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Interview Transcript - Polly

Interviewer:  To begin, can you tell me about how you became involved with BDSM?
Polly: I worked as a prostitute when I was younger, and then I went back to it when I was about forty, and at forty you really have to look for something that’s going to… You see they’ll come into a sauna and ask for the youngest girl so I chose domination and discipline because I’d already had experience of that with punters at home.
Interviewer: Can you tell me a bit more about the domination and discipline aspect?
Polly: What do you mean?
I: Why did you choose to specialise in that area as opposed to a different area?
P: It was a very usual thing for an older working woman to do.
I: Is it?
P: Yeah, and it’s very acceptable as an older woman, basically it’s administering harsh discipline and older women can do that more convincingly. Certainly that was my experience, if you’re over forty you have to specialise, and that was the easiest one, and I could do that at my home, and it meant I could get my home clean, because a lot liked to clean.  And it paid well.  It meant I could do a lot of telephone work as well.  You’ve been very naughty today, next time I see you I’m going to spank you. And I’d get them to keep homework books and stuff like that.  It wasn’t too bad, and there wasn’t a lot of sexual contact.
I: I see, so how do you define BDSM?
P: Bondage would be in my definition, causing someone to be very restricted, I’d use some clingfilm, and discipline in my experience is nearly always more verbal really, certainly in mine I always administering punishment, I never received anything.
I: So during discipline you were always in the dominant role?
P: Yeah, for discipline, yeah very much so.  If I did S&M I’d have to receive pain, probably, definitely give pain.  I’d have to let them do with me what they wanted.  
I: How does your own sexuality fit in with BDSM, are you interested in it personally? 
P: I don’t mind a bit of smacking, mild stuff like that but certainly not at the level the punters did.
I: Did you find the punters wanted more extreme things?
P: Well they were paying a lot of money, they were paying maybe three times as much as they would for straight sex, erm and you had to do things their wives or girlfriends wouldn’t do.  It was things like punching very hard into your genitals, putted weighted clamps on your nipples and hot wax on your skin, you know just very painful things. It gave them a sort of rush and power thing.
I: But personally you don’t enjoy the extreme stuff?
P: Well I haven’t got a sexual partner at the moment, but I’m fairly open about that, usually if I’m going to have sex with someone I’ll ask them what kind of sex they like.  Certainly if they said ‘I wouldn’t mind looking a bit more into restriction’ I’d be open to it.  But I won’t take pain any more.
I: I’d like to talk about your working practices some more if that’s ok.  First of all where did you work?
P: The very first time I was working, I worked in sauna in Manchester, and I did sauna work for quite a long time.
I: Can you tell me more about sauna work?
P: Yeah.  Well they vary enormously the places I worked were very seedy, and they reason for that was because we were injecting drug users and you can’t go in to a high class establishment if you’re in that situation.  Usually it would be a flat, maybe three or four rooms with a nice big bathroom to bath them, there was never a sauna! (laughs) and you’d take them into a room and you’d watch twenty minutes of video.  I mean it was an hour session so I wanted to avoid the sex, so the bath took twenty minutes, the video took twenty minutes and they were supposed to have twenty minutes on the bed.  This was…1974, between ‘74 and ‘79 and it was that time £60, and when I returned to prostitution when I was forty it was still £60 (laughs). More women had got involved because of the drugs explosion. And when I fist started nobody wanted to do that kind of thing.  I started off doing films, £5 for half an hour, doing porn.  Then I went a receptionist in a sauna, because every girl has to have another girl there, to take the money, and sometimes they’d want you to watch for an extra tenner or something and I just thought I’d have a go myself.
I: Ok, what sort of clients did you see?
P: Across all social classes.  We saw rabbis, we saw priests, washing machine service men, really just a complete…lecturers, we saw several academics, you know.
I: So there wasn’t a typical type of client?
P: They had to have some cash, that was the only common denominator.
I:  So it was later you began to specialise in BDSM, so to begin with you didn’t do any BDSM?
P: Well I did a bit, I didn’t need to really because I was young and that was desirable.  I was very small and I did a lot of schoolgirl role play and that sort of thing.
I: Right, were the BDSM clients different to the regular clients you saw?
P: Yes, they would be quite successful in their professional lives, but really not successful at all in their personal lives.  Monied losers really.
I: That’s a really good phrase, is there anyone in particular that sticks out in your memory?
