	“Is he really blind?”  

By Karly Dolan the Official Administrative Assistant of Robert J. Ott

I can’t count how many times I’ve been asked this question by people in reference to my boss, Robert Ott, aka “the blind guy”.  I’m here to set the record straight.  Robert has been totally, 100% blind since a tragic accident when he was 21 years old.  The question of whether or not he was really blind used to catch me off guard and offend a little.  Silently I would wonder how the white and red walking cane wouldn’t be a dead-give-away indicator of blindness, but, after working for Robert for over a year and being a close friend of his for four, I now know why people ask.  People just don’t equate blindness with people like Mr. Ott.  This is a man who challenges our idea of what a disability is. 
Robert is one of the most capable people I’ve ever met.  His personality is confident, loud, and full of life.  He is driven to want more and accomplishes any goal he sets.  This is who Robert Ott is; proud and thankful to be alive.  Since Robert is blind, it is easy for one to assume he is also disabled and not as capable to make a living or have a thriving social life.  These common misconceptions about disabilities are manifested often in our daily routine.  One day on our errand running, we stopped at a business.  The following is a recount of the event. 

 We walked into the store in usual fashion, with Robert’s hand on my shoulder and me leading us to the counter, doing my best not to run us into any store displays or people.  We ask our question and wait for the reply.  The salesperson answers, but not to Robert who asked the original question.  The salesperson, right in front of Robert, asks me what his date of birth is and what his account number is, as if he can’t hear or talk.  This is my favorite example because it’s something that happens so often; so often in fact, Robert and I have made it into an even more dramatized charade.  I will very obviously turn to the side and look at him and ask, “What is your birthday?”, and he looks at me and responds, “Tell her it’s July 9th”, and so on.  Usually, the salesperson will catch on and we’ll all laugh and he/she’ll start talking to Robert directly.  It becomes a great opportunity to introduce Robert and challenge unconscious thought.      

It’s easy to think that a blind man wouldn’t be able to live his life as well, or as easily, since he can’t see but Robert has more fun than anyone, regardless of how others react to his energy.  Being more of an introvert, I sometimes envy the freedom he has of not seeing others’ scowls and frowns.  I would be much too self-conscious about singing, dancing, and clapping my hands in front of a room full of people but Robert does it in his usual happy-go-lucky way.  Since working for Robert, I’ve adopted a new practice to challenge some of my misconceptions about capability.  At home, I’ll enter a dark room and purposefully not turn on the light.  I close my eyes and try to ‘see’ my way around like Robert does.  Working for Robert has been a pleasure and being his true friend is an honor.  I have gained new appreciations for things and have become more sensitive to how we incorporate those who need extra assistance.  
My answer now to the question of Robert’s blindness is, chuckling as I answer, a simple, “Yes, he is really blind”.  I encourage everyone who sees Robert to shout hello and not be afraid to come up and shake his hand.  Don’t stretch out your hand and wait for him to grab it though, you’ll be waiting awhile; just grab his hand and shake it.  And please, don’t wait until he leaves the room to come and ask me if he’s really blind.  Ask him while he’s still there.  You’ll enjoy his answer more, I guarantee it! 
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