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Michelle Risley’s love of dance is nothing 
new. She recalls, “At primary school, when 
I was about fi ve, my friend and I used to 
dance about a lot. I especially remember 
lunchtime school disco’s and we even did 
a dance display during a school assembly. 
After a while, my attention really moved 
into gymnastics.” 

Fast forward a few years. Michelle, mum 
Kathy, dad Tony and brother Steven were 
looking for something that they could do 
together. “My mum found a local Line 
dance class and dad and I were dragged 
along.” She laughs: “My brother somehow 
managed to avoid it!” Michelle is anything 
but honest. “I have to say I didn’t enjoy 
the fi rst few weeks, I felt awkward and just 
couldn’t get the hang of it. Then one week, 
eureka! I could do it! When we could all 
manage a few dances, it became so much 
fun and we met so many new people. We 
then started to go to other classes and at 
one point we were out six days a week.”

Soon, Michelle was given the 
opportunity to teach in 1996 by Suzy Q 
from the Tres Amigos club. “I remember 
feeling so nervous. Looking back I can’t 
thank Suzy Q enough for giving me the 
mic for the very fi rst time. She certainly 
started something!” That fi rst step into 
the unknown was the beginning of 
something special. “After the initial fi rst 
night (and the shock of it!) I loved it. My 
next hurdle to cross was my fi rst time on 
stage which was at an event for West ‘N’ 
Dance, Kate Sala was the choreographer 
and instructor for the weekend.” This was 
another key moment for the young dancer. 
“Oh my, being on the same stage as Kate, 
CAN YOU IMAGINE (!) but again I loved 
it...” Michelle looks back at those halcyon 
days. “I think folks clicked with me and 
my way of teaching. I would try to make it 
humourous as well.” The young instructor 
may have been unsure but she soon 
found out that she was doing something 
right. “Well, that evening led to Kate and I 
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being resident instructors for Val and Jon 
at events in Hemsby and Pakefield. So 
yes, it was a special time for me.”

“Two years later, after I had been teaching 
a while, mum, dad and I spoke about 
starting our own class. We decided we 
would give it a go for six months and see 
how things turned out.” The Risley family 
started the ball rolling almost immediately. 
“We managed to secure a hall and 
purchased the required equipment. That 
was it, we were in business, finally!”

Then came the main question.... what 
to call the club?  Michelle looks back and 
smiles. “Dad suggested the name Peace-
Train. He loved the Cat Stevens, then Dolly 
Parton song and so, Peace-Train was 
born.” Success was almost immediate 
for the club. “That was a really good few 
months for us. We grew really quickly and 
so did our number of classes.”

With Michelle’s dance interest at a high, 
her social life started to change. “With 
three classes a week and having between 
30-45 weekend events and workshops, 
fitting personal life in proved a little more 
of a challenge. But you know, I am a 
lucky girl. I have the most amazing circle 
of friends and family, I really do. So in a 
way, they fitted their lives into mine, if that 
makes sense!”

Michelle loves what she does. “With Line 
dance, I love that you can travel anywhere 
in the world and be instantly welcomed 
onto the dance floor. I love that anyone can 
dance to any music, any song, it is great 
that one minute you are dancing to ‘Pick 
a Bale’ the next it will be ‘Uptown Funk’ it’s 
just crazy really when you think about it.” 

And the best things for her about Line 
dance remain that it is accessible to all 
ages, all abilities, regardless of finance 

and background. For Michelle, to be able 
to include everyone who just loves dance 
is paramount. “What other social pastime 
allows dancers to go out on a Saturday 
night and have a full nights dancing with 
live music for under £10 (mostly)? It is just 
incredible to me...”

Michelle’s club is almost as famous as 
she is. She laughs again. “It is all down to 
the Peace-Train ‘passengers’. These guys 
are amazing, funny and loyal. We don’t just 
go there to dance. We like one another!” 
Each week, Michelle makes sure that she 
leaves enough time for a quick catch up 
midway through the class to exchange the 
week’s stories and share photograph’s. All 
‘passengers’ are very special. “Our very 
lovely Lilly has not missed a class since we 
opened, she is now our ‘bouncer’ looking 
after the entrance door.”

What is the secret of a club as closely 
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knit as this one? Michelle pauses. “Well, 
I think that the reason Peace-Train is so 
successful, is the utter commitment we 
have put into it. It may be all-consuming 
but it is our priority.” Each member is 
actively encouraged  to be part of the club, 
to participate, to belong. “This is not just a 
class, it is the club they belong to and each 
‘passenger’ plays a unique and important 
part in its growth and success.” 

