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San Francisco, CA – At the recent American Bridge League Championships hare total player attendance for the wee-long event was over 12,000.  The vast majority of the attendees were players who participated in the big events such as The Blue Ribbon Pairs.
Bridge is now big business around the world, and particularly in the U.S.  There are over 200,000 dues-paying members of the American contract Bridge League (ACBL).  Sanctioned tournaments are held weekly at various locations throughout the country.  Whereas the majority of bridge players would have to be categorized as “duffers,” there is a corps of recognized experts who play the game for a living.

Although a few name players, such as Charles Cohen, Ira Corn, and Omar Sharif (the movie actor) have gained international recognition through bridge columns in newspapers and magazines, there are several other top players who make a comfortable living as “hired guns.”  These individuals, who travel the country (and world) to participate in the major tournaments, rent themselves out (sometimes by the hour!) as partners for wealthy, but less talented, bridge lovers who like to win.

A good professional bridge player can command $600 a day to carry a patron through six hours of bridge.  It is not uncommon for a super-rich bridge aficionado to hire three professionals to enable him to form a four member team in an attempt to win a major event, such as here in San Francisco.  I will let you do the math on the total expenses to feed this habit.

Until recently, the bridge pros have preferred free-lancing and occasional teaching opportunities at bridge clinics to support themselves.  Now, however, several bridge pros have come out of the closet and have formed the APBP (Association of Professional Bridge Players).  Because bridge has never been a major spectator sport, there have been few sponsors to establish big prize money for tournaments.  The APBP hopes that it can organize top players and somehow gain the financial success enjoyed by other sports professionals.  Their plans include a professional tour similar to that of tennis, golf and bowling in addition to a World Series of Bridge to be marketed on cable TV.  They also envision a computerized client referral service for bridge teachers and playing professionals.

After all, who would have predicted only 20 years ago that the average American professional athlete in a major sport would now be making over $100,000 a year?  
I thought you might like to know.
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