for Urban Retreat at Harrods, clients list us with very high 

expectations and our target is always to exceed their expectations.”

ANDREW BARTON...
ON ‘OK’ NOT BEING GOOD ENOUGH
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WWW.SALONSDIRECT.COM

Thanks for reading! We hope this has inspired you on your journey to 
become a hair styling professional.

 For more top tips and inspiration, visit www.salonsdirect.com/blog 

@SalonsDirect /SalonsDirect /SalonsDirect


