
Tens of thousands of Baltimore homeowners must
pay rent twice a year on the land under their houses.
If they fall behind on the payments, the ground rent
holders can sue to seize the houses — and have done
so nearly 4,000 times in the past six years, sometimes
over back rent as little as $24, The Sun found.

More than half of the ground rent suits filed in the
past six years were brought by entities associated with
four groups of individuals and fami-
lies, court records show.

Most ground rent holders insist
that home ownership is rarely put
in peril. But Baltimore judges
awarded houses to ground rent
holders at least 521 times between
2000 and the end of March 2006,The
Sun found, analyzing court com-
puter data and studying hundreds
of case files to document the trend
for the first time. The properties
ranged from boarded-up rowhous-
es to a 7,000-square-foot Victorian
in Bolton Hill.

In many cases, ground rent hold-
ers used their extraordinary pow-
er under state law to oust the own-
ers from their houses and then sold
the homes for tens of thousands of
dollars in profits. Some homeown-
ers reached settlements to regain
their houses by paying legal and
other fees many times the amount
of ground rent owed, though court
records don’t make clear how often
that happens.

While some of the most aggres-
sive investors have owned ground
rents for years, it wasn’t until the
late 1990s that rising property val-
ues in Baltimore City made it at-
tractive to attempt to seize houses.
The number of new lawsuits rose
73 percent last year and shows no
signs of leveling off.

This activity occurs across Balti-
more but has clustered in some ar-
eas as they have started to gentri-

fy, including neighborhoods just north of Patterson
Park and around Washington Village.

Told of The Sun’s findings, outgoing Maryland Attor-
ney General J. Joseph Curran Jr. said he had ordered an
immediate investigation, adding that it might be time
to phase the system out. “An older couple or a widow
could forget this, and for someone to come and take
their house, when it’s worth so much more than they

paid for it, is an outrage,” Curran said.
The Sun’s investigation also found

that:      
● In nearly every aspect, the law

favors ground rent holders. Home-
owners rarely win once a lawsuit is
filed. And the longer a case goes on,
the more it can cost the home-
owner.

● No other private debt collectors
in Maryland can obtain rewards so
disproportionate to what they are
owed. In contrast with a foreclo-
sure, the holder of an overdue
ground rent can seize a home, sell
it and keep every cent of the pro-
ceeds. To prevent a seizure, home-
owners almost always have to pay
fees that dwarf the amount of rent
they owe.

● State law puts the onus on prop-
erty owners to track down their
ground rent owner and make pay-
ments, though it’s sometimes next
to impossible to find that informa-
tion. No registry of ground rent
holders exists, and property deeds
typically contain only the barest of
details about them.

● Some investors seek out over-
due ground rents to purchase, then
file lawsuits to take the property
built on the land. In some cases, the
legal owners of these houses have
died, and the law is not clear about
whether investors must give rela-
tives a chance to satisfy the debts
and keep the homes.

A distressed Anthony Sims stands amid possessions moved to the street last July after his family’s home was seized
over unpaid ground rent. Ground rent owners have filed an increasing number of suits against city residents.
E L I Z A B E T H  M A L B Y  [ S U N  P H OTO G R A P H E R ]

Baltimore attorney and ground
rent owner R. Marc Goldberg acts
as a spokesman for about two
dozen ground rent holders, includ-
ing some of those who pursue the
most lawsuits. “I’m not looking to
put people out and to be mean and
nasty,” says Goldberg.
L LOY D  F OX  
[ S U N  P H OTO G R A P H E R ]

Properties in Baltimore City target-
ed by ground rent lawsuits.
>>>>PG 24A

MORE ONLINE >>>> Stories, photos and audio at baltimoresun.com/groundrent

[Please see GROUND RENT, 24A]

SUN INVESTIGATION

ARTICLES BY FRED SCHULTE AND JUNE ARNEY [sun reporters]

Baltimore’s arcane system of ground rents, widely viewed as a harmless vestige of
colonial law, is increasingly being used by some investors to seize homes or extract
large fees from people who often are ignorant of the loosely regulated process, an
investigation by The Sun has found.

INSIDE

An archaic law is 
being used to turn
Baltimoreans out 
of their homes
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THE SUN
Football
carries
clout
at Navy
But critics say Mid
players are held to
looser standards

by Bradley Olson

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

[ s u n r e p o r t e r ]

If Navy upsets Boston College
in the Meineke Car Care Bowl
on New Year’s weekend, thou-
sands of midshipmen who at-
tend — spending up to $400 in
travel funds supplied by the
Naval Academy — could get
an extra weekend off, accord-
ing to tradition.

The football program will get
priceless publicity, and the
school’s athletic department
will collect at least a million-
dollar windfall that could
push profits above last year’s
$6.2 million.

Win or lose, Paul Johnson
will walk off the field as one of
college football’s highest-paid
coaches, after getting a hefty
raise on Thursday.

Football, and the money that
comes with it, is an integral
part of academy life. But at a
school whose primary mission
is to produce combat leaders,
some recent off-the-field con-
duct has prompted critics to
wonder whether too much
emphasis is placed on football
and whether players are held
to a different standard — one
that is easier and more privi-
leged — than other midship-
men.

“Frankly, I hope that Ameri-
ca is being defended by the
best Navy men and women
that the academy can get and
not by some doofus that could
catch a football,” said Murray
Sperber, a former English pro-
[Please see ACADEMY, 22A]
.......................
>>>> STEROIDS The NCAA
tests so few athletes that
schools are largely responsible
for policing themselves. PG 1D

Yes, in fact,
there is
accounting
for taste
Web sites strive to
cater to your likes

by Chris Emery

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

[ s u n r e p o r t e r ]

Sometimes you find a video-
store clerk who knows exactly
what movie you’ll like. Or a
clerk in a music store who
senses your taste in bands. Or
a bookworm who can deliver
one terrific novel after anoth-
er from the shelves.

Marc Pickett wants to take
luck out of that equation. And
win a million dollars in the
process.

Pickett, a doctoral student at
the University of Maryland,
Baltimore County, is trying to
perfect a “recommender.”
That’s a computer program
designed to analyze your cine-
matic tastes and predict what
movies you’ll like.

Online retailers, including
Netflix, Amazon.com and Ap-
ple’s iTunes music store, put
great stock in recommenders.
They’re critical tools in their
efforts to establish long-term
relationships with customers
and sell more products —
such as movies, books, album
tracks and other goods.

The program is particularly
critical for Netflix, an online
mail-order movie-rental giant
[Please see TASTES, 12A]1 2 3 4 L
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ON SHAKY GROUND // PART 1

Collecting homes and fees
GROUND RENT [From Page 1A]

‘Business is business’
R. Marc Goldberg is a Baltimore at-

torney and ground rent owner who
acts as a spokesman for about two doz-
en rent holders, including his family
and some of the other investor groups
that pursue the most ground rent law-
suits, called “ejectments.”

He doesn’t dispute that clashes over
property ownership occur more often
these days as investors scramble to re-
claim decrepit parts of Baltimore. But
he denies that they exploit the ground
rent law or charge excessive fees. No-
body gets in trouble if he pays his rent
on time, Goldberg said.

“I’m not looking to put people out
and to be mean and nasty,” he said. In
a series of interviews with The Sun,
Goldberg repeatedly used the refrain
“Business is business.”

“I can’t deny an economic incentive
to make a windfall profit,” he said.

Many investors say that while the re-
turns remain attractive, the business
is difficult — with many challenges in
collecting the rent or tracking down
owners of vacant houses. They say
they deserve to be paid their rent on
time — and that they sue to take
homes only after lengthy collection ef-
forts, and because it is their only reme-
dy under the law.

“If you don’t pay, you are putting
your property at risk,” said Lawrence
Polakoff, a Baltimore Realtor whose
family has filed more than 100 eject-
ment lawsuits since the start of 2000.

“A ground rent owner isn’t going to
just sit back and say, ‘I’m sorry some-
one’s died,’ and forget about it.”

“You can make a very good living
doing this,” said Polakoff, adding
that the increase in ejectment law-
suits is directly related to rising real
estate prices.

Most ground rent holders say they
rarely, if ever, try to seize homes. For
smaller holders, the cost of pursuing
an ejectment can be prohibitive.
Some investors are fearful of seizing
properties that have lead-based
paint or housing code violations.
Others say they avoid seizures on

principle.
“We would never allow ourselves

to be in that position. We are about
helping people, not hurting them,”
said Greg Cantori, executive director
of the Marion I. and Henry J. Knott
Foundation. The foundation, which
supports Catholic charities, owns

about 1,600 ground rents but hasn’t
filed an ejectment lawsuit since 1996.

Landlord Baltimore
Estimates of the number of Baltimore

properties subjected to ground rent
run as high as 120,000, many of them
the familiar red-brick and white-mar-
ble-stepped rowhouses.

Ground rents take the form of 99-year
leases, renewable forever. All property
deeds must note whether there is a
ground rent. Rents generally range
from $24 to $240 a year; some very old
leases are written in shillings.

Their origins can be traced to the
summer of 1632, when King Charles I
of England gave Cecilius Calvert all the
land in what is now Maryland. Calvert,
better known as the second Lord Balti-
more, did what any self-respecting aris-
tocrat did in those days: He charged
rent to the colonists who wanted to
build on his soil.

Starting in the early 1900s, developers
built miles of rowhouses in Baltimore
with ground rents. They saw the sys-
tem as a progressive way to keep home
prices within reach of the working
class, because people wouldn’t have to
buy the land as well as the house.

Charities, foundations, churches,
banks and some retirees have held
ground rents for years as investments.
Investors often buy and sell them from
each other, sometimes through classi-
fied ads.

More recently, some property owners
have created new ground rents — at
rates several times higher than the pre-
[Please see GROUND RENT, 25A]

I
n much of Baltimore, and in parts of a few counties in Maryland,
homeowners lease the land beneath their houses from a person,
charity or business.

The amount of rent depends on when the lease was executed.
Leases are written for terms of 99 years, renewable forever, though
homeowners can buy out most of them under terms specified in
state law.

Ground rent can be traced to 1632, when King Charles I of
England gave the second Lord Baltimore all the land in what is
now Maryland. Cecilius Calvert charged rent to colonists who
wanted to build on his land.

After the American Revolution, Maryland’s legislature empow-
ered any landholder to demand rent, and starting in the early 1900s
developers created ground rents to make rowhouses more afford-
able for working people. New ground rents are still being created.

Right: Cecilius Calvert holds a map of Maryland with the help of his 
grandson Cecil in this portrait by Gerard Soest.
O R I G I N A L  P O R T R A I T  LO C AT E D  AT  T H E  E N O C H  P R AT T  F R E E  L I B R A RY

Detail
at right

295

395

695

895

895

40

1

1

40

1

95

83

95

2

45

25

144

147

Johns Hopkins
Hospital

Johns Hopkins
Hospital

Johns Hopkins
Hospital

Johns Hopkins
Bayview

Medical Center

Johns Hopkins
Bayview

Medical Center

Johns
Hopkins

University

Johns
Hopkins

University

Johns
Hopkins

University

Sinai
Hospital

Sinai
Hospital

Sinai
Hospital

Mondawmin
Mall

Mondawmin
Mall

Mondawmin
Mall

Morgan
State

University

Morgan
State

University

Morgan
State

University

Loyola
College
Loyola
College

Notre Dame
College

Notre Dame
College

Patterson
Park

Clifton
Park

Green
Mount

Cemetery

Herring
            Run 

                        Park

Druid Hill
Park

Cylburn
Arboretum

Pimlico Race
Course

Pimlico Race
Course

Camden
Yards

M & T
Bank

Stadium

Fort
McHenry

Gwynns

                 Falls

                      Park

Leakin
Park

Carroll
Park

Cathedral
Cemetery

Baltimore
Cemetery

1/2 Mile

Each red dot represents the location of 
one ground rent ejectment suit.

Middle
Branch

Patapsco

River

Northwest
           Harbor

Orleans St.Orleans St.Orleans St.

Madison St.Madison St.Madison St.

Eastern  Ave.Eastern  Ave.Eastern  Ave.

B
roadw

ay
B

roadw
ay

B
roadw

ay

Pulaski Hwy.

Pulaski Hwy.

Pulaski Hwy.

Boston St.Boston St.Boston St.

O’Donnell St.O’Donnell St.O’Donnell St.

33rd  St.33rd  St.33rd  St.

North Ave.North Ave.North Ave.

North Ave.North Ave.North Ave.

M
onroe St.

M
onroe St.

M
onroe St.

Fulton A
ve.

Fulton A
ve.

Fulton A
ve.

W. Franklin St.W. Franklin St.W. Franklin St.

W. Mulberry St.W. Mulberry St.W. Mulberry St.

W
ash

ingto
n B

lvd
.

W
ash

ingto
n B

lvd
.

W
ash

ingto
n B

lvd
.

S. C
aton A

ve.

