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Erotic-Ah! 2006 – A visitor’s view.
The speed at which Eroticas come round is scaring me these days, but unlike the last couple of years, I approached the 2006 version with renewed interest as well as anticipation. With a completely refreshed web site, and the promise of changes sparked by the EEFABS debates, it was clear an effort had been made to move the show on. But how effective had the adaptation been, and if the show had moved, in which direction had it gone?
I’m not talking geographically; the show was still held at Olympia in London, from the 17th to the 19th of November - three days rather than last year’s experimental four day format. Other things had changed too. After being indoors in ’05, the Erotica Bus was back outside, working as a major eye-catcher for vehicles passing on Kensington High Street or the Hammersmith Road. Had I not been aware of Erotica, and as a non-newspaper reader, this may have been my only clue anything was going on at Olympia. Because I don’t listen to Virgin Radio (which was this year’s Media Partner) and there were no posters to be seen on the tube again, it seems I fall outside whichever demographic the show’s being marketed to these days. Thinking back to my first visit in 2002, half the show’s life ago, I’m sure the advertising being used then penetrated my consciousness a fair bit more. Despite this, when I visited on Friday and Saturday visitor numbers seemed up on the last couple of years so the target group are clearly getting the message, even if it’s missing me. Having been to the 10th Venus in Berlin for the first time in October, I baulk at the suggestion on the Erotica web site that it’s ‘…the world's largest lifestyle show for freethinking adults who are comfortable with their sexuality’ though. It’s certainly the UK’s biggest, but having seen the vast halls and endless crowds of Venus, I don’t think it’s Europe’s biggest, let alone globally. Perhaps, like the ASA, I should allow for ‘puff’. 
The first hours of the show were a blur of fishnets, amusingly worded warnings about pick pockets, ticket touts and rules about what Dita Von Teese’s people would and wouldn’t like. Which brings me to the first significant alteration to the event; the stage show. For the last few years it’s been organised by Torture Garden, whose dancing fetish ladies had been replaced with the biggest star of Burlesque, the aforementioned Mrs Marilyn Manson. Now, I liked the rubbery lovelies of the past -particularly 05’s champagne-soaked bride- but even I felt the need for a change and getting Dita was something of a scoop for Erotica, as she’s a star with a big enough fan base and media profile to bring fresh people to the show. On their web site Torture Garden give the story of why they weren’t there a rather different spin, but for legal reasons I won’t repeat the comments here. Whatever the facts, I felt the new performances by Adora and Thai Transvestites ‘Tiffany’s Show’ were a very refreshing change. The latter left me feeling a little confused, but this is something I’ll need to resolve for myself. 
Another change had been to the kinds and numbers of exhibitors. One of my past Erotica bugbears has been the amount of what I consider non-adult products. While old favourites like Jab-A-Roo Hats -back for the 6th time- and Really Orgasmic Sweets had returned, there seemed fewer iffy health and beauty stands, and the room was practically spa whirlpool bath free. I say practically, because there was still Easy Spa selling inflatable ones any swinger throwing patio parties would be proud of. World of Water had baths and showers, Whirlpool Spas lived up to their name, as did Clearwater Spas and Ultramax Bathmate Hydro Pump, who had penis pumps which use water to create suction. Oakdale adjustable beds, Teme Valley powered adjustable beds and recliners… Thinking about it, perhaps there only seemed to be less non-adult stands because there appeared to be fewer stands over all? I heard talk of wider aisles several times, and I know I saw a distinct lack of toys and films compared to some other years. Certainly head massagers, salt heaters, teeth whitening and ‘Professional Pounding Massagers’ were on display, but a less predictable addition was the Classic Car Club. Here members have the use of a classic or sports car every once in a while, depending on the number of points you’ve bought, what you like the look of, how long you want it and on which days of the week, in which month. I guess an E-type Jag is a sex toy, of sorts. For external use only…
ID Lubes and their adult games ‘n’ novelties arm had spilt onto two very busy stands. I don’t think I ever saw Helen Durance less than rushed off her thigh boots selling ID, but she did call over to me, “Really busy, especially for a Friday. Massive sales increase over last year’s Erotica!” Meanwhile Richie Bowles on the ‘Monogamy - A Hot Affair’ stand was selling the game of the same name. Between customers I caught a quick word with him. “It’s been great. Really enjoying it. Good fun, and we’ve done particularly well on Monogamy; our best selling line today. We’ve also been selling our lube and lots of novelties. It’s all going extremely well, and I’m happy to say I’ve been delighted with the show. No question about it, this has been the best Friday we’ve ever had here.” Then he slipped me some lube, which was very good of him.
