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Epilogue My Golf: An Individual Endeavor

I am a ‘gaijin’ – a foreigner in Japan. I was 30 when I arrived and 32 when it became clear that I would be spending the rest of my life here. So ... I got busy: I got married, built a house, got a dog, established a career, raised two children and watched them move off to university, ... I made a life ... and lived a life. Looking back on it, it was a fulfilling and enjoyable journey to 60; I felt as if I had been very successful here in Japan. And then golf happened.
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And then golf happened

So, I re-started golf at 62 ... in Japan. I had played when I was in my teens ... I joined my father in his pursuit of golf; this was in a central USA state with lots of nature and lots of golf. I think my father hoped it would become a ‘sporting activity’ that would prove useful later in life. It didn’t work; I wasn’t any good and I came to hate everything about the sport. I promised myself that I would never set foot on a golf course again in my life. And I made it all the way to 60. And then golf happened. 

And then golf happened. Funny how things turn out. A friend – a Japanese friend who owns his own company – a plumbing company, of all things – invited me to join his company golf competition. I begged off for many years – saying I wasn’t interested in golf – I may have even shared my childhood trauma about golf with him – and then some unknown spirit moved me and I agreed. And so, there I was at 62 plus some change, starting golf all over again; once again faced with the dismal prospect of time spent on some golf course where I didn’t belong. But – and here is the part about things turning out funny – even though my golf remains mildly disappointing (to my golf mates, anyway), I am gradually beginning to make peace with the game. I might even say that I have come around to quite enjoy it – go figure. And then golf happened. 

And then golf happened. I realized one day when I was out struggling through a round all alone on a weekday afternoon ... I don’t really know very much about golf. I was golfing again, but it was Japanese golf ... I was learning about golf, but it was through explanations of golf offered in Japanese and through experiences of Japanese golf. I realized I better start finding out a bit more and organizing things a bit better. So, I started reading about golf ... started getting things sorted out properly ... and here we are. And then golf happened. 

A book for golfers?

According to the Internet on my computer (which is where the Internet is, isn’t it?), there are over 10,000 books about golf written in English, with about 50 that are touted as those that ‘every golfer should read’ ... narrowed down further to ‘10 golf classics.’ Whatever. This certainly not one of the ten ... and I doubt that it will become one of the 50. This book will be of no use for the ‘golfer’ in the sense of expanding your knowledge of golf or pushing your golf skills to a new level. If you read about golf, you will know about the history, the major courses and tournaments, and the big names – past and present. Most golfers will also know the ‘technical’ stuff that comes up – probably better than I know it – swing technique, play strategy, and equipment characteristics – after all, I am still working all that out for myself. That is not what this book is about. But ... golf in Japan and Japanese golf? Here is the content of this book. Mind you, there are some very significant distinctions at work here: Golf and Japan and Golf in Japan are both very different topics from Japanese Golf. Yes ... golf is golf ... anywhere you play it and whoever you play it with ... but Japanese Golf with Japanese players on Japanese courses with Japanese language and Japanese customs turns out to be something a bit different. Please keep that in mind as you proceed through this book. 

Why me? 

Why me for this book? I am neither a low-handicap golfer nor a technical golf fanatic. I started because of a friend ... I play with a cheap golf bag full of hand-me-down-clubs .... My scores are usually around 100 (a score of 72 is par – the perfect score on an 18-hole round of golf – the score every golfer is seeking; just in case you didn’t know) .... I am famous among my golf mates for commenting on the quality of the benches that are often placed at the tee areas; you can’t do better than a comfortable seat from which to enjoy the view of a curving and perfectly maintained fairway with some white birches lined up on one side against the backdrop of green forest and blue sky while you recover from another exhausting 3-over or 4-over par marathon on a straightforward par-four hole. Sometimes I completely forget about the golf and just enjoy the quiet place, the gentle breeze, the warmth of the sun, and the sounds of the birds – until someone breaks me from my peaceful reverie. Bless the patience of my Japanese golf mates.

