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by Barbara Guarnieri

It is always a pleasure to meet a person who has 
taken the road less traveled and been better for it. 
On a visit to the workshop of RRL-
RAIA Board member Thomas Brown, 
photographer Nettie Washburn and I 
were quickly aware that we were in 
the presence of such a person.

The sign over the door to his busi-
ness was beautifully flourished in 
vintage script suggesting from the 
start that this was no ordinary enter-
prise. His large workshop lies below 
ground in a 1905 stone commercial 
icehouse in Remington – a cool 
respite on a warm day. At the rear of 
the shop floor we find Thomas’ small 
office, chock-a-block full of sketches, 
tools, wooden forms, drawing tables, 
books, awards, photos and a guitar – 
all thinly veiled in sawdust. Given the 
unique title and signage outside, we were expecting 
to encounter a high-born Dickensian character but 
instead we were met by a teddy-bearish, easy-going 
man eager to talk with us. Only later would we real-
ize that his casual nature masked a very learned, if 
unconventional, intellect.

When I asked how he got started in his career, he 
recalled his ten-year-old self having an epiphany 
during a trip to Williamsburg. For the first time, he 
appreciated that everything not consciously and 
carefully preserved can be lost to history. Henceforth 
he was hooked on discovering the past – culture, 
society, politics, literature, everything. Not surpris-
ingly, Thomas Jefferson, America’s Renaissance man, 
became his youthful hero. Like Jefferson, he wanted 
to learn something about everything so he could 
then preserve what was best or invent what was 
needed. But this made for a restless mind. Indeed, he 
confessed to having started but not completed seven 
college majors at different universities. He ended up 
on a different road to fulfillment.

Before trying college he had answered an ad stat-
ing “Man wanted to work with wood.” Jim Cox, a 
local craftsman, hired him to help make Renaissance 
stringed instruments such as the lute and the viola 
da gamba, ancestors of today’s violins and cellos. 
Thomas knew very little about woodworking but was 

eager to learn. “Never say never and always find 
a way to rise to the challenge” became a working 
mantra for him. He especially enjoyed the viola work 
because it was a physical expression of two of his 

passions, music and 
history.

The instrument busi-
ness at last folded, and 
Tom eventually aban-
doned academia and 
found employment as 
a shaper operator with 
Knipp & Co. Founded 
during the boom years 
after the Civil War, this 
architectural millwork 
firm was famous among 
other things for making 
woodwork for the Liberty 
ships during WWII and 
for fabricating millwork 
for the major overhaul 

of the White House in the 1950s. This job opened a 
world of opportunities and contacts for Tom which he 
has fervently nurtured ever since.

By 1991, ready to start his own business, he 
launched Thomas Brown Woodwright LLC from his 
in-laws’ garage – a risky move since he had no 
business training whatsoever. He confessed with a 
wink to having borrowed the term woodwright from 
a longstanding PBS show. The word isn’t found in 
a dictionary, but he felt it gave the business a sort 
of archival gravitas. At first working alone, within 
the year he had hired his first employees and began 
receiving major commissions, the biggest of which 
came from Hollywood! He was hired to craft all of the 
White House millwork (doors, window sashes and the 
like) for the sets of the 1993 movie The Pelican Brief, 
then being filmed in Baltimore. His shop worked from 
copies of the original Benjamin Latrobe blueprints.

Choosing the Wood Where Two Roads Diverged

FA
LL

 •
 2

01
7

T H E  R U X T O N - R I D E R W O O D - L A K E  R O L A N D  A R E A  I M P R O V E M E N T  A S S O C I A T I O N

Neighborhood NEWS

Continued on p. 22

Thomas holds the globus cruciger he crafted 
in 2015 for Archbishop Lori to present to Pope 
Francis.  Photo courtesy Nettie Washburn
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Lake Roland’s Historic Carriage Road Bridge Repaired
by Nancy Worden Horst

The stone, arched bridge that once carried horses and buggies 
from Lake Side Drive and East Carriage Road up to the grand 
homes on Woodbrook Lane has been restored to its former struc-
tural grandeur. 

The circa 1862 bridge had been deteriorating from age, hydraulic 
heave and water damage, neglect and 
vandalism. It crosses the streamlet that 
emanates from Cochran’s Pond, once 
part of the Woodbrook estate and now 
on the Elkridge Club golf course.

Two years ago, a Lake Roland Nature 
Council (LRNC) board member ap-
proached Baltimore County about the 
condition of the bridge. Given that the 
beautifully-crafted structure is specifi-
cally mentioned in the 1992 National 
Register of Historic Places nomination, 
it was important that the job be done 
according to both engineering and 
historic standards. At the direction of Baltimore County Executive 

Kevin Kamenetz’s administration, the County 

Downstream view of the bridge. 
Photo courtesy Jeffrey Budnitz

Downstream view from bridge toward the lake. 
Photo courtesy Jeffrey Budnitz
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Property Management Division 
managed the project. The res-
toration plan, which included 
engineering and site design, site 
inspection and surveys, was put 
together in the spring of 2016. The 
actual staging and mobilization 
occurred in March of this year and 
the project was completed in  
early August.

Brawner Builders was the general 
contractor and M.G. Fulton Servic-
es was the primary site excavator/
grader. Stonemasons from Stegman 
Stone Masonry performed the ex-
acting work of restoring the bridge, 
repointing the stone knee walls 
and shaping stones to replace the 
ones that were missing. Machado 
Construction Co., Inc. installed the concrete curbing necessary to 
manage storm water from future storms.

LRNC advocated for and supported the project and provided equip-
ment and volunteers for some of the heavy lifting. This effort 

included removing sec-
tions of trees that had 
fallen into the stream 
and lodged against 
the bridge and the 
recovery of the original 
capstones and facia, 
several of which had 
washed hundreds of 
feet down the stream, 
possibly by storms such 
as Agnes. 

The Nature Council pro-
vided a skid loader with 
its logging grapple 
and a 15,000-pound 
hydraulic winch. Ac-

cording to Jeffrey Budnitz, the winch was used to recover the 
capstones and tree sections from the stream. When either a tree 
section or a capstone was recovered, the grapple moved each 
around the site. 

Both recovery efforts 
required significant 
manual labor from 
freeing the stones 
to placing a cable 
snare around each 
stone before it could 
be dragged up the 
steep hills. Declan 
Budnitz proved to be 
quite handy for this 
job and he deserves 
many kudos. In ad-
dition, a blacksmith 

will be fabricating period-correct metal staples to replicate the 
original staples that once held the capstones in place.

Mr. Budnitz opined that “The project has been a joy to work on, 
the contractor and the County have done a phenomenal job, and 
the bridge [can] be enjoyed for generations to come as it has 
been since it was built. Once you lose a structure like this, you 
can never replace it.” Our community is forever grateful for Balti-
more County’s support of projects such as these.

Bridge façade being repointed.   
Photo courtesy Jeffrey Budnitz

View of completed bridge restoration. 
Photo courtesy Jeffrey Budnitz

Excavation contractor installing erosion  
control spill way for storm water. 
Photo courtesy Jeffrey Budnitz

Station wagon traversing the bridge in 1957. 
Photo courtesy Baltimore Sun Archives




