
My Journey in Tae Kwon Do—Robert “Bob” McDowell 
My journey in Tae Kwon Do started 26 years ago (in 1993). I work for Don and Walts in Manchester, 
Iowa. I do HVAC (Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning) for a living. One day I was working on a 
furnace and when I was done I couldn't get up off the floor. The elderly gentleman that lived there 
had to help me up. That night I decided I needed to get into shape. It just so happened an article in 
the Edgewood Reminder, the newspaper of the town I live in, was on the local Tae Kwon Do school. I 
started classes the next night; what a life-changing event that was! 

I really enjoyed class time. After a few months the Edgewood school closed, so I had to start driving 
to Garnavillo for classes. This was better because my son, Tyler, was now going with me! December 
14th of 1996, I tested for my black belt, what a day! All the hard work and sweat paid off and I was 
holding my black belt, but I wanted more! 

January 8, 1998. This day in history changed me and many others people's lives, they just didn't 
know it yet. This was the day I started teaching in my home town of Edgewood. 

We placed advertisements in the paper in December trying to get some students, but the response 
was very low. I had one mom buy three memberships for her kids for a Christmas present, but that 
was it. So, the big night finally arrived and my wife and 2 boys went with me. My oldest son, Tyler, 
was now a blue belt and his little brother, Tony who was 4, was my first white belt! I had rented a 
room at the Country Club to use for the winter. We set up and waited to see if anyone would show 
up and told my boys we might be going home early. But this is Edgewood - what a town. By the time 
class was ready to start, I had 45 white belts lined up all wearing brand new uniforms! I was 
shocked and amazed; It had begun. 

The first few months went by and everything was going great, but spring arrived and the golf course 
told me I couldn't use the room anymore. So where to next? I found a few places to use the next few 
months, but nothing worked very well as there was always a conflict getting space. I had to do 
something so I went to Community Savings Bank and talked to Elaine Funke, a loan officer. I told her 
I wanted to build a Tae Kwon Do school on my property and needed a loan. She said "That's a great 
idea! How much do you need?" Construction started in July. 

November 1st arrived and the school was completed! We had our first class and I will never forget 
that night, I could tell all my students knew they were home. 

You never know what is going to happen when you do something. It is like when you throw a pebble 
into a pond and it makes ripples. Because I took up classes so many years ago, I made ripples. My 
son, Tyler, met his beautiful wife, Molly, through Tae Kwon Do. Molly's sister, Hannah, was a black 
belt in my class and she played cupid! Hannah has since passed away, but her actions live on 
forever because I have 2 wonderful grandsons - Hank and Roy. My nephew, Dennis, met his wife, 
Melissa, at a Tae Kwon Do tournament and they now have 3 great kids. More ripples. 

Edgewood is a small town, around 950 people. I have been teaching for 21 years now and I have 
promoted 64 people to the rank of black belt, I think that's pretty good! Way to go rural America! 



Both of my boys have really excelled at Tae Kwon Do too. Tyler is a 6th Dan black belt and Tony is a 
5th who will be getting his 6th Dan soon. That makes me so proud, especially how they have both 
grown up as adults. 

Tae Kwon Do has become such a huge part of my life that I could not imagine what it would be like 
without it. I don't even want to think that. I read an article years ago in the Tae Kwon Do Times, it 
asked the question, "Would you trade your black belt for a million dollars? If you do, every memory 
and thing you had done related to Tae Kwon Do would vanish, every person you met, everything you 
had done, was gone forever." I asked this question to my sons and their answer was a very quick no! 
I raised them well. 

One of the crazier things I have done because of all this was to get a tattoo. Well, you can't just get 
one, so now I have several tattoos! I took an idea to Kris Phillippe who works at the Neon Dragon 
Tattoo Parlor in Hiawatha, Iowa. She designed my chest piece and did that one along with a few 
others on me. I put my school patches from my uniform onto my chest. I love them! They are the 
first thing I see every morning and the last thing I see every night. Tae Kwon Do will always be a part 
of me. 

Tae Kwon Do also helped me through a very difficult time in my life. April 25th, 2016, I was told I had 
cancer. You never forget when you are told that. It was in my prostate. I went in for surgery but my 
doctor found that it had spread, so they stopped. Life just got really hard; I was put on numerous 
drugs. They were keeping the cancer in check but they were killing me. Bills started to pile up but my 
incredible students stepped in to help. The town had a benefit for me and like I said before, what a 
town!  May 2017, I went and talked to another doctor and he told me I should "get my life in order." 
What is that supposed to mean? I didn't listen to him at all and I kept going. My doctor, Ann Meade 
from Manchester, set me up to see a better doctor, his name was Doctor Lee at the Cancer clinic in 
Cedar Rapids. This was July of 2018. We talked and I really liked him. He was impressed that I was a 
black belt and said he got to an orange belt years ago. He also said he thought he could help me; 
finally some hope! He told me about doing radiation to try to kill the cancer and to go home and 
think about it. I said "No! We are starting now!" He called in his nurse and we started. Little did I 
know I just started the 3 hardest months of my life. 

The first few weeks were not too bad, but things turned one morning. 1 woke up and had no energy; I 
had to stop going to work; I started losing weight (35 pounds); I stopped teaching; life was getting 
hard. I had to do 40 treatments, of which I was not allowed to sleep during, and I was only on 
number 18. I was ready to give up and awake at 2:00 one morning, so I went outside and sat in my 
driveway. It was raining lightly and it felt good on me. I was in so much pain. I talked to my parents 
and I talked to God. I was done. I had given up. 

I got myself up to my feet to go back inside and saw my dojang. I hadn't been in it for a while so I 
walked over, turned on the lights, and looked around. I looked at all the pictures on the walls and 
smiled. I walked to the front of the room, where for the last 21 years, I stood and told people that 
you can do anything in life if you put your mind to it. I saw my Grand Champion Sparring trophy that I 
had just won in March. I was 60 years old and beat all these young black belts. "If you can do all this 
Bob, you can get through these treatments," I told myself. I grabbed the trophy, walked to the house 
and put it where I could look at it all the time. I made a chart to count down my treatments: 22, 28, 
33, 37, 38, 39, 40, I did it! When you get done with treatments, you get to ring a bell to celebrate and 



I rang it with a hooking kick! Now to see if the treatment worked... I kept getting check ups and the 
news always got better. Then on April 26, 2019, 3 years and 1 day after finding out I had cancer, I 
found out I didn't have it anymore! Thank you Lord! I would never have gotten through these without 
being a black belt, my students, and my friends. 

Being a black belt is so many things; it changes you, it makes you better. I am better. I am ready for 
21 more years and 64 more black belts, just like Hank and Roy McDowell and all the others to join 
them!  

Thank you for letting me share my life. 

Master Bob McDowell  (Spring 2019) 

 

Editor’s note:  Robert “Bob” McDowell attained the level of 8th dan black belt on October 6, 2021, 
making him a Tae Kwon Do Grand Master, a level of achievement reached by only a few hundred 
practitioners in the world.  He was AAU national champion in his division in 2003 and World 
Champion in his division in sparring in 2013. 

 

 


