
By Gabriella Fine

At the base of the largest 
American elm tree in the 
country, a film crew of three 
stood with Anita and Chuck 
Stapleton. The Stapletons’ 
property in Lutherville is 
home to a champion tree, 
and is one of the subjects 
of Robert Lemieux’s film, 
“Growing Into Greatness: 
Maryland’s Champion 
Trees.” The film showcases 
champion trees and stories 
of how they have moved 
and inspired humans. It 
premieres Friday at the 
Carroll Arts Center in West-
minster.

The film honors the gran-
deur of Maryland’s Cham-
pion Trees — also known 
as Big Trees or Witness 
Trees — which are defined 
as being the largest trees of 
their species. “Growing Into 
Greatness” will be broadcast 
on Maryland Public Televi-
sion later this year, honor-
ing the Maryland Big Tree 
Program’s Centennial.

Lemieux noted the 
sequence of little miracles 
that must occur for a tree to 
grow to a breathtaking size, 
while other trees often don’t 
even grow to maturity.

“You look at this 
giant white oak that’s 
300-and-something years
old, and you say, ‘How did
this tree survive?’” he said.

Anne Hairston-Strang, 
director and state forester 
for the Maryland Forest 
Service in the Depart-
ment of Natural Resources, 
described how people often 
find big trees emotionally 
moving and said she likes to 
imagine the history that the 
trees have witnessed.

“Thinking about the 
longevity of many of them, 
you know, a lot of times it’s 

longer than some of our 
human lifespans,” she said.

Leading a crew of three, 
Lemieux directed, wrote 
and edited the film. While 
the filmmaking operation 
was nimble, the project 
was supported by multiple 
parties, including Mary-
land Public Television, a 
Carroll County Arts Council 
Community Arts Develop-
ment Grant, and McDaniel 
College, where Lemieux 
serves as an associate profes-
sor of communication and 
cinema.

In 2015, Lemieux began to 
think about how he would 
approach the project after a 
conversation with a master 
gardener in his neighbor-
hood taught him about the 
champion tree program in 
2015.

In late 2023, Lemieux 
reached out to Maryland 
Public Television to gauge 
interest in the project. Next, 
he connected with the 
Maryland Big Tree program 
and Department of Natural 
Resources for further guid-
ance. In the spring of 2024, 
the team began filming.

Jenifer Patterson, market-
ing and communications 
coordinator for the Carroll 
County Arts Council, 
described the collaboration 
the project has inspired.

“This was a passion proj-
ect for Robert … but the way 
that it’s brought people 
together, I think, has really 
been beautiful, a beautiful 
thing,” she said.

The film combines new 
interviews and footage 
captured by Lemieux and 
his team, with archival 
material from the Maryland 
State Archives.

The film will be screened 
Friday at 7:30 p.m. at the 
Carroll Arts Center at 91 W. 
Main St. in Westminster. 
The screening is free and 
tickets are not required.

Lemieux hopes view-
ers will come away with 
a greater appreciation for 
their natural surroundings, 
whether it’s a champion tree 
or “it’s your own backyard.”

Have a news tip? Contact 
Gabriella Fine at gfine@
baltsun.com or at 443-900-
1296. 

‘Maryland’s Champion 
Trees’ featured in new film 
premiering in Westminster

Two members of Robert Lemieux’s film crew, left, with Chuck and Anita Stapleton, right. The 
Stapletons’ property in Lutherville is home to the country’s largest American elm tree. ROBERT 
LEMIEUX/COURTESY

By Kiersten Hacker

The Howard County 
Circuit Court ordered
Howard Research and 
Development Corp., a
subsidiary of Howard 
Hughes Corp., in May 
2024 to pay $16.9 million in
damages to a local company. 
On Thursday, the Appellate
Court of Maryland is sched-
uled to hear an appeal of the 
decision.

Texas-based developer 
Howard Hughes, which 
owns much of the land in 
Columbia, was sued by IMH 
Columbia LLC in 2022 after
blocking the company’s
plans to redevelop a portion
of property along the lake-
front area. In a win for IMH, 
a ruling was made in the 
local developer’s favor. But
Howard Hughes appealed
that decision.

IMH was founded by 
David Costello, president 
of Columbia-based Costello
Construction. The company 
purchased land in 2017
where a Sheraton tower and 
older lodges stood, known 

as the “Hotel Lot,” with the 
plans to redevelop the space
into residential units, office 
space, a tennis barn and
parking.

But the plans were subject 
to approval through a 
number of covenants dictat-
ing land uses and parking 
restrictions.

