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IHS OPTOMETRY
1966 -1985
& Beyond



Pre-Optometry IHS Eye Care 

Fact or Fiction?



The Pre-Optometry Years 
Fiction



Pre-Optometry IHS Eye Care 
Fact

 8 Commissioned Corps Ophthalmologists 
(Phoenix, Gallup, Alaska)

 2 Ophthalmology Consultants + Proctor 
Foundation support

 Several contract Ophthalmologists piloted 
private planes to reservations to perform 
“mass” examinations (Montana, S.D.)

 Refractive care was minimal due to priority 
on sight threatening pathology



Optometrists of the Early Years

 The pre-Caplan & early Caplan eras 
1966-1971. The Viet Nam Period – All 
but one of the first 8 IHS ODs were from 
Massachusetts College of Optometry 
(pre-NECO), serving their 2 years of 
compulsory service time as 
Commissioned Officers in the USPHS. 
None stayed in the IHS after their 
service requirement had been fulfilled.



The First 4 IHS Optometrists
 Paul Owens  – Phoenix 1966-69

 Barry Meyer – Albuquerque 1967-69

 Marvin Pachman – Tuba City 1967-69

 Joel Abraham – Gallup 1967-69



Paul L. Owens, O.D., M.D., ScD
Phoenix 1967 New York 1987

Co-author Chapter 34 in “Clinical Ocular Pharmacology”
3rd Edition with David Amos, O.D.



Dr. Paul Owens Article  
AOA Journal November 1969 



Optometric Weekly Feb. 1971 
About Jon Volovick



Drs. Volovick & Abraham Study
AOA Journal November 1972





The First IHS Optometry 
Consultant

 Sept. 1968 - A call from AOA requesting 
permission to submit my name to IHS 
Director for consultant position. Two 
additional names were also  submitted

 Dec. 1968 – Received letter from IHS 
Director, offering me consultant 
position, mentioning pay of $50 a day, 
$16.00 per diem & expect to work about 
10 days a year





The Appointment

 January, 1969 – Received letter from 
IHS Director,  Dr. E. B. Rabeau
welcoming me as the optometry 
consultant to the IHS. Dr. Michael 
Ogden, Chief of Medical Services would 
be in touch with me to set up a meeting 
to explain the role of the Optometrist in 
the program





Why Me?
 No ODs with an M.P.H. in 1968. Lou 

Warshaw, first one in 1969. I had M.Ed.
 Close proximity to IHS Headquarters
 Chair of MOA Public Health Committee
 Negotiated for Optometric inclusion in 

the state for Title 19 (Medicaid)
 High recommendation from former 

AOA president and classmate at NICO



Getting Started
 April 1969 – In meeting with Dr. Ogden, 

he informed me that a new Director & 
the Chief of  Medical Services would be 
assigned as of July 1, and best to delay 
any discussion of what my role would 
be until after they come on board. He 
stated that he will inform the new Chief 
of Medical Services about my 
appointment and that I should hear 
from him shortly after July 1



Getting Started (cont.)
 Sept. 1969 – Meeting with Dr. Emery 

Johnson, IHS Director & Dr. Donald 
Swetter, Chief of Medical Services

 Dr. Johnson informed me that the job 
would require much more than the 10 
days a year, as stated by the former 
director, as he expects me to evaluate 
the current eye care program & make 
recommendations for the increased 
utilization of Optometrists in the IHS 



Initial Charge from IHS Director
 1. Educate IHS administrators and 

clinicians about optometry
 2. Develop and expand optometric 

utilization
 3. Improve the relationship with the 

private sector of optometry
 4. Develop a harmonious relationship 

with IHS ophthalmologists & 
ophthalmology consultants



Response to Charge
 1. In the next 5 years, over 40 trips 

covering all areas of the country, from 
the West Coast of Alaska to the 
Southeast Corner of Florida

 2. Meetings with IHS area and service 
unit administrators, IHS 
ophthalmologists & consultants, IHS 
optometrists & private sector 
optometrists in all states where 
services were being provided by the IHS



Response to Charge (cont.)

 3. Site visits to all area offices, many 
reservations and service units within 
the larger reservations

 4. Visits to almost all the schools of 
optometry to recruit students for the 
USPHS/IHS after graduation



The Site Visits
Visited all 8 IHS Areas beginning in 
October 1969 to the Billings and 
Aberdeen Areas.  The Portland, Phoenix 
& Gallup Areas followed in 1970 and the 
Oklahoma City and Anchorage Areas in 
1971. The names note locations of Area 
Headquarters. Visits to Service Units 
within areas and to sub-areas and 
reservations in Tennessee, Mississippi, 
North Carolina & Florida followed



Billings & Aberdeen Areas

 In Aberdeen Area, at Eagle Butte 
Reservation, I had the opportunity to 
view first hand, the impersonal, token  
type of eye care that was being 
provided by Ophthalmology as 
described in my AOA Journal Paper: 
“The Long Road to Eye Care”, February 
1978











