BRYAN WATT

MS (’98) and BS (’05) - Professional Photography
WHAT STANDS OUT FOR YOU WHEN YOU LOOK BACK
AT YOUR TIME AT BROOKS?
As a student and later as a teacher I will always remember the great learning
environment, the extremely motivated students, and the giving nature of the faculty.

WAS THERE A SINGLE MOMENT THAT OCCURRED DURING YOUR
TIME AT BROOKS THAT HELPS TO SHAPE YOUR CURRENT CAREER?
The single moment without a doubt that occurred during my time at Brooks that helped
shape my current career was when I saw my name on the list of students selected to
participate in the 1998 Mekong Expedition with faculty member Paul Liebhardt. He led a
select group of students on the three-month long Mekong River documentary
photography trip, and I was fortunate enough be included. Students traveled from the
home base in Thailand to countries connected by the Mekong river including China,
Vietnam, and Laos. I journeyed alone to Northern Laos where I stayed in remote
mountain villages. At the end of the month, it was time for me to return to Chiang Mai
for the group meeting. As I was leaving the village, they expectantly asked if I would come back. So I quickly dismissed any
possibilities of exploring other areas and other countries, and I unhesitantly answered yes. After returning and staying the second
month, they asked again, and I promised to return. My wife Leila joined me for part of the third month, so we returned together.
Additionally, we visited volunteers in Thailand devoting their lives to helping others and who served as role models for us. At the end
of the third month, the Mekong Expedition was over, and all we could promise is that we would try to visit them again in the future.
Memories from the Brooks Mekong River Expedition stayed with us for years afterward. Leila was working as a pediatrician at the
Sansum Clinic, and I was enjoying teaching at Brooks Institute. We lived our comfortable lives with photographs from the village
where we stayed in Lao on the walls of our home. Every day we looked into the eyes of malnourished children and thought about how
hard they work, how little they have, and all their health problems We returned to Laos twice afterward to visit the village and friends

