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Martial artist overcomes major disability
By Russ Zabel
Sometimes you just have to get on with life, no matter how tough the circumstances. For Robert Ott, the circumstances included a promising martial arts career that was cut short after a fight in a New Jersey bar with a man who had a gun.

Ott was blinded by the encounter, he was only 20. These days, decades later, Ott is the manager of the restaurant in the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration complex at the north end of the former Sand Point Naval Base. But getting on with life also includes reviving a promising martial arts career for Ott, who teaches the Korean fighting style of Hapkido, even though he can’t see his students.

Ott grew up in southern New Jersey about 20 miles outside Philadelphia, and he was first exposed to martial arts at a very young age. “I was 6 years old, growing up with a single mother, when a friend of the family took us to see a martial-arts movie,” he said.

The movies made quite an impression on him, said Ott, who remembers leaving the theatre “high as a kite.” The same family friend bought him his first martial-arts uniform, and he started out studying Korean-style martial arts, Ott said.
“I got fully involved in it with I was 12 years old,” he added. Ott said he you his first-degree black belt in Tae SooDo, Chung Do Kwan when he was 15. At 18, he got his second-degree black belt in the style, which was later to become Tae Kwan Do.

It was shortly after then that Ott became general manager and chief instructor at a Korean martial-arts school with three locations in Pennsylvania. “I worked 15 hours a day, six days a week,” he remembers.

When he turned 20, Ott said, he opened up his own school in New Jersey and started teaching Hapkido. It was called the Traditional Martial Arts Institute. “I was the only Hapkido school where only Korean was spoken,” Ott said. “And the school became very successful.”

But his success came to an abrupt end when Ott visited a New Jersey bar his father managed. “It was a Friday evening, Oct. 6, 1990,” he said. “I was out socializing with a couple of friends, and for whatever reason, a confrontation began.”
Martial-arts students are taught to avoid fights if at all possible, and Ott said he tried to walk away from an encounter with a man who has a lot of anger. “He pushed me from behind,” Ott said, adding that let to a fight which did not last long.

“It was over in my mind,” he said. The fight wasn’t over as far as his opponent was concerned, though. Ott said he was tucking in his shirt when the other man returned from getting a gun in his car.

Ott said he doesn’t remember the last 45 seconds of the encounter, but he was told the man put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger. The bullet passed though the left temporal lobe of his brain, severing the nerves to his left eye, Ott said. “And it blew up in my right eye.”
Ott said the doctors at first wondered whether he would even survive, and if he did, whether he would be mentally disabled. Ott also said he spent a ling time in the hospital before he realized he would never see again. “It was almost like getting hit with a lighting bolt,” he said of the realization.

When he finally got to go home, about the last thing on his mind was going back to his martial-arts school. “I remember I was embarrassed more than anything else,” Ott said.

But one day, his first martial-arts instructor paid him a visit and urged him to put his uniform on and return to the school, Ott said. “I just couldn’t do it,” he said. His mom changed his mind by telling him the more he gave up on life, the more the man that shot me wins, Ott said. It took awhile, but Ott said he did return to his school, and he continued his studies in martial arts. He now holds a fifth-degree black belt in Hapkido.

Ott said he moved to Seattle five years ago with just a couple of gym bags to take the job at the NOAA restaurant. He ended up here after spending a year in school back east under a federal program that trains blind people to run government snack bars and restaurants, Ott said.

There were no jobs in New Jersey, however, so he moved here to take one at NOAA. “People thought I was crazy for doing this,” he said. “Since then, I‘ve moved on with life, Ott added. He also met and married his wife around three years ago, Ott said.

“I started teaching about a month after I got here,” he said. “It was very difficult at first,” Ott conceded. “I had to learn to be me, blind.” It took time but eventually teaching became very natural for him, he said.
The memory of vision helps him, Ott said, but he also depends on touch and sound. Ott was able to recognize one of his regular customers, for instance, by the sound of his footsteps while he was being interviewed for this story at the NOAA restaurant.

A kind of sixth sense is also something that develops in newly blind people, Ott said. “Your surroundings become a feeling, an energy in the air,” is how he put it. Ott demonstrated by slowly moving both hands to within an inch of the wall.

“You can feel the wall without touching it,” he said. “The key is being able to use that (sense).”

Ott teaches martial-arts seminars, specializing in blind and visually impaired students. He also holds self-defense clinics for women, and teaches Hapkido on a regular basis to seven sighted students, and Mary Larson, one of those students.

Larson said she first met Ott when he taught self-defense classes for the women in the Kirkland office she manages. Now Larson takes lessons a couple of times a month, along with her husband, Ron, and her son, Tony.

“He starts out by demonstrating the moves,” she said. Then Ott will check his students’ hands, feet and positions, she said. “He’ll actually come up behind us and feel what we’re doing with the moves,” Larson added.

Ott teaches his students in a racquet ball court in a Mountlake Terrace Parks and Recreation building. But they took a test for their belts two weekends ago in the One World Akido school in Lake City, and his students did well, he said. 

Ott judged the test with fellow martial arties Rob Cohn, and it was hard to believe he couldn’t see what he was doing. All it takes is one touch, Ott explained. “What follows after that is no different then when I would see.”

“I’m not going to tell you I don’t get angry sometimes,” Ott said of the circumstances that changed his life forever. But Ott insisted he is not going to let that anger rule his life. He has also too much else going on, and that includes writing an autobiography. Ott calls it “Never Surrender”
