NEWS FROM KOREA 

Korea/China/Korea trip

From the 8th of April to the 21st of April 2006

This was my third trip to Korea in as many years. On previous trips, which were more of a reconnaissance trip, I increased my network with TKD masters and sorted out places to train as well as places to purchase martial arts equipment and literature. However this the 2006 trip was designed around training, with the intent to do as much martial arts training as physically possible & making this by far the best trip for so many reasons. 

My wife Anne and I had spent the last 12 months after our last trip to Korea planning, liaising, organizing & negotiating so we can put together a trip & experience of a lifetime, as you will soon see. 

I took along a group of 13 ‘diehard IMT students’ including my wife Anne & son Carl, who all love TKD as much as I do. Our time had come, we had finally arrived at Chung Cheong university, situated on the outskirts of Chonju city, where we had 5 days of “solid hard core training” three time a day-bring it on! Our accommodation for the week was 10 minutes walk to campus, due to being term time we couldn’t stay on campus, but this wasn’t a problem as it meant we could train with the students that are doing a sports degree majoring in martial arts with a minimum 4th Dan level. We met our masters for the week, Master Choi and Master Kang plus two interpreters Master Pak and Master Scott. These guys were told to look after all our needs and not let us out of their sights. Every day they were waiting for us at 7.30am to walk us to campus, eat breakfast with us and start our TKD syllabus training. 

The first day, like every day after, was very hard with three 2-3 hour training sessions covering many aspects of TKD training, broken up only to refuel with plenty of Korean food in between the sessions. This was the regime for the week to eat-train, eat-train, eat-train then sleep. We were followed by media everywhere & even made it on the national news, which was pretty cool. During the week we trained not only TKD but did Komdo-Korean sword fighting, Hapkido-Korean jiujutsu, meditation and TKD aerobics.  We would wake up so sore & fatigued wondering how we were going to make it through the day, then you would warm up & be on fire-it was not hard to get enthused when you are surrounded by such awesome martial artists.  

On the third day we were invited to Professor Oh’s village for a tree planting ceremony in our honor. This was no seedling, this was a 30 foot cherry blossom tree planted at the main entrance to the village, a very significant tree & position in Korean culture. We arrived at the village & there was a large crane about to place the tree into position. The group got to shovel some dirt around the base and a large stone plaque was being carved with all our names & will be left in memory of the occasion. This was followed by a personal demonstration by the university demolition team; they prefer that to demonstration as they break an awesome amount of timber. This demo wasn’t on mats it was done on the road in front of the village entrance where we observed members kicking apples of the tips of swords blindfolded, jumping at least two people high to break wooden boards, to a rehearsed self defense scene performed by one of the only girls on the team beating up the boys. After the demo we were treated to a Korean BBQ, pork cooked on an open fire and eaten straight of the BBQ, dipped in chili paste of course, yum. 

When we returned to the uni we training some more & some of us even took a chance sparred with the universities competition team. On the last night we finished our training session with a stair workout, the students would do this everyday as part of their warm up & after running around the campus 3 times. These steps were a flight of 60 steps that we ran, hoped, jumped and crawled up & down for an hour, then to finish of we had to go to the top and yell out load before being allowed to move down a step at a time and if we didn’t yell loud enough we had to go back up a step. This took nearly 30 minutes to get down all the steps, with cold sore feet & hardly any voice left we hit the Korean bath house for some relaxation. 

The Korean bathhouse is a luxurious communal facility. Here we soaked in mineral baths, saunas & spas ranging from 26C to 40C, cold room of 18C and hot rooms from 30C covered wall to ceiling in all sorts of crystals. We stayed there for 3 hours where we were totally spent. But wait there is more…. Our training sessions at Chung Cheong had nearly finished & now it was time to party! We went to the Happy Days restaurant, our local hang out while at Chonju for a late night snack and a quite few light refreshments, hic! 

The last day at Chung Cheong was to be even bigger, we trained in the morning & after lunch were guest at a special ‘brotherhood’ ceremony. Upon our arrival Anne and I were presented with traditional Korean silk gowns, which we had to wear specially for the ceremony. The ceremony was a brotherhood pact signed by Professor Oh and I committing to set up an exchange program with Chung Cheong and Macquarie Universities & witnessed by our IMT TKD members on the trip and all the TKD students at Chung Cheong Uni. After the ceremony we presented gifts to all the masters and the students as a thank you for their friendship and training, they reciprocated which blew us all away- as they presented us with their personal black belt’s. This is unheard of in any martial arts circle as your belt is your spirit. We had a fantastic time with the students at the uni & formed some great bonds, & this was their way of paying homage to our effort and spirit displayed during while training there. After many photos, lots of hugs and exchanging of details we transferred to the airport to travel China. 

We arrived in Beijing and transferred to our hotel to drop off our luggage, grab our cameras & head out for some sightseeing. First stop was Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden City, the enormity of these places is astounding not to mention the masses of people everywhere. Coming from a country of 40 plus million to a country of 1.2 billion was hard to fathom but soon became apparent. We walked for hours & we were all looking forward to a good nights sleep. 