PM Pleasures were showing Foreplay outfits along with more lube and bondage tape, and LTC Healthcare had a lot of condoms. Gift House Int.com had toys, sweet-thongs and a vibrating ‘Love Glove’ that was actually called the FUKUOKU five-finger massage glove, I learned as I was probed with one.
Dare2Travel’s Hedonism II & III resorts (what happened to the original?), Papillon des Alpes, FC Swinging Holidays and Playful Parties were all getting into the swing of things, but Peng Travel who specialise in holidays for Naturists seemed quieter when I passed. A mature gent manning the stand looked a little lost, and that may have hampered the firm’s draw. A girl with a strategically placed beach ball may have upped their game. Facing Peng Travel across quite a large empty area was Playful Promises (saucy babydoll stuff) BLC Ltd doing waist clinchers and corsets, plus Biker’s Gear Box who were selling biker and rock-chic stuff. New Rock Boots looked very ‘Camden’ and I liked FoldaBox(.co.uk)’s pretty gift and storage boxes with ribbons. Their Janice told me the show was their first outing: “We’ve been doing folding gift boxes for 18 months”, she explained, “but these are all new. The white ones have a bridal appeal, and the large black ones with red or pink criss-cross ‘lacing’ (RRP £9.99) have a different one. We’ve got black snakeskin-finish boxes with chains which are great for toy collections, and mid sized lingerie boxes, which are proving our best line. The little £4.99 versions are popular as jewellery boxes.” 
Kazanne Jewellery had sexy stones in silver mounts, the Peekaboo pole dancing kits looked to be selling well and it was great to see Jerry and AJ where I’d met them in 2005, on their Strictly Broadband stand. They had a (what’s the collective noun for porn-babes? Moistness?) of stars handing out free movie download cards, and there was always a big crowd around. Even when boobs hadn’t accidentally slipped from little pink StrictlyBroadband.com vests. Urban Photography was also recognised from last year, and they still have wrapping paper with willies. They also had a melted chocolate fountain, which they had in common with the not-very-adult Chocolate Fondue Company.
There was no shortage of wig sellers, with The Pride of USA Hair Extensions, Contrast Wigs Studio (who appeared to be ‘manned’ by dead 80’s star Devine) and SMG International, where Stuart Knowles told me they sell their colourful wigs in many well know high street shops for around £50, but had a £10 better deal on offer to Erotica visitors, as well as bulk discount. To name but three.
English Leather Rose’s had, as you might guess, roses made from leather for £19.99 and Beans Beans Ltd had bondage beanbags. Velda Lauder Corsetiere, who I’d seen at the Expo the previous month, were kept active and the lady herself told me, “It’s been a really brilliant show so far. Very very busy and we’re really happy. Sold lots of corsets- We’ve not had a minute all day!” Hay-Way Shoes had a half-price shoe sale going on and The Pussy Shaver Stand’s Lyndsay said they were having a good show too. Not so on the Moo Cow stand, which like a couple of others lay empty. Bedroom Pleasures(.co.uk) had a speedboat and a gaggle of girls to get their message across, and I enjoyed the ‘OhMiBod’ on their site, which is a vibrator which plugs into an iPod or other music player with a standard headphone socket and is controlled by the music. 
Equally buzzing, E-Stim Systems’ Wayne and Caz were rushed off their feet selling electrical toys/equipment and described the show as “Un-fucking-believable”, and meant it in a good way. Nearby I liked the name of a stand called ‘Angels Carrying Savage Weapons’ who were selling fluffy corsets and ‘lovely things’. Pink-Fluffy.com were in the same space – in the market sense, not physically. That would have made for a very crammed stand. Something a little more unusual was seen on the Sculptura stand; interestingly shaped cages, including a sphere. More furniture was seen in the Very Alternative Furniture area, and I also saw inflatable Cupids Couches, modular blocks from Loving Angles and £104.99 deals on the Fan Swings stand.
Helping to fill the floor were the Erotica Press Office, Erotel; Erotica’s mobile and broadband offering and the Erotica Photo Zone, where you could have your picture taken with an Erotica Babe for £10. There was also the neon-bedecked Erotica Merchandise stand where a best-selling logo’d-up t-shirt could be yours for £10 too. Along with their summer and winter balls, attempts to franchise the brand overseas clearly show a ‘Lifestyle’ game plan for the brand, and I wouldn’t be shocked to see Erotica-branded films or products in future, or even a regular Erotica magazine.
