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U.S. Junior Chess Championships
i

BY AKSHAT CHANDRA
Grandmaster

The U.S. Junior Chess
Championship has long been
one of the most exciting
chess events in the country.
The invite-only tournament
has served as a platform for
young and ambitious juniors
to display their prowess while
fighting for the coveted title
of U.S. Junior Champion.

A strong performance in
this tournament is a good
indicator of future success,
as many past winners went
on to become Grandmasters.
Even the great Bobby Fischer
tested his mettle in this tour-
nament, winning in 1956
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with a score of 8.5/10. The
evolution of this tourna-
ment over the years has been
intriguing to follow, and
something I’d like to take a
closer look at.

For many years the U.S.
Junior Championship led a
nomadic life, as each year
the city and venue changed.
Enterprising local organizers
did their best to seek spon-
sorship and organize a pro-
fessionally conducted tourna-
ment. Everything changed in
2010, however, when the U.S.
Junior Championship found
a more permanent abode at
the Saint Louis Chess Club
(STLCC). The last edition of
U.S. Junior before it transi-
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tioned to its new home was
organized by chess player and
coach FM Alex Betaneli in
2009 in the city of Milwaukee.

The move to Saint Louis
was a turning point in the
tournament’s history, as the
STLCC built greatly on the
successes of the previous
organizers and worked hard
to elevate the Championship
profile. The tournament also
benefited from the mete-
oric rise of the chess vibe in
Saint Louis. At its new home,
the Junior Championship
acquired the publicity and
marquee status that was not
always visible earlier.

In talking with GM
Varuzhan Akobian, who
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won the 2002 edition, he
related to me how the condi-
tions have changed since he
played in the U.S. Junior. “It is
much more prestigious, and
the tournament has a great
prize fund,” he said, and he
laughed as he tried to recall
whether there were even
monetary prizes when he
won the tournament! In addi-
tion to the much-improved
prize fund, the publicity and
playing conditions of the
Junior Championship have
never been better. The games
are now played on elegant
wooden electronic boards
and are broadcast online.
There is a live commentary
team at the Club’s studio that

covers the tournament and
post-game interviews. But
to me, the greatest reward
of winning the U.S. Junior
Championship is earning an
automatic qualification to
play the U.S. Championship, a
privilege that was added dur-
ing the Championship’s ten-
ure at the Club. I won the U.S.
Junior event in 2015 in my
very first appearance and had
the honor of participating in
the 2016 U.S. Championship.
Saint Louis, as the nation’s
chess capital, has become
the proving grounds for
future top chess players, and
it is only fitting that the U.S.
Junior Championship found
its permanent residence here.

From left to right, Jeffery
Xiong during Round 8

of the 2016 U.S. Junior
Championship; 2017 U.S.
Junior Championship,
Round 6.

U.S. Girls' Junior Chess Championships
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From top to bottom, WFM Carissa Yip vs. WIM Akshita Gorti during Round 2 of the 2017 U.S. Girls' Junior
Championship; Round 5 of the 2017 U.S. Girls' Junior Championship.
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BY JENNIFER SHAHADE
Woman Grandmaster, author,
and commentator

In 2014, Annie Wang broke Irina
Krush’s record for the young-
est American female chessmaster
in history. Annie was 11, and as
the New York Times pointed out,
she broke a record older than she
was. Less than a year later, Carissa
Yip broke the same record. On
the International stage, and in the
same year, Jennifer Yu became the
first American girl to win gold at a
World Youth Championship since
1987. Do you sense a pattern? The
top girls in American chess are
becoming stronger with no sign of
slowing down.

Many all-girls tournament helped
to foster this incredible new genera-
tion of female talent. Among them:
the National Girls Tournament of
Champions, the All-Girls Nationals,
and the Susan Polgar Girls’
Invitational. All-girls’ events may be
controversial, but their track record
in the U.S., as well as their social
benefits, are indisputable.

A crown jewel in the new feast
of formidable girls’ champion-
ships is the U.S. Girls' Junior
Championship, founded in 2014 in
New Hampshire. Then-US Chess
President Ruth Haring said, “The 1st
Junior Girls Closed is even stronger
than U.S. Women's Championships
in the 70s and early 80s.”

Claudia Munoz took the 2014
title on tiebreak. The 2015 event
was held in Tulsa, Oklahoma, with
Ashritha Eswaran claiming the
title. In 2016, the event moved back
to New Hampshire, where Emily
Nguyen took clear first with 6.5/9.

The U.S. Girls' Junior
Championship moved to Saint
Louis in 2017, to coincide with the
U.S. Junior Championship, adding

attention and excitement to both
events.

Emily Nguyen was thrilled to
play in the 2017 edition in Saint
Louis: “The Saint Louis Chess Club
is probably the nicest club I will
ever go to. The playing conditions
are perfect, and the community is
amazing as well.” Her favorite part
of playing was the camaraderie
with other girls. For aspiring par-
ticipants, Emily advises, “do not
feel too much pressure from the
lights and cameras and interviews,”
but try your best to get in because
“Saint Louis and the Girls' Junior
[are] really worth it.”

Akshita Gorti won the 2017 title
with a commanding score of 7/9,
1.5 points ahead of Maggie Feng,
her nearest rival. She agreed with
Emily about the location. “In my
opinion, the Saint Louis Chess Club
is the best place to have chess tour-
naments. The chess club has amaz-
ing playing conditions and I loved
the live commentary [hosted by
WGM Tatev Abrahamyan and GM
Alejandro Ramirez.]”

The leisurely one game a day
schedule is great practice for pres-
tigious international competitions,
in which these same girls represent
the United States on a regular basis.
It allows ample time for preparation
and game analysis, and the girls
relax and bond between games,
creating lifelong friendships. Gorti
recalled celebrating Maggie Feng’s
birthday, and seeing Wonder
Woman with fellow competitors.

The biggest prize of all was a
chance for Gorti to be our Wonder
Woman. Winning the U.S. Girls'
Junior Championship earned her
a ticket to the 2018 U.S. Women’s
Championship.




