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TAKE ONE LOOK AT ALISSA WYKES, THE
§' 6", 209-pound fullback for the Phila-
delphia Liberty Belles, and you'll never
again utter the word powder-puffwhen
discussing women’s foothall. She
sends shivers through opponents’
shoulder pads, plowing into doomed
defenders with all the subtlety of a
Jernifer Lopez evening gown.

Even out of uniform, tossing back
pints at a roadside tavern in suburban
Philadelphia on a Saturday afterncon,
Wykes makes Brandi Chastain lock
like 2 Barbie dell. “I have no reason to
juke anybody,” says the woman known
as The ATrain. “I'll hit and spin and
hit some more before I worry about

busting any moves.”
There is one thing that can derail

The A-Train, though, at least
conversationally. Beer is her Kryp-
tonite. Halfway through her second
Yuengling’s ale, Wykes sheepishly
stops mid-sentence and excuses her-
self. Can it be that for the second time
in yo minutes The A-Train has to pee?
“I have a very small bladder,” she
explains. “Big legs, small bladder. Big
torse, small bladder. Big hearr..”

B8O SPORTS ILLUSTRATED WOMEX

Big year, too: Wykes led the Belles to
the inaugural National Women’s Foot-
ball League championship in July, finish-
ing third in the NWFL in rushing despite
a pair of anterier cruciate ligaments that
resemble Tony Soprano’s favorite lin-
guine dish in mid-bite. And big softie:
Wykes, 34, plays mother to 12 frisky
felines, augmented currently by 11 foster
cats. On her [eft ankle she sports a tattoo
of her Siamese, Dasha, who recently died
at age 20. She’s involved in a long-term

. romantic relationship, and for a pitrance,

she makes time to coach the Bryn Mawr—
FHaverford women’s rughy team.

- Someday, if the organizational mish-
mash that is women’s pro football
straightens up and flies right, Wykes
might be remembered as a rugged pio-
neer in the vein of Bronko Nagurski.

Though it’s unlikely the punishing Hall
of Famer and Chicago Bears star of the
19308, o any of his dentally challenged,
leather-helmeted peers, spent much
time supervising litter births in their
living rooms as Wykes has on seven
occasions, they would surely appre-
ciate the way The A Train and her
Bellemates roll over opponents. After

winning six of seven games to tie the
Massachusetts’ Mass Mutiny for first
place in the N'WFLs Norchern Divi-
sion, Philly needed to preserve its
points-differential advantage over the
Mutiny in the regular-season finale to

clinch z spot in the title game. The

Belles responded by creaming the
Connecticut Crush 74-0, then trav-
eled to the Florida panhandle o face
the undefeated Scuthern Division
champions, the Pensacola Power.
Taunted on their website by Power
players in the days leading up to the
championship game —one would-be
intimidator wrote, “We're on steroids
and have played together for three
years” —the riled-up visitors rolled to a
40-7 victory, with Wykes carrying 21

times for 177 yards and two touchdowns.

Wykes and her teammates are throw-
backs in other ways as well. They keep
their day jobs for one; everyone in the
NWJFL plays for free. And then there
are the nicknames. Joining The A Train
on Philly’s roster are quarterback
Zeffi (The Princess) Angelikas; run-
ning back Rachelle (Pretty) Pecovsky;
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6'1", 230-pound nosetackle Trina (The

Undertaker) Ricketes; defensive end
- ‘Tracy (Mad Dog) Settle; and middle

kinebacker Jen Pastore, ak.a. The Pro- .

fessor of Pain. But the Belles don't just
have the names; they've got game. “I

-expected men, especially, to lock down'

~on this, but guys have told me, The way
you all hit, T coulda’e tell if it was men
" 'orwomen out there,’” says Pecovsky, a
caterer who wears her Belles jersey
“while mosalighting as a part-time bar-
- tender. “Random guys are constaatly
asking me € arm wrestle,” adds Philly
‘wide receiver Amy Love. “We get a lot
. of sarcasim in the gym. 1 think the men
are z little bitter because when we fol-
low them on the machines wé don't
c¢hange the weight.”
- After learning of the newly launched

icague from a newspaper article in
November 2000, Wykes showed up
watch a tryout session and smirked at
the “women who looked Like they
should've been aerobics instructors.”

