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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
This issue of Baltimore Beat marks a new phase in a project that began six years ago. Back in
November 2017, I began Baltimore Beat to continue the work of the now-defunct Baltimore City
Paper. With me, were now-Director of Operations Brandon Soderberg and then-Arts Editor Maura
Callahan. We wanted to tell stories that reflected the fact that Baltimore City’s residents are more
than 60% Black. We wanted to give Black writers the opportunities to tell their own stories. We
wanted to help add depth to the stories that are told about Baltimore. We wanted to make a paper
that reflected the joys—the art created here, the celebrations held here, the lives lived here—and
sadness of the city.
Since its inception, Baltimore Beat has transitioned from a for-profit paper (available both in print
and online), to a nonprofit news outlet available only online, and as of this week, a nonprofit print
newspaper again available for free all across the city, as well as on your favorite digital device.
Now, like then, we have a staff of dedicated professionals who are ready to use their skills to write,
question, elevate, and inspect. In this issue, Deputy Editor J. Brian Charles, who was formerly at the
gun violence website The Trace, took a deep dive into the complicated, frustrating history of land
deals in the city. Teri Henderson, our Arts + Culture editor, who was formerly a writer for BmoreArt,
takes a look at the world of Baltimore punk rock with special attention to Black contributors to the
scene. Director of Photography Schaun Champion developed the photographic aesthetic of this
issue.
I hope that Baltimore Beat is a place that challenges and informs this city. I hope that we inspire new
waves of people to contribute to Baltimore and help change it for the better. Because what I have
learned in my years of reporting is that change doesn’t come from city hall, but from regular people
working together for good—and we need change badly. Sonia Eaddy, who for almost two decades
has been fighting to keep her home out of the hands of private developers, recently reminded us all
of how powerful organizing can be.
“This is a victory for all of us, Baltimore City,” Eaddy told news crews, neighbors, and government
officials at a gathering last month to celebrate the city’s decision to allow Eaddy to stay in her
home. The decision ended her lengthy fight for her home in the historically Black Poppleton
neighborhood. I sat down with Eaddy for an interview, which you’ll find in this issue.
“We’re going to need all the neighborhoods of all of Baltimore City…letting our mayor know what it
is that we need to be vibrant, [to] be healthy,” Eaddy said.
She’s right.
Welcome, once again, to Baltimore Beat.-Lisa Snowden, Editor-in-Chief.

DISCLOSURES and CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
As a community-focused newspaper, the Beat is proud to be on-the-ground, amid the city’s many scenes, and
often a degree or two removed from grassroots activists and changemakers. We believe this is as it should be
for a newspaper such as ours. At the same time, those relationships create complications to our journalism—
which is why we’re disclosing possible conflicts of interest in each issue to make sure we’re being honest and
accountable.
1. Organizing in Poppleton involved two close friends of the Beat: University of Maryland Baltimore County
professor Nicole King and Nicole’s partner, Baynard Woods. Baynard was a City Paper editor and was involved
in the 2017 founding of the Beat. Baynard also co-wrote the 2020 book, I Got a Monster, with Brandon, the
Beat’s Director of Operations. Baynard was not involved in this version of the Beat (although he will surely
contribute) and both he and Nicole will see this issue’s Poppleton stories for the first time when you do.
2. There is a lengthy disclosure about the band Mowder Oyal on pg. 16.
3. There’s a review of Jordan Peele’s Nope in this issue. The Beat partnered with the Parkway Theater to host a
preview screening of Nope last month.
BALTIMOREBEAT.COM
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“Black Neighborhoods Matter”
Poppleton’s Sonia Eaddy fought City Hall and a New York developer and won
By Lisa Snowden
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share this story online.

Sonia Eaddy / Photo by Schaun Champion

For the Eaddys, their home, located
in the Poppleton neighborhood, means
roots—a place that family can go. Sonia
Eaddy said that her grandson, who just
got out of school, is staying with her now,
in this four-bedroom home tucked into a
quiet corner of West Baltimore.
“It’s always somebody here,” she said.
“This is our family home.”
It is a place she and her husband Curtis
created to suit their wants and needs. A
house transformed into a home over 30
years of hard work. First, they opened up
the living room and dining room to make
the space more welcoming and airy; then,
they added a first floor bathroom. After a
fire in 2012, they finished the basement.
For them, the 319 North Carrollton
Street home isn’t just an address on the
map, it is the sum total of hard work and
determination.
“I was sitting in this living room and I
would dream,” she said. “I would sit here
and say, ‘I would love to tear that wall
out.’”

But to the powers that be, this
place in a neighborhood battered by
disinvestment was nothing more than
brick, concrete, wood, and metal: a
point on a map, a means to an end, or
something that needed to be demolished
to make way for progress. The people who
saw the property as just a house likely
didn’t know much about who lived inside,
but they soon would.
The Eaddys had been in their home
for more than a decade when trouble
came knocking at their door. Residents
of Poppleton learned about plans for
their community in 2004, at a town
hall led by community stakeholders
including the University of Maryland and
representatives for the city, then led by
Mayor Martin O’Malley.
New York-based company La Cité
planned to develop 13.8 acres of the
Poppleton neighborhood and build 1,800
housing units and 250,000 square feet of
commercial space over the course of 20
years.
Officials used the term “eminent
domain” but didn’t really explain to Eaddy
3

and others what it meant. Homeowners
were told they would be given “fair
market value” for their houses. Renters
were told they would get the equivalent of
five years’ rent if they left, which in some
cases was more money than homeowners
would have received from the city if they
chose to leave.
Baltimore’s housing market has
historically reflected the segregation
and racism woven into the city’s past
and present. A home in a mostly Black
neighborhood wasn’t valued as highly as
homes in places like Hampden or Locust
Point, where working class whites could
sell theirs for much higher returns.
“In the inner city, not just Poppleton…
in Black neighborhoods, property values
weren’t anything at that time,” Eaddy
said.
At the time, she believed that the city
wanted to use eminent domain to take
homes in Poppleton. But eminent domain
is when private land is taken for public
good. If her land was being taken for use
by a private development company, how
did that fit? She couldn’t understand why
AUGUST 10, 2022
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her community had been targeted.

Eaddy took stock of the power
imbalance
and
started
another
homeowners association. She built the
association in the same way you’d run
for office—by knocking on doors and
finding like minded neighbors who didn’t
like how things were going and wanted to
work together to bring about change.

The community had changed for the
better since the Eaddys acquired their
home in 1992. Community members got
together to build a park and made their
presence in the community known to
the neighborhood drug dealers, many
of whom packed up and left because
of the attention mothers, fathers,
grandmothers, aunts, and uncles were
bringing to their trade.
“This wasn’t a block of dilapidated
homes. This wasn’t a block that had
vacancies. This was a vibrant block of all
age groups—we had a lot of seniors, we
had a lot of little kids—and people began
to sit out on the front again, interacting
with one another,” Eaddy said.
A Black-run city like Baltimore
does not mean that all Black people
are protected. Eaddy says that even
though the people behind Black-owned
development company La Cité such as
Dan Bythewood Jr., look like her, they
don’t share common goals. Members
of the Poppleton Village Community
Association, business owners, and pastors
joined local politicians in siding with the
developers, and urged Eaddy to shut up
and take the buy-out. Even Eaddy’s own
delegate tried to sell her on the deal.
“This is a win-win for everybody,” people
told her.
“I needed them to understand that
the land is not about your house, it’s
about the land that your house is set on,”
she said. “Your land is valuable.”
BALTIMOREBEAT.COM

“I had to get out there and find out
who the homeowners were and invite
them out to the meetings,” she said. “And
I was surprised people showed up.”
The first thing members did was
identify what they wanted. Some people
wanted to move, and so for them, the
priority was getting them the most
money possible to relocate. She and the
other members quickly saw the power
that came in unity.
There were a few reasons why some
residents were eager to leave. Some were
older, and a house was a lot for them
to maintain. Something like a senior
high rise made more sense for them.
But Eaddy also explained that once city
officials and developers set their eyes on
Poppleton, they didn’t make it an easy
place for residents to stay.
“You tore down houses and left vacant
lots,” she said. “The city isn’t managing
anything.”
Eaddy
explained
that
trash
accumulated, along with high grass.
“We are homeowners, we don’t want
to live like this. I didn’t buy my house to
live like this,” she said.
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Eaddy said that the group together
was able to negotiate more money for
homeowners who were leaving, which she
calls a win. Still, she thinks if they had
known more at that time, they could have
fought harder, sooner.
“[The city and developer] played off
our ignorance,” she said. “I had to get a
lawyer and the lawyer asked me ‘Why
didn’t y’all just do a class action suit?’
Nobody knew!”
Meanwhile, the development ran into
obstacles with financing and then a legal
battle with the city. This bought Sonia
time. She began researching, learning
everything she could about the subject of
eminent domain. At the same time, the
city was moving to take her home, so she
hired a lawyer who specialized in these
issues. She learned that it’s extremely
difficult to win an eminent domain
lawsuit. The best homeowners could hope
for was more money for relocation. Eaddy
wasn’t interested in a higher payout. She
wanted her home.
“I want to fight the law,” she says
she told the lawyer. “I’m here to fight
the eminent domain law for the state
of Maryland, for the city of Baltimore,
because what they are doing when I’m
studying eminent domain, it doesn’t
match up to what Baltimore City is using
eminent domain for.”

