
“C an you people please be civilized?” asks Mister 
12, in a voice that’s deep enough to make girls 
shiver and guys back up. The stanchions outside 

of Sugar are wobbling as the New Year’s Eve crowd presses in 
on us. Already well into their party, they’re hard to control. 
Everyone is a “friend of T-Bone,” who’s headlining that night, 
and nobody wants to line up nice, which means it’s difficult 
to actually get them carded, searched and up the stairs.

People are trying to slip us grease to jump the line too—
and they’re being generous. When I wave off the sepia flash 
of a hundred-dollar bill, a guy in a pretty suit with a gangsta 
mouth says, “Man, you’re a dumb bitch. I know that’s more 
than you make in a night.”

While I correct his manners with a talking to, I can hear 
another voice in the throng say, “There’s a chick bouncer 
up there!” 

It’s true, except we don’t use the term “bouncer” here, 
even though that’s what everybody else calls us. As Damian 
Cownden, owner-operator of both Sugar and the Red Jacket 
says, “It’s old school. It doesn’t relate to how we do things. 
We don’t bounce people out. We have door hosts who meet 
and greet people and make our establishments more safe and 
secure.” Cownden will also tell you that it’s very important 
to him that our security team—most of whom, including 
myself, work at both clubs—doesn’t look like “a bunch of 
muscle-bound thugs.”

Sure, we have a few guys who are built out of beef and 
bricks—including Number 23, who is nearly seven feet tall 
and has to special order his size-18 shoes—but we also have 
guys who don’t fit the oversized burly stereotype. Number 4, 
for instance, probably only weighs in around a buck-forty, 
but he’s a highly skilled martial artist. Myself (Number 6), 
I stand close to six feet tall in boots and have my share of 
heft, but I’m girly—picture Britney Spears on steroids and 
creampuffs and you wouldn’t be so far off. I, perhaps more 
than all the others, represent the new school of nightclub 
security. At least, I’m the only one of us who wears ponytails 
to work.

In the beginning
I came to nightclub security through both nepotism and 

happenstance. My cousin used to run the now-defunct 
Central Bar & Grill and asked me to help out with coat 
check when he was short-staffed. At the time, I was holed up 
in an office all day as the executive director of an arts orga-
nization. Granted, I wasn’t great at hanging coats, but when 
conflict broke out, I tended to wade in like a big territorial 
cat. Having a background in boxing helped—not because I 
was throwing jabs, but because when you hang out in box-
ing gyms, you get conditioned to a culture of violence that 
teaches you to handle yourself within it. It became the joke 
that my full-contact-karate-practicing cousin was the tough-
est guy in the place, and I was the second-toughest guy. 

Not long after Central closed, I quit my day job to go to 
university. I needed a student job and security work found me 
again when Mike Roma, who I’d worked with at Central and  
who was now bar manager at Sugar, offered me a job. 

My first night at Sugar, a bunch of guys in white security 
shirts were heaving furniture around, setting up before the 
evening’s show. The big dim room had the whiff of stale 
booze and everyone seemed like they were just waking up. 
Roma led me over to the guys and said, “Gentlemen, this is 
Jill Margo, she’s the newest member of our security team.” 
The introduction was met with looks of surprise.

After eyeing me up, that night’s head doorman was the first 
to speak. “Hell yeah,” he said and shook my hand.

The doorman’s duty
The doorman’s duty at any establishment is to keep under-

age, intoxicated, aggressive and otherwise unsuitable indi-
viduals out of the club. We protect personnel, patrons and the 
property. We stand at the threshold of liminal space, moving 
people from one state of being to another. The nightclub is, 
by nature, a chaotic space. We give it order. 

Sugar, where I’ve spent most of my time working security, 

is a live music venue—which means our patrons and the way 
they party vary depending on the gig. West Coast surf and 
ska nights, for example, bring out the armpitty ganja-lovers, 
while punk and metal nights are populated by hard drinkers 
in leather jackets; hip-hop nights attract nice-smelling coke-
heads, electronica nights involve glittery jaw-grinders, and so 
on . . . although these are stereotypes, of course, that don’t fit 
all patrons.

There are usually three of us on the door—one to card and 
work the “in” rope, and two to pat-down, search purses and 
bags, and work the “out” rope. Number 1, a lean and clever 
13-year veteran of the business, who is head of security at 
both Sugar and Red Jacket says, “Having [a female] up front 
lightens it up and there is a more even playing field because 
both sides are present. It makes it more comfortable all the 
way around.”  

