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One of Lee Penman's many accomplishments in Island Heights government was creation of this newsletter. Lee demanded it be unflinchingly factual and devoid of sentiment or spin of any kind. 


Just this one time, however, Mayor Siddons has decided to depart from policy. So with a nod to Lee's no-nonsense intent, let's begin with the facts:


Arthur Lee Penman was born in Abington, Pa., in the Northwest suburbs of Philadelphia on September 27, 1949. He grew up in Mendham, N.J., in Morris County and attended Davis & Elkins College, in Elkins W.Va. 


Lee married Britta Jacobson on Feb. 6, 1971. The couple made their home in Mendham where Lee worked for a local insurance agency. In 1979 they bought their Island Heights home at 18 Oak Avenue where their family grew.

      
Twins, Arthur and Hildreth, were born in April of 1981. Brent Alexander was born in December of 1984, Christina (better known as Nina) in October 1986 and Stuart Eric in March 1991.

In 1984, Lee established an insurance consulting business he would run from his home office.

      
In 1996, Lee was elected to the Island Heights Borough Council and was named the mayor's representative on the Planning Board. In 1997, he became a member of the Finance Committee. In 1997, Lee was appointed chairman of the newly formed Decrease Revenue Committee and co-chair of the Finance Committee.

      
Lee was reelected for a second council term in 1999 and was made chairman of the Capital Committee. Lee's other official concerns included the borough computer system, payroll records, budget status and the offices of tax assessor and tax collector.

Lee led negotiations with the borough's white collar workers and police. He assisted the mayor on issues involving the municipal complex and with the mayor co-chaired the finance and capital committees.

      
On January 30, Lee died at home of a heart attack.

      
But those are only the bare facts.


Lee Penman was campaign manager for my council run in 2000. I had seen him at council meetings, but never really talked with him until the day he showed up at my house on Summit Avenue with bulging file folders and a borough zoning map. He had come to educate me.


In the next two hours or so, Lee offered a cogent, detailed briefing on Island Heights, it’s history, assets, problems and potential.  I wish every resident in the borough had heard that lesson.  It was as masterful in its own way as General Schwarzkopf’s famous summation of the Gulf War.


I lost that election. But much more importantly, I gained a friend.

     
The Lee Penman I knew smoked, slouched and wielded irony like a weed whip. He was clever, funny, smart and engaging. Where Island Heights was concerned, Lee was passionate and totally involved. I'm still trying to figure out how he managed to conduct a business and raise a wonderful family between his many commitments to the borough.

     
With Lee's death, Island Heights lost one of its most capable advocates. It is clear in the remembrances that follow that many of us - including the family he loved - lost so much more

     --John Bendel, Councilman

LEE PENMAN:  AN APPRECIATION 


Lee always seemed to be in motion. 


When I first grew to know him as a neighbor about 10 years ago he was the tall, angular guy across the street who would erupt from his front porch at 18 Oak Avenue and head directly to his car or disappear into an outside door leading to his basement office. 


He didn't strike me as the friendliest of men. He seemed to duck his head if I made what I thought was a neighborly gesture of greeting. He was always in a hurry to get to work or to drive off to a business appointment. 


As a father of five young children, and a one-man band serving as consultant to companies needing advice on insurance and workmen's compensation, Lee seemed to harbor a reluctance to fritter away precious moments in idle chit-chat. 


And then I discovered Lee's secret. He was actually a shy man. For those who later saw his formidable intelligence at work at borough council and planning board meetings, and his forceful presentations of complex matters, it may come as a surprise that deep down he was a shy guy with strangers and didn't particularly like small talk outside his tight-knit circle of family and friends. 


That might seem stand-offish to outsiders - I know the feeling - but Lee was full of surprises once I got to know him. He was a complicated guy with a lot of strong, informed opinions and a wry sense of humor. He regretted some of the holes in his educational background, yet his experience as a ministerial student and as an auxiliary cop in Mendham, N.J., had forged a razor-sharp, if somewhat skeptical, wit. 


From my own background in journalism, I instinctively knew that Lee would have made a top-flight reporter or editor had he chosen that career. He read The New York Times from cover to cover every day and could discuss events half a globe away as well as state and national politics -- all on which he had strong opinions. 


