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top: Ca pa blanca and Olga in 1938.

above: Ca pa blanca in a si mul around 1910

left: José Raúl Ca pa blanca y Grau pera.

be low: 6 May 1984. The author’s first meet ing
with Olga at the Man hat tan Chess Club.



A Great Teacher Inspires

I was 12 years old when I first went to the Len in grad Pio neers’ Pal ace.
There were many who wanted to learn chess, and in or der to se lect the
best, the train ers used to give si mul ta ne ous dis plays. It was then that for
the first time I saw Vla di mir Grigo ryevich Zak.

Our game did not last long: af ter 1.e4 e6 2.d4 I re plied 2...Nc6. Zak
asked how old I was, and whether I knew how Black should play in this
po si tion. In stead of re ply ing, I made a ges ture sug gest ing that he should
con tinue the game. Natu rally I did not pass the se lec tion test, and it was
only from the fol low ing year that I be gan study ing chess at the Pio neers’
Pal ace. From that pe riod there re mains in my mem ory a stern man with
strik ing, Assyr ian fa cial fea tures, and with star ing, un blink ing dark eyes,
and a con stant flex ing of his jaw mus cles, es pe cially dur ing analy sis when
he was con sid er ing a po si tion.

The Chess Club of the Pio neers’ Pal ace was in the splen did, former wal -
nut study of Tsar Al ex an der III in the Anichkov Pal ace, with an enor mous
chan de lier hang ing from the ceil ing. It was not by ac ci dent that groups of
for eign tour ists were al ways com ing in here. Some what con trast ing with
the Tsar ist at mos phere was a large paint ing: Lenin play ing chess on the is -
land of Ca pri, with Gorky watch ing, on a sunny April day in 1908.

Usu ally one of the train ers – of ten it was Zak him self – would give ex -
pla na tions to the for eign ers and tell them how many chil dren were in the
groups, how of ten they came, and so on. Zak did not par ticu larly like do -
ing this: it di verted him from the les sons, and be sides, the ques tions were
al ways the same. When guests ap peared the chil dren would stand up, and
with out tak ing their eyes off the board would be gin chat ting. The small est
would neatly ar range the pieces they had cap tured from the en emy next to
the board. For chil dren cap tur ing a queen or a rook is much more ap peal -
ing than such a non- material con cept as check mate. When the for eign ers
had left, Vla di mir Grigo rye vich or the other train ers would rep ri mand the
most noisy, and the les sons would re sume their course un til the next visit.

The heavy door of the club opened pre cisely at four, and all would head 
for the no tice-boards on which hung the tour na ment ta bles, find out
whom they had to play, set out the pieces, and those play ing with clocks
would ask Vladi mir Grigoryevich or the other train ers: ‘Would you set the
hands for me, please’ – in or der to set the cor rect time, an ad juster was
needed, and it was al ways miss ing on the chess clocks. The most skil ful
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could move the clock hands us ing coins, but this was not al ways pos si ble.
Vladi mir Grigoryevich had his own pat ent, weighted ad juster, which he
rarely let out of his sight, and if this did hap pen, he would rep ri mand any -
one who did not re turn the in stru ment to him straight away. The time
con trol was an hour and three quar ters for 36 moves, af ter which the game 
was ad journed. On an en ve lope the po si tions of the pieces on the board
were re corded, and the clock times noted. A shield formed by the
fingers helped to main tain the se crecy of the sealed move, de fend ing it
against the cu ri ous glances of the op po nent as it was be ing re corded. Af ter
the move had been re corded, the en ve lope was put in a spe cial folder,
await ing the ad journ ment ses sion. Some times, re ply ing to the ques tion by
my mother ‘How did your game go?’ I would re sort to the sav ing for mula
‘ad journed’, but from my de spon dent ap pear ance she no doubt guessed
the bit ter truth.

It was per mit ted to play blitz only once a week, on Sun days. Oc ca sion -
ally per mis sion was re ceived also on a week- day, with the obliga tory
prom ise not to make any noise, a prom ise which, of course, was con stantly 
bro ken. The guilty per son would be chided, and in the event of a re cur -
rence the clocks could be al to gether taken away. If a game was fin ished,
one could ask any trainer who at that mo ment was free, to look through it; 
usu ally this re quest came from the win ner. Once I asked Zak to ana lyse a
game that I had just won. When we ar rived at the criti cal po si tion, I said: ‘I 
stood worse here, of course, but my op po nent was very nerv ous; then I
also got my self into time trou ble, he be gan play ing for time and he went
wrong.’ Vla di mir Grigo rye vich grew visi bly darker. ‘Did I teach you to play 
like that? Dis grace ful! What sort of a trick is that?’ I do not re mem ber all
the words he said to me. The chil dren were afraid of Vla di mir Grigo rye -
vich, per haps more than of the other train ers. ‘What have you got there?’
Vla di mir Grigo rye vich would ask se verely. ‘A sheet of pa per? And do you
know what hap pens to sheets? Where is your the ory note book? Make sure
that this is the last time, and that from now on eve ry thing is trans ferred to
your note book.’ His re buke came back to me quite re cently when, af ter
rum mag ing through eve ry thing, I was un able to find an im por tant piece of 
analy sis on the Grünfeld De fence, which had been writ ten on a loose sheet.

But I can also pic ture him, with a cheer ful twin kle in his eye, as he rep -
ri manded a boy: ‘Which of us were you speak ing to when you said Vla di -
mir Grigo rye vich?’ Along side Zak stood the mas ter player Kiril lov, who
was also called Vla di mir Grigo rye vich, and the boy did not know whether
he was jok ing or be ing se ri ous.
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