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Prudence Crandall Center Making Trouble On Behalf Of Women

By Susan Campbell

Fresh from the prestigious Andover Newton Theological School in the early 1970s, Davida Foy Crabtree came to New Britain's Central Connecticut State College (now university) as interim campus minister.

A female campus minister was a rarity, and Crabtree — now the Rev. Dr. Crabtree, conference minister at Connecticut Conference of the United Church of Christ since 1996 — began rather quickly to hear from women around town.

Conversations ranged from discrimination and tenant issues to the failings of local social services.

"When social services knew nothing about how to serve women, they turned to me," said Crabtree. She began calling on people in the community, both the helpers and people in need of help. She reached out to the Junior League, church women, and to women who lived in poverty. The historic South Church in New Britain gave them a space, and the women got busy. They talked to hospitals, police, any agency that needed schooling in how to help women. When they found that most boards — civic and corporate — were all-male, they developed a database of women qualified to join those decision-makers.

"Our job," said Crabtree, "was to make trouble on behalf of women."

Word began to spread about the newly named Prudence Crandall Center, and then the woman with a camera walked in. Crabtree was in her office at South Church — decorated with feminist posters — when a woman came in with a camera in her hand and tears in her eyes.

"I need to take my clothes off and have you take pictures of me," the woman told Crabtree. Her husband, a prominent faculty member, was beating her, and she needed proof in court.

"I wasn't shocked," said Crabtree. "I mean, I certainly knew this happened, but I had the horribly classist assumption that it was only among the working class and lower class that this occurred. Here we were talking about academic upper class."

They found a Sunday-school room, the woman handed the camera to Crabtree, and then she moved off to disrobe in a corner where no one could see through the little glass pane in the door.

"And she was bruised from her elbows to her knees," said Crabtree. "Can you imagine her courage? What little courage I had came from these women who would come forward, and they needed help. She changed my life, and she changed the lives of thousands since."

The center quickly moved into the growing field of domestic violence advocacy. Because they couldn't afford staff, they rented an apartment as a safe haven next door to Crabtree. An abuser set fire to the stairwell. Crabtree's apartment and car were vandalized. She was shouted at. She got death threats.

The message was clear. The women at Prudence Crandall were making trouble for women, and the greater the push-back, the harder Crabtree and the others worked. She began speaking at any organization that would have her, once borrowing a gown to speak to a tuxedo-clad group. And more women began calling and coming by and asking for help.

Early on, Crabtree made a commitment to leave for a new job after the center was up and running. She figured it would be six years, but she left after less than three. The Prudence Crandall Center lives, and for that, you can credit the tenacity of women like Crabtree and the woman with the camera, who walked into the church, changed her life and others', got divorced and then disappeared. I hope she found peace.

