Cover Story

CL_02-2009_olympiad AKF_rl0.gxp:chess life 1/11/09 1:59 PMﬁage 36

“We just have to play the
match with Ukraine and

do our best.’

~IM JOHN DONALDSON

standings were posted. The U.S. had done
just enough to squeak by Ukraine. Don-
aldson hit redial.

“We’ve had good last rounds before but
never against a team like this,” said Don-
aldson, who has captained the team eight
times. He said Dresden was the strongest
Olympiad by far, and that going into the
tournament, GM Larry Christiansen told
him that a top-five finish should be con-
sidered a good result.

In 2006, the U.S. defeated Norway in
the final round, also 3%-Y%, to clinch the
bronze then as well. “Of course this one
is bigger since we beat one of the strongest
teams ever,” Onischuk said. Akobian,
who was irritated that his bronze medal
in Turin was criticized because of their
softer last-round pairing, concurred with
Onischuk. “We’re showing the world that
we are a chess power,” he said. “This
kind of win shuts down everything. I
never had it in my mind that we were not
going to beat Ukraine. I definitely think we
had a chance for gold if there were two
rounds left, but bronze I think is great.”

Akobian, who played six rounds, also
served as captain and as a second for
other team members, especially Onis-
chuk and Shulman. “We had a long day,”
he said of the rest day prior to the final
round. “We shared ideas. We don’t hide
anything from each other. My contribu-
tion to this Olympiad was with the
preparation.” Akobian also earned a key
victory in round one. His win against his
Icelandic opponent was the final game
to finish and the conversion of a queen
and pawn endgame ensured a positive
start to the event.

Onischuk also got off to a running
start. He won his first two games against
grandmasters and held 2700+ GMs Vugar
Gashimov and Alexander Morozevich (at
2787 the highest third-board in history)
to draws. Even his two losses were timely.
“Physiologically it was a great relief for me
that both matches in which I lost, the
team won,” Onischuk said. “In fact, both
times I managed to win on the next day
after the defeat, and these wins were
probably my most important wins in the
Olympiad, against Hungary and Ukraine.”

Other players got going later, most
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notably Kamsky and Shulman. With the
uncertainty of his match with Topalov
still looming as the tournament com-
menced, Kamsky got off to a sluggish
start. With only one point in his first
three games, he entered the first rest day
with a win over an untitled player. But
during the day off, his friend turned man-
ager GM Emil Sutovsky helped resolve the
deadlock. Free from extraneous issues,
the U.S. number one went on a remark-
able run. He drew Cuban GM Leinier
Dominguez Perez in round six and then
GM Peter Leko, who went on to win a
gold medal on board one. Kamsky’s win
over GM Peter Svidler in round eight
helped the U.S. tiebreaks despite the
match loss. He then beat GM Krishnan
Sasikiran and drew the overperforming
GM Arkadij Naiditsch in the penultimate
round, before his win against Ivanchuk.
His final six rounds netted a 2925 per-
formance rating.

Shulman, who had a decade-long hia-
tus from the Olympiad, improved his play
and results in the second half as well.
“Shulman was a little nervous in his
debut for the first couple of rounds,” Don-
aldson said. “The game against South
Africa was unsettling. Since then he has
been on a tear.” Shulman also started
with one out of three, escaping with a
draw against a much lower-rated player
from South Africa in round three. But
he went on to win 3% out of his last four.
His victory over Efimenko as black was his
highest-rated opponent of the event.

Nakamura, still only 20 but playing in
his second Olympiad (moving up one
board from 2006), had a seesaw event,
with key wins interspersed with two losses
to 2700s. He used a jury-rigged opening
system with both white and black in sev-
eral rounds in which his pawns pushed
to the third or sixth ranks, creating highly
malleable but non-theoretical formations.
“[Nakamura]| took two well-known theo-
reticians and played g3 on the first move,”
Donaldson said of two of his player’s key
wins.

Nakamura said his play differs much
from the Russian School. “I play unbal-
anced positions that have different
structures,” he said. “I can outplay any-

o

one in the world if I get into a playable
position.” He did just that previous to
Dresden, having just come off a spectac-
ular victory at Cap D’Agde in France, in
which he beat GM Anatoly Karpov and
later Ivanchuk in the final. Nakamura
returned to that form near the end of the
Olympiad, with 2% out of his last three.
In his final round draw against GM
Teimour Radjabov, equalizing so early as
black buoyed the team according to Ako-
bian. “Right out of the gate, Karjakin was
struggling out of the opening,” he said.

In a curious twist, while the men were
trouncing the Ukrainians, the American
women were rooting for the Ukrainian
women’s team to beat Poland. The quar-
tet of women needed to first win against
fifth-seed France however. Save a nomi-
nal advantage on board three, the U.S.
entered the match outrated on the other
three boards. France boasted a GM on
first board and a former women’s Euro-
pean champion on board two. Still, the
American contingent came in confident.
A second-round loss to Israel was now a
distant memory, and a more understand-
able loss in round nine to Poland was
reversed by a crush of Turkmenistan in
round three. They still felt deserving after
their first ever win over top-seed Russia
and a hard-earned draw versus then-
perfect China.

IM Anna Zatonskih was the first to fin-
ish. The U.S. women’s champion was
offered a three-fold repetition before the
time control and had to decide quickly
whether to accept. After a fleeting glance
at her teammates’ games, she settled.
“My position was not better,” Zatonskih
said of her decision, which preserved an
undefeated Olympiad. From there, the
U.S. looked to its lower boards, as it had
for much of the tournament. With top
board IM Irina Krush struggling against
her grandmaster opponent, WGM Rusu-
dan Goletiani on board three and WGM
Katerina Rohonyan on board four needed
to score. Like all the other Americans,
they insisted they blocked out thoughts
of medals during their games. Instead,
they channeled advice from earthly and
divine sources.

“After the beginning of the tournament
that didn’t go well for me, the pattern of
my mistakes was clear—I wanted to win
over weaker, lower-rated, players, even in
equal positions,” Rohonyan said. “In the
first game I gave a file in an equal posi-
tion, got into a worse position then [I
was| losing, but managed to draw with my
opponent’s help. However, when I did it
the same in the second game—gave up a
file in the equal position to try to win or
fish for chances by making my position
worse—I got punished. Thus, the advice
was to never give a file and be satisfied
with what I have. (Team coach and GM
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