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For 22 years, Dot Levens and Helen Van Alstine have headed their own tribe – one that knits caps.

They have spent many hours in the past 22 years knitting.  Their needles are clicking as they work to add more to the nearly 2,600 colorful and warm caps they and others in eight states will send to Indian kindergarten children before the snow flies this season.

The origin of this selfless effort to keep the ears of the Indian children warm began when Dorothy (Dot) Levens and Dr. Helen Van Alstine were both at Vassar College, and became involved in Head Start in the mid-1960s.   Ms. Levens was a Professor of Psychology and Director of the Laboratory School.  Dr. Van Alstine was the College Physician.  At the same time she also had an appointment at Columbia University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York City.

Because of their background in the Head Start program, the women were contacted in 1968 by the National Association for the Education of Young Children, an organization which at that time had received a very large federal grant with the Bureaus of Indian Affairs.  The grant enabled them to train head teachers and Indian aides for the kindergartens.  The schools on the Indian reservations had never had kindergartens previously.

The program was bi-cultural and bilingual.  Dot designed bi-cultural playgrounds, taught the creative art workshop, devised learning materials, and was in charge of writing the curriculum guides for the program.  Helen addressed the medical aspect of the program that included working in health education with the families.

Training for the program took place in the summers of 1968 and 1969.  In 1968 they lived at the Dilcon School in Winslow, Arizona, on the Navajo reservation.  In 1969 they were at Greasewood School and Arizona State University at Tempe.  About 250 people attended each summer, some from other tribes, including Hopi, Sioux, Apache, Pueblo and Blackfoot, and from as far away as Alaska.  Each staff member was supposed to have an Indian counterpart, but it proved difficult to find a Native American physician to team up with Helen, an internist, so she worked alone.  Dot had a Navaho man for a partner the first year, and an Apache the second year.

In 1969 the women were given permission by Vassar to lecture at the winter workshops in Phoenix.  At this time Helen learned that the Indian children, who rode in the open backs of pickup trucks, were suffering from ear infections.  Some of these were severe, and draining, which can often lead to deafness.

Even though this was Arizona the reservations are high in the mountains where it gets cold and snows in the winter, “and the winds were very strong,” Helen remembers.  As she spoke at a workshop at Vassar College in New York, she couldn’t get the children’s plight out of her mind.  “If only they had caps of some sort to protect their ears…” she thought.  So she and Dot began knitting caps.

They knitted 58 caps the first year.  In May of 1969, once word had gotten out, the teachers at another workshop in Albuquerque said they wanted some caps for their students.  Realizing the potential enormity of the task they had taken on, Dot and Helen began to get others to knit.  They called the projects “Knit-A-Cap.”  Among the first to help were parents of students in the Laboratory School Dot directed at Vassar.

Knitters now live in Massachusetts, Kansas, Florida, Connecticut, California, Illinois, Washington D.C., Maryland, Pennsylvania, Arizona and Georgia.  The caps sent from other locations will number 1,068 this year. About 1500 are packed in boxes piled nearly floor to ceiling against one wall of a small spare room, waiting to be mailed.

 Each cap is different, Dot explains.  The knitters are asked to follow a few simple directions and use bright colored yarn.  “Each child should feel that the cap was made especially for him or her.”  These children are poor; the families own very little.  It is rare for a child to have something new that is theirs.  They found the children to be happy, bright and interested in learning.  Their parents seemed to care deeply about them.

“The schools send us pictures of the children in their caps, and the children draw pictures for us,” Helen says.  The personal contact is important to the women.  Dot worked on six reservations during a sabbatical taken in 1972 – 1973, “but I was back from time to time for site visits.” As the number of caps has increased, so have the number of destinations for them.  In addition to 50 schools on the Navajo reservations in Arizona and New Mexico, caps are now sent to Montana (Blackfoot tribe), the Dakotas (Sioux), and three Tribal Councils: the Zunis, Pueblo and another small group in Montana.  Each Tribal Council will probably get 40-50 caps.

The Indian aides who were taught by Helen and Dot back in 1968-1969 have finished their educations.  Some have become head teachers; one is a special education head; another is a principal.

Personal connections have helped recruit knitters as well.  Local connections led to a group in Washington D.C. knitting 100 caps and another in Kansas, which knit 390 caps.  Helen and Dot knit year round and send the caps in the fall just before they’re needed.  Asked how long it takes to knit one cap, Helen replies, “two or three hours”.  Dot laughs.  “Helen knits faster”, she explains.

Note:  Dorothy Levens died in 1998 at age 85.  Helen Van Alstine died in 2000 at age 90.

