
How To Play Lawn Bowls 1

How To Play Lawn Bowls

How To Play Lawn Bowls
Downloaded from template-dev.mobaptist.org by Bridget &

Carlson

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE GENTLE ART OF LAWN BOWLS

Lawn bowls is a sport of precision, strategy, and quiet camaraderie, played on a manicured grass or
synthetic surface known as a green. Often described as a combination of shuffleboard and chess on
grass, it challenges players to roll biased balls (bowls) as close as possible to a smaller white target
ball (the jack). Whether you are a complete beginner drawn by its social nature or a seasoned
athlete looking for a low-impact competitive outlet, understanding how to play lawn bowls is the
first step toward enjoying this timeless pastime. The game can be played as singles, pairs, triples, or
fours,  with  each  format  offering  its  own  tactical  nuances.  In  this  guide,  we  will  walk  through  the
fundamental  rules,  equipment,  techniques,  and  etiquette  that  define  the  sport,  helping  you  step
onto  the  green  with  confidence.

THE PLAYING AREA AND ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT

The Green
A lawn bowls green is a square or rectangular area, typically between 31 and 40 meters long,
surrounded by a shallow ditch. The surface is divided into parallel strips called rinks, each about 4.5
to 5.5 meters wide. A rink is your playing lane for a match. The speed of the green—how quickly the
bowl travels—varies with grass type, moisture, and rolling condition, and it significantly affects how
to play lawn bowls effectively.

The Bowls (Biased Balls)
Each bowl is  not perfectly spherical;  it  has a bias,  meaning one side is  flatter than the other.  This
causes  the  bowl  to  curve  along  a  parabolic  path  as  it  slows  down.  Bowls  come  in  different  sizes
(sizes 00 to 7, with 7 being largest) and weights, often designated by a number on the side. Players
typically use a set of four bowls in singles or pairs, and two or three bowls in team games. The bias
direction is marked by a small symbol on the bowl; you must always deliver the bowl with the bias
side facing the intended curve direction. Understanding bias is central to mastering the game.

The Jack
The jack is a small white or yellow ball about the size of a golf ball. It serves as the target. At the
start of an end (a round of play), the first player rolls the jack to the other end of the rink. The jack
must travel at least 23 meters and remain within the rink boundaries to be valid. Throughout the
end, the jack may be moved by bowls that hit it, adding an element of unpredictability.

Footwear and Attire
Flat-soled shoes are required to avoid damaging the green. Most clubs require white or cream
trousers/shorts and a collared shirt. Proper attire is part of the sport's tradition and respect for the
facility.

THE OBJECTIVE AND BASIC SCORING

The goal of each end is to get one or more of your bowls closer to the jack than any opponent's
bowl. Once all bowls are delivered, the distance from the jack is measured. Only the bowls of the
player/team that has the nearest bowl score points; each bowl closer to the jack than the opponent’s
best bowl counts as one point. For example, if your team has the two nearest bowls, you score two
points for that end. The match continues for a predetermined number of ends (often 18 or 21 in
singles) or time limit, and the player/team with the highest total score wins. This simple scoring
system underpins all strategic decisions in how to play lawn bowls.

GRIPPING AND DELIVERING THE BOWL

The Grip
Hold  the  bowl  comfortably  in  your  dominant  hand,  with  the  bias  symbol  facing  upward  (or
downward, depending on your delivery style). The bowl should rest in your palm, with your thumb on
top or to the side for stability. Do not grip too tightly; a relaxed hold allows a smoother release.
Many  beginners  find  a  “claw”  grip—fingers  spread  around  the  running  surface—effective.
Experiment  to  find  what  feels  natural,  but  keep  the  wrist  firm.

The Stance and Delivery
Stand on the mat, a rubber mat placed on the green at the start of each end. Place your feet
shoulder-width apart,  knees slightly bent.  Lean forward gently.  The delivery motion involves a
smooth pendulum swing of your bowling arm, stepping forward with the opposite foot. Keep your
eyes on the jack (or your intended aiming point) throughout. Release the bowl near your front foot,
allowing it to roll off your palm with a gentle forward spin. The key is rhythm and consistency, not
power.

Understanding the Curve (The Bias)
Because the bowl is biased, you must aim to one side of the jack. The bowl will curve toward the
center as it loses speed. The line of delivery depends on the green’s speed. On a slow green, aim
wider; on a fast green, aim closer to the jack. Mastering this judgment is the heart of developing skill
in how to play lawn bowls. Practice different lengths (short, medium, long) to feel how the bowl
behaves.

