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The Philosophy for
a Better Life
Taekwondo’s more than just a sport

A Master’s Insight by Rob McGovern

Jeon Jeong Sul has been studying taekwondo for over forty years. 
He has achieved an 8th dan black belt from Kukkiwon and is a well-
respected teacher and authority on taekwondo. A senior figure in the
Jeollabukdo Taekwondo Association and a member of the Chung Do
Kwan, Jeon Jeong Sul Kwan Jang Nim embodies the spirit of taek-
wondo and represents the kind of ideal every practitioner of the art
should aspire to. What follows is an interview with him which offers the
chance to get an insight into what a Korean taekwondo Grandmaster
thinks about the art, what has kept him going for all these years and
what will motivate him to keep going for many more to come.
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When and why did you first start practising tae kwon do?

I first started practising tae kwon do in 1964. I was in
middle school and felt I wasn’t strong enough. I wanted
a way to build up my strength and taekwondo seemed a
great way to do this.

Do you come from a taekwondo family?

I have several brothers and sisters but I am the only one
who studies taekwondo. My son and daughter however
have both studied the art and my son is currently teach-
ing taekwondo with my nephew in China. I am very
proud and happy that my son has decided to follow in
my footsteps.

How many students do you think you have trained up to 1st
black belt level?

Well having been a teacher for many years now, I have
probably trained over 1000 students up to their first
black belt level.

Who is the most prestigious person you have trained?

So many of the students I have trained have grown up to
become respected members of society, including judges,
solicitors and university professors. Police officers in
Korea need to have a 2nd dan black belt and I have had
a long involvement with training the officers up to and
beyond this level. Many former students of mine have
also travelled and settled abroad and started their own
taekwondo schools. Whilst I hold all of my students in
the highest regard, perhaps the most high profile stu-
dents have been the bodyguards of various important
people in the Middle East. 

You are now an 8th Dan grand master. How did you feel the
night before your 8th dan test?

8th dan tests have to be taken at the World Taekwondo
Headquarters in Seoul and so the night before travelling
there I lay in bed running through the poomsae and
everything else I had to do. I felt incredibly nervous
before the test and said many prayers. I had trained for
a long time for this test and so I didn’t make any mis-
takes and felt I did a good job.

What is the most memorable day you have experienced 
in taekwondo?

I have had many great days with taekwondo and I am
proud of many things. I have been invited to many
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places and many big events, in Korea and I have led
Korean taekwondo teams to competitions and cultural
exchanges in Germany, Sweden and Denmark.
However, there is not a single day that stands out as
more memorable than any other; everyday is memorable
in its own way. 

When I see my students improve, or when I hear from
their parents that they have been getting better
grades in school, I like to think that taekwondo has
played a part in this. When my students show me that
they have ‘jong shin’ (good spirit) in their lives, by
being polite and helpful to each other and to their par-
ents I feel very proud and this is what makes every-
day so memorable.

What aspect of taekwondo did you find the most difficult 
to master?

All moves in taekwondo take a lot of practise to perfect,
but if I had to choose just one I would say the 540
degree kick. It is particularly difficult because you take
off, kick and land with the same foot. 

What does taekwondo mean to you?

To me, taekwondo means discipline and strength both
inside the dojang and in life. Taekwondo is a fantastic
way to keep fit and stay healthy, but it is so much more
than just exercise. Taekwondo is a popular sport but as
an art it has a philosophy that teaches us not only
respect for ourselves but for each other as well. It
helps train both our bodies and minds to become bet-
ter people by respecting our parents, our teachers and
our fellow man.

What advice would you give to anybody who is just beginning
to study taekwondo?

The single most important piece of advice I would give to
anyone, in any country is to put your trust and faith into
your teacher.

How do you relax and spend your time when you aren’t
teaching taekwondo?

My time is divided up between taekwondo and church.
As a devout Christian I spend a lot of my time when not
teaching taekwondo in church or volunteering with the
congregation. And as the owner of a taekwondo school
there is a lot of administration work to be done. 

Your school is called ‘Sang Mu’ and recently two ‘sang mu’
schools have opened up in Suzhou, China. Would you like a
‘sang mu’ school in every country in the world?

A few years ago I travelled with a taekwondo team from
Jeollabukdo to Europe and we were very well received by
both the locals and the Korean population who lived there. I
was overwhelmed by how people in other countries
embraced taekwondo, both in terms of the sport and the art,
so I would love to have ‘sang mu’ schools all over the world
to help spread Korean culture and the taekwondo spirit.

Would you like to add anything else?

I would just like to reiterate what I mentioned earlier.
Taekwondo is a great way to train both your mind and
body and practitioners, but especially young people, can
learn important values and make long lasting friendships. 

Jeon Jeong Sul, Kwan Jang Nim has been my teacher
for the last 18 months and I have learntso much from
him. He is an inspirational teacher and a thoroughly nice
man. This interview was conducted in the office of his
dojang, surrounded by trophies, ribbons and all the other
trappings of a man who has dedicated a large part of his
life to taekwondo. The walls are covered with certificates
and photographs, mostly of his son and his students and
even though evidence of his success is everywhere, I
feel completely relaxed and ease in this Aladdin’s cave
of taekwondo memorabilia. As we finish the interview he
thanks me for interviewing him, even though the honour
was mine, then stands up to adjust his belt before he
goes out to teach yet another class.
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