The University Herald—Wednesday, March 5, 1997

Blind instructor opens others’ eyes

At 21, Robert Ott was blinded in a bar fight. Today, he owns a cafe and says his love for life has inspired him to keep teaching martial arts.

By Jacqueline Hennessey

Assistant Editor

When he tells a story, his words roll off—from beginning to end—with an energetic, New Jersey accent. His hands follow along with an equal amount of expression.

His wit is sharp. His jokes are many. And Robert Ott’s attitude is packed with strength, smiles and a zest for life.

Nothing, except for a dark par of Ray Ban sunglasses and a can reveal that this 27-year-old martial arts teacher and Sand Point café owner is blind.

“A lot of people hate the the world because they’re blind. They tend to cry for sympathy,” Ott said, shrugging his shoulders. “I don’t feel that way. I love life and feel so lucky to be alive.”

At the age of 21, Ott opened his own Hap Kido martial arts school ina tough, South New Jersey town.

He said that at the time, he thought his life couldn’t get any better. He was in great shape and was living a dream of owning his own martial arts school. Then one day, in October 1990, he went to a local bar to have a drink. “I only intended to be there for about 10 minutes,” Ott said. “But I became an innocent victim of a violent crime.”

A man approacked Ott and started a fight. Ott fought back, but the fight didn’t end when Ott thought it had.

“I was in the foyer, tucking my shirttail in when the man came back, pointed a gun at my head and shot me.” Ott recalled.

The bullet pierced Ott’s brain and exited though his eye. Ott shocked doctors and lived, but he was blinded.

Although he was angry, there was some hope left inside him.

“I remember lying there in the hospital about to die. There were certain things that kept me going: I was in good shape; I had these incredible doctors, an amazing neurosurgeon, I loved life and had a loving mother,” Ott said.

He spent the next five years trying to figure out how he was going to move on—but an even more complicated string of events would follow.

The man who shot him received only 10 years in prison, which left Ott furious. And the fact that he won a lawsuit against the man did not help much because he could no collect a dime due to legal loopholes. On top of everything, Ott was forced to close his martial arts school.

In 1995, things changed for the better.

Thanks to a New Jersey state agency which rehabilitates blind individuals, Ott was trained and certified in food management services. He was offered a job running a café on the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration campus in Sand Point, 7600 Sand Point Way N.E.

Ott packed two gym bags, hopped on a plane and headed for Seattle.

What he would find, he did not know. But what he did find, he said, he will never forget.

In so many words, he found happiness.

Nothing to lose

“I could have walked around angry, but what was that going to do,” Ott philosophized.

“I figured I had nothing to lose.”

He started off in an empty apartment in Sand Point, running a café that needed some straightening up as well as some pizzazz.

A true friend

Ott said he couldn’t have done it without his friend Brian Valenzuela, who was recruited by the Washington State Department of Services for the Blind to work with him at the café.

“We immediately developed a friendship and made the business grow,” Ott said, add ing that he renamed the restaurant The Modern Day Café. Valenzuela laughed and recalled, “The first time I met robert, he had such good stature and was holding his cane, he looked like he was either with the FBI or the Mafia.”

Ott depends on Valenzuela and his employees to help with the paper work and other duties that he simply cannot do. As for learning to read Braille, Ott has not yet mastered the technique, and says, “My hands are used to breaking cinder blocks. I’m not exactly your Mr. Delicate Piano Player.”

But Ott still supervises the employees, runs the cash register and greets customers with the utmost enthusiasm. He says he gets to know customers by the sound of their voice and by what they order.

“Some new customers don’t even know I’m blind. I face then because I know they are in front of me, but they have not idea that I can’t see them,” he said, with a childlike smirk.

A wonderful woman

To his surprise, Ott ended up asking a woman who was one of his former customer to marry him. Ott says he thinks his fiancee, Kimberly, admired him because he always had a smile on his face.

“She is a wonderful person. From the first time I met her, I felt very comfortable with her,” he said.

Aside from his blissful engagement, Ott’s true passion, martial arts, is still a big part of his life. He can still thrash a stack of three concrete blocks into dust. And he still jogs and lifts weights with a partner nearly every day. Since the shooting, Ott has conducted 38 independent self-defense seminars, where he says many attend simply because they can’t believe he is blind.

“I love it, I get to run the whole show. I think being a blink instructor really opens other people’s eyes,” he said.

Ott’s passion provides more than just physical strenght as well.

“I relize now that problems are only what you make of them. It wasn’t until after the shooting that I found out what inner strenght was about. It was like a test. I really don’t think that I’d be where I am today without martial arts.

“I wake up everyday blind but still smiling.”

