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Pearl City High School’s
judo program dominates
on and off the mat.
By Kristen Nemoto
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 It’s a brisk Th ursday morning at Pearl City 
High School’s cafeteria yet the students 
inside don’t seem to mind. Dressed in 
white, blue and mix-matched judogis, 
nearly 90 bodies are sprawled across the 

freshly taped blue mats, ready for the day’s spring 
break judo practice.

“Come on boys, let’s go!” shouts a purple belt 
to his teammates. “Yeah, hurry up!” chimes in a 
blue belt. “I no like lose!”

Th e shouts are deafening as they’re corralled 
into two groups: boys and girls. While fl at on their 
backs and feet facing outwards, heads are aligned 
cheek to cheek like a fi ne-toothed “zipper” as each 
body — no matter what size — is carefully lifted up 
and over the upside down human caterpillar.

“It’s a team conditioning exercise,” smiles 
Robin Puahala, Pearl City High School’s judo 
coach as he watches each student desperately try 
to stiff  arm every dead weight fl oat through the 
slow and shallow hand-fi lled river.

Th e teams go on for another half an hour. 
Adrenaline and tired arms start to kick in. For a 
program that has been a powerhouse since the 
1970s – OIA girls judo champions for the past 
four years – you can feel the competitive spirit in 
the air, yet an aura of fun remains palpable.

“Above everything else, we like to have fun,” 
asserts Puahala, a 2000 alumnus and head coach 
since 2005. “When you have fun, the winning will 
come because players will want to go the extra 
mile for their coaches and their teammates.”

With currently 88 judo athletes, the Pearl 
City High School team’s reputation has become 
not only the biggest high school judo program 
in Hawaii, but the most respected and feared. 
On Saturday, May 10, a handful of teams will be 
amongst the few who will be considered great at 
this year’s Hawaii High School Athletic Associa-
tion Judo Championship. Puahala isn’t worried 
about the pressure. He’s more concerned with the 
lessons his students will take with them after they 
graduate from high school.

“We’ve been fortunate to have our alumni 
come back and teach our kids,” Puahala says. 
“Th at’s been the greatest asset to our program — 
our coaching staff . Th ey come back and men-
tor the students. We wouldn’t be successful if it 
weren’t for them.”

Ben Higa, a registered nurse, 2006 alumnus 
and state judo champion, is helping the practice 
today. He’s a bit tired as his shift just ended, and 
he should be at home sleeping.

“Th ere’s something about being back at Pearl 
City,” says the 25-year-old. “I missed it. Th ey make 
the program fun for the kids so they join. Most are 
new but they get really good, really fast.” 

Self-appointed “advisor” and 1979 alumnus, 
Steven Nohara credits the program’s success to its 
teachings passed on from each sensei generation.

“When we were in high school our coach was 
Leigh Nakamoto,” Nohara says. “Every coach after 
him ... each one was taught the same rule … make 
sure your kids know that if we say ‘it’s no big deal 
to lose’ then it should be ‘no big deal to win.’ Be 
humble; learn from your mistakes and realize that 
it’s OK to make them. Th at’s life. We stress build-
ing their character before we build champions.”

But with a record as dominant as Pearl City 
High School — including the fact that many of 
them have never put on a judogi before — it’s a 
wonder how their phenomenal drive has reached 
such heights today. Puahala believes it all has to do 
with a common trait that he expects every player 
to have on his team.

“Heart,” he says. “Th at’s all I ask from my 
students. We never cut due to the lack of skill; we 
cut due to the lack of commitment. We’re not try-
ing to build the greatest program. We just want to 
help them better themselves for life.”
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“Learn
from your 
mistakes 
and realize 
that it’s OK 
to make 
them. 
That’s life. 
We stress 
building 
their  
character 
before 
we build 
champions.”
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Watch Pearl City 
High School’s judo 
team, pictured above, 
take on other athletes 
at the 2014 HHSAA 
Judo Championship, 
scheduled for May 10 
at the Stan Sheriff 
Center.
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