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CULTURE CLASH IN  

A JAPANESE RYOKAN  
by John Means 

“Monster” is a relative term. In 

Godzilla’s home territory everyone is 

100 feet tall, parked cars are not 

trampled, and buildings are not 

toppled. Only when he arrived in 

Tokyo did Godzilla become a 

monster. Likewise, in my country I 

am not perceived as monstrously 

brutish, but in 1985 on my first of 

many trips to Japan, I was 

awkwardly huge and clueless.  

Wanting the experience of staying at 

a traditional Japanese inn—a ryokan 

—I became an unwitting monster of 

sorts. It was raining when I arrived in 

Tokyo and the cab delivered me to 

the wrong address, so I decided to 

walk the remaining distance. 

Arriving at the ryokan drenched and 

disheveled, I lumbered down the 

footpath, my suitcase crashing into 

bicycles and small ornamental trees.  

As I opened the door, a few staff 

sought refuge behind traditional 

Japanese furnishings which, though 

pleasing to the eye, offered little 

protective cover. I lurched toward the 

check-in window and, in my best 

textbook Japanese, announced that I had 

a reservation. The receptionist gazed at 

my feet in severe distress, pointing 

toward a shelf of house shoes and then 

pointing at mine. The slippers on the 

shelf were dainty and immaculate, quite 

the opposite of my own battered boots.  

I apologized for the size and condition of 

my footwear, but that was not the 

problem. Rather, the issue was with my 

wearing them inside the ryokan. As a 

midwestern American, I was raised to 

believe that the simple act of scraping 

one’s soles across a nubby-textured mat 

will dislodge a day’s accumulation of 

filth. The Japanese do not share our faith 

in doormats and remove their shoes at the 

door. Ryokan guests are expected to do 

the same, and inside the entrance is a 

bench to use when removing one’s 

shoes—situated opposite the reception 

window and enabling the staff to see at a 

glance that my socks a) don’t match, b) 

need washing, and c) have threadbare 

patches at the heels. I was provided with 

open-backed slippers that revealed to the 

staff for the remainder of my visit that all 

of my socks have threadbare heels.  

These slippers, as I soon learned, are 
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special “hallway” slippers. Once in 

your room, you wear only socks—

except when using the toilet room, 

where you exchange the hallway 

slippers for special toilet slippers 

which are never, under penalty of 

utter humiliation, worn anywhere but 

the toilet.  

Properly shod, I was shown to my 

room, about ten feet square, with 

three or four pieces of traditional 

knee-high furniture. For someone 

accustomed to the vast expanse of 

American hotel rooms, a ryokan 

takes getting used to. In America, 

hotel rooms must contain a bed or 

two large enough to accommodate 

lumberjacks lying spread-eagle in 

any direction. Though most 

Americans tend to leave their 

belongings strewn about the bed and 

floor, nonetheless we expect a 

dresser, a desk with mini-bar, a 

lounge chair, and a commodious 

closet with a safe. A ryokan room 

serves the purpose for which it was 

designed—to provide a place to 

sleep.  

Though I admired the rational scale 

and unembellished aesthetics of the 

ryokan’s accommodations, I was 

hopelessly disoriented, bumping into 

walls and stumbling over furniture. 

Toward evening, someone had 

spread bedding on the tatami-mat 

floor, causing me to trip and smash 

into a low-hanging lantern. Teacups 

capsized as the miniature dresser 

toppled. Thrashing violently in a 

small Japanese room is a dangerous 

proposition, as the sliding doors to an 

adjacent garden were made of translucent 

washi paper on a bamboo lattice, 

somewhat like living inside a Dixie cup. 

One false step and you are crashing 

through to the adjoining room, which in 

this case happened to be a carp pond in 

the aforementioned garden, and God only 

knows what sort of slippers are required 

for that!  

I decided to soak in the ryokan’s tub. 

Like other large reptiles, I may be 

ungainly on land but am surprisingly 

graceful under water. The staff provided 

a robe as I entered the steamy sanctum in 

which the bath was already drawn, and 

everything seemed self– explanatory. 

