Common Ground
THE MARTIAL ARTIST WHO BEAT THE BULLET

Robert Ott was tucking in his shirt when he was shot in the head. It was Oct. 6, 1990. “I went out on a Friday evening with a friend, and my whole life changed,” said Ott, a local business owner how is leading a martial arts seminar in Seattle this month.

On that fateful night, Ott and his friend were at a south New Jersey bar when someone overheard Ott talking about his martial arts background. The next thing Ott knew, a drunken man was challenging him to a fight. He turned to walk away, and the man pushed him from behind. Ott looked into the man’s eyes and did not like what he saw.

“I knew this guy didn’t care about life,” Ott said. “And you better watch out, because those are very dangerous people.” The sight would be one of the last things Ott would ever see. The two scuffled. Soon, the man gave up and headed out of the bar. Ott was tidying himself when the man returned, put a gun to Ott’s head, and pulled the trigger.

The bullet tore through Ott’s left temporal lobe, cut the nerves to his left eye, and exited though his right eye. At the trauma center, emergency room doctors who examined him figured the case was hopeless. They pushed him off to one side and waited for him to die.

Eighteen hours later, he reached out from his hospital bed and grabbed the hand of a passing nurse. She called the doctors, who told her they could do nothing. But the nurse, recognizing Ott’s will to live, went to Dr. Luis Cervantes, the neurosurgeon who had operated on former presidential press secretary James Brady when the White House aid was shot in the head during the assassination attempt against President Regan. Cervantes, who had once worked at the hospital where Ott was taken, agreed to see him. He warned Ott that he could end up comatose, suffer mental retardation, or lose his ability to speak.
Ott survived the ensuing surgery, but lost his sight permanently. “Amazingly enough, that’s all,” he said. He attributes his recovery to his mother’s support, his good physical shape, and a strong will to live. He also gathered strength from a central tenet of Korean martial arts: Pil Sung, which translates as “certain victory thought strength, courage and indomitable spirit.”

“Martial arts helped me find the constant cohesion of all things in the universe,” he said. “I don’t do it for a living anymore, but it’s always by my heart. I can never let it go. It saved my life.”

Today, Ott runs his own business, teaches martial arts classes, runs for exercise, watches television, has an active social life, and personally ushers visitors into the dining room of the Modern Day Café, the restaurant he owns and manages. “Not much is that different,” he said.
As he greeted a recent visitor, he gestured toward the panoramic views of Lake Washington and other points of interest that can be seen from the restaurant. He also pointed out the distinctive architectural features of the restaurant’s dining room.

Ott began studying martial arts in 1980. He grew up in New Jersey, facing the challenges posed by a single parent household. As a child, he said, he was big on confidence but low on security. One day a man in the park where they played asked him and his friends if they wanted lessons in the Korean martial arts.

At first, Ott said, he was not focused. But he studied with the master for five years, learning Tae Soo Do of the Chung Do Kwan style and earned a first dan, or degree, black belt. He also won numerous titles, including the New Jersey State Amateur Athletic Union championships two years in a row, and was eligible for the Junior Olympics on year.

He went on to manage a large martial arts school in Exton, Pa., working under a grand master who taught Tae Kwon Do of the Mun Moo Kwan style as well as techniques in the art of Hapkido. There Ott earned his second-degree black belt. For two and a half years he worked 16-hour days, six or seven days a week. He competed in tournaments, led the school’s demonstration team, and taught classes, the smallest of which was about 50 students.

Then he opened his own school, teaching Hapkido and the Traditional Martial Arts Institute in southern New Jersey. The school was a success, and Ott was on top of the world—until that October night in the bar.
“I know everything does happen for a reason,” he said. “Maybe my purpose is to help other people realize life goes on.”

He also knows why he doesn’t wallow in despair. “Every day I’m depressed or want to give up on life, the guy who did this to me keeps winning,” he said. Nine months after he was shot, the FBI caught Ott’s assailant, who was sentenced to 10 years in prison. The man was scheduled to go before a parole board last month.

Walking around angry and depressed all the time would be truly disabling. “I have so much to look forward to,” Ott said. “I think, I work, I run. Life is still the same. It’s all in what you want to make of it.” He can still picture things in his mind as well as when he could see, so teaching others martial arts is no problem. “I think the way you think,” he said. He’s been teaching so long he knows from experience what’s likely to confuse students or give them trouble. Since the shooting, the World Martial Arts Association has named him a Man of the Year. He has also earned his third-degree black belt from the World Kido Federation, which supports traditional Korean martial arts.
Ott is holding his annual seminar at the Modern Day Café, which is part of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) center. He own and manages the restaurant, overseeing a team of employees who serve breakfast and lunch to visitors and to nearly 1,000 NOAA employees and 52 children a day. The café also provides catering services to more than 10,000 people each year. He found the restaurant in 1995 thought a federal program that helps blind people become self-sufficient. “It’s given me my independence back,” Ott said.

Ott’s experience has taught him first-had about the needless indignities many disabled people encounter. One of the worst occurred when he and a friend when to buy clothing. When he talks about the incident, his face turns red and his voice raises a bit.
The two walked up to a salesman, “and the salesman turns and looks at eh person I’m with and says, ‘What kind of cloths does he want?’” Ott was furious—and still it—that after all he has accomplished in his life, someone would act as if he were invisible or unable to speak for himself. He says people don’t treat him that way often because he projects confidence. But, he said, “When is does [happen], it is such a blow. How dare they?”

“People have to be able to accept disabled people better,” he added.

Ott is obviously encouraged by stories of how other disabled people have overcome obstacles. He grinned as he described a television commercial that shows a man climbing a mountain as a narrator describes the difficulties of the endeavor. It ends with the narrator adding, “Especially when you’re blind” as the climber plants a flag on the peak. “That had me jump out of my chair and yell, ‘You tell them! They haven’t seen anything yet!’” Ott said.
“I think the world better wake up,” he added, “because you’re going to see people with disabilities out there and taking on the world like never before.”

Ott’s annual martial arts seminar is scheduled for June 25 at the Modern Day Café, 7600 Sand Point Way. Registration begins at 10 a.m. and the seminar runs from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. A social hour with food and beverages follows. Cost of the seminar is $25 and the proceeds are being donated to the Korean Hapkido Association.

--Kimberly A. Haines is a Seattle based writer.
