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PP he small mahogany captain’s desk in Beyant and Madeleine
Mitehell's Old Town Alexandeia townhouse has lots of
% to tell

The 1870 English antique bas been In Bryant Mitchell's
family for more than 100 years. He first remembers the piece,
called & Davenport desk, at his grandfather’s house in his
hometown of Hampton, Va.

“My grandfather Solomon Phillips was my best buddy. We
were very close,” says Mitehell, 72. who has & commereial real
estate firm in Alexandria. “This desk means a lot to me.”

Mitchell’s mother told him stories of when her theee older
sisters would recelve gentlemen eallers in the living room. All of
# sudden, their father would come down to the desk to “pay
bills.” “1fC ipa saw they were staying too late,
into the living room and act like he was writing at this desk,”
Mitchell say= “The guys would get the hint and wrap up their
visit,"

No one knows exactly when the tilt-front desk came into
their family. The top lifts up, and there are individual stots for
letters. It has unusual small drawers on the side that used to
hold rolls of nickels, which were given out to Mitchell’s mother,
her sisters and her brother for lunch money. (*Yes. school
Tunches cost 5 cents back then,” Mitchell says.) There are aleo
stories that a fantily of mice had once lived in it und had chewed
an a piece now missing from one o

Bryant and Madeleine inberited the desk in 2006 from his
Aunt Agnes. She bad insisted on giving it a bit of TLC before it
passed to the next generation, so the inberitance included
paying for it to be polished up and having loose parts reglued by
Cavalier Antiques in Alexandria.

The desk was ready for its new home with the Mitchells and
their daughter, Phillips. The family joked that *Bryant might do
the same thing with this desk,” says M llery director
at Daris Leslic Blay, recalling Solomon Phillips's “bill paying.”

Of course he ne did, and now Phillips, 28, lives in New
York. The plan is that someday, shell start o new chapter in the
history of the desk
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W s Nuthan Canestaro was growing up, be didn’t know
much about bis grandfather Herbert Todd's serviee in the
Navy in World War IT
“He never talked about the war,” says Canestaro, 45. *He put
that phase of his life behind him. His war memorabilia was
L hidden inabox in the basement. When [asked him about it near
1870 mahogarty captaa’s ¢ [ his life, he started erying. It broke my heart.”
Brynrs Mitcholl's fomsly foe Todd, a master carpenter in Cortland, N.Y., died in 2010 at
For yeors Dub Bsum and hat age 89. That's when Canestaro, a defense analyst for the federal
About wio will inhent thetr mothor . 2
government, started unraveling the story of Todd's service in the
Pacific. He had been a tail gunner on an Avenger torpedo
bomber on the USS Cowpens, a light aireraft carrier nicknansed
the Mighty Moo, from 1944 to 1945
*1 wanted to find out more,” says Canestaro, who fives in the
District’s Shaw neighborbood with his wife, Sarab, and two
youngsons. “I'm interested in military history, and ! didn't want
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But Baum found a way for both sisters
sy the china in the meantime. In

my grandfather'’s things to just be another box of stuff. if you
don’t pass these stories on, they get lost.”

The box eventually made its way to Canestaro. Included in it
were two uniforms, a flak helmet, service ribbons and photos.
The most intriguing find: a plastic bag full of colorful fabric
maps and documents folded in tiny squares.

This year, he restored four of the cloths. One was a rayon
“blood chit,” which aircrews were routinely lssued containing a
message in o local language that asks for help if stranded and
offers rewards. (The term "blood chit” means that it was meant to
save alife — that the U.S. government promised to pay for the life
of the bearer.) The others were survival maps, navigational aids
for downed sviators: two double-sided rayon maps of Pacific
Ocean currents and a large sitk map of Mindanao, Philippines.

Canestaro took the heavily creased and stained materials to
conservator Julia Brennan of Washington's Caring for Textiles
Brennan gently cleaned the pieces and dried them on sheets of
glass. Then the blood chit was mounted on an archival padded
bourd; the maps were carefully stitched to silk organza borders
for framing. The next step was taking them to Bill Butler of
Archival Art Services in Alexandria. Butler put them in custom
walnut frames using silk-wrapped mats and UV-filtering plexi-
glass. The two double-sided survival maps were placed in
double-sided frames.

What would Todd have thought of his grandson putting so
much effort into restoring, framing and displaying his war
memorabilia?

“Honestly, 1 think Grandpa would have been appalled,”
Cancstaro says, “It was not in his nature to draw attention to
himself. But I want to pass these things along to my kids, and 1
will ouly do it once.”
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“When someone asks, ‘What is something worth to you?"”
Canestaro says, “this is worth alot.™

’l‘ hese days, formal china fsn't often in great demand when
family heirlooms are divvied up. But for Deb Baum and her
sister, Becen Groothuis, figuring out who s going to get their mom's
gold-rimmed vintage Lenox is a continuing negotiation,
“We joke about it and call it ‘the embattled china, " says Baum,
who admits they've been bantering about it since they were
children setting the table. For now, the two of them just agree to
disagree about the 12 dinner plates and 12 salad plates in a Lenox
pattern with a raised fruit motif. And no, they don't want to divide
them in half.

0 photographer Shana Novak, a
childhood fiiend, started the Helrloom-
ist, & business that specializes in photo-
graphing personal artifacts and turning
them into bold prints. She has photo-
graphed heidooms of every dimension,
from matchbooks and gold pocket
watches to wedding dresses and Ellis
Iskand trunks. One worman had hes make
a six-foot-tall print of a Happy Meal box
that once contained an engagensent ring
and a proposal of marmiage.

Adinner plat ipped to Novak.
The photograph she took makes the
plate Jook larger than life. 1t is displayed
in a white wood 42-inch-square frame
and hangs on a navy blue wall in the
Baums’ dining room. Baum commis
soned a smaller version as a gift for her
sister, who lives in Chicago,

“It's the perfect way to have the china
in my home and be reminded of my
mom and the rest of the family memo-
ries that went along with it,” Batm says.
“1 likee to find meaning in the things that
ook atevery day.” @
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