The numbers we wear and refer to each other by are some-
thing we earn. Only those who are “solid” and on board for 
a while seem to be assigned one. Number 18, when he gave 
me mine, said I was the first girl to have the honour. The real 
purpose of the numbers though, according to Cownden, is 
because the City of Victoria had a mandate for security per-
sonnel to wear name tags. “For the protection and privacy of 
our security staff, we opted to give them numbers instead of 
names,” says Cownden.

On a busy night, I’ll pat down hundreds of girls, which is 
something the other doormen can’t do. Giddy with the nov-
elty, and playing to the guys, a litter of girls might attempt a 
show of recreational lesbianism—“lower” they’ll say, wiggling 
their butts as I frisk their pockets. I comb through pounds of 
lip gloss and whatnot in their purses, hunting for contraband 
like a kid hunts for Easter eggs. It’s not uncommon for me to 
find more booze, drugs and knives—yes, knives—on the girls 
than the guys find on the guys. 

Sometimes I tuck girls’ tags in and compliment their out-
fits. Sometimes we chat. “Can you please open your Kim Bag 
for me, girl?” I’ll ask. 

“Ohmygod, you know Kim Lowe’s bags?! Aren’t they 

Jill Margo getting ready for a night on the job at Sugar 

Girlie tough is tough enough 
when you’re working 

nightclub security

By JILL MARGO
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fabulous?!” they’ll say, primed on cheap 
Chardonnay and teetering in their heels. 

Men regularly try to get in my pat-down 
line-up too. They act like they’re on Cops, 
spreading their legs and arms wide . . . 
although on Cops they don’t whoop and shout 
“Bring it on!” 

On one occasion after a girl’s boyfriend 
did this, she in turn offered herself to good-
natured, blue-eyed Number 2, who joked, 
“What, are you swingers now?” 

It’s good to banter on the door when we can, 
even if it means playing to the gender whoop-
up. Of course, we also have to deal with the 
night’s “section-fives” (patrons who’ve been 
escorted out) and whatever else comes up, 
but at our best, new-school doormen appear 
relaxed and friendly—after all, we are in the 
business of selling fun, liquor and the pos-
sibility of finding a new chew toy. 

Brothers and sister
In truth, most of the time, doormen stand 

around bored, downing caffeinated bever-
ages and waiting for something to happen. 
Mister 12—who we call “Mister” on account 
of his über-manliness—favours the energy 
drink Bawls. (Ironically, the product slogan is 
“Bounce with Bawls.”) One night his Bawls 
got in the way, so I moved the can. 

“Did you touch my Bawls?” he said. 
Number 1 happened to come down the 

stairs at that point to check out the scene. 
“How’s it going?” he said.

“It’s alright,” said Number 2. “[Number 6] 
just touched [Mister 12’s] Bawls.”

“I had to,” I told Number 1.
“Where are [Mister 12’s] Bawls?” Number 

1 said.
“Why, do you wanna touch them too?” 

said Mister 12.
Working as a doorman involves a lot of 

talk about one’s man-meats, if one has them. 
It also involves trading war stories (“You 
should’ve seen the guy’s collarbone sticking 
up after he was stomped—it was sick”), one-
upping (“I would’ve taken him out so fast,” 
“Yeah, well, I would’ve been wearing his nuts 
for earrings”) and 
exchanging tips on 
pain compliance (“If a 
guy’s up in your face, 
clamp your fingers to 
his nose, press your 
thumb into the pres-
sure point below his 
earlobe and squeeze”). 

These are not topics 
that I cover with my 
girlfriends, yet I am at 
home with these men. Part of this is because 
of our shared cultural heritage—almost all of 
us come from working-class families and the 
lowbrow is familiar to us. Besides that, I’m 
tall and festively chubby, which means within 
girl culture I’m always trying to make myself 
smaller. Within this particular male culture 
though, as it is with boxing, I’m allowed to 
be fully in my body—full height, full weight. 
Here, size contributes to “command pres-
ence.” As Number 22, our sweet Irish muscle, 
once said, I’m a “role model”—meaning I 
show girls what they can be if they don’t 
have the body (or temperament) of a cocktail 
waitress. 

