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For anyone who loves a bit of dancing.
Even those who have simply just thought about it
but never got round to it.
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ENTRANCE


Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, I hope you are in the mood for dancing, because I am about to take your hand, lead you to the floor and introduce you to the spectacular, fabulous and dazzling world of ballroom dance.


In my capacity as a professional dancer I am going to guide you step by step through everything you need to know. I will introduce you to the dances, teach you technique and verse you in all that tricky terminology. We are going to quickstep our way through the history of ballroom, partner up with some of the more colourful characters – past and present – on the scene, and waltz through some of the great stories and anecdotes about this wonderful pastime. And we are going to do all this without you having to take a single class, break a leg, have me drag you across the floor or even leave the comfort of your armchair.


It goes without saying that ballroom dancing is enjoying something of a revival at the moment. Dance schools and classes the length and breadth of the country are filling up with students of all ages keen to get to grips with the Tango – and with their partner in the process – or to master the art of the Waltz. Tours featuring professional dancers sell out overnight, and television dance shows have become must-see events for the entire family with record numbers of viewers not only in the UK and US but around the world from Australia to South Korea. Ballroom dancing, with its sequins, spandex and spangles, its big band music and its dramas on and off the dance floor, has never been so popular, I’m glad to say – otherwise I’d be out of a job!


Why has it become so popular? Well, the simple reason, to my mind, is that it is just so much fun. It’s entertaining, it’s lively and it’s exhilarating both to perform and to watch. It puts a smile on people’s faces and that’s what we all need in these difficult times.


Now, just as you don’t need to be Roger Federer to enjoy tennis, or David Beckham to understand the offside rule, or Darcey Bussell to know what a plié is, you don’t need to be able to dance well to appreciate ballroom. In fact, you don’t need be able to dance at all.


I know there are a great many of you out there who can’t get your head – or perhaps more importantly your feet – round footwork; who don’t do posture, let alone poise; and who, when it comes to timing, struggle even when it comes to boiling an egg. Lord knows, I’ve partnered enough of you in my time. But that’s not to say that you can’t enjoy and know a thing or two about the subject, and at the very least become your very own armchair aficionado. Some of you may go to the many ballroom competitions, formal or informal, on the circuit or in your neighbourhood; for others the extent of your passion may be sitting down for a regular fix of your favourite dance show, waving your imaginary paddles in your hands when the scores come in; or maybe you like to see it performed live in a wonderful stage spectacular; you may even already be a bit of a dancer yourself. Whichever you are, stay with me, in hold as we say, because I am about to unlock all the secrets of ballroom dance.


If you want to know your Botafogo from your fleckle, have ever wondered how the Foxtrot got its name or questioned why the Quickstep is so quick, then this is the book for you. We’re going to see what the judges in all the dance competitions look for in each of the dances, find out why they always seem to be so obsessed with the dancers’ hands when surely they should be looking at their feet, and discover why they get so hot under the collar when it comes to lifts. We’re also going to look at the sequins and swirls of costumes, see where the first dances came from and find out why there can be too many capes in a Paso Doble.


My aim is to answer all the questions you’ve ever wanted to know about ballroom but were afraid to ask, and to introduce you to this magical, beautiful and sometimes rather bizarre world that I have been fortunate enough to be part of for nearly thirty years now.


My own fascination with ballroom began in a church hall in my hometown of Sevenoaks, Kent, when I was just a lad of fourteen. I’d been sent by my mother to collect my sister Veronica from a local dance class, which she attended every week. Now, up until that point in time I think it would be safe to say that I had never been interested in dance. Like most boys my age all I really cared about was football and I thought that boys who danced were, frankly, rather wet. But when I walked into that room for the first time my opinion quickly changed.


There I was, a lone teenage boy surrounded by a group of lovely young girls. The lesson was still in progress and I suddenly found myself being roped in to help with a routine. I was a reluctant participant at first, but as the girls clamoured for me to partner them, I thought ‘This isn’t so bad after all.’ Shameless, I know, but I’d never had much luck with the girls prior to that moment.


But it wasn’t just the girls that held my attention that evening. I was fascinated by the discipline of the dance itself: the routines, the technique, the poise and the holds. And I realized there and then that this was not only a rather jolly way of whiling away an evening, but something that I might be good at if I gave it a try. It was a defining moment in my life and from that moment on I never looked back. I went on to enrol in weekly classes, took it a step further when I started to compete as an amateur, and then further still when eventually I turned professional and made it my career.


Over the years I have taught many people to dance, either one on one or in classes – and let’s not forget those celebrities in front of the camera! I have shown each of my pupils the ropes with the aim not only of transforming them into credible dancers, but of sharing with them my knowledge, experience and love of ballroom. And now I want to do the same with you – even if you don’t want to reach for your dancing shoes.


So this is my quickstep-by-quickstep guide to ballroom dancing. To learn more about this fascinating world, simply flip over the page, and we’ll take a turn together.
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ALIGNMENT


This is where it all begins. Without alignment you can’t start dancing! Alignment is all about where you and your partner are pointing and which way you are going. If you go one way and I go another – well, that’s simply not ballroom. We might as well sit the next dance out.