S. C
aton A

ve.

S. C
aton A

ve.

Frederick    Ave.Frederick    Ave.Frederick    Ave.

Wilkens Ave.

Wilkens Ave.

Wilkens Ave.

Pratt St.Pratt St.Pratt St.
Lombard St.Lombard St.Lombard St.

Park Heights Ave.

Park Heights Ave.

Park Heights Ave.Reisterstown Rd.

Reisterstown Rd.

Reisterstown Rd.

C
harles St.

C
harles St.

C
harles St.

H
ar

fo
rd

 R
d.

H
ar

fo
rd

 R
d.

H
ar

fo
rd

 R
d.

York Rd.
York R

d.
York Rd.

Belair R
d.

Belair R
d.

Belair R
d.W. Cold Spring Ln.

W. Cold Spring Ln.
W. Cold Spring Ln.

Th
e 

A
la

m
ed

a
Th

e 
A

la
m

ed
a

Th
e 

A
la

m
ed

a

Lo
ch

 R
av

en
 B

lv
d.

Lo
ch

 R
av

en
 B

lv
d.

Lo
ch

 R
av

en
 B

lv
d.

H
ill

en
    

Rd
.

H
ill

en
    

Rd
.

H
ill

en
    

Rd
.

W. Northern Pkwy.W. Northern Pkwy.W. Northern Pkwy.

University Pkwy.

University Pkwy.

University Pkwy.

Cross Country Blvd.Cross Country Blvd.Cross Country Blvd.

Jones Falls Expw
y.

Jones Falls Expw
y.

Jones Falls Expw
y.

Forest Park Ave.

Forest Park Ave.

Forest Park Ave.

Falls Rd.
Falls Rd.
Falls Rd.

Wabash Ave.

Wabash Ave.

Wabash Ave.

Edmondson Ave.
Edmondson Ave.
Edmondson Ave.

W. Patapsco Ave.

W. Patapsco Ave.

W. Patapsco Ave.

Erdman Ave.

Erdman Ave.

Erdman Ave.

Sinclair   Ln.
Sinclair   Ln.
Sinclair   Ln.

E.   Northern   Pkwy.

E.   Northern   Pkwy.

E.   Northern   Pkwy.

E. Belvedere  Ave.

E. Belvedere  Ave.

E. Belvedere  Ave.

Moravia Rd.

Moravia Rd.

Moravia Rd.

Pennington A
ve.

Pennington A
ve.

Pennington A
ve.

Gwynns      Falls           Pkwy.
Gwynns      Falls           Pkwy.
Gwynns      Falls           Pkwy.

Fort McHenry Tunnel
Fort McHenry Tunnel
Fort McHenry Tunnel

H
ar

bo
r T

un
ne

l T
hw

y.

H
ar

bo
r T

un
ne

l T
hw

y.

H
ar

bo
r T

un
ne

l T
hw

y.

FEDERAL
HILL

FEDERAL
HILL

FEDERAL
HILL

CHERRY
HILL

CHERRY
HILL

CHERRY
HILL

WESTPORTWESTPORTWESTPORT

BROOKLYNBROOKLYNBROOKLYN

MOUNT
WASHINGTON

MOUNT
WASHINGTON

MOUNT
WASHINGTON

CANTONCANTONCANTON

BEREABEREABEREA
BROADWAY

EAST
BROADWAY

EAST
BROADWAY

EAST

BELAIR-
EDISON
BELAIR-
EDISON
BELAIR-
EDISON

COLDSTREAM
HOMESTEAD      

MONTEBELLO            

COLDSTREAM
HOMESTEAD      

MONTEBELLO            

COLDSTREAM
HOMESTEAD      

MONTEBELLO            

BOLTON
HILL

BOLTON
HILL

BOLTON
HILL

DRUID
HEIGHTS

DRUID
HEIGHTS

DRUID
HEIGHTS

CENTRAL
             PARK

                           HEIGHTS

CENTRAL
             PARK

                           HEIGHTS

CENTRAL
             PARK

                           HEIGHTS

MIDTOWN-
EDMONDSON

MIDTOWN-
EDMONDSON

MIDTOWN-
EDMONDSON

RESERVOIR
HILL

RESERVOIR
HILL

RESERVOIR
HILL

WASHINGTON
VILLAGE/PIGTOWN

WASHINGTON
VILLAGE/PIGTOWN

WASHINGTON
VILLAGE/PIGTOWN

Total number of filings

Filings per 10 acres

9.2

8.5

6.5

6.4

5.2

75

30

55

16

56

Eastern  Ave.

Baltimore St.

Monument St.
Madison St.

Orleans  St.

Fayette St.

Patterson Park A
ve.

Patterson Park A
ve.

Patterson Park A
ve.

H
ighland A

ve.
H

ighland A
ve.

H
ighland A

ve.

Patterson Park

McELDERRY PARK

MILTON-
MONTFORD

PATTERSON
PLACE

ELLWOOD PARK/
MONUMENT

BALTIMORE-

LINWOOD

40

High-volume area

Ejectment suits spike

Baltimore City Circuit Court 
receives a stream of suits, which 
spiked last year, seeking unpaid 
ground rent and associated fees 
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Ground rent holders increasingly have sued to force property owners to pay up or hand over homes at a time 
when Baltimore property values are rising. The map shows 3,421 properties whose owners were sued over 
unpaid ground rent from January 2000 through March 2006. Ejectment suits were common in parts of the 

city while other parts had few or none. Factors could include variance in the existence of ground rents or the 
number of homes per acre. Suits were numerous in some places where income is low or where interest in 
rehabilitating houses is high, including five contiguous neighborhoods near Patterson Park. 

TAKEN TO COURT OVER UNPAID GROUND RENT

C H R I S T I N E  F E L L E N Z  [ S U N  C A R T O G R A P H E R ]
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How ground rent holders pursue claims

A ground rent holder can file an ejectment law-
suit in Baltimore City Circuit Court to seize a
house if payments are more than six months over-
due, and if the holder received no response to a
certified letter to the property owner’s “last
known address.”

Susan M. Marzetta, the general master for the
Circuit Court’s civil docket, and her staff have the
job of determining whether ground rent holders
and their lawyers have made reasonable efforts to
find people at risk of losing their homes.

The court looks for compliance with a specific
list of rules, though neither Marzetta nor Evelyn

Omega Cannon, judge in charge of the civil dock-
et, would provide The Sun with a copy of the list.

“The court makes them go through the hoops,”
Marzetta said. “The court checks that very careful-
ly.”

Often lawyers list steps ranging from Internet
searches and sending certified letters to checking
Social Security Administration death records, es-
tate filings, Department of Motor Vehicle records
and lists of prison inmates.

But they often do not make use of online search
tools that could more accurately track down
homeowners.

Court records don’t make clear how frequently
Marzetta asks ground rent attorneys for more in-
formation or recommends that a judge deny a re-
quest. But R. Marc Goldberg, a Baltimore lawyer
who speaks for the ground rent owners associa-
tion, said that the judges and Marzetta are “not

looking to give ground rent owners houses.”
Requests to seize houses are “kicked back all the

time,” he said. “[Court officials] say, ‘It’s not
enough, we’re not going to grant it.’ ”

When Marzetta finds the paperwork in order,
she recommends that the court allow the ground
rent owner to post notice of the lawsuit on the
property and on a glass-encased bulletin board
just inside the entrance of the Clarence M. Mitch-
ell Jr. Courthouse in downtown Baltimore.

Many cases are settled before a court hearing if
homeowners pay the overdue ground rent plus all
or most of the fees that rent owners can charge
under the law.

The law allows two sets of fees:
ë “Actual expenses,” up to $500, of collecting

back rent before an ejectment lawsuit is filed. This
includes title fees, photocopying and postage fees
as well as attorney fees.

ë “Reasonable expenses” of preparing and filing
the suit. This includes attorney fees of up to $700;
title fees of up to $300; filing fees, court costs, ex-
penses of process serving “or otherwise providing
notice,” plus taxes, interest and penalties that
have been paid by the ground rent owner. No lim-
it is placed on these latter categories.

Judges sometimes broker settlements at the
hearings. If there is no settlement and a judge
finds that the ground rent holder complied with
the law, he can grant a judgment giving the
ground rent holder the title to the house.

Within six months, the property owner can re-
gain the house by paying all current and overdue
rent, plus all legal and other costs. Otherwise, the
house belongs to the ground rent holder.
.......................
[COMPILED BY SUN STAFF]

Parties that file bids to seize
Baltimore properties are said
to ‘go through the hoops’

During an ejectment last summer on Mura Street in East Baltimore, a work crew removes items that had been left inside the house. The property appeared to have been abandoned. Under state law, the
holder of an overdue ground rent can seize a home, resell it and keep every cent of the proceeds.
E L I Z A B E T H M A L B Y [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

GROUND RENT [From Page 24A]

vious rents — when they sell a proper-
ty. This is allowed by the law.

Homeowners, however, have the
right under state law to buy out
ground rents created after 1884 under
specified price formulas and condi-
tions.

Though there are residential ground
rents in other areas of the state, in-
cluding Anne Arundel and Baltimore
counties, they are far more common
in Baltimore City. While unusual,
ground rents exist in other places; for
example, much of Hawaii has them.

“We view ground rent as one of the
sticks in the bundle of property
rights,” said Carolyn Cook, deputy ex-
ecutive vice president of the Greater
Baltimore Board of Realtors, adding,
“For the majority of the people, it
doesn’t have much of an impact.”

Loss and gain
Thelma Parks, 56, lived for more

than two decades in Druid Heights,
just a few blocks from the boyhood
home of the late Supreme Court Jus-
tice Thurgood Marshall, until losing
her house last year in an ejectment
case. It was filed by a trust set up by
Fred Nochumowitz, whose relatives
have long held ground rents.

Records show that the Nochumowitz
trust bought the ground rent on Parks’
house in January 2002. Parks couldn’t
make her payments, which with the
fees for the court action came to
“about $1,200,” she says. With more
time, she says, she could have paid off
the $1,200.

After taking her property, the trust
sold it to an investment company for
$70,000 in September 2005. That com-
pany resold it about six months later
for $128,000. Parks, meanwhile, was
forced to rent in another part of town.

“It ruined every one of my plans,”
said Parks, who works for the federal
government. “They all went out the
window. … I’m going to have to work
until I fall apart.

“I can’t retire,” she said. “Everyone is
making a profit from it but me.”

Geoffrey Forman, the attorney who
handled the Parks case for the Nochu-
mowitz trust, said he wouldn’t discuss
any cases he was involved in. A wom-
an at Fred Nochumowitz’s Boca Raton,
Fla., residence identifying herself as
Mrs. Nochumowitz said her husband
wasn’t available for comment and that
she didn’t know when he would be.

Reporters for The Sun witnessed six
property seizures stemming from
ground rent between early summer
and late fall.

Some played out matter-of-factly.
Once deputies from the city sheriff’s

office determined that nobody was
home, workers hired by the new
owners popped out the door locks
and replaced them within minutes.
The crew could then empty the
house and pile its contents in the
street — so long as cars could get
through.

In the 2600 block of Mura Street in
the East Baltimore community of
Berea, electric candles still shined in
the front window of the vacant row-
house, and an Easter wreath hung
on the front door as the ejectment
crew arrived on the morning of July
26.

Strewn throughout the rooms
were personal mementos, from
bowling trophies to religious icons to
two ticket stubs from an evening
showing of Scary Movie 4 three
months previously. The unpaid
ground rent was $252, though fees
and other costs boosted the bill to
$2,118.67.

In three cases, deputies told occu-
pants they had to get out immedi-
ately unless they could work out
something with the new owners.

On a hot August morning on North
Brice Street in the Midtown-Ed-
mondson area, one family lost a
rowhouse adjoining the one where it
lives. Minutes later, an elderly man
told a child about to put his tricycle
away in the seized house: “You can’t
put it in there. It ain’t our house no
more.”

The actions of some ground rent
holders upset some traditional inves-
tors, such as Cantori of the Knott
Foundation.

Cantori says that the foundation
relies on the income from ground
rent — about $200,000 a year — to
help pay its operating expenses, but
that it is redeeming or selling dozens
every year and writing some off as
uncollectible.

Property records show that the
Knott Foundation — among other
charitable and religious groups —
sold ground rents to investors who
filed ejectment lawsuits. It typically
has sold those leases for their re-
demption value under state law —
for example, a $90-a-year rent sold
for $1,500.

Cantori calls the rise in ejectment
actions and seizures “unconscion-
able.” He says the foundation sold
ground rents because they were de-
linquent and wanted to “get them
off the books” after failing to collect
the rent through normal proce-
dures. He says he didn’t know that
the new owners had sued to seize
the properties.

From owner to renter
Deloris McNeil still doesn’t under-

stand how she went from owner to
renter in her West Baltimore house.

Court records give only part of the
answer.

