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When Robert Ott was 21 years old, a stranger shot him in the head.

He hasn’t been able to see since.

The bullet blinded Ott But it also left him with a new kind of sight.

”It actually became an eyeopener for me,” said Ott, now 29. ”In losing your eyesight, you begin to see more.”

Ott - a resident of the Seattle area - is in Idaho this week to share what he’s gained from his experiences with blind and visually impaired Idahoans.

An estimated 22,000 Idahoans are blind or visually impaired, according to the Idaho Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired.

A martial arts expert, Ott is holding workshops to teach blind and visually impaired people self-defense techniques.

Just as importantly, he wants to teach them how to build confidence and self-sufficiency.

”I feel a lot of people who are blind and visually impaired need that,” Ott said. ”As much as they need to be able to defend themselves against attackers, they also need to be able to defend themselves against the challenges life can bring their way.”

”My biggest thing is building their character inside, their confidence and self-esteem, and that will help them achieve the goal of loving life.”

Ott owned a martial arts school in New Jersey when he was shot.

The shooting happened one night in it bar after a confrontation with it stranger. Ott used martial arts to defend himself. His attacker used a gun.

When Ott learned that he would never be able to see again, he became depressed, angry and embarrassed to leave the house.

One day, his first martial arts teacher paid him a visit and urged him to return to martial arts. 

Ott did. And it wasn’t long before he was asked to tell his story at other martial arts schools and in classrooms.

But he needed to make some money. So Ott joined a business enterprise program for blind people. He studied hotel and restaurant management.

About four years ago, Ott moved to Seattle to open the Modern Day Café, which serves the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

In 1998, he married his wife Kimberly.

Ott, the northwest director of the Korean Hapkido Association, also continues to teach martial arts.

He often travels around the country to provide seminars. He enjoys accomplishing things that people often think blind people cannot do. He’s been accepted to mentor through the Big Brother Big Sister program.

“Many, many people see my situation as a problem,” he said. “Isee it as an opportunity that can help build strength.”

Cheryl Tapp of the Idaho Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired—which is sponsoring Ott’s visit—said Ott’s drive and positive attitude are and inspiration.

“He’s macho, he’s forceful, yet he has such a caring, compassionate heart.”
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If you go

Robert Ott’s workshop is geared toward the blind and visually impaired, but the public also is welcome.

It is 2 to 5 p.m. today at Boise Bible College, 8695 Marigold in Garden City.

To make arrangements to attend, call Cheryl Tapp at the Idaho Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired at 334-3220.

On Friday, Ott will meet with students at the Idaho School for the Blind and Deaf in Gooding.

