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BY ALEJANDRO RAMIREZ
Grandmaster, 
Coach of the Saint Louis 
University Chess Team

Saint Louis University 
(SLU) has added another 
sport to its elite roster: chess. 
Coached by Grandmaster 
(GM) Alejandro Ramirez, 

the Bil l ikens made their 
first major appearance in 
a collegiate team tourna -
ment by taking second place 
in the 2016 Pan-American 
I n t e r c o l l e g i a t e  C h e s s 
Championship.

60 teams participated in 
the competition, includ -
ing elite universities such 

as Princeton, Columbia and 
Carnegie Mellon. The Saint 
Louis region had a strong 
representat ion,  includ -
ing Saint Louis University, 
Washington Univers i ty, 
Lindenwood University and 
the overall winners, Webster 
University, who are coached 
by GM Susan Polgar.

The inaugural SLU team 
was comprised of the follow -
ing players:
GM Dariusz Swiercz 

Sophomore, Poland, 
Business

GM Yaro Zherebukh  
Grad, USA, Applied 
Financial Economics

GM Francesco Rambaldi 
Freshman, Italy, 
Economics

IM Cemil Can Ali Marandi 
Freshman, Turkey, 
Computer Science

Nozima Aripova  
Junior, Uzbekistan, Biology
Improvement in the SLU 

squad has been apparent 
based on the good results 
that they have had since this 
tournament. SLU chess team 
members have have repre-
sented the Billikens in com -
petitions worldwide. Dariusz 
participated in the 2016 
Chess Olympiad in the Polish 
squad, and had a strong 
showing in the Aeroflot 
Open in Moscow. Yaro scored 
an excellent 50 percent in the 
2017 U.S. Championship and 

hopes to improve that score 
in the 2018 edition. Cemil 
Can has played in numerous 
events, elevating his ranking 
from International Master to 
Grandmaster. 

The SLU team strength-
ened its ranks by recruiting 
IM Dorsa Derakhshani and 
GM Alexander Ipatov in the 
Fall of 2017.

Saint Louis has attracted 
some of the brightest chess 
minds in the world. With 
Webster University and SLU, 
the two highest rated chess 
teams are now in this city. 
The Webster team, which 
was brought here from Texas 
Tech by Susan Polgar in 2012, 
has been amazingly success-
ful, winning all of the Final 
Fours that it has participated 
in. One of their top players, 
GM Ray Robson, was part of 
the 2016 American Olympiad 
team that took the gold 
medal in Azerbaijan. 

�e move from Texas Tech 
to Webster was controver -
sial, as Polgar uprooted her 
students to the suburban 

college. “The program grew 
rapidly,  and Texas Tech 
wasn't ready to grow with 
the speed of the program," 
said the coach, who founded 
the Susan Polgar Institute for 
Chess Excellence, known as 
SPICE, in 2007. “Saint Louis 
today is the center of chess in 
America. It just seemed like a 
perfect �t.”

Texas Tech has since hired 
former U.S. Champion and 
2018 U.S.  Chess Hal l  of 
Fame Inductee Alexander 
Onischuk to be their new 
coach, and their program is 
also rapidly progressing. As 
collegiate chess competition 
gets tighter and tighter, the 
Gorlocks and Billikens will 
be looking to recruit and 
strengthen their ranks with 
grandmasters from around 
the globe. 

SLU Adds Chess Team to Elite Sports Roster 

GM Alejandro Ramirez 
coaching at SLU.
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