CONTINUED ON PG. 6

Government and Community Events
Wednesday, Aug. 10
West Wednesdays: Hear about the ongoing fight
for accountability for Tyrone West and all victims
of police brutality. 6:30 p.m. Check Facebook (@
justicefortyronewest) for location and details.
This event happens every Wednesday.

Thursday, Aug. 11
GBMC American Red Cross Blood Drive:
Schedule your life-saving donation at GBMC.
org/redcross. Contact Brittany Umberger at
BUmberger@gbmc.org, or call (443) 849-2829.
5:30 a.m.-4:30 p.m., Greater Baltimore Medical
Center, 6701 N. Charles St., Towson.
Maryland Center for History and Culture:
A Conversation about Oral History. Tune in
to discover what oral history provides that the
written word does/cannot, and why this practice
is needed. Registration required. Noon-1 p.m.,
virtual.
Baltimore City Health Department Virtual
Naloxone Trainings: Focused on reducing the
stigma of addiction, promoting substance use
disorder treatment, and educating the public on
how to respond to an overdose with naloxone.
Noon-1 p.m., virtual.

Friday, Aug. 12
Black Girls Vote Sister Speak Forum: Aimed
at creating an engaging, collaborative space
between sisters who are practitioners and
sisters who are scholars working to politically
empower Black women. 10 a.m.-4 p.m. Email
researchnetwork@blackgirlsvote.com for location
and other information.

Saturday, August 13
The Peale Grand Reopening Party and Open
House: Check out the fully renovated 1814
museum building, illuminated by the Spark:
New Light exhibition. 10 a.m.-4 p.m., The Peale
Museum, 225 Holliday St.
Back to School Event: Free food, school supplies,
and live music. Noon-3 p.m., Mount Hebron
Baptist Church, 2651 West North Ave.
Back-to-School Block Party: Free school
supplies, haircuts, games, and more. 12-5
p.m., Tuerk House, 2700 Rayner Ave.

Ambassador Theater NW Community Arts
Festival 2022: Music, poetry, face painting, more.
3-7 p.m., Forest Park Golf Course, 2900 Hillsdale
Rd.

Sunday, Aug. 14
August Book Giveaway: Book giveaways on the
second full weekend of the month throughout
the summer. 9 a.m.-4:45 p.m., The Book Thing of
Baltimore, 3001 Vineyard Lane.
Poets in the Park: Poetry, vendors, and more. 1-8
p.m., Gwynn Oak Park, 6010 Gwynn Oak Ave.,
Lochearn.
Fresh Food Give Away: Every Sunday. Bring
a bag, wear a mask, and bring a friend. 1:303:30 p.m., Enoch Pratt Free Library, Northwood
Branch, 4420 Loch Raven Blvd.
Taste of Northwest Festival: A free, familyfriendly, outdoor festival celebrating Northwest
Baltimore. 3-7 p.m., 4700 Park Heights Ave.

Monday, Aug. 15
(Re)writing History: Wikipedia-edit-a-thon:
Learn to edit articles and create new articles
from an expert. RSVP required. 11 a.m.-2 p.m.,
The Peale, 225 Holliday St.
Baltimore City Council Meeting: Meeting of
City Council. 5 p.m. Baltimore City Hall, 100
Holliday St.

Wednesday, August 17
Quarterly Department of Public Works
Hearing: Regarding agency operations, staffing,
safety of fleet, facilities, equipment, and more. 10
a.m., Baltimore City Hall, 100 Holliday St.
Consent Decree Monitoring Team Quarterly
Forum: Updates on the Baltimore City Police
Department’s progress towards compliance in
stops, searches, and arrests; fair and impartial
policing; community policing; and sexual assault
response. 6 p.m., virtual via Facebook.

Thursday, Aug. 18
Rambling Readers: Join a new and novel
walking book club that covers more than
novels. 10-11 a.m., Enoch Pratt Free Library, 400
Cathedral St.
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Friday, Aug. 19
We Give Black Fest: A new three-day festival
working to change the narrative for Blackled organizations through collective impact,
community, and celebration. Aug. 19-21. West
Covington Park, 101 W. Cromwell St.

Saturday, Aug. 20
52nd Annual Marcus Garvey Day Parade and
Festival: Parade, resource fair, and libations. 10
a.m.-5 p.m., 1500 Edmondson Ave.
Natural Born Champions Block Party: Free
celebration of a new multipurpose community
center featuring resources, food vendors, music,
and more. Noon-8 p.m., 1301 N. Spring St.
Youth Summit and Back To School Rally:
Empowering event will feature panels and guest
speakers. Noon-4 p.m., Urban Reads Bookstore,
3008 Greenmount Ave.
Mayor Scott’s Back to School Event: Free
backpacks and school supplies. 2-6 p.m., War
Memorial Plaza, 100 Holliday St.

Sunday, Aug. 21
Walk With A Doc: Weekly wellness walks around
Lake Montebello. 9-10:30 a.m. Lake Montebello,
Lake Montebello Drive.
Ancestral Celebration at The Ynot Lot: A
special summer celebration of our ancestors and
the traditions. 3-7 p.m., Ynot Lot, 4 W. North Ave.

Tuesday, Aug. 23
Baltimore City Schools Public Board Meeting:
Regular gathering of the Baltimore City School
Board, 5-9 p.m., check Baltimore City Schools’
website for location information.
Healing through Empathy: Training for
Families: Heart to Heart and Baltimore Gift
Economy collaborate to lead a workshop to
encourage the practice of wellness and stress
management through empathic listening and
simple acts of connecting to nature. 6-8 p.m.,
Arlington Elementary, 3705 W. Rogers Ave..

Wednesday, Aug. 24
Workforce Wednesday Career Clinics: Drop-in
assistance for jobseekers. 2-4 p.m., Enoch Pratt
Free Library, Central Library, 400 Cathedral St.
AUGUST 10, 2022

CONTINUED FROM PG. 4
The Eaddys activated, along with
residents whose homes were also
threatened or had been already taken
due to the redevelopment. They put
pressure on the city and they made the
name of the developer known. Eaddy
had a 20-foot high message painted
on the side of her beloved home that
said, “SAVE OUR BLOCK. Black
Neighborhoods Matter. Losing my home
is like a death to me. Eminent Domain
law is violent.” When city officials toured
Poppleton last year, residents pointed
to how stalled development had made
their neighborhood worse and Eaddy
told them, “We were sold out…I love my
house.”
On July 18, 2022, the city announced
that the Eaddys’ home would no longer be
part of the redevelopment plan. It was an
unprecedented win nearly 20 years in the
making. The city also negotiated to have
the colorful Sarah Ann Street alley houses

BALTIMOREBEAT.COM

taken out of La Cité plans for Poppleton.
These historic homes have not only been
saved from likely being demolished, but
will be rehabilitated by local group, Black
Women Build- Baltimore.
“They kept saying eminent domain is
unbeatable,” Eaddy said at the July press
conference. “But this is proof today. If
you stay, if you don’t give up, anything is
possible.”
Weeks before the city announced
that she would be able to keep her home,
Eaddy was confident that she would
not have to go, unless she herself chose
to move. “There have been so many
mistakes made on behalf of the city,” she
said then. “And the developer cannot
make this thing happen.”
Also, Eaddy says, Mayor Brandon
Scott talked big about progress and
prioritizing Black Baltimore when he was
running for office. This boondoggle was
an opportunity for him to turn his words
into actions.
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“You ran on some things,” she said,
speaking about Scott. “You talked about
the Highway to Nowhere, in making
reparations to those people. How can you
do this and you displace me? How does
that fare in the media?”
Eaddy says that her fight is not over.
She has a bigger foe ahead of her than a
developer or even the city of Baltimore:
harmful eminent domain laws. She says
that these laws are used to steal not just
Black homes, but Black lives and Black
histories.
“Where eminent domain is being used
is in the Black neighborhoods and so, our
history is being erased,” she said.
Eaddy says that even if she had lost
the fight for her home, it would’ve been
worth it because she now knows that
the practice of taking homes through
eminent domain must end.
“I believe that it was God having me
here to bring this awareness,” she said.

