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Shkula Zadran, kisses her niece Hareer Zadran, 4, as they get ready to move into an apartment in Howard County after staying in a hotel for 
months after fleeing Afghanistan. LLOYD FOX/BALTIMORE SUN

By Jean Marbella

As his daughter’s fourth birthday approached, Wali Zadran thought 
of the parties he and his wife had previously hosted, one at a five-
star hotel in Kabul even, with elaborate cakes and decorations in 
colors matching the girl’s fluffy party dress.

“It’s for the memories,” Zadran said.
But for this birthday, a similar party seemed unlikely. He, his wife, Khadija, and 

daughter, Hareer, were living in a small hotel room near BWI Marshall Airport 
with two beds, a kitchenette and what few possessions they still have after a rushed 
evacuation from Afghanistan following the U.S. withdrawal in August.

What Hareer will remember from these nomadic seven months remains to 
be seen, though she sometimes asks, as if they’re on a particularly long vacation, 
when they’re going home.

It is less a question of when than if.
The family, including Zadran’s mother, brother and two sisters, is among more 

than 76,000 refugees accepted into the United States since the end of the nearly 
20-year war in Afghanistan and the takeover by the fundamentalist Taliban.

“Things happened so quickly,” Zadran, 32, said, “we didn’t have time to think.”

They only knew they had to leave, 
he said, with the Taliban seeking retri-
bution against those who had worked 
with the U.S.-backed Afghan govern-
ment, international agencies and coali-
tion military force, and sure to reverse 
advances such as on women’s rights.

A lawyer by training, Zadran was 
an oil and gas official for the Afghan 
government. His sister, Shkula, 27, 
served as a youth representative to the 
United Nations. His brother, Atal, 25, 
worked for the Ministry of Education. 
And his mother, Sahera Sharif, 61, is 
a former member of Parliament and 
founder of a women’s literary society in 
Afghanistan that gave voice to an other-
wise silenced population.

They have been on the move since, 
first to a safe house in northern Afghan-
istan, then U.S. military bases in Qatar 
and New Jersey, and, in mid-January, 

Finding their way

Driven from Afghanistan by the Taliban takeover last summer, 
refugees in Maryland overcome struggles in unfamiliar land
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Rebecca Hoffberger prepares to retire from the American Visionary Arts Museum, the 
institution she founded in 1995. LLOYD FOX/BALTIMORE SUN

By Mary Carole McCauley

Rebecca Alban Hoffberger is tied to the 
train tracks in the old-timey photograph 
used as an invitation to the American 
Visionary Art Museum’s gala last fall.

A locomotive belching black smoke and 
emblazoned with the word “retirement” 
is barreling down the tracks. The train’s 
cowcatcher resembles a set of giant metal 
teeth, as if Hoffberger’s retirement from the 
American Visionary Art Museum, which 
she incorporated 33 years ago, threatens to 
chomp her to bits.

But wait!!!

Moving even faster than the train is a 
flying saucer emanating a bright cone of 
light and clearly intent on beaming up the 
damsel. Despite the ropes binding her, 
Hoffberger has a broad grin on her face and 
doesn’t appear even slightly distressed.

That train — and flying saucer — arrive 
Monday, right on schedule. Today is Hoff-
berger’s last day as AVAM’s executive direc-
tor. At noon Baltimore Mayor Brandon Scott 
plans to dedicate a portion of Covington 
Street as “Rebecca A. Hoffberger Way.”

Though Hoffberger, 69, said she is 
tremendously sad to leave the Baltimore 
institution that opened to the public in 1995, 
she can’t wait to discover where life will take 
her.

AVAM founder, who gave voice to 
outsiders for 27 years, steps away
Hoffberger overcame all odds 
to shape the beloved arts icon

By Bryn Stole

As Maryland lawmakers steam into 
the final days of the General Assembly’s 
annual legislative session this coming 
week, much work remains to be done 
— hashing out deals, lining up votes and 
killing bad ideas.

Of the hundreds upon hundreds of 
bills lawmakers filed before the session 
kicked off in January, the ink from Gov. 
Larry Hogan’s pen signing them into law 
has only dried on a handful of them.

The governor and legislators quickly 
agreed, for instance, on a 30-day tempo-
rary suspension of the gasoline and 
diesel fuels taxes. And on Friday, Hogan 
joined House Speaker Adrienne A. Jones 
and Senate President Bill Ferguson to 
put their signatures on a collection of 
tax cuts for older Marylanders and on 
sales of child care and medical products.

