
MARYLAND

One day this summer, 
shortly after noon, the 
angle of the sun must have 
been just right: It allowed 
Ben Harris to see shadows 
inside dozens of protec-
tive tree tubes that he and 
Amish farm boys had stuck 
in a meadow in April.

The shadows excited 
him.

“I like what I’m seeing,” 
Harris called out. “This 
looks very encouraging!”

Dressed for work in 
khakis and a T-shirt, Harris 
stepped down from where 
we had just parked — on 
River Road in Grantsville, 
Garrett County – and he 
craned his neck into the 
five-foot tubes to assess the 
progress of trees he and the 
Amish lads had planted.

The shadows had been 
those of green leaves.

“Lots of leaves!” Harris 
called out, expressing the 
glee of a young farmer 
seeing his hard work sprout 
through soil.

Though Harris is not a 
farmer, his job puts him 
in contact with them and 
other landowners in Mary-
land’s westernmost county. 
He manages Trout Unlim-
ited’s project to improve 
habitat and water quality 
for native brook trout—a 
beautiful fish that has 
managed to survive 300 
years of human invasion, 
from colonial settlements 
through coal mining, 
suburbanization, and now 
the climate crisis.

Our remaining native 
brook trout populations 
are primarily in Garrett 
County and in the Gunpow-
der Falls watershed north-
west of Baltimore. They 
have been imperiled by 
the loss of habitat and by 
the centuries-long degra-
dation of the little veins of 
water that flowed through 
dense forest before farmers 
cleared land for crops.

The big concern now is 
the effect of climate change 
on water temperatures. 
Brook trout need cold 
water. They need to be able 
to migrate to it during the 
hottest times of the year. 
They need to be able to 
spawn without abnormal 
flooding blowing out their 
redds.

About 40% of Maryland’s 
brook trout waters are 
on privately owned land. 
So Harris’ duties include 
convincing people to plant 
more trees along the creeks, 
licks and runs that flow 
through their properties. A 
healthy and full tree canopy 
can help offset Code Red 
temperatures.

The Amish farmer on 
River Road, along the 
Casselman River, was glad 
to get what Harris offered 
— hundreds of maple trees 
for his maple sugar oper-
ation, fencing to keep his 
cows off a small creek, and 
more trees in the lower 
part of his property near 
the river. All Harris had to 
do was guarantee that the 
trees were privately funded 
— from the local chapter of 
Trout Unlimited and other 
organizations — and not in 
any direct way connected 
to government. (While they 
pay taxes, the Amish prefer 
not to receive benefits from 

government programs.)
The farmer’s two sons 

helped Harris do the 
spring plantings. The tubes 
protect the trees from deer. 
Some of the landowners 
he’s approached find the 
tubes unsightly, Harris says, 
but, if all goes well, they can 
usually be removed after 
three years.

The trees on the Amish 
property will reforest a 
section of land where a 
small creek flows to the 
Casselman. The creek 
provides summer passage 
for the brook trout to areas 
upstream where they find 
cool water from springs. 
(Brook trout survival 
typically requires water 
temperatures below 68 
degrees.)

Planting trees has a huge 
effect on just about every-
thing.

“It’s good for the birds,” 
Harris says. “It’s good for 
bugs, good for fish, good for 
water temperature. There’s 
all kinds of things that trees 
do that nothing else does. … 
The best thing you can do, 
from a habitat standpoint, is 
plant trees.”

And there are funds avail-
able for that, Harris says.

Even so, as he and 
volunteers with the Upper 
Gunpowder Falls Brook 
Trout Conservation Part-
nership have learned, some 
landowners prefer big 
lawns or open fields mowed 
right up to the banks of a 
stream.

Driving through Carroll 
County, I came across 
the South Branch of the 
Gunpowder Falls and 
could not believe what 
I was seeing — a prop-
erty that looked like a golf 
course, except it wasn’t a 

golf course. It was a vast 
field without a single tree. 
The South Branch coursed 
through the property, 
completely exposed to the 
summer sun.

Some people find this 
sort of landscape beau-
tiful. I think it’s an awful 
waste, a lost opportunity to 
improve water quality and 
habitat for the brook trout. 
It also represents hundreds 
of gallons of fossil fuels 
burned to keep the place 
mowed.

You can’t force people 
into being good stewards 
of their land. But you can at 
least try to convince them 
of the value of planting 
trees. That’s what volun-
teers with the Upper 
Gunpowder project have 
been doing for several 
years because the basin 
north and west of Pretty-
boy Reservoir supports the 
second-highest number 
of brook trout in the state, 
about 25% of the Maryland 
population.

River Valley Ranch, the 
summer youth camp and 
retreat in Carroll County, 
got into the act with a grant 
from the state in 2019. The 
Gunpowder flows right 
through the place and 
Muddy Creek meets it 
there. Grave Run is nearby. 
The project resulted in 
plantings along the stream 
banks to reduce erosion and 
improve habitat for brook 
trout.