Site Visit Meetings  
 Meetings  with IHS Area & Service Unit 

Directors, Chiefs of Services, in-service 
Ophthalmologists & consulting 
Ophthalmologists, in-service & private 
practice Optometrists, informing all of 
my role, the expected role of the in-
service Optometrists and the 
importance of establishing a climate of 
mutual respect and understanding 
among all parties 



Phoenix - Gallup Visits



Arizona Manor Staff Greets Dr. Caplan



Welcoming Party at Reservation



Long Lines at Clinic



The Next 4 IHS Optometrists

 Jerry Melore – Phoenix 1969-71

 Bill DeBois – Albuquerque 1969-71

 Larry Jebrock – Tuba City 1969-71

 Jon Volovick – Gallup 1969-71



Drs.  Jon Volovick, Jerry Melore, Les Caplan, 
William DeBois, Larry Jebrok



Jerry Melore @ Salt River Canyon



The Alaska Site Visit
May, 1971

 Visited Bethel, Napakiak Eskimo 
Village, Anchorage and Juneau

 Field trip to Napakiak Eskimo Village 10 
miles down the Kuskokwim River with 
Dr. Donald Dippé, Alaska Area, Chief of 
Ophthalmology

 First & only clinical work as consultant
 Dressed for the occasion? 
 Crucial dependence on Ophthalmology  



The Alaska Site Visit
May, 1971



Click to see video on 
YouTube (4:53)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nC1N0Cq2S2g


Yukon Kuskokwim Health Corporation
Bethel, Alaska



The Early Caplan Era ODs

 Pacific – Ed Hawkley (Phoenix), Roger 
Allyn (Shiprock), Jim Langford (Gallup), 
Jim Ostadt (Billings)

 SCO – James Brickey (Ft. Defiance), 
Randall Carter (Santa Fe)

 Mass. College of Optometry – Barry 
Fisch (Tuba City)

 Military – Gordon McClain (Army) 
(Albuquerque)









Hawkley, Pabalis, Langford, Allyn, Demske



Drs. Caplan & Yamamoto testify before House of Representative 
Interior Committee on Indian Health Care Improvement Act

September 26, 1974



Hunter, Hamilton, Hatch, Ludlam, Langford with
Caplan receiving AOA Optometrist of the Year 1975



Gordon McCLain
Ed Hamilton

Jim Langford
Ed Hawkley









Optometry Chiefs of Service (1975-1992)
Chief Clinical Consultant for Optometry 

(1992-Present)
 Ed Hamilton 1975-1982
 Les Caplan (Acting) Sept. 1983 – March 1984 
 Siu Wong 1985-1991
 Gary Pabalis 1991-1995
 Richard Hatch 1995-2005 
 Terry Schleisman 2005-2006
 Michael Candreva 2006-2014
 Dawn Clary 2014-Present



Dr. Ed Hamilton Dr. Siu Wong



Dr. Richard Hatch Dr. Gary Pabalis



Terry Schleisman Michael Candreva



Dawn Clary



In-service Ophthalmologists

 Isao Hoshiwara – Phoenix, first Chief of 
IHS  Eye Care Services. Brought 1st OD 
into IHS under Trachoma Grant in 1966. 
Strong supporter of OD utilization

 Carl Szuter – Phoenix, second Chief of 
Eye Care. Worked well with IHS 
optometrists 



Dr. Isao Hoshiwara Dr. Carl Szuter



Drs. Hoshiwara & Hawkley @ Sacaton





Clinical Research Study by IHS Eye 
Care Team in 1971 at Sacaton

 Sacaton Service Unit (Gila River Indian 
Community)

 Study of the first commercial automatic 
refractor, the Ophthalmatron
introduced by Bausch & Lomb, Inc. in 
1970



1972 Pamphlet by Caplan & Mendelsohn to try 
to minimize lost, discarded & broken glasses





Consulting Ophthamologists

 Dr. Peter C. Kronfeld – Professor 
Emeritus, University of Illinois

 Dr. Phillips Thygeson – University of 
California San Francisco, Director, 
Proctor Foundation

Developed climate of mutual respect & 
understanding. They encouraged 
increased utilization of optometrists 



Peter C. Kronfeld, MD
1899 -1980







Phillips Thygeson, M.D.
1903 - 2002



ARTICLE | April 1939TREATMENT OF TRACHOMA 
WITH SULFANILAMIDE POLK RICHARDS, M.D.; 

WESLEY G. FORSTER, M.D.; PHILLIPS THYGESON, 
M.D.Arch Ophthalmol. 1939;21(4):577-580. 

doi:10.1001/archopht.1939.00860040015001 
ArticleReferencesCommentsAbstractABSTRACT | 

REFERENCES 
In February 1938 Dr. Fred Loe, of Rosebud, S. D., 

notified us of his successful treatment of trachoma 
in Indian subjects with sulfanilamide, the details of 

which he has recently published.1 Favorable results 
were also reported by Lian.2





Personal note from Phillips Thygeson to Les Caplan
May 30, 1980 



Optometry Professional Advisory Group Establishes the 
Lester Caplan Award to be Presented to Civil Service or 

Tribal Hire OD for Distinguished Service

Dr. William Pierre 
with Dr. Les Caplan



Jim Cox , M.D., 
Richard Hatch O. D.

