
The Dai Tokyo* 
baseball club 

of Japan enters 
into a contract 
with American 

baseball player 
James E. Bon-

ner in 1936. 
The American 
agent for the 

transaction 
was Harry Kono 
of Alameda, CA.

Bonner was the 
first African 
American to 

play baseball 
professionally 

in Japan, 11 
years before 

Jackie Robin-
son broke the 

color barrier in 
Major League 

Baseball. 

Bonner re-
ceived free 

transportation 
to Japan and 
back for the 

one year life of 
the contract 

and was paid 
400 yen per 

month in salary. 
Japanese play-

ers averaged 
140 yen.

Harry Kono Recruits an African American Baseball Player 

*later the Shochiku Robins



“I think that Kono was respected, and 
given [his] role as a scout… reconfirms 
the important role that Japanese-Amer-

icans play because they understand 
the language and the customs of both 
countries,” baseball historian Bill Sta-
ples said. “So they play an important 
role behind the scenes in negotiating 
contracts and organizing chores. To 

me, that’s one of the more important 
stories of Jimmy Bonner.”

Harry Kono remained very busy in 
1936, bringing the Waseda University 
baseball team to America on May 14. 

In June they would play the team that 
Harry managed, the Alameda Taiiku 

kai (ATK).

Bonner’s career didn’t last long in Ja-
pan He arrived on October 5, 1936 

and played several positions, batting 
.458 in 24 at bats. But his defense was 

lacking and he generally did not play 
well. He was dismissed from the team 

by mid November. He returned to the 
states and worked for the Pullman 

company while also playing semi-pro 
baseball. 

He died in 1963, mostly forgotten. 
Right after WWII ended, Harry moved 
his family to Selma, CA. He never re-

turned to Alameda and like Bonner, 
is largely forgotten.

Above: Nichibei Shinbun • May 1, 1936

Bill Staples quote courtesy of  japanball.com

https://japanball.com/articles-features/japanese-
baseball-historical-profiles/breaking-barriers-black-
ballplayers-in-japan/ 

Kashu Mainichi Shinbun • March 3, 1936
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