That said ... I do enjoy golf – I enjoy the practice, I enjoy the various golf courses, I enjoy the back and forth of golf-talk that comes with my group as we move through our round (even though it is in Japanese). I enjoy learning about golf and knowing about the clubs and the balls; I particularly delight in the vocabulary of the technology and how golfers describe the fit and feel and the characteristics and performance. I enjoy reading the course descriptions and perusing the interactive fairway maps; I am committed to learning the strategies of play to confront the confounding complexity of a sport that should be so easy to excel at ... but excruciatingly isn’t. For those who play golf, some of this is going to be a familiar path: you know about equipment and practice ... you know about play and strategy. But I invite you to come along – my understanding of game, club and play will sometimes reveal my beginner status and I don’t want to insult educated readers with long and boring texts about things they know; but I think I have some unique perspectives and can present something new and creative ... about Japanese golf, anyway. 

So, again ... why me for this book? I came to Japan at 30 ... I am now 65 ... do the math. I am married, am a university professor, have raised the kids, own a house, drive a nice car, enjoy a beer on a warm evening or a nice pinot noir if I’m feeling upscale, and I am now enjoying and exploring and experimenting with and recovering from and reading, studying, musing and posting online about a completely new part of life – golf; I just happen to be doing so in Japan. And there is where the fun begins.

Writing a Book or Telling Stories?

What I am hoping to accomplish with this book – (troubled pause) – is difficult for me to identify. That doesn’t bode well for the book, but bear with me. I tell a lot of stories – I like to tell a lot of stories – Japanese friends generally like my stories (or they are just waiting patiently and don’t ever say anything – which would be very ‘Japanese’ of them); I suppose this book is a way to work up and offer you some of my golf stories ... my Japanese Golf stories. 

I wrote a lot of this book as if I was ‘telling it;’ thus, it is going to ‘read’ less as prose and paragraphs than an ongoing oral narrative ... me talking to you in a spoken story style. If it makes it through whatever editing that awaits it intact, the text will likely have a lot of unfinished phrases and bits and pieces of thought and random sentence strings that are connected solely by my original use of punctuation. Reading it aloud (or maybe in a small voice ... or even if only inside your head) just might add to the sense of the stories when they come up and make them a bit more realistic. I also find it soothing to hear language rather than read it – maybe that is just me, but there you go. 

In order to understand the history of Japanese golf, it might be good to know a bit of the history of Japan. And if you don’t agree – if you say that you don’t need to know the history of a place to appreciate the golf of a place – I would say that knowing a bit of Japan’s history is good for you regardless. 

––––––––
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Japan’s History: The Short Version

So, let’s begin in the Jomon Period (up to about 300 BC), when the people of the islands that were to become Japan were mainly gatherers, hunters, and fishers. The spread of rice farming during the Yayoi Period (300 BC - 250 AD) brought complex social hierarchies and larger settlements that began gradually to unify into larger local domains and Japan finds itself united and at peace, more or less, for about 1,000 years. The Muromachi Period (starting in 1338) and the Azuchi-Momoyama Period (starting in 1573) see the introduction of firearms and Christianity to Japan, an unsuccessful invasion of the Korean peninsula by Japan, and multiple areas of localized power struggles and internal conflict within Japan, all leading to the rise of Tokugawa Ieyasu, Japan’s first shogun. The Edo Period (1603 - 1868) was two-and-a-half centuries of military leadership, self-imposed isolation, and general peace, making possible the rise of a unique Japanese culture, which came to an end with Japan being forced to open up to international trade in the 1850s. The Meiji Period (1868 - 1912) through the Taisho Period (1912 - 1926) saw dramatic change in Japan: restoration of Imperial leadership; adoption of many Western scientific, technological, philosophical, legal and aesthetic ideas; two regional wars; annexation of Korea; Japan joining allied forces in WWI. The Showa Period (1926 - 1989) then opened with war - the Second Sino-Japanese War - followed by WWII and the Pacific War, Japan’s surrender, and the Allied Occupation, which eventually ended in 1952. The early post-war years were dedicated to rebuilding lost industrial capacity and by the 1960s, Japan’s economy opened to international competition, albeit with the protection of such powerful governmental bodies as the Ministry of International Trade and Industry. The 1964 Summer Olympics in Tokyo fully marked the re-emergence of Japan in the international community. Japan continued to Westernize through the 1970s and 80s, importing music and movies, while also exporting its own culture in the form of animation (anime), comic books (manga) and literature (Yasunari Kawabata and Yukio Mishima, for example). The world celebrated Japan in the 1970 World Exposition, held in Osaka, and mourned Japan with the 1985 crash of Japan Air Lines flight 123, which set a dark record for the most aircraft deaths. The Heisei Period (1989 - 2019) began with the death of Emperor Hirohito in 1989 and soon saw the burst of Japan’s so-called Bubble Economy and the start of Japan’s so-called Lost Decade. Despite dramatic deflation and governmental efforts to restructure the economy, the twenty-year Heisei Period also saw emergence of a global Japanese anime boom, adoption of the Kyoto Protocol to regulate greenhouse gases in 1997, a $10 billion contribution to fighting the Gulf War, and several major earthquakes: one in Kobe in 1995, another in 2004 on Honshu’s west coast, and another in 2011 in the Tohoku Region which was the strongest recorded earthquake in history and led to a 10-meter tsunami and a disaster at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. By the mid-2010s, Japan was welcoming (or not) a record number of tourists (31 million in 2018) and continued as the world’s largest creditor, with net global assets of 328 trillion yen. Which brings us to the present, the Reiwa Period, which began on May 1, 2019 with the abdication of Emperor Akihito and the ascension of his son Naruhito to the Chrysanthemum Throne. The Covid-19 pandemic brought both an economic recession in Japan (as well as pretty much everywhere else) and the postponement of the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, which were subsequently held in 2021. By 2022, most activities and events were returning to normal. And that is the summer that golf happened.

