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Balto. Co. police
chief sworn in
New Baltimore County Police 
Chief Robert O. McCullough
said items he will prioritize
include community policing. 
Page 3

Baltimore man not 
guilty of murder
Kahlil Madden was found guilty 
of participating in a conspiracy
to rob a youth sports director 
and his wife. He faces at least 
20 years in prison. Page 4

By Christine Condon

Driving to her uncle’s house 
near Soldiers Delight Natural 
Environment Area on Friday, 
Amy Kozak couldn’t help but to 
stop her car at a park overlook 
and get out to survey the damage.

It had been more than a 
week since a brush fire April 4 
scorched hundreds of acres of 
the unique grassland ecosystem 
near Owings Mills. But flashing 
roadside signs still warned pass-
ing motorists on Deer Park Road 
that they might see smoke rising 
from hot spots on the landscape.

“I was just curious after the 
news report, what it was like 
now,” Kozak said. “I didn’t think 
for a second I was going to see 
signs about smoke still ongoing.”

For Kozak, who grew up learn-
ing about the 19th century chro-
mium mines at Soldiers Delight, 
and found solace hiking its 7 
miles of trails during the coro-

navirus pandemic, the sight was 
unsettling.

But gazing out over the 
charred terrain last week, she 
already saw signs of hope. Blades 

of grass were shooting up from 
the blackened ground, evidence 
that regrowth had begun.

Officials from the Mary-
land Department of Natural 

Resources, who initially esti-
mated the fire’s spread at some 
700 acres, have revised that down 
by more than half. That estimate 
was made using drone footage of 
the blaze, said Chris Smith, fire 
manager for the Maryland Forest 
Service, which falls under DNR.

“The next day, we took a GPS 
unit and walked the perimeter of 
fire to get a real good map,” Smith 
said. “Based on his GPS unit, we 
ended up with 321.4 acres, which 
is still a pretty substantial fire.”

Since the fire, officials have 
been periodically circling the 
area in utility vehicles, survey-
ing the perimeter of the burned 
zone for any flare-ups, Smith 
said. Much of the smoke has 
been confined to the interior of 
the zone, which is less worrying 
than hot spots near the perimeter 
that could induce further spread, 
he said.

Signs of a comeback
Soldiers Delight fire less damaging than first thought; regrowth already visible

A runner follows the Serpentine Trail in the Soldiers Delight Natural Environment Area. KIM HAIRSTON/BALTIMORE SUN  PHOTOS

By Giacomo Bologna

Four months after Southwest 
Airlines left customers stranded
in Maryland and across the coun-
try, a wave of delays at the airline
Tuesday morning renewed fears 
of a repeat, but ultimately proved
to be a hiccup.

Nearly 250 Southwest Airlines 
flights at BWI Marshall Airport 
were delayed Tuesday after the 
Dallas-based airline asked the 
Federal Aviation Administration 
for a nationwide pause on depar-
tures. Southwest laid the blame on 
a technical issue with one of the 
airline’s internal systems.

The problem began when a
vendor-supplied firewall went
down early Tuesday morning, 
the company said in a statement, 
causing some operational data to
be lost. The issue was resolved and 
the airline resumed operations by
late morning, avoiding a repeat of 
December.

That ’s when Southwest
canceled nearly 17,000 flights in a 
10-day stretch around Christmas
— wrecking holiday travel plans
for more than 2 million people —
when a winter storm shut down 
its operations in Denver and
Chicago and the airline’s system 
for rescheduling pilots and flight
attendants was overwhelmed. A 
72-year-old woman from Alabama 
spent days in the lobby of the BWI
airport without her medication 
after her connecting flight to Ohio
was canceled, ruining plans for a
family reunion.