Because you and your partner are in such close proximity, in what we call a ‘closed hold position’, you need to have chosen your direction and got yourself aligned in order to move across the floor in harmony. Whether you are going diagonally towards the wall, down the line of the dance floor, dancing around the room in a clockwise fashion or dancing ‘to centre’, you always need be moving together. This is one of the first things that any judge will be looking for. If you haven’t mastered the art of alignment you will either end up disappearing up each other’s armpits or in a tangled mess on the floor, which isn’t the look you’re aiming for.


The man is always the leader in ballroom and it’s his job to set up the alignment and make the correct choice of direction for the steps you make once you are on the floor. Ladies, I know that might sound old-fashioned in this day and age, but I’m afraid that’s how it works in competitive dance. If you and your partner are the type of couple prone to rowing in the car while struggling with the map when your Sat Nav isn’t working, then you might think ballroom is not for you. But luckily, ballroom dancing is easier than life. Just surrender yourself to the notion of alignment, clasp each other in a tender embrace (not too tender, mind) learn a few simple rules and you’ll be well on your way to ballroom brilliance.


AMERICAN SMOOTH


I can’t help but love an American Smooth. It’s wonderfully stylish, fun to dance and a joy to watch. But armchair aficionados take note: despite the fact that it features in many television dance shows, it is not actually one of the standardized ballroom dances, and would never feature in a competition. It’s simply a style of dance – or what I like to call a number.


Hailing from America, as its name obviously suggests, this style of dance first debuted on music hall stages across the pond at beginning of the last century, and then became immensely popular in musical theatre on Broadway and in London’s West End. But it’s really thanks to Hollywood that this style of dance took off. Think Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, or the late, great Gene Kelly. Think movies like Top Hat or Singin’ in the Rain. That’s why we all know and love it so much.


You want to be dancing the American Smooth to those classic, old-time romantic numbers. Songs by Cole Porter, the composer Jerome Kern or the great American songwriter Irving Berlin are perfect. Berlin’s magical tunes ‘It Only Happens When I Dance With You’ or ‘Cheek to Cheek’ happen to be my favourite pieces of music to dance the American Smooth to. It’s all about floaty frocks, top hat and tails, and conjuring up a sense of enchantment.


Now the reason why the American Smooth doesn’t qualify as a standardized competitive dance is down to the fact that you are not always in the hold position – which is the golden rule of ballroom, as opposed to Latin, dancing. In the American Smooth you and your partner can have a little time off from one another. You might be in hold for a minute, break off, dance apart, do your own thing for a moment or two, add bits here and there, tap, turn and then come back together to do a little ballroom or even attempt a lift or two. It’s these crowd-pleasing moves – the pivots, the twirls, the spins and especially the lifts, because we all love one of those – that make this style of dance so popular.


The American Smooth may not feature in competition dancing, but it is often included on television dance shows because it’s so entertaining. Although it’s what a professional would call ‘unstandardized’, it looks just wonderful and is a real pleasure to dance, even if they won’t let you win the World Championships with it.


My professional partner Erin Boag took to the floor with the athlete Colin Jackson on Strictly Come Dancing and they dazzled everyone with their dizzying American Smooth routine. And I’m rather fond of it myself for those little moments when I can pop off on my own and do my thing with a top hat (positioned at a jaunty angle, of course) and a cane – before I rejoin my partner. I love that.


There are some grandees in the ballroom world who are rather snobbish about the American Smooth. Even my old dance teacher looked on it with a degree of disdain, declaring that it was ‘danced by people who can’t do ballroom properly’ but I have to say I disagree. It’s a miscellany of all that’s great about dance: a number that can be performed to an array of tempos – fast or slow; full of character, acting, bounce and happiness. Whether I am dancing it myself or just watching, it always brings a smile to my face.


The American Smooth has another advantage, which is that you don’t have to touch your partner for too long if you don’t want to. Very useful if they are getting on your nerves! So if she has a propensity to step on your toes, or he’s getting over-familiar with his hands try this one out, because you can keep each other at arm’s length when you’ve had enough.


AMERICAN SPIN


This one’s for you, ladies. The American Spin is what we call a ‘variation’, which occurs in the Jive. For those of you struggling with your dance terminology, a variation is simply a combination of three or more individual steps. Think of it as a group of letters: when these are positioned in a certain way they may make up a specific word; muddle them up again and you’ll have another word – a bit like an anagram – and each different combination will give you a new (or varying) sequence.


So the American Spin is a variation that we do in the Jive and it’s really just a spin on the right foot for the girls. She makes a 360-degree turn on her foot, and that makes one American Spin. But obviously, this being a variation, it consists of more than just that, and both partners need to set themselves up for the lady’s spin.


You can have a single spin, a double one or even a triple, if you are feeling very footsure and up for a little giddiness. If she hits a triple American Spin, she will have spun like a top. It’s a tricky move to pull off and probably best not attempted if you’ve indulged in a tipple or two before taking to the floor.


