
CLARION
June, 2026  Volume 19, Number 6  THE CL AIBORNE

A NEWSLET TER FOR THE CL AIBORNE COMMUNIT Y

Spring in Full Swing: 
Claiborne’s Busy April and May
A Note from Rob Todd, Claiborne Association President

	 Here we are at the start of June, wrapping up what NOAA tells us was a drier 
and slightly warmer-than-normal spring. I’m not sure I buy it — since March, 
the weather has felt more like a yo-yo, leaving us guessing daily whether to put 
the winter coat away or pull it back out.
	 Weather aside, April and early May were wonderfully full thanks to the 
creativity, initiative, and energy of the Association’s Program Committee and 
Garden Committee. See the program notes.
	 In addition to the committees who plan and host these gatherings, a heartfelt 
thank you goes to everyone who stays afterward to clean up, wash dishes, fold 
tables, stack chairs, and haul out trash and recycling. It truly does take a village.
	 I would also be remiss not to thank Will Murdoch for working with our air 
conditioning contractor to get the Hall’s out of commission A/C unit repaired, 
and Terry Babb for keeping us safe by ensuring the Hall’s fire extinguishers were 
inspected and recertified. Several other special projects are also underway, and we 
look forward to sharing updates as they progress.
	 That’s a wrap for now — but stay tuned. There’s plenty more ahead.

Note: Due to late-May travel plans, this article was written a few 
weeks early. Anything of consequence that has happened in
 Claiborne since early May lies beyond the soothsaying 
abilities of your Association President and is 
therefore not included.
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Please contact Pat Flory at 
florypatricia485tbj@gmail.com to add 
your name and birthday to the Claiborne 
Birthday List.     

JUNE BIRTHDAYS

Tom Babb	 2   
Kate Davitt 	  9
Pat Flory	 16
Dustin Fellinger	 22
Cathy Evans 	 27

ST. MICHAELS LIBRARY

If you haven’t visited the new St. 
Michaels Library, here’s another 
reason:



LIVE, AT THE VILLAGE HALL

Our annual Cinco de Mayo Potluck brought an evening of mingling and delectable south 
of the border dishes. A special thank you to Paul Cooper for once again manning the 
“Memorial Kuperberg Margarita Machine.”

Last month Cory Sexnec & Friends played 
at the Village Hall. A good time was had by all, 
and the food was great!

A NOTE FROM ABBY WEST

The verdict is in!  The Maryland 
Humanities’ One Book One 
Maryland committee chose No 
Sense In Wishing: Essays on 
Black Music, Belonging and 
Baltimore by Lawrence Burney.  

Released in 2025, the book is a 
personal and analytical essay 
collection taking cue from 
Burney’s career as a culture 
writer and critic through which 
he looks at his home city of 
Baltimore and music around 
the globe.  

Local libraries carry extra 
copies of One Maryland One 
Book selections and Maryland 
Humanities hosts programming 
throughout the state.  

Phillips Wharf Environmental Center
	 The Phillips Wharf Environmental Center is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit that focuses on 
environmental education. Its mission is to encourage, educate, and engage people of all 
ages with Chesapeake Bay stewardship. And its vision is a healthy Chesapeake Bay with 
thriving fisheries, clean water, and access for all. 
	 The Phillips Wharf Environmental Center runs an oyster restoration program called 

Tilghman Islanders Grow Oysters (but it extends throughout the Bay 
Hundred area these days). The program is part of the state-wide Marylanders 
Grow Oysters program, which places baby oysters (aka spat) with volunteer 
growers for about 9 months. These oysters will be planted on the Harris 
Creek oyster sanctuary, to help bolster the wild population. After a rough 
winter, it remains to be seen how this year’s oysters fared but Phillips Wharf 
will be sharing the results of their program in their July newsletter.”
	 Claiborne’s own, Kristen Lycette (shown in the photo above with 
some of her charges, runs the Center.  She’s flown the coop but still a 
Claibornite at heart.  For more, check out phillipswharf.org



And Now:
A Tribute to 
Will Murdoch 
and His Contribution to Will Ville (a.k.a. Claiborne)

JAMES VATNE AND JOSH GALICKI

	 Will Murdoch’s Claiborne Builders renovated 
our home about 10 years before we bought it. The 
extensive renovation included lifting the house and 
rehabbing nearly every part of our 125+ year old 
home. Oddly the previous owners left the second 
floor mostly untouched.
	 While we didn’t get the chance to work with 
Will, he has been invaluable in providing advice and 
guidance when we finished our renovation of the 
second floor.  Thank you Will!