But there’s a lot more to 
be done throughout the 
vast Gunpowder water-
shed. A lot of landowners 
need to plant trees. Autumn 
is a good time for that. Plant 
trees, save the brookies, 
save the planet. I think I just 
wrote the bumper sticker.
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Maryland officials and volunteer organizations are trying to get landowners, like this one in Carroll County, to plant trees along 
the creeks that flow into the Gunpowder River in Baltimore County. FILE

By Cassidy Jensen

A man accused of killing a 
Middle River grandmother 
and granddaughter in July 
will remain in a Baltimore jail 
while awaiting two separate 
murder trials.

Baltimore County Police 
last week arrested and 
charged Bryan Cherry, 36, 
with first-degree murder 
in the July deaths of Iona 
Sellers, 75, and her grand-
daughter Autumn Harvey, 
29. Officers conducting a 
welfare check found the 
women dead July 7 inside a 
Middle River home. Cherry 
also faces murder charges in 
connection with the death of 
another Baltimore woman 
and attempted murder 
charges in another city case.

On Tuesday, Cherry 
waived his right to a bail 
review, assistant public 
defender Monika Scherer 
told Baltimore County 
District Court Judge Doro-
thy J. Wilson. Wilson ordered 
him held without bond. He is 
due back in court Sept. 20 for 
a preliminary hearing.

Cherry is suspected of 
stabbing a man who was 
giving out medical supplies 
outside East Baltimore 

Medical Center in late June. 
Witnesses and the man, a 
hospital employee who was 
stabbed eight times, said 
nothing prompted Cherry 
to attack him.

Baltimore Police obtained 
a warrant for Cherry’s 
arrest on attempted murder 
charges July 1, two weeks 
before 38-year-old Sierra 
Johnson was found dead 
in her Oldtown home with 
signs of blunt force trauma.

Police arrested Cherry in 
connection with Johnson’s 

killing after an anonymous 
caller told investigators that 
Cherry had walked out of 
Johnson’s apartment, where 
a woman was heard scream-
ing, with “possible blood” 
on his clothing. He has been 
held in a Baltimore jail on 
first-degree murder charges 
in connection with Johnson’s 
death since his mid-July 
arrest.

Autumn Harvey’s aunt 
said the 29-year-old had “an 
infectious laugh and an even 
brighter smile” and called 

Harvey’s grandmother Sell-
ers a caring person who 
helped those in need. Both 
women were found with 
blunt force trauma injuries, 
and Harvey had “numerous 
stab wounds.”

County police found a 
cigarette outside Sellers’ 
Taos Circle home on a plas-
tic lawn chair just below 
a partially open window. 
Forensic testing revealed 
DNA from the cigarette 
matched Cherry, charging 
papers said.

Investigators linked 
Cherry to the Middle River 
killings using Sellers’ bank 
account information and 
surveillance footage from 
stores where her missing 
credit card was used. Police 
wrote in charging docu-
ments that surveillance foot-
age showed a man picking up 
a prescription for a woman 
identified as an “associate” 
of Cherry.

County police learned 
Cherry had been arrested 
in Baltimore on July 14 for 
“an unrelated murder.” At 
the time of his arrest, he had 
a pair of the white Adidas 
shoes that police said were 
the same ones visible in the 
video surveillance.

Man accused of killing grandmother 
and granddaughter to remain in jail

Baltimore County Police investigate the double homicide of 
Autumn Harvey and Iona Sellers in Middle River in July.  
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By Madeleine O'Neill

The texts from the 
teacher were threatening, 
obsessive, controlling.

“You do what I say now.”
“I told you I have a break-

ing point and you are danger-
ously close.”

The responses from a 
21-year-old former Gilman 
School student were plead-
ing, desperate.

“I’ll literally do anything.”
“I’m begging you.”
A federal jury heard 

hundreds of text messages 
Tuesday between the 
former teacher, 40-year-old 
Christopher K. Bendann, 
and the man who says 
Bendann began sexually 
abusing him when he was 
15 years old.

Bendann is on trial this 
week on charges of sexual 
exploitation of a child, 
possession of child pornog-
raphy and cyberstalking. 
Though Bendann has 
conceded he cyberstalked 
the boy after he turned 18, 
prosecutors still read from 
more than 700 pages of text 
messages between the two 
between May and Decem-
ber of 2022.

The texts, prosecutors 
say, show how Bendann’s 
conduct forced the man 
to send him nude pictures 
and videos by threaten-
ing to make their previous 
exchanges public. Bendann, 
according to the evidence, 
created a fake Instagram 
account with the man’s 
nude photographs and 
used it to reach out to the 
man’s girlfriend and college 
friends if the man stopped 
texting or Snapchatting 
him.

The texts were nearly 
constant. If the man did not 
answer Bendann’s texts, 
Bendann would text him 
over and over: “Answer.” 
“Answer.” “Answer.”