However, an American Spin is a wonderful little showpiece to behold if mastered correctly, and there will be much applause once the lady has come full circle. And gentlemen, before you go and sulk on the side of the dance floor because your girl is getting all the glory, know too that you have an important role to play in the American Spin: you are there to set it all up and give her the strength, support and balance that she needs to get that spin going. And most important of all, you’re there to catch her, because remember, a badly caught woman is a furious woman!
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ARGENTINE TANGO


For those of you wanting lots of contact with your partner, a good dance to try is the Argentine Tango. But before we get any further tangled up I need to address a couple of misconceptions about this dance. The Tango as we know and love it is a very distinctive dance, one that we are all familiar with thanks to its vibrancy, intensity and sheer passion. We think of couples pacing dramatically across the floor together, their legs snaking around each other, their heels flicking. He’s all spurs and chaps, she’s in a tight little number cut away to reveal a glimpse of thigh, with a flower in her hair, scarf round her neck and rose clamped between her teeth, and that’s the Tango – well, a pastiche of it anyway.


But when we talk about Tango in ballroom we aren’t referring to the Argentine Tango, even though that’s the ancestor of what we see in competitive dancing today. The modern Tango is a more refined, choreographed dance and has become one of the classic, standardized ballroom dances. So it has a slightly higher status these days than its Latin cousin, but that doesn’t mean the Argentine Tango isn’t worthy of an entry in this book. If anything it has a far more interesting and racy history.


The Argentine Tango has been around for hundreds of years and was first developed in Buenos Aires. In its earliest form it was a simple dance developed by West Indian and Cuban immigrants. By the 1870s it had become more sophisticated in style and content. Back then it was called the Milonga, and it went on to become hugely popular throughout Argentina and Uruguay. In time, the Argentine Tango came to be embraced by high society all over Latin America before travelling to Europe and becoming fashionable there.


This was the dance of the gauchos, who on their return from the plains would hit the nearest salons, seeking both refreshment and company – and, to put it politely, they were happy to pay for both. Caked in sweat from their horses and their day’s work and still wearing their chaps and muddy riding boots, they might not have made the most fragrant dancing partners but this didn’t dissuade the girls, especially when there was money to be made.


The Argentine Tango was a dance of two parts. First, because the men outnumbered the women, the men would dance a form of duel in order to see who would get the girl. Once a dancer had won her he would lead her on to the floor for a fiery, frisson-filled dance. And it was because of the fact that the men were still in their riding gear that the Tango is performed quite ‘high’, even today – torso to torso, with the bottom halves of the two bodies kept apart. The idea is to lean forward into one another. The lady holds her head back and to the left – no doubt originally to avoid the smell of her partner – with her face to the left as she leans into his chest. So the contact and the intimacy is all at the top, while downstairs we now have room for all that kicking and entwinement of the legs as they suggestively rub up and down one another. Some call that ‘decoration’, but I think I could find another word for it. Certainly back then, everyone knew what was going on, not least because money was being exchanged. I’m glad to say that that’s something that has changed, but to this day it’s a very sexy, sensual and intimate dance, one in which the man has complete control over the woman. And if you’re a good enough tango-er, she’s not going to complain.


I love the passion of this dance, and when you see it performed by true experts – such as Flavia Cacace and Vincent Simone – it really is quite thrilling to watch. I’ve danced it myself many, many times over the years – though never on television. ‘Why?’ I hear you ask. Because, being a more advanced dance, in television contests they tend to put the Argentine Tango quite late in the series – perhaps as late as the semi-finals. Reader, I hate to admit this, but I have never once got that far in a TV dance show. I get to the brink, and then my partner and I are out, and the Argentine Tango is forever beyond my grasp.


This really is a dance of intimacy, so if you want to get your pulse racing with someone in particular, this could be your dance. When it comes to selecting music, my tip is to stick to authentic tunes so that the rhythm and tempo are right; I think you can’t go wrong with anything by the great Argentine composer Astor Piazzolla, who really was the King of Tango. And my advice would also be to cut out some of the more elaborate kicks at first. You don’t want to injure yourself on your first night. Start slowly, don’t get too excited and build it up. And lads, as much as you might want to get into the spirit of the original dance, remember that you’re not a gaucho out on the South American pampas, so have a shower, wear a nice aftershave and don’t whatever you do offer your lady friend any money!


ASTAIRE, FRED


‘The history of dance on film begins with Astaire,’ said Gene Kelly about his fellow film star, and on that point I am in agreement. As far as I am concerned Astaire was a genius. Although he was not a ‘ballroom dancer’ in the sense that he never competed, he was the first and arguably the best of the great dance entertainers, and his influence and impact were vast. He has a long and varied list of admirers, including both Rudolf Nureyev and Mikhail Baryshnikov, the celebrated choreographer George Balanchine and the magical entertainer Sammy Davis Jr. Even Michael Jackson was said to have been such a fan of his that he would watch Astaire’s films over and over again, seeking inspiration for his own routines.
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