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I n April, several same-
sex couples competed in 
Blackpool’s WDC/AL 

European Championships. 
It’s the continuation of a long 
journey into mainstream 
events for same-sex ballroom 
stars Caroline Privou and 
Petra Zimmermann, and 
this latest foray gave them 
“wonderful memories”, 
reports Caroline. “On the 
Friday, we reached the final 
of the European Over-30 
Ballroom Championship. 
The next day, after four 
rounds of dancing in the 
breathtaking Empress 
Ballroom, a completely new 
panel of adjudicators placed 
us in the final again. What 
an Easter it was, and how 
happy we were as dancers 
to share this experience!”

Darren Whitby competed 
on the mainstream 
university and open circuits 
with female partners for 
eight years before joining 
same-sex dance. “In my 
head, it was ‘the done thing’ 
to dance with girls,” he 
recalls. “Competing with 
Vishesh [Mehta] was never 
intended to happen. I didn’t 
have a female partner in 
2016, so we decided to 
practise together. It worked 
really well, and, more 
important, we loved dancing 
together. Unexpectedly, I 
ended up with a long-term 
male dance partner, then a 
boyfriend, and even more 
surprisingly became part of 
a Latin specialist couple.”

Darren thinks the pair 
work well because of their 
different strengths and 
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experiences, and they’ve 
already seen huge same-
sex success, winning the 
European Male 10-Dance 
title in 2017. They also 
regularly compete in 
mainstream university and 
Sunday National League 
events too. “We love the 
energy and community of 
same-sex events, but they’re 
too few and far between in 
the UK, and international 
competitions are expensive,” 
explains Darren. “It also 
really helps to compete 
against a larger number 
of couples who are often 
better than us, plus at many 
mainstream competitions, 
we have to dance multiple 
rounds to make a final.”

At April’s European 
Championships, “we were 
the only same-sex couple in 
our category,” says Darren. 
Caroline and Petra dancing 
at last year’s Europeans 
“and achieving such great 
results was a definite 
inspiration. It’s important 
for us that same-sex dancing 
flourishes in its own safe, 
supportive world, but also 
makes strides and inspires 
younger dancers to dance 
with whoever they choose.

“Some of our most 
inspiring moments have 

happened on the mainstream 
circuit. At Vishesh’s first 
Blackpool, we made the final 
in the University Advanced 
Ex-Student category and 
had by far the most support, 
and, at a Sunday circuit 
competition, a dancer aged 
around eight told us we 
were her favourites and 
she wanted to dance like 
us. Most young dancers 
will only see same-sex 
dance if we go out and 
compete in mainstream, 
and it’s important that 
we start making it a 
normal occurrence.”

Sadly, same-sex couples 
still get a mixed 

response from mainstream 
adjudicators. Caroline 
says they’ve always felt 
welcomed by officials and 
fellow competitors, yet some 
judges “continuously do 
not mark us, even in early 
rounds”. Darren and Vishesh 
stopped switching lead 
after receiving complaints 
from mainstream judges, 
yet their results “fluctuate 
massively – much more 
than when I danced with 
a female partner,” says 

Darren. “We’ve been told 
that our dancing causes 
discussion behind the 
scenes, which is a good thing 
long term, as challenging 
heteronormativity and 
homophobia will progress 
our community’s position.” 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
rumba – which “replicates 
a relationship” – is marked 
“considerably worse” 
by some, reports Darren, 
and they’ve also been 
advised not to wear their 
pink costumes, showing 
this ballroom world 
“doesn’t truly embrace 
creativity or difference”. 

However, all are 
determined to persevere. 
“When we started dancing, 
we had to fight for training 
possibilities – few teachers 
were willing to teach same-
sex couples,” points out 
Caroline. “Competitions 
were very small and in 
unknown venues; there was 
no visibility at all. We always 
dreamed of competing in 
Blackpool, doing what we 
love with the person we 
love – and now, years and 
years later, we’re not only 
competing, but also reaching 
finals of prestigious events!”

Darren adds: “We 
love dancing and want 
to progress as much as 
possible, which requires 
focus and regular 
competition.” More same-
sex couples attending 
mainstream events would 
help normalise it, he 
believes, and perhaps 
the reverse too: inviting 
mainstream competitors 
to same-sex events, to 
increase visibility. “My 
advice to same-sex couples 
considering competing in 
mainstream is focus on 
your own dancing, rather 
than perceptions. We’ve 
struggled with that, but we 
dance best and get the best 
marks when we perform 
for the audience, who have 
always been supportive.” ■
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