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In his office at Fort Lewis, Robert Ott is visited by sisters, from left, Renee Byrd, Colleen McCormack and Nichole Auletto, and his wife, Kimberly. Consultant

and manager Jim Stevens snaps a photo for posterity.

CEO takes pride in service of feeding troops at Fort Lewis
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Robert Ott, president and CEO of Certain Victory Food Services, steadies himself on the shoulder of Jackie Issac, assistant building manger of one of Ott’s

18 dining facilities at Fort Lewis. Ott was shot in the head and blinded when he was 21 years old. About 22 percent of his employees are disabled in some

way.
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At the age of 21, Robert Ott was shot in the head and left permanently blind.

Fifteen years later, Ott has two dime-sized indentations on his left temple, reminding him of that night – and that he should not live his life in darkness.

Ott grew up in southern New Jersey with a passion for martial arts. After the shooting, he connected with other blind vendors, who inspired and helped him

restart his business career. With just $500 in his pocket, he left his mother and life in New Jersey and moved to Washington for a new job running a cafe.

Ten years later, Ott is the president and CEO of a business that is responsible for feeding more than 10,000 soldiers at Fort Lewis. He named the company

Certain Victory Food Services Inc., meant to inspire the Fort Lewis soldiers to keep fighting for their victories.

Ott also has a six-month contract with a ghost writer to write his autobiography, tentatively titled “Certain Victory,” which will detail his life and struggles

after becoming blind.

He describes himself as a regular guy – married with a 3-year-old daughter, Savannah. Ott loves reading to Savannah, but makes up the story as he goes along.

He still winks, though he hides his eyes behind dark Ray-Ban glasses.

Ott talked about his life challenges with The News Tribune.

What happened the night you were blinded?

It was a Friday at 12:36 a.m. on Oct. 6, 1990. I went out with a friend to a bar in New Jersey, and within 15 minutes, I was in a confrontation that I was

trying to avoid.

I defended myself using my martial arts skills, and as I was tucking in my shirt, he put a gun to my left temple and pulled the trigger. The bullet cracked

the left part of my skull, damaged the left nerves of my brain and left me completely blind.

How did you feel after learning that you would be blind?

I had hopes that I would be able to see again. I went to see a neuro-ophthalmologist, who told me, “Robert, we don’t have an answer for you right now.”

It was the heaviest acceptance I ever had to handle in my life and probably ever will. I was 21 years old: How was I going to face this?

How did you get your life back on track?

When I was going to bed one night, there was a knock on my door and my first martial arts instructor told me, “The more you keep giving up on life, the

more that guy who shot you keeps winning.”

I began to realize everything was a battle.

How did you move from New Jersey to Washington?

I completed the Business Enterprise program (a service for the disadvantaged) in New Jersey. A counselor humorously told me there was a job in Washington.

I told him, “Fly me out there, let me check it out or else I’m going to go crazy here.”

I packed my two gym bags and with only $500, I kissed my family goodbye and hopped on a plane.

How did you end up becoming the president of Certain Victory?

I applied for the position along with four other blind applicants under the Randolph-Sheppard Act with the Washington State Department of Services for the

Blind.

I spent months and months getting ready for this, and I had an impressive portfolio. In September 2004, we opened Certain Victory.

As president, my main priority is to feed the soldiers and to feed them well.

You give some motivational speeches across the country. What do you want people to gain from your story?

I want to open up people’s eyes and let victims know that they are still strong, that they’re still a winner.

Everyone, whether they’re disabled or not, has challenges. They need to know to never give up.

Robert Ott

Age: 36

Position: President, CEO, Certain Victory Food Services Inc.

Function: Supply meals to Fort Lewis soldiers in 18 dining facilities

Employees: 560 – 22 percent disabled

Quote: “We try to make the soldiers feel like this is their home because this could be their last home before they go to war.”
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