Baltimore Courtwatch is a nonprofit, volunteer-based organization that began observing Baltimore City
Circuit Court bail reviews at the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak back in April 2020 and continues to this
day.

WHAT WE DO,
HOW WE DO IT,
AND WHY WE DO IT.

We started this project because the courtrooms that exist in the popular imagination and the rights that
people are told they have, do not in any meaningful way exist in real life. Bail review is one of the places this is
most stark. A bail review hearing occurs when the pretrial detention status of the defendant gets re-examined
by the defense counsel, the prosecutors, pretrial services, and a judge. Ultimately, the judge decides if the
detention status changes or stays the same. For example, the judge may decide that the person is to stay in jail
until their trial.
Baltimore Courtwatch volunteers call into the bail hearings on the conference call line that is open to the
public. The observers take written notes in real time, as any recording of the hearing is illegal in the state
of Maryland. The notes are collected, further research is conducted by querying within Maryland Judiciary
Case Search, (MJCS) and all information is entered into a form that funnels entries into a main spreadsheet.
Quantitative analysis is conducted from there.
During the hearing, the volunteers collect specific data points and transcribe as much of the attorneys’
arguments and judges’ statements as possible. The case number is the most critical piece to record as it can be
used to collect more information from MJCS, such as some demographic data and specific charges in a case.
Two data points that cannot be found in Case Search though, and what can only be learned by observing the
hearing, is what the prosecutors for the State request regarding pretrial detention status and what the Office
of Pretrial Services recommends. Is the State asking for a person to be held in jail or to be released to the
safety of their own home? Observing the actual bail hearing is also one of the only ways data on Electronic
Monitoring can be collected.

Use this QR code to read a longer version of this story online.

We use the findings for many conversations and actions. For example, the data can be used to determine if an
elected official is following through on their stated commitments to the public. We do all of this to promote
transparency, accountability, and fairness in the treatment of defendants and victims within the criminal
justice system in Baltimore City—shining a light in the dark corners of Baltimore City’s courts.
Every day, we witness human beings (referred to as “defendants”) being subjected to violence and harm in
our “criminal justice” system. We reject this entire white supremacist, violent, punitive system as any version
of “justice” and we fight for a world where harm in our community is actually addressed and not multiplied.
We wish to see a world with less harm and Baltimore City Circuit Court hearings and trials are causing more
harm.
The primary target of this violence are our Black neighbors and we condemn this system which denies their
humanity. We have witnessed families torn asunder, parents told that having been arrested means they don’t
love their children, and children assumed to be irredeemable monsters. We have witnessed state’s attorneys
argue that people are “a danger to the community” who must be held pre-trial, only to eventually drop the
charges.
These examples are not aberrations. They are commonplace. We hope you can join us in taking action by
unveiling the realities to the broader public. We encourage you to use the data, in the same way we do—to
help shape how you look at those in power.

HELD WITHOUT BAIL
To provide an accurate sense of how courts actually operate, Courtwatch analyzed its data based on the 684 hearings from the first
six months of 2022 that we observed. We found:
-In the first six months of 2022, the Baltimore City State’s Attorney’s Office requested that the defendant be held without bail 85.1%
of the time; be sent home on electronic monitoring 8.9% of the time; be released of their own recognizance (allowed to go home
without bail) 0.6% of the time; and be given another option (such as a postponement of a trial ) 5.4% of the time.
-In the first six months of 2022, the Baltimore City Circuit Court Judges ordered that the defendant be held without bail 58.2
percent of the time; be sent home on electronic monitoring 32.3 percent of the time; be released of their own recognizance (allowed
to go home without bail) 0.7 percent of the time; and be given another option (such as postponement) 8.8 percent of the time.
-In the first six months of 2022, Courtwatch observed 123 bail hearings for children (someone under 18 years old) charged as an
adult. At those hearings, the Baltimore City State’s Attorney’s Office asked for a child being charged as an adult to be held in jail
until trial 91.1% of the time. And judges ordered that a child charged as an adult be held in jail until trial 75% of the time.
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Land Grab
Why a desperate city kept cutting deals with a
developer who didn’t deliver
by J. Brian Charles

Use this QR code to read an
updated version of this story
online.
Center/West Apartments in Poppleton. / Photo by Cameron Snell

Sweat trickled down Dan Bythewood’s
forehead under the hot July sun. He
promised the West Baltimore crowd he
would keep his comments short so the
100 or so people who watched—activists,
press, residents, and political leaders—
could quickly retreat from the heatwave
gripping the city.
The developer, who is Black, stood
behind a podium placed in front of the
technicolor homes on Sarah Ann Street,
a narrow stretch of concrete not wide
enough for two cars to travel in opposite
directions. Bythewood, president of the
New York development firm La Cité (“the
city” in French), trained his sight on the
historic Sarah Ann Street homes almost
two decades ago, with plans to redevelop
the houses and the surrounding
Poppleton neighborhood. The Sarah Ann
Street homes have been empty since
2020, those who owned or rented them
removed over the years through the use
of eminent domain.
Behind Bythewood was Sonia Eaddy.
Her 319 North Carrollton Avenue house
was just feet away from the podium, and,
like the Sarah Ann Street houses, the
Eaddy’s home was also on the maps for
removal which laid out La Cité’s grand
plan for Poppleton. The Eaddy home was
slated to be razed and replaced, and the
close-knit family who’ve lived there for
three decades forced to leave.
But those plans were halted on July
18, 2022, as Bythewood stood before the

crowd, sweaty, promising to work closely
with the neighbors as he goes forward
with his plans for Poppleton.
“[Today] is really about community,”
Bythewood said.
He stuck to his promise not to talk for
too long. The residents and the activists
stood in the shade of a tree to shelter
from the intense heat and humidity.
Water was passed around to keep them
cool and hydrated. Poppleton residents
knew about Bythewood’s vision for their
neighborhood, how he said he wanted to
recreate the magic of Tulsa, Oklahoma’s
famed Greenwood District, or Black Wall
Street. And they knew he had a partner in
the city who would help him take control
of peoples’ homes and land in Poppleton,
and sell more than $58 million in bonds to
help pay for the infrastructure upgrades
La Cité demanded for its Poppleton
project.
Now, they could celebrate. For
a moment they had won. Poppleton
residents and activists had fought the
city for more than a decade, and La Cité
was being forced to hand over the rights
to develop the Sarah Ann Street houses
to a local nonprofit—Black Women
Build - Baltimore—who will restore and
sell the homes. After years of worrying
that Bythewood would change his mind
and just knock down the candy-colored
homes on Sarah Ann Street and build
anew, the activists were finally confident
the houses would not be demolished.
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Sonia Eaddy’s home on North
Carrollton Avenue was removed from La
Cité’s plans entirely, and saved from the
brute force of an out-of-town construction
crew’s wrecking ball.
“This victory is for us, all of us,” Eaddy
said when she addressed the crowd. ‘’It’s
not just Poppleton.”
The decision to have someone actually
from Baltimore assist with the Sarah Ann
Street Homes and to allow the Eaddys to
stay was, in the words of Baltimore City
Councilmember John Bullock, “a winwin.” Yes, the Eaddys would keep their
home, but La Cité wasn’t leaving empty
handed. The city agreed to pay $210,000
to Bythewood to forfeit his rights to
demolish the Eaddy home and build on
the land, plus another $50,000 for the
empty home next door to the family. And
Black Women Build - Baltimore has to pay
La Cité $2,000 for each of the 11 homes on
Sarah Ann Street they refurbish and sell.
Bythewood gets to walk away from
the most controversial parts of his plan
for Poppleton, and, in the process, gets
paid to no longer develop land he never
owned.
The decision chills the heat City
Hall was receiving from residents and
activists alike for ostensibly kicking
Black families out of their homes in the
name of “redevelopment.”
“It was the intent of everyone to bring
AUGUST 10, 2022