Another stack of bills landed on 
Hogan’s desk later Friday afternoon, 
these far less likely to get the governor’s 
approval. Democratic lawmakers rushed 
this past week to pass many of their 
more controversial proposals and drop 
them on the Republican governor’s desk 
before Saturday, the deadline to guaran-
tee themselves a chance to override any 
potential vetoes before the session ends 
on April 11.

GENERAL ASSEMBLY

Session 
enters 
frenetic 
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As Democratic lawmakers 
scurry to pass legislation, 
Hogan looms with veto pen
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Ukrainian forces retake 
areas just north of Kyiv
Troops use cables to pull bodies off the 
streets, fearing Russian forces might have 
booby-trapped them. Page 7
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“I’ve been telling everyone, ‘No boohoo-
ing,’ ” Hoffberger said during a recent inter-
view at the museum. “I have spent more 
than half my life at AVAM, and it has been 
incredible.

“But AVAM’s board has appointed some-
one who I believe will be a died-and-gone-
to-heaven successor. And there are other 
projects that I have been waiting a quarter 
of a century to do.”

Jenenne Whitfield, director of Detroit’s 
acclaimed Heidelberg Project, becomes 
AVAM’s new executive director Sept. 6. 
Between April and September, AVAM will 
be run by chief operating officer Donna 
Katrinic.

Over the past 27 years the cylindrical 
building with the mirrored facade and giant 
whirligig on Key Highway has become such 
a beloved part of Baltimore’s civic fabric that 
it’s difficult to remember how daunting the 
odds against the museum’s — and Hoffberg-
er’s — success once were.

Today, the museum dedicated to show-
casing the work of outsider artists is debt-
free, with a $3.1 million budget in 2022. 
Unlike most local museums, AVAM’s annual 
attendance (now about 115,000) has grown 
steadily, though unlike the Walters Art 
Museum and Baltimore Museum of Art, it 
charges admission.

Such AVAM-sponsored events as the 
Kinetic Sculpture Race, a 15-mile trek of 
human-powered sculptures over land, 
through the water and over mud and sand, 
have become annual traditions that draw 
thousands of visitors downtown.

Baltimore filmmaker John Waters said if 
he ever makes a movie about Hoffberger’s 
life, he would call it, “Glinda the Good Witch 
of Key Highway.”

“Rebecca really is a witch,” Waters said. 
“If anybody could put a spell on a building, 
she has.

“She invented it. It is her blood, her life, 
her cult. There are people who come to 
Baltimore just to visit AVAM. I’ve never met 
anybody who has been to that museum who 
hasn’t liked it.”

Over the years, AVAM has hosted visitors 
such as the late South African Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu. Hoffberger has collaborated 
on exhibits with the 14th Dalai Lama. 

Stavros Lambrinidis, the European 
Union’s ambassador to the United States, 
borrowed 28 artworks from AVAM in Janu-
ary 2021 and installed them in the room of 
his home, where official events are hosted. 
He recently asked to have the loan extended.

A visionary from  
the beginning

Hoffberger has been following her inner 
vision since she was 5 years old and suffered 
a painful bout of rheumatic fever.

“It taught me how to get outside my 
body,” she said. “The only way I could get 
to sleep was to pretend I was a baby bird 
in a nest and could feel the cool night air.”

It didn’t take the baby bird long to learn 
to fly. In 1969, when she was 16, Rebecca 
Alban moved to Paris to study mime with 
the legendary Marcel Marceau. She was his 
only American student at the time.

She had been planning to leave high 
school and enroll early in college, but this 
was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity so  
formal education could wait.

A photo of the teen ran on the cover of 
the Nov. 16, 1969, Baltimore Sun magazine.

The photographer had asked the young 
Rebecca to bend over, toss her mane of 
bright red hair into the air and quickly stand 
up. In the photo, coppery tresses float above 
the pale oval of her face like the flames of 
a candle emanating around the white-hot 
center.

But then, Hoffberger always has burned 
hot.

Before she was 21 she married a star ballet 
dancer from the Paris Opera, gave birth to  
daughter Belina, relocated to the U.S. and 
cofounded the New City Ballet Company 
in Columbia. Hoffberger raised the money 
for the troupe and even persuaded famed 
fashion designer Emilio Pucci to design 
costumes for free.

