Here at the IWFFA office, we are organizing and going over the history of women's flag football, and found this story written by coach and player: Lynn Lewis who was one of the early flag football players in Brooklyn, N.Y., in the Brooklyn Women's Flag Football League in 1985, and who was also one of the early organizers of women's tackle players and coach in the early 2000. Sadly, Lynn passed away in 2017 from breast cancer. We'd like to share her story written about the Kelly McGillis Classic. 
Kelly McGillis Classic flag football  – Gave rise to today’s women’s tackle

By: Lynn Lewis

Player / Coach Bklyn T Devils Flag Football

NY  Sharks Tackle

November 28, 2010

When I heard that the 2011 Kelly McGillis tournament was going to be the last tournament held in Key West after 20 years I immediately had many thoughts running through my head. This was going to be the end of an era. The end to many many memories, both good, bad, happy and sad. A reminder of friends and teammates no longer with us, of a game that forged many friendships and a time when many of us were younger and in the prime of our athletic lives. 

It took me back twenty plus years to Brooklyn, New York where Diane Beruldsen gave the women a chance to play the sport only men were supposed to love. Memories of Fort Hamilton High School and a field of grass or so they said. The field was mostly dirt and very very hard in November and December with a few patches of grass sprinkled within . A place that on Sundays dating back to 1985 transformed itself into a football field where 12 -14 women flag football teams gathered, comprised of the most talented athletes, to compete in the highly competitive game of flag football. This is where flag football started for me and when Diane decided to leave the cold North and head to Key West she brought flag football to the South and the Kelly McGillis tournament was born. 

Thinking of Key West all those years ago brought back memories of the Sunday night championship game packed with fans and players from all over the United States and Europe, the bonding done over a drink or ten at Fat Tuesdays and the camaraderie among women who had the same passion for a sport known as flag football. And make no mistake, had it not been for this tournament there would not be tackle football for women as it exists today. The people who formed the WPFL in 1999, and decided to have women's football games in cities where flag football was ever present and oh so popular, got their ideas by traveling to Key West and watching first hand the talented female  athletes who played the game of flag football. On offense women were running through holes created by their offensive line, catching balls thrown by gifted quarterbacks, blocking down field , protecting the quarterback and on defense were putting pressure on opposing quarterbacks, making great plays while stopping the run and defending against the pass. 10 yard first downs, ineligible linemen, down field blocking, all the ingredients needed for women's tackle football. Tackle teams ten years ago were compromised of flag players.  And since 1999, as a result of being so impressed by the talent in Key West, tackle football has flourished with over 100 teams throughout the United States, Canada and Europe. 

For a while the introduction of women's tackle stunted the growth of flag but there has been a recent resurgence in the popularity of flag, I believe, as a result of the players acknowledging that playing flag football teaches you the fundamentals of tackle football and hones tackle skills. Flag football can be played year round, gives teammates timing, unity, and the sense of team. Flag football is a fast, exciting sport dominated by truly gifted athletes. It is very popular in Canada, Europe and Japan as well as in the United States. For players that played in the Kelly McGillis classic playing one tournament a year wasn't enough. The yearning for additional competition was satisfied by the creation of tournaments in places such as San Francisco, Los Angeles, Chicago, Ohio, New York, Orlando, Tampa, Ft. Lauderdale and Las Vegas as well as Canada, Norway, Denmark  and Sweden. 

So here we are thinking back 20 years to the first Key West tournament. All across this country, Canada and Europe the vast majority of players participating in tackle, whether now as a player or coach, had their first introduction to tackle via flag football. The pioneers of women's tackle football in America, started, introduced and taught flag football to the women and today's woman's football player should recognize the efforts of the past 25 years and the impact the Kelly Mc Gillis classic has had on women's football to date.  

Happy 20th birthday to the KeIly McGillis classic and thank you. It is the end of a memorable era and a start of a new one. I hope this new era brings to all the wonderful  experiences, friendships and lifelong memories these past 20 years brought to me.  After all isn't that what it is really about? 

