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Support local retailers before more disappear
Dan Rodricks
Steve Appel loved retail. He loved
having his own business and the door
open, sometimes late at night, so customers could check out the cool furnishings
he sold. Starting in the 1980s, when he
was 20-something, Appel had 33 years in
retail. These days, at age 59, he gets melancholy about how it all went away. Someone might say, “You had a good run, Steve,”
and he nods agreement the way a mourner
nods when they hear someone’s awkward
but sincere attempt to console.
Appel was co-owner of Nouveau Home
and Interior Design, selling art deco, ‘50s
and avant-garde contemporary furnishings, and wall art to Baltimore homeowners and apartment dwellers. He and his
partner, Lee Whitehead, had a successful
store in Mount Vernon for several years
before they moved to Canton, to Belvedere
Square and then back to Mount Vernon
with a brief stop at a location in Harbor
East.
The last location, near City Cafe on
Eager Street, proved to be stellar. “We
had a much smaller retail footprint with a
professional design studio,” Appel told me.
“We thought we had it made. We opened
in March of 2015, and it was so busy. I
stayed until 11 most evenings waiting on
the City Cafe crowd. It was, as a retailer,
one of the most incredible highs I ever
had, being so busy I didn’t want to close.”
But only a few weeks later, Freddie Gray
died from injuries sustained in police
custody. Protests followed, then rioting
broke out in West Baltimore on the day of
Gray’s funeral. Businesses were vandalized, including some in Mount Vernon.
“People came by the store telling us that
we would be robbed and looted and we
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needed to leave,” Appel says. “But I stayed
there overnight to make sure the store was
OK. The Baltimore police were a tremendous help. From there, we had to rebuild
the business. It was tough, and we never
quite regained that level of sales.”
In 2019, Appel quietly closed Nouveau,
and while he’s found other work since
— he’s now in real estate with Berkshire
Hathaway in Canton — he’s still in mourning, not only for Nouveau but for the many
men and women who loved and lost retail
establishments in recent years. A mix
of factors hit them within a short frame
— the unrest of 2015 followed by a long
surge of violent crime in Baltimore, the
growth of e-commerce and competition
from national chains, then the coronavirus
outbreak.
“I have a hard time watching the retail
and restaurant community come and
go over the years,” Appel says. “So many
of us signed our homes or our parents’
homes over to the bank for a chance to
succeed at the American dream. So many
of us have worked so hard. … I don’t need
a monument to myself or Nouveau, but
like so many other stores and restaurants,
like [now closed] City Cafe, that swam
upstream, did we matter?”
A lot of people — store owners as well
as customers — have said goodbye to local
retail in recent years, and the farewells
started well before the pandemic.
In 2019, major chains shut down more
than 9,300 stores across the U.S., according to data from Coresight Research, a
firm that tracks retail around the world.
Another 12,000 stores closed in 2020,
according to a tally by CoStar Group, a
commercial real estate firm.
There have been more closings this
year. In Baltimore, some of the happiest
little stores around the city went dark, and
the remaining tenants in The Gallery at
Harborplace have been told to vacate the
premises by year’s end.
The effects of online shopping have
been seismic, and the pandemic accelerated cyber sales. The data vary, depending
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on the research source, but e-commerce
reached new heights in 2020. It’s not
yet the monster that ate retail America,
but could be headed there. E-commerce
accounted for about 13% of U.S. retail sales
in the second quarter of this year, according to Statista, the market and consumer
research company. Statista expects worldwide e-retail to reach 21.8% of all sales in
just the next three years.
Every time I pass a shuttered store, I
wonder about the future of local retail. A
favorite hardware store might survive, a
dress shop or independent jewelry store
might still be there when you need it,
and your neighborhood liquor store will
probably never go out of business. But,
given the growth of e-commerce, there’s a
tendency to predict the complete demise
of brick-and-mortar stores. That’s not
going to happen for a while, if at all, but