Japan at present has a population of 123.4 billion, which makes it the 11th most populous country globally. Japan’s GDP as of a 2024 estimate is 6.572 trillion US dollars, 5th globally, for a per capita level of just over 53,000 US dollars, 34th globally. It has a Gini rate of 33.4, which places it at ‘medium inequality,’ and an HDI (human development index), a statistical composite index of life expectancy, education, and per capita income, of 0.92, which brings a very high rating and a rank of 24th globally. 

So, onto Japanese golf. 

Most people – if you asked them to name a Japanese sport, one that they connect most closely with Japan – would likely come up with judo, karate, and sumo. However, if you think about the sports Japanese athletes are beginning to play and excel at as well as everyone else on the world stage – the list mirrors most other countries ... and features many Western sports ... including golf. The import of these sports into Japan was mainly during the 40-plus year Meiji Period (1868-1912): gymnastics in 1872, soccer and tennis in 1878, track and field in 1883, baseball in 1890, competitive swimming in 1898, and rugby in 1899. Golf was a latecomer – but at present Japan is probably among the top three countries in the global golf market. 

––––––––
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Japan’s Golf History: Versions 1 & 2

Most of what you find on the Internet and Wikipedia about the beginnings of golf in Japan tells the same story: 

The short version from a website titled Old Tokyociting Wikipedia:

In 1903, a group of British expatriates established the first golf club in Japan, at Kobe. In 1913, the Tokyo Golf Club at Komazawa was established for and by native Japanese ... In 1924, The Japan Golf Association was established by the seven golf clubs then in existence. During the 1920s and early 1930s several new courses were built ... By 1941, there were 23 golf courses in Japan and by 1956, there were 72. Between 1960 and 1964, the number of courses increased from 195 to 424. By the early 1970s, there were over 1,000 courses. The 1987 Resort Law ... created a further boom in golf course construction and by 2009, there were over 2,900 golf courses in Japan. (Reference 1)

So, golf was brought to Japan by foreigners and was initially exclusively for foreigners. Once the locals took it up, a hundred years go by and the country is inching toward 3,000 golf courses (by the account above, anyway). For a more in-depth look at what happened, how it happened and why it happened, there is the work of Angus Lockyerand Nisaburo Murakushi; conveniently, both the trajectories they lay out are quite similar. (References 2, 3, 4)