Later, back in my room, I noticed that a 

small booklet had been placed on the 

little dresser: Information on How to 

Enjoy a Ryokan, a guide to “living, 

eating and sleeping as the Japanese do.” 

According to the section titled “Tips for 

Taking a Bath,” I had committed no 

fewer than three ablutionary offenses. 

For starters, the tub is not for bathing, but 

for relaxing. To soap and rinse is as 

unthinkable as relieving oneself inside 

the tub. The cute little baskets are not 

soap dishes, but are for storing your 

clothes. And the Japanese robe must be 

closed left side over right (not right over 

left), and is called a yukata—not, as I had 

called it, a yakuza, which are Japanese 

mafia.  

While contemplating my manifold sins, I 

heard a tapping on the door. It was the 

proprietress, bearing a tray of tea. She 
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seemed displeased. “I’m sorry about 

the soap,” I blurted. “I didn’t see the 

instruction book.” I interpreted her 

grimace as a smile, the sort of 

bemused, resigned smile a maître d’ 

reserves for boorish patrons. As she 

exited, I noticed that toilet slippers 

were still on my feet. I was batting 

zero. Every blunder and barbarism 

that could be committed, I had done. 

Falling asleep, I took comfort in the 

assumption that these ignominious 

ryokan blunders would be the most 

humbling culture-clash episodes I 

would experience in Japan.  

Of course, I was wrong.  

***** 

AT PENNSWOOD 
by Henry Martin 

 “For 40 years I was in show biz— 
showing my tattoos, swallowing swords, 
handling snakes, and eating fire.”  

***** 

 

AMAZING CONNECTIONS 

We’ve been wearing masks for months 

now. On Zoom calls, we remove our face 

coverings, and someone almost always 

says, “Oh, it’s so nice to see your faces!” 

There’s a metaphor lurking there: 

Showing our authentic faces is what a 

place like Pennswood is all about.  

I remember checking out Pennswood 

eight years ago before deciding to move 

here. I read the website carefully—all the 

stories about individuals who lived 

here—and I thought, “Yes, those are 

people I’d like to know.” 

But beyond friendships, some people 

have found astonishing connections. 

Carolyn Peters-Eckel has rounded up a 

passel of Stout relatives. Betty Aptaker 

and Rhoda Rice realized they might have 

said hello when they attended a grade 

school event for their kids many years 

ago. Helen Villa and I were amazed to 

discover a remarkable link. Village 

Voices editors hope you enjoy the 

following stories. 

As we celebrate Pennswood’s Fortieth 

Birthday, let’s rejoice in our community.  

Remember, too, as we emerge from 

hunkering down, to reach out and find all 

the ways in which we are related in the 

Family of Us.   

Anne Baber 

Managing Edtor 

***** 
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DESCENDANTS CONNECT  
by Carolyn Peters-Eckel 

About 400 years ago, Penelope Van 

Prinzen* sailed for New Amsterdam 

but was shipwrecked on the shores of 

what is now New Jersey, near Sandy 

Hook. Rescued by a Lenape Shaman, 

she survived many traumas and made 

her way to what became New York. 

She married a British soldier named 

Richard Stout, and they had ten 

children.  

Many Stout descendants live in the 

Hopewell area near a museum and 

several burial grounds containing 

Stout graves. Throughout my 

childhood I heard stories from my 

maternal grandfather about his Stout 

grandmother.  

When we first moved into 

Pennswood in January 2019, Jim and 

I spent the first two nights in the 

Caton guest room. As I passed the 

apartment of Doris Wert with its 

map of Hopewell posted outside, I 

thought I might like to get to know 

her as she might know some Stout 

relatives. Then I found out that she is 

one. Wow! That got me to thinking 

there might be more. I put a 

paragraph in the Pennswood Bulletin 

asking any Stout relatives to contact 

me. I suggested we get together for 

lunch and bring our genealogy 

materials. Five of us met on 

February 27, 2019: Doris Wert, 

Betty Stout (whose husband was 

Ralph Stout), Tish Plum, Frances 

Zwanzig and me. Betsy Peyton’s 

another one but she was away at the 

time. A few months later, Roger Labaw 

arrived. So now we are seven.  

