
Golf business in Japan: 
taking lessons from U.S.? 

by Mac Hunter 

Lee Trevino gets some help reading a green at the 1976 Taiheiyo Club Masters Golf 
Tournament. Yes, his caddie is a female—98 percent of them in Japan are. U.S. golf 
pros are heroes there. 

Golf is doing a brisk business in Japan But the Japanese aren' t complain-
— at least until it comes down to the ing. They happily and homogenously 
business of playing it. accept conditions as they exist be-

Indeed, one jet-age connotation c a u s e s i n c e the b e g i n n i n g of the 
appl icable to T h e Land of The Rising " G o r u f u " boom they haven' t known 
Sun is that for an enthusiast to play conditions any dif ferent . So what if 
some of Japan's 1,000 courses, he 's go- many of Japan's 16 mill ion golfers 
ing to have to greet the sun as it peeks rarely swing a c lub at any place other 
over Mt. Fuj i . J apanese golfers are, to than her 5,000 driving ranges? So what 
put it succinctly, backed up to the tea if many of those driving ranges are 
house. It may be the only place in the three-decked enclosed edi f ices w h e r e 
world w h e r e a man would need to call a man simply hits a ball into a net at 
to get a starting time on the pract ice fair ly close range? That ' s okay, too. 
tee. T h e y are keen students of the 

~ " "7 game. T h e y will drive for miles just to 
Mac Hunter, well-known former golf A . . u-u-r . . . . r ' , ,, see an A m e r i c a n give an exhibit ion, 
professional, now manufactures and sells , . , , £ . , 
f . ,. r ,r • t rr . which, apart from osmosis and vora-
his own line of golf equipment. He recent- . 1 

ly returned from a trip to Japan and c l o u s r e a d i n g , is o n e of t h e f e w m e t h -
hrought back the observations printed ods avai lable to them for learning the 
here. techniques of the swing. 



Western influence 
T h e i n f l u e n c e of A m e r i c a n Technol-
ogy can be de t ec t ed in all aspects of 
golf in Japan . Rober t T r e n t Jones and 
his son h a v e con t r i bu t ed to course de-
sign. So h a v e Jack Nick laus and Ar-
nold P a l m e r . In fact , most of the major 
A m e r i c a n e q u i p m e n t m a n u f a c t u r e r s 
h a v e a J a p a n e s e c o u n t e r p a r t . "Made 
in U S A " golf e q u i p m e n t is as much in 
d e m a n d n o w as w a t c h e s , shoes , 
pu r ses , etc., h a v e long b e e n to the 
s ty le -or ien ted J a p a n e s e consumers . 

T h e r e is also a g rowing awareness 
of the i m p o r t a n c e of d isp lay . Repre-
sen ta t ives of J a p a n e s e m e r c h a n d i s e r s 
h a v e vis i ted my c o m p a n y as well as 
o the r s to a s s imi la te n e w methods. 
Wh i l e the golf shop in J apan is com-
p a r a b l e to w h a t it w a s in the U.S. 20 
y e a r s ago, t h e r e is a g rowing aware-
ness that j unk ines s is going out of style 
and that to i n su re that merchand i se 
k e e p s moving some th ing must be done 
to make it more attractive. There is an 
u r g e n t m o v e t o w a r d r e f i n e m e n t 
through be t t e r coun t e r d i sp lays and 
o the r m e r c h a n d i s i n g t echn iques . 

T h e lag is u n d e r s t a n d a b l e . Golf 
g r ew so r ap id ly in Japan that no one 
n e e d e d to c o n c e r n h imsel f wi th mak-
ing the p r o d u c t a t t rac t ive . It was 
m e r e l y a m a t t e r of t u rn ing a fast yen 
by conver t ing a shop that previously 
m a y h a v e sold all m a n n e r and means 
of m e r c h a n d i s e into a golf shop to 
keep pace with the demand . This is not 
to say that the shops a r e poor ly oper-
a ted ; U.S. m e r c h a n d i s i n g has pres-
s u r e d them into be ing compet i t ive . 

Adver t i s ing , in a coun t ry roughly 
the size of M o n t a n a , is a s imple proc-
ess. T h e r e a r e no la rge o v e r h e a d costs 
to be a b s o r b e d . T h e golf magaz ines of 
Japan a r e p r i n t e d on inexpens ive 
p a p e r and a m e r c h a n d i s e r or manu-
f a c t u r e r has only to b u y space in a 
coup le of them to r e a c h a m a r k e t that 
may p r o d u c e a gross r e v e n u e of up to 
$5 mil l ion. 

T h e f i g u r e h e a d pro is no more the 
m e r c h a n d i s e r than h e is the teacher . 
H e cou ldn ' t c a re less. If h e has his 
h a n d out, it is m e r e l y to gree t the cli-
en te l e . Un le s s he is a p lay ing pro, 
such as Jumbo Ozaki or Takash i Mura-
kami , he en joys no spec ia l s ta tus or so-
cial posi t ion. But the evolu t ion of golf 
in Japan may change that , too. 

It is a spor t that s e e m s to be rising 
just like the sun . • 

T h e s q u a r e foo tage of the shops is 
smal l and c lu t t e red f r o m f loor to ceil-
ing. Like eve ry th ing e lse in Tokyo, the 
shops a r e w e d g e d into c r a m p e d a r e a s 
w h e r e no s p a c e s e e m s to exist. 