PHIL AND SARAH SAYRE

	 In 1998 Sarah and I started to look for a builder 
for an addition to our small house overlooking the 
wetlands.  A few people in town mentioned that 
Will Murdoch, a relative newcomer to Claiborne, 
had done something similar to his house on Miracle 

House Circle.  More important to me, I discovered Will had built the 
Commodore Ralph Munroe Sharpie – a classic from the early 20th century—
anchored in Tilghman Creek.  I rowed out to Will’s boat and spent nearly an 
hour admiring the craftsmanship.  That settled it. 
 	 During a long hot summer Will put on two additions to our house and later 
in 2003 he made extensive improvements as part of a big repair job following 
hurricane Isabel.  
	 A deep friendship has followed.  With Will and Lida we have shared land 
and sea adventures in Nova Scotia, the Bahamas, Maine and elsewhere. One 
cruise included Coconut Grove, Florida, where we made a point to visit 
the Commodore’s estate, the Barnacle, and check out the original sharpie.   
Inspiring us, once again.

In this editor’s opinion, likely 
shared by many in Claiborne, 
it would be hard to think of 
anyone who has made more of 
a contribution to Claiborne in 
the post-Ferry epoch.  Here, as 
follows, is only a partial list of 
those contributions, as related 
by those who have had first-hand 
experience working with Will and 
who enjoy the fruits of his labor.



From a kitchen like this…                            To a kitchen like this.

And a living room like this…                        To a living room like this.

KIRKE AND LIND HARPER

	 Linda and I have the perfect house for us. At 1400 square feet with one bathroom, plus two screened porches, and an upstairs 
gallery that extends the width of our house giving us a Winter view of Eastern Bay, we feel very lucky.
	 The old house was, of course, rebuilt by Will Murdock. He and Linda made all the design changes, trim and color decisions, 
and the hundred other choices that make up a house remodel. In our case, it was a complete renovation after taking the original 
structure back to the studs. The job included lifting the house and installing a new foundation.
	 Our goal, shared by Will, was to leave the exterior look of the house and the streetscape as unchanged as possible. We failed on 
both counts, of course. The windows and doors are different, and the house sits three feet higher than before. Changes to the rear 
of the house completely altered the massing.
	 In just a few months:

	 Will’s creativity extended from a double 
curved raised hearth for the fireplace to 
lifting the upstairs ceilings 18 inches, and 
from double French doors front and back 
to water views upstairs and down.
	 We did it on a handshake - no 
contractor, no lawyers, no architect, no 
nonsense. Thanks, Will.

           



DAVID AND ELIZABETH CRENSHAW

	 That year we were hit by a historic global financial crisis, triggered by a severe hous-
ing market bubble. It marked the start of the Great Recession.
Of course, we decided to build a house. 
	 Will Murdoch built our house between the summers of 2008 and 2009.  That was a 
crazy busy time, of coming and going, with a million decisions.
	 Elizabeth and I had distractions.  She was in her second decade as an award-winning 
consumer reporter at NBC.  I was traveling extensively running GE’s satellite opera-
tions.  But hey, the kids (three daughters) were off to college. How hard could this be?
	 We needed a builder who could operate independently, one we could trust. 
	 Will was highly recommended.  He had completed an extensive rebuild of John & 
Suzanne Scott’s house and done major renovation on Jack & Judy Harrold’s house.  
The quality of his work was clear from just looking at the details.  
	 As we worked through the planning process on weekends or days stolen from an 
otherwise full calendar, Will pushed back with good ideas.  He clearly had a good eye 
for detail & proportion.  Our trust in Will grew.  We decided to sign him up which 
turned out to be among the best decisions of our lives. 
	 We like to say our house was hand built by four guys.  That would be Will Murdock 
and his small team.
	 Sure, there were subcontractors and specialists.  For example, I insisted that nothing 
interrupt the flat expanse of our great room’s ceiling.  That took some special engi-
neering and a crane to install the 28-foot steel beam spanning the ceiling of our great 
room.  Of course, Will knew the best engineer, just as he did the best masons, plumb-
ers, electricians, as well as the top dry wall man and finest painter in the business.  
	 But Will & his small team hand built our house.  They did all the framing and 
closing.  They hung every window and every door and installed the flooring.  They 
fabricated and installed all the custom trim, baseboards, windowsills, etc. They hung 
the siding, fabricated and installed cedar railings and the hurricane screens. 
	 One charming aspect of working with Will is the catalog of hand-written reports 
& invoices recorded in his flowing cursive.  Elizabeth has collected them into a large 
three-ring binder, essentially a shop manual for our house.  It records every hour of 
labor and every part from that steel beam to finishing nails. We have a part list for our 
house.  Not many have that. 
	  Will’s work ethic was a huge added value to our project.  He completed the house, 
in under the year promised.  We could see the quality, but in a way, took it for grant-
ed.  This is what new houses were like, right?   Well, maybe not.  A few years after the 
construction, when we could finally afford some window treatments, we had Next-
Day-Blinds come in to measure for shades.  
	 Before she left the lady said, “Your windows are really square.”  
	 “Yeah,” we may have responded thinking, “Of, course they are.”  
	 “No...,” She said, “…I measure a lot of windows.  They’re never perfectly square.  
Yours are.”
	 To this day - 17 years on after construction – the windows are still square, the orig-
inal hurricane screening around our screened-in porch is fully intact and there’s not a 
single crack in the drywall.
	 We ended up with a great house.  But more importantly, in Will, a friend for life.