By age 25 she had worked as a consultant 
for nonprofits, where she wrote a grant to 
ship the operating theaters inside former 
bomb shelters to Nigeria and Somalia, 
where they were used as field hospitals. For 
that effort she was designated a Dame by 
the International Order of the White Cross.

“They had operating tables in them, 
dental equipment, everything,” Hoffberger 
recalled.

By age 27 she had studied nontradi-
tional medicine in Mexico with her second 
husband, the author and parapsychological 
researcher Andrija Puharich. Hoffberger 
helped deliver babies and gave birth to her 
second daughter, Athena.

“The energy of birth is so similar to the 
energy of death,” Hoffberger said. “There’s 
a quietness. Taking that first breath is very 
much like taking the last breath.”

In the early 1980s, when Hoffberger, now 
divorced for the second time, returned to 
Baltimore with her daughters and began 
planning to build a museum dedicated to 
self-taught artists, Baltimore’s entrenched 
cultural elite initially dismissed her as a 
dilettante.

At the time outsider art, much of which 
is created by people who are homeless, 
mentally ill or incarcerated, was dismissed 
as a curiosity. And the woman running 
this institution? The exuberant New Age 
mystic without any background in the art 
world who described her vision for her new 
museum as “womblike”?

Hoffberger’s third husband, the late 
LeRoy Hoffberger, told the Sun in 1995 that 
Baltimore cultural leaders urged legislators 
not to allocate state money for the fledgling 
institution.

“Not only was the [funding] pie too small 
already,” LeRoy Hoffberger said, “this 
wasn’t even good art.”

Besides, these leaders reasoned errone-
ously, the museum already had an angel 

— the director’s new husband. LeRoy 
Hoffberger was a wealthy attorney whose 
family had owned a brewery and a stake in 
the Orioles.

An unflattering profile of Rebecca Hoff-
berger that ran in The New York Times 
in 2000 noted the 27-year age difference 
between the couple. It commented on 
Hoffberger’s cleavage and noted that she 
wore a heart-shaped diamond ring “the size 
of a York Peppermint Pattie.”

The new museum director, the article 
implied, was little more than a chorus girl 
with a sugar daddy.

Those assumptions weren’t merely 
demeaning and unfair. Hoffberger said they 
were also untrue.

“LeRoy was always enthusiastic and 
wholeheartedly supportive,” she said. “But 
he would not donate to the museum until 
I had raised 90% of the money we needed. 
Once I did that, he was very, very generous.”

Underestimated  
and unmatched

Those meeting the big-hearted and ebul-
lient Hoffberger for the first time occasion-
ally underestimate her. 

They may view her as the embodiment of 
Fifi, the giant pink poodle on wheels that’s 
a perennial fixture at the Kinetic Sculp-
ture Race. They miss Hoffberger’s bulldog 
attributes: the practicality and shrewdness, 
the near-obsessive attention to detail, the 
formidable drive.

“People may underestimate Rebecca 
the first time they meet her,” AVAM board 
Chairman Christopher Goelet said. “They 
rarely make that mistake a second time.”

One example: The mirrors and mosa-
ics on AVAM’s eye-catching facade were 
installed by at-risk and incarcerated teens, 
who learned job skills from master arti-
sans. Hoffberger secured federal funds and 
corporate and private donations for that 
14-year project.

Here’s another: In 1992 Hoffberger 
somehow secured critical patronage for 
a museum in Baltimore from a cosmetics 
magnate in England. According to John 
Maizels, founder of Raw Vision Magazine, 
Hoffberger had a hunch that Anita Roddick, 
the late human rights and environmental 

activist who founded The Body Shop, a 
retailer of natural skin care products, would 
instinctively grasp AVAM’s potential. 

But years of entreaties failed to culminate 
in a meeting.

Finally, Roddick visited Baltimore in 
1992. But her schedule was jam-packed 
upon arrival. Her only possible availability 
was early the following morning.

Overnight, Hoffberger pulled off a coup.
“Anita arrived at 7 a.m. and walked into 

this big room,” Maizels said. “About a 
hundred local leaders were already there 
waiting for her. She was quite moved and 
became an ardent AVAM supporter.”

Over the next quarter-century, AVAM 
thrived and the naysayers were silenced.

