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MARTIAL ARTIST


TRIUMPHS OVER BLINDNESS


by Sara Fogan





SEATTLE� Robert Ott knows all too well that life can suddenly take an unexpected turn. He started train�ing in the martial arts when he was 11 years old, and by the time he turned 21, he had earned a black belt in taekwondo, kuk sool and hapkido, and won several state championships and the Fight for Cancer championships  He even opened his own dojo in Southern New Jersey. That same year, however, Ott was shot in the head at point�blank range after becoming involved in a barroom scuffle. He was left blind.


Despite being in good physical shape when he was shot, Ott says his recovery was difficult: He endured two surgeries�one to remove the bullet and a second operation to treat a meningitis infection�and was initially self�conscious about his blindness. “But the martial arts gave me the ability to keep going in life, to deal with the challenges every day,” he says.


He also had to contend with the emotions that arose as he struggled to overcome the daily obstacles his physical limitation presented. “The martial arts were truly tested,” he says. “Many people can break boards and do this and that�which is wonderful�but nothing [tests them more] than going through what I went through.”


With the encouragement of his mother and his first martial arts instructor, Richard Kenvin, Ott put on his gi two and a half months after the shooting and returned to his school to resume teaching. “I was embarrassed, [which] was very tough,” Ott says. But it wasn't long before people approached to ask him to share his story about dealing with adversity for the sake of students at high schools and martial arts studios.


In 1995, Ott graduated from the Business Enterprise Program�a state program that trains blind and visually impaired individuals and helps them get jobs in federal facilities. In fact, it was through that program in New Jersey that Ott was able to buy a restaurant in a federal government complex�3,000 miles away, near Seattle.


“To move out�to go across the country with two gym bags when you're blind and know nobody�took the discipline of the martial arts,” Ott says. 


He also says he appreciates life more now than ever. Happily married and the owner of a successful restaurant, he refuses to allow his blindness to prevent him from doing what he wants to do-including teaching.  He regularly conducts seminars in women self-defense and teaches the martial arts to others who are visually impaired. He has also earned a fifth-degree black belt form the Korea Hapkido Association.


“I’ve learned to appreciate life,” Ott says.  “I’ve taken this dramatic thing that I’ve gone through and reversed it into a direction in life where I can share my story and help people with their inner strength.”


