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Striking Distance
Ranked first in the world, fencer  
Eli Dershwitz looks to the 2020 Olympics. 

Last may,  when Eli Dershwitz ’18 (’19) 
turned in his finals and headed out of Cam-
bridge for the summer, he was the top-
ranked men’s saber fencer in the United 
States. When he returned to campus three 
months later, he was number one in the 
world. The time between was a whirlwind 

for the 22-year-old former Olympian: inter-
national competitions in Moscow, Madrid, 
Havana (where he took first place in the Pan 
American Fencing Championship), and, fi-
nally, the World Championship in Wuxi, 
China. Blazing through a half-dozen oppo-
nents before a hard-fought final bout, Der-
shwitz walked away with silver. That tri-
umph, in late July, capped a 2017-18 season   
in which he had already earned three inter-
national medals: two golds in Algeria and 
Italy, and a bronze in South Korea—and the 
cumulative points from each tournament 

pushed him to the top of the world rankings.
“It was a big summer,” he allows with a 

slight smile. He’s trying not to make too 
big a thing of it—a number-one ranking, 
he knows, means a target on his back. Plus, 
he has more work yet to do: one last sea-
son with his Harvard teammates—for the 
second year, Dershwitz is co-captain of the 
men’s squad, and he’d like to see the team 
win a NCAA championship. Beyond that lie 
the 2020 Olympics in Tokyo, which he’ll be-
gin training for full time once he graduates. 
“I don’t remember the last time a day went 

by when I didn’t think about 
the Olympics and getting a 
gold medal there,” he says. “It’s 
pretty much what I think about 
all the time.” 

Yet what he’s already accom-
plished really is a big thing. 
Dershwitz is only the second 
American to top the world 
rankings for men’s saber, and 
the only one to do it while en-
rolled full-time in college (he 
is a history concentrator). He 
won a U.S. senior men’s cham-
pionship when he was 18, be-
coming the youngest ever. “He’s 
one of those cases where you 
see an athlete like this, if you’re 
lucky, once every generation,” 
says Harvard fencing coach Pe-
ter Brand. “I’ve been doing this 
for 40 years, and I’ve never seen 
anybody like him.” 

Saber is the most fast-paced 
of fencing’s three weapons, a 
sprint compared to the mara-
thon of épée and foil. It is a 
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Saber fencer Eli 
Dershwitz enters his 
final Harvard season 
hungrier than ever. 

to Ivy competition and for the second year in 
a row suffered a disheartening defeat at Cor-
nell. The toughest hit came in the first pe-
riod when Shelton-Mosley returned a punt 
13 yards and was brought down by the Big 
Red’s Nathaniel Weber and Malik Leary. 
On the tackle Shelton-Mosley’s left leg was 
twisted; he needed to be helped off the field. 
His day done, he appeared on the sideline in 
sweats and with an air cast on his leg.

Toward the end of the first half, with 
Smith struggling to move the team, Mur-
phy yanked him and inserted senior Tom 
Stewart (who also had briefly replaced 
Smith in the Rhode Island game). Stewart 
did a creditable job, throwing two touch-

down passes, one to Scott, anoth-
er to senior Henry Taylor. The lat-
ter gave the Crimson a 24-14 lead 
with a little more than 10 minutes 
remaining—seemingly, breathing 
room. Instead, Cornell pushed over 
two quick touchdowns and held 
off a late drive engineered by Stewart. The 
coughed-up lead wasted an 11-tackle day by 
defensive back Thompson, as well as anoth-
er magnificent outing by Shampklin, who 
slipped, stutter-stepped, and streaked to a 
game- and career-high 191 yards, including 
a 47-yard touchdown. 

One more non-conference game—against 
Holy Cross—loomed before the brutal por-

tion of the Ivy schedule, featuring back-to-
back games against the early season’s two 
dominant teams, Princeton and Dartmouth. 
The Crimson would have to go some to jus-
tify the Ivy Media preseason poll, which 
placed Harvard third, behind Yale and 
Princeton. It would be a rugged road to 
The Game on November 17 at Fenway Park.
 vdick friedman
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cutting weapon, and opponents can score 
with both the point and the side of the blade. 
“That’s what speeds it up,” Dershwitz ex-
plains. “Everything is these very quick 
touches, these minute actions, and every-
thing’s moving so fast. There’s a constant 
give and take between you and your oppo-
nent, how you react in a fraction of a sec-
ond, and how they react.” Winning requires 
lightning-quick reflexes and footspeed; it 
also requires aggression and adaptability 
and strategic acuity. Fencing as a whole is 
often referred to as “physical chess,” and sa-
ber, Brand says, is the most chess-like of all, 
“just in the mental toughness it demands.”

