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Portola Valley plastic surgeon builds new ears for children with:defofmities, ‘
and sculpts animals for zoos, public places and private collections.

nyone who has taken children —
or been a child — at the San Fran-
cisco Zoo lately has likely delighted
in watching kids scrambling up and skidding
off of the snoozing bronze hippo between the
hippopotamus and lion enclosures.

Or climbing the brigade of 5-foot-high
bronze geese guarding the entrance to the
Children’s Zoo.

Few of these people know the story behind
“Heavy Weight” and “Barnyard Watchdogs,”
or the artist who created them. )

Sculpting large and small "animals in
bronze, stainless steel and other media is
actually a sideline for Dr. Burt Brent o
Portola Valley. o

Dr. Brent, a plastic surgeon with an
office in Woodside, has built his career
and an international reputation on creat-
ing living ears for children born without
ears or with deformed ears. He has pio-
neered a technique for building new ears
out of the kid’s own rib cartilage; the ears
actually grow as the child grows.

Over the last 30 years, Dr. Brent has
provided real ears — and the dignity that
goes with them ~— to more than 1,800 chil-

This whimsical seal greets visitors at
Dr. Burt Brent's Woodside medical office.

dren from all over the world. In 2005 he
received the Clinician of the Year Award
for lifetime achievement from the Ameri-
can Association of Plastic Surgeons.
Officially, Dr. Brent is an associate pro-
fessor at the Stanford Medical Center. He
does six to eight operations a week as a staff
surgeon at El Camino Hospital in Moun-

tain View. The hospital — appropriately
— features a large bronze statue of clasped
hands by Dr. Brent at the entrance, and
another hippo in the maternity wing.

“I "have~a couple of careers. I really
~do,” says Dr. Brent cheerfully during an
“interview in the bright studio beside his

Portola Valley home. “I hate to waste time
to sleep.”

Youthful, wiry and energetic, Dr. Brent
pursues his careers and interests with
passion. Not just art and medicine, but
also music and nature. As an intern, he
learned to play the banjo, and built one.
With banjo great Earl Scruggs he wrote
and illustrated “Earl Scruggs and the Five-
Stringed Banjo.” It was published in 1968,
with a new edition in 2003.

“I've never met a banjo player who didn’t
learn from our work,” Dr. Brent says. “How |
ever found time to write it 'll never know.”

The Brents’ woodsy home, surrounded by
a thicket of rhododendrons, shows Belinda
Brent’s passion for the showy flowers. It is
a stop on the national rhododendron tour,
says Dr. Brent proudly. Ms. Brent is also
a clinical psychologist and a competitive




animals

figure skater. They have no children.
That doesn’t worry Dr, Brent. “T have 1,800 children,”
he says. “I feel they are my children.”

Born an ariist

Dr. Brent must have genes for art, medicine and
nature, “T came out of the womb doing art. I can never
remember not doing it,” he says.

Asakid, he got a healthy dose of all three. He grew up
in Detroit, where his father, a doctor, had an office in
the basement; he spent sumumers with his grandparents
in the country. He adored his maternal grandfather,
a cabinet maker who started painting at age 72; his
grandfather was teaching him to build drawers, toys
and animal cages by age 6. “We're the same person,”
he says. “I am an absolute clone of him.”

Young Burt started collecting insects when he was 4.
By 13, he apprenticed to a taxidermist, every weekend,

The sculptured bronze ear shows the same artistry Dr. Brent uses to
carve new ears out of living tissue for children born with deformed ears.

and made a hobby of finding road kill

and fixing them up. And he still does;
“a-couple of small, elegant, very real

skunks are on display in his studio.

“Taxidermy was a great foundation for
my other sculptures,” Dr. Brent says. “In
taxidermy, you're doing a sculpture and
draping a skin over it; in sculpture, you're
putting on an extra layer of clay.”

Dr. Brent recalls announcing to his
father that he wanted to be an artist
when he grew up. “He said, ‘Son, art’s a
hobby; do something useful like I do.”

These threads of early childhood pas-
sions came together as Dr. Brent went
to medical school in Chicago; he soon
realized that reconstructive surgery
combined his goals in medicine and art.

“Tove taking care of people,” he says. “1
wanted to help people through my art.
That’s why I went into plasuc surgery.”

. surgery, D
discovered the most difficult and most
sculptural task was building an ear
out of the patient’s own living tissue,
“Only one man could do it, and he was
retiring,” he says.

Dr. Radford Tanzer became Dt
Brent’s friend and mentor, and passed
along the techniques that Dr. Brent has
perfected. He, in turn, has passed his
methods on to other surgeons in places
as far flung as Paris, France; Bogota,
Colombia; and Malmeo, Sweden.

“With my art and love of children, it
was a natural,” says Dr. Brent. “This is
the only thing we do in plastic surgery
that is truly sculpture” -
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Ear all about it

Dr. Brent does six to eight surgeries a
week to repair microtia; the condition
where babies are born with little or no
outer ear. The condition occurs in one
out of 5,000 to 7,000 births, according to Dr. Brent’s
Web site, earsurgery.com,

In the three-stage operation, the surgeon first opens
the chest of the child and removes cartilage from the
rib cage. Then he sculpts the cartilage into an ear. -
Then he opens a slit by the ear and inserts the base of
the new ear into a pocket under the skin.