As IMH, Howard 
Research and Development, 
and an architectural review 
committee went back and 
forth on proposed plans, 
IMH turned its focus to two
phases of redevelopment.
The first phase converted
the Sheaton tower into the 
Marriott Merriweather
Lakefront, Autograph
Collection, which opened
in 2021. The second phase 
would redevelop the lodges 
into a mixed-use facil-
ity. Howard Research and
Development rejected the
plans for Phase II in 2019.

A jury found that Howard 
Research and Development 
had breached the covenants
in disregarding aspects 
that limited the compa-
ny’s discretion. The jury 

also found that the exist-
ing covenants on residen-
tial use, on-site parking 
and the General Covenant
that applied to the property
were obsolete. IMH was
awarded nearly $17 million 
in damages in a win against
Columbia’s largest devel-
oper.

“Winning a fight that
should have never been had 
isn’t so great. On the other 
hand, I hope this decision 
helps pave the way for fair-
ness and equity within the 
business world in Howard
County and Columbia,”
Costello wrote in a post on 
LinkedIn.

Howard Hughes appealed
the decision, seeking a new 
trial on whether the cove-
nants are obsolete and on the
amount of damages awarded
to IMH. The appeals hear-
ing is set to begin Thursday
in the Appellate Court of
Maryland.

Have a news tip? Contact
Kiersten Hacker at 
khacker@baltsun.com or @
KierstenHacker on X.

Howard Hughes Corp.’s appeal 
of $16.9M Columbia lakefront 
judgment to be heard today

By Natalie Jones

Baltimore County could 
create its own department 
of agriculture if county
voters endorse a charter 
amendment in next year’s
election.

The Baltimore County 
Council approved a char-
ter amendment Tuesday 
evening establishing an 
agriculture department,
which would be tasked 
with promoting agriculture
as a viable part of the coun-
ty’s economic sector.

Councilman Wade
Kach, a Republican who
represents northern Balti-
more County, said farmers 
have wanted an agricul-
ture department since he 
was elected to the council
in 2014.

“I just think that we need 
to have someone who will 
be an advocate for the ag 
community when we deal
with issues that are some-
what complicated, or we 
really need the input of the
director of agriculture,” he
said.

Kach acknowledged in
previous work sessions
that progress has been 
made with advocating for
the county’s agricultural
communities across vari-
ous county units, but there 
was no dedicated depart-
ment focused on agricul-
ture.

Members of Baltimore 
County’s agricultural 
community, including
farmer Jesse Albright, said
the measure would increase
representation and make
handling agricultural issues
more efficient.

“This is not an increase
in government, and I think 
the fact that you will see
continuing going forward, 
the number of farmers that 
will come out in support of 
this bill, shows you that this 
is not an increase in govern-
ment, but rather a realloca-
tion and a consolidation of 
the funds that you already 
spend on a regular basis,”
Albright said at a July 29
work session.

Under an amendment
from Councilman David 
Marks, an Upper Falls 
Republican, the depart-
ment would also encourage
local food production and

distribution as a method of
addressing food insecurity
in the county.

“Quite frankly, some of
the things the advocates for
the agricultural community 
wanted to do can’t be done 
through charter amend-
ments,” Marks said.

The county adminis-
tration, however, raised
concerns about costs and
implementation during a 
work session last week.

Costs associated with the 
department are estimated 
to be around $1.2 million 
annually, according to the 
bill’s most recent fiscal
note. That includes the net
additional costs that come
with implementing the 
legislation, which “would
exceed $500,000 annually
with a full-scale reorgani-
zation of all agriculture-re-
lated functions within
county government.”

The $500,000 cost 
should be considered a
“minimum,” said Brad 
Kroner, a legislative offi-
cer for the administration, 
because it doesn’t include 
programmatic or capital 
costs. But, that figure does 
include the reclassification,
transfer and backfilling for
about a dozen positions 
across county departments
that work with agriculture,
he said.

Kach balked at the
number then, arguing that
it was increased from a
previous estimate. A fiscal 
note issued July 24 said
the net additional costs for
implementing the legisla-
tion “would minimally total
more than $200,000 and 
could exceed $500,000”
with a reorganization of all 
agriculture-related func-

tions in county govern-
ment.

Kroner said at the Aug. 
26 work session that the
bill did not define duties 
and responsibilities for
any other positions aside
from the director role, and 
the estimate represented a
full buildout. Kach, mean-
while, argued that the new 
county executive elected in
2026 would have the ability
to create the department.

At Tuesday’s coun-
cil meeting, Councilman
Pat Young, a Catonsville 
Democrat, applauded
public input on the char-
ter amendment, saying it 
made a clear path for what 
the department could look 
like, making it easier for the 
executive branch to create
and execute it.