Gallup Eye Care Team 
2006



Caplan’s Heroes
 Ed Hawkley 1971- 1990
 Ed Hamilton 1974-1984)
 Siu Wong 1978-2011
 Gary Pabalis 1973-2004
 Richard Hatch 1975-Present
 Jim Langford 1972-2004
 Jim Hughes 1975-2006
 John Garber 1975-2008
 Norma Bowyer 1980-89



John Garber, & Richard Hatch 
With  SCCO  Pres. Les Walls 
IHS Eye Care Meeting 2006

Richard Hatch with Navaho 
Patient



John Garber Norma Bowyer



Caplan & Pabalis 1975 - 2000



Caplan, Garber, Pabalis, Hatch 2006



Hatch, Garber, Caplan, Pabalis, Strand





IHS Eye Care Team 2004



IHS Optometry Impact on Profession
 On Schools & Colleges of Optometry

NSUOCO – Tahlequah, Oklahoma
Externships & Residencies

 Early and extensive use of therapeutics
 Early Development and use of QA 

Programs
 Attainment of Hospital privileges for 

many IHS Optometrists throughout the 
Indian Health Service  



IHS Optometry Impact on Profession
 On Schools & Colleges of Optometry 
1. NSUOCO – Tahlequah, Oklahoma

Planning Stage - Caplan/Pfeiffer meetings 
about co-managed School/IHS Clinic 

Development Stage – Convincing IHS 
officials of mutual benefits of including 
an Optometry School Clinic within the       
confines of the newly planned hospital

Construction & opening of W.W. Hastings    
Indian Health Hospital in time for 
NSUOCO first in-house clinical rotations



W.W. Hastings Indian Health Hospital



IHS Optometry Impact on Profession
 On Schools & Colleges of Optometry 
2. Externship Programs
1972 received request from Dean Charles 

Abel (SCCO) asking about funding for 
students to provide eye care services 
at California Reservations. Advised no 
funds available and besides, California 
Reservations not included in IHS 
services to Native Americans
1975 Two students from PCO assigned to 

Rosebud reservation in Aberdeen Area



IHS Optometry Impact on Profession
2.Externship Programs (cont.)
From 1975 to 1981 there were over 250 

externs who rotated through Aberdeen 
Area alone 

By 1980 twelve of the 15 schools of 
optometry were sending student 
externs into 7 of the 8 Indian Health 
Service Areas on 1-12 week rotations

On a personal note - UABSO from 1990 -
2006 had over 40 externs at IHS facilities, 
a few IHS Residencies and some
joined the PHS as in-service optometrists



IHS Optometry Today 2014 FY  
Full-Time Optometry Positions and Residents

 Employed by Tribal Programs 60    
 Commissioned Corps Tribal 11
 Commissioned Corps Direct IHS 43
 Civil Service Direct IHS 36
 Vacant Positions Tribal Programs 10
 Vacant Positions Direct IHS 10
 One Year Residents 10 

Total             180     



IHS Optometry Today 2014 FY             
Interesting Numbers & Facts

 Externship Rotations 98
 Affiliated Schools of Optometry         12
 Total Eye Care Encounters         352,805
 1969 – 5 ODs, 8 Ophthalmologists 

2014 – 150 ODs, 11 Ophthalmologists
 Gallup Indian Medical Center – When last 

Ophthalmologist retired in 2014, replaced by 
OD. Optometrist is Chief of Eye Care for the 
Service Unit (Dr. Brian Culligan)



Thank You for All Your Help
 Joel Abraham
 John Amos
 Mike Beckerman
 Norma Bowyer
 Michael Candreva
 Dawn Clary
 John Garber
 Richard Hatch
 Kirsten Hebert
 Jim Hughes
 Larry Jebrock

 Jim Langford
 Richard Lippman
 Jerry Melore
 Gary Pabalis
 Marvin Pachman
 Al Schmeirer
 Paul Owens
 Randall Thomas
 Jon Volovick
 Siu Wong



For those of you who tell me 
that I never change, proof 
positive that it’s not true

1927 1977 2014



Contact Information

Lester Caplan, O.D., M.Ed., F.A.A.O.
Phone: 410-484-6373
Cell: 443-960-2300
Email: Lcacc@comcast.net
Email: baltoeyedoc@icloud.com

mailto:Lcacc@comcast.net
mailto:baltoeyedoc@icloud.com
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