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Japanese Friendship Garden 

History  

    The Japanese Friendship Garden of San Diego has its roots in the 1915 Panama-California 
Exposition. The exposition was organized to call attention to the opening of the Panama Canal 
and San Diego’s harbor, which was the closest American harbor to the Pacific side of the Canal. 
In April of 1984, the San Diego City Council approved a 50 year lease for 11.5 acres of Balboa 
Park land for the establishment of the present Japanese Friendship Garden. The first phase of the 
garden, designed by Professor Uesugi was opened in 1990. It is what we know as the 2.5 acre 
upper garden. 

 

Concepts of Garden Design 

    The European garden evokes feelings of the power and control exercised by the owner, while 
the Japanese garden evokes an awareness of nature and our oneness with it.  The European 
garden evokes images of pomp and circumstance, while the Japanese garden evokes feelings of 
peace and tranquility. Let me give you examples of how the Japanese garden fosters peace and 
tranquility.  

 *Nature is the central focus. 

 *You can’t see the whole garden, there is an element of mystery. 

 *Random curved lines, asymmetry, and natural shapes are emphasized. 

 *Odd numbers (1.3.5.7.9) and the number 4 are used. 
 
 *Emphasis is on horizontal lines. 

 *There are many shades of green, but few flowers 

 *Indirect (subtle) expression is used in the design. 

 *The space appears to be ever-opening, without boundaries.  

*Empty space makes a poignant expression. 

*A person becomes one with nature in the garden. 

 



Entrance to the Japanese Friendship Garden 

 

Gateway  

    The entrance gate opens to the westerly winds as well as symbolically to its sister-city, 
Yokohama. The gate also serves to guard against evil.  When you enter the gate, the 
stress and evil of the every-day world are left behind, and you enter a peaceful and 
tranquil place. 

    The Japanese Friendship Garden’s design is guided by the ancient principles of garden 
design as described in the secret texts, Sakuteiki and The Illustrations passed down 
through generations. The oldest versions of the text still in existence date back to the 12th 
century. The principles of landscape design for Japanese gardens have been adapted to 
the San Diego landscape and climate.  The garden is not a static entity; it is always in a 
state of becoming, and is continually changing with the seasons. 

The Japanese Black Pine 

    To the Japanese, pines represent longevity, patience, solitude, the promise of a better 
future, and the ability to endure through profoundly difficult conditions.   

San-Kei-En Entrance Stone 

    San-Kei-En, which means “Three scene Garden: Water, Pastoral and Mountains.” The 
scholar stone (suiseki in Japanese) was donated to the garden by the city of Yokohama, 
San Diego’s Sister City.   

 

 

 



 

A shi-shi odoshi 

    Shi-shi odoshi can be translated to “scare the deer.” 
Originally, monks and farmers placed these in the fields to 
startle animals that were eating the crops. It functioned as a 
form of scarecrow.  In more modern times, the shi-shi odoshi 
has become a popular ornament in Japanese gardens.  It 
makes the visitor aware of the sound of silence, and the 
amazing peace and tranquility of the garden.   

    Moreover, water is essential to all life, and has a cleansing 
function, both literally and figuratively.  Water is also be 
seen as a symbol of a pure mind, body and spirit It is one of 
the many things that we have in common with nature.  Water 
in some form, either real or representational, is fundamental 
to Japanese gardens and their design.   

 

 

The Curved Pathway 
 

    There are two reasons for this design.  One is the element 
of discovery and surprise.  You cannot see what is around 
the bend; the garden designer does not want you to be able 
to see everything at once.  You should enjoy the feelings of 
discovery and surprise. the garden should retain some 
mystery to the visitor.  The other reason is cultural. Oriental 
thought says that “Evil travels in a straight line, but the wise 
man travels the path of nature.”  To make it more difficult 
for evil to reach the tranquil center of the garden, the path is 
curved.   

 

 

 

 



 

Tsukubai 

 

    The water in the tsukubai was originally used to cleanse 
the hands before entering a place of ritual such as a temple or 
tea house. This process is thought to cleanse the spirit. Also 
the water spout of the tsukubai is designed to evoke the 
feeling of a mountain stream. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Entrance to the Exhibit House  

 

    The architectural style of the Exhibit 
House is called sukiya, a typical style for 
a mountain retreat in Japan. The Exhibit 
House holds a tokonoma, a built-in 
alcove, or “little treasure room” where 
items for artistic appreciation are 
displayed. These might include ikebana 
and bonsai arrangements. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Inside The Exhibit House 

Karesansui, Dry Stone Garden 
	

  

    The Karesansui is in the scroll garden style, which means that it is meant to be viewed from 
this spot only.  Entering the stone garden is off-limits, except for maintenance purposes. The 
fundamental principle of the Zen philosophy is that enlightenment can only be achieved through 
meditation. 
    The Karesansui gravel typically represents rippling water and the large stones symbolize 
islands. The act of raking is a meditative and aesthetic practice.		
					The designer of this stone garden, Mr. Nakajima, felt that no stones of sufficient age and 
character could be found in California. The seven (7) stones you see here were flown in from 
Japan.  In Japan, the odd numbers have a special significance, thus the placement of objects are 
typically in groups of 1, 3, 5, 7. 
 