ROB AND SUZANNE TODD

	 We were fortunate to have Will 
remodel our house in 2014. When we 
first discovered Claiborne, Linda and 
Kirke showed us what he had done 
with their house. So, we knew we 
wanted Will to remodel ours, which 
was originally built in 1912. He, 
Luke, and Gary transformed it into 
what we had envisioned. 
	 One of the best parts was what 
Will did with the fireplace mantel 
we had moved into the living room. 
The mantel was too small for the new 
fireplace we had installed previously. 
Will enlarged it to fit perfectly. We 
are so glad Will decided to take on 
our project.



PAGE LANDSDALE

	 We bought the former Bellefonte Hotel lot from Thelma Prickett in 2011, know-
ing that we would do a major renovation.  Our neighbor at the time and very good 
friend, Leslie Smith, suggested that we talk to Will Murdoch, Claiborne Builders.  
We did, and I asked him for references.  We visited the homes of the Crenshaws 
and the Scotts which Will had recently renovated.  Both said, “If you can get him 
(meaning availability) you won’t regret it.”  
	 The house that we bought was a patchwork of repairs after a fire destroyed the 
second floor and much of the north wing of the former hotel.  The second floor had 
been replaced with an A-frame structure with dormer windows facing the beautiful 
bay about the size of a peep hole.  Our renovation plan was to remove the second 
floor and keep the first-floor shell.  The first floor was to be reframed for the new 
floor plan and new locations of doors and windows.  An entirely new second floor 
was to be added.  At least that was what we thought.
	 Will began the demolition in the spring of 2013 (after a marathon permitting 
process with Talbot County and the State Health Department).  Within about a 
week he called me at my office in Bethesda to say, “We can’t use the first floor.  There 
is nothing level, plumb, or square, and my head will explode if I try to fix it.”  Not 
wanting to cause undue harm to my builder and neighbor, I agreed, and I am glad I 
did.  Removing the first floor revealed that a third of the floor joists had been lost to 
termites, and the foundation such as it was needed extensive work.
	 Will told us it would take twelve months to finish.  He did it in thirteen after we 
increased the scope of the project significantly.  The quality of his work is absolutely 
first rate and there is an intensity about how he runs a construction project, all for 
the client’s benefit.  Did he and I have a few disagreements?  Of course, but they 
were resolved quickly.
	 Early on I could sense his unveiled distain for designers and architects, especially 
those with egos.  Our architect and interior designer came to the site twice each, I 
believe.  After their second visit, both said, “He doesn’t want us there”.  The fact is he 
didn’t need them.
	 Regarding references from neighbors, I asked Will what he thought they would 
say about him.  He said, “I don’t know exactly what they would say, but they still 
invite Lida and me to dinner.”  Over the years, we have also enjoyed their company 
at dinner time in our beautiful home.

VILLAGE HALL
It’s not possible to overstate Will’s 
role in making the Hall into what 
you see today. From roof repairs to 
new siding, from the bell tower to 
new steps and doors, Will’s vision 
and enthusiasm have inspired our 
community to action. 
From this:

To this: 

Will’s touch and effort are 
everywhere.

Of course he had help along the 
way. Jake and Jim and Rob and 
Phil and David and Kirke and 
Steve and Dick and Mike and 
Tenny and Tom and everyone who 
showed up to paint or sweep or 
hold a board made a meaningful 
contribution.

Together with Jake and Jim, Will 
and the Construction Committee 
continue to oversee or coordinate 
nearly all of the building’s 
maintenance and improvements. 
Only the Program Committee is 
more active. -Kirke Harper



JOHN AND SUSANNE SCOTT 

	 Will and Lida and Susanne and I joined the Claiborne family at around the same 
time in 1995 (as I’ve related in an earlier Clarion, Susanne and I sailed to Tilghman 
Creek on our honeymoon in the summer of 1983 and met Renny and Jim & Martha, 
never guessing we’d end up back hear several years later).  We became friends with Will 
and Lida early on and by the time came around when we were thinking of renovation 
we knew Will was the one we’d call (he’s recently completed Phil and Sarah’s remodel-
ing).
	 One of the first things Will called to our attention was the fact that our home was 
literally sitting on the ground, save for an occasional cinder block or stack of bricks  
We agreed that it looked like a problem waiting to happen but passed when we heard 
the cost (most people buying a house like we bought were buying the land, with the 
expectation that the house would be 
knocked down, but we could barely 
afford to buy the place let alone knock 
down and build new).
	 Not too long after that, “the prob-
lem” happened: Hurricane Isabel 
flooded our entire house with two feet 
of water.  Jim and Martha canoed up 
to the window and checked inside to 
see our furniture floating in the living 
room and Renny watched our propane 
tank, which had detached from the 
house in the flood, scooted around 
the yard propelled by escaping gas 
(Susanne and I were in a hotel room in 
Honolulu watching it all on CNN).
	 After Isabel we attempted to put the 
house back together but knew in the 
long run we’d need to do more… And that “more” was a lot!  