Doris, Roger, and I are all descended 

from David Stout, one of the first 

offspring of Penelope and Richard. One 

of the Stout cemeteries is just off  

Wertsville Road in East Amwell 

Township, on the former David Stout 

farm.  

Penelope: A novel of New Amsterdam 

gives a fictionalized account of our 

ancestors and adventures.  

*Spelled variously 

***** 

A STOUT STORY TIDBIT 
by Tish Plum 

 

I am a bit player in our local line of 

Stout/van Princes* descendants. 

 

I grew up knowing that my grandparents, 

Walter Leslie Wise and Jenny Bedle 

Wise, were part of a line that by now 

probably numbers in the millions. 

 

How could this be possible, you may ask. 

The first bride in this story was Penelope, 

and more details about her life can be 

found on the Internet under “Penelope 

van Princes.”  

 

In about 1643, as an immigrant from 

Holland, Penelope arrived on the Jersey 

coast. She was captured by the Indians 

and kept for over a year. She then 

managed to follow her original plan and 
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make her way to New Amsterdam, 

where she met and married Richard 

Stout. During their rich and varied 

life they raised a family of ten 

healthy children.  

 

According to legend, Penelope lived 

to be over 100 years old. Her grave is 

in Hopewell.  

 

As you can well imagine, ten 

children multiplied over 497 years 

make a number much too large to 

comprehend. 

 

I am one of those children. 

 

*Spelled variously 

 

***** 

FAMILY LORE 
by Betty Stout 

 

When I married Ralph Stout, my 

maiden name was Ege. Little did we 

know our families had a common 

history. We had been married for 

many years when my grandfather 

showed me a map of Hopewell 

Township he had on his wall. Printed 

there were our two names, Ege and 

Stout, indicating each family’s 

ownership of acres of farm land.  

 

There is a local story told of two 

gentlemen who, when taking their 

produce to market, met at a 

crossroads. One said, “Hope yer 

well” and the other answered, “Am 

well,” and that is the way the two 

towns, Hopewell and Amwell, got their 

names. Is this true? I really do not know. 

Do you? 

***** 

MORE ON THE STOUTS  
by Frances Zwanzig 

 

There are six direct descendants of 

Penelope and Richard Stout, and the 

widow of a seventh, living at 

Pennswood. 

Penelope (1622-1732) and Richard 

(1615-1705) Stout settled near 

Middletown in Monmouth County, New 

Jersey, probably about 1665. He was her 

second husband; the first (John Kent or 

Jan Van Prinzen—different sources give 

different names) had died, either because 

of injuries received when their ship ran 

aground off Sandy Hook or because of 

those received when the survivors who 

reached land were attacked by a group of 

Native Americans. The descriptions of 

Penelope’s injuries are gory and make it 

difficult to believe she later gave birth to 

ten children.  

I am in the eleventh generation from 

Penelope and Richard, descended from 

John (1644/5-?), the oldest of their seven 

sons and three daughters. That lineage 

remained in Monmouth County until my 

grandmother’s generation. The exact 

location of Penelope’s grave is not 

known, but it has been described as near 

Holmdel, perhaps close to the site 

formerly occupied by Bell Laboratories.  
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My source of information is notes 

from my mother, who inherited the 

information from my aunt, an 

amateur genealogist who in the 

1920s and early 1930s visited small 

town courthouses and country 

graveyards to trace the family 

history. Now there is an abundance 

of material on the Internet. Some of it 

is probably true, and some of it is 

self-contradictory. 

***** 

SHARED HISTORY 
by Betty Aptaker 

When I arrived at Pennswood in 

2012, there was no one here that I 

knew. One of the first people I met 

and was welcomed by was Rhoda 

Rice. We became friends and are 

friends to this day. 

But it was only after I’d been here for 

about five years that Rhoda and I 

discovered we’d been living in the 

same neighborhood in the 1960s— 

about two blocks away from each 

other and our children had attended 

the same elementary school. I don’t 

know what we’d been talking about 

for five years that it took us all that 

time to discover our shared history. 

