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Last year, Dean 
Thirlwell and Orion 
Russell began taking 

Ralf Schiller’s Pink Jukebox 
classes. Through Ralf, 
Charles Chan and Jacky 
Logan, they learned about 
the UK Fun Competition, 
and “were really encouraged 
by the Pink Jukebox family 
to give it a go,” Orion 
recalls. It certainly paid 
off: the pair won both 
ballroom D categories, 
and that spurred them 
on to “take dancing more 
seriously” – culminating in 
their Pink Jukebox Trophy 
(PJT) debut in 2020.

Dean, aged 30, is a 
paediatric doctor, while 
Orion, 33, works for Zurich 
Insurance, and the pair 
are also life partners. Dean 
had previously danced 
competitively while at 
Oxford University, though 
in a mixed-sex partnership. 
“While there were same-sex 
categories on the university 
circuit, it was more for 
females who didn’t have 
a male partner – as there 
were many more women on 
the teams than men – and 
there were never any male-
male couples while I was 
competing,” explains Dean.

He and Orion met in 2014, 
towards the end of Dean’s 
degree, and Orion became 
interested in ballroom when 
he went to Blackpool to 
watch Dean compete. After 
moving to the North-East, 
they attended a few classes 
at Applegarth Academy, 
where teacher Ann Haining 
was very supportive of 
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Stepping Out
The same-sex ballroom and Latin dance scene

them dancing as a same-
sex couple. “However, 
there wasn’t a same-sex 
competitive scene there,” 
notes Orion. They relocated 
to London in 2017, but 
it wasn’t until 2019 that 
they learned about the 
Pink Jukebox. After a few 
classes, continues Orion, 
“I was hooked”. Dean was 
itching to compete again, 
“and I managed to convince 
Orion how much fun it is!” 

Entering the PJT was 
“absolutely exhilarating – 
the atmosphere was like 
nothing I’d previously 
experienced,” enthuses 
Dean. “Everyone was so 
supportive, and the buzz in 
the room was infectious. We 
went in with the intention 
of just having a fun day 
and giving it a go; we never 
expected to come third in 
C class Latin, never mind 
win C class ballroom. It was 

also brilliant to see so many 
other couples from all over 
the world competing. We’ve 
made a lot of friends from 
the Pink Jukebox classes, and 
it was so nice to share such 
an amazing day with them. 
It’s really lit a fire under us 
to continue to improve, to 
challenge ourselves and aim 
to do even better next year.”

T he pair also competed 
at the UK Equality 

Open last November, but 
would love to see “more 
events throughout the year” 
here in the UK, says Orion, 
so there’s less need to travel. 
“In an ideal world, it would 
be more integrated into 
the traditional ballroom 
scene. Things do seem to 
slowly be going in the right 
direction though, especially 
with Jacky’s recent BEM 

award [see the February 
issue of Dancing Times].”

Same-sex dancing “is 
very important to us,” 
explains Dean. “It allows 
us to have shared goals 
and experiences, and we 
can work towards getting 
better. The Pink Jukebox 
has been invaluable in this; 
it’s allowed us to meet 
those with similar interests, 
and we’re now planning a 
dance holiday with lots of 
the people we met there. 
It’s so important to be 
able to express yourself in 
whatever way you want, 
and same-sex dancing is 
constantly challenging 
what is deemed ‘normal’ 
in the dance world and 
pushing the boundaries.”

It’s vital for the same-
sex dance world that new 
and younger couples get 
involved; as a pair in their 
early thirties, what do Dean 
and Orion think would help 
with that? Orion believes “a 
bigger social media presence 
would be really useful – such 
as an Instagram account – 
and more advertising aimed 
at the younger generation.” 
He also thinks that events 
such as “club nights, similar 
to Cuban salsa nights, 
may also attract younger 
groups into dancing”. 

As for bridging the 
gap between social and 
competitive dancing, Dean 
thinks that “Pink Jukebox 
is an amazing way into 
social dancing, but perhaps 
a club or team dedicated 
to promoting competitions 
would also be a good 
way of getting people 
involved.” Are there any 
other barriers, like ballroom 
being considered uncool? 
Orion is quick to say that 
they think “ballroom is 
very cool”, especially with 
recent developments like 
“the same-sex couple on 
Dancing on Ice – Strictly 
surely will now follow 
suit.” We can only hope! ■
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