
meet your neighbor: kelly williams

435 South: In your heyday, you were one 
of the world’s best female sabre fencers. How 
did you get involved in this sport?

Kelly Williams: I had been a track and field 
athlete all through high school and college. 
Though I worked very hard on my events, I was 
coming to realize that no matter how well I did, 
if my opponent was bigger, stronger and faster 
than I was, they were probably going to beat me, 
and there was nothing I could do about it. My 
junior year in college I took a class in fencing, and 
I was immediately hooked. I quickly discovered 
that if I could outthink my opponent—if I could 
get them to do what I wanted them to do—then 
I could beat them. It didn’t matter if they were 
bigger, stronger or faster.

What is the difference between traditional 
fencing and sabre fencing? 

Sabre fencing is traditional fencing. There 
are three different weapons in modern Olympic 
fencing–sabre is just one of the types of fencing. 
Most people think of foil when they think of 
fencing, so I’m assuming that is what 
you mean by traditional fencing. 
Foil is a point-thrusting weapon 
with a target area limited to 
the torso. Sabre is a cutting edge 
weapon where everything above 
the waist is target. Sabre is the fastest and 
most dynamic of the three weapons.

As a woman in what was once traditionally 
a man’s sport, what kind of resistance did you 
come across, and how did you break past it?

I was fortunate that my first coach was 
open-minded enough to encourage my interest 
in sabre. He treated me no differently than the 
guys on the team. The biggest problem I faced 
was a lack of tournaments to test my skills and 
gain experience.

While there were not a lot of women fencing 
sabre when I started, there was a core group of 
women who simply refused to be ignored. We 

continued to fight for opportunities equal to 
those being offered to men and to women in 
other weapons. 

What set you apart from other fencers? 
Two things. First, I was totally committed 

to learning every aspect of the game; I totally 
immersed myself in the sport. And second, I 
had coaches that took me seriously. 

Your list of accomplishments in fencing 
and sabre fencing is long. What do you 
consider to be the greatest achievement of 
your career? 

The thing I am most proud of is the Kansas 
City Fencing Center (KCFC). While I enjoyed 
my competitive career and am proud of all that 
I accomplished as a fencer, I feel that KCFC is 
my chance to have a lasting impact on the lives 
of young people. 

How did it feel to be the first woman 
to represent the United States in a World 
Championship sabre event?

That was an amazing experience. As a 
child I had a dream of one day representing 
my country in international competition and 
of standing on an award stand and watching 
them raise the American flag. To have that 
experience, and at the same time know that I 
was the first, was quite an honor.

You retired in 1999, at the peak of your 
career, when you were ranked the No. 
1 women’s fencer in the nation by the 
U.S. Fencing Association. What do 
you miss most about your competitive 
fencing days?

Would you believe nothing? I 
thoroughly enjoyed my competitive 

days, but I don’t miss them. All I have 
ever wanted to do is to teach and coach. 
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Sabre Woman
Kelly Williams, one of the pillars of women’s sabre fencing, is making a difference in the 
lives of local children.
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You coach children and adults at the nonprofit Kansas City Fencing 
Center in Overland Park. What do you teach them?

What I try to teach my students is to be good problem solvers, and 
to realize that in any given situation, they have options. I want them to 
learn to assess the situation and choose the option that best fits their 
strengths. I also try to help them define success, to put winning and losing 
in perspective. I want them to learn from and enjoy the process and not 
focus only on the outcome.

Who was a role model for you growing up?
My mom. She’s an amazing lady. She is a single mother of three 

who put her children ahead of everything else in this world. How she 
managed to do all she did, I’ll never know, but I am eternally grateful. 

Do you consider yourself a role model for women?
I would like to think that girls and young women find in me an example 

of hard work and determination. 

What other hidden talents do you have apart from competitive fencing?
I could tell you, but then I would have to kill you.

After conquering the sporting world, what are your life goals now?
The focus of my life now is KCFC. My hope was to establish a safe 

place for kids to learn and grow. Now that we have a solid program and I 
look to the future, my goal is to see that the Kansas City Fencing Center 
is around to serve the community for many generations to come. v
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