Fred Nochumowitz, acting as
trustee for some family ground rent
holdings, filed suit against McNeil in
April 2002, asserting that her ground
rent — $96 a year — was more than
six months behind. McNeil admits
that she let the debt slide, but only
did so because she was sick. Later,
she said, she couldn’t afford the legal
fees added to her bill, and didn’t re-
alize she could lose her house.

McNeil, 59, said she is disabled and
suffers from high blood pressure,
which she keeps in check by taking
seven pills a day. She says she suf-
fered a stroke after her daughter
died.

McNeil never tried to defend her-
self in court, though court records
show she was served with legal no-
tice of the suit. She says she couldn’t
face going to court.

A judge handed over her rowhouse
to the Nochumowitz trust. Property
records show that the trust sold the
house about a year later for $15,000
to Lauren Montillo, who specializes
in rehabilitating city properties for
resale as rentals.

Montillo, who has bought at least
22 properties from Nochumowitz
family interests, says she chose not
to rehab the house and evict McNeil,
so long as she paid her $550 a month
in rent. “I don’t have the guts to
throw her out,” said Montillo. “I
have a little bit of a conscience.”

Says McNeil, “It would mostly kill
me” to move.

McNeil is luckier than others who
lost ownership of their homes, but
she says she doesn’t feel that way.

“Sometimes I feel like screaming at
the top of my lungs,” McNeil said,
seated at her cluttered dining room
table, dabbing at tears with a crum-
pled tissue.

McNeil’s loss of her house without
a fight is not unusual. The Sun’s
analysis of court data found that
homeowners didn’t respond in near-
ly 60 percent of the ejectment law-
suits in which property changed
hands during the past three years.

‘Uninformed public’
There’s no single explanation for

why this happens, according to a re-
view of hundreds of court records
and interviews with more than a
dozen people facing ejectment.

Some people say they didn’t under-
stand the process, especially the se-
verity of the consequences for failing
to pay. Some say they couldn’t afford
an attorney. Others say they hadn’t
been contacted. A few people who
were owners of boarded-up or aban-
doned properties didn’t seem to care
[Please see GROUND RENT, 26A]

Herbert Burgunder III (left), attorney for ground rent holder Houndswood LLC, tries
to block a camera from photographing him at a city courthouse. He represented
Houndswood in its suit against homeowner Linda McGill (right).
J E D K I R S C H B A U M [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

How do I determine if 
I owe ground rent?  
Look at the deed to your house. It will
list a ground lease or say “fee simple,”
which means there is no ground rent. If
you have a mortgage, the lender most
likely is paying the ground rent from
escrow. But call to check. 

How do I avoid getting caught up
in an ejectment lawsuit?
There are two sure ways – pay your
ground rent on time, or redeem it.

How do I locate my 
ground-rent holder? 
If you have a mortgage, the lender
should have that information.
Otherwise, if your rent owner is a cor-
poration and you can’t find it through
phone listings, the name and address of
the firm’s registered agent can be found
on the Maryland Department of
Assessments and Taxation Web site, at
http://sdatcert3.resiusa.org/ucc-
charter/CharterSearch_f.asp. 
It’s also possible the ground rent deed
was transferred. To locate the new
owner, go to http://ww2.
mdlandrec.net. You’ll need to get a
password, though it’s free and takes
only seconds. From the home page,
choose your locality from the pull-down
menu, then go to “search land record
indices.”

I owe ground rent but haven’t
received a bill in quite a while,
and I’m not sure it has been paid.
What do I do?

Contact the rent owner right away.
The mortgage company might have
lost track of who owns the ground rent
and stopped sending payments, or the
rent owner might have sent bills to an
outdated address. You can also consid-
er redeeming — paying off — the
ground rent. (Find instructions on how
to do this at www.baltimoresun.com/
groundrent.) If you haven’t received a
bill or any other communication from
the rent owner in three years or more,
you may apply to the Department of
Assessments and Taxation to do the
redemption. For information and forms:
www.dat.state.md.us/sdatweb/
ground_rent.html. 

PROTECT YOURSELF
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Law favors ground rent holders
GROUND RENT [From Page 25A]

about losing them, even when told
that they could be sold for thousands
of dollars.

Court officials don’t know why so few
people respond. As a result, they can’t
tell whether the lack of response is a
growing problem or not. “By itself,
that doesn’t raise any suspicions,” said
Judge Evelyn Omega Cannon, judge in
charge of the civil docket in Baltimore
City Circuit Court.

Some lawyers and people sued say
that part of the problem is that, even
with all the fees added to ground rent
bills, it costs more to hire a lawyer
than to pay the amount the lawsuit is
seeking.

“If they’re not eligible for our serv-
ices and they can’t hire a lawyer and
they don’t know enough to file a letter
with the Circuit Court, then it’s all
over,” said Louise Carwell, senior staff
attorney in the housing consumer law
unit of the Legal Aid Bureau in Balti-
more.

Three years ago, after a Towson law-
yer complained about an ejectment
suit filed against a 93-year-old client,
the General Assembly capped a
ground rent holder’s attorneys’ fees
for preparing and filing an ejectment
lawsuit at $700. But the law also allows
ground rent holders to charge the
property owner $300 for searching
property titles, and pass on all other
costs of collecting the debt — copying,
process servers, lawsuit filing fees —
plus up to $500 in costs of recovering
back rent for periods before the law-
suit was filed.

The best a homeowner can hope for
in most cases is that a judge will ap-
prove an installment plan for paying
off these fees — which can be 20 to 50
times the amount of rent owed — but
that happens infrequently.

Reviewing more than 500 case files,
The Sun found fewer than a dozen in
which homeowners won their cases
outright.

“Unfortunately, in many of these
cases, you’re dealing with an unedu-
cated public and an uninformed pub-
lic,” said former Circuit Judge Thomas
E. Noel, who heard numerous ground
rent cases before leaving the bench in
April.

Even a lawyer who represents
ground rent holders says his side has a
clear advantage. “The people who file
these cases know the law inside and
out,” said J. Scott Morse. “Other people
[homeowners] don’t have a clue about
it.”

It takes a lawyer
Before filing an ejectment lawsuit, a

ground rent owner must send a regis-
tered letter to the property owner’s
“last known address” demanding pay-
ment. But if there is confusion over
the address, or for any other reason
the person fails to receive the bill,
problems can result.

Linda McGill, a mortgage broker, got
into ground rent trouble over a West
Baltimore house she had bought for
her grandmother, who later died. The
relatives living in the house after her
grandmother died initially failed to
send the ground rent bills to her, she
says.

McGill says she discovered that the
rent was overdue when the relatives
passed a bill on to her husband. An
April bill demanded $1,715 — of which
the overdue ground rent was $84. Mc-
Gill sent the ground rent holder,
Houndswood LLC, a check for $84, but
Houndswood refused to accept it.

For weeks afterward, McGill says, her
calls and letters to Houndswood went
unanswered — until the day before
she was scheduled to appear in court.
She got a call from longtime Baltimore
real estate investor Jack Stollof, a
Houndswood consultant who is a
founding director of another large
ground rent holder, Jack & Harvey Inc.
Houndswood filed 522 ejectment law-
suits between January 2000 and No-
vember 2006, making it one of the
most prolific filers, court records show.

“In the beginning, he was pleasant
on the phone,” she said of Stollof. “He
hinted at $1,500.”

McGill had offered $1,050 in the letter
she wrote to Houndswood’s attorneys
in April — reasonable, she thought,
considering the overdue ground rent
was $84. But she says Stollof told her
that wasn’t enough, and that she had
no chance in court.

In court the next day, McGill was sur-

prised to hear not only that the bill
had grown to $1,837, but also that
Houndswood wanted the house —
although that demand had been in
the lawsuit. “We’re asking for the
possession of the property, because
the payments have not been made,”
Herbert Burgunder III, an attorney
for Houndswood, told the judge.

“You’re in a tough spot because
they’re acting in accordance with
the law, and the law does allow
them to impose fees,” Circuit Court
Judge Joseph H.H. Kaplan told Mc-
Gill. “How much of the $1,837 can
you pay?”

“I agree to pay $900,” she re-
sponded, no matter that she had of-
fered $1,050 earlier. “To me that’s
fair.”

But the judge asked if she was will-
ing to pay more.

“If you pay $1,500, I will allow you
to keep the property,” Kaplan said.
“Will you?”

Stollof at that point acknowledged
the phone call to McGill the day be-
fore. “I offered this young lady yes-
terday the chance to avoid this,” he
said in court.

McGill wrote a $1,500 check imme-
diately after the hearing.

“For $84, your house can be taken,”
McGill said after court. “I’m a mort-
gage broker. Half my clients don’t
know how to contact their ground
rent owners. This is going to take
place all day long in Baltimore City,
and it does.”

Stollof declined to discuss his busi-
ness when approached after the
hearing.

In rare cases, property owners
have won ejectment suits by arguing
that the ground rent holder did little
or nothing to find them.

In October 2003, Brent W. Procida
got a call from his banker, telling
him he was being sued over $38 in
back ground rent. The house in Can-
ton that he owed the rent on was va-
cant and under renovation; Procida
was living five blocks away.

The suit, which demanded $1,615,
had been filed in August. But Proci-
da said in court papers that he
didn’t get a copy of the lawsuit until
two days after he got the call from
his bank. The ground rent bills had
been sent to the vacant house,
which is why Procida said he never
saw them.

Procida sent a check for $57 to the
ground rent holder, Jack & Harvey
Inc., to cover the overdue and cur-
rent rent. Jack & Harvey, however,
refused to accept the check because

it didn’t include the attorneys’ and
other fees, court records show. Proci-
da said in court papers that he also
offered Jack & Harvey $800 to settle
the case, to no avail.

Unlike most homeowners taken to
court, Procida, a lawyer himself,
fought back. He argued in court pa-
pers that Jack & Harvey didn’t try to
look him up in the phone book,
which would have taken “approxi-
mately 15 seconds,” just so it could
justify “the exorbitant fees on which
it has built its business.”

Jack & Harvey argued that it was
entitled to all of the fees it sought
and had sent notices to Procida’s
“last known address” as required by
the law. Circuit Court Judge Stuart R.
Berger ruled in Procida’s favor.

Burgunder, who represented Jack
& Harvey in the case, declined com-
ment.

Attorneys’ fees
The fees in Linda McGill’s case are

the norm rather than the exception,
an examination of hundreds of
court files shows.

“The staggering sum of money is
the attorneys’ fees. It has nothing to
do with the ground rent. You only
lose your house because the attor-
ney fee is not paid,” Noel said.
“That’s where the problem is.”

Noel, the former circuit judge, says
he regularly urged settlements
when he felt fees were too high. The
ground rent system, he says, “should
have been investigated 20 years
ago.”

“Think of how many times judges
rendered these judgments in all the
courtrooms over all those years,” he
said. “You’re talking about a lot of
property. A lot of people were affect-
ed by the loss of these houses.”

Kim McGavin is an attorney who
has advocated ground rent legal
reform since a 93-year-old client in a
nursing home was sued in an eject-
ment proceeding.

She and other critics contend that
the largest holders tend to do all
their legal and title-search work in-

house, and can do much of it by
computer, making their actual costs
minimal.

“Even if you’re billing at $200 [an
hour], that’s three hours, and there’s
no way it takes that long,” she said,
referring to the cap of $700 for “rea-
sonable” legal costs. “ … Even if you
sent your paralegal to Calvert Street
by camel, it’s not going to take that
long.”

Goldberg, the spokesman for the
ground rent owners coalition, says
ground rent holders must be able to
justify the amounts whenever ques-
tions are raised.

“I spend $500 in legal fees, a title
search, a judgment report and post-
age before I even send a letter [de-
manding payment of overdue rent].
A lot of people don’t like that. ...
Then you get to court and there’s
that additional level of fees, and peo-
ple don’t like that, either,” he said.

“I really don’t see [that there is] a
problem with gouging. People are
never happy to pay a lawyer, espe-
cially someone else’s lawyer. They
should have paid in the first place.”

‘Land of the undead’
In most cases, homeowners who

have mortgages and are subject to
ground rent have little to worry
about; their payments are made by
their lenders from escrow accounts.

Problems can begin when the
mortgage is paid off, making the
property owner responsible for the
rent payments, or when a mortgage
is sold by the lender or refinanced,
particularly if the new lender is un-
familiar with Maryland’s ground
rent system.

Ground rent owners typically send
homeowners a postcard or form let-
ter every six months as a reminder
that it is time to pay. Because there is
no uniform style for bills, and they
might bear unfamiliar return ad-
dresses, they can be easily over-
looked by homeowners or dismissed
as junk mail, especially by newcom-
ers to Maryland who have never
heard of ground rent.

Some ground rent owners use post
office boxes or corporate names that
can’t be found in any telephone di-
rectory or don’t include a phone
number to call. Some never send
bills, or they send them directly to
the property address, rather than
the owner’s home address.