Tokobashira 

     
 Traditionally the first upright post placed in the ground when 
building a home is the Tokobashira.  This post represents the 
center and strength of the home, and by extension, of the family 
that lives there.   
 
 
 
 
 



Ranma  

The Ranma is a typical element of Japanese architecture. In 
English it is called a “transom.” Ranma are placed above 
doorways and provide lighting, ventilation as well as 
decoration. 

 

 

 

 

Shitaji-mado 

 

Shitaji-mado is a specialized type of window.   In its 
construction the plaster is removed, leaving just the framing 
for the wall.  This provides light and air without removing 
structural support. 

 

 

 

Oribe-toro 

 

Named after the warlord and tea master who first used this type of 
lantern, the Oribe-toro was originally used to light the path for a 
tea ceremony. 

 

 

 

 

 



Pond 

Our Koi are considered “show-quality” and have been hand-selected by 
Koi club of San Diego. Koi are a variety of carp, that as a species of fish, 
originated in Iran. The male fish are slimmer and have slightly brighter 
color than the female Koi.  Typical Koi grow to be about 3 feet long.  The 
largest Koi on record was just over 5 feet long.  

To the Japanese, the Koi represent nobility and longevity.  Indeed, the 
longest living Koi was documented in Japan to be 225 years old.  This is 
exceptional, but under optimal conditions, it is not unusual for Koi to live 
to be 50 years old.   

Tradition says that having a single black Koi not only brings luck to the 
owner, but it also pacifies the rest of the Koi in the pond.  That is 
probably superstition, but it doesn’t hurt to hedge your bets, so we have 

exactly one black Koi in our pond. 

 

Light of friendship 

This amazing bronze lantern was a gift from the Boy Scouts and 
citizens of Yokohama, as a sign of continued friendship between 
the two cities. It has been given the name, “Light of Friendship”.  It 
has the typical broad roof of the snow lantern, or Yuki-doro.  
Within the steel dome inside of the lantern are the names of the 
people of Yokohama who contributed to this effort and made it 
possible to send the lantern to San Diego. 

 

 

 

  

  



    

The Bonsai Display 

 

        

Literally translated, Bonsai means “tray planting”.  The tray, or pot, is an integral part of this art 
form, and must be selected to bring out the beauty and character of the plant.  The Bonsai 
Society of San Diego maintains and displays the examples you see here.  The purpose of the 
most common bonsai is to produce a miniature tree in perfect proportion, and in harmony with 
its container.  Note that in Bonsai competitions, the pot is judged as well as the plant.  Consistent 
with the Japanese sense of beauty and nature, the bonsai’s beauty arises from the artistic 
violation of symmetry, and the gardener’s use of artistic methods to provide an emotional 
impression of nature, but not a simple copy of nature. 

  



 

The Charles Dail Memorial Gate, and the Stone Lantern 
 
 
 

 
The Meiji-style gate was donated to the JFG by the San Diego-Yokohama Sister City Society, 
and the late Will Hippen.  The gate was dedicated to the former mayor of San Diego, the late 
Charles Dail, who established the first sister-city association with Yokohama.  The gate now 
symbolizes the entrance to the future expansion of the JFG. The gate is typical of those used in 
towns in ancient Japan.  The large doors were only opened for royalty.  The normal folks had to 
pass through the smaller doors on the side.  The crest on the large gates is the crest of the wife of 
the Emperor.  It shows the Catalpa tree, which was her favorite. 

	

The stone lantern to the left side of the Memorial Gate was saved 
from the original 1915 Tea House, which was built by craftsmen 
in Nara (the ancient capital of Japan, and the place of some of the 
oldest gardens).  This is one of the few remaining relicts from that 
original tea house and garden. 

 

  



Azalea and Camellia 

The garden has 40 types of Azalea and 27 
types of Camellias. Most of plants bloom in 
the Spring raging in bright colors of pink, 
white, magenta and purple.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dragon Bridge 

The Dragon is considered a symbol of power, 
strength, and good luck in East Asian culture. 
The bridge is made of Florida Old Cypress 
lumber which fits well with the surrounding 
colors and planting textures. 

 

 

 

 

  



Dry Waterfall  

  

The Dry Waterfall suggests the fall of water through carefully placed stones. Designed by 
Japanese experts who were concerned with the Kinkaku Temple, a famous temple in Kyoto. The 
Dry Waterfall has a dramatic elevation drop and required the careful placement of very heavy 
stones 

 

Cherry Tree Grove 

 

 There are approximately 160 ornamental cherry trees in the grove. Each is double grafted to 
thrive in the San Diego climate. Cherry blossoms hold great cultural significance in Japan as they 
symbolize the transience of life. 

  