The charter amendment 
wasn’t the only agricul-
ture-focused legislation the
council approved Tuesday.

Another measure intro-
duced by Kach tweaked
the county’s zoning regu-
lations to implement prohi-
bitions on certain solar 
facilities in areas consid-
ered prime farmland by 
the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture.

Under state law passed
earlier this year, those 
prohibitions only apply to
solar facilities that have 
the capacity to produce 
no more than 1 megawatt
of electricity. The county
legislation would apply to
any project that has not
received final, non-appeal-
able zoning approval when
the bill goes into effect.

Have a news tip? Contact
Natalie Jones at najones@
baltsun.com.

Baltimore County Council votes
to create agriculture department, 
sends question to voters

A combine from Cold Bottom Farms harvests feed corn 
along Mount Carmel Road in northern Baltimore County. 
Harvest season is underway and drivers should watch for 
heavy equipment on county roads. STAFF FILE

By Bryna Zumer

Residents fighting the
Maryland Piedmont Reli-
ability Project scored a 
small victory in the ongo-
ing battle over the proposed
transmission line, after 
a judge ruled that U.S. 
Marshals cannot accom-
pany surveyors from util-
ity company PSEG onto
private properties.

PSEG had asked two 
weeks ago for U.S. Marshals 
to be allowed to help 
surveyors carry out visits 
to six properties, citing the
posting of threatening signs 
stating, “Prayer is the best 
way to meet the lord. Tres-
passing is the fastest.”

According to PSEG’s
complaint, a letter from
one landowner said: “You 
should note that in many
communities in North-
ern Baltimore and Carroll 
Counties, there is a ‘shoot 
first, ask questions later’ 
attitude.”

U.S. District Court Judge 
Adam Abelson ruled Tues-
day that, “given the limited
resources of the U.S. 
Marshals Service, the Court 
concludes that the circum-
stances — at least at present
— do not warrant sending 
U.S. Marshals to accom-
pany PSEG and its agents to
those Respondents’ prop-
erties.”

Abelson also noted that 
the residents reassured
the court that they are
“committed to comply with
all Court orders, to cooper-
ate with PSEG’s access to
their properties as ordered
by the Court, and not to
engage in any threats or 
violence towards PSEG, 
its agents, or law enforce-
ment.”

“This is excellent news!” 

the Maryland House 
Republican Caucus posted 
on social media. “Thank-
fully, the courts denied this
outrageous request.”

Abelson had previ-
ously drawn the wrath
of some residents after 
allowing PSEG surveyors
onto private lands, at least 
temporarily, in June. 

The judge also allowed 
PSEG to access 148 more
properties, in a separate
ruling released yesterday. 
That includes 60 parcels in
Carroll County, 86 in Fred-
erick County and two in
Baltimore County, noted 
PSEG spokesperson Bill
Smith.

That ruling “granted us
right of entry to the second 
set of properties that we 
filed for. The brief order, 
attached, points back to
the reasoning in the June 
decision. On the record, 
we do not have a timeline
yet for notification and
commencement of these 
surveys. Also we do antic-
ipate a third filing,” he said.

State Del. Jesse Pippy, 
who represents Frederick

County, called the decision
about U.S. Marshals “great 
news,” noting that repre-
sentatives had written to
President Donald Trump 
and U.S. Attorney General 
Pam Bondi asking for inter-
vention.

The judge did not
completely side with the 
residents in this ruling. 
Abelson warned one person 
who did not respond to the
court’s order, Brandon Hill, 
a Baltimore County farmer, 
that he faces fines and/or
civil contempt if he doesn’t
reply by Sept. 10.

Abelson also wanted
more reassurance by Sept. 
10 about why another
Baltimore County farmer, 
Mark Troyer of White
Hall, “should not be sanc-
tioned for stating he will
‘do everything in my ability 
to keep them off our prop-
erty’ after his lawyer said he 
will comply with the court 
order.”

Have a news tip? Contact
Bryna Zumer at bzumer@
baltsun.com, or on X as @
brynazumer.

Anti-MPRP advocates gain small
victory as judge denies escorts 
for private land surveyors

Representatives from Public Service Enterprise Group speak
to the crowd gathered for the public information meeting 
regarding the Maryland Piedmont Reliability Project at 
Carroll County Ag Center in November 2024. BRIAN KRISTA/
STAFF

Guy Semmes standing in front of the Travilah Oak, which is 
over 300 years old. ROBERT LEMIEUX/COURTESY
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