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Woods Away! A Brief History of 

Lawn Bowls in Japan
Lawn bowls is one of the UK’s oldest sports, with the oldest 
continuously used bowling green, dating from 1299, being 
the Southampton Old Bowling Green on the south coast of 
England. The most famous game of bowls in history is the 
game that Francis Drake on Plymouth Hoe in the naval port 
of Plymouth in 1588 was playing when he received the news 
that the huge Spanish Armada was not so far away. Drake 
is famous for insisting on finishing the game before he 
joined battle after the tide turned and ultimately caused the 
destruction of the Armada.
Japan’s grass lawns are few and far between because few types 
of grass can withstand the country’s periods of drought and 

heat, and the country’s most famous gardens are of the rock 
type.
Of the western sports introduced into Japan at the end of the 
Edo period and in the Meiji period (1868–1912), cricket and 
lawn bowls have a common requirement for a high-quality 
lawn-type surface. Even though cricketers like J. P. Mollison 
in the Yokohama Cricket Club started importing turf from 
Britain in the late 1860s in order to create a good wicket in 
the center of their cricket grounds, no one familiar with lawn 
bowls was enthusiastic enough to introduce the sport to 

Japan in those early days. Indoor bowling was quite a 
popular sport in Yokohama in the late eighteen sixties, 
and in 1869, Prince Alfred, the Duke of Edinburgh 
(second son of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert), 
played in the winning Navy side against a shore team 
at the Yokohama United Club in Yokohama.
The first reference to lawn bowls I can find in 
contemporary newspapers in Yokohama appears in 
April 1891. The article mentions Drake playing bowls 
and states that ‘In the past winter probably the first 
set of bowls made in Japan was turned by a carpenter 

in Ginza. There is no reason why the 
game should not have a considerable 
vogue here.’  I haven’t looked 
thoroughly, but the first reference to 
the playing of a game of lawn bowls 
that I have found is, disappointingly, 
in Kobe during the Kobe Regatta in 
July 1902 in which Yokohama and 
Shanghai participated. The reference 
is very short: ‘At Lawn Bowls, Byrne 
and Disselduff, of Shanghai, beat John 
Hall and J. W. Birchenall.’ The good 
news for those anxious that KR&AC 
might lay claim to having introduced 
lawn bowls to Japan is that the first 

bowling green in Japan appears to have been in the 
Shioya Country Club and not the KR&AC. 
It is not until 1927 that the Japan Times starts to give 
coverage of lawn bowls, when the sport is mentioned 
alongside baseball, tennis and golf in events held on 
the YC&AC ground to celebrate July 4. Bowlers played 
for a cup. A month later there is an international lawn 
bowls competition featuring the Swiss who beat the 
English and also the US and Ireland. Interport Lawn 
Bowls start in this year between the above-mentioned 
Kobe club and the YC&AC. At that time the bowling 
green appears to have been located to the right of the 

The beautiful second pavilion at Yaguchidai viewed 
over the lawn bowls green, then located to the side of 
the clubhouse (approximately where the locker rooms 
are today)

A big turnout for the opening of the new lawn bowls green in its present location, 8 July 1951, in front of the clubhouse. The 
first postwar pavilion was a modest affair.

D. Dentici (YC&AC President 1952–54) presents 
a bouquet to Mrs. Waterman, wife of Lawn 
Bowls Captain Myles, who rolled the first jack on 
opening day.

Opening day action, 8 July 1951. The car park to the left is the present-day 
location of the swimming pool.

Prince Mikasa, here being introduced to a young member, was among the dignitaries who watched the games on opening day.
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clubhouse where the Locker Rooms are situated today. 
Ten Interports of men’s lawn bowls were played in the 
period up to 1953 with the YC&AC winning six, the 
Shioya C. C. winning three and one being drawn. Ladies 
Interport lawn bowls did not start until after WW2 in 
1952 with the YC&AC winning the very first one.
In 1929 lawn bowls is again one of the key sports in the 
July 4 celebrations and Mr. Heseltine, at one time YC&AC 
president, was reported as the victor.
It was as the clouds of war gathered in 1940 and 1941 that 
lawn bowls starts to get a lot of media coverage. Miss T. 
Planas won the annual tournament in September 1940 
and P. H. Lord and G. E. Beatty and the winner K. F. 
Wiesum were prominent in the men’s tournament. In the 
International Tournament that year the Continental Team 
consisting of Miss Planas, E. Dentici, D. Dentici, and K. 
F. Wiersum proved too strong for the British. E. Dentici, 
affectionately known as ‘Pappy,’ became president of the 
YC&AC in September 1941 (–1943).
On July 8 1951 the new bowling green was opened at its 
present location. Prince and Princess Mikasa (Takahito) 
were among the dignitaries present as were the Governor 
and Mrs. Uchiyama, and Mr. and Mrs. Shibusawa. The 
function started at 10:45 with the traditional ‘rolling of 
the jack’ by Mrs. Myles S. Waterman, wife of the popular 
Chairman of the Lawn Bowls Section. Mr. D. Dentici 
(YC&AC president 1952–54) then presented a bouquet to 

Mrs. Waterman and declared the green officially open.
The successful rink, based on winning by the biggest 
margin, in the morning tournament was skippered 
by Robert Verleysen, strongly supported by, amongst 
others, J. C. Hancock (No. 3) and K. Hamsten (No. 2), 
who defeated Messrs G. C. Jorge (Skip), W. H. Helm, 
C. Broms and Mrs. M. Waterman.  
The distinguished guests watched the games with keen 
interest under gaily colored beach umbrellas set out 
on the side of the green. Lunch was served from 1 to 3 
pm, after which a Knock-Out Rink Competition was 
held which was won by M. L. da Rosa (Skip), assisted 
by G. Beatty (No. 3), J. Dehouck (No. 2) and Mrs. B. V.  
de Senna (lead).
At the conclusion of the competition, the bowlers, 
their families and friends adjourned to the Club House 
for refreshments and dancing to the strains of the Hilo 
Island. During the Tea Dance, awards were presented 
to the winners and runners-up of the keenly contested 
morning and afternoon tournaments. An exceedingly 
lively party was terminated at 8:30 p.m. to crown the 
end of a perfect day.
Lawn bowls on that green in the YC&AC has gone 
from strength to strength.
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Players in the Lawn Bowls Interport of October 1951, won by YC&AC

Into the sixties… Competing for the Liberty Bell

Halcyon days: An unobstructed view of the bay over the lawn bowls green