In a statement Tuesday to The
Baltimore Sun, Southwest said it
had “resumed operations after 

Airline’s 
flights 
delayed 
at BWI
Southwest blames
tech problem, but it’s 
nothing like Dec. issues

By David Bauder, 
Randall Chase and  
Geoff Mulvihill
Associated Press

WILMINGTON, Del. — Fox 
and Dominion Voting Systems 
reached a $787 million settle-
ment Tuesday in the voting
machine company’s defamation 
lawsuit, averting a trial in a case
that exposed how the top-rated
network chased viewers by
promoting lies about the 2020
presidential election.

“The truth matters. Lies have
consequences,” Dominion lawyer 
Justin Nelson said in a news
conference outside the court-
house after a judge announced 
the deal.

Colorado-based Dominion had 
asked for $1.6 billion in arguing 
that Fox had damaged its repu-

tation by helping peddle phony 
conspiracy theories about its
equipment switching votes from 
former President Donald Trump
to Democrat Joe Biden. 

The resolution in Delaware 
Superior Court follows a recent
ruling by Judge Eric Davis in 
which he allowed the case to go 
to trial while emphasizing it was
“CRYSTAL clear” that none of the 
allegations about Dominion aired
on Fox by Trump allies were true.

In a statement issued shortly
after the announcement, Fox 
News said the network acknowl-
edged “the court’s rulings finding
certain claims about Dominion to 
be false.” 

Inquiries to Dominion and 
Fox Corp. were not immediately
returned.

Records released as part of the
lawsuit showed how Fox hosts
and executives did not believe the
claims by Trump’s allies but aired 
them anyway, in part to win back 

Fox settles Dominion 
lawsuit for $787.5M
Plaintiff’s lawyer on
11th-hour deal: ‘Lies 
have consequences’

Chris Smith, fire manager with the Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources Forest Service, said much of the smoke from the brush fire 
has been confined to the interior of the zone.

By Emily Opilo

Baltimore Mayor Brandon 
Scott set the stage for his upcom-
ing mayoral campaign during his
annual State of the City address 
Monday, pledging to tackle
youth violence, improve core
city services and offer incentives
for longtime city residents to buy
homes.

The speech, Scott’s third since 
taking office, took stock of key
achievements with the first half
of the Democrat’s term now 
behind him. The address’ loca-
tion, moved from its customary 
spot at City Hall to the Middle
Branch Fitness and Wellness 
Center in Cherry Hill, was itself
designed to showcase a Scott 
accomplishment.

The $23 million center opened
in November, the type of commu-
nity-level investment Scott said 
his administration has upheld.

The majority of the mayor’s
40-minute address, however, set

its sights forwar, as Scott intro-
duced several new proposals to 
tackle housing issues. Among
them was a $9.7 million invest-
ment in grant programs that Scott
said was part of a new strategy to
bolster Black homeownership in 

what he called the city’s middle
neighborhoods — those that exist 
in the spectrum between stability 
and deep distress.

Scott pledged 270 grants

Proposals
touch on 
housing,
violence 

Baltimore Mayor Brandon Scott delivers the 2023 State of the City
address to the City Council and his cabinet Monday at the Middle
Branch Fitness and Wellness Center.  KENNETH K. LAM/BALTIMORE SUN

STATE OF THE CITY

Scott’s speech also 
takes stock of key
achievements to date 
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CONFIRMED CASES BY COUNTY BY AGE RANGE

BY RACE/ETHNICITY

Maryland coronavirus cases by the numbers
Confirmed cases: 1,375,584
Positivity rate (7 day): 3.40%
Female 748,042	 (7,816)
Male	 627,301	 (8,601)
Confirmed deaths: 16,417
Probable deaths: 277
Currently hospitalized: 136
Acute care: 123
Intensive care: 13
Completed primary series: 4,952,722
Received monovalent booster: 2,841,079
Received bivalent booster: 1,423,781
State population age 18 and over with at 
least one dose: 95%

