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T his July saw the 
final monthly class 
and social night 

of women-only ballroom 
club Waltzing With Hilda 
(AKA Hilda’s). It began with 
Heather Gladding’s women’s 
ballroom class, assisted by 
Wonnita Olafisoye, and when 
attendance grew so quickly 
that a new venue was needed 
– plus more space for practice 
and socialising – Heather 
approached Wendy Glaze to 
run and DJ a club. “Someone 
put forward the name 
‘Waltzing With Hilda’ and it 
made us laugh, as we’re big 
fans of [Coronations Street’s] 
Hilda Ogden,” recalls Wendy. 
She and Wonnita have been 
running it ever since.

Hilda’s covers the ten 
ballroom styles, plus 
West Coast Swing, salsa, 
Argentine tango and country. 
Perhaps most important, 
it’s 100 per cent committed 
to women. “The women’s 
bars and clubs at the time 
were quite intimidating and 
‘cruise-y’,” explains Wendy. 
“We felt that partner social 
dancing could be the perfect 
counterpart, as inviting 
someone to dance isn’t 
loaded and no one need be 
uncomfortable or vulnerable.

“We also wanted to create 
a safe space for women to 
explore leading, to counter 
the mainstream world’s rigid, 
prescribed gender roles; 
when we started, there was 
no Rivoli Ballroom or Pink 
Jukebox. Some women came 
to us after being told they 
couldn’t do certain things in 
those dances or wear certain 
clothes, or take medal exams 
other than as a follower. 
So the fluidity of Hilda’s 
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Marianka Swain looks back on 25 years of  
north London’s Waltzing With Hilda

Waltzing With Hilda. 

The next Hilda’s 
residential weekend is 
in Eastbourne in June 
2020 – visit hildas.org.uk.

Stepping Out
The same-sex ballroom and Latin dance scene

was utterly liberating.”
Wendy notes that it’s never 

been described as a lesbian 
club – “it’s for all women, 
regardless of sexuality. 
Most of us are lesbians, but 
women also come who may 
not want to define their 
sexuality, so it’s important 
not to make assumptions.” 
She also remembers it feeling 
like a “feminist initiative”, 
compared with competitive 
ballroom’s unequal 
convention then of giving 
the man’s full name and just 
the woman’s first name.

Fun traditions include 
Wonnita dressing up as 
Mama Christmas at the 
annual party, leading group 
dances such as quickstepping 
to Bette Midler’s “Mele 
Kalikimaka” with an 
inflatable palm tree. The 
Hilda’s residential weekends 
– which will continue – have 
also been a huge success. 
Many women come because 
“there’s nothing like this 
where they live; attending a 
mixed-gender class, they’re 
discouraged from leading,” 
says Wendy. “They love the 
opportunity 
to learn from 
skilled, patient 
teachers, and 
to make new 
friendships 
or strengthen 
existing 
ones. Our 
fancy dress 
parties leave 
us giggling 
for ages 
afterwards 
– one of 
my fondest 
memories 
is from the 

time travel-themed party, 
watching a Dalek and 
Cleopatra waltzing together.”

The community aspect is 
vital, explains Wendy, 

comprised of “friendships, 
romances, dance 
partnerships, marriages, 
various groups like book 
clubs, support groups, 
supper clubs… When one 
woman was laid up at home 
after orthopaedic surgery, 
the Hildettes drew up a rota 
for visiting, shopping and 
cooking for her.” However, 
they feel this is the right time 
to end the monthly Hilda’s 
sessions, since continuing 
“would mean attracting new, 
younger women in sufficient 
and consistent numbers, 
in a different climate of 
sexual and gender politics 
from 25 years ago, but, by 
God, we’ve had a great run! 
Some of the archivists have 
been telling us that we’re 
the longest-running regular 
women’s dance event in 
Europe, possibly the world. 
We’re proud, immensely 
so, and very lucky.” 

Wonnita recalls “a Hildette 
travelling the world on a 

bicycle, who met another 
young woman doing the 
same in Namibia. They 
got talking, the Hildette 
mentioned how much she 
liked ballroom dancing, 
and it turned out the 
young woman’s mum had 
just fallen in love with 
ballroom – while attending 
Hilda’s. I hope our legacy 
is a continuation of the 
community, the delight 
in social dancing, and 
seeking out new music.” 
DJ Wendy agrees: “I feel so 
passionate about bringing 
new music, black music, 
world music, reggaeton 
into ballroom and Latin. I 
hope we’ve shown too that 
social dancing is a worthy, 
beautiful pursuit in its own 
right, not a poor relation 
of competitive dance.” 

Happily, women’s social 
dancing is also being 
championed by Roswitha 
Wetschka, who begins 
Sapphires (london-dance-
studio.com/sapphires), a 
new Latin and ballroom 
night, on September 14. This 
friendly, inclusive event 
will be held at Bishopsgate 
Institute on the second 
Saturday of every month. ■


