Legendary Columbia Coach Relishes
Each Of His Teams & Competition
By Steve Tober
For sidelinechatter.com 
In the midst of his 45th season and with 712 victories under his belt, Columbia Coach Gene Chyzowych has done enough winning and grooming of present and future soccer standouts, and coaches, to be excused if he decided to take a step back and just relax when talking about this Sunday’s 35th Essex County Tournament final vs. defending champion Millburn (2 p.m. at West Essex in North Caldwell). 

But, as proud as he is of his past teams and players, “Chyz” is just as competitive as ever, and remains as intent on seeing his 2008 Cougars (11-1-1) become a county champion as he was for any of his past sides, who have produced 13 ECT titles and have made 20 previous appearances in the final. 

“We are determined to win on Sunday, and if we can play on an even basis throughout the match I like our chances,” said the legendary Columbia head mentor. “ Millburn is a very fine team and they will be a supreme challenge for us, but I really think my team is special and the seniors have really pulled things together for us this year.” 

If you’ve seen Chyzowych coach against former players, such as Jack Weber at Montclair, or Marty Berman at Seton Hall Prep, you’ve observed him demonstrate immense fire and competitive spirit. 

But once beyond the soccer pitch, when the last tournament game with either ex-player has been completed, the Columbia guiding force is full of nothing but praise for his former Cougars who have moved on to etch their own formidable coaching careers. 

“Jack Weber, Marty Berman, Dave Masur (St. John’s University), Lenny Armuth (Drew), David Donovan (Delbarton) and all my other players who have become coaches, most of them at the youth soccer level, make me extremely proud,” said Chyzowych. “Sure, when I coach against Jack or Marty I want my Columbia team to win on the field, but I certainly remember that they are excellent men who have gone on from their own great playing careers here at Columbia to become excellent coaches, and that is just a testament to the devotion they have for this great game.” 

 Chyzowych will not be facing a former player coaching Millburn on Sunday. The Millers’ mentor, Rob Grosso, played scholastically under Mike Giampapa at West Essex, and has developed into a fine, young coach with an excellent side. 

The Columbia team, which even minus star striker Johnny Exantus is still a strong overall unit, is determined to test the mettle of a Millburn team (10-2) that is solid itself from front to back with forwards such as Josh Plump and defenders including the highly-skilled Chris Benedict. 

“I am just so proud of my seniors and how they have kept everything together out there for us this season,” said Chyzowych. “We certainly miss Johnny, who was such a big part of this team for three years, but our seniors have been determined to prove we can win the big soccer matches without him, and we’ll certainly see what we can do this Sunday in a huge spot being in a county final.” 

Exantus, who left for Haiti a couple of weeks back in order to help his family in a hurricane aftermath, before moving on to Europe to explore playing in Belgium, has been rumored to be returning to Maplewood-South Orange as part of his world-wide travels, according to Chyzowych. 

“We have heard rumors coming from Haiti that Johnny may come back to us,” said the wishful Columbia coach. “But, we realize that is not a reality right now, and we feel we’re still very fortunate to have the outstanding group of kids we have on this team, which is not only talented from a soccer standpoint, but is also a very intelligent group.” 

Columbia, which survived, 1-0, against Nutley, in the ECT semis, as senior forward Adrian Alexis broke a 4-4 tie on penalty kicks by hammering a shot into the upper right corner of the net for what proved to be the game-winner, now has its chance to avenge last year’s 3-1 loss in the county final to Millburn. 

The Millers edged Montclair, 1-0, in regulation, in their semifinal match last weekend. 

Alexis (team-leading 12 goals) and Dragos Ries, are two of the large contingent of 22 seniors on the experienced Columbia roster and are the most dangerous Cougars up top, while the midfield of Josh Delva and Kevin O’Connor is outstanding. 

On defense, right fullback Ramsey Hartley has provided terrific service from the outside where he has also shown a penchant for assisting on key goals for the likes of top-flight finishers Alexis and Ries. 

Sweeper Cam Kramer and stopper Thomas Quirk are also very solid soccer players and consummate defenders, who work adroitly in front of goalkeepers Matt Gruber (senior) and Jackson Klein (junior). 

Klein came into the ECT semifinal against Nutley in the final two minutes to provide a fresh pair of legs and demonstrated his composure during the pending shootout. 

Gruber has had a fine year as a senior starter and played well against the Maroon Raiders. 

“We’re very fortunate to have two outstanding goalkeepers,” said Chyzowych. “They understand we count on them both, and that’s a great comfort to me to know I can turn to either one of them in a big spot.” 