“Rebecca elevates us,” said Freeman 
Hrabowski III, president of the University 
of Maryland, Baltimore County, who’s also 
about to retire. 

“When we go to that museum, we have 
thoughts we’ve never had before. We’re 
forced to examine our own assumptions. 
Who gives us greater hope than Rebecca?”

Though Hoffberger will no longer run 
AVAM after that train arrives, she isn’t 
finished with the museum quite yet. She 
will work part time through the summer to 
ease the transition to her successor. Among 
her goals: raising $25 million for an endow-
ment that will help secure AVAM’s future.

Paradoxically, the woman who took such 
pain to safeguard AVAM’s future was less 
vigilant at ensuring her own. For the first 15 
years of Hoffberger’s tenure at AVAM, she 
worked for free. She and LeRoy Hoffberger 
divorced nearly a dozen years ago.

“Money will be really tight,” Hoffberger 
acknowledged, “but I will sell my house and 
I plan to live simply. I still have more than 
many and am thankful.”

Besides, that flying saucer is on its way.
Hoffberger’s next project will be a play 

about the little-known friendship between 
the author Mark Twain and inventor Nikola 
Tesla that will meld her twin passions for 
art and science.

“I have been waiting to write this play 
for 37 years,” she said. “I know every aspect 
of it. It unfolded itself before me scene by 
scene.

“I received a vision when I founded this 
museum. And I received another vision 
about this play.”

AVAM
from Page 1

An amendment asking voters whether to 
legalize recreational marijuana for adults 
over the age of 21 in Maryland will go on the 
November ballot after the General Assembly 
approved it Friday, bypassing Hogan alto-
gether since governors do not wield veto 
authority over constitutional amendments.

So, as legislators head into the final, fren-
zied week, here’s a rough look at some of the 
issues still to be settled:

Veto bait for Gov. Hogan? Hogan will 
spend the next week deciding which of 
that stack to veto, sign into law or simply let 
become law without his signature. Among 
the items:

 � Although the ballot amendment to legal-
ize marijuana will skip Hogan’s desk, he will 
have to weigh in on companion legislation 
that would — if the amendment passes in 
November’s election — legalize possession 
of up to 1.5 ounces of marijuana, remove 
criminal penalties on possessing up to 2.5 
ounces and create a system to expunge 
past criminal records for those convicted 
of possessing marijuana. The legislation, 
however, leaves details of how to create 
and regulate a legal marijuana market in 
Maryland up to future lawmakers in 2023. 
Hogan has largely dodged questions about 
whether he supports legalizing recreational 
marijuana.

 �Legislation to expand access to abortions 
in Maryland by allowing medical profes-
sionals beyond only physicians to perform 
them; requiring most health insurance plans 
to cover abortions at no charge to patients; 
and spending $3.5 million per year training 
medical professionals to provide abortions. 
Hogan is opposed to abortion but has largely 
called it legally “settled law” in Maryland and 
hasn’t pushed efforts to restrict it.

 �A sweeping climate change package that 
aims to make Maryland carbon neutral by 
2045. Hogan has hinted at a potential veto, 
suggesting some of the bill’s measures would 

be too costly and prove a drag on the state’s 
economy.

 � Several pieces of legislation that aim to 
change how Maryland’s criminal justice 
system treats children and teenagers accused 
of crimes by changing sentencing rules, limit-
ing how often children are detained and 
making sure parents and a lawyer are notified 
before juveniles are interrogated by police.

 �A bill to create a statewide paid medical 
and family leave insurance program that 
would cover nearly every worker in the 
state. The program would give workers up 
to 12 weeks — or, in some limited cases, as 
much as 24 weeks — to welcome a newborn, 
care for ailing relatives or deal with health 
issues themselves once benefits start being 
paid in 2025. The benefits would be funded 
by mandatory contributions from workers 
and most employers, although the payroll tax 
rate would be determined later. Hogan signed 
off on providing similar benefits to govern-
ment employees — but he, like many other 
Republicans, has criticized the statewide 
proposal as too costly for workers and busi-
nesses. And many business groups oppose 
the legislation.

In each case, Democrats appear to have 
enough votes to override a potential Hogan 
veto. But legislative politics can be full of 
surprises and the veto math assumes few 
lawmakers have belated second thoughts 
about their support.