Version 1

Angus Lockyer sets up his history of golf in Japan into periods. He opens the first (period) with the start of golf in Kobe in 1903 (as above), adds in a course in Yokohama three years later and a course established in a location called Unzen in 1912. (Geography comes in the next section, so for now, just understand that these locations were where the foreigners where at this point in Japan’s history. The exact location is less important than the fact that these courses did actually exclude Japanese ... which wasn’t all that unusual at this point in Japan’s history.) These early courses did not allow Japanese as either members or players, but rather focused as much on sociality amongst foreigners as they did on the game itself, and thus this early period Lockyer quite appropriately labels the ‘expatriate period.’ Lockyer puts the establishment of an indigenous course for Japanese with the Tokyo Golf Club, established in 1914 (as opposed to 1913, but what’s a year here or there?) as the result of “the characteristic combination of public figures, private capital and informal networks,” and refers to this as the start of Japan’s ‘inaugural period’ for golf. Soon enough there were other courses: one in Karuizawa in 1921 and the Hodogaya club in 1922. Thus begins Lockyer’s third period, the ‘establishment period,’ which appropriately includes the ‘establishment’ of the Japan Golf Association in 1924, seen as acknowledging a critical mass of Japanese courses and Japanese golfers. The fourth period Lockyer labels ‘continued enthusiasm,’ marked by increasing media interest in golf and the start of various courses sponsoring exhibition matches and tournaments. There were 71 courses in 1941 and about 110,000 golfers according to Lockyer’s account. While enthusiasm in golf persisted during the war years, the sport remained the domain of aristocratic monopoly, a private affair for the rich and not yet a consumer good for the masses. Simply playing golf was also difficult during this period, with the game played under conditions referred to as ‘subterfuge’ – after all, golf didn’t contribute anything to the war effort – after which golf courses were commandeered by the occupying Americans during the post-war years. 

Lockyer continues, outlining the postwar waves, the first of which began in the late 1950s. By 1957, there were 118 courses and some 300,000 golfers, who cumulatively played 1.8 million rounds of golf during a typical year (just how did they measure such things ... especially in the 1950s and 1960s?). Five years later, there were 195 courses which endured 7.4 million rounds (increasing numbers of golfers likely meant a decrease in the quality of play and a lot of wear and tear on these early golf courses ... hence ‘endured’). Golf in Japan got a boost when an international golf tournament that was at the time known as the Canada Cup (now known as the World Cup) was held in Japan in 1957, with Japanese golfer Nakaura Torakichi winning in both the individual and team competitions. By the middle of the 1960s golf was well on its way to becoming an integral component of Japanese business, with ambitious salarymen now working to perfect their play if they wanted to climb the corporate ladder. There were other factors contributing to golf’s growth in the 1960s: television broadcasts of professional golf, the inauguration of the Japan Women’s Open, the emergence of Japanese golf giant and larger-than-life Jumbo Ozaki. With healthy profits throughout the Japanese business world through the late 1960s and early 1970s, the eyes of the wise corporate investor turned to the construction industries and golf courses: 100 new courses were built every year from 1973 to 1976, taking the total from 770+ to 1,228; the number of golf rounds per year jumped from 20.5 million in 1970 to 41.7 million in 1975. 

These numbers continued to increase, with the courses reaching just under 1,500 by 1983 making possible 63 million rounds. By 1989, 90 million rounds per year were being played, with 135 million users hitting the practice ranges. As course development was bringing in somewhat questionable infusions of unaccountable capital into the world of golf, club memberships were fast becoming a target for speculation. With top end memberships asking over 130,000 US dollars (at the time) as the initial membership fee, the allure of golf for the rich was obvious, but the reality was that over-selling on most courses meant that at a single-course, 18 hole club with somewhere around 20,000 members, very few could actually get a tee-time to play. 

By the 1990s Japan’s economic bubbles were bursting – the Japanese economy was imploding. The Nikkei index had halved by 1992 and the economic foundation of Japanese golf was shifting. The last year of the decade saw 27 golf-course bankruptcies, 25 in 2000, 57 in 2001 and 98 in 2002. The slide continued as it slowed: 71 bankruptcies in 2005 as it fell to 26 by 2009. Post collapse saw foreign, mostly American, investment into Japanese golf course ownership, with Japanese golf-course management re-orienting itself toward a more open style and courting a new generation of golfers, one that included younger players and women. By this time, however, golf had spread beyond the corporate world to become an object of broad social desire more generally. 