The next day we traveled to the great wall a few hours travel out of Beijing. This is an experience not to be missed, definitely one of the highlights of the trip. Again the number of people was astounding. We all grabbed our doboks (uniforms) and trekked up the wall, all determined to get to the top, this was a challenge set by our guide. The first sections of the wall was full of people & we were at gridlock but the higher you got there was less people around, only the few crazy people like us wanting to make it to the top for the best panoramic view & sence of satisfaction. At the highest tower we all put on our uniforms and posed for a few photo on the wall. The trek down was much slower as we wanted to saver the experience, stopped to do some filming and even had a beer on the wall, yep a nice cold beer. 

After dinner that night we went to an  Chinese acrobatic show where some people were doing some amazing tricks like 13 people hanging on a pushbike as one peddled it around, on guy balancing at a 45 degree angle on a type rope balancing & climbing a ladder-why you ask, because he can. Then after a feed we went back to our hotel to get ready for the soft berth night train to Zang Zhou to train with the Shaolin Monks. The Chinese rail system is something to behold the station is like an airport terminal huge, supposed it has to be to move so many people. We arrived in Zang Zhou transferred to a hotel for breakfast and then bussed it to Hunan province to go to the Shaolin Monastery. After 10 hours on a train then 2 hours on a bus everyone was pretty excited to get out and walk around. Although we were a bit rushed here, I never ever thought I would get to experience the monastery and train with the monks. 

We experienced a show by the shoalin monks that is identical to when they come out here to tour but unfortunately it was very difficult to see, as we were way at the back & actually viewing from the entrance door. After this we head to a restaurant close by for lunch to be followed by training at the Shaolin School. The Shoalin school boasted 14,000 students, predominantly males, was amazing. There were groups of 100-200 students practicing Kung Fu outside on dirt fields, & not practicing with wooden words or fake weapons they were using the real thing. We got a personal show by the monks & after the demonstration we went into one of their training halls and were taught by 3 monks. We trained with the shoalin for 2 hours & were all taught the Black Tiger Kung Fu form, which was very cool & a memorable experience for our group. Then back on the bus to Zang Zhou to get on the night train back to Beijing. 

Back in Beijing we went to the Temple of Heaven, a huge park where literally thousands of people were doing their morning exercises from Tai Chi, Hacky Sac, Ballroom dancing & sword work. From here we traveled beck to the airport to return to Korea for more training. 

When we arrived in Seoul I met with a former IMT member & previous exchange student from Macquarie, Violet Park who was our contact in Seoul and through her we had set up training with other masters to be slotted in around a training session at the world HQ of TKD, Kukkiwon. 

The introduction to Violets new master, Master Park 6th Dan TKD and Hapkido, was a great contact as we trained with him for two evenings. He picked us up from our hotel and took us to his personal Dojang (school) over 1 hour traveling. Master Park also took us to Yongyin uni, which has a 6 story building dedicated to martial arts, with four floors of 500msq matted area dedicated to martial arts & fitness. This uni was incredible & is the best uni for competitors; basically you have to get 1st or 2nd in competitions to be able to enroll. This is the uni where all the Korean Olympians come from & next year they want us to train with them for a week-gulp. Master Parks enthusiasm was contagious, we endured a grueling relentless 3 hour session with aspects of TKD and Hapkido intertwined, & admittedly awesome fun. 

The next day we trained at Kukkiwon for a few hours where we had one of the master refine our TKD technique through practicing WTF poomse. After we all headed to the near by martial arts shop to buy some very cheap TKD equipment at the local prices. That afternoon we had another training session with an ITF master that we trained with last year, Master Cho. The two styles are completely different from each other, in WTF there is no punching to the head only kicking, no accentuated breathing only yelling or Kiap, no hip movement or long stances really, in ITF you don’t kiap you accentuate you breathing, there is hip movement & lots of long stances so it was a challenge even for the most experience to swap back & forth depending on who we were training with. At the ITF club we practiced patterns that we were familiar to us, Hyung, then a few of us sparred their students. Our last night was time to party again with Violet & friends we met & trained with last year.

Although exhausted at the end of the 14 days we did what we came to do and that was train as much as we could and make heaps of new friends. We trained 19 times in 10 days really & are planning another trip for 2007 already. The Korean experience is a trip not to be missed, it will lift your spirit and raise the bar for personal achievement, and it is defiantly a must for any TKD enthusiast. 

We returned pumped & inspired!  We met with the CEO, Deirdre Anderson from Macquarie University Sport and Recreation, with the support of MUSR and ENCELTA the brotherhood is formed, and we are committed to start an ongoing exchange program to facilitate this exchange of knowledge and culture between the two universities. 

Regards

Master Ron Claassens (5th Dan)

Kwan jang nim 

We pulled it off and experienced a training experience beyond all expectations.