How did it begin? 
Golf c a m e to t r ade -consc ious J apan 
through the s tore w i n d o w — as op-
posed to A m e r i c a and England , w h e r e 
the g a m e is rooted in he r ed i t y . M i n d -
ful of the glut of m e r c h a n d i s i n g that 
s p r a n g up in this coun t ry d u r in g the 
a f f l u e n t sixties, the p e r c e p t i v e and 
innova t ive J a p a n e s e b u s i n e s s m a n s a w 
the po ten t ia l for it in his count ry . 

Oh, t h e . g a m e exis ted in J apan be-
fo re . But only on a ve ry l imi ted r ich 
m a n ' s scale . It had roughly the s a m e 

What about the pro? 
T h e pro doesn ' t ins t ruc t much . Per -
h a p s he could, but he doesn ' t . H e is 
not the d r iv ing fo r ce of the b u s i n e s s 
that his Y a n k e e c o u n t e r p a r t h a s al-
w a y s b e e n . In Japan , he is an emp loy -
ee of the c lub — bas ica l ly a goodwil l 
a m b a s s a d o r u n d e r cont rac t to one of 
the huge c o n g l o m e r a t e s w h i c h o w n 
m a n y of the cour ses bui l t du r i ng the 
boom. 

T h e c o n g l o m e r a t e s — s u c h as 
Kokudo Keikaku, the largest of them, 
wh ich is b a s e d on r a i l r o a d s and the 
P r ince cha in of l uxu ry hote ls — o w n 
not only the c lubs and the c lub p ros ' 
cont rac ts , bu t the shops that sell the 
e q u i p m e n t in the city as wel l . Lock 
stock and b a r r e l . 

And w h e n y o u ' r e ta lking abou t p a t r o n a g e in J apan as polo in the U.S. 
the merchandis ing of Japanese equip- T h e r e w e r e poss ib ly 100 cour ses in 
men t , b a r r e l , or p e r h a p s bin, is the ap- Japan in 1957 w h e n Torak ich i (Pete) 
p r o p r i a t e te rm. Golf ba l l s a r e sold in N a k a m u r a scored w h a t w a s then con-
that m a n n e r , in huge c o n t a i n e r s that s i de r ed a m a j o r upse t in the C a n a d a 
sit ou t s ide the n u m e r o u s shops that Cup m a t c h e s (now Wor ld Cup) by de-
spec ia l i ze in golf e q u i p m e n t . T h e r e is f e a t i ng Sam S n e a d , G a r y P layer , a n d 
no n e e d to w o r r y abou t thef t . T h e D a v e T h o m a s of W a l e s by s e v e n 
J a p a n e s e h a v e the lowes t c r ime r a t e in s t rokes w h i l e f in i sh ing the t ou rna -
the wor ld . men t 14 u n d e r pa r . 

„ , , u l f i j • Not long a f t e r N a k a m u r a ' s victory, 
P e r h a p s the golf m e r c h a n d i s e T

 b , t t , . , .. the J a p a n e s e began to r ea l i ze that golf, shops p r o v i d e an even m o r e expl ic i t . v ' , , ° , . ' f . ip wi th its m i n d - o v e r - m a t t e r and wil l-p i c tu re of lust how r e s o u n d i n g the golt . , . , n .. , t { i * y L* t U , , u p o w e r d e m a n d s , w a s idea l ly su i ted to boom hit Japan than the act ivi ty at the . . „ „ t ,, T j , . . j. . . the i r Zen Buddhis t ph i losophy . . . . In cour ses and dr iv ing ranges . It is not , . i r
 1 1

 x
 J, 

r . , ° , ° i , p lay ing golf a p e r s o n mus t l e a r n to u n c o m m o n to f ind u p to 20 such shops 1 , ? , n n ,, . ,, control m a n y emot ions and m a k e the 
in one un io — an a r e a e n c o m p a s s - , \ . . ,, , L c i i i rpi r best exp res s ion of h imse l f , suggest-ing t h r e e to f o u r blocks. T h e y o p e n tor , 1

 r ' ® J 
, ° . i n „ n , ! . n n n ed Tokuch ika Miki, son of a Zen Bud-b u s m e s s at 9:00 a.m. a n d close at 9:00 t . t , i o j dhis t pr ies t , p .m. s even days a w e e k . Sundays , as a T

 1 . l f , , , 1 , t r r . . . j c L . In y e a r s s ince, goll has r i va l ed 
ru le , t r a f f i c is r e - r o u t e d I rom ce r t a in . , ,, . T r ,, , . 

r m , i . baseba l l in Japan tor thorough mi i l -
pa r t s of Tokyo, such as the Ginza, to A . ^ . . ,, f 1 • j j ir u • t ra t ion. Or ig ina l ly a g a m e for the mil-
pe rmi t u n i m p e d e d golt shopping . .. . ,f \ ° . L , 1 r h o n a i r e s , it r e a c h e d into the l ower 

P i c t u r e the m a s s of h u m a n i t y e c h e l o n s of b u s i n e s s execu t ives as 
fo l lowing Ray Floyd d o w n the 18th they s a w thei r bosses p lay and then 
f a i r w a y in the last r o u n d of the Mas- got invi ted out to p lay themse lves . Fi-
ters and you get a f a i r i dea of a typi- nal ly, it h a s f i l t e r e d into the work ing 
cal day in a golf m e r c h a n d i s e a r e a of class wi th the cons t ruc t ion of d r iv ing 
Tokyo. ranges . 




