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Cotillion at The American Club 
A Modern Program With A Storied History

Hong Kong Cotillion was established 
in 1964 by Joan Campbell MBE 
to provide young people with the 
opportunity to learn the basics of 
ballroom dancing and formal social 
gathering etiquette. Joan, who 
received MBE Honors from Queen 
Elizabeth II in 2016 for her services 
to dance in Hong Kong, was an 
instructor at Carol Bateman School of 
Dance when American Club member, 
May Pederson, asked her to develop 
a Cotillion program for The American 
Club’s members. Joan enlisted the 
help of her husband, Gordon, to 
teach the boys ballroom dancing.

At the Cotillion’s inception, formals 
were held at The American Club in the 
old Hongkong and Shanghai Bank 
Building in Central. Stories of children 
running a conga line through the 
outdoor kitchen helps one visualize 
those early years. Many of Joan’s 
memories include the same things that 
parents today value in the program.

“The kids came in so coy, so shy, and 
as you watched them grow you really 
felt they learned something,” she said. 
“Making eye contact was so difficult at 
first until all of a sudden it became a 
matter of fact.”

Joan, who has been Principal at Carol 
Bateman since 1967, described one 
boy in particular who had two left feet, 
and none of the girls wanted to dance 
with him. In March of that year, when it 
finally clicked and he was able to tango, 
Joan and Gordon hugged and cried. 

The Cotillion tradition has remained 
with the Club for over 50 years. When 
Pattie Gordon attended the program 
at St. George’s Building in the 1980s, 
there were 50 students. She never 
expected that, some 30 years later, 
she would watch her two daughters 
graduate from a program nearly 
double the size, much less one that 
inspired a second Cotillion program 
at the Town Club.

If you’ve ever been in the Country Club 
on Fridays, you can’t miss the buzz as 
young people, aged 11–13, change 
into their suits and dresses and line up 
to enter the ballroom and dine on the 
patio. Parents and younger siblings 
peer over the balcony, trying to get a 
glimpse of the tweens shaking hands 
with patrons, making eye contact and 
pairing off with that evening’s partner. 

Mary Lamb, a Cotillion patron and 
Chair from 2004-2012, described her 
family’s experience with the program 
as “a safe and healthy environment 
for kids to become young adults while 
offering the whole family an opportunity 
to socialize at the Club. My children 
could not wait for Friday night.”

Managed by HKIS Middle School 
parents and professional dance 
instructors, Cotillion was and is a 
family affair. And, a place where 
tradition meets the modern world. 
In 2019, Co-chairs Colleen Foy and 

Welcome to the Vista ballroom, 2019.Cotillion 2007, and one of the many partner dances that 
students learn. 
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(L/R) Anthony Miles, Joan Campbell MBE and 
Pattie Gordon celebrate 50 years of Cotillion, 2013.

Christine Ziblich introduced more 
flexible dress codes, added pop music 
to dance lessons, and integrated 
etiquette games into the dining period. 
Additionally, Executive Chef Nick’s 
skills were tested to encourage Cotillion 
students to taste new cuisines served in 
a multitude of ways.

Christine said that she took on the Co-
chair position for a number of reasons. 
“After years of watching the older kids 
giggling on the stairs as they prepared 
for Cotillion, my daughter was eager to 
put her gloves on and join in the fun. As 
a mother of a tween, I thought chairing 
Cotillion would be an opportunity to 
observe her middle school friends, get 
to know parents during our Fireside 
meetings, coordinate with American 
Club staff and give back to the 
community.” Colleen added, “I also got 
to make new friends like Christine.”

Unfortunately, the past season was 
cut short just as Cotillion was gearing 
up for its Chinese New Year banquet 
and Bollywood night. However, 
the Board continues to revamp the 

program for 2020 and beyond, so 
that Cotillion not only lives up to its 
history but also offers a fun, social 
and educational activity for today’s 
tweens and teens. Adjustments 
are being made for a post-COVID 
world, but the program will remain 
in the Country Club ballroom for 
the 2020/2021 season, providing 
some continuity. 

For so many of our young members, 
the Club is a place they feel at home, 
and the ballroom is that special 
space they go to for “dress up” 
events. After 55 years, it is difficult 
to imagine Cotillion anywhere other 
than at The American Club. 

Learning the finer points of dinner etiquette at the 1981 Cotillion.

Pattie Gordon, far left, with friends at the Mayflower Room, 
St. Georges Building, 1981.

(L/R) Alicia Lamb and her partner 
Cameron dance the Gay Gordons, 2007. 

Registration for the 2020/2021 season 
is now open for rising 6th, 7th and 8th 
graders. Information and registration 
available at www.hongkongcotillion.com 

Written by Lizzie Livingston, Hong 
Kong Cotillion Communication Chair. 
Many thanks to our members who 
contributed the wonderful photos from 
past Cotillions.