P: There was a few tax people who wanted the discipline.  The discipline was very interesting really, what they’d want you to do. I remember this guy, nice car, you know, beautiful suit really well dressed and all he wanted to do was put this little pinny on and clean my kitchen floor, and have me come in every now and again and tell him it wasn’t good enough.  And he clearly got a rush out of that because that’s how he orgasmed, you know, I wouldn’t have to touch him, and it was about getting into trouble.  There were some stereotypes like the big fat businessman who wanted a bottle, and those kind of people.  Basically the word on the saunas was if you found a kink keep it, because he won’t go to other girls.  If you could find somebody kinky…people used to like me wearing PVC and high heeled shoes and standing on them, you know, shoving my stiletto heels in their arse hole, and of course no one minds doing that for sixty quid do they?
I: You said that some were quite high powered businessmen, why do you think they needed to see you?
P: Partly I just think they could afford to and they didn’t want to do it to their wives and partly because it was all part of the naughtiness to go and pay someone.  They…they probably could have got anyone to do it, if you’re going to pay then most people would do it.  I think it was all part of the kinkiness, there was no issue about a relationship or any kind of, you know, they could hit me and hurt me and they wouldn’t have to say sorry and be very good.
 I: With flowers and chocolates
P: Exactly, there was certainly something in them they felt that had missed as children. That was the first time they managed to orgasm as children… I remember one had this real obsession with toilets and it was because his first sexual experience was on the toilet.
I: I see.  So can you talk me through a typical session?
P: Well, with BDSM each one is different.
I: So would it be rare for a client to want a bit of everything during a session?
P: Usually they would want one of the three or four.  Domination would have little bits of pain, but that wouldn’t be the focus, the focus was on domination, sublimating someone completely. It wouldn’t necessarily involve inflicting pain on somebody. Discipline is much more, kind of structured around vocal, talking and stuff like that.  
I: Ok.
P: In a typical domination session, say in my flat, they’d come to my flat and have a cup of coffee or whatever and talk about what they wanted and they’d go off and get changed into whatever they were going to wear and I’d get changed into my… my horrible outfit and then we’d come together as if we’d not had the previous conversation.  Usually I’d walk in and…whatever they were doing I’d have a problem with that, it was wrong and they’d have to have a punishment.  Usually I’d have an agenda in my head of what punishment they wanted, and I’d administer that.  It would probably take about an hour, and at the end of that time I’d probably allow them to orgasm and the whole point of it was around that.  They couldn’t choose when that happened and they didn’t know when that would happen and that was the whole point.
I: Ok, can you talk me through an SM session?
P: Yeah, that was quite likely to have another person involved, that was quite ok, because it was tiring.
I: I can imagine.
P: I’ve been into client’s houses and they’ve had dungeons, and I’ve worked in a dungeon.  They had big crosses on the wall that you can manacle people to and a selection of torture instruments and canes that you can use however you want or let them use on you.  The other extreme of that is…maybe put a bin liner on the floor and let them piss and shit on you, hurt you.  Nipple clamps were very popular, I don’t know why, and things in your mouth to stop you…butt plugs, those inflatable ones.  Really very particular to each person mainly it was around whether you’d got resources to give pain or whether you’d just got…shoes were very good, I made a lot of money from shoes!
I: Was there anything you wouldn’t do sexually?
P: No.
I: You’d do anything?
P: Yes.
I: Did you feel comfortable doing anything?
P: No but I’d just think about the money.
I: And that’s what got you through it?
P: (forcefully) Oh completely, completely.
I: When you were working, did you do anything you wouldn’t class as BDSM?
P: Yes, straight sex, two girls, watersports, role play was quite common. (pause) There were people who really had things about PVC, just wearing different things (pause) and having to be someone’s slave, I’d do that from time to time.
I: Ok
P: Have them be my slave, you used to get people phoning up the sauna, they would usually be crank calls but now and again you’d get one and they would be very useful, they’d walk round a be a table for you put your drinks on.
I: With the slaves, would that be a session that lasted a certain amount of time, or would they just be there for the whole day?
P: Both really, it depended on their circumstances and how they could pay.  It would be a relationship thing, we’d have phone contact as well as sessions and I’d get the money whenever I asked for it really. You’d always get the money on a session but then in the middle of the week if I’d phoned him a few times, I’d ask for more.  It was hard for them to find somebody, somebody who’d let them do that.
I: Yeah. So how did you manage to maintain your own identity in it all? You were talking earlier that sexually it didn’t do it for you, and you didn’t particularly enjoy it, so how did you manage to detach yourself from it?
P: (pause) I’d go shopping. I’ve worked in toilets as a cleaner, I worked as a cleaner, I’ve been in prison doing horrible jobs you know, this was a lot better than most, I’d think ten more minutes and I get paid.