Phoenix Films’ Kevin and Lisa, exhibiting as CombatZone, were in high spirits as that range of films was selling especially well for them; Sperm Drippers seemed to be catching folk’s imaginations. A free R18 DVD sampler was also creating a draw towards the stand and they were kind enough to bung me a copy of a previous ETO Movie of the Month, (Daddy’s) Naughty Little Princess, which comes beautifully packaged. 
SensualEssentials.com were one of only a few toy sellers at this year’s event, which helped keep it busy selling Fun Factory lines. Their display table drew a lot of attention from passers by too. Monique at SexToys.co.uk’s corner plot said, “We’ve been busy promoting the site. The new concept this year is to sell t-shirts for £5 rather than give them away, so we’re less mobbed than usual but it’s been constant. It’s worked well for us.” – The following day, spurred on by a general lack of toys at the show, a few £10 rabbits and £50 cones appeared amongst the natty ‘Need Head’ and ‘Spank the Monkey’ shirt designs. 

The Other Face-Masks were selling, yep, you guessed it, masks, as were Masks of Venice. One of the bigger stands was Alternative Footwear, who had sexy pink boots for £43, amongst a whole load more line, while some very fancy stripper-style shoes were being sold by Fifty-6 Italy.
Lucy on the Janet Reger/Naughty Janet stand was delighted with how their first Erotica was panning out for them, “It’s been really good- great show. Everyone’s really been into our stuff, which is fab! We’ve two gorgeous models who are flaunting their stuff and ours, and that’s attracted a lot of people over. Our big hits here have been the roses design, the diamante range, basques… There’s nothing which hasn’t been selling.” Slightly down market, ‘Sex Shop’ had lots of Leg Avenue and boxed latex lines among a hotchpotch of product. 
Focusing on films, Nice’n’Naughty proudly displayed their ETO awards and had a poster with our logo too, which was nice. Their Richard told me the Friday had been good, with a constant flow of buyers and they were hoping for a repeat performance on the other days. 
Artists have a very important role at Erotica and it was good to meet several new people as well as see familiar favourites like Mighty Aphrodite and Ken Clarke’s Body Sculpture. Kim Davison(art.com) told me, “My work’s figurative and expressionistic. I’m very free in my drawing, it’s not photographic representation. I put my feelings about what I’m seeing into my art.” All the way from South Africa was Giulio Tambellini who didn’t mind the British weather, and was glad no one was trying to shoot him for once. He’s one man who’ll let you say, “Come up and see my etchings” and really mean it, thanks to serious patience, something pointy and big aluminium and copper plates. Close by I met Silvee, who models for photographer Richard Trebilco. It’s good to see not every model is a size 8 and 19, and a woman who’s a womanly shape can still make an impact. Further along the creative crescent was Andy of Gothic Image, whose bold, colourful fetish photos I remembered from the Skin Two Expo. Skin Two Clothing was at Erotica too, and lacked much competition in their particular niche. Past big-name exhibitors include Westward Bound and Torture Garden, and they’d both chosen to stay away. Indeed, I can only think of The Federation, who were at this year’s show with a lot of latex, including brightly coloured stockings (£25) long gloves (£10) and short gloves (£6), who could have given Skin Two much of a run for their money. 
Venus2Uranus/Bound2Impress were showing quality restraints and I complimented Benita on their wide range of reasonably priced yet beautifully made collars, cuffs and more. Available in more materials and colours than your average range, I was told the discerning shoppers at Erotica were making good customers.
Euroboots were selling, amongst their boots, fun cock-shaped ‘Kiki Soaps’ and Catherine of Kiss Me Deadly told me about her elegant retro-themed underwear, which is made with modern manufacturing techniques so it’s comfortable and practical to wear in a way the classic 40’s and 50’s originals never were. She was launching the brand and range at Erotica and it was going well for her. “Women are appreciating the feminine details, and the fact our suspender belts will actually hold your stockings up properly!”, said Catherine. I didn’t ask her how she knew I was wearing stockings…
Freak Clubwear had a good sized stand, where they were handing out issue two of ‘Curious’, their free guide for fetish virgins and selling clothing, jewellery and equipment. They were also running a D/s display area, where things needed to be kept very gentle, less local bylaws be broken. The list of no-nos had come from Olympia management quite late in the day, requiring extensive changes to Cat and Vicky’s planned demonstrations. Vigorous spanking was out, but stern looks were ok.