However Wﬂ(es, who for the last six
years has played defensive back fora
flag-footbell tearn, was intrigued encugh
to return for the final tryout, this time
as a participant. .

. CoachRuss Carfagno instantly pegged
her as an anchor for the offensive line,
but she persuaded him ro give her a look
at fullback. “I wanted him to withheld

}'ddgmcnt until [ put on the pads,” she

- recalls. “I wanted to be running the ball,

and T knew I could hit people.”

- This would appear to be an under-
statement. Just ask the Philly defenders
who found themselves in her path dur-

© ing practice. “She’s like a bulidozer,”

says Chris Donnelly; the Belles’ 5' 4",

~ 128-pound safety. “In the beginning we

said, "We’re not going to be able to bring
her down. Three times in a row she ran
right over me. I had footprints on my
jersey. It felt like I'd been hit by a con-

_crete wall.” Opposing teams could soon

commiserate, On Philly’s first offensive
play of the season big number 22 blast-
ed through a pair of Connecticur
dcfenders, stiff-armed a third and shed
a fourth before a fifth player dragged
her down 15 vards later. “Wherever
Alissa went,” says Belles tight
end Karen Erigsson, “the ground
was littered with giris.”

“I did a double take,.” says
Mazssachusetts inebacker
Linda Caruso about the
first time she saw Wykes,
(The Mutiny handed the
Belles their lone defeat.)
“We were thinking, “They
breed them a littie differ-
ently down there.’ She’sa
tank whe's alse mobile, and
it’s pretty intimidating
when she comes across the
line and steamrolls right
overyou.” That didn’t stop the 57 3", 145~
pound Caruso, a Suffolk County sher-
#F’s deputy who knocked two Baltimore
Burn players unconscious in 2 game last
spring, from addressing Wykes as “fat
ass,” to which Wykes daintily replied,
“Pll kick your ass, you little shit.”

WHETHER AMERICANS EN MASSE ARE
ready to embrace this smashmouth
sorozity is hard to say; buz winds are at
least starting te blow in thar direction.
High school football participation
among girls has spiked sharply in
recent years—779 females played

nationwide during the 2000 season—
and former homecoming queen Ashiey
Martin recently gained national atten-
tion as a kicker for Alabama’s NCAA
Division I Jacksonville State. Surveys
show that football is the favorite spec-
tator sport among females, who com-
prise 43% of the NFL’s fans.
- “Women's foothall is largely fpnored,
but as soon as people check it out, they
tend to keep coming back,” says Sean
Pampkhilon, a Breoklyn-based film-
maker who is directing a documentary
focusing on the Austin Rage of the
Women’s Professional Football League.
“The energy level and the excitement of
the players are very infectious. These
women hit hard.” (Trust Pamphilon on
this: The 6'3", 195-pounder partici-
pated in a full-pads practice with the
Rage and fractered his left shouider)
Part of the sport’s problem stems
from a bewildering alphabet soup of
rival leagues. The original league, the

. WPFL, launiched with great promise in

1999, beginning with a two-tezm barn-

" storming tour and evolving inte 11 teams

the following season. But shady finan-
cial dealings and disorganization burned
through the WPFLs cash midway
through its second year, leaving only
four of its teams intact. Meanwhile four
other leagues entered the fray: the
WAFL, the TWFL, the UWFAand the
NWEL, formed by a cnetime WPFL
consultant. The NWFL seems most
likely to emerge out of that acronymic
pack—set to expand from 10 to 20 teams
in 2002 —but the prognosis is murky.

“I can’t help but think that the peo-
ple we need toimpress-— the NFL, Nike,
major equipment suppliers —are [ook-
ing at us and just shaking their heads in
disbelief,” says Jodi Armstrong, direc-
tor of operations and starting fullback
for the Minneapolis Vixens, a onetime
WPFL franchise that now plays with-
out a league.

“We had a chance in '99 to do some-
thing incredible, and through misman-
agement, poor business decisions and
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having the wrong people in the wrong
positions, we managed to flush it down
the toilet, with 2 Drano chaser.”

Suffice it to say, no woman carrently
playing has much chance of topping
Keyshawn Johnson's contract., Wykes
works full time as 2 quality control man-
ager for Polymeric Systems Inc., a2 man-
ufacturing firm, and squeezes in four
days’ worth of roghy coaching, weekend
softbali, flag-football games, classes at
West Chester (Pa.) University toward a
master’s degree in sports administra-
tion and an active role in an organiza-
tion calied Save The Cats. Other than
that, it’s all about the Belles, .