Paul Anderson, chief legal review
officer for the state Department of
Assessments and Taxation, says that
homeowners who lose track of a
ground rent owner can find them-
selves in the “land of the undead,”
unable to either pay the rent or take
steps to buy it out.

Noel, the former circuit judge, says
he presided over cases in which a
mortgage was sold and the new
lender stopped paying the ground
rent — unbeknownst to the home-
owner. “I’m not suggesting it was
anything nefarious. They may not
have known who to pay the ground
rent to,” he said. “The new company
had collected this sum of money and
they didn’t know what the hell to do
with it.”

Mortgage companies acknowledge
that it takes extra vigilance to stay
on top of ground rents.

“When a Maryland loan comes in,
we identify if there’s a ground rent,”
said Bob Smiley, executive vice presi-
dent of U.S. Bank Home Mortgage in
Owensboro, Ky., which services
about 8,500 Maryland loans — about

1,000 with ground rents. “If you don’t,
it spirals out of control real quickly.”

New rents bloom

Lauren Montillo and another Balti-
more rehabber, Petar Pecovic of Touch
of Class Properties LLC, have found sei-
zures to be sources of inexpensive
housing for their rehab businesses.
Each has purchased about two dozen
properties from the Nochumowitz
businesses, property records show.

Montillo says she feels for people
such as her tenant Deloris McNeil. “It’s
pretty bad what they [ground rent
holders] are allowed to do,” she said.
“The average person can’t afford it.
How can they come up with four
grand?”

Pecovic says he thinks the system has
outlived its usefulness. “People losing
their houses like this, it’s terrible,” he
said. “Their families have worked for
years for these houses.”

Even so, he sometimes creates new
ground rents — at $240 a year — on
the properties he fixes up and sells.

“The ground rent business is a great
business,” Pecovic said. “You just have
to be ruthless.”
.......................
fred.schulte@baltsun.com
june.arney@baltsun.com
.......................
Sun staff researchers Paul McCardell
and Doris Johnson contributed to this
article.

Petar Pecovic (right), in this instance representing a Nochumowitz family trust that holds ground rents, locks the door at 522 N. Brice St. after taking the keys
from Cecil White (left), who lives next door. A relative of White’s had owned the house and fallen behind on ground rent payments.
P H O T O S B Y E L I Z A B E T H M A L B Y [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

Workers change locks during an ejectment. Over a recent six-year period, city
judges awarded houses to ground rent holders at least 521 times.

Here are some of the features you can
find online:
● A photo gallery.
● A historical look at ground rents in

Maryland.
● How to buy out your ground rent.
● Article and video // A tale of owner-

ship change that included a surprise
encounter. 

● Podcast // Sun reporters Fred Schulte
and June Arney talk about Maryland’s
ground rent system.

● Podcast // Schulte and Arney tell the
stories of three women who fell behind
in their ground rent payments.

● Video // Former homeowner Deloris
McNeil talks about losing ownership 
of her house.

Tomorrow: In Part 2 of On Shaky
Ground, a closer look at the modern-day
Lords of Baltimore.
Tuesday: In Part  3, how a broken system
could be fixed.

ON THE WEB

COMING UP

baltimoresun.com/groundrent

To pry open the secretive ground rent
business, The Sun obtained computer data
from the Baltimore City Circuit Court and
identified nearly 4,000
lawsuits filed by ground
rent holders against home-
owners since 2000.
Reporters Fred Schulte
and June Arney analyzed
this information and pulled
hundreds of case files to
determine key patterns:
who was filing the suits for
overdue ground rent, the
outcomes of the suits and
where the homeowners
lived. Many were losing
houses as a result of these
suits, and Schulte and
Arney accompanied city
sheriff’s deputies on six
occasions to observe new
owners taking possession.
Elizabeth Malby and
other Sun photographers
captured images of these
scenes, important figures
in the story and events at
the courthouse.
Cartographer Christine
Fellenz used geographic
information software to
plot locations, by neigh-
borhood, of homes target-
ed in ejectment suits.

To learn more about people involved in
the ground rent business, the reporters
searched state tax and assessment and
incorporation records. During nine months
of research, The Sun conducted dozens of
interviews with ground rent holders, home-
owners, real estate professionals, legal
experts, government officials and judges. 

SCHULTE

ARNEY

MALBY

FELLENZ

HOW THIS  SERIES
WAS REPORTED
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One step closer to division title

C H R I S T O P H E R T . A S S A F [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

Quarterback Steve McNair (right) and wide receiver Mark Clayton celebrate after hooking up on an
87-yard touchdown pass in the Ravens’ 20-10 victory at Kansas City. Baltimore maintained its two-game
lead over Cincinnati in the AFC North with three weeks remaining. [ C o v e r a g e i n G a m e d ay ]

AUGUSTO PINOCHET
1915-2006 Growing excitement for Sen. Barack Obama could

crowd out other Democrats with presidential aimsChilean
dictator
terrorized
opponents

Flurry in New Hampshire

Thousands killed
during his regime

by Colin McMahon

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Former Chilean dictator Gen.
Augusto Pinochet, whose mili-
tary regime killed thousands
of political opponents in one
of Latin America’s bloodiest
“dirty wars,” died yesterday,
weakened by ill health, pur-
sued by government prosecu-

t o r s a n d
abandoned
by all but his
most loyal
defenders.
He was 91.

S h or n of
his swagger
and absent
the menac-
ing look he

would flash from behind dark
glasses, Pinochet at his death
was a mere ghost of the em-
blematic military strongman
who played a critical role in
the Americas of the 1970s and
1980s.

Ins tead, P ino chet had
adopted the grandfatherly im-
age of a retired statesman. He
had lobbied for a place in his-
tory that would reward him
[Please see PINOCHET, 11A]

Sen. Barack Obama is surrounded by supporters as he signs autographs in Manchester, N.H.,
after speaking yesterday at a Democratic rally celebrating victories in the midterm election.
S TA N H O N D A [ A G E N C E F R A N C E - P R E S S E ]PINOCHET

by Paul West

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

[ s u n r e p o r t e r ]

MANCHESTER, N.H. // Politics-
mad New Hampshire, jaded be-
yond reason by never-ending
presidential campaigns, hadn’t
seen anything quite like this be-
fore.

Democratic Sen. Barack Obama
made his debut in the kickoff pri-

mary state to adoring responses
yesterday from large crowds of
voters seemingly convinced that
they were witnessing the next
big thing on the national scene.

“I see him as very messianic,”
said Kelsey Woodward, a 64-year-
old artist, at Obama’s first stop,
in Portsmouth. “People are crav-
ing a fresh voice, a fresh face, a
fresh outlook.”

The 45-year-old Illinois senator,

who is tapping into the public’s
desire for an end to the bitter
partisanship in Washington,
might not make it all the way to
the White House. But he appears
to have put his party under a
spell that has veteran politicians
reaching back to the Kennedy era
for comparisons.

His emergence could pose a
problem for less charismatic ri-
[Please see OBAMA, 9A]

W E AT H E R

MOSTLY
SUNNY
High, 56; low, 31. Yester-
day’s downtown high, 61;
low, 33. >>>> PG 6B

Sewage cap clashes
with Smart Growth

by Timothy B.Wheeler

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

[ s u n r e p o r t e r ]

In a looming clash between
Smart Growth and environmen-

tal protection, Cecil County offi-
cials say that a state plan to clean
up the Chesapeake Bay could
steer development away from the
county’s designated growth area
and onto farmland, where it
would worsen sprawl and pollute
the estuary even more.

“It will devastate us,” said Nel-
son K. Bolender, president of the

county commissioners. “It’s bad.
It’s very bad.”

The state plan, unveiled this
year, would cap sewage treatment
plant discharges in a bid to re-
duce nutrients fouling the bay.
State officials say they need to
curb pollutants from sewage
plants, farms and lawns to reach
the water-quality goals that Mary-

land and other bay states agreed
to in 2000.

“This is a huge challenge,” said
Robert M. Summers, director of
water management for the Mary-
land Department of the Environ-
ment. “To meet water-quality
standards in the Chesapeake Bay,
pretty much all these sources
need to be controlled to the maxi-

mum extent possible.”
But in Cecil, the state’s second-

fastest-growing county, the sew-
age plant serving the designated
growth corridor along U.S. 40 and
Interstate 95 is likely to hit its
state-proposed limit within the
next few years, county officials
say. Further development in that
[Please see CECIL, 8A]
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The party and other, large expenses show that the
couple maintain a “lavish lifestyle” even as Paul
Nochumowitz says he cannot pay his debts, con-
tends the trustee overseeing the personal bankrupt-
cy case that Paul Nochumowitz filed last year.

That lifestyle, the trustee’s lawyer maintains in
court papers, is financed in part by businesses related
to ground rent — Baltimore’s
arcane system of leasing the
land under thousands of houses.

The Nochumowitz family is
one of a few groups of investors
who have bought large num-
bers of ground rents and fre-
quently exercised their power
under state law to sue delin-
quent bill payers, seeking either
their houses or fees that dwarf
the amount of rent.

Entities associated with four
groups of individuals and fami-
lies, including the Nochumo-
witzes, have filed more than half
of the nearly 4,000 ground rent
lawsuits brought since 2000,
court records show. They also
account for a majority of the
more than 500 cases in which
ground rent owners won legal
right to the houses, though an unknown number of
those homeowners reached settlements to keep their
properties.

These family groups stand out from among the
hundreds of charities, foundations, retirees and
other small investors who through the years have
rarely tried to seize houses.

R. Marc Goldberg, a Baltimore attorney and ground
rent owner who is a member of one of the groups that
often files lawsuits, says rent owners are acting within
their rights to sue homeowners who fail to pay them.

“Being in a business where somebody else has to
lose in order for you to gain is a tough business to be
in,” said Goldberg.

SUN INVESTIGATION
ON SHAKY GROUND

ARTICLE BY FRED SCHULTE
AND JUNE ARNEY [sun reporters]

P aul W. Nochumowitz describes
himself as a bail bondsman who
takes home $14,000 a year and is
bankrupt.

Still, he and his wife, Amie Sue, own a
$1 million high-rise condominium on
Florida’s Biscayne Bay as well as a home
in Baltimore County. This year, Miami
Beach was the setting for Amie Sue’s
50th birthday party, complete with fami-
ly, friends, her New York hairdresser, a
triple-decker cake with sparkler candles
and a troupe of ballroom dancers.

[Please see GROUND RENT, 6A]

A small number 
of investors who own many
Baltimore ground rents  
often sue delinquent 
payers, obtaining their
houses or substantial fees
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THE NEW
LORDS OF
THE LAND

Stories, photos,
audio and videos
at baltimoresun.
com/groundrent

Tomorrow:
How a broken 
system could 
be fixed. 
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The heirs to Lord Baltimore
GROUND RENT [From Page 1A]

Jay A. Dackman, a lawyer who is
among the most frequent filers of
ground rent lawsuits, suggests that
rent owners are entitled to their gains
because of the risks and “unknown is-
sues” they face in taking control of ag-
ing and deteriorated Baltimore prop-
erty. For those same reasons, he says,
the ground rent business is not likely
to appeal to someone looking for a
conventional job description.

“Most people involved in this busi-
ness are very interesting people,” he
said. “You have to be a certain kind of
person to be involved in all of this.
There are so many wrinkles.”

Estate planning
The Nochumowitz name appears on

more ground rent lawsuits than any
family name — more than 500 filed
from the start of 2000 through last
month. The plaintiff may be Paul and
Amie Sue, or trusts overseen by Paul’s
86-year-old father, Fred Nochumowitz.
By winning the cases, family busi-
nesses have gained the right to take
possession of about 160 houses, nearly
one-third of the total for all ground
rent holders during that period.

The Nochumowitzes run their vari-
ous real estate enterprises from a
branch office of Big Boyz Bail Bonds on
East 25th Street in Baltimore, accord-
ing to property records.

Over at least three decades, Nochu-
mowitz family interests amassed a
portfolio of at least 3,600 ground rents,
property and court records show. It is
not possible to determine exactly how
many ground rents they own, because
there is no central registry of rent
holders.

The family’s businesses take in
$50,000 a month in ground rent and
are managed by Paul Nochumowitz
from the bail bonds company partly
owned by his wife, the trustee’s lawyer
asserts. Lawyers for Paul Nochumo-
witz and for other family members
vigorously deny the trustee’s allega-
tion that Paul Nochumowitz secretly
owns, manages and makes all deci-
sions for the ground rent businesses.

Paul Nochumowitz would not com-
ment for this story, citing the bank-
ruptcy case. Neither would his wife
nor his father.

A rehabber who has done business
with Paul Nochumowitz, Lauren
Montillo, calls him “a stand-up straight
guy.

“He loves Baltimore. He’s like me —
born here and I’ll die here,” Montillo
said.