Meanwhile, another ECT final has not lessened the competitive spirit of its longtime guiding force. 

“I just love coming to work every day,” said Chyzowych. “I’m young enough to coach another 10 years and I hope to continue doing this as long as I enjoy teaching and coaching. 

“Plus, seeing the Columbia students excel both on and off the field, especially a senior class like the one we have this year, makes me feel re-energized, especially at this time of the season when every match is a big one.” 

COUGAR CLIPPINGS- Gene’s brother, the late Walt Chyzowych, was the former U.S. National team head coach…Gene was an assistant with the U.S. Olympic team in the 1970s…Gene Chyzowych earned his 700 th career victory with a 2-0 triumph over North Hunterdon in the semifinals of the North Jersey, Section 2, Group 4 state tournament, last Nov. 6 th in South Orange…The list of winningest coaches in state boys’ soccer history is headed by Chyzowych and followed by three other active coaches: Miller Bugliari of Pingry, Brian Gibney of Shawnee and Tom Breznitsky of Scotch Plains. Fifth on the list is Kearny’s retired coach John Millar (547-86-19 in 32 seasons for the Kardinals before retiring after the 2006 season. 

  

*ECT Boys Soccer Historical Notes: 
Finals Since 1990: 
2007: Millburn 3 Columbia 1 

2006: West Orange 4 Seton Hall Prep 1 

2005: St. Benedict’s Prep 7 Columbia 0 

2004: Montclair 3 West Orange 1 

2003: Montclair 1 West Orange 1 (after 2 OTs) co-champs 

2002: Montclair 3 West Orange 2 (in 2 OTs) 

2001: St. Benedict’s Prep 3 Seton Hall Prep 1 

2000: West Essex 2 Montclair 0 

1999: Montclair 2 MKA 2 (after 2 OTs) co-champs 

1998: Columbia 1 Montclair 1 (after 2 OTs) co-champs 

1997: Columbia 1 Montclair 1 (after 2 OTs) co-champs 

1996: Montclair 2 Columbia 0 

1995: Livingston 2 Montclair 1 

1994: Millburn 3 West Essex 3 (after 2 OTs) co-champs 

1993: Columbia 3 Montclair 1 

1992: St. Benedict’s Prep 1 Columbia 0 

1991 Columbia 3 Montclair 0 

1990: St. Benedict’s Prep 3 Columbia 2 (in 2 OTs) 

  

Most ECT Titles: 
Columbia 13 

Montclair 7 

St. Benedict’s Prep 6 

Millburn 4 

  

Most Consecutive ECT titles: 
Montclair 4 (1996-99) 

Montclair 3 (2002-2004) 

Columbia 3 (1983-85) 

Columbia 3 (1979-81) 

  

Most Appearances in ECT Finals: 
Columbia 21 

Montclair 13 

St. Benedict’s Prep 7 

Bloomfield 5 

West Orange 4 

Livingston 4 

Millburn 4 

  

Most Consecutive Appearances in ECT Finals: 
Columbia 8 (1979-86) 

Montclair 6 (1995-2000) 

Columbia 6 (1988-1993) 

St. Benedict’s Prep 4 (1987-1990) 

West Orange 3 (2002-2004) 

Montclair 3 (2002-2004) 

Columbia 3 (1996-1998) 

  

*ECT boys’ soccer historical information provided by Jeff Goldberg 
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Columbia boys' soccer coach Gene Chyzowych remains as intense and competitive as ever in his 45th year at the helm. (Photo by Doug Allen)
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Forward Adrian Alexis (right), seen here approaching soccer ball vs. Nutley in last Sunday's Essex County Tournament semifinals, is Columbia's leading scorer with 12 goals and one of the senior leaders for an experienced Cougar side which shoots for its 14th ECT title on Sunday vs. Millburn at West Essex. (Photos by Doug Allen) 
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Dragos Ries (right) has proven to be one of the more dangerous scorers up top for a talented, senior-laden Columbia side, which has reached yet another ECT final. 
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As Dragos Ries (29, facing camera) watches, Columbia teammate and superb stopper Thomas Quirk heads the ball in front of the net during ECT semifinal vs. Nutley.
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Columbia right fullback Ramsey Hartley (center) always seems to be in the middle of the acton for the Cougars. Here he stays around the soccer ball against Nutley. 
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Columbia's Jervis Witherspoon (right) got his head on the ball in ECT semifinals. 
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The experienced Gene Chyzowych (left) knows how to state his case with officials. 

