Give Me A Buzz

By Paul B. Ricchiuti

I was invited to attend a class demonstration in marshal arts. I didn’t want to go. But

I did. The main reason for not wanting to go was that I knew the weather was going to be

hot that day. And it was, extremely hot! Hot weather and I just do not get along. Then

why did I go? I went because a friend, Rosemary Woods, urged me to. She also added

that she arranged for me to interview the man conducting the seminar. ”You’ll be

amazed at what you will see,” she said.

The event was to be held at the Boise Bible Colledge in Garden City, next to Boise,

Idaho. Strange place, I thought to hold something like that.

When I arrived I dreaded the thought of leaving my air-conditioned car. But out I

went. The weather was around one hundred degrees. Next I entered the non air-

conditioned gym. This better be good, I told myself.

Inside the building people were running everywhere and there was a lot of noise. As I

sat waiting for the workshop to begin my eyes turned to a door on the other side of the

gym. A tall teen-age boy had entered. He was swinging a white cane in front of him. He

was blind. I learned later that he had not planned to be there. So why did he come, no

one knows? Maybe it was out of curiosity. Whatever it was, he was there. The fellow

had a bewildered look on his face. He walked to the center of the room looking quite

alone and out of place, and he felt it. Then just as he turned to leave, a girl walked

toward him, took him by the arm, and guided him toward some chairs. He didn’t like this

and shook himself free. Stretching his cane before him he struck a chair and sat down.

He looked completely dejected as he sat motionless with his head down.

Someone beside him asked if he was going to stay. He said, ”no.”

I saw him three hours later. He was standing in the center of a group of young people

in that same room. Some were as blind as he was, others were not. But this time his face

was radiant. He flashed a great smile and I heard him laugh. He was talking freely, head

held high, and there was no white cane in sight.

I watched as he pounded unseen paddles with his fists. He learned pressure points and

was deep into the education of self-defense. Here was a very happy and alive young man

functioning on his own.

A girl, blind and deaf, was tumbling on a mat nearby. She rolled forward and then

backward. She laughed as she too slammed her fists into paddles held in front of her. I

couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

What was going on here?

It can all be explained with just one word. And that one word is simply Robert.

And who is Robert?

Let’s find out.

Robert is macho, a powerful man, both physically and mentally, and he has a booming

voice. But Robert is not perfect. He is forceful and has a temper. Yet he can be tender

hearted, thoughtful, compassionate and kind. He has a great sense of humor. Robert is a

strong natural leader of men, women, boys and girls.

Trained and educated in the science of martial arts Robert quickly rose to the top of

his field taking honors and trophies along the way. He once owned and operated his own

martial arts school.

But it all came to an end one day as he lay on a hospital bed. Doctors came and went

and in the end they just looked at him, shook their heads and walked away. There was

nothing more they could do. Robert would die.

What was this all about? Why was he in a hospital?

Robert told me the story himself when I interviewed him the day I went to the Boise

Bible College.

Robert James Ott was raised in a small apartment by a single mother. When he was

six years old a friend took him to a martial arts movie. He never forgot it.

At age eleven he enrolled in a class of self-defense at a recreation center. He was

scared and nervous.

But he worked hard with grueling exercises and bodybuilding. His teacher was

patient, however, as he slowly built up Roberts self-confidence. Thus Robert learned to

defend himself on the streets where he grew up.

In his own words he told me, ”Martial arts became a way of life. I found inner

strength. It was a part of everything I did.” Then, with a smile, he added, ”You name it,

I did it.”

One night a drunk challenged him to a fight. There was no way he could get out of it.

His friends kept urging him on. And, of course, he won easily. But the drunk didn’t give

up. He staggered to his car, found a gun, held it to Robert’s head and pulled the trigger.

Robert fell unconscious and was at the point of death.

Alone and confused, he lay on a hospital bed, his head and body spinning with pain.

Hour after hour went by and there was no help.

Seventeen long hours later a nurse stood by his bed. He reached out and grabbed her

arm. Shocked, she gasped the words; ”He’s alive! He’s alive!”

Running from the room she went in search of a doctor she felt could help him. The

result! Robert lived. But he was blind in both eyes.