***** 

 

 

 

SYNCHRONICITY 
by Anne Baber 

Bouncing around in the pool with Helen 

Villa, I thought I’d try to get to know her. 

  

I was new to Pennswood, so I took every 

opportunity to become acquainted. You 

know how it goes. You ask things hoping 

to find some commonality. 

 

I’d been quizzing her relentlessly: 

growing up, schooling, work.  

“I worked in New York as a young 

woman,” she said.   

 

Then, who knows why, I asked the 

critical question: “Who did you work 

for?” 

“Union Carbide,” she said.   

  

“That’s where my dad worked,” I said. 

“What was his name?” she asked.   

  

“Phil Barnthouse,” I said. 

“He was my boss,”  she said.  

 

Helen Villa’s recollection: 

At that moment, I could still see myself 

typing “P. P. Barnthouse” at the bottom 

of so many letters. Who could imagine 

that one day I would meet the daughter 

of this kind, open gentleman who had 

just been promoted from the Atlanta 

office to the New York den of power.  
 Fate created a warm bond in our 

Pennswood pool. Synchronicity at its 

best.  

***** 
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A TALE OF THE  

TWO ESTHERS 
by Diane Orr 

After my best friend, Esther Hart, 

passed, I noticed a small plant on her 

Woolman windowsill. Esther had 

been my third grade classmate back 

at the Lower Makefield Elementary 

School in 1942 and was from then 

until her death my closest friend.  

I am someone who has always named 

my plants after people that I hold in a 

special place in my heart. So I asked 

her daughters, Kathy and Susan, if I 

could have the plant. They replied, 

“Sure, Aunt Di.”. 

At that time the kalenchoe was in a 

small 2-inch pot, with dried out soil. 

Not in very promising condition, but 

it had been Esther’s! So I named it 

for her and took it home with me. It 

was later taken to our shore home.  

The dining room at the shore house 

provided an abundance of sun and 

the perfect temperature for Esther 

The Plant to thrive. I could see by 

the way it was  developing that 

Esther LOVED the shore.  

I remembered that years ago Esther 

and I had attended the Philadelphia 

Flower Show together. I asked Plant 

Esther if she’d like to go again? 

Hearing a “Yes,” I entered Esther for 

all three days of the Flower Show 

judging and off we went. I had never 

 

Editors' Note: This plant is a kalenchoe, 

but not Esther. We're sure that the prize-

winner was much more spectacular. 
 

seen her bloom so expecting her to win a 

prize was a huge reach. 

For the first day of judging at the show, 

Esther was showing  only a few 

blossoms, but the showy blooms 

continued to appear as the show 

progressed and on the third and final 

day of judging, Esther was awarded a 

First Place Prize. Yes, a First at the 

largest indoor show in the world, a 

show 191-years old with ten acres of 

quality exhibits.  

To make it even more special, when the 

blossoms appeared, they turned out to be 

yellow— Esther’s husband Steve’s 

favorite color. Steve was never seen 

dressed in any other color.  

Esther and Steve were indeed 

celebrating from above.  
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HELGA, A PENNSWOOD 

PIONEER 
by Diane and John Orr  

and Hans Nord 

 

Next to the gazebo in one of the 

Village’s courtyards is a pond that 

was a gift to all of us from Helga 

Nord Alten. The story is that Helga 

had a pond outside her apartment 

which she enjoyed along with the 

many flowers and plants. She also 

got great pleasure from the frogs that 

took up residence. Knowing that 

once she died Pennswood would dig 

up the pond, she worked with the 

administration on a plan for them to 

build the new one we now have.  

 

Helga, a cousin of Hans Nord, was 

one of the first residents at 

Pennswood, a Pioneer. She was born 

in 1916 in Schwerin, Germany, a 

town about 100 miles from 

Hamburg. Her father was a 

successful grain merchant. As a 

wealthy family, they could afford an 

automobile. One of the stories Helga 

liked to tell was that sometimes when 

their parents were not home, she and 

her sister would take the automobile 

out for a ride—her bigger sister 

looking out and steering while Helga 

sat on the floor, working the pedals. 

