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Photographer Renee Byer has been nominated for the Pulitzer Prize six 

times — the first was for work she did at the Journal Star in 1987. 

 

Byer, who won a Pulitzer in 2007 for a photo story produced for The 

Sacramento Bee, will be speaking at her alma mater, Bradley University, 

at 7:30 p.m. April 17 for the 2014 Robison Lecture. Also speaking at the 

event will be Byer’s husband Paul Kitagaki Jr., another award-winning 

photographer from The Sacramento Bee. 

 

“We’re actually going to get to fly together when we come to Peoria,” said 

Byer during a recent telephone interview. “We’re usually like two ships in 

the night. Usually he’s leaving to go somewhere when I’m just coming 

home.” 

 

Byer is looking forward to introducing her husband to Peoria, where she lived from 1978 to 1988. He’s never 

been here. Byer grew up in upstate New York and came to Peoria to attend Bradley.  

 

“I’m really looking forward to coming back to Peoria where I started,” said Byer.  

 

Byer hadn’t decided on a career when she came to Bradley after finishing a two-year degree at a college in New 

York. She toyed with the idea of social work, but she also loved art. In her senior year she discovered 

photojournalism which allowed her to be creative while satisfying her desire to do public service. 

 

“In photojournalism you can bring this awareness to people,” she said. 

 

Byer began an internship at the Journal Star during her senior year. The job eventually led to a full-time 

position. While at the Journal Star Byer honed her skills — she credits long-time Journal Star photographer 

Alan Harkrader as an important mentor.  Late in her career at the newspaper Byer did a year-long essay on 8-

year-old Pekin resident Damon Bruen who had lost his legs beneath the spinning wheels of a train. 

 

“It was an in-depth look at his life after this tragedy occurred,” said Byer. “It was the first socially relevant, in-

depth photo story that I had ever done.” The essay, which ran in a special section, generated a lot of attention 

and was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize. Byer saw first-hand how powerful the medium of photojournalism can 

be. 

 

“The struggles that one person might be experiencing, that people don’t see because they are not in that 

person’s home ... stories like this give people another level of compassion and understanding,” she said. 

 

Another long-term project earned Byer a Pulitzer in 2007. “A Mother’s Journey” followed single mom Cyndie 

French, 40, and her 11-year-old son Derek Madsen in their losing battle with Derek’s neuroblastoma, a rare and 

aggressive childhood cancer. Byer spoke about that project the last time she was at Bradley during the 2008 

Bunn Lectureship in Photography. 

 



This trip Byer will be speaking about her newly-released book, “Living on a Dollar A Day: The Lives and Faces 

of the World’s Poor.”  

 

Written by Thomas A. Nazario, the founder and president of The Forgotten International, a not-for-profit 

organization that works to alleviate poverty, the book’s title 

comes from the fact that 1 in 6 people living on planet Earth 

survive on $1 a day. Byer’s images put a face on the tragedy 

of global poverty. For the project she traveled to four 

continents over the course of three years. 

 

“Each chapter focuses on a different element of poverty and 

how it impacts women and children,” said Byer. “There’s so 

much need out there, so much need for help.” 

 

Poverty in foreign countries is not something most Americans 

can relate to on a personal level — it’s all so foreign that 

people don’t make the connection between their lives and the lives of the poor. But all humanity is more alike 

than different, a fact which Byer tries to get across in her work. 

 

“It’s very hard for people to make this connection, but when they see this child smiling like their child, maybe 

they can make a connection,” she said. “I’m very cognizant about trying to make a connection between their 

world and our world — how can I make this emotional connection?” 

 

Engaging the emotions of readers will make them more likely help in a meaningful way. The book is a call to 

action — at the end of each chapter are suggested ways readers can help. 

 

“I hope to make that connection so we can alleviate global poverty in my lifetime,” said Byer. 

 

While Byer often addresses somber topics in her work, her husband is well-known for a very different type of 

photography — sports. Sochi was Kitagaki’s seventh Olympics. He’s also a veteran shooter of the Super Bowl, 

NBA playoffs, World Series, World Cup, U.S. Open, and many sporting events on the collegiate and high 

school level. During his talk, Kitagaki will share what it takes to make world-class images on a very 

competitive global stage. 

 

The pair will each speak for 30 minutes during the Robison Lecture. They will also be in the classroom at 

Bradley during their visit, and at one point Byer will be doing a book signing for “Living on a Dollar a Day,” 

which was just released. 

 

“This will be my first book signing,” she said. “Most of my firsts for photojournalism have happened in Peoria. 

I have a special place in my heart for Peoria.” 

 

Leslie Renken can be reached at 686-3250 or lrenken@pjstar.com. Follow her on Twitter, @LeslieRenken, and 

subscribe to her on Facebook.com/leslie.renken. 

 

What: Bradley University presents “The 2014 Robison Lecture” featuring photographers Renee C. Byer and 

Paul Kitagaki, Jr.Where: Lecture at Michel Student Center Ballroom, Bradley University, 915 N. Elmwood 

Ave. Byer and Kitagaki’s work will be displayed at the Hartmann Center Gallery, 1423 W. St. James St.When: 

The lecture will be at 7:30 p.m. April 17. A reception will follow from 8:30 to 10 p.m. The photography 

exhibition will be April 14 through 29. Gallery hours are 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday through Friday.  

 

http://www.pjstar.com/article/20140412/News/140419721/?tag=1 


