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“I t’s very daunting 
going to your first 
competition: expert 

dancers talk about their 
clothes, how much they 
spend on lessons, how often 
they practise,” recalls Vernon 
Kemp of the origins of the 
UK Fun Competition. “We 
wanted a friendly way to 
encourage people to compete. 
A lot of people dance, 
but being a ‘competitor’ 
seems very different.”

Bridging that gap 
is the annual UK Fun 
Competition, an informal, 
welcoming event for starters, 
beginners and improvers. 
It’s encouraged newcomers 
“over and over again,” says 
organiser Vernon. “Lots of 
people have come together in 
the change-partner rounds, 
and then gone on to compete 
together for years. You can 
tell how well it’s going to 
work for both of you when 
you have a go at competing 
– much more effectively than 
a studio tryout, especially if 
you’re not sure it’s for you.”

The Fun Competition has 
a clever system whereby 
everyone who comes through 
the door gets a number. 
“People just planning 
to watch might see, for 
example, a change-partners 
waltz and think ‘I know a 
bit of waltz’, so they join in. 
It gets you over the hurdle 
of getting onto the floor.” 
The beginner rounds are 
strictly guarded – no one can 
enter if they’ve competed 
before – and anyone can 
dance with anyone, “so 
you might see a woman 
leading a man, because that’s 

Below: Vernon Kemp at the helm of 
the UK Fun Competition in 2018.

Photographs: Courtesy of VERNON KEMP.

Vernon Kemp 
discusses the UK Fun 
Competition with 
Marianka Swain

Stepping Out
The same-sex ballroom and Latin dance scene

what they do socially.”
Getting into competing 

is harder for adults 
than children, believes 
Vernon. “It’s one thing if 
your whole dance school 
automatically goes to a 
medallist comp or does 
pro-am with the teachers, 
quite another on your own.” 
He also notes that, when 
the Fun Competition was 
founded, the only other 
annual UK event for same-
sex competitors was the 
high-level Pink Jukebox 
Trophy. “People have other 
obligations, like family, 
work and relationships, 
so they can’t practise all 
hours, travel to Europe for 
competitions, or maintain a 
long-term dance partnership. 
This offers the experience 
and the social side, without 
that commitment.” 

More established dancers 
are tempted by challenges 
such as the six-legged event, 
where three people dance 
together – and which has 
seen some very inventive 
choreography. “It keeps 
the interest alive, and stops 
you getting jaded,” says 
Vernon. “You can also see a 

different side to someone, 
or a new talent. It makes 
you think ‘Gosh, they really 
put time into that’; there’s 
always a surprise around 
the corner. It’s also a good 
way for those who’ve had 
their competitive career to 
see if they’d like to return 
and do something more.”

Vernon is delighted that 
so many couples have 

since come up to him when 
he’s judging at international 
events, saying they wouldn’t 
be here if it wasn’t for the 
Fun Competition. “You can 
see their joy and excitement, 
not just from competing 
but from seeing pals and 
loving the whole experience. 
Dancing should be like 
that. Nobody’s more of a 
technician than I am, but 
there still needs to be a 
sense of enjoyment – in 
competition as well as in 
social dancing. Promoters 
have a responsibility 
to engender that.”

The Fun Competition has 
also championed showdance, 
with Bradley and Sören 
Stauffer-Kruse AKA The 
Sugar Dandies leading 
the charge, and has raised 
money for charities like 
the Albert Kennedy Trust, 

which supports LBGT young 
people who are homeless or 
in housing crisis, and for a 
hospice that cared for some 
former dancers. Vernon 
adds: “It means a lot to us 
that this wonderful event 
benefits someone else.”

After 15 years, Vernon is 
stepping down from running 
the competition, but it will 
continue on – and he’s very 
proud of its legacy. “It’s had 
an impact in areas you might 
not think about, like regional 
outreach and broadening 
people’s horizons. One 
school in Reading brought 
along 30 people, and among 
them were two married 
couples, who were friends. 
They came back a second 
year and couldn’t compete 
again in the same pairings 
as beginners, so instead the 
two women danced together 
– and then the two men! 
Married men partnering is 
still quite a big thing, but 
they just said ‘Our wives are 
doing it, so why shouldn’t 
we?’ It’s broken down 
barriers – between social and 
competitive dance, and all 
kinds of others too. That’s 
the secret to its success: it 
welcomes everyone, and 
says that no one is different, 
no one should be excluded, 
and whatever forms it 
takes, dancing is about 
having a good time.” ■

Go to funcompetition.co.uk.
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