RULES OF PLAY FOR A TYPICAL END

Starting an End
Each end begins with the player whose name appears first  on the scorecard (or  the winner of  the
previous end) rolling the jack. The jack must cross the required distance line and stay within the
rink. If it fails, the opposing team rolls it. Once the jack is placed, the first bowler delivers the first
bowl. Then players alternate until all bowls are delivered (usually four per player in singles).

The Toucher Rule
A bowl that touches the jack during its initial delivery is called a “toucher.” It is marked with a chalk
or a sticker. Touchers remain live even if they run into the ditch. They can also be repositioned if
moved by another bowl. The toucher rule adds excitement—a bowl that seems headed into the ditch
might still score if it first kissed the jack.

Dead Ends and Reformations
If the jack is knocked into the ditch (other than by a toucher), or if it leaves the rink entirely, the end
is declared “dead.” No points are scored, and the same player rolls the jack again. If the jack is
moved but remains within the rink, play continues. If the jack is knocked off the rink by a bowl that
was delivered from beyond the mat, it is also dead. These rules require players to think carefully
about shot selection.

Measurement and Disputes
When all  bowls are delivered and it  is  unclear which is closest,  a measure—a special  tape or
caliper—is  used.  Only  the  official  measurer  (often  the  skip)  touches  the  bowls.  Players  should  not
move their bowls until the result is declared. Respect for measurement is essential in the sport's
etiquette.

TYPES OF SHOTS AND TACTICS

The Draw Shot
The draw is the most fundamental shot in how to play lawn bowls. You aim to gently land your
bowl as close to the jack as possible, using the bias to curve onto the target line. This shot requires
finesse and a consistent weight.  Draw shots are used to build a head (the cluster of bowls around
the jack) and to out-position your opponent.

The Drive Shot (Fire)
A drive is a powerful, fast delivery aimed at knocking the jack or opponent’s bowls out of position. It
is a high-risk, high-reward shot,  often used to break up a head when you are behind. Driving
requires careful aim; if you miss, your bowl may end up far from the jack or in the ditch. Only
attempt drives when the risk is justified.

The Yard-On (Weight Shot)
A yard-on shot is intermediate between a draw and a drive. You deliver the bowl with medium
weight, intending to move the jack a short distance or to push an opponent’s bowl away while still
keeping your bowl in the head. This is a valuable tactical tool for controlling the end’s outcome
without the all-or-nothing nature of a drive.

Blocking and Guarding
Sometimes the best play is not to aim at the jack but to place your bowl in front of it, creating a
guard that  makes it  difficult  for  your  opponent to draw to the jack.  Blocking shots are particularly
important in team games, where one player (the lead) sets up a position for the skip to draw.
Learning where to place guards and when to play them is a mark of advanced strategy in how to
play lawn bowls.

ETIQUETTE AND SPORTSMANSHIP

Stay still and quiet while a player is delivering a bowl. Movement or noise can distract.
Do not walk on the rink during an end. Walk around the edge or behind the mat.
Respect the green by not dragging your feet, using only flat-soled shoes, and replacing any
divots.
Praise good shots from both sides. The sport values grace and mutual respect.
Wait for your turn and do not step onto the mat until the previous bowl has come to rest
and the result is clear.
Help with markers and measuring if needed, but never dispute a measure without proper
procedure.

BASIC STRATEGY TIPS FOR BEGINNERS

Practice consistent weight. The most common mistake is delivering bowls with varying1.
speed. Work on repeating the same arm swing and follow-through.
Watch your opponent’s bowls. Observe the line they take and the way the bias works on2.
that particular green. Adjust your own aiming point accordingly.
Play the percentages. Early in the end, try to get a bowl near the jack. If you already have3.
the shot, consider a guard rather than risking a drive.
Keep your bowl on the rink. Bowls that roll off into the ditch (unless touchers) are dead and4.
useless. Aim for a path that stays within the rink boundaries, allowing some room for error.
Stay calm under pressure. Lawn bowls can be as much a mental game as a physical one.5.
Breathe, focus on your routine, and trust your practice.
Learn from each end. After each end, take a moment to think about what worked and what6.
didn’t. Adjust your line and weight for the next end.
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CONCLUSION

How to play lawn bowls is a rewarding skill to learn, blending technical precision with thoughtful
strategy and social enjoyment. From understanding the biased bowl and the green to mastering the
draw shot and reading the head, each element contributes to a rich and engaging experience. The

rules are straightforward but offer depth for a lifetime of play. Whether you join a local club or play
casually in your backyard,  the sport  welcomes all  ages and abilities.  Take your time, practice
consistently, and above all, enjoy the gentle rhythm of the green. As you progress, you will find that
lawn bowls is not just a game—it is a pursuit of perfect harmony between mind, body, and the ever-
rolling bowl.