Peace-Train are well known for their 
show-stopping socials and if you have 
ever been to an event where the club 
is, you will know what to expect. Sheer, 
unbridled fun. Michelle agrees. “Our 
‘passengers’ enjoy shaking their maracas 
and pom-poms at any given time,” adding 
with a laugh, “Or is that just me?” At home, 
the club loves nothing more than a good 
themed social. From Frozen to Punk and 
Day at the Races to Uniforms, Peace-Train 
has covered it all. Nothing is too much 
trouble with floor to ceiling decorations, 
props finding and hours putting it together 
in some cases. But a club, however wild 
it may be, can only survive thanks to its 
main instructor. Michelle is well aware of 
her ongoing challenges. “I love writing my 
own dances of course but I love teaching 
others’ great dances as a mix at any event.
There are so many fantastic dances out 
there, sometimes it is hard to fit everything 
into an allocated time!”

Michelle Risley is also a well known 
choreographer and she wrote her very first 
dance after some badgering from her own 
mum. “I did not find it easy to do, not at all. 
I knew what I wanted, but it just took time 
for me to work out how to fit it all together.” 
Asked on how the process worked out, 
Michelle explains: “I am a strong believer 
in listening to the music and lyrics and 

try to reflect the steps to what the music 
tells you. This is why in my first dance, 
Full House (aka The Gambler) by Kenny 
Rogers in 2005, you walk and run away, 
when he tells you to. To me it was an 
obvious thing to do.” 

Michelle admits that she loves to listen to 
lots of music, be it on the radio, YouTube, 
even adverts, “I have to love the music 
to be inspired. I will listen to the music to 
look at the phrasing and the parts I want 
to highlight. Once I have written  a dance, I 
try it out on my closest Peace-Train family, 
who are very honest. If I have to change a 
few things, then I go and do it.”

“My role models are really close to home. 
They are my family, my mum, dad, great 
aunt Tat, my brother and Natalie, they are 
exceptional and I love them. In my dancing 
life, my inspiration comes from many 
people. Folks like Rob Fowler and Peter 
Metelnick for example. These guys are 
amazing choreographers and their ear for 
a tune is unbeatable. Let’s face it, they are 
part of the foundation of our great hobby.”

Michelle continues: “Rachael McEnaney 
is definitely up there for me. She is the 
person that remains a consistent force. 
With hard work and commitment on her 
side she has shown that you can conquer 
anything. And what about Jo Thompson 
Szymanski? She is my idol, my inspiration. 
From the moment I met her when I started 
out to today, not just during workshops 
and events but as a person, she remains, 
to me, a beacon of inspiration.”

To many young and upcoming Line 
dancers, Michelle is also a role model as 
she has achieved many dreams of her 
own. But she remains grounded. “It is 

lovely to think that people love what you 
do. I am a lucky person and have had 
many highlights in my life already. When 
I think of my Crystal Boot nominations 
for Personality, Instructor and Dances, 
these are a huge acknowledgment of my 
place on the circuit. It is very humbling.” 
What else does Michelle see as a major 
achievement in her dance career so far? 
“Oh Gosh... I guess seeing my dances fill 
the floor is a constant thrill but you know 
what, my, well our, biggest achievement 
is Peace-Train. This club is everything to 
us. Everything. To see it still supported so 
well and still have people that have been 
to every class and social since we began 
back in 1998, is absolutely incredible!”

What is the future holding for Michelle 
Risley? “Oh, I don’t know,” she laughs. 
“I still have plenty of dreams. As far as 
Line dance is concerned, to continue 
to experience new events and teach 
alongside more of my idols are my main 
hopes. In my ‘everyday’ life,  babies, 
houses, travelling will do for a start.”

Is there something Michelle would like 
to change about Line dance? She thinks 
on and says: “I do worry that sometimes, 
there is so much emphasis and time 
taken discussing and worrying what other 
people think about our wonderful hobby. 
Does it really matter? For me, I am so 
comfortable being part of this amazing 
community, as are hundreds and 
thousands of others all through the world. 
Line dance is my main love and passion. 
It has been for a long time and there is 
no reason that would ever change. So 
long as there is a dance floor, a song and 
a great dance, you will find me, smiling, 
happy and content. That’s what Line 
dance is about, isn’t it?”
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