about positive change and growth to this
area,” Mayor Brandon Scott said during
the press conference. “But sometimes …
we just need to pause and think again
about what’s best for our city.”
Tisha Guthrie stood alongside the
activist and residents under the shade
tree, feet from the podium. She has lived
in Poppleton since 2021, in the Center/
West apartments, the only two buildings
La Cité has actually constructed out of
the 30 planned for the neighborhood.
Like so many people hearing the news,
Guthrie was happy Sonia Eaddy had won.
“I’m glad she’s getting to keep her
home,” Guthrie told me.
But when Bythewood and the city
announced plans to move forward with
more construction and development in
the neighborhood—the next phase of his
project— Guthrie shook her head.
“This isn’t going to change much for
the rest of Poppeton,” she said.
Bythewood’s vision of Poppleton as
Baltimore’s own Black Wall Street has
been far from that, Guthrie explained.
Center/West isn’t finished. The grocery
store Bythewood promised hasn’t
materialized. In fact, the first level of
Center/West, designed with retail stores
in mind, doesn’t even have a finished
floor. La Cité has turned to transient
occupancy to fill the building. It is hardly
the image of community and “Black
excellence” associated with Tulsa’s
Greenwood District.
“If he knows anything about
Greenwood he knows it was selfcontained and organic,” Guthrie said. “It
wasn’t the result of a developer coming
from the outside to do anything. He isn’t
willing to speak to the community, much
less engage with the community to reach
the success of Greenwood.”
The city announced La Cité would
soon break ground on a senior apartment
building on an empty lot just north of
Center/West, and Baltimore will again
turn to the bond market to help finance
the project. The city, Guthrie said, was
“bailing [Blythewood] out” for what he
did to Sarah Ann Street and the Eaddys.
“I don’t see any lesson learned because
this is a perpetual cycle that Baltimore
keeps revisiting,” Guthrie said.
BALTIMOREBEAT.COM

Days before the announcement on
Sarah Ann Street, people who work for
the city were out talking to residents and
building support for its “win-win” plan.
Baltimore City Housing Commissioner
Alice Kennedy hoped to sell the
community on the idea that developers
and the residents can work in concert.
“I was talking with some people over
the weekend and we cannot go back and
we cannot change the past,” Kennedy
said. “But we can only look to the future.”
Kennedy’s sentiment is comforting,
but the land deal that allowed Bythewood
to cash in property he never built nor
owned for hundreds of thousands of
dollars illustrates the relationship the
city has with many developers who come
to Baltimore.
“Baltimore is desperately seeking
a savior,” Carol Ott, Tenant Advocacy
Director at Fair Housing Action Center
of Maryland, told me. “That can come in
the form of one person, one company, or
multiple companies. But the idea is the
city doesn’t have the resources or the
capital or the people to make it happen,
so the city goes outside to find this magic
bullet.”
Bythewood promised big, and the city
fell for it. Not once, not twice, but three
times.
Way back in 2004, Dan Bythewood first
laid eyes on a parcel of land just west
of Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard
and south of Baltimore’s infamous
“Highway To Nowhere.” Poppleton had
long suffered from disinvestment and
population loss. The neighborhood, on
the edge of West Baltimore, didn’t receive
the investment aimed at downtown’s
waterfront communities that have
long been the focus of Baltimore’s
attempts to attract business and new
residents. MLK Boulevard seemed like
an informal barrier between Poppleton
and downtown, between investment and
neglect. Bythewood had an idea of what
he could do to change that, and, like so
many out-of-towners, it was prestige TV
that informed his ideas of the city.
A native of Long Island, Bythewood’s
view of Baltimore seems largely shaped
by The Wire and the idea that the show’s
depiction of the drug trade is closer to
fact than fiction. “If you remember the
episode of The Wire, the drug dealers
would buy every other [rowhouse], so
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they could know who would knock on
your door,” Bythewood told me. “We had
to create density so that scenario wouldn’t
happen any longer.”
While the scenario he recalls never
quite happened on the show, Bythewood
made it clear he wanted to “control the
dirt” the way he imagines a drug lord
would. His plan for Poppleton called for
30 buildings with 1,800 apartment units
densely packed into the neighborhood.
There would be businesses for residents
to shop. This increase in commercial
activity and new neighbors, he told
me, would reduce crime. “When you
have more people walking on the street
or people looking at the street…you
have fewer people doing bad things,”
Bythewood said.
The neighborhood would be mixedincome and mixed-race, but Bythewood
imagined it would attract its fair share of
Black professionals.
“[Poppleton] used to function as a
neighborhood of Black businesses and
doctors and lawyers,” he said.
Poppleton, Bythewood told me, “could
be Black Wall Street.”
In 2006, La Cité reached an agreement
with then-Mayor Martin O’Malley, whose
pro-development agenda and toughon-crime “zero tolerance” approach
to policing (nearly 100,000 people
were arrested in 2006) fit nicely with
Bythewood’s vision. He wanted 13.8 acres
in the neighborhood. Many of the row
homes were vacant, but there were still
plenty of homeowners like the Eaddys
living in Poppleton.
“The city had to acquire the property
first,” Bythewood said. “There were a lot
of holes in the doughnut.”
Baltimore City entered into a land
disposition agreement, which meant
it would use eminent domain to take
properties such as the Eaddys’ home,
and sell them to La Cité. Baltimore City
would do the nasty work of clearing the
neighborhood for the developer, similar
to the ways that cities cleared the Black
slums in the middle of the 20th century
to make room for highways and high-rise
housing projects. The work was scheduled
to begin in 2007.
Little happened after the deal was
signed. La Cité promised it could develop

the land, but the 2008 housing bubble
burst, credit dried up, and Bythewood
couldn’t get financing.
“There was the Great Recession,” he
said. “And everything stopped.”
Like so many cities which flourished
during the post-World War II industrial
boom, Baltimore has struggled with a
hemorrhaging population, job loss, and
thousands of vacant homes. And, for the
last 20 years, the city has turned to tax
increment financing to spur investment
and kickstart redevelopment. Tax
increment financing (TIF) is where a
city sells bonds to pay for infrastructure
such as water connections, street lights,
sidewalks, and other street improvements
like curb cuts to spur the development,
usually in a business district or a retail
corridor. The assumption is the bonds
pay for themselves, as the tax skimmed
off the incremental increase in property
gains covers the cost of the bonds. The
increased value, when there is one,
doesn’t go to police, fire or schools.
Where the appreciation of home values
and commercial properties in regular
neighborhoods provides more money
for public services, in TIF districts, the
increased value pays off the debt owed on
the bonds.
Maryland approved the use of TIFs
in 1980, but Baltimore didn’t use the
financing tool for decades. Mayor William
Donald Schaefer was a critic of TIFs, and
claimed the deals were just a handout to
developers. The beloved former mayor
who went on to become governor believed
TIFs didn’t spread redevelopment
evenly across the city, and that certain
neighborhoods would be chosen for
development and improvement while
others languished. TIFs would become
cities within the city, directing money
to neighborhoods that city leaders,
developers, and the business community
saw fit for investment. In Baltimore City,
the birthplace of redlining, this had
the potential to only deepen the divide
between Black and white, rich and poor.
And it did just that, with bonds backed
by the full faith and credit of a majority
Black city.
“They are asking Black people
in a segregated city to pay for more
segregation and redlining,” Ott said.
TIFs were first deployed in Baltimore
in the early 2000s. M. Jay Brodie, then
the head of the Baltimore Development