Am I one of the guys, though? 
“You are, for a lack of a better term,” says 

Number 1. “You’re the same as us except 
you’re female.” He goes on to explain in an 
off-the-job interview that I’m the sister in the 
brotherhood and that either way we’ve all got 
each other’s backs. 

There are, however, male rituals to adapt to. 
For instance, the constant high-fiving, which, 
due to early childhood traumas regarding lack 
of coordination, at first riddled me with more 
anxiety than having to step into a fight. 

“How come doormen don’t hug?” I once 
asked when I was feeling sucky.

“What are you talking about? Of course 
we don’t hug,” said Mister 12, swigging his 
Bawls.

“But you hug the coat-check girls,” I said.
“Oh,” said Number 2, “you mean, why 

don’t we hug you?”
“Maybe,” I said.
“That’s good,” said Mister 12, “That’s 

what you should call your story: ‘Doormen 
Don’t Hug.’”

The brawny female
Being a female doorman is such a new 

phenomena that there’s not even a word 
for us yet. If you ask someone what kind 
of female works the nighttime economy by 
standing on the street, they’re going to think 
of the world’s oldest profession, not this new 
one. If I said I was a doorgirl I’d be thought 
of as taking tickets or hanging coats. It’s the 
same dilemma faced by the “male nurse.” 

I’m certainly not the only female door-
man in the world, though we’re rare enough 
to have made international headlines—the 
BBC, the New York Times and the National 
Post have all reported on females working 
nightclub security around the world. In the 
U.K., Britain’s Licensing Act allows authori-
ties to withdraw a club’s license if it doesn’t 
employ women, of which there are 10-15 
percent working security at most clubs. By 
contrast, there are a dozen or so drinking 
establishments in downtown Victoria who 
hire approximately 120 security personnel—
around one percent of whom are female.

The real taboo, it seems, is not penetrating 
a male bastion, but the idea of females as 
having a prescribed role within a culture of 
potential violence. Harvard Professor Harvey 
Mansfield defines manliness as “confidence 
in a situation of risk.” Does this mean 
the female doorman is manly? Personally, I 
prefer to think along the lines of “amazon 
feminism,” a feminism that’s dedicated to 
the image of the brawny female who is con-
cerned with self-reliance and physical power. 
Think Wonder Woman. Think Laila Ali. 
Think Buffy. 

“I think it’s abso-
lutely fantastic when a 
female security person 
walks out a guy and, if 
necessary, has to apply 
force—especially if 
she has control of the 
guy. It looks great,” 
club owner Damian 
Cownden says. “It 
shows that we have 
professionals and pro-

fessional training in place and that we’re not 
a bunch of meatheads.”

The lovely thing about Cownden is he 
doesn’t reinforce gender stereotypes by believ-
ing female doormen are just there for girl 
trouble. He says he’s wanted female security 
staff from day one but never put any extra 
effort into finding us. Still, over the last nine 
years he’s hired a half a dozen females. 

How many of us have applied? 
“The same six,” he says. “And to be honest 

with you, I don’t know of any other bars that 
have female security personnel. I’m hoping 
that we’re a leader.”

Catfights, scraps 
and brawls

There needs to be a perception that door-
men can deal with potential violence—even 
though our aim is to dampen it at all costs, 
only handling by hand as a last resort. Even 
then, only “reasonable force” in the form of 
“pain compliance” should be applied to con-
trol whoever needs controlling. 

“It’s a psychological job,” says Number 
1. “In the past you’d want to be a fighter, 
but now you can be more of an intellectual. 
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Personally, I prefer to
think along the lines of 
“amazon feminism” . . . . 
Think Wonder Woman. 
Think Laila Ali. Think Buffy. 



It’s the art of fighting without fighting—which isn’t to say 
you shouldn’t have skills to give you confidence if things go 
sideways.”

The nightclub is a deeply gendered, hyper-masculine and 
hyper-feminine place. Having a female doorman to deal with 
potential violence challenges what it means to be female. It 
plays out in a variety of ways.

When we’ve got a “code yellow” and two drunk lugs are 
about to tune each other up, I stand firm (shoulders back, 
tight core, legs slightly apart), but try to talk them down in 
a voice that suggests I might be blowing them if they weren’t 
being such dumb-asses. The fact that I’m in such a position 
confuses them. I think they assume I must have skills, espe-
cially if a couple of my brothers are watching without rushing 
to my rescue. 

