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Most people would give up.

Shot in the head, robbed of vision and forced to face a drastically different lifestyle, 21-year-old Robert Ott still had a choice.

He could either cling to self-pity and fear or he could display values of strength, courage and indomitable spirit.

More than 14 years later, he saw the results of those values embodied in Certain Victory - his food service company - enhance the lives of Soldiers at Fort

Lewis.

And yes, Robert can still see.

He doesn't use sight to accomplish his goals, but he does use his visions to transform the attitudes of people who meet him - both their philosophies concerning life challenges and their perceptions about blind individuals.

"I just have that force, that lust, that passion, to go forward," said Robert.

"Many times people forget I'm blind," he said. "They almost can't believe it."

Garbed in black-on-black clothing with sleek black sunglasses resting over his eyes, the man who holds a fifth-degree black belt in Korean Hapkido smoothes his blond hair and seems completely at ease in his office.

"Being blind is just an inconvenience to him, and that's all it is," said Kimberly Ott, Robert's wife of eight years. "He wants to earn people's respect for who he is and not because he's disabled."

In a booming New Jersey accent, Robert does not focus on what happened to him, but rather how he gained a better appreciation for himself and for life.

After recovering from being shot while protecting his father's bar, Robert had to re-evaluate his life. He had to adjust.

He went through the obligatory bleak period of feeling sorry for himself, but then his mother and long-time martial arts mentor stepped in to give him a wake-up call.

Instead of being a victim, he was ready to be a survivor.

Realizing he didn't just have to cope with a disability - he also needed to succeed in fulfilling his aspirations and desires - he packed two gym bags and headed to Seattle with about $500 ready to invest in his new life.

Robert channeled his enthusiasm for inspiring employees and customers into a different field.

"He's accepting of new ideas and new thoughts," said Jeanne Gallo, Washington State Department of Services for the Blind business enterprise program manager.

"He has such an air of confidence and enthusiasm for what he's doing."

Thanks to the Washington State Business Enterprise program - which helps train and place selected blind people into food service - he found a way to embrace

a new career while still playing an active role in the martial arts community.

Little by little, his business and reputation expanded over the years.

"If he wants to do something, he does it," said Kimberly. "He certainly doesn't aim to sit around and feel sorry for himself."

Owner of a company that employs more than 300 people, he now oversees the nine dining facilities on post that aren't operated by Soldiers.

Hungry 1st Brigade Soldiers in the process of deploying overseas are just some of the customers who benefit from Robert's optimism and expertise.

"Soldiers deserve to have the best," said Kimberly, a former Army lieutenant. "Robert will always look out for Soldiers."

And he always looks out for the people who meet him for the first time.

Robert makes an effort to put people at ease by making self-deprecating jokes - "one of his blind jokes" - and getting them past their initial hesitation and uncertainty of meeting a blind person, said Kimberly.

"He doesn't let people struggle for very long - he can take very awkward situations and just make these incredible jokes," she said.

Both constant overachievers, the Otts complement each other and succeed as a team. Along with their 2-year-old daughter, Savannah, they live a relatively normal life - complete with talking computers.

"There's no one I can think of who would be a better father to our daughter," said Kimberly. "She'll play hide and seek, and he'll still find her. I don't even think she knows he's blind."

And Kimberly sometimes forgets, too - she smacks him on the shoulder when she thinks he's looking at other women, and he admonishes her for standing in front of the TV while he's trying to "watch" the news.

"I'm very visual in how I think," said Robert. "I stare at the TV, and I create the picture.

"When an object comes in front of it, I feel that black on black," he said. "I still see."

Robert uses his vision to enhance Certain Victory and all the values he has chosen to personify his life. He also projects his strength, courage and indomitable spirit onto the people who come into contact with him.

"It takes certain victory in our hearts to move forward," he said. "I mold it, I carve it, and then I project it forward."