	 We called Will and you could tell from the beginning he was ready for the challenge.  We also hired an architect (but 
you’ve already read stories above about Will and architects, so I won’t go into detail).  At first our thought was to double 
the side of the house.  We had three daughters and knew this is where we would be forever, so we needed space.  Enter the 
county!  To increase the number of bedrooms we had to increase the size of our septic system.  Ha ha!  50’ from the water, 
with a water table so high that at times digging a foot you’d be wet.  A new septic system was not going to pass.  So, no grand 
plan.  The county did allow us to add 10% of our current contiguous footprint, but 10% of a tiny house wasn’t much of an 
addition.  We had been looking at some sketches of a few houses our architect was working on, and we saw a tower feature 
in one of them and we asked about the possibility of a tower for us as our addition.  And plans were laid out, but it was not 
long after that our architect and Will parted ways.  At this point I should say that we’re happy that we enlisted the help of 
the architect.  She made a significant contribution to the home we love, but it was clear that Will would be the driving force 
from here on (and those of you who know Will will know what I mean ☺).
	 The main challenge, before the build, would be the need to raise the house and pour and build a solid foundation.  It was 
determined that 4 ½ feet would do it, but YIKES!  Our little house being lifted 4 ½ feet?  We immediately thought of the 
homes on stilts on the outer banks and we didn’t want that.  Will, not surprisingly, had some good ideas and talked us down 
from the ledge. 
	 Except for a few more vanilla envelopes than we’d hoped for (in for a penny in for a pound, we resigned ourselves) all 
went well.  Bad timing on our part had us out of town for two of the most exciting phases of the building.  First, the lifting 
of the house.  Will hired an Amish crew from Pennsylvania and they did an amazing job lifting the house so that the foun-
dation could be poured and built and then lowering it back, without hardly any interior drywall disruption.  The next cool 
phase was the building and lifting the tower, by crain, complete with its widows walk.
	 All went well after that, until it came to choosing a color for the cedar covering the foundation.  I may have made a mis-
take in asking friends for their opinion -- or perhaps I should say I may have made the mistake of agreeing with Jim Rich-
ardson’s suggestion -- without consulting Will! (Does anyone remember Rumpole of the Bailey, on PBS, and how Rumpole 
referred to his wife?).   ….. But that’s a story for another time.

PETER BRUNS AND JENNIFER SHEA

	 March 24, 2019, driving back to the western shore, we decided to drive by a house we had seen on the internet that 
winter, a single-story wooden house whose interior intrigued us.  We swung around Miracle House Circle to take a look, 
and surprise, surprise, who did we see but our star sailing friend Will Murdoch whom we had seen the night before at a star 
party.  After chatting about the party, we asked him what he knew about the house next door. Will gave the classic Will 
smart-ass grin and offered, “A lot.  I built it.” AND that was that.
	 But what sort of house would the imaginative Will the Sailor build? For starters the living 
room walls were sagging out; a previous owner had removed ceiling joists to create an open, 
vaulted ceiling. Will went to his rigger in Annapolis and ordered up the modern-day version 
of a classic solution to this problem. Chat GPT describes the solution well, “In medieval and 
later masonry buildings, long iron rods were used to keep opposite walls from spreading apart 
under the weight of roofs or vaults… You can still see them on many old buildings in places 
like Amsterdam and medieval towns throughout France and Germany.” And now in Clai-
borne. So, our now open-vaulted ceiling living room has two rods running across the room and the 
walls stay put.
	 But Will the Sailor added other touches, such as a half bath off the living room: a small room 
with sink and toilet with a port hole mirror and a label on the door: “Head.” (It is hard to confuse 
the function of the room.)
And a window high in the eastern end of the master bedroom that acts as a seasonal sundial. In 
winter mornings the image of the rising sun is cast to the north on the opposite wall. In summer, as the sun moves 
north, the same image is well over on the other end of the wall, to the south. Who needs a calendar with Will the Sailor on 
the job?
So, what did we discover in Will-Ville? That, yes, Will is a winning star sailor on the Miles River, but more impressively, the 
ever inventive, creative star builder of Claiborne. He knows when to tack and what to tackle.