It’s emasculating for a guy to be escorted out of a club by 
a chick and most of the time when faced with this possibility 
they’ll back down. I once plucked a guy out of a three-on-two 
fight by the back of the neck and the fight stopped dead so 
the other four guys—on both sides of the scrap—could point 
and laugh. As much as it makes me feel competent, it does 
make me feel bad to have to put a guy in that position.

On the other hand, I once took an unruly, inked-up beast 
of a man out of a mosh pit by his ear for a “time out” and, 
when I got him outside the club, he said, “Wow, that was 
hot. Can we do it again?” These are the kind of men (to 
paraphrase a friend) who wish to be left with a small bruise 
by which to remember our brief time together.

Girls are a different matter. Their violence is trickier, more 
deep-seated. I’ve seen them take off their stilettos to use as 
weapons. They dump each other’s purses in the toilet, bite, 
scratch and pull hair. When my male co-workers try to 
restrain girls who’ve gone el kabongo they can scream sexual 
harassment. If I’m restraining them they’re less inclined to 
play the “you-touched-my-tit” card . . . though they still 
might get snarly and screech, “Dyke!”

When a brawl is really on, though, there’s no discriminat-
ing between genders. That’s when it becomes most apparent 
that we really don’t have much to work with except our wits 
and each other. We’re not part of a large government-backed 
system. We’re a handful of civilians who are employed for 
little money to do our best to keep drug- and alcohol-fuelled 
people from going berserk and hurting each other, and them-

selves. We get called every name in the book and sometimes 
we go home with bruises, cuts and blood on our shirts.

The good, the bad 
and the sad

There are things about my job that are hard for me 
to reconcile—mainly, the fact that our business revolves 
around the sale of alcohol. It’s fine when people drink 
responsibly and play safe, but that’s often not the case. 
As nightclub security personnel, we’ve come across sexual 
predators who’ve spiked drinks and dragged their prey 
into bathroom stalls. We’ve had to try and stop people 
with truly bone-crushing, bloodletting violence in them 
and have called ambulances for their victims. We’ve 
watched people with serious substance-abuse issues 
struggling and shelling themselves as human beings.

“I come from a family broken because of alcohol,” says 
Number 1, “yet I’m working with alcoholics and drunks. 
I’m helping people who are doing what destroyed my 

family.”
It’s particularly poignant 

and ironic for those of us 
who’ve seen the devasta-
tion of addiction in our 
lives to work in this kind 
of environment. Some of 
the people I’ve loved and 
still do love most in my 
life are addicted to alcohol 
and drugs. I’ve learned the 
hard way that I cannot 
save them. In this business, 
however, sometimes I can 
help keep people like them 
safe . . . for a night. 

“She’s an alcoholic,” said a girl who’d spotted two of 
us half-carrying, half-walking her semi-conscious friend 
down the stairs one night. “I shouldn’t have brought her 
out tonight. I thought she went home. I’m drunk but I’m 
not . . .” she trailed off looking at her friend. “You know 
what? Fuck this, why don’t you find your boyfriend? 
See if he’ll save you,” she said and stomped back up the 
stairs.

I’d been working the floor that night for a change of 
pace and had found the girl in the bathroom on a toilet, 
jeans around her ankles, head banging the stall walls 
as she swayed and slumped. Keeping her upright with 
one hand, I kicked the stall door open behind me and 
stretched to reach a garbage can so she had something to 
decorate with vomit while she peed. Number 1 stood by 
outside the bathroom and got a cocktail waitress when I 
asked him to. I lifted the girl off the toilet and held her 
up as we pulled up her panties. “See, I’m really a red-
head,” she slurred, her head rolling.

When we reached the bottom of the stairs a cab was 
waiting and Mister 12 was holding open the rope. “Right 
this way, girlie,” I said, guiding her onto the backseat, 
grateful the cabbie would take her. 

Her eyes focused on me for the first time and she said, 
“Thanks for . . .” Her eyes closed.

“That’s what I’m here for,” I said, closing the cab 
door. 

“Nicely done,” said Number 1.
“Fingers crossed,” I said, as I passed through the open 

rope, back into the club. Back into the whole human 
show, back into the party. M

After nine months working as a doorman in Victoria, 
Jill Margo recently left the city to live, study and write in 
Vancouver. She apologizes to Number 18 for not turning in 
her number before she left and misses all her bros, from 1 
through 20-something.
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