Corporation, successfully lobbied for
Baltimore to sell TIF bonds. Since then,
the city has relied on the bonds to
build projects like Harbor East and Port
Covington, which received a whopping
$660 million in bond funding (Port
Covington received the largest TIF bond
in city history, and has been mired in
controversy from its inception, including
allegations this past spring of wage theft).
Baltimore City established what
Brodie called a “but-for” test.
“The ‘but-for test’ establishes the
project won’t be built without the
supplement from the government,”
Brodie said. “That is, the numbers on
the project will be in the red and not the
black without the TIF.”
Unlike Chicago or Los Angeles,
Baltimore doesn’t assign a TIF district
based on location. City TIFs are projectbased, meaning the developer comes
requesting the financing. Former
Baltimore City Councilperson Carl
Stokes remembers when Brodie and the
developers of Harbor East came looking
for a TIF. “During the presentation we
were told the property is among the most
valuable on the East Coast,” Stokes said.
Stokes remembers sitting back in
his chair listening to the Baltimore
Development Corporation tout the value
of Baltimore’s waterfront, and thinking
something didn’t add up.
“I said to the [Baltimore Development
Corporation], ‘do you hear yourself?’
‘But we have to do this,’ they told me, ‘to
make sure the land is developed,’” Stokes
said. “Political leadership would say we
couldn’t capture these developers without
giving away money. And I was countering
that because it was absolute bullshit.”
In 2012, after a half decade of not
developing Poppleton, the city sued La
Cité to get out of the land disposition
agreement. The city lost, and, only three
years later, La Cité approached Mayor
Stephanie Rawlings-Blake, looking to
sweeten the land deal. The company
applied for TIF funding, requesting $58.6
million for lighting, street improvements,
and water connections to redevelop
Poppleton.
In La Cité’s application, the company
pointed to the disinvestment in the
neighborhood, rampant crime, and openair drug dealing. “This was the same
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place where the HBO show The Corner
was filmed,” Bythewood told me.
That show was not filmed in
Poppleton. And the allegations of openair drug dealing in the TIF application
conflicted with the grassroots work
happening before Bythewood fixed his
sights on the neighborhood. In the early
2000s, residents converted an empty lot
where homes had been demolished along
Sarah Ann Street into a park, and kept a
consistent presence there until the drug
dealers left.
La Cité’s TIF presentation came in
May 2015, days after parts of Baltimore
City had burned in response to the police
killing of Freddie Gray and decades-old
issues in Baltimore, such as segregation.
At the very moment when many were
reckoning with how to radically change
Baltimore, La Cité, Stokes explained,
“was trying to figure out how to get
enough land and enough housing to build
a city within a city.”
Bythewood also offered the city
something rare in TIF-financed deals:
he would build affordable housing.
Perhaps La Cité’s city within a city would
be inclusive, Stokes thought. Despite
questions about Bythewood’s finances
and La Cité’s failure to develop the land
from 2007 to 2015, Baltimore approved
his application and began selling the
bonds.
“Cities develop land, and often do so
by neglecting or ignoring working people
and the poor,” Stokes said. “Here was a
young Black developer, and he came to
us and said ‘I am going to do affordable
housing.’”
La Cité became one of a handful of
tax increment-funded projects which
included any housing at all, let alone
affordable housing. East Baltimore
Development Incorporated (EBDI) had
tried to do the same in the neighborhoods
around Johns Hopkins Hospital. Like
Poppleton, the project meant clearing a
neighborhood and moving the residents
out of their homes. And, like Poppleton,
the project was scheduled to start not
long before the housing market collapsed.
However, EBDI has never produced
enough property tax to cover the
bonds sold by the city to help build the
development, according to the Baltimore
Development Corporation. Still, the city
was ready in 2015 to partner with another
developer using tax increment financing
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to develop affordable housing.

“I just pay my property taxes when
they are due,” he told me.

larger building, has a pool and a rooftop
bar, which Bythewood said was a matter
of having more square footage on one
of the lots. But residents in the smaller
“Cirro” building point to interior hallway
carpets that are not cleaned, parking
spaces that are priced out of the reach
of most tenants, and management that
often doesn’t respond to the help line.

Bythewood’s Center/West apartments
have not covered the cost of the bonds,
and Bythewood has paid the special tax
to cover those bond payments, according
to Baltimore City’s Finance Department.

“No one picks up the emergency line,”
said Ira McKoy, who moved to the Cirro
building to be closer to work and his son.
“Living here makes me feel like this is
nothing but the projects.”

Bythewood claims he wanted to make a
neighborhood, not a self-contained city,
although so far all that he has to show for
it is Center/West, a hulking two building
complex painted gentrification gray. The
twin buildings have door attendants,
gyms, and one has a pool and a rooftop
lounge. At five stories, Center/West stands
out in a low-slung neighborhood with row
homes. The complex casts a shadow over
Edgar Allan Poe’s historic home, directly
across Amity Street. Tisha Guthrie thinks
the disconnect between Center/West and
Poppleton is wide.

Walking into Avra, the carpets are
cleaner, and the management staff
has a rental office and greets residents
and visitors. “They’re two completely
different buildings and you can feel it
almost immediately,” Guthrie said.

“The vibrations and the energy that
you feel just looking across the street,”
Guthrie said, standing with her neighbors
in the lobby of one of the two buildings,
“you have the Center/West complex and
across the street you have a dilapidated
park and homes owned by people who are
being pushed out.”

Bythewood defended the use of
Airbnb rentals, and called the traveling
nurses “frontline heroes in the fight
against COVID.” But when he set out
to plan Poppleton, he imagined a
community with deep social ties, not just
fancy buildings for nurses to temporarily
live in. He blamed Baltimore, a place he
claims makes it too easy to break a lease,
for the turn to transient occupancy to
cover the cost of his building.

If the bonds are not covered by the
TIF, the developer is on the hook to pay
the difference. Bythewood said he doesn’t
know if he has ever paid the special tax.

The divisions can be felt within
Center/West’s buildings themselves. The
two buildings are largely mirror images
on the exterior, but on the inside they
couldn’t be any different. “Avra,” the

Cirro residents also complain about
the revolving door of Airbnb guests and
traveling nurses who come and go. “See?
She has a badge from the hospital, she
doesn’t live here full time,” McKoy said,
pointing to a young white woman walking
through the lobby.

Just north of Cirro sits an empty lot.
It’s where La Cité will begin Phase II of the

Poppleton post-“development.” / Photos by Cameron Snell
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Poppleton project. Senior housing will be
built, along with a high-end neighborhood
market. The city has already sunk $11
million of TIF money into the project,
and expects to spend most, if not all, of
the $58 million approved. The next phase
means more bonds will be sold to help
finance the project.
Back in 2006, Bythewood convinced
Baltimore to help him clear land for
development. When the development
didn’t pan out and the city failed to get the
development rights back, he convinced
City Hall to give his firm $58.6 million to
help finance his Poppleton project. And
even as that project has been delayed
and scrutinized for targeting homes and
families for removal, the city paid him
more than a quarter million dollars for
land he never owned—so that the people
who have been living here the longest can
return, or not have their homes taken
away from them.
City leaders have been convinced that
developer subsidies and displacement is
the cost of progress. “City leadership just
felt—and sometimes Baltimore has this
inferiority complex—that it had to give
away money to get developers to develop
real estate,” Stokes said.
The dance the city does leaves
residents feeling expendable and so
subservient to developers that the Eaddys
getting to simply stay in their home is
considered a victory.
“You are being sent a message by
your government that you are not worth
investing in,” Ott said. “We can move you
around like piece on a Monopoly board.”

MUSIC
Black Lightning In a Bottle
Baltimore’s punk scene makes room for joy,
pain, anger and ambition
by Teri Henderson
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BLKVAPOR / Photo by Schaun Champion

BLKVAPOR.
Seeing and hearing BLKVAPOR is the

a lot of freestyle rapping. “It’s funny
because we used to end up just rapping,”
Bell said. “We would put down our guitars
for most of practice and just make beats
and rap.”

“If you haven’t seen BLKVAPOR live,
you really should. Especially if you are a
queer person or a woman in the hardcore
or punk scene,” vocalist and bassist Jamie
Proxy Grace told me. “We work really hard
to make our shows safe spaces for people
and also just, like, fun and entertaining
and really engaging.”

These exploratory origins are
appropriate for a band whose name, the
band explained, evokes something hardto-grasp and diaphanous. So what does
the name BLKVAPOR mean to the band?

best way to fully understand the queer
punk band’s mission and message.