Magazines were well represented on the floor and I spent time on stands from Cherry Guide (issue 2 out at the show. It’s an Escort Directory with added reader appeal), Skin Two (well known fetish publication), Scarlet (a magazine for today’s woman) and Desire (ETO magazine of the year, for open-minded, non-smug couples). I also saw the 06/07 Sex Guide, London Locked -London’s No.1 Contact Magazine…
Bo’s Tit Bits said, “Excellent show” to me between bouts of selling sparkling crops and more, and it was good to see Fairy Goth Mother again, busy squeezing people into corsets. Wildcat Collection was selling various Rockabilly, Vince Ray and Bettie Pagesque lines, like mugs and ashtrays, as well as glass toys. I recognised Librex from the ETO show in the summer, and they were still selling their pills to add some pep.
On the Pleasure2Me.com stand a giant fucking machine whirred away, bonking the air and the kneecap of anyone stood too close. Their basic single penetrator model retails at £890 inc. VAT and delivery, and conveniently folds almost flat to slide under the bed. The same stand held a colourful array of Nexus bum-fun products that drew a good crowd.
Strapon Jane was having her tetchy side teased out by unauthorised photographers taking shots of her without asking while she focused attention on the Club RUB stand. I’d met her at the Skin Two Expo in October, and she tells me she’s moving into proper porn film production. A while later I saw her being fellated, in the plastic-fantastic sense, by Yazmin on the NylonStockingSluts.com stand. As well as promoting their site, they were selling FFS (fully fashioned stockings, for those who don’t know their fetish acronyms) and A4 photos with Yazmin. 
I bumped into Darren and Caroline from Devon, who’d travelled up to London specifically to visit Erotica. It was their first one, and they were very impressed. “Absolutely brilliant. It couldn’t be better. Really astonished how much is here, how it’s laid out- brilliant. The stage show is something else. Absolutely great!” said Darren, before I turned to Caroline. “It’s something we’ve looked at for the last couple of years, and we’ve just gone for it. I bought Darren a Gold Card (Erotica promo scheme, which includes discount on some stands, entrance tickets, etc) and that was it- We’re here! We’re coming again tomorrow because there’s so much to walk round and it’s easy to get lost in it all and not see everything. We’ll be back next year too!”
LIMB Ltd were doing nice corsets, particularly one in a great skulls and roses fabric design, and Jed Phoenix of London were stocked with pinstripe cyberesque clothes, which I categorised as ‘fetish business wear’. 
The Top Cat toys stand, featuring The Cone as a show special, was packed with pleased looking women, and there was a danger of running out of stock for the Sunday when I spoke to Mark. ”It’s been fantastic. We made our first sale within five minutes of the show opening, and it’s continued to be busy all through the day. The Cones have been going so, so well.” A van had been dispatched to collect more double dongs and their new £25 (£6.90 trade) Rabbit Pearl vibe, which was launched at the show with pretty butterfly motif packaging, to ensure stock for the rest of the weekend.
One unusual product I thought had a lot of potential were the funky batteries on the MyLogo stand. They can supply market-leading-brand-beating (Brunel University have done tests) AAs with a variety of glossy designs, including hunks, honeys and Christmas girlies. More than that, they’ll print your logo or image of choice to customise a batch of batteries. Info@my-logo.net will get you more details on something unusual enough to catch eyes on any shop’s counter. 
Packing no less of a punch, but in a message rather than milliamp sense, the Terrence Higgins Trust ladies were giving out condoms and good advice, while accepting donations towards their very important work. Jo and Tracey told me they hoped to raise £10,000 as well as educate more people about HIV and sexual health in general at the show. In theory everyone knows that condoms are a good thing idea but there’s still something of a gulf between knowledge and action so the campaign continues. 2007 will be the trust’s 25th anniversary. Elsewhere I saw giant balls (promoting testicular cancer awareness at malecancer.net) and chatted to a well dressed man with a plastic bum, who was trying to squeeze some of the taboo out of bowel cancer. It often goes undiagnosed for too long due to embarrassment, and of all the things to die of, embarrassment shouldn’t be one of them. I was tickled by their James Bum 002(.com) theme, and hope they get lots of volunteers to be ‘A Bum Girl’. 
Cut Price Films, manned by Private t-shirt wearers, was doing good business with a wide range of DVDs for £10, three for £25, seven for £50 or fifteen for £100. VHS will soon be gone, with tapes appearing harder to shift, even at a mere £5-a-pop. 