The Nochumowitzes acquired blocks
of ground rents, often at bargain
prices, from sources as diverse as es-
tates, banks, an evangelical college in
Texas and the St. Vincent de Paul Soci-
ety, a Catholic charity that helps low-
income people find housing.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s,
Amie Sue Nochumowitz began to
share legal ownership of ground rents
with her husband. Separately, more
than 1,000 were placed in trusts creat-
ed beginning in the late 1980s with
Fred Nochumowitz as trustee. That’s a
relatively common practice for the in-
tergenerational ground rent owners,
several of whom said they consider it
smart estate planning.

But the way the family set up its
ground rent holdings has become a
major issue in Paul Nochumowitz’s
personal bankruptcy. His creditors in-
clude plaintiffs in at least a dozen law-
suits — one resulting in a court judg-
ment for nearly $500,000 — over al-
leged lead paint hazards in rental
properties that he owned with a busi-
ness partner.

George W. Liebmann, who as trustee
administers the case, asserts in court
papers that the ownership transfers
were intended to put the ground rents
and their income beyond the reach of
Paul Nochumowitz’s creditors. Lieb-
mann, whose lawsuit is designed in
part to make the ground rent assets
available to pay creditors, alleges a
“complicated, but fraudulent” asset
concealment scheme.

Nochumowitz’s lawyers counter that
the transfers occurred several years
before the lead paint suits were filed.

Liebmann’s lawsuit also contends

that at least $130,000 was with-
drawn from family custodial ac-
counts at Paul Nochumowitz’s “be-
hest and directive” to pay for marble
floors in the Miami Beach condo and
a custom-built entertainment sys-
tem. Ground rent income is deposit-
ed into those accounts, the trustee
wrote.

Also, Paul and Amie Sue Nochumo-
witz have spent thousands of dollars
some months on restaurant meals
and boutique clothing, the lawsuit
contends.

“Our clients dispute the allegations
asserted in the lawsuit and intend to
vigorously contest these matters,”
said lawyer Richard M. Kremen. He
represents Amie Sue Nochumowitz,
her children and her mother- and fa-

ther-in-law in the trustee’s lawsuit.
Nochumowitz lawyers in court fil-

ings accused the bankruptcy trustee
of “attempted intimidation” of fami-
ly members through a series of
“imaginative accusations to destroy
their reputations and turn legiti-
mate investments, business enter-
prises and tax and estate planning
into fraudulent transfers.”

In addition to earning money from
regular collections of ground rent,
ventures associated with the Nochu-
mowitzes profit at least two other
ways.

Between 2003 and July of this year,
Paul and Amie Sue, or Fred acting as
trustee, sold approximately 70 of the
properties seized from delinquent
rent payers for a total of more than

$1.4 million. These included a va-
cant rowhouse in Harlem Park and a
renovated house in McElderry Park
that sold for $95,000.

Gunner Bay LLC, a mortgage com-
pany partly owned by Amie Sue No-
chumowitz, financed some of those
sales, generating additional income,
records show. Several other ground
rent owners also provide mortgage
financing.

Touch of Class Properties LLC, a re-
hab business, has purchased at least
26 of the seized properties and fi-
nanced some of the deals through
Gunner Bay. Touch of Class co-owner
Petar Pecovic describes Paul Nochu-
mowitz as someone who has been a
mentor ever since they met at a
property auction where they bid

against each other.
“Paul took us under the wing when

we got out here. He helped us out a lot.
I’m indebted to the man,” Pecovic said.

Changing times
Though ground rents date to colonial

times, many were created in the early
1900s, and after World War II, as re-
turning GIs needed housing.

For investors, the rents were a safe,
steady source of income greater than
they would get from a savings account
or bond — 6 percent a year on the val-
ue of the lease. A state employees’ re-
tirement fund kept ground rents in its
portfolio, as did a number of local
foundations, charities and financial in-
stitutions.

“It became a good investment for
widows because it was so stable,” said
Warren Komins, whose family owns
about 800 ground rents but has not
filed any ejectment actions in recent
years.

Sometimes homeowners didn’t pay
up, but many of the old-time owners
didn’t find it worthwhile to hound
debtors. In some cases, the houses had
been abandoned or were in such disre-
pair that they weren’t worth fixing up
for resale.

All that changed in the late 1990s.
As out-of-town banks bought Balti-

more banks and savings and loans,
they sometimes puzzled over portfo-
lios of ground rents and unloaded
them. So did estates whose heirs had
no appetite for the tedium of collecting
paltry sums. Thousands of ground
rents were sold, many in large blocks.

In August 1999, Crestar Bank sold a
big block of ground rents that it had
obtained in mergers with Baltimore
savings and loans. “The assets didn’t
quite fit” with the priorities and mix of
the Virginia-based bank, said Michael
McCoy, a spokesman for SunTrust
Banks Inc. in Atlanta, which went on
to acquire Crestar.

Buying hundreds or even thousands
of ground rents made it possible to
manage them far more efficiently.
There was adequate volume to pay for
lawyers, title researchers and clerical
staff in-house. Simultaneously, city real
estate values were starting to rise. Be-
fore the late 1990s, ground rent holders
had little reason to seize houses, be-
cause they were not worth much mon-
ey, longtime holders say.

The changes gave big operators both
the means and the incentive to move
against homeowners in court.

Jack and Harvey
Jack W. Stollof and Harvey M. Nus-

baum applied the same savvy to the
changing ground rent landscape that
had enabled them to make headlines a
few years earlier. In the mid-1990s,
they obtained the failed Fishmarket
for $700,000 in unpaid property taxes.
The previous owners tried to get it
back, but Stollof and Nusbaum won
the court fight and sold the Inner Har-
bor site to the city for $2.4 million.

Stollof also was a director of the for-
mer Fairfax Savings & Loan, which in
its heyday in the 1980s lent millions to
PTL so its pastor, Jim Bakker, could
build a theme park. When the TV min-
istry collapsed over Bakker’s misbehav-
ior and PTL’s misdeeds, Fairfax be-
came PTL’s second-largest creditor
amid criticism over the soundness of
the loans.

In the ground rent business, Stollof
and Nusbaum in 1991 created Jack &
Harvey Inc., with themselves as direc-
tors. Jack & Harvey has filed at least
235 ejectment suits in the past six
years.

Another firm in which they have
played roles became the first major
ground rent holder to file a steady
stream of lawsuits.

Houndswood LLC, which shares the
address of Nusbaum’s law practice,
paid $1.4 million for the portfolio of
3,500 ground rents it bought from
Crestar. In a 2001 court filing, Nus-
baum, whom state records still list as
the company’s registered agent, identi-
fied Houndswood’s owners as his son
and daughter and two Stollof daugh-
ters. Stollof identified himself in court
papers at that time as a consultant to
the firm.

Shortly after the Crestar purchase,
Houndswood notified homeowners
that it had taken over their ground
rents and “would step up orderly col-
lection,” Stollof testified in an affidavit.

In its f irst year of business,
Houndswood filed batches of eject-
ment suits, many brought by attorney
Tacey Nusbaum Himelfarb, one of the
four owners. It has filed more than 500
such lawsuits since 2000.

Neither Stollof, 71, nor Nusbaum, 68,
would comment.

Jack & Harvey and Houndswood
have resolved most of their cases since
2000 without taking possession of
homes, according to The Sun’s analysis
of court data. Typically, the firms settle
cases by accepting payments for cumu-
lative fees, such as “review of title,” “ti-
tle examination” and “examination of
public records for purpose of service
and certified mailing,” records show.

Diana R. Cobb watched her fees esca-
late after discovering that $75 in
ground rent was overdue on the Har-
lem Avenue house she had inherited
from her parents. In April 2000,
Houndswood notified her of its plan to
sue unless she paid the debt and a $255
[Please see GROUND RENT, 7A]

Lawyer Jay A. Dackman, a frequent
filer of ground rent suits, suggests
rent owners are entitled to their gains
because of the risks they face in tak-
ing control of aging property.
E L I Z A B E T H M A L B Y [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

Jack W. Stoloff appears in court as a
representative of Houndswood LLC,
one of the largest filers of ground
rent lawsuits.
J E D K I R S C H B A U M
[ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

During the late 1980s and early
1990s, Amie Sue Nochumowitz be-
gan to share legal ownership of
ground rents with her husband,
Paul.
[ B A LT I M O R E J E W I S H T I M E S ]

R. Marc Goldberg estimates that his
family owns about 2,000 ground
rents. Goldberg-affiliated businesses
have filed more than 300 ejectment
lawsuits since 2000.
L L O Y D F OX [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

The Nochumowitz family runs its real estate enterprises from a branch office of Big Boyz Bail Bonds in Baltimore, according
to property records. Family interests have amassed at least 3,600 ground rents, records show. The family’s businesses take
in $50,000 a month in ground rent, says a trustee overseeing a personal bankruptcy case filed by Paul Nochumowitz.
E L I Z A B E T H M A L B Y [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

Ground rent owners Paul and Amie Sue Nochumowitz own a $1 million condominium in the Murano Grande at Por-
tofino, a waterfront high-rise in Miami Beach, Fla., on Biscayne Bay. They also own a home in Baltimore County. Paul
Nochumowitz describes himself as a bail bondsman who takes home $14,000 a year.
O M A R V E G A [ S O U T H F L O R I D A S U N - S E N T I N E L ]
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attorney’s fee.
Saying she had not been properly

billed, Cobb tried to pay only the $75 in
person and then by mail. She was re-
buffed, she wrote in a letter to the
court.

Cobb, 42, said she had been unaware
of the debt because the ground rent
bill had gone to a vacant address that
her family no longer used. She said she
attempted to explain the situation in a
phone call with Jack Stollof. “He rudely
told me to shut my mouth, so he could
speak because that was not his prob-
lem,” she wrote in the letter.

Cobb said she went to a lawyer, who
told her his fee would be more than
s h e o we d . O n J u n e 6 , 2 0 0 0 ,
Houndswood sued Cobb, seeking to
take the house for the unpaid amount
of $330.

Cobb kept fighting back, without a
lawyer. Seeking help, she said, she left
a message at the attorney general’s of-
fice and got no response. A spokesman
for the office said he could not confirm
that Cobb had contacted the office.

“It was really discouraging. I kept
thinking I’m about to lose my house,

and I just kept going around in cir-
cles with everybody,” said Cobb.
When she called city officials, she
said, they told her there was nothing
they could do.

“I couldn’t get any help with it,”
Cobb said. “I’m just a taxpayer try-
ing to do the right thing.”

C o b b e v e n t u a l l y p a i d
Houndswood nearly $2,000 to settle
the case. “I’m a single parent. It took
away from a lot I was trying to do
with my child,” she said.

“I had to go into his college sav-
ings,” said Cobb, an administrative
assistant at the Maryland Shock
Trauma Center. “It was hurtful.”

Her son, Ramon Valentine, 21, is
completing his senior year at Bowie
State, a college that she said he
picked for its affordability even
though he had his eye on a more ex-
pensive one.

A cap of $1,500 on legal and title
fees does not apply in Cobb’s case,
which was filed before the legisla-
ture set a new ceiling in 2003.

R. Marc Goldberg, the lawyer who
Nusbaum says speaks for him and
other ground rent holders, defends

the fee system. “At the least expen-
sive point in the procedure, every-
one gets a chance,” he said.

Personal experience

Goldberg said that the law and the
courts provide adequate safeguards
to protect homeowners. “You just
can’t take their house,” he said.

Asked whether reform is needed,
Goldberg replied: “I don’t think any-
thing needs to be fixed, except may-
be the fees should be raised because
things have gotten more expensive
in recent years.”

His viewpoint comes from per-
sonal experience in a family of
ground rent holders beginning with
his father, master plumber Stanley
Goldberg. The ground rent opera-
tions are based at a lumberyard co-
owned by Goldberg’s brother, Glenn.
Glenn, 49, also is involved with his
brother in family ventures that have
lent money to buyers of the houses
that the Goldbergs seize for unpaid
ground rent.

Goldberg-affiliated businesses
have pursued more than 300 eject-
ment lawsuits since the start of 2000,
seeking either back rents and fees or
properties, records show. R. Marc
Goldberg, 55, estimates that his fam-
ily owns ground rents on about
2,000 homes.

The lanky lawyer won’t give simi-
lar facts about other members of
Baltimore’s GRO Coalition, other
than to say about two dozen belong
to the trade and lobbying group. He
won’t identify them, saying they ex-
pect him to protect their privacy.

Favorite game

Jay A. Dackman’s law office is in a
former dress shop. He keeps a life-
size Ronald McDonald clown figure
in the old display window, where his
basset hound, Buddy, sometimes ap-
pears.

In more than 60 ejectment cases,
the companies that the lawyer is a
member of or represents have been
awarded the right to take possession
of houses. It’s not clear how often
homeowners later settled the cases.

He said his involvement in ground
rent collection has enabled him to
make the most of his background in
law, real estate and business. “I have
no problems with what I’ve done,
with what I continue to do,” he said.