What would become BLKVAPOR
first began to take shape on the campus
of University of Maryland Baltimore
County (UMBC). “There are so many
artists that come out of UMBC that
nobody talks about,” guitarist Kirby Bell
noted, shouting out of one of the lessrepresented artistic incubators in the
city.
Proxy and Bell started playing
together in the summer of 2019. At first
it was just Proxy and Bell trying to find
a sound together. “Within the first three
months that I started playing bass, I was
like, ‘Kirby, you’re good at guitar! Come
hang out,’” Proxy said.
Soon after, guitarist Safra Tadesse
joined. Those first sessions also included

“It doesn’t necessarily have a concrete
meaning … We wanted something that
carried Blackness as, like, the core of
what we’re doing,” Proxy said. “It doesn’t
really have a perfect explanation. But I
think [the name] really gives the feel.”
“I’ve been thinking about how I
identify with BLKVAPOR,” Tadesse said.
“The meaning is also just, like, the spirit
of Blackness and the spirit of trans-ness,
and just how that expresses itself in many
different ways and many different forms.”
The band is similarly searching when
asked to describe its sound.
“Let’s start with rock and there’s a
million different sub-genres…” Bell said.
“I think that BLKVAPOR is like
classic rock that has none of the classic
rock elements,” Proxy added.
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“Classic rock, but we are kind of
mocking classic rock,” Tadesse explained.
“We’re definitely on the spectrum of no
wave and noise rock.”
BLKVAPOR’s recent EP, VAPORISING,
released earlier this year, is a threesong meditation on
intentionality,
community, care, love—and dread. On
opener “DOOMSCROLL,” the group
combines the rough edges of punk and
noise with the soaring tenderness of
indie rock. “It’s harder now for me to see
the forest from the trees/ Build a palace
in the sky and make it out of leaves/ My
heart’s made out of bullets and I keep ‘em
up my sleeve,” Bell sings. “Pull the trigger,
fighting niggas like we’re enemies/ There
is no end/ There is no end.”
That sense of hopelessness is answered
by Tadesse’s chant of somewhat hopeful
“and everything is gonna come back
again,” acrobatic guitar, and a cascade
of drums from Marci Ray. BLKVAPOR’s
music is angsty, articulate, and adamant
in its demands. “We definitely plant all of
these seeds for people to initiate whatever
revolution they need within their lives to
make themselves happier,” Tadesse said.
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Recommended If You Like
More Baltimore bands bending and sometimes
breaking the sound of hardcore
by Brandon Soderberg

BOOT BOYS
soundcloud.com/bootboys
RIYL: Triple 6 Mafia, the wrestler New Jack
Start With: “Wigsplit” feat. Stoop Baby Mo
Listening to BOOT BOYS, local-heroturned-everybody’s-favorite-nationwide
JPEGMAFIA comes to mind and so does
the short-lived Melanin Free. Armor King,
BOOT BOYS’ 14-minute EP (with gnarled
’90s sci-fi production from Logicoma and
Station North Sound) is a wild gesture
towards the not-yet-pilfered intersection of
New York hardcore and Memphis rap. BOOT
BOYS can feel like a joke at times. Boof
General’s bark-y raps recall DJ Paul and
WWF legend Paul Orndorff and namecheck
“Stone Cold” Steve Austin, but I get the
sense BOOT BOYS are laughing but very
serious: A shirt design shows the Timberland
logo tree with four Klansmen hanging from
it.

PEARL
pearl-music.bandcamp.com
RIYL: Bad Brains, Acid King
Start With: “Doubt”
On Pearl’s Thread, everything’s just a little
too fast in a way that feels like it all could
topple over at any moment, as if each
member of this band’s all in a race to finish
these songs before one another. That is not
the case. This heavy, speedy music is tricky
and easily bored. Often the band will slow
down suddenly and seamlessly (it’s trippy),
letting in some of what Dan Charnas has
called “Dilla time” to the sound of bouncy,
fervid doom punk. On vocals, Sienna
Cureton-Mahoney (from the absolutely great
Wet Brain) brings a wizened rage to it all.
On “Control,” Cureton-Mahoney exclaims
“control” over and over again and threatens
to “put you in a headlock.”
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TRUTH CULT

MOWDER OYAL

truthcultband.bandcamp.com
RIYL: Death (the band, not the act), Joe
Biden (the band, not the president)
Start With: “Resurrection”
Truth Cult takes its name from a triumphant
and lonely song by local legends Lungfish.
And Lungfish, well, they were a Baltimore
band on the super-famous D.C. label
Dischord. So, really, Truth Cult’s name
gestures to the band’s whole deal: A band of
Baltimore and D.C. punks making scrappy,
catchy, rhythmically ambitious music that
offers a unique sense of impervious, tragic
optimism. Searing, focused, and joyous, it
makes a lot of sense Truth Cult were opening
for Turnstile. Vocalist Paris Roberts used to
be in Joe Biden, an excellent band who were
on the cover of the Beat way back in 2018.

Mowderoyal.bandcamp.com
RIYL: System Of a Down, Sonny & Linda
Sharrock
Start With: “Big Girls”
There are many conflicts of interest involving
Baltimore Beat and Mowder Oyal—a fierce,
jazzy hardcore quartet butressed by James
Young’s electric bassoon. I have made
music videos for the band; the entire staff
has worked at one point or another with
vocalist Lor Ugly Yo; drummer Bashi Rose
has worked with Lisa and I; Teri is on the
board of Maryland Volunteer Lawyers for
the Arts where guitarist Adam Holofcener
works; Adam and I made a record together
one time, and, of course, Adam’s family
handed over their million bucks to the Beat.
We’re not objective about Mowder Oyal
(“motor oil” as written in Baltimore-ese) but
to not acknowledge this band (which, fwiw,
Baltimore Magazine recently named “Best
Band To Watch”) when we’re highlighting
bands doing the most to bend and sometimes
break punk would be a disservice to you,
reader.

JIVEBOMB
Jivebomb.bandcamp.com
RIYL: Out Of The Blue (1980), Ms. 45 (1981)
Start With: “Wise Choice”
Before JIVEBOMB’s 2021 demo truly starts,
it begins with a lengthy sample of The Jive
Bombers’ 1957 song “Cherry,” a gesture to
Baltimore’s tradition of provocative, singular
art (“Cherry” is in John Waters’ Cry Baby).
As for the rest of demo? Well, after that foggy
’50s sample, it simply does not relent: Six
songs, none of them longer than a minute
forty or so, all assured and vibrating, full
of nervous and excited and angry energy.
Vocalist Kat Madeira is getting something
out here and having a lot of fun, and at live
shows, stalks the stage more like DMX than,
say, the dude from Terror.
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BLKVAPOR are not the only ones in
Baltimore using the influence of hardcore
punk to plant the seeds of something new
and necessary. Baltimore is a majority
Black city with a storied DIY punk scene
consisting of concertgoers and bands
who are predominantly white. But bands
such as BLKVAPOR, along with the
wildly popular and unrelentingly positive
Turnstile and others, chart new territory
and reify the fact that Black folks are
an indispensable part of punk—and
frequently propel it into new territory.
This only makes sense: Punk spaces
provide avenues for those who don’t fit
into the mainstream, which naturally
offers Black, Brown, and queer people
a means of expression and escape.
The radical sense of community in the
hardcore punk scene is inherent in Black
folks who live in this predominantly Black
city and are part of its caring, rightfully
angry community.

Turnstile.
Play and joy

and jubilation are just
as important as rapture and rage in
hardcore. It is a philosophy abundant
at every Turnstile show. At Washington,
D.C.’s 9:30 Club in May, Turnstile ignited
the crowd, rusty from the ongoing
pandemic and finally gathered to
experience the joy of hardcore music and
community. The kind of community I felt
a part of at Turnstile’s D.C. show is what
I’ve witnessed the band carry with them
during their ascent, especially after the
release of last year’s GLOW ON.
Virtually everybody right in front
of the stage moved in synchronized
waves that rose and crashed during the
electric track such as “BLACKOUT.” And
Turnstile’s lyrics are often introspective
and tender: “Things are going to my head/
Are you going in a rut? And I believe in
holding onto love/ But I’m afraid to/ And
it’s been so long,” vocalist Brendan Yates
sings on “MYSTERY.”
The band also stands out for its
tendency to reach outside punk to
make their sound bigger and brighter
and more varied. R&B producer/singer
Blood Orange appears on two tracks on
GLOW ON, and their 2018 album Time
& Space featured a 24-second neo-soul-

tinged love song, “Bomb.” Alongside the
sustained undulation of Daniel Fang’s
percussion, key to Turnstile’s bouncing,
excited sound is bassist Franz Lyons, who
plays as though he is in a metal band and
a funk band at the same time.

judgment. It is an unique, unforgettable
experience, being able to eat nachos and
drink a frozen margarita before raging
in the other room for a few hours. Holy
Frijoles’ emergence as a punk institution
is remarkable.