“It is like trying to place five pounds of plasteriin a
two-pound bag, but doing it with living tissue,” writes
Dr, Brent on his Web site. “It (cartilage) has the con-
sistency of thick fibrous carrot,” he adds.

All this must be done in one surgical session.
Thirty years and 1,800 kids ago, it took Dr. Brent six
to eight hours. “Now I do the whole thing in a little
over two hours, and the patient is out 0f the hospital
the next morning.

Sec EAR & ANIMALS, page 14

 One of the animals, a pmsh kangama,
has a little red heart hmgm rom its neck
engraved with a “dufus” message to Dr.
ant from the Noahs,
© “He’s from heaven,” says Lynn Noah.
“He’s children’s gift.”

— Marion Seftky -
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First Baptist Church
Of Menlo Park

“A small Church with a big HEART”
Worship celebration 11:00 Sunday
Sunday School and Bible Study 9:30
Sound Biblical Teaching, Drama, Music, Retreats
Children’s Ministry, Home of New Beginnings Preschool
(650) 323 8544
1100 Middle Ave@Arbor (near Safeway)
www firstbaptist.com

INSPIRATIONS

A resource for special events and ongoing religious
services. To inquire about or make space
reservations for inspirations or for our Local
Resource Guides, please contact Blanca Yoc at
650-326-8210 x221 or email byoc@paweekly.com

INFO PALO ALTO » INFO MENLO
INFO MOUNTAIN VIEW
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This year's special issue of the official
information guide will reach 60,000 households.
From Menlo Park to Los Altos Hilis.
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DRA OR NEAL!
650.854.2626
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‘ermIdmg ears damaged

Some- of his tales are
- really gory. He operated
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confinued from page 13

“It’s called practice.”

Over those years, Dr. Brent has gained a
huge mumber of fans. Just a few weeks agoa
girl from Hawaii he had operated on when
she was 6, turned up in his office. She had
just graduated from medical school. “That
was nice,” he says.

Dr. Brent doesn’t justdo

for children; about mesS—————
Dr. Brent gives each child
in injuries or accidents. @ Nature Conservancy gift  is called “Feed Me.” There
membership: ‘I want to get
~on a prosecuting attor- them off on the right foot to in the San Francisco Zoo,

‘percent of his work is

Thousands of children
have scrambled on
these geese guarding
the Children’s Zoo at

the San Francisco

Zoo. The plaque by the
“Barnyard Watchdogs”
reads: “Created and

surgeon and friend of
children, sculptor and
friend of animalis.”

Photo by Dr. Burt Brent

Brent’s airy studio. It represents an inner ear.
“It’s my Henry Moore,” he says, referring to
the famous modern British sculptor.

A stroll around Dr. Brent’s studio shows
the range of his work since he became a seri-
ous sculptor in traditional materials, such
as bronze, stainless steel and marble, on top
of his regular career as a surgical sculptor.

Most are animals of various sizes and .
various materials. They tend to have whim-
sical names. The pelican trying to swallow

two fl‘;h at once is calied

mg up with open mouths

are also smaller versions of

ney who was attacked in stewardship of the planet » and the 7-foot-tall stain-

Jeourt by the defendant,

who jumped out of the
dock and bit off his ear — and spit it out.
Even worse was the Texas cop who was

- attacked while stopping a suspect. This time

the auspect not only bit off his ear, he swal-

lowed it. That was really disgusting,” says
" the surgeon. ‘
- Dr. Brent has been widely recognized.
. 'He has been featured on the Discovery
Channel, the Learning Channel, and

NOVA. He has also published more than
60 professional papers and a two-volume,
leather-bound book, “The Artistry of
Reconstructive Surgery.”

~Now Dr. Brent is beginning to see the
second generation of patients. People whose
ears he fixed a generation ago bring in their
children, with the same affliction. There is.a

3 percent chance that someone with microtia -
~will have a child with it, Dr. Brent notes.

In a gesture towards nature, Dr. Brent
gives each child he works on a gift member-
ship to Nature Conservancy. “I want to get

them off on the right foot to stewardship of

the planet,” he says.

The inner ear
An abstract-seeming sculpture of three
loops and a spiral holds center stage in Dr.

less steel polar bear:in the
San Diego Zoo.

Theré s also a model for a future sculpture
of his wife, Belinda Brent, figure-skating.

Dr. Brent started seriously producing
animal sculptures about 20 years ago after
he finished his major book on artistry
in reconstructive surgery in 1987, “1 was
aiways interested in wﬁcﬂife and art,” he
says. “I decided the day the book came out
I would start spending a day 2 week onnon-
bleeding sculptures?.

Now his medical office is ciosed every
Thursday so he can work in his studio.

Dr. Brent’s animal sculptures in public
places have probably earned him broader
recognition than his surgery. He was elected
to the exclusive Society of Animal Artists,
and has received its Award of Excellence
four times. His works are shown in galleries
in Santa Fe and Lafayette. He donates his
profits to the Nature-Conservancy to help
preserve nature and wildlife.

What is he working on now?

“Im thinking of making a Glutton 7
feet tall,” Dr. Brent replies cheerfully. “T'm
working on a little brown bear thatkids can
climb on.

“It’s never-ending. There’s always some-
thing cooking.” ®

Donated by Dr. Burt Brent,

the “Barnyard Watchdogs” "
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