“I feel very confident on all,” said Senate 
President Bill Ferguson, a Baltimore Demo-
crat, when asked Friday afternoon if he could 
muster the override votes on all the bills sent 
to Hogan. “You never know — it’s the last 10 
days of a General Assembly session before an 
election — but I feel very confident.”

Scrutiny of how judges issue sentences: 
Among Hogan’s handful of legislative prior-
ities this spring is a proposal to publish more 
data on how individual judges in Maryland 
sentence criminal defendants. Hogan and 
Republican allies in the General Assembly 
framed it as a way for voters to hold elected 
judges accountable — especially those who 
might be letting criminals off too easy.

But several key Democrats, including 
Senate Judicial Proceedings Chair William C. 
Smith Jr. of Montgomery County, expressed 
concerns that compiling data on sentences 
could inject too much political pressure into 
courtrooms, erasing the nuances of cases and 
undermining justice for defendants by poten-
tially incentivizing election-minded judges to 
simply throw the book at everyone to avoid 
being painted as somehow “soft on crime.”

Both sides struck a compromise: Publish-
ing aggregate data for entire jurisdictions 
that would reveal the average sentences for 
various categories of violent crime in, for 
example, Baltimore County courts — but not 
singling out any judges.

The Senate passed the bill, a fact the gover-
nor touted, but as of Friday it had not seen a 
vote in the House of Delegates.

Decriminalize needles and other drug para-
phernalia: Last year, the General Assembly 
passed legislation — long sought by public 
health and harm-reduction outreach groups 
that work with drug users — to fully decrim-
inalize ancillary drug supplies such as 
needles or cookers, the possession of which 
is currently punishable by up to four years in 
prison. Actual possession of drugs generally 
carries a more lenient penalty of no more than 
one year.

Hogan, however, vetoed the measure, 
citing his fears that making tools to use drugs 
more accessible might encourage drug use. 
The veto was a bitter disappointment for 
health and overdose prevention workers, 
who have argued that the stiff penalties for 
paraphernalia make drug users more reluc-
tant to participate in health programs like 
needle exchanges, more vulnerable to over-
dose deaths by secretively using drugs alone 
and more likely to ditch used needles in parks 
or on sidewalks.

Even more disappointing for supporters: 
The Senate opted against overriding Hogan’s 
veto during December’s special session, leav-
ing backers to try again.

Renewed legislation passed the House by 
a wide margin in early March, but so far has 
not advanced in the Senate. Ferguson, the 

Senate president, said Friday that it’s unclear 
whether enough senators will get behind the 
measure to withstand another likely Hogan 
veto.

Jury duty for those with criminal records: 
Since 2016, Marylanders with past criminal 
convictions who have served their sentences 
can regain their right to vote. But they remain 
prohibited from jury duty, a civic service 
many might consider a hassle but that also is 
one of the hallmarks of full citizenship.

Advocates of jury eligibility for those with 
past convictions argue blanket exclusion 
skews the pool of potential jurors and erodes 
a defendant’s constitutional right to a jury of 
their peers — especially given the high rates of 
arrests and prosecutions in certain communi-
ties and the disproportionate number of Black 
men automatically excluded by the rule.

Bills sponsored by Sen. Jill P. Carter of 
Baltimore and Del. Wanika B. Fisher of Prince 
George’s County, both Democrats, would 
lift the restriction and make anyone who’d 
completed their sentence and registered to 
vote eligible for a jury duty summons.

The Senate passed the legislation after 
adding a Republican-backed amendment to 
exclude those convicted of witness intimi-
dation and jury tampering. But the proposal 
hasn’t yet come up for a vote in the House.

A permanent embrace of daylight saving 
time: State delegates, apparently weary of 
changing their clocks or the early winter 
sunsets, voted to get rid of the twice-yearly 
time shifts and make daylight saving time 
permanent.

The U.S. Senate surprised many by unan-
imously voting to do the same thing just a 
couple of weeks later [though that legislation 
has since stalled in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives].

The Maryland proposal would take effect 
only if surrounding mid-Atlantic states follow 
suit. But it’s still unclear whether it will get 
even that far: State senators haven’t taken 
up the measure since the House passed it in 
February.

The clocks are ticking.

Session
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Rebecca Hoffberger stands in the museum near Black Icarus, created by artist Andrew Logan.  LLOYD FOX / BALTIMORE SUN
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