Dackman, 43, a one-time Baltimore
magazine “Hot Single” whose profile
listed a motor scooter among his fa-
vorite possessions, loved Monopoly
as a kid.

His office on Charles Street fea-
tures a Monopoly board on one wall.
When he files lawsuits in foreclosure
or ground rent cases, the plaintiffs
sometimes bear names of compa-
nies with Monopoly themes —
Boardwalk and Short Line being two
examples. He won’t disclose how
many ground rents he owns, or
name the investors in companies he
creates.

Dackman has been the attorney of
record in more than 300 ground
rent lawsuits since 2000. He has also
filed more than 1,400 foreclosure
suits.

His is often a two-pronged ap-
proach, as enterprises that he repre-
sents hold not only ground rents but
also property tax liens.

The city sells these rights to collect
back taxes at auction, and buyers
can profit handsomely. The law per-
mits them to charge the property
owner 18 percent annual interest on
the tax debt, along with legal fees.
Property owners who don’t pay up
risk losing the home to foreclosure.

Businesses that acquire both city
tax liens and ground rent on the
same house can file dual lawsuits,
making it that much harder for the
owner or occupant to retain posses-
sion.

That’s what happened to Anthony
Sims.

On a steamy morning last July, the
54-year-old security guard watched
as his family’s possessions were
piled in the street. His wife’s family
had owned a rowhouse in the 2000
block of Ruxton Avenue in Mondaw-
min for more than a generation, but
when his mother-in-law fell ill sever-
al years ago, no one made sure to
keep up payments on either the
$84-a-year ground rent or the prop-
erty taxes.

Boardwalk 2001 LLC, a firm that
Dackman established, acquired the
ground rent deed for $700 in Janu-
ary 2005 from an estate. Later that
year, Boardwalk sued the homeown-
er, Elaine E. Johnson, demanding
three years of overdue ground rent.

Boardwalk 2001 obtained a tax lien
on the house as well. For that debt, it
sought back taxes for four years with
18 percent interest, along with costs
for attorney’s fees and a title search.

The day that sheriff’s deputies put
Sims out on the street, the bill stood
at $8,087.78.

Dackman rebuffed attempts to in-
terview him about specific cases.

Standing in the street, as he pored
over belongings such as vintage jazz
albums and framed photos, Sims
conceded that he had been warned
to pay up or face the consequences.
He said he couldn’t afford a lawyer
and didn’t fully grasp the various
fees.

“I just wish they’d make it a little
more understandable so you keep
from arriving at a situation like
this,” he said. “This is a trying day.”
.......................
fred.schulte@baltsun.com
june.arney@baltsun.com
.......................
Sun staff researchers Paul McCardell
and Doris Johnson contributed to
this article.

Diana R. Cobb had to pay nearly $2,000 to keep her Harlem Avenue house from
being seized by a ground rent owner. She said she had to dip into her son’s col-
lege fund to pay the legal fees and other costs. “It took away from a lot I was try-
ing to do with my child,” said Cobb.

Baltimore City Sheriff’s Deputy James Dutton (left) explains the process to Anthony Sims, a 54-year-old security guard,
during a ground-rent-related ejectment at the Mondawmin home where his family lived.
P H O T O S B Y E L I Z A B E T H M A L B Y [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

In much of Baltimore, and in parts of a
few counties in Maryland, homeowners
lease the land beneath their houses from a
person, charity or business.  

The amount of rent depends on when
the lease was executed. Leases are written
for terms of 99 years, renewable forever,
though homeowners can buy out most of
them under terms specified in state law. 

Ground rent can be traced to 1632, when
King Charles I of England gave the second
Lord Baltimore all the land in what is now
Maryland. Cecilius Calvert charged rent
to colonists who wanted to build on his land. 

After the American Revolution,
Maryland’s legislature empowered any
landholder to demand rent, and starting in
the late 19th century developers created
ground rents to make rowhouses more
affordable for working people. New
ground rents are still being created.

How do I determine if 
I owe ground rent?  
Look at the deed to your house. It will list
a ground lease or say “fee simple,” which
means there is no ground rent. If you
have a mortgage, the lender most likely
is paying the ground rent from escrow.
But call to check. 

How do I avoid getting caught up
in an ejectment lawsuit?
There are two sure ways – pay your
ground rent on time, or redeem it.

How do I locate my 
ground-rent holder? 
If you have a mortgage, the lender
should have that information. Otherwise,
if your rent owner is a corporation and
you can’t find it through phone listings,
the name and address of the firm’s regis-
tered agent can be found on the
Maryland Department of Assessments
and Taxation Web site, at
http://sdatcert3.resiusa.org/ucc-char-
ter/CharterSearch_f.asp. 
It’s also possible the ground rent deed
was transferred. To locate the new
owner, go to http://ww2.
mdlandrec.net. You’ll need to get a pass-
word, though it’s free and takes only sec-
onds. From the home page, choose your
locality from the pull-down menu, then
go to “search land record indices.”

I owe ground rent but haven’t
received a bill in quite a while, and
I’m not sure it has been paid. What
do I do?

Contact the rent owner right away. The
mortgage company might have lost track
of who owns the ground rent and
stopped sending payments, or the rent
owner might have sent bills to an outdat-
ed address. You can also consider
redeeming — paying off — the ground
rent. (Find instructions on how to do this
at www.baltimoresun.com/
groundrent.) If you haven’t received a bill
or any other communication from the
rent owner in three years or more, you
may apply to the Department of
Assessments and Taxation to do the
redemption. For information and forms:
www.dat.state.md.us/sdatweb/
ground_rent.html. 

WHAT  IS
GROUND  RENT?

PROTECT YOURSELF

HOW  THIS  SERIES
WAS  REPORTED

To pry open the secretive ground rent
business, The Sun obtained computer data
from the Baltimore City Circuit Court and
identified nearly 4,000
lawsuits filed by ground
rent holders against home-
owners since 2000.
Reporters Fred Schulte
and June Arney analyzed
this information and pulled
hundreds of case files to
determine key patterns:
who was filing the suits for
overdue ground rent, the
outcomes of the suits and
where the homeowners
lived. Many were losing
houses as a result of these
suits, and Schulte and
Arney accompanied city
sheriff’s deputies on six
occasions to observe new
owners taking possession.
Elizabeth Malby and
other Sun photographers
captured images of these
scenes, important figures
in the story and events at
the courthouse.
Cartographer Christine
Fellenz used geographic
information software to
plot locations, by neigh-
borhood, of homes target-
ed in ejectment suits.

To learn more about people involved in
the ground rent business, the reporters
searched state tax and assessment and
incorporation records. During nine months
of research, The Sun conducted dozens of
interviews with ground rent holders, home-
owners, real estate professionals, legal
experts, government officials and judges. 

SCHULTE

ARNEY

MALBY

FELLENZ

C H R I S T I N E  F E L L E N Z  [ S U N  C A R T O G R A P H E R ]Source: Baltimore City Circuit Court data

* None of the Turf suits resulted in writs through March 2006.

A CONTRAST IN COURT

Plaintiffs:
Paul and Amie Sue 
Nochumowitz; 
trusts overseen by 
Fred Nochumowitz;
and Turf LLC*, which 
is among entities 
linked to the family.

594 ejectment filings
164  writs of possession

The two groups that file the most ejectment lawsuits over unpaid ground rents obtain sharply different outcomes. The maps below show properties targeted by lawsuits from 
January 2000 through March 2006. Most cases brought by entities linked to Jack Stollof and Harvey Nusbaum were settled for back rent and associated fees, with 3 percent 
resulting in rights to the house. The court awarded a writ of possession in about 28 percent of cases brought by members of the Nochumowitz family, or entities linked to them. 
After the court issues a writ, a homeowner has a period of  six months to reclaim the house by paying the judgment. Records don’t make clear how often homes are reclaimed.

Plaintiffs:
Jack & Harvey Inc.,
whose founding directors
are Jack Stollof and Harvey
Nusbaum; Houndswood LLC,
which was initially owned by Stollof’s
daughters and Nusbaum’s son and
daughter; and several entities with which the
two men or their relatives are associated.

818 ejectment filings
24  writs of possession
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Child
killer
dies in
prison
Spicknall, serving life
for shooting his kids,
suffocated in shower

City arts
school
receives
big gift

by Greg Garland

and Chris Guy

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

[ s u n r e p o r t e r s ]

Richard Spicknall II, who sev-
en years ago shot and killed
his two small children while
they were strapped in their
car seats, was found dead in
the showers at a Jessup prison
over the weekend, authorities
said yesterday.

The state medical examiner
ruled the death a “homicide
b y g e n e r a l a s p h y x i a . ”
Spicknall, 34, was discovered
with a rag or towel stuffed in
his mouth, according to prison
system sources. A prison
spokesman called his death “a
mystery” and said it is under
investigation.

As a convicted child killer,
Spicknall feared for his life in
prison and was housed in pro-
tective custody at the Jessup
Correctional Institution, away
from the general inmate popu-
lation, said Michael A Mastrac-
ci, a Catonsville attorney who
knew the inmate and corre-
sponded with him.

In letters to Mastracci during
his years in prison, Spicknall
expressed remorse for taking
the children’s lives. But he also
voiced continued anger at the
“torment” he said his wife,
Lisa, had put him through dur-
ing a heated custody and di-
vorce battle in the months be-
fore the murders. He claimed
she used the children “as if
they were property.”

Spicknall and his wife had
been separated for nearly a
year when he shot their two
children, Richie, 2, and Des-
tiny, 3, in the back seat of his
Jeep near a bridge over the
Choptank River on the Eastern
Shore on Sept. 8, 1999.

He initially told skeptical po-
lice that he had been overpow-
ered by an armed hitchhiker,
claiming the man had thrown
him off the U.S. 50 bridge and
sped off with the children.

But Spicknall later tearfully
confessed to shooting the chil-
dren. He said he then tried to
kill himself but his gun mis-
f ired, and he survived a
50-foot fall into the Choptank.

State’s Attorney Scott G. Pat-
terson, now in his 20th year as
Talbot County’s chief prosecu-
tor, said the case was the
“most horrible” of his career.
[Please see SPICKNALL, 9A]

Actress, an alumna,
donates $1 million

by Stephen Kiehl

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

[ s u n r e p o r t e r ]

Actress Jada Pinkett Smith,
who learned her craft at the
Baltimore School for the Arts
before launching a successful
film and television career, is
donating $1 million to a major
renovation and expansion
campaign at the school, offi-
cials announced yesterday.

The School for the Arts, con-
sidered one of the top public
arts high schools in the coun-
try, plans to name its new the-
ater the Jada Pinkett Smith
Theater. At Pinkett Smith’s re-

quest , the
theater will
be dedicated
t o r a p p e r
T u p a c
S h a k u r, a
former class-
m at e who
w a s s h o t
and killed in
1996.

The dona-
t i o n f r o m
t h e B a l t i -

more-based Will and Jada
Smith Family Foundation was
made after Pinkett Smith was
approached by her former the-
ater teacher, Donald Hicken.
The Smiths had previously giv-
en $112,500 to the school.

“It means a lot when you’re a
teacher and your most famous
alumnus comes back to give a
donation,” said Hicken, head
of the school’s theater depart-
ment since its founding in
1980. “It really says a lot to the
community that the school
matters in people’s lives.”

Pinkett Smith’s gift is the
largest by a graduate in the
school’s history. The biggest
gift in the school’s current
fundraising campaign came
from Patricia and Mark Joseph
of Baltimore, who gave $1.25
million.

Mark Joseph, a developer,
was president of the city
school board when the school
was established, and Patricia
[Please see DONATION, 12A]
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DP WORLD
FINDS BUYER
DP World, the Middle East-
ern company forced to sell
its operations in Baltimore
and five other U.S. ports,
says AIG Global Invest-
ment Group will be the
buyer. >>>> PG 1E

N AT I O N

IRAQ TALKS
President Bush reiterates
that success in Iraq is cru-
cial to the long-term pro-
tection of the United
States. >>>> PG 3A

M A R Y L A N D

PROGRAM
TEACHES VETS
Federal officials hope a pro-
gram to offer classes to
young veterans could be a
national model. >>>> PG 1B

PARTLY
CLOUDY,
COOLER
High, 51; low, 40. Expect
cooler temperatures
across the region today.
Clouds will increase to-
night as a cold front ap-
proaches from the west.
Yesterday’s downtown
high, 66; low, 41.

>>>> PG 8B

MABEL E. HUBBARD 1936-2006

Judge’s appointment was historic first in state
by Frederick N. Rasmussen
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[ s u n r e p o r t e r ]

Mabel E. Hubbard, the first African-
American woman to serve as a judge of
the District Court of Maryland and later
the Circuit Court of Baltimore City, died
Saturday at Atrium Village, an Owings

Mills assisted-living facility, of complica-
tions from a fall. She was 69.