The servants never told on them, and 

they apparently never ran into 

anything! 

 

The family was Jewish, and when 

Hitler came to power in 1933,  

Helga’s education was cut short and she 

had to give up her ambition to become a 

doctor. She left Germany and came to the 

United States, eventually ending up in 

Philadelphia. She got a diploma in 

occupational therapy, a profession she 

practiced for many years. She then 

moved to New York, lived with her 

mother, and worked at several different 

hospitals, including one on Roosevelt 

Island in the East River. This was 

accessible by an aerial tramway which 

sometimes stopped in mid-travel—

another subject for stories.  

 

In 1945, Helga married Kurt Alten, also a 

victim of German fascism, and they lived 

in Jackson Heights, New York, until his 

death in 1969. 

 

In 1980, Helga moved to Pennswood. 

When she died in 2012, she was still 

living in her apartment, having chosen to 

stay there so she could continue to enjoy 

her plants and flowers—and, of course 

her pond.. 

***** 

WAIILATPU 

CONNECTIONS 
by Kathy Hoff 

 

Probably most of us have found 

connections with fellow residents at 

Pennswood, but I never expected to find 

any connections through my family 

history involving the Whitman Massacre 

in Oregon Territory.  Now I have found 

not just one, but two connections.  In 

addition to Sally Burkman’s relationship 
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to the Spaldings (Village Voices, 

Letters to the Editors, February 

2020), Lucy Colman tells me that her 

late husband, Sager Colman, took his 

first name from the Sagers in his 

lineage.  His name prompted her 

interest in the Sager family at 

Waiilatpu.  Lucy loaned me her copy 

of Shallow Grave at Waiilatpu: The 

Sagers’ West. 

 

Seven Sager children, ages 3 to 17 at 

the time of the 1847 massacre, were 

orphaned on the Oregon Trail in 

1844. Both parents had died of 

typhoid contracted on the 

journey. The children were adopted 

by the Whitmans after  they reached 

the mission at Waiilatpu.  The two 

boys, John and Frank, ages 17 and 

15, were killed by the Cayuse, Frank 

while trying to protect his younger 

siblings. One of the girls, Louise, age 

six, already weakened by measles, 

died of exposure a week after the 

massacre. The other four girls 

survived captivity, were cared for by 

other settlers, grew up, and married.  

The youngest, Henrietta, was taken 

in for a time by the household of 

Morgan Kees. Morgan Kees was an 

older brother of my great-great 

grandfather Andrew Kees, first 

husband of Nancy Osborn, subject of 

my piece in the January Village 

Voices.    

 

Lucy’s research indicated that her 

husband’s Sagers came from 

England, while the Waiilatpu Sagers 

were of German background (the original 

family surname was Seeger).  

Nevertheless, Lucy retains an interest in 

Waiilatpu and, once our period of social 

distancing has passed, looks forward to 

holding, with Sally Burkman and me, a 

first meeting of the Pennswood Waiilatpu 

Society.  Who knows?  Perhaps Dan 

Seeger could be a charter member as 

well. 

***** 

 

OUT OF SERVICE 
by John Wood 

1-802-442-3610 

That number is no longer operative? 

Oh, there must be some mistake; 

I’ve called there for more years than 

is seemly, 

In fair weather and in foul. Please check  

again. 

 

“That number is out of service.” 

Look out the front windows— 

Don’t you see the silver birches by the  

driveway? 

Why, I know when they were transported  

from camp. 

And, just oblige me for a moment. 

Careful now, step down into the  

greenhouse/pool room. 

Open the small door in the back. 
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Do you see the bird feeder and the  

blue jay? 

Too, behind and to the left, a garden, 

Perhaps a bit unkempt of late. 

“Yes, all that is correct, but no one is  

here. 

And no dog and no cat, just that jay,  

scolding, 

I tell you, that number is no longer in 

service. 

New number please.” 

***** 

RIP 

We bid a fond farewell to Henry 

"Hank" Martin, cartoonist for Village 

Voices and The New Yorker (among 

other publications). We will continue 

to run Henry's cartoons on these 

pages. The Editors 
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