Version 2

Murakushi – the second of our Japanese golf historians – skips over the early stuff and starts his account with post-war golf and Japan’s high-growth economy, dividing his history of golf as well into four phases, the first beginning from the late 1950s, when golf began to gain popularity. According to Murakushi, Japan at the time had somewhere just over 110 golf courses; by the late 1960s, that number had grown to just under 600. Murakushi’s explanation for this five-fold increase in the number of courses is (similar to most other accounts) that golf went from being a sport reserved for members of the privileged class to gradually becoming accessible to a wider range of people. What was once the game of social elites and company presidents was gradually spreading downward to a broader spectrum of the professional class and outward to the same in outlying areas of Japan, north and west. This expansion was made possible for three principal reasons (according to Murakushi's account, anyway). First, Japan’s financial foundation at the time allowed inexpensive development of golf courses; the country was geared for infrastructural development and golf courses represented an inexpensive sector to take advantage of. Second, the deposit-based golf memberships that characterized early Japanese golf became tools for speculation, providing the money for this burst of building and turning golf into an investment via ownership of such a membership. And third was the birth of ‘business golf,’ which, undertaken at company expense, became an ideal place to make contacts and complete deals. Murakushi’s second period centers on the 1970s, when the continued expansion of the Japanese economy contributed to continuation of an era of easy construction, which meant a continued ballooning number of golf courses, from just under 600 at the beginning of the decade to just over 1,400 by 1979. In addition, during this period, middle and even lower managerial level staff and directors of medium and small businesses and wealthy shop owners were able to enjoy golf, expanding the player base. Following on this was the third phase, occurring over the 1980s, when Japan’s economy was roaring and Japan, Inc. was emerging as a global financial power. The standard of living was improving, leisure time was growing, and with the enactment of the Resort Law in 1987, which reduced protection on agricultural land and forest preserves so as to stimulate the domestic tourism sector in outlying areas of Japan, the number of golf courses to serve this demand jumped again: from 1,400-plus in 1980 to 1,925 courses in 1991, with the number of players jumping from 10 million in the early 1980s to 13 million by the end of the decade. Finally, the fourth of Murakushi’s four phases covers the bursting of the bubble following the collapse of Japanese financial markets. However, as there were many course construction plans already unfolding, the number of courses continued to increase, with the number of course reaching over 2,200 by 1995, before the bankruptcies started to occur. 

And there you have it: golf chronologically and by the numbers, connected to Japan’s economic history, the trajectory of its construction industry, and as a lead-in to contemporary Japanese ‘leisure,’ a position it holds somewhat tenuously at present.

Lockyear and Murakushi have provided us with fairly complete accounts of Japan’s golf history by periods, dates and numbers. There are, of course, other ways to work through golf’s trajectory in Japan: as responding to, responsible for, and representative of a range of complex and inter-related social trends, for example. I will cite this as the work of W. David Marx, as it is his, published on his blog on September 12, 2011 (Reference 1). Having noted the origin, I will do my best to represent the totality of Marx’s erudite treatment as I ‘edit the content judiciously ... audaciously ... even aggressively,’ and add my own prose so as to ‘frame the content purposely

––––––––
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Japan’s Golf History: Version 3       Marx opens by asserting that Japan’s “enduring obsession with golf” is quite conspicuous ... striking ... attention-grabbing – in that golf has come to have “an enormous legion of fans that expands far beyond the rigidities of (the) workplace hierarchies” that have long (I might say contemporarily) defined the game socially, if not societally. Marx’s text: “The game has grown and shifted together with society — providing a useful metaphor for understanding both the country’s emergence as an economic power in the 20th century and the downfall of the salaryman-dominated social system in the 21st.”

Marx refers to an early image of Japanese golf presented to the world: “Back in 1964, an infamous photograph appeared in Life [magazine] of atomized salarymen at a three-story driving range hitting balls into the void. This etched a nearly permanent narrative for the rest of the world: The busy people of a very crowded Japan were trying to live out the fantasy Western lifestyle at any extreme.” Fast-forward 25 years and Japanese businessmen were filling the courses of Hawaii and California, with a wealthy Japanese buyer purchasing California’s Pebble Beach Golf Links in 1990. But even as the Japanese economy faltered and golf teetered with it, by the 2020s, golf had become as deeply-embedded in Japanese culture as green tea and baseball (Marx’s references, not mine). So, the journey that Marx takes us on is one that answers how “golf has weathered a full century of tremendous social change to still reign as a dominant sport. How did this one particular game of hitting a little white ball into a distant hole become so entrenched in the Japanese psyche?”
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