In 1981, Gov. Harry R. Hughes ap-
pointed her to the District Court and
four years later to the Circuit Court.

She retired from the bench in August
1999.

“She had a stellar career and took seri-
ously her responsibility as the first Afri-

can-American woman judge in the
state. She served with distinction and
touched a great many people along the
way,” Chief Judge Robert M. Bell of the
Maryland Court of Appeals said yester-
day. “She also mentored many African-
American women. Her influence will
be felt for years.”
[Please see HUBBARD, 13A]1 2 3 4 L HUBBARD
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Dr. Michael Moriarty nearly walked away from buy-
ing a $500,000 home in Federal Hill last year when he
found out that the seller had created a $120 yearly rent
for the land under the house.

“I actually couldn’t believe it was legal,” said Moriar-
ty, a rheumatologist and a vice president at St. Agnes
Hospital. “It was one of those things where you feel
like you’ve been slimed.” 

A century ago, the creation of new ground
rents helped to build Baltimore by making
housing affordable for the working class.But
today, critics say, it serves only to make
ground rent holders money.

“There’s no reason in this day and time to
create a ground rent,” said Shina Parker,
president of Integrity Title & Escrow. “It’s a
trend in the market now, and I think we’re
going to continue to see it. It’s unfortunate.” 

The ground rent system’s tenacious grip
on Baltimore illustrates the challenge await-
ing those who want to reform it. In recent
years, some ground rent holders have in-
creasingly used the system to gain posses-
sion of homes or extract substantial fees
from their owners,while fending off various

reform proposals in the General Assembly.
Tens of thousands of Baltimore residents pay ground

rent,a practice that took hold in the city in the 19th cen-
tury. But since 2000, some ground rent holders have be-
come unusually aggressive, filing nearly 4,000 lawsuits
over unpaid rents, an investigation by The Sun found.
Most suits were settled with homeowners making pay-

ments that typically dwarfed the original
debt. In 521 cases, Circuit Court judges have
granted rent holders the right to seize hous-
es. Some people regained ownership by pay-
ing off their obligations,though court records
don’t make clear how often that happens.

The newspaper’s findings generally took
public officials by surprise.

The articles “stirred my blood, and it is still
boiling,” said state Sen. Brian E. Frosh, who
chairs the Judicial Proceedings Committee.
“This is a series of outrages that just should-
n’t be happening.” Frosh, a Montgomery
County Democrat,said yesterday that the sys-
tem has become a “trap for the unwary” and
that reforming it must be a “high priority”
when legislators convene in January.

Dr. Michael Moriarty bought this Federal Hill house last year for $500,000. Before closing, however, he almost
walked away from the deal when he learned the seller had created an annual ground rent of $120 on the property.
C H R I S TO P H E R  T.  A S S A F  [ S U N  P H OTO G R A P H E R ]

[Please see GROUND RENT, 10A]

ARTICLE BY JUNE ARNEY AND FRED SCHULTE [sun reporters]

A s they put up houses for sale, some Baltimore entrepreneurs are reviving an old
practice to make new profits. ■ Rehabbers and ground rent holders are creating
new rents on the land under those houses, saddling buyers with annual fees of as
much as $240. In some cases they tack a new ground rent on top of an existing one,

which can increase a homeowner’s yearly bill to more than $300.

SUN INVESTIGATION
ON SHAKY GROUND

INSIDE
The evolution of a
ground rent.  PG 10A

IF YOU
MISSED IT
Read the first and
second parts of On
Shaky Ground at
baltimoresun.
com/groundrent

Even as critics call for loosening ground 
rent’s grip on Baltimore, new ones are being created
PPAARRTT 33 OOFF 33

DEMANDS
FOR REFORM

MORE ONLINE >>>> Stories, photos, videos and audio at baltimoresun.com/groundrent
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ON SHAKY GROUND // PART 3

Critics issue calls for reform
GROUND RENT [From Page 1A]

Experts in real estate and some pub-
lic officials suggest several changes to
help consumers protect themselves
and curtail the extraordinary power of
ground rent holders:
ë Limit the disproportionate penal-

ties homeowners face. Ground rent
holders can take possession of a house
for nonpayment of a bill under $100,
sell it and pocket all the proceeds. By
contrast, mortgage lenders receive
only what they are owed when a home
is sold through foreclosure.

“The laws really need to be rewrit-
ten,” said David Pierce, an attorney
with King Title Company. “The idea is
to get the ground rent, but you’re not
really supposed to get their $200,000
house.”

Delinquent homeowners also face
substantial charges on top of the over-
due ground rent. Ground rent holders
can bill up to $500 before filing suit,
$700 in attorney’s fees in connection
with a suit and $300 for a title search,
plus other costs, all of which can add
up to thousands of dollars.
ë Require more aggressive action to

find homeowners before they are sued
or lose their houses. Some ground rent
holders make minimal attempts to
contact property owners, eschewing
search technology that makes it rela-
tively easy to find a person.
ë Create readily accessible records of

all ground rents, and a registry of
ground rent holders.

In the absence of centralized infor-
mation, homeowners and even mort-
gage lenders may lose track of ground
rent holders and have no easy way of
identifying or locating them.

“Nobody knows how many are out
there,” said Paul Anderson, chief legal
review officer for the state Depart-
ment of Assessments and Taxation.
ë Improve oversight. No one in the

city or state regulates ground rent
holders the way Realtors and others in
the real estate industry are overseen.
Nor does any government office help
consumers navigate the often confus-
ing system. Homeowners say they
don’t know where to turn. Consumers
have made 13 complaints, six of them
concerning fees, to the Attorney Gen-
eral’s office since 2002.

Garrett Power, a professor at the Uni-
versity of Maryland School of Law who
has closely studied the ground rent
system, says lawmakers can’t abolish
existing ground rents without com-
pensating their owners because that
would be unconstitutional.

But he said the General Assembly
can compel ground rent holders to
record their rents, giving homeowners
and buyers more information to pro-
tect themselves. If the rents aren’t re-
corded “within a period of years, may-
be three years, then they would be ex-
tinguished,” Power said.

City officials, told of the newspaper’s
findings, said they want legislative ac-
tion, though they haven’t spelled out
details.

“We’ve heard horror stories,” said Da-
vid Tillman, a spokesman for the Balti-
more Department of Housing and
Community Development. “We’re very
much looking forward to working with
elected officials this legislative session
to get several bills introduced that
would attempt to protect existing and
new homebuyers.”

Baltimore’s Circuit Court also has au-
thority in the ground rent system. The
general master for the civil docket re-
views “ejectment” lawsuits filed by
ground rent holders. Susan M. Marzet-
ta, the general master, and her staff
look to see if ground rent lawyers have
taken sufficient steps to locate and
properly notify homeowners.

Although a Circuit Court judge must
approve the final step of taking a prop-
erty, in most cases there’s no hearing
unless the property owner contests
the action.

Ground rent holders say there’s no
need for major changes, as consumers
have recourse to the courts and can
avoid problems by keeping up with
their obligations.

“What I’d like to see is the parties
[who own homes] be more responsi-
ble,” said Lawrence Polakoff, whose
family holds ground rents. “There’s no
reason for more laws or regulations.”

Not getting through
But many people are ignorant of the

law and the penalties for failure to pay
ground rent, The Sun found. The state
doesn’t require formal disclosures in
the process leading up to buying a
home, nor is the ground rent holder
required to inform consumers that
they have the ability to buy out the
ground rent and end their annual obli-
gation.

Some property owners don’t even
know when ground rent holders are
moving against them.

Bernard Mills, for example, didn’t re-
a l i z e he was a b o u t to lo s e a
7,000-square-foot house in the historic
Bolton Hill neighborhood over a
ground rent debt of $300.

He never received notice of the law-
suit seeking to collect the past-due
ground rent at 1810 Eutaw Place, and
never knew he had lost the suit for fail-
ing to respond, according to court
records. Notification letters went to a
Virginia address that he and his for-
mer partners no longer used.

As a last step, the city sheriff’s office
posted notice of the court action on a

bulletin board tucked away at the
downtown Baltimore courthouse.
Mills, a Washington car dealer who
had bought the property as an in-
vestment and didn’t live in it, wasn’t
likely to see that.

Mills died of a heart attack in De-
cember 2002 without finding out
what had happened.

The events involving the property
came to light after Mills’ estate sold
the property to a new owner, 1810
Eutaw Place LLC, without realizing
someone else had already staked a
claim. That was Carolyn Class of
Lutherville, who had purchased the
ground rent lease on the house in
1998.

1810 Eutaw Place LLC sued Class,
seeking to invalidate her claim to
the house. To support its case, the
firm argued that Class’ lawyers
asked the sheriff’s office not to post
the official “writ of possession” on
the house, where someone might
have seen it.

Class’ lawyers asserted she had
taken appropriate notification steps.
Class settled with 1810 Eutaw Place,
whose title company paid her
$65,000 to end her claim to the
building.

“We spend a lot of time and money
buying off people like Mrs. Class,”
said the attorney for 1810 Eutaw
Place LLC, Thomas C. Valkenet, ex-
plaining that he and other lawyers
have filed similar cases to get back
property after an ejectment.

Reached at her home, Class de-
clined to comment.

Another notification issue involves
whether relatives of deceased home-
owners who have been sued over
unpaid ground rent have to be in-
formed.

In one lawsuit filed last year,
ground rent holder Fringe Benefit
Investments LLC submitted a death
certificate to the court to prove that
Solomon S. Lesane died in 2000 and
therefore couldn’t be found. On Oct.
18, 2006, the court ruled in favor of
the ground rent holder by default.

Yet the death certificate listed the
home address of Lesane’s daughter,
Rosetta Neely, who said she wasn’t
notified and didn’t learn about the

lawsuit until reporters for The Sun
informed her.

That lawsuit was one of at least
nine filed by entities represented by
attorney Heidi Kenny that included
a death certificate or other evidence
that someone had died.

Kenny said in a mid-September in-
terview that a mistake might have
been made in Neely’s case. But she
also conceded that her law firm
doesn’t always notify relatives to
give them a chance to pay off the
debt.

Judge Evelyn Omega Cannon,
judge in charge of the civil docket of
Baltimore City Circuit Court, said in
October she would “look into what
we’re doing” in cases in which she
and other judges are told that the

owners have died.
On Nov. 27, Circuit Court Judge

Martin P. Welch overturned the judg-
ment against Lesane. He said it was
a “mistake” to rule against someone
who had died. The case remains
open.

Aggressive tactics
Ground rents helped underwrite

Baltimore’s explosive growth in the
19th and early 20th centuries. They
subtracted land from the cost of
buying new rowhouses by having
homeowners pay investors small an-
nual rents for the ground beneath
the bricks. The 99-year, renewable
leases kept the system going into the
21st century, long after their original

purpose had ended.
No one complained much when sav-

ings & loans, banks, other institutions
and individuals owned ground rents as
investments that provided a safe, if
modest, return of about 6 percent.
Typically, bills went out twice a year,
and those that couldn’t be collected
were written off.

But practices changed in the past sev-
eral years, The Sun found, analyzing
court records and interviewing home-
owners, ground rent holders and a va-
riety of experts. Old laws did not keep
pace with the aggressive tactics of
some ground rent holders. They
bought up large numbers of ground
rents as real estate values surged in the
city, and filed thousands of “eject-
ment” lawsuits.

Mortgage lenders say they’re affect-
ed, too, because ground rent holders
have first claim on a property. “That
means that the home can be fore-
closed on and the mortgage company
would have to resort to a title insur-
ance claim” to protect its investment,
said Rich Leffler, a consultant with
Wachovia Mortgage Corp. in Pikesville.

Ground rent owners and Realtors —
some of whom own ground rents —
dispute the need for reform. In their
view, consumers receive ample legal
protection, provided they pay their
bills.

“I think the system works very well,”
said R. Marc Goldberg, a lawyer who
speaks for a coalition of ground rent
owners, including some of the most
frequent filers of ejectment suits.

“At the least expensive point in the
procedure,” before fees mount and
suits are filed, “everyone gets a
chance,” he said. “If they don’t take ad-
vantage of it, they don’t take advan-
tage of it. It wouldn’t be fair if the
ground rent owners didn’t get reim-
bursed for the expenses involved.

“Anytime someone’s got a problem,”
Goldberg said, that person can “take it
to a judge.”

The Greater Baltimore Board of Real-
tors sided with ground rent holders in
opposing some state reform bills in re-
cent years. Today, they say, consumers
have sufficient protection.

Arming prospective home buyers
with information spelling out their
ground rent rights and responsibilities
probably won’t help, said Carolyn
Cook, the Board of Realtors’ deputy ex-
ecutive vice president. “My sense is
that people are so inundated with pa-
per now that they can’t comprehend
what they’ve got,” she said. “So I don’t
know if throwing on more paper will
help.”

