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“I suspect most of us 
were more ready 
than ever for an 

immersive and properly 
European experience!” 
says British dancer Sarah 
Hughes of the 2016 ESSDA 
European Championships. 
The dance competition was 
tied into Helsinki Pride, 
with events finishing “in 
time for everyone to get 
down there on the last day.”

In women’s A ballroom, it 
was another majestic display 
from Caroline Privou and 
Petra Zimmerman, holding 
off fellow Germans Tania 
and Ines Dimitrova, and 
Raphaela Edeler and Lara 
Theilen. The winning duo 
enjoyed their first visit to 
Helsinki, says Caroline: 
“We’re on this neverending 
journey of discovery – new 
places, new experiences, 
and new approaches to our 
dancing. That’s one of the 
main things that drives and 
motivates us. And if we 
enjoy what we’re doing, 
chances are other people will 
see that and enjoy it as well.”

Petra loved the 
atmosphere, which 
transcended the functional 
venue. “It was thrilling 
– the crowd went wild 
every day, reflecting the 
power and beauty of all the 
dancers’ performances.” 
She also praised ESSDA’s 
organisation and the 
unusual music selection.

In men’s A Latin, 
Switzerland’s rhythmic, 
razor-sharp Renato Minnig 
and Markus Mnerinsky 
triumphed over Spain’s 
stylish Antonio Castillo and 
Santiago Granizal, reversing 
the standings from May’s 
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The same-sex ballroom and Latin dance scene

Le Rendez-Vous de Paris. 
France’s Stefan Lehner and 
Axel Zischka retained their 
men’s A ballroom European 
title, with Germany’s Stefan 
Huch and Gordon Knittel 
runners-up. “We’re very 
happy, but the hard work 
is far from finished – we 
still have many areas to 
improve,” says Axel. 

H e appreciated the 
festive ambience, 

balanced schedule, 
high-level competition, 
professional presenters, and 
new faces on the judging 
panel and on the floor. “It’s a 
good sign, as it means we’re 
an open community. I hope 
it attracts more and more 
people keen to compete.” 
There were also thoughtful 
logistical touches, he notes, 
from plastic protection for 
starting numbers to the 
transgender changing room 
and helpful volunteers.

“The social dance on 
Saturday evening was great 
fun too – for me, it’s now 
almost unimaginable to 
have a competition without 
a social event. It’s become 
part of the tradition, with 
everyone – competitors, 

audience, organisers 
and visitors – joining 
together to share what 
we all love: dancing!”

In women’s A Latin, crisp, 
dynamic Kelly Monshouwer 
and Liejette Spindler from 
the Netherlands denied 
Piia Korpi and Santra 
Rinne a victory on home 
soil. “This championship 
was a separation of mind 
and heart,” explains Kelly. 
“We know we’ve achieved 
something great and been 
rewarded with a title, but 
our feelings are a bit torn. 
Obviously becoming a 
champion is the purpose of 
any competition, and we all 
work hard to accomplish 
that, but the people we 
‘battle’ on the floor are also 
friends and acquaintances. 
Of course, being in Finland, 
we thought the Finnish 
couple in particular 
deserved a win. That too is 
a part of the dance culture.”

Kelly and Liejette also 
took the women’s 10 Dance 
trophy, while Germany’s 
Gerhard Hummel and Bernd 
Mueller won the men’s. 
Liejette notes that not many 
of their own supporters 
made it out to watch, but 

“us dancers applaud each 
other when we’re watching 
from the sidelines. I hope 
dancing will always remain 
a competitive endeavour 
on the floor and a friendly 
meeting between peers when 
we’re standing next to it.” 

Team UK recorded plenty 
of good results, including 
Marie Eisenhardt and Rachel 
Sparks winning women’s 
B Latin, and new pairing 
Amanda Greenwood and 
Michele Enright taking 
senior B ballroom. As well 
as picking up medals in 
C ballroom and senior C 
ballroom with Jill Shackleton 
in just their second 
competition together, Sarah 
joined forces with Penelope 
Jonsson “on 10 minutes’ 
practice, and we had a blast 
– we came fifth in C Latin”.

She enjoyed watching 
the showdance couples in 
action, despite the prevailing 
“death and destruction 
theme”. Tania and Ines 
finished top, “and definitely 
got the audience vote”, while 
Santiago and Antonio and 
Britain’s Bradley and Sören 
Stauffer-Kruse came second 
and third respectively.

Next year’s competition 
travels to Germany – an 
extra boost for the women’s 
ballroom champs. “We are 
very, very much looking 
forward to dancing in 
the Europeans in Berlin!” 
says Caroline. Surely 
this time a home soil 
victory beckons… ■