20

we made in the medical community. Leila influenced by what see saw, went back to school for degrees in tropical medicine and public health.
With each visit to Laos, our sense of obligation increased until it finally motivated us to forgo our life and home in Santa Barbara. An
opportunity arose for both of us with the organization Health Frontiers to live there and help the medical system by assisting in the training of
Lao pediatricians and internal medicine doctors. In the next few months, we gave away and sold all of our possessions. In 2002, after a
send-off attended by Brooks faculty, staff, students, Sansum Santa Barbara Medical Foundation, and our relatives, friends, neighbors we left on
the Airbus for LAX with a one-way ticket.
We arrived in Vientiane, the capital city of the Lao PDR, and started volunteering at the medical school and teaching hospitals. Leila stayed
busy with bedside teaching, and I would help the residents with English, computers, internet, and figuring out how to use donated equipment. I
supported the office with logistics and accounting. I would photograph in the hospital as requested by the doctors for their presentations or
telemedicine. It was challenging to photograph sick patients and their families. The staff would only observe from a distance if the patient was
contagious. Once they even ran away when the patient coughed. Of all the classes I attended at Brooks, none of them taught me what to do
when your model dies in the middle of the photo session. We knew the baby would soon succumb from congenital disabilities, but still, it was
unexpected. We continued to photograph until we finished, and then the nurse wrapped the baby in a towel then gave him to his father while
telling him we were sorry. Later I saw the father carrying his baby home from the hospital, still wrapped in the towel. Photographs of these
patients are still used for teaching material, journal articles, and textbooks.
I chose to prioritize my commitments to the doctors and patients in Vientiane, so there was little time left for travel and photography. We
continued our relationships with the families in the villages through occasional visits. Our German and Lao friends working in the area referred
patients for us to help with the logistics of medical care in Vientiane. After two years of living in Vientiane, our successor arrived, and we were
able to move away to the area where I first went to as part of the Mekong Expedition. We traveled there on a 24-hour bus ride with our
possessions in boxes and our motorcycle tied on top of the bus. The local community of German and Lao aid workers, the villages we
previously visited, and the patients whom we helped in Vientiane welcomed us back.
While visiting a nearby village a father led us into his home where we found his daughter hiding in a dark corner. Her face was severely
disfigured from a childhood illness, not from offending the spirits as her family believed. We asked if I could photograph her, and she agreed. I
used off camera flash to emphasize the form of her face and included her earing in the composition. Then I held her hands and promised to
help her. After several years of trying, a surgeon from Singapore told us he was moved by seeing her portrait and agreed to help. After 18
hours of microsurgery, and a three-month stay in Singapore, her appearance was drastically improved. I suppose that photograph has made
the most difference for someone we know. We are still advocating the WHO to include her illness on their neglected disease list.
From our village, we continued to assist the residency programs as able. It was an all-day trip to the nearest internet café, and if the electricity
was working when we arrived, we could check our email. We continued to help patients in need of specialized care to link with Lao or
international specialists in Vientiane. Very soon, we became busy again. People visited us in our home at 6 AM on their way to the market to
share news about people who might need help or bring them to meet us. We helped many patients become well, and we helped other
patients with palliative care. Leila continued her teaching by volunteering with the Lao doctors at the local and provincial hospital. We also
documented deceptive infant formula marketing practices forcing two formula companies to change their logos. We never worked for free and
received payments that included plastic bags of peanuts or chili peppers, watermelons, hand-woven fabrics, and once, even a pet monkey.
Our village approached us with a request to build a primary school building. At the same time, we heard from Brooks Institute faculty member
Rob Winner asking if there was anything Brooks could to do to help us. Thanks to the generous support of alumni, faculty, friends, and
students, Brooks organized a print auction raising almost enough money for us to build a five-room school building. With some additional
support from other donors and some of our personal funds, we were able to complete the project. We used the school building for a free
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after-school program we started with help from social workers. The
Butterfly Children's Development Center emphasized art, reading, health,
and included a computer lab emphasizing mathematics. Rob Winner and
Greg Lawler from Brooks IT provided the center with old laptops that
were perfect for our needs. Our star pupils who knew their multiplication
and division tables through 12 were given awards, cash prizes, and special
orange book bags that became instant status symbols at the school. More
than 100 children participated every day after school and on weekend
mornings. They carried their younger siblings on their backs to the center
where they were taught by their older brothers and sisters by playing with
materials and supplies from the center. Another faculty member, Dean
DePhillipo, was able to visit the school once it was completed.
In 2013, our final five-year project agreement with the Lao Government
ended. The individual teacher who helped at the children’s center was
transferred to a different school, and the center closed. We managed to
give her some of the games and supplies to take to her new school. Both
the children and their parents were disappointed with the closing of the
center. We were also disappointed, but we know that the children who
attended continue to benefit from what they have learned. We left the
computers with the children who were most helpful in the lab, saving the
best computer for the teacher who uses it to this day preparing learning
resources.
Since our project in Laos ended in 2013, we have been traveling and
documenting health projects through photography and video in Bhutan,
Cambodia, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Kenya, Lao PDR, Malawi, Uganda, Zambia,
Zimbabwe. Although I cannot help directly and become as involved as I
was doing in Laos, I hope my photographs provide credibility and
accountability to the projects, share their accomplishments and successes,
and influence donors to contribute. It is not as fulfilling or rewarding as
helping individuals directly, but the opportunity to photograph the great
projects others are undertaking is also rewarding, and I am able to learn
and share my experiences. We are always looking for new opportunities
for places to visit, make friends, learn, and document.
We return to Laos every year now. The babies that were carried to us are
now driving motorcycles. Most of them are still in school, and some of them
doing very well. They reach out to us for help with English and
mathematics. We continue to support them and promise to continue
helping them with their studies. Sadly, others have left school and are
working alongside their parents in the fields or in restaurants. The school
building that was built with help from Brooks Institute accommodates
more students than before and is an asset to the village. The children’s
center continues to live on a much smaller scale with the teacher in
another village where her efforts are appreciated and recognized by
children and their parents.
Our future plans include annual visits to Laos to honor our commitments
and promises to the children in our village. We are scheduled a year in
advance for volunteer work in Cambodia and Bhutan.
The people we went to help have given us much more than we have been
able to share with them. They continue to fulfill and enrich our lives even
more than we could have imaged when we left Santa Barbara. We are
very grateful to the Brooks Alumni Association for this opportunity to show
our appreciation or all the life changing opportunities afforded to us as a
result of the Mekong Expedition and Brooks Institute.
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WHAT WERE SOME OF YOUR FAVORITE CLASSES?
All of my classes were valuable, built upon each other, and progressed to a degree. Each instructor had a difference viewpoint
and way of teaching. Every class and every instructor were sources of knowledge and inspiration.

WHO WERE YOUR FAVORITE INSTRUCTORS?
All my instructors had much to offer. Each of them had something worthwhile to teach and share with their students.
I have many favorite instructors, each one of them my favorite for different reasons.
the life changing opportunities afforded to us as a result of the Mekong Expedition and Brooks Institute.

TELL US ABOUT A CURRENT PROJECT YOU HAVE BEEN WORKING ON.
Right now, I editing previous work that I have never really looked at before and finding memories of treasured moments.

WHAT HAS BEEN THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE IN YOUR CAREER SINCE SCHOOL
AND HOW DID YOU OVERCOME IT?
My biggest career challenge after graduating was my continuing photographic education. A lack of resources while
living in developing countries and poor internet connectivity made it difficult to learn or search for help. Internet connectivity
is still a challenge for me depending upon when we are. However connectivity has improved worldwide, so I usually
at least able to search Google for answers.

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE TO SOMEONE JUST STARTING OUT IN THE INDUSTRY?
Photographs in and of themselves do not lead to happiness. Their Facebook likes, and contest awards do not lead to happiness.
It is the photographer's memories and experiences associated with the photographs that bring joy, so choose your photographic
projects accordingly and do what is required to remain inspired by your creativity.
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