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IN MEMORY OF

MAYOR DAVID M. SIDDONS
02/14/1935 – 10/14/2008

A SPECIAL SUPPLEMENT TO THE

MAYOR AND COUNCIL NEWSLETTER
NOVEMBER 6, 2008

I had the honor and privilege of serving on council with David for six years from 2002 to 2008.  David appointed me to fill a vacancy after the untimely passing of another incredibly dedicated Island Heights public servant, Lee Penman.  But my relationship with David was more than just as a colleague on council.  He was also my mentor, my friend and in many ways, he was like a father.
So you can imagine, when I was asked to say some words about him, I was deeply honored, but I was also overwhelmed and bit scared.  I thought how can I possibly gather my thoughts, organize them and present them in a way that truly reflects the great man that David was, and gives him the tribute and respect that he so very much deserves.  I had no idea where to begin.

As I was struggling with this, I suddenly remembered something David himself had said to me years ago when I was about to write my campaign letter announcing my candidacy for the council.  I was struggling with how to express my feelings about why I wanted to be a member of the governing body.  I didn’t know where to begin and I asked David for advice….and I never forgot what he said.

He said, “Don’t focus on HOW to say it, just say it!!”  He said, “Karen, the first draft of your campaign letter should be written from your heart.”  He said, “Write the first draft from your heart and then go back and work on polishing it and organizing it so that it’s well written and it’s grammatically correct, but make sure the first draft is from the heart.”

So that’s what I did and since then, I’ve followed that advice with all my writings.  And then it occurred to me that David used that approach in every 
aspect of his life--the idea of moving forward from the heart, being guided by the heart.  And as an aside, no one could hug like David.  I know the poor guys on council didn’t have the opportunity to experience this but let me tell you, when David gave you a hug, it wasn’t just a courteous quick embrace, it was a heartfelt bear hug!  He was such a caring, compassionate man.

Certainly as mayor, David governed with his heart and I think that’s what made him the outstanding leader that he was for all those years.  Whether you agreed with David’s views or not, and let’s face it, we didn’t all always agree with everything David did or wanted to do, BUT no one ever doubted David’s incredible commitment, dedication, service 
and LOVE for our town.  He lived in this town his practically his entire life.  He appreciated its history.  He knew its character and he knew its people. 

And because he had such a big heart, and he was such a caring man, he had a very special and unique approach to governing the town.  He certainly didn’t govern with his temper.  In fact, in all the years I was on council with David, I never saw David lose his temper or lose his composure, and believe me there were many times when he could have easily lost his cool.  But he also didn’t govern by asserting his power or by trying to take control.  Instead he was just the opposite.  He really believed that the best way to lead on the council was to let people work through their differences, resolve their problems on their own rather than jumping in and pushing, manipulating and bullying to gain control. 

Make no mistake about it, David was sometimes criticized for this, but what he preferred to do was to help folks find common ground, find solutions that everyone could live with.  Even if not everyone was terribly happy, at least he would try to find a solution that folks could live with that would put an end to the conflict.  I think that was David’s real strength and that’s why he endured for so long as mayor.  As a councilperson, that’s the biggest lesson that I learned from David--to look for solutions and not to get entrenched in the battle.  He demonstrated that time after time.  He also had a lightness and a brightness that he brought to every council meeting--such a relaxed easy going style that immediately put the council and the audience at ease.  

David was not just the MAYOR of ISLAND HEIGHTS, he WAS Island Heights.  He was truly the FACE of Island Heights--and what a great face he had.  With that great smile, warm laugh and tender way, you couldn’t help but love him.  Island Heights will go on and mayors will come and go, but there will never be a mayor who cares more deeply about our town, no mayor who could love this town more than David.

I wish I could recall more stories about David’s time as mayor on council, but when I set out to write this, I wrote from my heart as David taught me to do and I thought mostly about my personal relationship with him and the tender man I knew him to be.  But I think that’s okay because in the end it’s the depth of our feelings and our spirit that define us, not the hat we wear or the role we play.

I will remember David on his adult tricycle walking his beautiful Bouvier, Kody in the wee hours of the night here in Island Heights.  I will remember our talks about nature.  David really loved animals and nature and one of his favorite places in the world was Alaska.  We talked about that a lot and of course, his love of dogs--a passion we both shared.  I will remember his genuine care and concern about my ailing parents, his fatherly advice about my career and my relationships.

So with all this talk about David’s big heart, I think it’s incredibly ironic that in the end, it was his heart that gave out on him--and the only way I can think to explain that is that he must have given so much of it, it just got really tired in the end and went to sleep.  God  bless you David.
    
 --Karen L. Hershey
I met Mayor Dave Siddons a decade ago when he came to the corner we live on to check the new four-way-stop signs.  Up to that time, crashes at Summit and West End were so frequent there was always shattered headlight residue near the curb. 

Later I learned it had taken years to convince the county to allow those stop signs.  It was a small battle won and a single step forward, the kind of change that, short of a highly publicized catastrophe, only comes in excruciating, snail-paced progress over months and years.  It’s the way government works.

