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Mr. P's stories will curl your hair 
Beauty school's founder turns 98 on Friday 
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ROYAL OAK -- David Pressley starts each day much like he has for the past 45 years. 

Sharply dressed in suit and tie, a leather pouch holding scissors and comb on his hip, he quickly moves around the clinic floor of his Royal Oak beauty school. 

Chatting with students and clients, he stops to do a trim or demonstrate the lost art of finger waving, a styling technique of the 1920s and '30s. 

"I like to take their hand and show them how to finger wave. Unless you show them, they can't do this. It's very difficult," said Pressley, founder of the David Pressley School of Cosmetology, one of the country's oldest cosmetology schools. 

He opened the school on S. Washington Avenue in Royal Oak, just north of 10 Mile, in 1959 with only 12 students. Today, the school with its familiar castle-like exterior has expanded over the years, but is in the same location. There are almost 200 aspiring hairstylists, colorists and estheticians enrolled every year. 

Royal Oak resident Pressley, known to his students as "Mr. P," turns 98 on Friday -- and he still drives to work every day. 

"He's ageless. He's amazing. He remembers people's names better than men a third his age," said Bob DeWitt, a 1962 graduate and owner of Birmingham's DeWitt Salon. "In our world, everybody knows who he is." 

Last fall, after 44 years in charge, Pressley sold his accredited beauty school to Michelle Gutek, who plans to keep the Pressley name. Pressley plans to stay on as consultant and teacher. 

Pressley, sadly, has outlived both of his previous business partners -- his wife of 60 years, Janie, and a son, Bill, who died in 1998 at 63. 

"When (Janie) was here, she ran a tight ship -- no gum chewing, and she was strict about uniforms," Pressley said. 

It was Janie who encouraged David -- then a busy Birmingham hairstylist who taught occasional seminars -- to open his own beauty school. 

"Back then, people came to the salon every week or every two weeks. One day I came in and the receptionist told me I was booked for the year for permanent waves," he said. "My wife said, 'Why don't you try opening a school?'" 

The first few years were tough; the couple sold their home to raise the capital. "I just kept doing my bit and things got better," he said. 

His students are known for their professionalism, colleagues agree. 

"If you get a student from his school, you know they're professional and they have a good attitude. You're really hiring a good employee," said Anthony Marsalese, owner of Antonino Salon in Birmingham. 

Born in Jasper, Ga., Pressley left school after the seventh grade to work on the family's produce farm in Smyrna, Ga. He started cutting hair by pure chance at age 16 when his stepmother asked Pressley to trim his younger sister's hair. 

"My stepmother thought it looked real nice, and the kids on the next farm wanted the cut, too," he said. 

Intrigued, a 20-year-old Pressley enrolled in a Georgia barber college then headed north to live with an aunt in Detroit. He found work in several Detroit barbershops before finally settling into a chair at the posh downtown Hudson's salon. 

He even remembers one of his very first Hudson's clients, a young woman who desperately wanted a finger wave style that covered her ears. 

"It was a really hard job, but I took my time. Turns out she was the secretary to the president of the J.L. Hudson Co.," he said. "That's when I became a big shot at Hudson's." 

From 1927-34 Pressley coiffed the wives of many Detroit early movers and shakers, including the wife of J.L. Hudson Co. president Richard Webber and the wife of James Vernor II, the son of the ginger ale magnate. 

"When you went downtown back in those days, you dressed up," he said, wistfully. "The casualness of America has just killed style today." 

Pressley still treks to national hair shows such as the ones sponsored by the National Cosmetology Association, a group he joined more than 50 years ago. 

"His energy is beyond inspiring," said Gordon Miller, executive director of the National Cosmetology Association in Chicago. 

So, just what is Mr. P's secret? Being around people, he says, and continuing to do what he loves. 

"I'm very grateful to be physically well," he said. "As you grow older, you have to adapt to being older, really. I do about the same things I've always done. It just takes me a little longer." 

David Pressley 

David Pressley at age 20, after graduating from a Georgia barber college. He then came to Detroit and eventually got a job at Hudson's. 

Age: Turns 98 on May 28 

Born: Jasper, Ga., in 1906 

Occupation: Founder of the 45-year-old David Pressley School of Cosmetology, 1127 S. Washington, Royal Oak. 

Phone: (248) 548-5090. 

Training: Branning Barber College in Atlanta, Ga.; attended seminars through organizations like the National Cosmetology Association and Hair America. 

Employment: Worked at Hudson's posh beauty salon from 1927-34; Owned two different salons along Grand River in Detroit before opening his Birmingham salon in the early 1950s. 

Year school opened: 1959 

His specialty: Finger waving and pin curls 

His motto: "Students should graduate knowing how to greet the public. The most important thing of all is attitude." 

Caption:
David Pressley's cosmetology school has been giving students in Royal Oak a head for hair fashion for years. About 200 enroll each year. "Mr. P," the founder of one of the country's oldest cosmetology schools, will turn 98 on Friday. 

David Pressley sold his beauty school, but he still gives advice to students such as Kelli Vensko as she cuts Gordon Bibby's hair. 

David Pressley says one day when he was a hair stylist "the receptionist told me I was booked for the year for permanent waves." 

After he left Hudson's in 1934, he opened this salon on East Grand River in Detroit. He opened his school in Royal Oak in 1959. 
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