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Another fresh start beckons for blind businessman

By

SAM SKOLNIK

SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER REPORTER

When Robert Ott came to Seattle in 1995, it wasn't just gutsy -- arriving with only a couple of gym bags, $500 in his pocket and unconfirmed job prospects.

It turned out to be vitally therapeutic.

Ott suddenly became blind when a man shot him point-blank in the face after a bar fight in 1990. Then 21 and the operator of his own martial arts studio

in southern New Jersey, Ott recovered for several years, during which his career path and life direction at times floundered.
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Robert Ott, in red shirt, has operated the Modern Day Cafe at the Seattle campus of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration since 1995. Ott,

who's been blind since 1990, is leaving to run a cafeteria at Fort Lewis. Chad Morey, at right, who is also blind, will take over.
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Seattle was a necessary fresh start, he said, a place where people could know and judge him for who he was -- an able blind man coursing with ambition --

instead of who he had been.

"Truthfully, I don't think I would have been able to get on my feet back in New Jersey the way I was able to out here," said Ott, a large, expressive man

with dark, sleek sunglasses and noticeable hints of his native Philadelphia-area accent. "This is an amazing place."

In the past 10 years, Ott hasn't just proved himself a successful businessman while running the cafeteria on the Seattle campus of the National Oceanic

and Atmospheric Administration. He's also thrived as a motivational speaker and self-defense trainer, all the while taking time to train dozens of other

area blind people in the food-services industry, as well as being a husband and father of a 2-year-old daughter.

If that doesn't sound hectic enough, he's about to make a big career jump. Today he bids farewell to his cafe regulars. On Sept. 1, he starts a new job

running the cafeteria system at Fort Lewis -- including up to 20 eateries when the Army base is full, and more than 200 employees.

His will be one of the largest businesses sponsored by the state Department of Services for the Blind's Business Enterprise Program, says Ott, 35. It's

a sufficiently big challenge, he says, that he's enlisted the help of a business partner. He's also been losing sleep.

Ott says the trials of running a business while blind have more than been offset by the successes. First among them: using the business to help train 25

to 30 other blind people to work at the Modern Day Cafe on the NOAA campus off Sand Point Way Northeast.

The cafe is sunny and bright, with a Wednesday meatloaf special that regularly "has people lining up out the door," Ott says with pride.
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The state's Business Enterprise Program owns several contracts with government facilities throughout the region, says Jim Sutherland, an official with the

program. The program trains blind prospective candidates to run the cafeterias, and then leases the businesses, and real control of them, to the trainees,

he says.

"We provide them the opportunity to be independent," says Sutherland. "They sink or swim on their own."

Sutherland says he's never worried about Ott -- whose cafe has earned money each of the 10 years he's operated it. "Robert is one of those guys that gives

us 1,000 percent, not a hundred, you know?"

Tina Brown has worked as the Modern Day Cafe's chef for the last 3 1/2 years. "It was an instant match" between her and Ott, she says.

Ott has been an inspiring boss, Brown says, especially regarding his commitment to train other blind people to work in the field, and as a result, to become

more self-sufficient.

"A lot of folks around here are gonna miss him," Brown says. "He stands out."

Ott's impulses to work with other blind people led others to think of him when Maria Federici, a young Renton woman, became blinded after a freeway accident

Feb. 22. Her plight has been highly publicized.

Today, at Ott's farewell celebration at the cafe, Federici plans to stop by. Ott says he and his business partners have chipped in to buy her a new computer,

complete with "talking" software.

"She's a beautiful girl and she's come a long way," says Ott, who has been to Federici's home to speak with her.

"When she's in front of people, she's brave and puts on a brave face. But anybody who doesn't know that she sheds tears when she's alone, and that she needs

a lot of support and counseling and time, they're blind."

P-I reporter Sam Skolnik can be reached at 206-448-8176 or

samskolnik@seattlepi.com