And Bendann would 
threaten the man, telling 
him that he would send 
explicit photos to people 
he knew if the man did not 
keep in touch, send more 
videos and appear enthu-
siastic.

“You better put out … and 
not be miserable,” Bendann 
wrote in one.

“Enjoy explaining your 
pics on Insta,” he wrote 
in another. Prosecutors 
rested late Tuesday after 
presenting three days of 
evidence, including the 
man’s testimony. The Balti-
more Sun is not naming the 
man because he says he is a 
victim of sexual abuse.

Bendann appears likely to 
take the stand Wednesday. 
He said in court Tuesday 
evening that he had been 
advised to say he would 
“sleep on it,” but he and his 
attorneys have indicated 
throughout the case that 
he would testify in his own 
defense.

One of Bendann’s defense 
attorneys, Gary Proctor, said 
early Tuesday afternoon 
that he expects Bendann to 
testify “that he had an ongo-
ing sexual relationship” 
with the man “when they 
were both adults.”

“Mr. Bendann should be 
able to tell his story to the 
jury,” Proctor said.

The defense will not be 
allowed to argue that any 
sexual activity before the 
man turned 18 was consen-
sual, but Bendann will be 
allowed to discuss his rela-
tionship with the man on 
the stand following a ruling 
from Senior U.S. District 
Judge James K. Bredar. In 
sex offense cases, evidence 
of a victim’s prior sexual 
activities or predisposition 
are generally not allowed.

“This is a bit of a mine-
field,” said Bredar, warning 
that he will admonish the 
defense during Bendann’s 
testimony if necessary.

B e n d a n n ’s  o t h e r 
court-appointed defense 
lawyer, Christopher Nieto, 
told jurors in his opening 
statement last week that the 
sexual relationship between 
Bendann and the accuser 

began only after the man 
turned 18, and that the man 
“panicked” and misrepre-
sented how the relationship 
started when his girlfriend 
found their texts.

The man, however, 
told jurors last week that 
Bendann would pick him 
up from parties or take him 
to McDonald’s when he 
was about 15 and eventu-
ally began suggesting the 
boy take off his clothes or 
touch himself. Bendann 
also began touching the boy, 
according to the testimony, 
and also would abuse him 
in showers at the homes 
of other Gilman families 
where Bendann sometimes 
house-sat.

Bendann, a middle-
school teacher at Gilman, 
was the boy’s adviser when 
he was in eighth grade.

The abuse contin-
ued after the man gradu-
ated Gilman and went to 
college, he said, because of 
Bendann’s threats.

Toward the end of the 
text exchanges read in 
court, the man became 
more assertive with 
Bendann.

“You have until 12 noon 
tomorrow to apologize for 
the five years you forced me 
to do things I did not want 
to do,” the man wrote in one 
text, responding to threats 
from Bendann.

“You are a sick person 
that should be lucky I 
haven’t gone to the police,” 
he wrote.

Bendann responded that 
he had videos of the man 
telling Bendann to perform 
sex acts.

“It’s all fun and games 
until you realize I was 16 
in those videos,” the man 
replied.

On Monday, the govern-
ment played several sexu-
ally explicit videos of the 
teen that, according to an 
FBI digital forensics expert, 
were taken before he turned 
18. The videos’ metadata 
indicates the date they were 
created as well as their loca-
tion and other information.

The first video, which 
was taken when the man 
was 16, according to the 
metadata, showed him 
nude from the waist down 
and masturbating in the 
passenger seat of Bendann’s 
vehicle.

Bendann taught at the 
private all-boys Gilman 
School in North Baltimore 
until early last year, when 
he was fired amid reports 
that he had given students 
alcohol and taken them to 
run “naked laps” in a park. 
Two young men testified 
Tuesday that they recalled 
participating in the naked 
runs, which they said were 
Bendann’s suggestion.

The young men, who 
also attended Gilman with 
the man at the center of 
the case, said Bendann also 
would sometimes ask them 
“suggestive” questions over 
Snapchat at night, asking 
whether they were wear-
ing shirts or pants.

“I kind of tried to avoid 
it,” one testified. “I always 
thought it was a little weird.”

Another testified that 
Bendann once tried to 
“wrestle” with him after he 
got out of a shower wearing 
only a towel. When the teen 
said no, Bendann grabbed 
the towel and yanked it, 
ripping it nearly in half, 
according to the testi-
mony. Bendann, who was 
house-sitting for the teen’s 
family, was fully clothed and 
lying on the boy’s bed when 
he got out of the shower, the 
young man testified.

The defense has 
portrayed the Gilman 
community as exclusive 
and unwelcoming to gay 
men like Bendann.

Bendann said previ-
ously that he wished to skip 
parts of his trial. His refusal 
to leave the Chesapeake 
Detention Facility in Balti-
more delayed jury selection 
by several hours last week. 
He has attended each day of 
the trial so far.

Prosecution rests 
at ex-Gilman 
School teacher’s 
sexual abuse trial

Plant trees, save the brook 
trout, save the planet
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