
 
 
 

 
 

SPORTING LEGENDS: HITOSHI SAITO 
 

 
SPORT: JUDO 

 
COMPETITIVE ERA: 1974 - 1988 

 
Hitoshi Saito, born January 2, 1961 in Aomori, Japan) is a retired judoka who won two 
consecutive gold medals at the Olympic games. Saito began judo in junior-high school, 
and in 1974, he was scouted to transfer to the Kokushikan junior-high school, located in 
Setagaya, Tokyo.  
 

 
 
He continued to practice judo at the Kokushikan high school, and won the inter-high 
school judo group competition during his junior year. He entered Kokushikan University 
in 1979, and faced Yasuhiro Yamashita a total of 7 times in the finals of the All-Japan 
Judo Championships, Jigoro Kano Cup, and All-Japan University Judo Championships.  
 
He lost to Yamashita in each tournament final, but drew with him several times during 
other matches. Saito continued to work at Kokushikan University after graduating in 
1983, and won the gold medal in the heavyweight (+95 kg) division of the 1984 Summer 
Olympics and in the open weight division of the 1983 World Judo Championships. In the 
1985 World Judo Championships, he faced Cho Yong-Chul of South Korea and was 
forced to retire from the match after his arm was dislocated by a standing armlock 
applied by Cho.  
 
He also injured his right knee prior to the All-Japan Championships in 1987, but made 
his return at the 1988 All-Japan Championships, winning the championship for the first 
time to gain his second trip to the Olympic games. Saito faced Cho Yong-Chul again in 
the semi-finals of the 1988 Summer Olympics, competing under tremendous pressure 
after every other Japanese judoka in the 1988 Olympics had been defeated before 
reaching the finals. He defeated Cho by decision, and won the final against Henry Stöhr 
to capture his second Olympic gold medal. 
 
Saito retired shortly afterwards, later in 1988.  
  



 
 
 

 
 

SPORTING LEGENDS: HITOSHI SAITO 
 
                                            
                                                                     Scott Burton’s Final Thought 
 

                                            I first watched Hitoshi Saito on the ’16 Days Of Glory’ 
                                            Olympic documentary back in 1985.  
 
                                            W hilst never supremely ‘athletic’ in stature, his judo skills 
                                            were superb, and his style was devastating against  
                                            many of the opponents he faced.  
 
                                            A national hero in Japan, Saito inspired a whole generation 
                                            of  would-be judo practitioners with his Olympic exploits. 
 
 

 
 

The emotion of Olympic Gold Medal Success… 
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