Winning with Wimpy
As I get older, more and more things seem to tick me off.  I used to be able to let it go, but at times I feel I just have to let off some steam.  Every month, the first column I read in the ACBL Bulletin is the Letters to the Editor.  Truthfully, I rarely agree with every letter, but I found the January issue to be filled with complaints that were just plain aggravating!
I’ll start with the very first letter by LS who felt it was “disingenuous” (her word not mine) for someone to work towards becoming Life Master by playing with a “pro”.  I know a lot of people feel that way because I used to feel that way myself.  Not everyone hiring a pro partner is doing so to win masterpoints.  Some can simply afford to play with the best, and others have an actual desire to learn something!  Since I’ve started teaching, players come up to me all the time asking about how to improve their game.  The most effective way is to play with someone better than yourself – and pay attention! I see players who consistently make the same mistakes over and over again. Although it’s considered rude to give lessons at the table, I do my best to point out little things as often as possible. When I’m playing with a student however, the mistakes are noticed and addressed with great frequency.  I’m not kidding when I say that you’ll learn more playing 3 months with an instructor than with 5 years of club play.  If you are serious about improving, and you can afford it, it’s money extremely well spent.
My next beef was with IL who complained that having won 5400 pts online, that only about one-third were being recognized by the ACBL for rank advancement. What’s more, at tournaments and club games, all her points are counted full value, placing her in higher strats or flights.  She almost had me hooked into believing she had valid grievance until she cried that she would have won more points in the B strat if all her points hadn’t qualified.  She can’t have it both ways. Either she is a B player who won a bunch of points online which shouldn’t be counted, or she is an A player whose online points should be recognized toward rank advancement. She whines that she could have won more points if policies were different.
Here’s the dirty little secret that the ACBL would prefer you ignore: Masterpoints don’t mean anything! They have no value now, and they never did! Being a Life Master doesn’t mean you are good player. Neither does being a Bronze LM, Silver LM, or Gold LM. The fact that you may have been a good player in the past does not make it true today.  Good players win.  They win knockouts. They win team games. They win pairs events.  If I was at a partnership desk and had to choose between two strangers, one with 3500 masterpoints, and another with 800 who won two open Regional titles last year, it’s no contest. Winning makes the difference.
Bridge players have evolved into a group that covet masterpoints. It’s the only currency the League pays out, so it has become the fool’s gold.  Consider two brothers working for their father on a farm. Both are paid a nickel for a 12 hour day of work. Both are happy. One day one of them discovers his brother is being paid a dime, so he quits and leaves home. It’s a perfectly human reaction, but the bottom line is that it’s still silly. 
The masterpoints argument is just as dumb. When someone wins a masterpoint award for less perceived achievement than we needed to win the same, we feel somehow cheated. We want our points to mean something, and if somebody else can do it with less effort, it seems like our points have been cheapened. Masterpoints are a very poor indication of skill level, yet the mindset has always been that more is better. It’s really not.
We’ve all experienced the anxiety of chasing those first 300.  Those points meant something. Achieving Life Master was and is one of my greatest bridge accomplishments. After that, the rest pales in comparison. I recently passed 2500, and it meant almost nothing. Cheri Bjerkan passed 10,000 masterpoints in that same issue. Ask her where that feat ranks in her bridge career and she'll tell you it doesn't make top 20. She's won national championships. You can’t take those away, and you can’t cheapen them. I don’t think I know any great player who cares about how many masterpoints they have. It’s a useless stat.
You shouldn’t be competing for masterpoints. You should be competing to win. If Ms. IL considered herself a B player, then she should be ecstatic that her team beat all the other B teams. She doesn’t need a masterpoint award to validate her accomplishment. Masterpoint races are amusing, but there is almost always somebody with more time, money, and resources to do better. They are hardly fair. If  JC and JR feel that players earn masterpoints more easily today than in the past, they are absolutely right. So what?  It doesn’t diminish what they had done. I see people with more masterpoints than me that I feel I can outplay.  I see many with fewer than me that I can see are stronger. It just doesn’t matter. 

This takes us to letters from JC and JR who protested that clubs running regular charity games for $1 extra should be regulated and/or restricted. It’s “masterpoints for sale” they cry. As a club owner who runs charity games virtually every game of the year, I feel qualified to respond. I run these games because my players prefer them. I also stratify my games because when more players win points they have a better time.  I couldn’t care less that Janet won more points for 2nd overall in my 7 table game than Tracy picked up for topping two sections somewhere else. Like the ACBL, masterpoints are one of the few “currencies” I have to make the people who patronize my club happy.  If the League allows it, and the players prefer it, why would anyone consider doing anything else?
Finally, there was one letter I actually liked. BC asked if players could try to stop “snapping” their cards. 99% of the snappers out there don’t realize they are doing it, and even more don’t appreciate how disturbing it can be to some people. This is an easily modified habit. If you find yourself or your partner snapping their cards on the table, stop it right now.  Then, complain about something by writing a Letter to the Editor of the Bulletin. It’s my favorite section of the magazine. 















