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Domestic Viclence in the United States

Thea DuBow

TESTIMONY

[ am a forty-three-year-old worman. I comne from a white, middle class
background. I have a B.A. in early childhood education and an M.S. in
the same discipline. I amn the Assistant Director of My Sister's Place, an
organization working to end viclence in the family The agency is in
Westchester county, New York, a suburb of New York City.

Last year, in 1994, My Sister's Place turned away 681 women
because we were filed to capacity This figure does not take infto
account the children that the women escape with.

I want to tell you about what motivated me to start doing this
work to end domestic viclence, and what raised my consciousness on
this issue. :

1 lived in Westchester county when I was being abused by my
husband, Albie, in the 1970’ and early 1980's, and went to prison in the
same county from 1884 through 1987 for his death.

My testimony will focus on the ways in which ] tried to get help
from the systems that we are taught will help us when we are in need.
These systems that violated my human rights when [ was being
abused are still failing women in 1895

I married Albie three months after | met him. I was 21 years
old and he was 27. He was so exciting, so charming, so convincing, and
so smeoth. He had been married prior to his marriage to me, After
being married only a short time, I noticed my husband was jealous of
my relationships with my girliriends. He made it difficult for me 1o see
them, In a shorf time, | had no friends of my own at all, [solated from my
friends, my dependency on my husband grew. Albie also isclated me
from my family.

Shortly after [ was married, my parents found out my husband
had been married before. When they found out, they tried to get me to
leave him. T would not leave, | was going to make my marriage work.

After about two vears of being torn between my hushand and
my parents, I needed to relieve the strain | was under in order to make
my marriage work. [ didn't speak to my parents for a year, even though
they lived only a mie away.



During the same period, I let my driver's license expire, and Albie
drove me everywhere | needed to go. This made my isolation com-
plete. [ had no friends for all intents and purposes, I didn't speak to my
family and I had no means of transportation. [ see my isolation as the
vehicle for the battering; once isolated, then battered. I had nowhere 1o
go, no one o see, and no way to get there. Dwing my marriage 1o
Albie he punched, slapped, kicked, and bound and gagged me, For
example, one evening when my husband's friend was visiting our
apartment, Albie and [ started play fighting. Albie lifted my arm behind
my back. He must have wanted to show his friend the confrol he had
over me. He told me to say "uncle!” Unfortunately, on this occasion, |
decided to resist his control. | would not say "uncle!” So, he kept lifiing
my arm until i broke.

Even though I didn't recognize or identify myself as a battered
women until after [ was in prison, | had reached owt and tried to access
halp. I called the police, went into therapy with a psychiatrist, and went
to an emergency room af an area hospital. But not one of these inter-
ventions helped me. In fact they made matters worse, One night after
Albie slepped and punched me, he threw me practically naked out of
owr apartment but he wouid not let me back in. nally, I went to a
neighbor's apartment and called the pelice. When the police arrived, |
apprised them of the situation and told them 1 only wanted to get some
clothing and my pocketbook. The only question they asked me was
whose name the lease for the apartment was in. When I told them i
was in my husband's name, they said there was nothing they could do
for me. Finally, after begging, pleading, and apologizing, later that night
he let me in.

On another occasion, after Albie beat me one evening, |
decided 1o go to the emergency room. [ couidn't let Albie know my
plan. The emergency room doctor examined me and confirmed { had
bruises and contusions. I told him that 1 had received them from a
beating my husband had given me earlier that evening. 1 had asked
him to please record the way I became injured in the medical record.
He wouwld not, He said he would only write the nature of the injuries, but
not how I received them, because he wasn't there {o wilness the abuse,
[ left fesling frustrated and frightened. 1 had not gotten the validation
that | needed and 1 had taken a big chance lying to my husband.

Ultimnately, after nine and a half years, my relationship with my
husband ended viclently and tragically in December of 1982, Alble



5%

WITHOUT RESERVATION

and ] had an intense argument. It ended when he toid me ! had better
take some pills that he had clenched in his fist or he would hit me. I
vnew he would definitely carry through on his threat, so [ let him put
the pills in my mouth. L have no recollection of what happened after the

pills took effect. My husband died of a single gunshot wound to the

head. To this day [ have no memory of this horrendous event, but I do
take responsibility for it. I was charged with second degree murder,
but took a plea of first degree manslaughter, which carried a sentence
of three and a half to ten and a half years.

Again, the systern meant 1o protect my rights failed me. At the
time of sentencing, after accepting the final plea offered, my attorney
made a pre-sentence report to the judge. This consisted of letters
written by each member of my nuclear farnily. Individually, they
addressed their experience of me, They wrote about a frightering
change they had observed in me white | was under his control. Two
sworn depositions were signed by people who had witnessed my
husband's physical viclence towards me. These were also submitted to

© the judge.

When the judge proncunced the sentence, he banged his
gavel, and told me that because I had a college sducation, and &
better than average upbringing, [ should have known better. I should
have had the wherewithal to get out of the marriage before it came 1o
this. He said he was remanding me to prison not to be rehabilitated
but to be punished. | could not help but wonder, had ! not been
punished enough?

In 1985, after approximately one year of imprisonment, Theard
that groups from outside cf the prison were planning a hearing dealing
with domestic violence. Women from the prison were being sought
to testify about the family viclence they had suffered and which
uitimately had led them to prison. It was hoped that such a hearing
would help women who were presently being abused out in the com-
riunity. When 1 thought about the possible impact the hearing might
have, 1 decided to testify, In doing so, ] shared my darkest secrets.

The other women who testified felt similarly to me. Organizers
of the hearing saw our need. and helped us to form a support group.
Ultimately, the hearing at Bedford Hills Correctional Facility gave birth
to a permanent Farnily Viclence Program at the prison, a program I
have been involved with since its inception in 1987. I currently facilitate
a support group for women who have peen victims of infimate
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violence. The women who are members of the Family Violence
Program want you to know who they are and what they need. They
asked me to speak the lollowing words to youw

We are mothers, sisters, lovers, daughters. We are women, not
just pecple who committed a crime and are now inmates. We are not
born criminal. And we are certainly not who you think we are — we are
not cold-blooded, we are not vicious.

We are you, and you are everything you think we are, We are
sensitive, caring, softhearted, sweet (sometimes), We have a heart, a
conscience, and we are as scared of society as it is of us, But, we
desperately need you to see us as individuals — not collectively,
not sterectypically

The way we grew up, we were in prison in our homes and all
of our lives. No one listened and when we spoke up it was turned
against us. There was never anyone fo trust, no confidentiality, no one
cared. We are human beings, who in spite of it all survived. We
survived beatings with iron cords, belts, fists, and worse. We survived
bemg sexually assaulted and ripped to pieces at age two, three, four,
five, six, seven, eight, twenty-sight, We survived living in terror all
the time.

The most inportant thing we need to know and irust is that if
you are gomg to start something, don't fall (and give us the usual
excuses: lack of funding, partial and bandaid responses). Don't start
something you can't finish. That doesn't mean you don't struggle and
some things work better than others. But don't give up too easily. It's not
about money, it's not about programs, It's about relationships, it's about
trust and commitment, it's about integrity, consistency, and tenacity.
Because the bottorn line is thal people make the difference, not a
program, niot an agency, not a service, but people - people who are
congistent, knowledgeable, and who care.