I: You quite often hear about people inventing a persona…
P: I did that, yeah. I’d never use my own name, no one in that business at that time did. I did have a persona, lots of sequins and glitter.  I’m not a make up person at all, but you wouldn’t recognise me at work.
I: Really? Where did that persona come from then?
P: (long pause)
I: Was it some element of yourself or was it deliberately completely different?
P: That’s a good question, and I’ve never thought about it.
I: Haven’t you?
P: No(pause) I suppose what it came from was that I wanted to please the most men that I could and I would need to fit in with the other girls who were selling sex around me, and I wouldn’t want to copy any of them.  It’s come out of that really.
I: So you wanted to be original and noticeable?
P: Exactly, yes. And not steal someone’s tricks.
I: Was there quite a lot of honour among you then?
P: There was a lot of backbiting, and jealousy.  It’s not like it used to be, the sex industry has become very, very competitive now compared to what it was.  (pause) There were things I wouldn’t do, I wouldn’t I wouldn’t kiss them…unless they offered me a lot of money.  That was the thing I found most disgusting to do.  Silly really isn’t it?
I: Not really, I think it’s an intimate thing, to kiss someone is to have an element of affection for them, I might be wrong…
P: No I think that’s right, it’s too intimate.
I: I can understand that.  Can you tell me a bit more about when you worked in the dungeon? 
P: Yes.
I: How did you get that job?
P: I knew the other girls, and a couple of the girls had made it quite big and stopped sex work themselves and set up in business and we’d know each other and they’d say, ‘you can do this’ or ‘do you want to help out’ or ‘do you want a day’.  If you had a day that meant you’d see all the regulars who came there anyway, and you’d just have to pay the house.  Your third customer would go to the house and the rest you could keep yourself.  It was lucrative and they’d pay a lot of money.  It was like having your own chair at the hairdressers.  Usually you’d be inflicting rather that receiving, so that was better. 
I: How did you protect your own safety when you were working?
P: (pause) I didn’t do the streets, ever, I might have done once. I worked at saunas with another girl like I said.
I: Did the other girl look out for you?
P: Not really. I mean you wouldn’t be able to use the phone, if anything kicked off it was nearly always incoming calls only, if anything kicked off you were on your own.  I mean saunas did always used to get robbed because there was always money there at the end of the night.  I didn’t come across it.  The of course when I got older, I was much wiser. I had my own car, and would usually go to their place unless I had enough confidence to let them come to mine.  Or I’d use someone else’s. 
I: Did you ever have a sense of your safety being at risk?
P: You’d always be working with another girl… There was things I always did. I always used condoms and I always and I always made sure that I had a receptionist, so if one looked a bit dodgy we could do him together, that kind of thing.  And someone would nip in at lunchtime and take my money to put it safe, it was all about the money. Making it, hanging on to it and spending it.
I: Did you set yourself any rules for accepting clients?
P: I’d never, ever do an African Caribbean man.  They don’t pay.  They don’t pay. I believed that. It’s probably not true because you can’t make those generalisations. There weren’t many girls who would.  I’d do Asian men, and they would barter about the price.  I wouldn’t to women, I wouldn’t do couples.  Sorry what was the question?
I:  I was asking about whether you had any rules.
P: Rules, if they wouldn’t pay upfront then they’d have to go.  I probably would have done a couple if the money had been right. 
I: So you based some of your rules on your own perceptions?
 P: Not many girls would do Afro Caribbean men,  what they all say is because they wouldn’t pay, and that’s been my experience.  If there was any bust up or rip off going on in the saunas it would be black men. If you were working in the sauna and it was known that you had a black boyfriend then they’d sack you. 
I: Was that when you were working the first time?
P: Both. More the second time.
I: What period was it when you worked the second time?
P: It wasn’t very long ago, I was forty (pause) round about ‘92 to ‘95, no, between 1990 and ‘95.
I: There’s quite a big gap between both times and the perception hadn’t changed.
P: Not at all. Chinese men were the easiest, little tiny willies.  I think it’s worse now because if you ask anyone where they’re buying their crack from it’s from Afro Caribbean or Asian men, hardly anyone buys crack from a white person, so they’re associated with that.
I: Were most of the girls doing this to fund a drug habit?
P: Not necessarily, on the street I think you’d find every single girl would be funding a drug habit, but in the saunas you’d get people who had a husband and he went to work and thought she was an art teacher or whatever.  You’d get a lot of students.  In the saunas you didn’t see that much drug use, sometimes a client would come in with cocaine and want you to do it with him and that was great.