Dershwitz’s older brother was the one 
who introduced him to the sport. Philip 
Dershwitz, who later fenced for Princeton, 
learned saber at a day camp near the fam-
ily’s home in Sherborn, Massachusetts, and 
liked it so much that he wanted to keep go-
ing. He joined a fencing club run by Zoran 
Tulum, a former champion from Yugoslavia 
who now coaches the U.S. men’s national sa-
ber team (and in the 1980s spent two years 
on the coaching staff at Harvard). Soon Eli 
joined his brother there. “As a kid, it was like, 
I can run around with a metal sword and hit 
my friends without getting in trouble,” Der-
shwitz says. “I thought, this is perfect.”

Tulum’s Zeta Fencing became a second 
home. Housed in an 1880s building in Natick, 
the place recalls the fencing salles of the Vic-
torian era, with its dark wood paneling and 
heavy drapes and upholstered benches. It was 
there that Brand first caught sight of Der-
shwitz. “Actually, my kid was fencing him,” 
he says. Dershwitz was eight, Brand’s son was 
12, and the boys were battling for first place in 
a local competition. Looking back now, Brand 
laughs. “It was something else to behold,” he 
says. “This little guy, Eli, in there just shriek-
ing.…Frankly, my 12-year-old was a seasoned 
fencer by then, and he had a real tough time 
with Eli. It was impressive. I saw him, and I 
said, ‘Who the hell is this kid?’” 

Growing up, Dershwitz also played soc-
cer, basketball, lacrosse, and baseball, but 
by the time he reached high school, he had 
decided to go all in on fencing. He was start-
ing to realize how good at it he was, win-
ning not just local tournaments, but bigger 
competitions too, against fencers from oth-
er parts of the country, other parts of the 
world. At some point, an intense drive took 
hold. By the time he arrived at Harvard, he 
was thinking about the Olympics, and took 
his sophomore year off to train full-time for 

the 2016 Games in Rio 
de Janeiro. He made 
the team, as its young-
est member, but lost in 
his first bout, against a 
veteran fencer from Bel-
gium. “He was inexperi-
enced,” Brand says, “and 
the pressure was enor-
mous.” Dershwitz came 
home still hungry. 

Not for the first time. 
In 2014, at the junior 
world championship 
in Bulgaria, he came in 
ranked first. He’d been 
up and down in that 
tournament during the 
previous two years—
losing badly when he 
was supposed to do 
well, winning medals 
when it wasn’t expect-
ed—but that year, he thought, would be his 
year. He’d trained hard; he felt focused and 
ready. “And then I got demolished,” he says. 
“I finished, I don’t know, in probably 100th 
place.” For several weeks, he moped incon-
solably. Then he sat down with Tulum, his 
coach, and made a promise. “I told him that 
in the future, if I lose to someone, it might be 
because they’re better than me, or faster than 
me, or more experienced than me. But I will 
never again in my life lose a bout because the 
other person worked harder than me. I prom-
ised him that right there. I don’t know if he 
remembers it. We were sitting at a restaurant 
called the Dolphin in Natick, Massachusetts.” 
The next year, Dershwitz’s last before aging 
out of the tournament, he won gold. 

Last season, with its string of medals (in-
cluding an individual NCAA title, his second 
in a row), Dershwitz felt, maybe for the first 
time, that he was performing consistently 
well throughout. “In those six weeks leading 
up to the world championship, I was feeling 
the best I have in my entire life, mentally and 
physically,” he says. “And then the day came 
and I got nervous like I’ve never been nervous 
before.” The moment of highest pressure was 
perhaps the quarterfinal bout against Hun-
garian Áron Szilágyi, the 2016 Olympic gold 

medalist, because whoever won that contest 
was guaranteed a medal. Dershwitz fell be-
hind early but fought his way back; more 
than once he seemed almost to take flight 
as he raced and then leapt across the strip. 
After another comeback win in the semis, 
he faced veteran South Korean fencer Kim 
Jung-hwan, an Olympic medalist whom he’d 
beaten a few months earlier, in the finals. 
Kim won, but Dershwitz fenced well. 

Strangely, though, he doesn’t really re-
member that. If you ask him to describe what 
he was thinking or doing during one bout or 
another, he can’t. “I’d say that most of the big 
tournaments in my career, I have no recollec-
tion of the actual in-person experience,” he 
says. Something else—adrenaline? training? 
the unconscious?—takes over completely: 
“There have been tournaments where I lose, 
like, 14 hours of my life.” Instead, Dershwitz 
watches the video later. And what he sees—
in his own moves, which he can recognize 
but not remember, and in the countermoves 
of his opponent—is something he also sees 
in his Harvard teammates when he watch-
es them train, rehearsing again and again 
the minute complexities of footwork and 
bladework: “Fencing,” he says, “is a beauti-
ful sport.” vlydialyle gibson
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Dershwitz, left, 
practicing with 
teammate Daniel 
Solomon ’22, shows 
why saber is the sport’s 
fastest weapon.
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