clearly local shop owners will continue to
face huge competition from the e-retail
marketplace.
Baltimore economic development officials are looking to do more to help small
businesses get established and grow here,
and that’s long overdue. Promoting stores
in the city as well as on main streets in
surrounding counties would be a great
service to the retailers, the regional economy and our sense of place. Getting that
idea in shoppers’ heads — that you can buy
a fishing rod, ukulele, book or box of candy
at a store down the street or across town —
is tough and getting tougher. But it’s essential if local retail, restaurants and other
businesses are to thrive again.
“If we don’t try,” says Steve Appel, “if
we don’t figure this out, retail of any quality will be extinct. I can’t bear to see that
happen.”
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By Scott Dance
A Baltimore County coal power plant that
closed in 2018 and was slated to reopen as a
natural gas-fired generator could be redeveloped instead into a renewable energy
provider, a data center or housing, the facility’s new owner said.
Forsite Development said it bought the
C.P. Crane plant in Bowleys Quarters from
Chicago-based Middle River Power. It did
not disclose the terms of the sale. Charlotte,
North Carolina-based Forsite specializes in
redeveloping industrial properties.
The company said it plans to explore
possible new uses for the 153-acre Crane
facility as it decommissions and demolishes
the plant over the next 14 months. Those
uses could include solar power generation
and battery storage, something the company
is exploring at half a dozen other former coal
plants around the country, Forsite said.
The Crane plant’s previous owner had
planned to convert it to natural gas power,
but faced criticism from neighborhood
and environmental groups that opposed
any continued burning of fossil fuels at the
site that faces a Chesapeake Bay creek. In
December, the owner asked state energy
regulators for permission to delay the start
of construction from January 2021 to July
2022.
A spokesperson for Middle River Power
could not be reached for comment.
The Crane plant, named for a former
Baltimore Gas and Electric Co. president,
opened in 1961 as Baltimore’s suburbs grew
and demand for baseload power did, too.
BGE built and owned the plant until the utility’s parent company, Exelon, sold it in 2012;
Middle River Power and New York private
equity firm Avenue Capital Group bought
it in 2016.
The plant’s coal units were retired in June
2018 under a settlement agreement with the
Maryland Department of the Environment,
which said the facility was not properly testing its emissions and exceeded limits for
particulate matter, hydrogen chloride and
carbon monoxide.
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Mother-daughter time

Mia Tubman, left, and her mother, Mildred Scovens, both of Baltimore, enjoy an afternoon of fishing at Lake Roland on Tuesday. It was a cool
fall day with highs hovering around 70 degrees. Today, there’s a stronger chance of showers. SEE WEATHER, SPORTS PAGE 12.

Trial date for Davis gets pushed to spring
Baltimore boxing champion
charged in connection
with 2020 hit-and-run
By Justin Fenton
A tentative trial date for Baltimore’s
champion boxer Gervonta Davis on
hit-and-run charges has been pushed to
the spring, court records show.
Davis, 26, was charged in March in
connection with a crash that occurred in
downtown Baltimore last fall, just after
the undefeated boxer had been at a club
celebrating his birthday and his latest win
in the ring.
A trial date was scheduled for Monday,
but cases rarely proceed on the first
scheduled trial date. A hearing is now
scheduled for March 31, and records indicate it will be conducted over Zoom.
The charges include failure to remain
at the scene of an accident involving
bodily injury, failure to render reasonable assistance to an injured person, driving on a suspended license and related
charges. All are misdemeanors, the Baltimore State’s Attorney’s Office said, and

the most serious charges
each carry a sentence of
up to a year in jail.
In Maryland, leaving
the scene of a crash that
results in serious injuries
is a felony punishable by
up to five years in prison,
Davis
but the charges filed indicate prosecutors believed
the victims’ injuries did not rise to that
level.
Davis is alleged to have been traveling in a 2020 Lamborghini Urus SUV,
registered to a Florida man, southbound
on Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard at
around 1:50 a.m. Nov. 5, 2020, when he
ran a red light and struck a 2004 Toyota
Solara. The report says the Solara’s
airbags deployed and it was “destroyed.”
The Lamborghini struck a fence and
was “disabled.” The occupants ditched
the luxury SUV, which has a base list
price of $200,000, and fled on foot.
“The occupants of Vehicle 1 fled location after the crash but the driver was
later identified as Gervonta Bryant Davis,”
wrote police, citing witnesses and video
surveillance footage.
Prosecutors said witness accounts and

video gathered during the investigation
also revealed that a black Camaro arrived
at the scene of crash, and people began
transferring items from the Lamborghini to the Camaro. They say Davis and
the unidentified female passenger were
captured on camera leaving the scene in
the Camaro.
Davis has a perfect 24-0 boxing record,
with 23 knockouts, and has been taken
under the wing of superstar Floyd
Mayweather. In his most recent fight, he
defeated Leo Santa Cruz with a stunning
sixth-round knockout. It was his first
appearance as a pay-per-view headliner.
The Baltimore traffic case is not Davis’
only ongoing legal trouble. He has a court
date scheduled for Oct. 28 in Miami
related to an incident at a charity basketball game in February 2020 in which he
allegedly assaulted the mother of his child
and an event planner working at the game.
NBC-6 in South Florida reported in
April that prosecutors were considering
upgrading his misdemeanor charge to
a felony, saying they had “received new
information which requires further investigation” related to the second victim’s
injuries — she says she suffered hearing
loss after being punched in the head.