Dave didn’t like that, but he understood government here in Ocean County and he had the patience to see things through.  Patience was one of his gifts. 


Dave’s patience was nowhere more obvious than during privilege of the floor -- that portion of council meetings set aside for public comment.  In most towns, privilege of the floor is closely defined.  If you have something to say, you put your name on a list, come up to the microphone when it’s your turn and speak your piece.  You’ll probably have 3 minutes, no more. 


Dave did things differently.  In Island Heights, privilege of the floor was for all practical purposes a town meeting.  If people wanted to speak, Dave made sure they were heard, and if they were challenged, they could speak again. In fact, I cannot recall a time that Dave shut down debate, even when privilege of the floor wore on into the evening.


On more than one occasion, Dave was the object of crude name-calling.  Another mayor would have had the offenders escorted out.  But Dave maintained his demeanor, and while it hurt him personally, he would simply recognize the next speaker and keep the meeting going.


Some of us criticized him for letting privilege of the floor run into our evening’s entertainment.  Others, confusing consideration with adoption, would claim their concerns weren’t heard.  Dave couldn’t please everyone, but he did his best. 

And while some disagreed with him at different times -- myself included -- Dave always had the best interests of Island Heights at heart. I’m not aware of anyone who has claimed otherwise.


Dave and I were not close personal friends.  We were never on each others’ email joke lists.  I knew Dave as a public man, Mayor Dave, for whom Island Heights was the center of the world. 

Dave drew me into the life of Island Heights during a political lull in town.  There was no major issue. Few people came to council meetings, and council candidates ran unopposed. Dave appointed me to a council seat late in 2001. 

Just before that appointment, Dave came to our house to visit.  It was, in effect, a job interview.  Dave wanted to know what kind of people Peggy and I were. During those hours Dave never once asked where I stood on any question then before the council.  He certainly didn’t ask how I might vote.  That wasn’t an issue for Dave.  He wanted to feel that I could put Island Heights before personal interests, or at the very least that I would try.

I hope I lived up to his expectations.  In any case, it was a privilege to work with Dave.

If you’ve attended many council meetings, then you know that Dave could get tangled up in his own words.  A policy explanation could run from opaque to absolutely baffling.  Some thought Dave was being deliberately deceptive, some that he simply did not understand an issue. 

In fact, Dave was not good at clear, succinct expression.  Neither was he above using circumlocution as an occasional political tactic.  But those who thought he did not grasp the issue at hand were very wrong.  Dave understood challenges large and small.  He understood their implications both short and long term, and he always had an idea for dealing with them.  Any issue at all that might affect Island Heights weighed on his mind.

I will always remember Dave as a devoted Republican, a passionate partisan, who nevertheless worked well with those of other political persuasions -- in town, in the county, and within the Ocean County Mayors’ Association that he served as president. 

But most of all, I remember the day I rode with him through town during a council campaign.  Dave pointed to one house after another, telling me who lived there, who had lived there before them, and who before them.  He knew who had married, who had died, who had found good fortune, and who had fallen on bad times.  He knew Island Heights’ history and its deepest secrets. 

Dave, it was clear, deeply loved Island Heights. 

We all know that Dave served Island Heights for a long, long time.  Since our drive around town that day, I have also come to understand that he did so very, very well.  We will all miss him. 

    
 --John Bendel


David and I met 50 years ago this summer.  I was an outsider.  He was, as he would be throughout his life, a fixture of Island Heights, a good-natured embodiment of small town values and strengths.  I don’t recall that some of our youthful values at that time should ever be confused with virtues.  Along with the Keyser brothers, Ernie Dean and others, there were parties, card games, Olsen’s, football games, and more parties, and late night trips to Atlantic City in the pre-casino days when the only attractions were the Harlem Club and the wee hour bar closing hours.  Over the years, we settled down and our paths diverged…as marriage and careers carried some of us away from Island Heights.  But we kept coming back for family visits, vacations, home ownership and then retirement.  And David was always here, welcoming friend, a jovial companion, and a friendly political counterpuncher on national issues.  I always thought that Island Heights was blessed by the circumstances of its formation more than a century ago.  The Methodists built their summer homes close together in the spirit of communal fellowship.  They and others founded a summer colony less than a mile square that prospered and quickly filled available real estate lots with houses, for both working people and well-to-do.  Families were not shut off to each other by high fences or huge lawns.  The Yacht Club eventually melted into the community and generations of kids from both sides of what used to be a social division…said the heck with that and fell in love, married and raised yet another generation that loves Island Heights.  Proximity forced us to get to know each other and to more or less get along politically.  David held it all together for us.  There were some bad times, and some decisions that threatened to set us back, but with his steady guidance and stewardship we managed not only to get through the rocky moments but to prosper.  Island Heights has a special significance that is both man-made and natural; its housing stock of Victorian and Victorian-mixed homes, is wooded bluffs and its graceful river.  It also had David who never lost sight of the local values and the people who want to preserve them.  Goodbye Friend and Godspeed.
      
--Jon Nordheimer
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