If I were to change one thing about the layout of the show to improve it, I’d add a second staircase to the upper deck projecting into the main hall to encourage better traffic flow upstairs. I’d have them a third and two thirds the way down the room, so you’d never be more than a third of the hall’s length from a clearly visible route up. I know there are both lifts and other stairs elsewhere, but I feel something harder to miss would allow the gallery level to be better used and busier. It’s never seemed fully utilised to me, and I’d like to see many more small manufacturers up there, perhaps encouraged to attend with a relaxing of some of Erotica’s more limiting rules on what size of stand you need to display what sort of products.
When I met Tracey Farrow, Erotica Brand Marketing Manager, on the main floor she described the upstairs Dream/Fantasy Boys stage area as intimate. When that inspired me to try to see their show for the first time, I found the performers hidden by a press of people so I only got to see glimpses of it between elbows. I kept seeing one chap with a big nose and very bushy eyebrows. At least, I think that’s what it was… Around the corner, Supreme Sausages were sizzling. 
While upstairs I was told I was fat on the High Barn Oils stall, and how Omega 3 could bring my bowels inner peace and harmony- or something like that, because I’d stopped listening. I was still reeling from the revelation I’m fat to be honest. I had no idea! The girls on the Pole Addicts.com stand were a lot less judgmental and happily shimmied up a mighty Alistage-made Polestar pole for me. I also liked ‘We’ve Got Wood’, who were selling turned wooden toys in all sorts of shapes, sizes and woods. The ribbed ones, I was informed, had been getting the most interest. It was their first Erotica and they were also pleased with how smoothly things were going.
The Video Village on the gallery, which I have seen as large as three ‘units’ was down to a single Private one, but there was also another large and packed Private Shops UK stand on the main floor. Their Colin Mason told me, “It’s been busy this year, with lots of new people here and we’re very happy with it. Lots of buyers.” It’s interesting to note that the combination of surprisingly high visitor numbers and reduced retailer numbers, meant individual retailers were kept on their feet all day, with many reporting that even when the well-attended stage shows were running, there was no significant downturn in business. Private were selling films for £20, three for £50 or seven for £100 and I was sorely tempted by some under a ‘Chunky Chicks’ sign. In the end, to make me happy, they gave me a couple of movies and sent me on my way with a big grin. If they think they can use me to buy some free publicity… ;-)
Lola Arts Publishing featured artistic prints plus Mistress Xena who I’d met at LAM, while across from them was McCoys Guides, with the flat-cap wearing man himself still turning his hobby into his business. I hear it’s the best way. Adult Adventures, who are a sort of porn version of Red Letter Days, and Instead Feminine Hygiene with a sign on their booth which read ‘Menstruation can be fun!’ were also upstairs. Lollyworld had choc-cocks and tits on sticks, and Print Cabin could turn any saucy photo into a tea towel, duvet, pillowcase or canvas. Looking down, it occurred to me I’d seen far fewer entertainers mingling with the crowds than in the past. There’d been two human statues, but I missed the Naughty Nuns and backless-uniformed Policeman. Then it was time to go.
In a restless crowd of tired shoppers waiting on a tube platform because the Victoria line wasn’t going to Victoria any more, I checked out their new recyclable Erotica bags. A lot of them looked considerably more stuffed than the glossy show guide and associated bumf they originally contained could achieve alone. I asked one (dyed pillar-box)redhead how much she’d spent at the show it was over £200. Ultimately it’s not just footfall numbers which count, it’s what they’re spending that must be the measure of any consumer show, and on that basis I think Erotica is performing admirably. Overall entrance prices were up a little above the rate of inflation at 4% over 2005’s Friday to Sunday rates, but that doesn’t seem to be a discouragement to visitors. As for exhibitors, I found it almost as interesting to muse on who wasn’t there and why not, as it was to see who were and what they were selling. Three names, Clonezone, Mantric and Harmony spring to mind, but Erotica organisers will be aware of many more who’ll need to be wooed back to make the 2007 show truly representative of the best of the UK adult market. 
So, Erotica as a concept has taken a step forward, through diversification and looking at their brand values, yet the show itself remains firmly anchored to its pre-xmas adult (and non-adult) retail frenzy roots. Speaking of Giftmas, they seem to be coming around ever more frequently too. I’d like to say have a great one to our readers of all faiths, and see you in 2007 with a bigger, better ETO!
4300ish words on Sex(shopping) in the City, Dale. I hope there’s not too many of them them.     
Paul.