I: Did you do drugs with clients often?
P: I would personally at that time because that was what I was into. A lot wouldn’t.  There’s a lot of difference between the street and the sauna girls, and the biggest thing about that is they’re not funding a heroin habit.
I: Can you think of any other differences?
P: Sauna girls would have weight on them, and they’d be more socially skilled, definitely, more reliable to work around, they’d turn up on time and stay until the end of their shift.  The street girls just can’t get into saunas because they’re too chaotic and they bring trouble, they disappear every half an hour to get some drugs.  With sauna girls it’s more of a career choice.  Same with escort girls which is higher up again.  I couldn’t aspire to that, ever. 
I: It’s interesting there’s a hierarchy.
P: Yeah. On the street there’s a very interesting cross section of what’s going on.  Alcohol dependant to heroin dependant.
I: So what do you think, after all your experiences, about people who are involved with the BDSM lifestyle?
P: My experience of them was that they are completely normal, nice people, or gay.  The gay saunas scene was very wide.
I: Would gay men go and see women or would they exclusively see men?
P: They’d probably work with women.  The gay men have a different experience with S&M, much more violent and much more high risk.  Saunas in Manchester I know, you wouldn’t get girls working there because it’s too frightening.  Completely dark, so you can’t see.  There would be a partition with holes in it, and complete darkness.  You wouldn’t get many girls working there, at least if someone’s punching me in the stomach I can see it.  I can’t imagine a set of circumstances that would make me work there. It’s very high risk, and it’s happened to me a couple of times, where you do get a tear when someone’s trying to fist you anally, and all the gay scene is around anal.  I mean, the people in my life now who I know and who know what I’ve done and who like to go to saunas are gay.
I: You were talking earlier about the gay SM scene being more high risk, can you think of any other examples of how it’s high risk?
P: There’s a lot of HIV and there’s a complete refusal to wear condoms, it’s all bare back. 
I: Would you class what you did when you were working as high risk?
P: (pause) In a different way.
I: In what way?
P: I suppose ultimately I was the one getting pain and I had the control, and there was always words I could use to make them stop, gay men don’t have that.
I: Did you use safe words?
P: Not very often, usually I’d get to my feet and shout the girl.  Sometimes we’d negotiate, it depends on the person.  What they preferred was not to have the social interaction, sometimes it only got negotiated during the process.  I’m a small build and there was a lot of… sometimes I’d see a man and not… I’d say ’ you’re not going up my arse with hand’ because it would be enormous and we’d have to work out something else.  I’d always have a suggestion of what could happen, he might not see me again or I might not be able to give him what he’d asked for.  He may have expected to pay for fisting, and I just couldn’t accommodate him, I’d have butt plugs that blew up and he could use those, I’d say ‘that’s forty off the price’.
I: You’d work it out?
P: Yeah and I’d be thinking I know somebody, so I’d pass him on.
I: So keeping him in the loop?
P: Yeah.
I: Finally then, can you think of anything I haven’t covered? 
P: I think it would be useful for you to get clearer definitions about practices.  You talked about a worldview, I think that as far as I was concerned [when I was working] what I was thinking was it’s perfectly ok, there’s no judgments here, I’m ok, you’re ok, as long as the money comes in you know.  You can get your suit on and go outside and that was fine.
I: You didn’t hold anything against them?
P: It was a commercial transaction, they were normal people, some were a bit repressed.  No I didn’t hold anything against them.
I: Even though they’d possibly inflicted pain on you?
P: Oh no, that was in with the price.  It was very rare to draw blood, I mean blood did used to get drawn but it was rare.
I: As a sex worker practicing BDSM, what was your worldview?
P: It was all just about the money. When I was involved in commercial sex it was all about money.
I: So your perception of these people wasn’t influenced by what they may have done you?
P: No, I don’t think there is a group of people who do it, I think most people would find something in it.  I remember when I had a hysterectomy and they made a mistake and they gave me four times the testosterone I should have had.  That gave me such a massive insight into male sexuality, I was rampant, I was seeing sex in women’s shoes and I’m not at all interested in women, I wanted to hang around underwear shops.  And all of my fantasies were about having power over somebody, it was a fantastic learning experience, I wouldn’t like to do it again.  I already had an ok opinion of them [BDSM-ers] but it gave me more of an insight.
I: I though perhaps because you didn’t enjoy BDSM personally that what you were paid to do affected your perception of BDSM-ers.
P: No, no.  I still like clingfilm, and I still like doing some of those things, I don’t like the pain but it widened my appetite.
I: That’s great, thank you very much.
 

