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Stepping Out

O ne of the highlights 
of this year’s 
Gay Games (see 

our October issue) was 
the debut appearance of 
Filipino dancers, led by 
the charismatic Exequiel 
Vargas and Leoniel Enopia. 
It was the sweet reward 
at the end of a tough 
journey, says Exequiel, 
who “opened [his] heart to 
the Latin world” watching 
the Vanessa Williams film 
Dance With Me, but didn’t 
have access to classes until 
late into high school. As for 
same-sex dance, “only a 
few people in our country 
know about it”, and the 
Gay Games was his first 
ever same-sex competition. 

Exequiel is proud that 
he’s always owned his 
sexuality – supported 
by his sisters, though his 
mother “wanted me to 
marry a woman”. However, 
bullying in college made 
coming out there difficult. 
Same-sex dance is, for him, 
a joyful “mixture of fun, 
comedy, drama, elegance, 
everything”. His dedication 
meant spending almost all 
his earnings from teaching 
dance in Hong Kong to, in 
turn, learn from the best, 
including Italy’s Luca Urso 
and Alessandra Tripoli. 

There were more hurdles 
to overcome. Partner Niel 
worked in the Philippines, 
meaning only two weeks’ 
total practice together before 
the Games, and then Niel 
was denied a visa initially 
because – Exequiel believes 
– of the slow document 
processing, strict procedures 
and discrimination in the 
Philippines, with officials 
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there questioning if he 
could financially support 
his journey to Paris. “My 
dreams were shattered,” 
he recalls, “but I told 
myself not to give up. So 
we got a sponsorship letter 
proving I could support 
Niel, bank statements and 
other documents – and a 
day before our flight, his 
visa was approved! For us, 
it was a sign we needed to 
make Paris memorable.”

Exequiel says they never 
expected to win – “we just 
gave it our best and enjoyed 
the show” – so taking silver 
in the men’s A Latin and 
then gold in the showdance 
was an emotional 
experience. “I cried when 
they announced that we’d 
won. I flashed back to every 
struggle, and I can’t believe 
that we came out on top. 
I want to thank Niel for 
giving me this opportunity 
to dance with him – he’s 
one of a kind.” Making the 
experience even better was 
the additional two couples 
from the Philippines, “who 
proudly represented our 
country, also bagged top 
five finishes, and became 

my very good friends.” 

E xequiel was astonished 
by the crowd’s 

response. “After each 
performance, people 
approached us and said 
such sweet things that 
our hearts almost burst 
with happiness. The 
spectators were amazing 
– they supported all the 
contestants and made us 
feel welcome. Seeing them 
cheering boosted our self-
confidence.” When Exequiel 
and Niel did their winning 
number, they got a standing 
ovation – rendering Exequiel 
speechless – and he was also 
thrilled that several people 
told him they were inspired 
to go back to dancing 
again after watching. 

This also, of course, 
represents a huge moment 
for the Philippines, 
“where we still face a lot 
of discrimination,” notes 
Exequiel. “It may open 
the doors to them finally 
recognising the LGBT 
community and our human 
rights. We’ve been featured 
in articles and on television, 
which is so exciting.”

In addition, it’s something 
of a revolution for same-sex 
dancesport, with Exequiel 

and Niel embracing more of 
a drag aesthetic. “I always 
like stepping out of my 
comfort zone, and I wanted 
something memorable – 
sparkly and glittery – so 
I asked my good friend 
Reid Baradas to make a 
costume for me,” explains 
Exequiel. “For Niel, we 
wanted bright and colourful 
to represent the same-sex 
community, which is why 
we came up with neon; 
Bonito made his costume. 
Everyone should be allowed 
to wear whatever they’re 
comfortable in, because the 
LGBT world is all about 
diversity – that’s why our 
flag is the rainbow. Plus, it’s 
not about the costume; it’s 
about what you bring to it.”

Going forward, Exequiel 
has high hopes for same-sex 
dance in his own country 
and beyond – “Gay Games 
2022 in Hong Kong will be 
the biggest ever, because a 
lot of Asians will join the 
event” – and, personally, 
he hopes to do plenty more 
competitions and teach 
internationally too. He’d 
love to see the same-sex 
community nurturing more 
talents “from third-world 
countries”, and advises 
other dancers facing 
challenges to “stand proud, 
believe in your talent, work 
hard, and live life to the 
fullest. I believe we can all 
follow our dreams.” ■


