Still fit, still focused

Blinded in a barroom shooting, Martial-arts teacher Robert Ott lets his inner strength guide him
By Richard Seven
Seattle, Times staff reporter

A framed photograph hanging in Robert Ott’s apartment shows him roughly 4 feet off the ground, legs spread-eagle, each foot breaking a board. It is on eof those look-at-me martial-arts testomonials to strength and discipline.

It also signifies the single-mindedness that transformed him from an anonymous kid in a tough south New Jersey town into something special, with enough purpose to open his own Hap Kido school at 21.

None of that mattered on Oct. 6, 1990, when a bullet fired from close range pierced his left temple as he was tucking in his shirttail after a barroom tussle. Ott shocked doctors and lived, but he was left blind. The carefully laid path he had started at age 9 vanished. It was like, he says, taking away a fish’s ability to swim.

Yet in the six years since, Ott has moved across the country to Seattle and continued as an entrepreneur and martial artist. His new road has been lined with obstacles and compromises, but guided by principles he didn’t fully understand when he could see. His daily mantra is the Korean term pil sung, which loosely translates, “victory though inner strength.”

Ott acquired the Modern Day Café on the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration campus at Sand Point in early 1995. He beat the odds: officials say 70 percent of “employable” blind people are jobless.

He also is still teaching martial arts, conducting 38 demonstrations and seminars since the shooting. He is not wiry anymore, but is strong and in good shape. He can pummel a stack of three concrete blocks into dust. He can still flash quick, intricate moves and send an opponent flopping by squeezing a pressure point along the neck and shoulders.

But that’s for show. What martial arts means to him now is that problems are only what you make them.

“As into the teachings and philosophies of the martial arts as I was before, I realize I hadn’t scratched the surface,” says Ott, 27. “It wasn’t until after the shooting that I found out what true inner strength was about. It was like a test.”

I honestly don’t think I’d be hear with out martial arts. I wake up every day blind but still smiling. I’ve found out who I am and what martial arts means to me.”

He speaks loudly, confidently, and with a twinge of that Rocky Balboa Jersey-Philadelphia accent. He wears fashionable dark glasses that hide a prosthetic right eye and a left one that looks nowhere in particular.

He supervises four employees and his cafe and works the cash register at lunchtime so he can greet his customers. He’s got a quick, enthusiastic word for everyone, often starting a conversation with “Hey, champ!”

Angela Quinn, assistant facility manager at the NOAA campus, said Ott acquired a failing business and turned it into a success through hard work and a can-do attitude. When problems arose, he fixed them.

“What impresses me most about Robert is that he focuses on what he can do with his life, not what he could have done,” she says.

He took restaurant management and business classes through a program for the blind. When the chance to acquire the cafe arose, he decided to move to Seattle, where he had never been. He arrived with two gym bags of possessions.

The state Department of Services for the Blind helped train him and locate the opportunity. It lends him ongoing help with everything from accounting to hiring.

Patrick Hub, facilities manager for the agency’s business enterprise program, said it has about 30 clients placed in food-service businesses in government buildings across the state. The agency also tries to place its clients in private restaurants, but has a very hard time doing so.

“This is an important program because it puts blind and visually impaired people into prominent spots,” Hub said. “People can see them there and realize they can still do what it takes.”

Ott tries to show the same thing when he conducts his martial arts demonstrations. He held a self-defense class for women at his cafe about a month ago and has held others exclusively for the blind, including children. His moves are rapid, powerful and automatic, not that far off from when he mowed through lines of students at his New Jersey school.

His many trophies and plaques line a bedroom of his spare but nicely furnished apartment. One is from the World Martial Arts Association naming Ott its Man of the Year for 1993.

He is buying a home with a woman he met at NOAA and expects to move in next month. It will be the first time he has ever lived in anything but an apartment.

He has come a long way, considering he nearly gave up after the shooting. It cost him his martial-arts business and much of his independence. He was outraged when the

21-year-old man who shot him received only 10 years in prison, and bitter when, despite winning a huge lawsuit, legal loopholes prevented him from collecting a dime.

After his surgery, he was lying in bed at his mother’s home when his first tae kwon do instructor insisted he return to martial arts. “I was saying, ’How can I go back? Look at me! This wasn’t supposed to happen to me.’ ”

The instructor persisted and Ott finally agreed. That got him out of the house and focused on the adjustments he didn’t want to admit he needed to make. ”I had to learn how to be blind,” he says.

Soon he was dogging his vocational counselor in New Jersey for training and job opportunities. Today he seems almost as angry about the limitations people put on the blind as he is with the gunman who took his sight.

“One of the hardest things I ever went through was when I walked into a department store with my hand on a friend’s shoulder. This 18-year-old clerk motions to me and asks my friend, ’What does he want?’ What I would have liked to have done to that guy. He had no clue. There is a very thin line between the healthy and disabled.”

Ott acknowledges fighting little battles every day, making compromises and surrendering responsIbility. He must depend on his employees for a lot, even counting his money. He runs and lifts weights, but needs a partner.

Ott loves to talk about all the things going his way: his own business, with good, trustworthy employees; a companion and home ownership; his martial arts. But he is most proud of moving forward, being strong enough to be both unrelenting yet flexible.

“I will never forget when I began learning to walk with a cane,” he says. “I ran into a building, fell on my face, and broke my glasses. I got up and smashed that cane into pieces. But you know what? I came to realize I need that cane and that’s all right.”

