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Got the Strictly Come 
Dancing bug and want 
to see if you can salsa 
with the best of them? 
ANNA SELBY takes her 
fi rst steps on a cruise 
off north-west Africa

I 
AM ON the dance fl oor 
feeling more like John 
Sergeant than John 
Travolta. Sam and 
Judith, my teachers, are 
swivelling their hips in 

perfect synchronicity to the 
salsa beat. Suddenly myself 
and 50 other dance virgins 
launch into our just-learnt 
routine, stepping forwards, 
back, to the side, turning, 
into a clinch and fi nishing off 
with arms shooting up like 
we’re in Saturday Night Fever.

We’re not auditioning for 
a part in Strictly Come 
Dancing, we’re on a week-long 
cruise aboard Thomson 
Celebration, which is hosting a 
weekly dance competition 
until the end of next month. 
The winners from each of the 
cruises – all of which follow an 
itinerary that takes in the 
Canaries, Madeira and 
Morocco – will be invited back 
for a free cruise holiday in April 
when the fi nal will be coached and 
judged by husband and wife team 
Darren Bennett and Lilia Kopylova, 
former Strictly winners. 

The emphasis is on Latin, 
principally salsa, with two hours of 
tuition from professional dancers 
available each day of the cruise. 
Passengers can dip in and out of 
the lessons, which culminate in a 
dance-off at the end of the week.

It’s harder than it looks. The 
turns leave some people facing the 
wrong way, clinches seem to end up 
more like knots and several people 
drop out. There are moments when 
it looks like Sam and Judith have 
an uphill task. “How can I do the 
hips when I can’t remember the 
steps?” lamented one would-be 
Latino. But by the end of our fi rst 
lesson I am sure of two things: I 
could get up on the dance fl oor 
without making a complete fool of 
myself and I’m having fun.

Who would have predicted that 
ballroom dancing – once mocked as 
a stuffed-shirt relic of the Fifties – 
could be so sexy? Millions around 
the country don’t know what to do 
with themselves on Saturday nights 
now Strictly is over and many 
are taking up ballroom dancing. 
Celebration’s cruise director Lee 
Oliver has seen the popularity of 
on-board dancing soar. 

“Strictly has changed everyone’s 
attitude,” he says. “With rugby 
players and cricketers taking part, 
men are less embarrassed about 
getting up on the fl oor. And now 
the music is more contemporary 
and less ‘ballroom’, lots of younger 
people get involved, too. We’ve had 
16 and 17-year-olds taking part next 
to couples in their 80s.” 

The weekly competition is held 

on the fl oor of the ship’s theatre, 
the Broadway Lounge and, though 
it can be quite daunting to perform 
in front of 700 people, there’s never 
any shortage of competitors. The 
classes – typically an hour in the 
morning and the same in the 
afternoon – are open to all and 
many participants have never 
danced before.

Exhausted after all the exercise, I 
was keen to relax and fi nd out what 
the 1,250-passenger ship offers 
beyond the dance fl oor. I was spoilt 
for choice. I could watch a West 
End-style show, take a dip in one of 
the two pools, enjoy a massage or 
treatment in the spa, or just lounge 
around consuming delicious dishes. 
There are three main restaurants: 
the self-service Lido, which spills 
out around the pool – ideal for a 
sunny barbecue; the more formal, 
but unstuffy Meridian, which has 

the most effi cient and charming 
waiters I’ve ever encountered; and 
the ship has just opened Zilli, 
offering a mouth-watering menu 
from celebrity Italian chef Aldo Zilli, 
including his signature seafood 
spaghetti (there is a cover charge 
of £15pp). 

HOWEVER, it’s also nice to 
go ashore to explore. I took 
an organised tour to visit 

the souk in Taroudant, Morocco, 
an 11th-century walled town where 
I haggled for fresh dates, carved 
wooden bowls and dazzling silk 
before drinking mint tea under 
the palm trees. All of the other 
ports were an easy walk to the 
centre of town. 

On a windy day in Lanzarote I 
eschewed the beach in favour of 
seafood tapas in the white-washed 
village of Arrecife surrounded by 
forts, castles and little bridges over 
the harbour’s inlets. 

In sleepy little Santa Cruz de la 
Palma I strolled off the ship into 
leafy courtyards and pretty streets 
of leaning wooden houses and stone 
medieval churches. 

After taking a dizzying ride up 
Funchal’s mountain in a cable car I 
tried out Madeira’s delicious sweet, 
rich wine before careering back 
down the mountain in a toboggan, 
“driven” by two men using their feet 
as brakes.  

A similar buzz will no doubt be 
achieved during the competition’s 
grand fi nale in April when the eager 
fi nalists will don their sequined 
costumes for a group dance 

choreographed by Darren 
and Lilia before 
performing their own 
salsa under the 
glitterball. It isn’t 
necessarily the most 
profi cient dancers who 
win; entertaining the 
audience is just as 
important as skill or 
experience. John 
Sergeant would feel 
very much at home. 

GETTING THERE
Thomson Cruises (0871 231 
3253/www.thomson.co.uk/
cruise) offers a series of 
seven-night Get Up and 
Dance/Colourful 
Coasts itineraries 
aboard Thomson 
Celebration, from 
£649pp (two 
sharing), 
including 
return fl ights 
from Gatwick to 
Tenerife, full-board 
accommodation 
and transfers. 
Departing weekly 
until February 27 
calling at Gran 
Canaria, La 
Palma, Madeira, 
Morocco and 
Lanzarote. 
The Grand 
Final cruise, 
departing 
on April 3, 
costs from 
£779pp 
(two 
sharing).

Your chance to give 
cruising a whirl
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PICTURESQUE: Explore the delights of Puerto de Mogan, Gran Canaria

TOP 
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FUN: Learn to salsa on board Thomson Celebration, right

Pictures: ALAMY, BBC

Daily Express Wednesday January 14 200956