The General Assembly’s most signifi-
cant recent action on ground rent took
place in 2003, when legislators ap-
proved some changes.

One set the current ceiling on attor-
ney fees that can be charged for eject-
ments. Another created a mechanism
for homeowners to redeem ground
rents — buy them out — when they
haven’t heard from ground rent hold-
ers in three years.

A third change, supported by ground
rent holders, requires them to warn
property owners that they will owe col-
lection fees if an overdue bill isn’t paid
within 30 days. Before filing suit,
ground rent holders also must send an-
other notice of their intent to take legal
action.

Ground rent holders and Realtors
pointed to these changes in persuading
legislators not to approve other re-
forms proposed since 2003. Yet critics
of the system say fundamental flaws
remain. Fees are still too high, they say,
and fewer than 200 people have taken
advantage of the little-known state
mechanism for redeeming ground
rent whose owners haven’t communi-
cated in years.

More important, according to one
legislative critic, is ground rent hold-
ers’ power to seize and sell homes over
relatively small debts.

“Some of the things that have hap-
pened with ground rent have been so
[Please see GROUND RENT, 11A]

Twana Adams nearly lost her West Lafayette Avenue house because, with fees, her ground rent bill of $300 grew to
$1,645. Adams paid it and kept her property. She urges homeowners to learn more about ground rent and its risks.
E L I Z A B E T H M A L B Y [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

Maryland law allows creation of new ground rents, at higher rates, after existing ones are extinguished during  transfer of
ownership. In this example, the new rate is $240, which experts say is typical in Baltimore this year. Here are the documents
showing the unfolding process:

EVOLUTION OF A GROUND RENT

Oct. 21, 2003
Soft Rental Assets, LLC
pays $1,315 to an estate to
obtain the ground rent, set
at $90 a year, on a home
in the 3800 block of Old
Frederick Road.

Purchase of ground rent

April 30, 2004
Soft Rental Assets sues an
investor who owns the
home, seeking three years
worth of back ground rent
and other fees. Because
the firm has also acquired
the rights to collect unpaid
city property taxes, the
homeowner’s bill comes to
$11,797.65, the suit states.

Filing of ejectment suit

Feb. 28, 2006
The firm sells the home to
a new owner for
$52,900. As part of the
transaction, Soft Rental
Assets creates a $240
annual ground rent, which
the firm holds in a 99-year
lease that is renewable
forever.

Sale of home and creation of ground rent

April 7, 2005
After the homeowner
does not pay, Soft Rental
Assets wins a court order
awarding possession. The
law allows the
homeowner six months to
pay the judgment and get
back the house. The
owner said he was unable
to do so, and he lost his
rental property.

Issuance of writ of possession

[ S U N  N E W S  G R A P H I C ]Source: Baltimore City Circuit Court
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As auctioneer Jack Billig (center) talks with ground rent holder Irvin Caplan, Tuyet T. Nguyen turns her back on the house her family had just lost in an auction
triggered by ground rent debt. Nguyen and her son, Phong P.T. Mai, the property owner, said they didn’t know there was a problem until the auction was set.
D O U G K A P U S T I N [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R , 2 0 0 5 ]

GROUND RENT [From Page 10A]

egregious that justice cries out for
change,” said Del. Clarence Davis, a
Baltimore Democrat, who is retiring
this year after a long career in the As-
sembly. “What we want to do is make it
more difficult for someone to take
people’s homes because of ground
rent.”

Davis and Senate Majority Leader Na-
thaniel J. McFadden sponsored bills
this year to shore up what many see as
a major weakness in the system.
Ground rent holders, they said, need
to take more effective action to notify
homeowners at risk of losing their
houses.

They introduced the legislation in
the aftermath of news reports about a
family that lost a Washington Village
home to a ground rent holder.

Such actions rarely come to the pub-
lic’s attention. Occasionally, neighbors
witness an ejectment play out on the
street as workers protected by armed
sheriff’s deputies change locks on a
house and flush out the occupants and
their possessions. The seizure of the
house belonging to Phong P.T. Mai
briefly opened a window into the
world of ground rents.

The family contended that they

didn’t learn they had lost the prop-
erty for failure to pay ground rent
until the building was scheduled for
auction. The ground rent holder dis-
puted their contention, and the
court agreed that the holder had
made sufficient effort to find them,
including posting notice of legal ac-
tion on the house. The house was
sold at auction for $98,000 in June
2005. Later, Mai’s family received a
confidential settlement.

In response, the Baltimore City
Council passed a resolution asking
the General Assembly to abolish all
ground rents, calling them “draconi-
an” and “ripe for abuse.”

The bills sponsored by Davis and
McFadden, also a city Democrat,
would have required ground rent
holders to use readily available tech-
nology such as a “skip-trace” service
that taps databases to track down
people. Baltimore City uses this tool
before condemning a property. Oth-
er branches of government, busi-
nesses and law firms use it, too.

William N. Burgee, director of
property acquisition and relocation
with the city Department of Hous-
ing and Community Development,
told legislators that he and his staff

tested the technique by using an on-
line “people finder” to see if Mai
could be found that way.

“We located him within four min-
utes,” Burgee said.

McFadden drove home the point:
“With a minimum effort, you can
now sit at your desk and locate your
high school classmates, your first
love, your old Uncle Charlie. Why
wouldn’t you do the same thing to
find a defendant before you can take
away his house?”

But the GRO Coalition, the group
Goldberg is associated with, dis-
missed the need for changes in the
law as “costly, inefficient and unnec-
essary.”

“The landlord should be allowed to
rely on the mailing address provid-
ed in the public records of the De-
partment of Assessment and Taxa-
tion and not be required to expend
additional funds attempting to lo-
cate the tenant through a national
skip-trace database that may or may
not yield any usable information as
to the tenant’s whereabouts,” the
group’s statement said.

The coalition, represented by one
of Annapolis’ most prominent lob-
bying firms, Rifkin, Livingston, Levi-
tan and Silver LLC, said the skip-
trace requirement would only add
to the cost of ejectments — a cost
typically passed on to the homeown-
er.

Both bills died in committee.
City officials said they may try

again when the legislature convenes
next month.

“Skip-trace?” said Kurt Sommer,
special assistant for policy and legis-
lation in the Department of Housing
and Community Development. “I
don’t know what happened and
why it went down. It seemed like a
very common sense, due diligence
thing. We’re looking at remedies to
that.”

Making money
Title company executives and oth-

ers in the real estate industry said
they began to notice new ground
rents crop up in the past year.
There’s no way to even estimate
their number, as the law doesn’t re-
quire ground rents to be recorded in
an accessible way.

Those creating the new ground
rents acknowledge their purpose: to
make money.

“You would have thought it would
have been eliminated by now,” said
Tom Atkins, who owns Tomcat En-
terprises and has generated a few
new ground rents. “I’m not selling
my houses any cheaper by having a
ground rent on it. I don’t think
that’s been done for decades. I do it
because I’m able to do it.”

The person who created the new
ground rent on Michael Moriarty’s
Federal Hill home defended the
practice.

“Most of the renovators and re-
habbers in Federal Hill, Canton and
Locust Point pretty much are put-
ting on a new ground rent,” said
Chris Reda, a local Realtor. “Most
people are doing $240.”

“It’s an additional income, and for
me it gives me an emotional attach-
ment,” Reda added. “You put a lot of
time and effort into these houses,
and so you hold onto a piece.”

No one knows how many new —
or old — ground rents exist. But
word of new ones is getting around,

and this year state Sen. George W.
Della Jr. proposed to ban them.

His bill died in committee, op-
posed by Realtors and advocates for
affordable housing who said they
might prove useful one day.

“To the extent that land values are
skyrocketing across the state of
Maryland,” said Cook of the Board of
Realtors, “it’s very conceivable that
the using of a ground rent as an af-
fordability mechanism may come
back.”

But Sommer, the city official, dis-
agrees. He says ground rent only
complicates Baltimore’s mammoth
efforts to gain control of thousands
of decrepit or abandoned properties
and rebuild neighborhoods.

“The city is built out,” Sommer
said. “This is not an affordable hous-
ing tool. It is really a hindrance to ef-
fective redevelopment and attract-
ing new homeowners to Baltimore.”

Della, a Baltimore Democrat, also
takes issue with Cook.

“The people interested in afford-
able housing are not seeing what’s
happening,” he said. “They don’t re-
alize that people are being taken ad-
vantage of.”

Twana Adams says homeowners
need more help.

An unpaid ground rent bill on a
house she owns on West Lafayette
Avenue spiraled from $300 into a
debt of $1,645. She paid, and kept
the property.

The lessons gleaned from the expe-
rience would benefit other home-
owners, she says.

“I think they should know what
happens if you don’t pay the ground
rent — what kind of costs you can
incur when you don’t pay,” said Ad-
ams, 44, a chemistry teacher. “I was
really ignorant about the process. I
couldn’t figure out what my rights
were. It was only when I started do-
ing research that I figured it out.”
.......................
june.arney@baltsun.com
fred.schulte@baltsun.com
.......................
Sun staff researchers Paul McCardell
and Doris Johnson contributed to
this article.

Tom Atkins, owner of Tomcat En-
terprises, acknowledges that he
has created new ground rents on
some of his properties “because
I’m able to do it.”
E L I Z A B E T H M A L B Y
[ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

The owners of this Bolton Hill house lost it over a ground rent lawsuit they didn’t
know about, but eventually obtained clear title to the property.
E L I Z A B E T H M A L B Y [ S U N P H O T O G R A P H E R ]

TUESDAY 12.12.2006 11ATUESDAY 12.12.2006 11A

In much of Baltimore, and in parts of a
few counties in Maryland, homeowners
lease the land beneath their houses from a
person, charity or business.  

The amount of rent depends on when
the lease was executed. Leases are written
for terms of 99 years, renewable forever,
though homeowners can buy out most of
them under terms specified in state law. 

Ground rent can be traced to 1632, when
King Charles I of England gave the second
Lord Baltimore all the land in what is now
Maryland. Cecilius Calvert charged rent
to colonists who wanted to build on his land. 

After the American Revolution,
Maryland’s legislature empowered any
landholder to demand rent, and starting in
the late 19th century developers created
ground rents to make rowhouses more
affordable for working people. New
ground rents are still being created.

How do I determine if 
I owe ground rent?  
Look at the deed to your house. It will list
a ground lease or say “fee simple,” which
means there is no ground rent. If you
have a mortgage, the lender most likely
is paying the ground rent from escrow.
But call to check. 

How do I avoid getting caught up
in an ejectment lawsuit?
There are two sure ways – pay your
ground rent on time, or redeem it.

How do I locate my 
ground-rent holder? 
If you have a mortgage, the lender
should have that information. Otherwise,
if your rent owner is a corporation and
you can’t find it through phone listings,
the name and address of the firm’s regis-
tered agent can be found on the
Maryland Department of Assessments
and Taxation Web site, at
http://sdatcert3.resiusa.org/ucc-char-
ter/CharterSearch_f.asp. 
It’s also possible the ground rent deed
was transferred. To locate the new
owner, go to http://ww2.
mdlandrec.net. You’ll need to get a pass-
word, though it’s free and takes only sec-
onds. From the home page, choose your
locality from the pull-down menu, then
go to “search land record indices.”

I owe ground rent but haven’t
received a bill in quite a while, and
I’m not sure it has been paid. What
do I do?

Contact the rent owner right away. The
mortgage company might have lost track
of who owns the ground rent and
stopped sending payments, or the rent
owner might have sent bills to an outdat-
ed address. You can also consider
redeeming — paying off — the ground
rent. (Find instructions on how to do this
at www.baltimoresun.com/
groundrent.) If you haven’t received a bill
or any other communication from the
rent owner in three years or more, you
may apply to the Department of
Assessments and Taxation to do the
redemption. For information and forms:
www.dat.state.md.us/sdatweb/
ground_rent.html. 
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To pry open the secretive ground rent
business, The Sun obtained computer data
from the Baltimore City Circuit Court and
identified nearly 4,000
lawsuits filed by ground
rent holders against home-
owners since 2000.
Reporters Fred Schulte
and June Arney analyzed
this information and pulled
hundreds of case files to
determine key patterns:
who was filing the suits for
overdue ground rent, the
outcomes of the suits and
where the homeowners
lived. Many were losing
houses as a result of these
suits, and Schulte and
Arney accompanied city
sheriff’s deputies on six
occasions to observe new
owners taking possession.
Elizabeth Malby and
other Sun photographers
captured images of these
scenes, important figures
in the story and events at
the courthouse.
Cartographer Christine
Fellenz used geographic
information software to
plot locations, by neigh-
borhood, of homes target-
ed in ejectment suits.

To learn more about people involved in
the ground rent business, the reporters
searched state tax and assessment and
incorporation records. During nine months
of research, The Sun conducted dozens of
interviews with ground rent holders, home-
owners, real estate professionals, legal
experts, government officials and judges. 
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