With fits of rage, building inside him, he entered a world of total darkness. Soon

feelings of anger gave way to deep depression. He felt his life was over. Oh yes, he

could eat, drink, sleep and breathe. But that eternal blackness was always there. It was

too much, too permanent. Robert lapsed into hopelessness. There was nothing out there

for him. This went on for well over a year.

Then one day there was a knock on the door. His mother answered. Richard Kenvin

had come to visit. This was Robert’s first martial arts teacher. They talked for hours. At

first Robert’s anger and frustration erupted then a peaceful calm set in.

Deep into the visit Richard softly said, ”Robert, you have to go back. Your students

need you.”

He suggested that Robert could start conducting private seminars. He already had 50

students at the time he was shot.

“I can’t,” Robert gasped.”I can’t go back. It would be too embarrassing,” then he

added, ”I can’t face my students ever again.”

Then came Richard Kenvin’s answer. ”The more you give up the more that guy who

did this to you is winning.”

Robert began to change following the visit. Yet he felt he needed to become more

stable before facing anyone again.

Help came through the Randolph Shepard Act. This is a business program offered to

blind people. It teaches them how to operate and run a food service. And once the

training is completed the students are offered first bids at running such services.

Robert enrolled.

With this training Robert slowly learned to re-direct his powerful and limitless energy

into a positive direction, both physical and emotionally. It worked.

Today, he conducts martial arts seminars in various places around the country. He has

a team of five, four young men including Robert, a young lady, and the day I was there, a

boy of ten. They are all in uniform. He calls this group the World Ki Do Kwan

Federation. He also owns and operates a restaurant business where he is cashier.

“How can you possibly work at a cash register?” I asked.

“It’s simple,” he answered. ”Its called honesty.”

“I don’t understand.”

With a broad smile on his face he answered. “I had a hard time believing this at first,

but it works.”

“Explain how you do it.”

“A customer comes to the register. I ask what they ordered. After they tell me I add it

up in my head and tell them what they owe. They then tell me how much money they are

handing me and I give them their change. That’s all, just honesty!”

“You must be good at math,” I commented.

“Yes, I am,” he answered, “very good.”

At this point he suddenly burst out laughing. ”Let me tell you something,” he said,

“You have a lot of advantages when you’re blind. I was in a store one day and I put my

arm around my wife. But it wasn’t my wife. Everyone had a good laugh, especially me.”

Before the class demonstration actually started Robert asked everyone to leave their

seats and, ”Come closer. Sit on the floor,” he said, “in front of us. Form a circle. Get

together! I want you to feel the force!”

Once that was done he began to talk. He explained the function and reasons for

learning the art of self-defense, martial arts. “You know,” he said, “It’s a dog eat dog

world out there.”

Just as he said those words the only seeing-eye dog in the room stood up and shook

himself. This made his harness rattle. Everyone heard it and laughed except Robert. But

when someone told him what had happened he roared with laughter.

As the program progressed Robert explained every action that went on. There were

demonstrations of someone attacking a person. This was followed by an example of

how to defend yourself when attacked. Long sticks were used in mock battles. Boards

were split in half with bare hands and feet. Robert took part in many of these things.

Examples were also given of how to defend yourself when grabbed or threatened. Ways

to fall without hurting yourself were shown.

I was so amazed at what I saw, especially of Robert, that I was unprepared for the

final action. It was Robert himself.

Five building blocks were set on the floor, one placed on top of the other. Robert

smashed through the stack with his hand. He broke them all in half with just one blow.

Others in this field have done these things before. But my question was this. How

could a man without sight know just where to hit the blocks, gage the timing of the hit,

and at what speed it should be at the point of contact? It was truly amazing.

Following the demonstrations the students gathered around the team for individual

instruction. And again Robert was in the center of all the action.

I tried to watch Robert during the entire seminar. I wanted to learn more about him. I

even forgot about the hot weather. I heard his strong, clear voice. He was a fast talker as

he boomed instructions to his team, explained the actions, or gave commands. He, by no

means, was a dictator. But there was no doubt in any ones mind but that he was the

person in control.