Allegany	 21,920	 (391)
Anne Arundel	 120,814	 (1,269)
Baltimore	 173,660	 (2,812)
Baltimore City	 150,574	 (1,944)
Calvert	 14,905	 (174)
Caroline	 7,382	 (91)
Carroll	 28,411	 (473)
Cecil	 20,536	 (284)
Charles	 39,006	 (408)
Dorchester	 9,634	 (115)
Frederick	 58,981	 (622)
Garrett	 7,343	 (123)

Harford	 50,583	 (675)
Howard	 64,764	 (465)
Kent	 3,978	 (77)
Montgomery	 247,778	 (2,349)
Prince George’s	 230,901	 (2,353)
Queen Anne’s	 8,915	 (130)
St. Mary’s	 24,749	 (253)
Somerset	 6,218	 (78)
Talbot	 7,297	 (112)
Washington	 41,175	 (640)
Wicomico	 25,071	 (367)
Worcester	 10,989	 (187)

0-9	 132,128	 (11)
10-19	 161,298	 (18)
20-29	 225,819	 (84)
30-39	 231,239	 (236)
40-49	 192,756	 (586)

50-59	 185,801	 (1,432)
60-69	 131,170	 (2,817)
70-79	 71,973	 (4,089)
80+	 43,400	 (7,142)

African American (NH)	 460,284	 (5,387)
Asian (NH)	 57,271	 (514)
White (NH)	 550,425	 (9,242)
Hispanic	 163,899	 (1,076)
Other (NH)	 67,609	 (183)

Confirmed deaths in parentheses Source: Maryland Health Department

Note: NH = 
Non-Hispanic
(Updated 
Tuesday 
morning)

And after Saturday’s rainfall, staff 
members didn’t observe any smoke rising 
from the terrain Sunday, which is a positive 
sign, Smith added.

Soldiers Delight’s singularity is defined 
in many ways by its geology. It is underlain 
by serpentinite, a green-hued bedrock that 
is rich in minerals such as chromium and 
magnesium, but does not contain much 
of the nutrients that many plants need to 
survive. The result is a barren Baltimore 
County vista with the look of an African 
savanna, covered in tall grasses, wildflow-
ers and sparse clusters of oak trees that are 
all adapted to the adverse conditions.

Serpentine grasslands used to dot Central 
Maryland, occupying stretches of territory 
in Baltimore, Harford and Howard counties, 
according to a map that hangs in the Soldiers 
Delight Visitor Center. But now, as a result of 
development, mining and changing condi-
tions, only a few enclaves remain in the state. 
At 1,900 acres, Soldiers Delight is the larg-
est serpentine landscape in eastern North 
America, and contains 39 rare, threatened 
or endangered plant species, according to 
DNR.

It’s still unclear whether human actions 
ignited the April 4 brush fire, which forced 
the evacuation of 29 nearby homes but didn’t 
spread to any structures or cause any injuries 
save for minor wounds to a firefighter. Work-
ers dropped water from a helicopter and 
trucked in thousands of gallons on pickup 
trucks, fire engines and all-terrain vehicles 
to douse the flames.

More than 200 Baltimore County fire-
fighters responded, the most in the county 
since a major fire at a propane facility in 
the 1970s, according to Baltimore County 
spokesperson Elise Armacost.

The State Fire Marshal and other inves-
tigating agencies are seeking eyewitnesses 
who were at Soldiers Delight when the fire 
started.

Soldiers Delight is an ecosystem well 
acquainted with fire, said Paula Becker, a 
natural resource biologist with DNR’s Natu-
ral Heritage Program. Its native plant life, 
including post and blackjack oak trees and 
various prairie grasses like little bluestem, 
are fire-adapted, meaning they’re equipped 
with mechanisms to survive fire — or even 
thrive because of it.

The problem is: Those species aren’t 
the only ones inhabiting Soldiers Delight. 
In fact, the natural area is in the throes of 
a decadeslong battle against non-native 
plants, namely Virginia pine trees and green-
brier, a climbing vine with thorny stems.