Soul
Glo.
AFROPUNK.
Just a few days before Turnstile played Stephen Peniston,
D.C., Philadelphia’s Soul Glo played
Holy Frijoles. They are the band most
comparable to Turnstile when it comes
to manufacturing expressive, maximalist
hardcore. On “Jump!! (Or Get Jumped!!!)
((by the future)),” the single from their
latest album, Diaspora Problems, vocalist
Pierce Jordan shouts, “RIP Chynna,
Ms. Taylor and Mr. Arbery,” mourning
Philly model and rapper Chynna (who
died of overdose), Breonna Taylor
(extrajudicially killed by seven cops in
her own home), and Ahmaud Arbery
(shot and killed by a white, retired cop
and his son while jogging).
Jordan follows it up with a hopeful,
searching question: “What can activate
the rage that we be harboring?” The music
video for “Jump!!...” meanwhile, features
the mostly Black band terrorizing its only
white member, inverting and parodying
the played-out question Black punks
often get: “What’s it like to be the only
white member of Soul Glo?”
The band’s speed and constant,
changing ideas remind me the most of
free jazz, of Alice Coltrane, and of Betty
Davis and Grace Jones: A breakdown and
re-configuration of rock and roll, linking
the Black past to the Black present. Even
Soul Glo’s name is Black, a reference
to the advertisements for Jheri curl
activator in Coming To America.
When I watched the crowd at Soul
Glo’s show in Hampden, knowing the
lyrics were so racially trenchant and
politically radical, I tried not to think too
much about whether white concertgoers
were reciting things they had no business
reciting and lost myself in the music and
the moment instead.
Soul Glo, a Black hardcore band from
Philly, during a pandemic, performed
in Baltimore in a Mexican restaurant to
a crowd of people dripping sweat. They
transported the audience to a place where
they had the freedom to mosh and thrash
and sing and gyrate. Like many punk
shows, this show was a space free from
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whose band ATM
(Automated Terror Machine) opened for
Soul Glo, booked the band at Holy Frijoles.
He knew Soul Glo through mutual friends,
and when they were setting up their tour,
Soul Glo reached out to Stephen.
“It was truly grassroots, I guess, in
every sense that it could be,” Peniston
said.
Peniston described his role in the
scene as a jack of all trades. “I’ve been on
all sides of it, from recording records to
labels to setting up tours, like everything,
even down to like artwork and whatnot,”
he said.
And because he has been on all sides
of it, he knows how fragile a moment in
a scene can be. When ATM began its set,
Peniston told the Holy Frijoles crowd,
“enjoy being in this space, because we
might not be able to do this in a couple
of years.” With many familiar DIY spaces
and venues not surviving the pandemic
and the constant press of gentrification,
opportunities to gather in these spaces
becomes inevitably impossible. I
used to go to parties and shows in the
Copycat Building. That has become an
impossibility.
James Spooner, co-founder of the
Afropunk Festival and the director of the
2003 documentary of the same name,
told me that a resurgence of Black punk
and hardcore and heightened visibility is
rewarding.
“It’s great to see that. It inspires me
and makes me feel like the work that
I did in the early 2000s with Afropunk
has made an impact, you know? To the
degree that some kids now might not
even know about it. Because it’s been
several generations,” he said.
Spooner’s recent graphic novel,
The High Desert: Black. Punk. Nowhere,
documents his coming-of-age as a Black
kid in the hardcore scene in California.
Without Spooner’s work, without the
existence of Afropunk, I might not be
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Soul Glo at Holy Frijoles. / Photos by Josh Sinn

attending these shows today. Afropunk
created space for alternative Black
folks to congregate and celebrate their
creativity.
“It’s obviously important to me to be
able to go to spaces that highlight Black
and Brown people in the community,”
Spooner said. “I’ve always wanted those
spaces so I’ve worked on creating them.
I’m 46, I’m just trying to create a better
space for, like, my 13-year-old who is just
getting into the scene now.”

The raucous band is also a respite
for Proxy, who has been doing LGBTQIA
activism and advocacy work for seven
years. “For me, I feel like in political
spaces I kind of have to be buttoned up
and, like, the most respectable example
of a Black trans woman in order to get the
things that I want accomplished,” Proxy
said. “So I feel like BLKVAPOR is really
like a space where I can let go of that
justified rage and showcase other angrier
sides of myself.”

DIY
Spirit.
Back in June, BLKVAPOR booked and

Proxy described where BLKVAPOR
exists within the scene: A group that has
located and claimed their power, taking
the space that is rightfully theirs to create
and exist in.

It was “very much the DIY spirit,”
Proxy said.

“We are not moving backward at all
with nightlife spaces, or arts and culture
spaces at all. Even if it feels like things
are kind of backsliding, we refuse to
take those backward steps,” Proxy said.
“There’s not going to be scenes that are
just composed of white people saying
nothing and doing nothing. It’s not going
to exist anymore. And we’re fighting to
kill and eradicate that. Absolutely.”

organized a two-week tour across the
country. The group hitched a trailer
to Bell’s car and played shows in
Philadelphia, Chicago, Richmond, and
five other cities. They titled the tour Pride
‘22. They did it because they wanted
to and knew that they’d have to do it
themselves.

“We want to uplift other people,
especially using our music and our
presence as a form of taking action and
standing up,” Tadesse said. “And as a form
of protest—to get people to feel inspired
to do the most tiniest things that can
make their lives better, or a really big and
radical thing,”
BALTIMOREBEAT.COM

Baltimore’s punk scene in 2022
feels something like Black lightning in
a bottle. A rare, natural occurrence. It’s
about feeling. It’s music that allows you
to forget yourself—and also find yourself.
It is about catharsis for these bands. It
definitely is a catharsis for me.
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The familial and communal elements
of the hardcore scene in Baltimore
remind me most of this city’s house
music scene. There’s a tremendous
amount of care, respect, and love for
everybody there. At Soul Glo’s Holy
Frijoles show, a crowd surfer was injured.
The music stopped, and people parted
to make way for him to be taken out to
an ambulance. He remarked that he
didn’t have insurance, and folks at the
show began offering to send him money
to help with the inevitable medical bills.
During the Turnstile show at Clifton Park
last year, someone fell while in the pit.
Turnstile leader singer Yates stopped the
show to check and make sure they were
alright. Yates addressed the crowd—who
remained respectfully silent—and told
everyone to make sure that they all took
care of each other.
For BLKVAPOR, figuring out how to
forge something entirely new is the point,
no matter how difficult it can be.
“I love how there will be zero
opportunities for us,” Bell said. “And then
we can make one out of thin air. Like, we
had no opportunity to tour and we made
it. If there’s somewhere we want to play, I
feel like we can make that happen.”
Soul Glo play Zika Farm on Aug. 13 with
Show Me The Body. BLKVAPOR perform at
Current Space on Aug. 20 with Who Saved
Who. Turnstile are currently touring the
world.

VISUAL ARTS
Prize-Winning Absurdity
James Williams II refracts Blackness with help from Bigfoot, allegory, and velcro
Use this QR code to read and
share this story online.

