
WWW.DANCINGTIMES.CO.UK • JULY 2018 • 87

N orth America’s 
largest and long-
running same-sex 

dance competition was 
considered “very radical” 
when it was founded, 
explains Emily Coles, dancer 
and current member of the 
organising team. “In the 
early 1990s, the Gay Games 
was in New York, and had 
dancing events. After that, 
one mainstream competition 
in the Bay Area added a ‘Jack 
and Jack’, ‘Jill and Jill’ pro-
am event, and got terrible 
backlash – hits to their 
business and a threat from 
National Dance Council 
of America [NDCA] that 
their competition license 
would be revoked.

“Running same-gender 
events was risky for 
everyone involved. Studios 
that allowed same-gender 
couples to practice on their 

oors re ei ed o laints 
from students and teachers; 
same-gender couples and 
those who taught them 
were kicked out. The NDCA 
still expressly prohibits 
same-gender couples from 
participating in any events 
that they sanction.”

Nevertheless, competitive 
dancers and teachers Richard 
Lamberty, Tom Slater 
and Ava Kaye persisted, 
founding April Follies in 
2003. The event has moved 
around over the years, but 
has recently settled at Just 
Dance Ballroom, in Oakland. 
It’s run by a group of 
volunteers, with sponsorship 
from the Bay Area Same Sex 
Dance Association, and has a 
commendably friendly ethos.

“We strive to represent 
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Marianka Swain 
introduces the April 
Follies competition 
in California

Emily Coles and Kieren Jameson  
at April Follies.

“A medical drama – an older 
gentleman rushed to the emergency 
room after suffering a heart attack – 
had a miraculously happy outcome, 
as he and his partner reappeared 
that evening and took gold in the 
Advanced Men’s Standard Ballroom”

Stepping Out
The same-sex ballroom and Latin dance scene

all major partner dances, 
including ballroom and 
Latin, Country Western, 
Argentine tango, salsa, 
bachata, swing and more,” 
explains Emily. “We 
welcome all levels, from 
complete beginners to 
the very advanced.” The 
addition of new dance 
styles is in part an effort 
to re e t hat s o lar 
in the same-gender dance 
community”. Right now, that 
means balancing competitive 
ballroom with social styles.

Entrants come “from 
all over the US, and often 
from overseas as well,” 
notes Emily. “They span a 
very wide age range: early 
twenties to seventies. Many 
are weekend social dancers 
who come to show off their 
salsa or country two-step, 
and some are full-time 
ballroom teachers who 
compete internationally 
and train year round.”

However high the 
standard, “this event is all 
about celebrating ourselves 
and each other, and there 
is no acrimony or ill will 
between competitors,” says 
Emily. Judges regularly 
comment on the dancers’ 
supportiveness and 
camaraderie; in return, the 

competition is grateful for 
the support of those judges 
who lend their time and 
hard work, despite fees 
being lower than they could 
command at other events. 

One of Emily’s favourite 
Follies moments took 

place in 2016. “A couple 
of young women competed 
together for the first 
time. During a break, one 
of them called the other 
o t onto the oor and 
proposed to her in front 
of the entire audience!” 
On another occasion, a 
medical emergency – an 
older gentleman rushed to 
the emergency room after 
suffering a heart attack – 
had a miraculously happy 
outcome, as he and his 
partner reappeared that 
evening and took gold 
in the Advanced Men’s 
Standard Ballroom.

More recently, Emily 
had great f n fil ing ail 
Freedman’s Hot to Trot 
documentary (featured in 
the February 2018 issue of 
Dancing Times) at Follies. “We 
dancers were all completely 
focused on the competition 
itself, so I think Gail had 
her work cut out trying 
to get our attention long 
eno gh to fil  inter ie s 
and comments. It was also 

really thrilling to have an 
opportunity to represent 
same-gender dancing to 
a broader audience.”

Locally, in the Bay 
Area, there’s “tremendous 
tolerance and support for 
same-gender dancers”, 
though Emily notes they 
might not be comfortable 
in every venue. Particularly 
welcoming dance studios 
include Allegro, Just Dance 
and Metronome, plus classes 
and social events at Lake 
Merritt Dance Center.

When venturing further 
afield, il  has so eti es 
felt conspicuous “as the 
only female leader on the 

oor, and er  a are that  
was doing something others 
around me did not expect, 
and potentially did not like”. 
Representation has always 
been important: “As long as 
there are large, mainstream 
dance organisations that 
expressly prohibit same-
gender dance couples 
from even stepping on the 

oor, there ill e a need 
for those couples to have 
our own events where we 
can celebrate who we are.”

In future, she hopes 
Follies will “keep getting 
bigger, and drawing people 
from more areas of the 
US and abroad. Lots of 
people in the world prefer 
to dance with someone 
of their same gender, and 
we want them all to know 
that April Follies exists as 
a place to do that.” 
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