“Both Virginia pine and greenbrier 
are decidedly not fire-tolerant,” Becker 
said. “They both burn — as we have seen 
— exceedingly hot. And that’s one of the 
reasons that the fire at Soldiers Delight this 
past week was so intense.”

During the blaze, greenbrier growing on 
tree trunks effectively acted as a fire ladder, 
guiding the flames higher onto vulnerable 
pine and oak trees.

When Wayne Tyndall heard about the 
fire, his main concern was for the area’s 
old-growth oak trees. Tyndall, who worked 
at Soldiers Delight as a restoration ecolo-
gist for the Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources for decades until his retirement in 
2020, visited one of those trees Friday, which 
he estimates dates back to the 1800s.

“It had just enough greenbrier around it 
that it basically exploded,” said Tyndall, who 
is now a member of the Friends of Soldiers 

Delight, an all-volunteer nonprofit dedi-
cated to protecting the area and educating 
the public.

Biologists like Becker still are investigat-
ing how the oak trees fared as a whole in 
the fire — what with its increased intensity 
fueled by the invasive species.

“We’ve done some initial surveys, and 
quite a lot of them are still alive and we 
expect them to survive,” Becker said. “We 
just don’t know what the mortality rate is.”

For the past 30 years, Maryland officials 
have conducted controlled burns in Soldiers 
Delight, with the goal of destroying the 
invading plants, preventing wildfires and 
forcing a rebirth of the natural oak savanna 
from the ashes.

The natural area is divided into a series of 
parcels, each of which is burned about every 
five years, Becker said. But the conditions 
must be perfect to prevent fire from raging 
out of control.

There hasn’t been a controlled burn at 
Soldiers Delight since last spring, though 
forestry managers had identified parcels 

they were hoping to burn next, Smith said. 
The uncontrolled brush fire may have sati-
ated that need, he said.

Controlled burning was used by Native 
Americans on Maryland’s serpentine grass-
land before the arrival of European settlers, 
mainly as a hunting technique to drive 
deer and other game into the open. But it 
also protected the “Great Barrens” from 
encroaching forest, ensuring the survival of 
a delicate but exceptional environment.

When Westerners colonized the land 
and drove out the Native Americans, these 
controlled burns came to a stop. For many 
years, the farm animals brought to graze the 
land kept it locked in a grassland state. But 
around the 1930s, the grazing ebbed, and in 
came the conifers intent on shrouding the 
grasses in deadly shade.

Though controlled burns have returned 
to Soldiers Delight, climate change has the 
potential to hinder the effort, Becker said.

The grassy barrens of Soldiers Delight are 
one of the few environments that are likely 
to benefit from a warming climate, Becker 

said, since its plant life thrives in the heat.
But when it comes to prescribed burns, 

the conditions must be perfectly fire-averse, 
in order to keep the fire contained.

“It’s going to mean we need to be a little 
more flexible, so we can move more quickly 
and conduct a fire when it’s safe,” Becker said.

Of course, that also means wildfire condi-
tions will become more common due to 
climate change, what with warmer and 
drier air.

This spring, “red flag warnings” have 
arisen repeatedly in Maryland, alerting resi-
dents to hot, dry conditions and gusty winds. 
Firefighters also battled much smaller brush 
fires in Rosedale and Crownsville last week.

Conditions have been atypically dry and 
warm. From January through March, the 
average temperature in Maryland’s North 
Central area was the second warmest in over 
a century, according to the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration. The rain-
fall total was the fifth lowest since 1895.

Kaitlyn Trudeau, a data analyst for 
Climate Central who studies wildfires, said 
she has started to expand her evaluations 
from the West Coast into the East. Condi-
tions in the West remain more dangerous 
for fires thanks to extended dry periods, 
but warmer conditions have created more 
vulnerability for East Coast states, which 
also frequently feature populated commu-
nities situated close to natural areas.

“So really, you have a lot of areas that are 
at risk, and are increasingly at risk, because 
of climate change in the eastern part of the 
country,” Trudeau said.

