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R.I. Woman’s Dolls Fill a Special Need For Children
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Susan Svendsen of East Greenwich created Sew-Able Dolls to help children dealing with amputations or cancer treatments. Svendsen says amputee dolls are also being sought by Walter Reed Army Medical Hospital to help children of injured soldiers understand what their parents are going through.
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Susan Svendsen, a counselor for troubled children, noticed her young patients would makeover their dolls to look more like them.

“They would frizz or spike their hair,” said the 33-year-old East Greenwich native. “They were able to express their feelings through their dolls, and that was very meaningful to them, too.”

She observed that it was easy for her patients to remake the dolls; it only involved redoing hair or restyling clothes. 

But those makeovers made her wonder about children who had physical disabilities such as a missing limb or who were bald because of cancer chemotherapy. Did anybody sell a doll that looked like them?

Svendsen searched the Internet and discovered a void. 

“I found an underserved population,” she said. “And if anybody needed a doll to relate to, it was this group.”

Through her many Internet searches, Svendsen started communicating with a doctor of orthotics and prosthetics in California. He agreed to make a prototype of a doll missing a limb. He created a prosthesis for a leg missing above the knee and one for a doll’s leg missing below the knee. He designed them so that children, starting at about age 8, could easily put on and take off the prostheses.

After she found a factory in Asia to reproduce the vinyl dolls, she quit her job and formed the Internet company www.sew-able.com. 

I wanted the focus to be on being ‘able,’ she said, “being ‘SO ABLE,’ “
Soon after her Web site went online in 2003, she started receiving feedback from therapists grateful to have a product to use for children with disabilities or ones recovering from cancer. Orders started showing up from around the world. 
With the war in Iraq, she discovered another need: the daughters and sons of soldiers who have come home with missing limbs. (The rate at which U.S. service members are surviving their wounds in Iraq has reached 90 percent, higher than in any previous war, military experts said.) “Walter Reed Army Medical Hospital has posted that they are looking for amputee dolls to help children of injured soldiers understand” what their parents are going through, she said.

She donated dolls to children’s hospitals and to the Jimmy Fund, which supports cancer research and care at the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute in Boston. 

As sales took off, she enlisted the help of her parents, Don and Nancy. Her father, a retired engineer, uses his skills to oversee the quality and safety of the dolls’ physical therapy accessories such as the wheelchair ($58), arm braces (two for $28), walker ($28), trampoline ($34), parallel bars ($55), crutches ($24) and gym mat, exercise ball and pump ($15). 

The dolls are 18 inches tall, the same size as Mattel’s popular American Girl dolls, which are themed after fictional young heroines, about 9 or 10, from key dates in U.S. history. The clothing, accessories and physical therapy-gym equipment fit American Girl dolls, and American Girl products fit Svendsen’s special needs dolls, she said. Just like the American Girl dolls, each has a name, such as Abby, Brooke, Leah and Hannah.

Each doll has a brief history. Hannah, for example, a red-haired doll with above- and below-knee prostheses, comes with a card that reads “Everyone at school thought my new prosthetics were really cool. I showed them how I put them on and take them off. I was so afraid they were going to think I was different but they didn’t. They wanted to take turns with my crutches so I showed them the best way to hold onto them to balance!”

Svendsen’s dolls, which sell for about $100 each, are packaged (the packaging was designed by Rhode Island’s Mark Schraer) with crutches, a teddy bear and a suitcase. Dolls without hair are packaged with a wig and a hat. 

Sew-Able also offers boy dolls that have disabilities or are bald. The dolls — male or female — have blue or brown eyes, and blond, brown or red hair. 

Sew Able Dolls is at www.sew-dolling.com 

or www.sew-able.com;  e-mail: sew-able@cox.net or sew-dolling@cox.net; 

Fax or Call (401) 398-0070    Monday-Friday, 9-5. 
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