He wore dark glasses all the time he conducted the seminar. The only time he took

them off was during our interview. He wanted me to see his eyes. One was glass. The

left one was his own. The glass was beautiful, and I told him so.

Robert always held his head high. And when he walked it was with a deliberate firm

step. There was no faltering. He was bare foot as were the rest of his team. He had

expressive hands and body movements..

Most if the time he stood with legs wide apart and hands on his hips. He almost

always looked directly at his audience. During specific demonstrations, however, he

would swing his head from the action to the audience. It gave the appearance that he

could see everything.

At the start of the program Robert stood to one side, between the audience and the

action. His toes were wrapped around a white came. And when he moved, it slid along

with him.

I don’t remember when or at what time the cane disappeared. But suddenly he was

without it. Yet I had a strong feeling that he knew where it was if he needed it.

Team members would guide him from time to time and from place to place. They

never grabbed him. They just sort of pushed him in the right direction. He almost

always used his feet to slide across the floor until his toes touched a line of tape stuck to

the floor or bump into a series of mats. He was entirely at home when he met either of

the two.

Every once in awhile I would hear him shout out these three words. ”Training!

Endurance! Confidence!” He even stressed this during our interview.

Now lets talk about the interview.

It took place before the seminar started. We sat at a table facing each other. It was

uncanny! I thought he could see me. There was no subdued feeling, looking down or quiet words. He talked loud so anyone closeby could hear every word he said. And

people did want to listen because a small crowd gathered around us. He also talked so

fast that I couldn’t write my notes quick enough. He asked, “Am I talking too fast?” I

said, “Yes.” Then, and only then, did he slow down.

I gathered and wrote most of Robert’s background, from the interview, so there is no

reason to repeat it again. But, as we talked, I felt an extreme urgency, on his part, to

share a few of the vital things he learned from being blind and also of his return to martial arts.

The easiest way for me to begin is to list what was on his mind from my notes. And

as I do this I have found several things that seem to be related. For instance he said of

martial arts, “It holds me together. It enables me to keep on a straight line and be clean.”

Another statement, ”I found inner strength.” And yet another, “It showed me how to be a

person, a positive thinker.” He also went on with an old saying. “It proves that where

there is a will there is a way.”

He commented that martial arts brought freedom and self-confidence back to him. He

remarked that, ”At first (when he started back into the martial arts program) I didn’t

know if I could ever put my uniform on again.” He did.

As he became deeper involved into the teaching program he said, “I was sharing

myself with my students, and I was also learning from them.” He went on to add, “A true

teacher is a true student. It is a life long process. I had to learn all over again how to

stand before people.”

Another comment was, “You choose your way of life. It does not choose you.”

Then talking about his blindness he had these things to say. “Life goes on after a

dramatic change. Even the blind can live life to the fullest.” Also, “Accept the facts.

You can’t change what happened to you. Take tragedy and use it to make you go

forward. Some see things as problems. I take it as an opportunity.”

“Help others is the main object. Put energy into these people. I belong to the Big

Brothers program.”

He also said that when he started on the road back, ”I had to re-direct my energy to a

positive way both physically and emotionally.”

“People with disabilities,” he said “say what they want to say.” What he was saying

here is that these people don’t have to hide what is wrong with them. People already

know it. They can see it. He also went on to say, ”There is a lot to be beautiful about.

You don’t have to be morose.”

A few more statements went like this. ”I believe you only live once, so live it right.

Once is surely enough.”

And I like what he said when he smiled with this comment, “I look in a mirror now

and like what I see much better than when I could see.”

This is Robert, and I know I am a better person for having met him. For many Robert

is more than an inspiration, he is a way of life. You can’t help but like him. He is one of

those instant friends that are so hard to find.

Just before he left his students that day he asked if anyone had a question. There was

a great smile on his face and maybe a sparkle in that one glass eye as he then added, ”But

don’t raise your hands.”

The Idaho Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired sponsored the seminar.

And then as the workshop closed, Robert along with his team, handed out certificates

to those who took the class that day. And I can almost hear his booming voice now as he

finally said, ”Call me anytime if you have a question. You have my number. Just GIVE ME A BUZZ.”