Amid the concerns, though, there is reason 
for joy at Soldiers Delight. In the ensuing 
weeks, fresh grasses and blankets of wild-
flowers will spring from the scorched dirt 
in a beautiful display of resilience, Tyndall 
said. Seeds that were waiting just below 
the surface for the opportune moment will 
germinate and fill the emptiness.

“After all the controlled burning, you’d 
think we’d be used to it,” he said. “You come 
out here in a couple weeks and it’s just like: 
‘Wow.’ ”

Baltimore Sun reporter Dillon Mullan 
contributed to this article.

Fire
from Page 1

A small pine tree shows the signs of a recent brush fire in the Soldiers Delight Natural Environment Area. The Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources estimates 321.4 acres of the 1,900 acres of serpentine barrens burned. KIM HAIRSTON/BALTIMORE SUN PHOTOS

Holding a piece of Indiangrass, Wayne Tyndall, retired state restoration ecologist with the 
Maryland Department of Natural Resources, stands in the Soldiers Delight Natural Environment 
Area. He says that in the ensuing weeks, fresh grasses and blankets of wildflowers will grow.

temporarily pausing flight activity this 
morning to work through data connection 
issues resulting from a firewall failure.”

According to airline tracking site Flight-
Aware, 248 Southwest flights had been 
delayed coming in and out of BWI and one 
had been canceled as of 5 p.m. Tuesday. 
Nationally, nearly 2,200 Southwest flights 
were delayed.

U.S. Transportation Secretary Pete Butt-
igieg retweeted an FAA post about the 
nationwide ground stop, adding, “We are 
here to ensure passengers have strong 
protections when airline failures like this 
affect their plans.” He referred travelers to a 

federal checklist of passenger rights on the 
department’s website.

A U.S. Department of Transportation 
spokesman added Tuesday that “no other 
airlines experienced disruptions.”

Tuesday’s disruptions paled in compar-
ison to those in December. By noon, BWI 
appeared to be back to normal. The flight 
display board showed some Southwest 
departures in red, but many were green, 
meaning they were expected to depart on 
time.

“Southwest Airlines resumed operations 
this morning here at BWI Marshall Airport 
following a brief systemwide disruption,” 
said Jonathan Dean, the airport’s spokes-
man, in an email. “Airline ticketing is moving 
quickly, with no passenger lines.”

Judith Michelson, of Bethesda, was flying 

on Southwest to Charleston, South Caro-
lina, to visit family and attend a bat mitzvah. 
Michelson saw an article online about the 
delays and forwarded it to family.

“My cousin who lives in Charleston called 
me very worried,” she said. “She called me 
freaking out.”

But in the end, Michelson said her delay 
was about a half hour.

“It’s a minor delay,” she said. “Not a big 
deal.”

Tuesday’s delays added to the picture of 
an airline that has struggled more than most 
with technology issues.

“It was a 17-minute ground stop. This will 
have no long-lasting affect on Southwest’s 
reputation,” said Henry Harteveldt, a travel 
analyst with Atmosphere Research Group. 
“What matters now for Southwest is getting 

to the cause and doing all it can to ensure 
incidents like this don’t occur again.”

Glenn Kregger, of Rockville, was standing 
by the baggage claim, waiting for his wife 
to arrive from Fort Myers, Florida, where 
she was visiting her father. Kregger said her 
flight was scheduled to land shortly after 
noon, but as of 1 p.m., he was still waiting.

“It’s enough to be annoying,” he said. “I’m 
retired so it’s not going to kill me. If I had a 
job to get to, I’d be pretty pissed off.”

Kregger, 68, said he did have two beagles 
at home that would need to be let out, but 
they would be fine with a short delay.

“My wife’s probably going to be pretty 
annoyed,” he said, “but I try not to worry 
about things I can’t control.”

Associated Press contributed to this article.

Southwest
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