by Teri Henderson
2022 Janet & Walter Sondheim Arts Prize winner James Williams II creates sculptural
paintings about identity, self-portraiture, parenthood, and Blackness. His threedimensional works vary in size and in media (oil paint, fiber, video, a lot of velcro)
and all elicit a sense of naivete and wonder. At the same time, the work unravels
the racist construction of Blackness, which no matter how wrong and manufactured
it may be, is so deeply a part of history that its origins and implications cannot be
escaped. Williams’ work makes you want to get closer to it, touch it, and experience
its exploration of “the Black Construct.”
“Hand-me-downs” portrays a delicate and blooming expanse of flowers in pink with
leaves of green. A bust for displaying jewelry, ivory black, is adorned with a strand
of large onyx beads sticking out of the center of the oil painting and at the bottom,
an oversized white dress glove emerges, reaching out across the floral background.
Williams has created a twenty-first century vanitas that through its composition,
color, and title, made me think of legacy and the way that Black women in my own
life have passed down to me lessons (and objects) I carry with me every day. “Handme-downs” made me think of the wallpaper in my Aunt Peaches’ house and the care
she takes in displaying her jewelry and trinkets in her home, where bottles of perfume
line her bathroom countertop and earrings cover her dresser.
Williams displays a similar, special care for how objects are arranged and his work’s
chock full of specific references to growing up Black across the diaspora—and in the
Black church.
In “Descendants of Cain,” Williams renders painting three-dimensional. A vibrant
orange sleeve of a Black hand holds a dagger dripping blood onto a zebra-like black
and white floor. Behind the hand with the knife, a wooden door. And because the hand
sticks out of the painting, it casts a shadow, created by Williams in velcro. It feels like
some Tales From The Hood version of the biblical story of Cain and Abel.
“How to Completely Disappear” is a monumental painting reimagining a famous
photograph of “Bigfoot” walking through the woods and looking at the camera. Here,
the creature is covered in a mass of deep black yarn that hangs from the painting. The
creature’s protruding eyes and lips recall minstrel imagery. In the foreground, layers
of rock, branches, and foliage add another three-dimensional element. A lavender
L-shape frames part of the painting, with the silhouettes of objects including a pen,
a lamb, music notes, and a boot, while a bird and a bat are marked with a red X. If
you look closely at the painting, you’ll see that the shapes of a bird and bat are both
circled in red, as if “How to Completely Disappear” were something from the pages of
Highlights or even, MAD.
Meanwhile, the beast looks at the viewer, almost life-size in scale, unable to disappear
or hide within the confines of the Walters Art Museum. The implications of Blackness
in America are inescapable in this bleak, funny painting: To be Black in this country
is to be aware that you are always on display, and at any moment, likely being stared
at and objectified.
The 2022 Janet & Walter Sondheim Art Prize Final’s Exhibition, which also includes work
by Maren Henson and Megan Koeppel, is on view from July 21 through September 18 at
the Walters Museum of Art.
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MOVIES
You’re Gonna Need a Bigger Screen
In a world of “Netflix and Chill,” film critic Dominic Griffin explores
why the theatrical experience should be for everybody

Use this QR code to read and
share this story online.

by Dominic Griffin
At a time where there are only two other
directors in Hollywood who can get original,
non-superhero movie-related ideas greenlit1,
director Jordan Peele has doubled down on
the success of his back-to-back “social horror”
thrillers Get Out and Us with a new film that’s
more ferociously ambitious than his debut
and even more harrowing than its follow-up.
In Nope, Daniel Kaluuya plays OJ Haywood,
a ranch hand and animal wrangler descended
from the horse riding Black man in Eadweard
Muybridge’s The Horse in Motion, which
was the first ever assembly of images we
could call a “motion picture.” OJ and his
sister Emerald (a career best Keke Palmer)
become singularly obsessed with capturing
photographic evidence of a UFO terrorizing
their land. What initially feels like the
sketch comedian turned auteur’s love letter
to Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the
Third Kind—another in a long lineage of scifi pictures about “little green men”—becomes
something altogether more vicious.
Nope is a stunning achievement in visual
storytelling for a man who got his start on
MadTV. Moreover, it is one of the all-time
great movies about movies, wrestling as it
does with exploitation in Hollywood, both of
the below-the-line talent necessary to create
these false realities, and the marginalized
people often relegated to the footnotes of this
industry’s history.
It is a movie concerned with unpacking our
society’s obsession with spectacle. We’re living
in a time where the escape the cinema provides
feels more vital than ever before. So does the
drive for people to take any opportunity to
turn reality (whether their own or someone
else’s) into a show big enough to allow them to
transcend their means, regardless of the cost

on either side.
Watching Nope was a remarkable experience.
In the months leading up to this viewing, I
had grown more dissatisfied with everything
I watched than I had in my entire life. In 2019,
the last year pre-COVID-19, I watched 611
films. Checking my Letterboxd2 for 2022, I’ve
topped out at 34 so far and five of those are just
rewatching The Batman over and over like a
child clinging to Baby Shark on an iPad. That
slowdown comes from a number of things.
Battling depression, being overworked, and
the trickle of new releases at the pandemic
box office. But no factor is more overpowering
than me growing ever sicker at the thought
of devoting two-plus hours of my time to
something that won’t reward me in kind.
Anyone who follows my YouTube channel,
The Armchair Auteur, has probably witnessed
this ongoing sideshow: Every new mediocre
flick I chose to review brought me closer to
what I was concerned might be some kind of
nervous breakdown. An inability to connect to
fiction for me is akin to an inability to dream.
If I cannot dream, if I cannot find solace in
the fleeting transportation to new and varied
fictional worlds. How in the hell will I ever
survive the waking nightmare modern society
has rather quickly become in recent years?
The kind of escape retreating into the
multiplex has provided to me isn’t cowardice.
It’s a kind of bravery, to disconnect from the
outside world and trust yourself to a screen
larger than anything you have at home3. Every
new assembly line Marvel production, every
algorithmically-designed, made-for-Netflix
flick that began life as a digital thumbnail and
little more, makes the idea of a nourishing life
at the movies a dwindling proposition at best.

Call it a professional hazard that I spend so
much of my time in and out of auditoriums.
Since 2013, I’ve split my waking life managing
movie theaters and writing about films for
various publications. I am someone who
literally watches hundreds of movies in
any given year and for whom the cinema
sometimes feels more like home than home.
Moviegoing4 is a minor blessing in a world
sorely missing those easily identifiable silver
linings as we all weather what even soda
commercials like to refer to as “these trying
times.” Not unlike the “bad miracle” Kaluuya’s
OJ references in Nope after watching his father
(a memorable, stoic Keith David) struck dead
by mysterious debris from the sky, only in this
case miles more mundane.
Jordan Peele gets it. He saw an opportunity
to take a big swing at a time when no studio
wants to take any risks to their bottom line,
and tell a big and bold and angry story that
has actual staying power. One whose images
linger long past the credits. The sort of thing I
really needed to see. I think it’s something you
need to see, too.
When was the last time you were moved by a
film? I mean really moved. Was it even inside
the hallowed halls of a movie theater, or were
you in bed, pantsless, taking intermittent
breaks from viewing to respond to text
messages with half-hearted, lowercase “lol”s?
I hope there will be more movies like Nope for
us to watch together. On the eve of a recession,
time is going to come at a premium, so I plan
to keep rooting through the muck to help you
find the gems5.
Nope, directed by Jordan Peele, is currently screening
at The Charles Theatre, The Parkway Theatre,
andThe Senator Theatre.

1. Those two men being Martin Scorsese, who must grift tech giants like Netflix and Apple into supporting his cinematic habits and Christopher Nolan, whose break-up with
Warner Bros over the failure of Tenet and HBO Max was so public, that I’m genuinely surprised Drake hasn’t written a moody ballad about it.
2. A social media site designed to help cinephiles catalog their viewing habits. Basically Facebook for people who regularly say “cinematography” in everyday conversation.
Pinterest for guys who have Pulp Fiction posters hung over their frameless beds like dreamcatchers.
3. Unless you’re rich enough to have some swanky home theater set-up, in which case I question how badly you even need this type of respite from daily life.
4. For those who can physically visit the cinema and feel relatively safe, given the public health minefield doing anything in public has become.
5. “Hov did that, so hopefully you won’t have to go through that.” S. Carter circa 2001.
BALTIMOREBEAT.COM
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“Dandelion”

BY BROOKE BOURNE, GRADE 10

Did you know that I am a dandelion?
My hair grows like a wildflower and is hard to tame
Don’t touch my hair. To me, it’s a prized possession. With it, I’m like a lion with its mane
I’m very hard to get rid of, like a beautiful nightmare
I am powered by the sun. As long as it’s there I’m here
Use this QR code to read and share
this poem online.
I’m not a rose that needs to be taken care of and a whole bunch of sympathy
I’ll make my existence known
I grow straight through the concrete
I love a challenge and can take your words down on a piece of paper and make them grow with me
I’m like the sugar in your coffee
Without it, your morning will be bitter
Not many people like me but I take pride in my stance
I’m somewhat delicate but as rough as the cold
You may not want to see me
But you just might want to be me
I am conceited and know my worth and as I wither away, my roots are already planted and you cannot get rid of me
My seeds are everywhere and I will keep coming back
No matter how many times you rip me out, my roots will stay the same
So I’m gonna ask you again and this is my last time asking
Do you know that I’m a dandelion?