For a while in mid-decade we worked closely as a team on a complicated re-zoning matter in our neighborhood. He had never researched deeds and liens and mortgages in a court house records room before, but he took to it like a bloodhound. Our victory after a few years led to his direct involvement in borough politics, first on the planning board and subsequently as an active council member. There was a lot of talk that Lee would likely become the next mayor of Island Heights once David Siddons stepped down after his long reign. 


I didn't know where the guy got his energy. I realized that with the success of his business and the ever-climbing cost of educating five bright children, he seemed to work 24/7 as a consultant. But the number of hours he found to devote to Island Heights government went far beyond the good citizen volunteer we hold up as a model but rarely get to witness. 


There are those who may have disagreed with him on some decisions he was instrumental in shaping as a councilman and planning board member. However, I don't know anyone who ever said Lee had not done his homework or was not conversant with the details of the issue before him. He was quick to grasp gnarly legal points and didn't hesitate to personally research arcane statutory regulations affecting a wide range of community affairs. 


He was already an important force in Island Heights government and would have remained so in years to come had he been granted the time. But time was something Lee never had enough of, and now we mourn the man we got to know in fleeting passage. 


Britta, his wife of 31 years, now faces the daunting challenge of shepherding the couple's five children: the twins Arthur and Hildreth, Brent, Nina and Eric. An education fund has been set up in Lee's memory for the children, and I sincerely hope everyone who values Lee's unselfish contributions to the community will dig a little deeper to assist the family. 

      
--Jon Nordheimer (Jon is a long-time Island Heights resident and a correspondent for the New York Times.)

THE MOST HONEST PERSON 

     
Lee Penman was the most honest person I have ever known. He was the one I went to when I needed to know the absolute truth about any subject, whether I was sure I was ready to hear it or not.

     
He had the best sense about people I have ever seen. He once told me that people generally see in others what they are capable of themselves. I have found that is a good way to measure who people are and to evaluate what the motives of others are.

     
I only questioned his judgment about people once, and he was so dead-on right that I never questioned him again. When he said something it was absolutely true.

     
The amazing thing about Lee was that, while he was always able to clearly see and understand the underlying motives and agendas of others, he never had an agenda of his own other than that which he would clearly tell you.

     
There was no one more loyal to his friends or more dedicated to his family, whose privacy he fiercely guarded. He taught these qualities to his children, and I became a better person because he was my friend.

     
He made me take risks of which I did not believe I was capable, and I grew in confidence and as a person as a result. But he never made me take a risk alone. He was always right there encouraging me, discussing the ins and outs of my decisions, and teaching me to understand how I got to the end of any decision or project. He taught me never to whine or hold myself back out of self doubt or fear. His most enduring words to me are: ``You are where you are because that is exactly where you choose to be.''

     
That saying reinforced my life decisions about where I was at any given time and has given me the courage to change what I do not wish to continue doing. It has also prevented me from ever hiding from myself or behind excuses.

     
Lee's absolute dedication to Island Heights has been an inspiration and wonder to me. I have never seen such selfless dedication without an underlying personal agenda. He simply wanted the town to be the best place it could be for everybody, not just for him or his family.

     
On planning board, Lee held unwavering dedication to the principle that what's right is right for everyone and not just for the individual, and that kept our town's master plan intact and strong and the board honest.

     
His sense of fairness to all was sometimes tempered by the needs of an individual, but never at the expense of the town's welfare.

     
Lee Penman was one of those individuals that very few people are privileged to know in their lifetimes. He can never be replaced. But the greatest tragedy would be to let his enthusiasm and love for Island Heights to die.

     
By continuing to work for Island Heights with his clarity and resolve, we can all keep a part of Lee with us forever.

     
--Betty Jo Leahey 


(Betty Jo grew up in Island Heights where she now serves as borough prosecutor and as a member of the Planning Board.)
Friends of Lee Penman have a established a trust fund for the education of Lee and Britta's children. Contributions to the Lee Penman Memorial Trust Fund can be made payable to:

The Presbyterian Church of Toms River

Chestnut and Hooper Avenue

Toms River, New Jersey  08753
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