Blinded by bullet, he thrives 
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Robert J. Ott, who is blind, conducts a seminar at MacKenzie's Tae Kwon Do and Hapkido in Voorhees. 
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Martial arts shape former S.J. resident's outlook 
By JASON NARK 
Courier-Post Staff 

Robert J. Ott was permanently blinded by a bullet to the head 15 years ago; despite the loss of his vision, his sense of perspective has never been clearer. 

On Oct. 6, 1990, Ott stepped in to protect a dancer from an overzealous admirer attending a bachelor party at the Admiral Lounge, a former go-go club on Admiral Wilson Boulevard. 

After the two scuffled, another member of the bachelor party went out to his car, returned with a .38-caliber handgun, and shot Ott in the back of the head. He lost an eye and left Cooper University Hospital a little over a month later blind and unsure how his life would proceed. 

At the sentencing of the shooter May 1, 1992, Ott, a longtime martial artist who owned his own studio in Somerdale, told the court about his plight. 

"I can't travel. I can't teach. I don't have the freedom I used to have," Ott said that day. 

But these days, Ott, 39, doesn't say the words "can't" or "don't" much. 

After enrolling in a business education program with the New Jersey Council of the Blind shortly after the accident, he began to crawl his way out of the darkness. 

"I had to take a step back and learn how to be blind and this was an opportunity to get back on my feet," said Ott last week during a visit back to South Jersey. 

Moving to Seattle in 1995 with two gym bags and $500 was a gamble, Ott said, but it paid off. He began food catering for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration: "I had nothing to lose. It was up or down." 

After running the Modern Day Cafe at the NOAA for 10 years, Ott secured a lucrative contract to supply all food services for Fort Lewis in Washington state, and now is in charge of 650 employees, 22 percent of whom are disabled, he said. 

Ott also gives motivational talks for foundations for the blind and helps teach occupational training for other blind people. 

Married with a daughter, Ott lives in Olympia, Wash., and returned to South Jersey last week to attend a food service convention and run several seminars at a friend's martial arts studio. Ott is a sixth-degree black belt in Korean Hapkido and created his own form of martial arts, which he calls Ki Do Kwan. 

He said martial arts is a lifestyle that gave him the foundation to overcome his injuries. 

"It's enabled me to see things I couldn't see when I could see," he said. "That shot took my eyesight but that was all I was going to let it take." 

The shooter, Robert Moore, of Philadelphia, was arrested in June 1991 and convicted of aggravated assault and weapons possession a year later. He was released in August 1999. 

"I turned what he did around and utilized it," Ott said. "I certainly don't thank him for doing it - it's more than that." 

Ken MacKenzie, owner of several martial arts studios in Camden County, has been friends with Ott since they were two teens passionate about the sport. 

"We both just had the biggest dreams and Bobby just had an unusual passion," said MacKenzie, a ninth-degree black belt. "He had always been a warrior." 

Ott's mere presence at a seminar is a powerful experience for MacKenzie's students. 

"People can no longer have excuses around Bobby," said Mackenzie, 40. "People are always saying why they can't do something. He came from the bottom up and that's powerful." 

Ott, who is writing an autobiography with a ghost writer, said he can still connect his foot with someone's jaw if needed, but agreed that moves and weapons are not the most important aspect of his seminar and his lifestyle. 

"I'm a regular guy who went through hell and back and got back on my feet," he said. "I want people to know that they can do it, too." 
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