A softball and basketbal] standout
at Upper Moreland Senior High
School, who also played trombone in
the school’s Pennsylvania state cham-
pion marching band, Wykes, who
weighed 168 pounds as a senior, felt
like an outcast because of her size.
After earning a degree in biological
oceanography ar che Florida Institute
of Technology—and putting on
50 pouads she ascribes to “pizza and
beer” —Wykes stayed active. Among
" other pursuits she earned a first-clegree
black belt in karate. In the process she
tore her ACLs, one in each knee, and
elected not to repair either injury
through surgery.

Her right hand bears the scars of the
recent football season: a thrashed mid-
dlle finger with 2 still-swollen knuckle
and a large hunp near the upper wrist,
courtesy of a helmet shet in practice
from The Professor of Pain.

Playing with pain is part.of The
A-Train’s psyche, and that includes
emotional scars. “It’s not right for peo-
ple to assume that because a woman is
strong, self-assured and independent,
she’s a lesbian,” Wykes says. “She
should be able to play sports withous
being stereotyped.” Wykes pauses for
2 beat and starts to laugh. “Of course
Lam a lesbian,” she says. “I've had a
partner for the last six years, and it’s
been awesome. I guess you can call

this my coming out party”

Tank or Princess, the
Belles are bound by a com-
mon thread —unrepentant
toughness. “Early on one of
our players smacked another
gitl and then said she was
sorry,” recalls middle fine-
backer Carol Grubb, “The
rest of us got all over her: “You
dor’t apologize in footballl’”
Not even if you're a Princess.
Despite Angelikas’s regal
nickname —a designation she
earned because, like most
quarterbacks, she implores
her offensive teammates
not to let any defender so
muchaslaya handon her— she has been
known to engage in fistfights when
necessity arises, “One of my friends was
getting hassled in front of a bar, and I
stuck up for her and started brawling
with this other girl. It ended with me
on top of her, scraping her head against
the concrete before T got pulled off”

There’s also DSL-fast running back
Donna Garrett, an ER nurse and the
other half of Philly’s “Thunder and
nghtmng” rushing attack, who finished
second in the NWFL with 1,042 rushing
yards (Wykes had 741) despite the fact,
teammates say, that she smokes ciga-
tettes and loves to party, The final com-
porent of the Belles’ three-back atrack
is Pretty Pecovsky who combines power
and speed into a 5' 8", 165-pound pack-
age, and who also heas a more zrcane
nickname: House in the Hamptons.
Leave it to Wykes to explain that one:
“There’s a long-standing joke in the les-
bian community thatif you getastraight
girl to ‘switch over,’ you win a toaster
oven. So one day at practice a bunch of
us are joking about what we'd get for
converting some of our teammates; a
bagel slicer for one girl, a convection
oven for another. Pecovsky overhears
and blurts out: ‘Hell, if you get me, you
win 2 house in the Hamptons.’”

Wykes delivers the line with deadpan

precision, earning laughs from 2 group
that includes her parents, Frnie Wykes

and Sandy Sherman. The divorced pair ‘

have accompasied her to the Belies®
team banguet, held in the Veterans Sta-

- dium restaurant, on an early September
-evening. Sipping a white zinfandel at a

side table, Sherman, whe owns and
operates 2 go-go bar near Allentown,

looks fondly toward her daughter who,

‘decked out in a darleblue-and-maroon

patits suit, is picking up her team MVP

trophy: “This wasn't what I had planned’

for my baby girl,” Sherman says, “but
she’s always done what she wanted to
do. She’s always been a little, shall we

- say, adventurous.”
- Wykes returns to the table, takes a
longpull on herbeer, then gesturesto the

Vet playing field beiow. Her beloved
Philadelphia Eagles will open their sea-
son here the following afternoon against
the St. Louis Rams, 2nd Wykes wants
to talk about Donovan McNabb and
Duce Staley and the Eagles’ aggressive
defense. “Do you think they can stop
[Rams running back} Marshal! Faulk?”
she asks, then quickly adds, “Wait—
hold that thought.” She rises again and
charges toward the bathroom, passing
scores of teammates and friends on the
way. Everyone waves at The A Train.
Nebody slows her down. <+
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