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But it’s because of my age,  
when you look at how your life was,  
and you don’t know where you have to go,  
what life will be,  
which responsibilities you have towards the 
human beings that live next to you  
and through this glass I look at the world  
as a chessboard where every move that I make 
can change the whole match. 

Lorenzo Cherubini 
 
 
 

                                                                               
To Mr Joseph Conrad whose stories helped us understand 
that despite the difficulties that could show up  
at every moment of our life,                                                                            
we have to to find the strength to deal with them  
and to reach our own goals. 

 
 
 
 

To Mr. Donald W. Staddon whose true story  
has inspired the creation of Charles Thompson,  
the character who represents our tribute to the forgotten 
heroes, to those brave and foolish young people  
who risked their lives to insure freedom and democracy to 
us. 



I 

 
‘Welcome to the Sky Garden, sirs.’ - a thin girl with her black slanted eyes said, 
showing us the way to the lift. - ‘Do you need any help … for …’  - she added with a 
kind smile -  
‘Captain Charles Thompson’ - I finished the sentence - ‘No problem, - I said 
matching her smile -  we can manage. Granddad is only ninety-two! He took part in 
the Remembrance Day parade today. This visit will be a piece of cake! Thanks a lot.’  
‘Oh, you’re welcome and … it’s a great honour to meet you, sir!’ 
We went up: I stopped granddad’s wheelchair inside the wonderful landscaped 
garden   and I walked straight to the open air terrace. I clutched the rail instinctively 
as if I were still on the promenade deck of the ship and looked at  the outstanding 
view. Amazing: the sun was setting,  the sky was still bright but was slowly getting 
darker and darker. The clouds that had been white and motionless in the blue sky all 
morning, were turning pink and scarlet or orange and violet or they were suddenly 
changing into transparent dissolving lines. A calm and relaxing atmosphere at last, 
after a very busy and demanding day: music, voices, stamping feet, excitement and 
emotions. The huge buildings opposite me appeared like powerful warriors in steel 
armour that had to protect the city and the river below me. London had changed a lot 
since my last time here. On my left a slow movement caught my eyes: Tower Bridge 
started to open in the middle to let a sailing ship, approaching in the distance, pass 
through and go upstream. The lights inside the glass and steel buildings were slowly 
turning on and were glittering on the two banks. The water was dark, but quiet and in 
that precise moment it appeared like a grey winding road. My road was winding and 
steep too.  I needed  inspiration and I felt I wouldn’t find it soon. I liked that 
atmosphere, anyway: the colours of my homeland. The mobile phone beep  
distracted me. I put my hand in my pocket and with no sensible reason I decided not 
to take  it out and read the message. I turned it off. 
The boat had almost reached the bridge and my mind went back to the time in which 
I did  open water swimming. I remembered my first competition in the River Stour at 
Chartham Village. That morning at school, the Science teacher was trying to explain 
that three-quarters of  the Earth is covered by water, but I couldn’t concentrate. I was 
tense and to chill out I imagined myself already on my way to explore the watery 
parts of the world on my yacht. 
My class was my crew. I could see my classmates having their own role on the boat. 
I felt powerful being their Captain because I could swim well and I was very fast. 
Mark Solomons was the Chief Officer of course: we trusted each other and I used to 
call him ‘Captain McWhirr’ because of his confidence when facing a problem. James 



Swan and Ron Holland were the Second and Third Mates while Jimmy Harrison was 
their Bosun. I had some engineers on board, they were the Gritt twins, and I had a 
Steward of course, Ted O'Brien, who was of Irish origins and had relatives in the US, 
as I did. And the girls … oh, they were not part of the crew, they were our special 
guests: we, the boys had to serve and protect them. I imagined ourselves in the 
Caribbean: we were not sailing, but we were berthed off a small island with white 
sandy beaches and lush vegetation: the ideal and safest situation for the Captain!     
I was drinking coconut milk with some of my sailors, while some  of the crew were 
putting up  hammocks on the beach to rest on, under the leaves of the palm trees. It 
was so cosy there that even some of the locals hung out with us... It was my way to 
forget that I was worried and anxious about the race, because the weather was not 
so good on that day and I would have to face  more difficulties  than expected. The 
school bell rang , and I returned to reality: I sadly remembered that I was just a 
swimmer and I had to get the bus, not my yacht, to get to Chartham Village. 
 Open  water swimming is not just a sport where physical fatigue and mental stress 
are inextricably linked together, it is also a way to feel different from others.  Open 
water swimming is a real lifestyle. In the search for  perfect rhythm, you feel alive, 
fused with the element of water. When you swim, proving something to somebody 
takes second place in front of the feeling of having discovered an indefinable form of 
fulfillment in the actions that you are carrying out. However, when I was a teenager, I 
wasn’t aware of that: showing my qualities to my father was my main goal. Covering 
twelve kilometres in open water is an enormity for many young people, but my 
results didn’t make my dad completely happy with me. And I wasn’t able to explain 
that. Because of him, I felt something bitter inside, even after a victory. I felt doubly 
disappointed because I couldn’t tell him why I was so at ease with that sport: I liked 
the effort that lasted for many hours; I was able to combat the cold and to face the 
monotony of the movements that could lead your thoughts to strange places or to 
irrational fears. If the young were able to shout their enthusiasm for what they can 
think and do, the world would be a better place. Unfortunately confidence and 
awareness come later on, when duties and responsibilities influence your decisions 
and actions. 
That competition, was a real success. I was awarded  third place in the race, but my 
dad went on asking me about the winner. At first, I was so happy that I didn’t care 
much and in the following competitions I did very well. My coach asked me to enter 
the county team and to start swimming at sea. My confidence was growing, I felt I 
could take on the risks of getting into  difficulty in bad  sea conditions and I could 
overcome my limitations. 



However, I missed dad’s support and this feeling,  was slowly, slowly  eating away 
my motivation and my strength and when the time to go to  college came, I felt the 
desire to give up and my training became tiring and non-sensical: I left at the age of 
eighteen. The excuse was that university targets couldn’t match with  sports goals. 
My fears and insecurity limited my potentiality. I wonder what I would have been like  
now if I had fought them and I hadn’t let myself be  influenced by my dad’s 
discontented words. I wish I had had  my granddad next to me: my passion for water 
would have become my future. 
A chilly waft of air swept away my memories and I came back to reality as Tower 
Bridge gradually closed in front of me. The sky was now completely grey but you 
could still distinguish everything: I breathed deeply and let the wonderful view sink in.  

 

II 

 
 
I was looking at HMS Belfast docked down on the Thames straight in front of me. A 
group of people was queuing for the last guided tour of the day, and I was wondering 
if granddad would like to visit it the next day, when I heard a voice ‘Excuse me…, 
excuse me sir, can you please take a picture of us?’ 
‘Ehhh… of course. Where do you want me to take it?’   
‘Here, please…’ - the man said, pointing to a group of people standing on the left 
side of the terrace - ‘We’d like to have the display of red poppies in the background. 
Don’t you think it’s something …. amazing?’ - he continued - ‘We have decided to 
walk up to the Sky Garden to see Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red from this special 
viewpoint. It’s so great and so emotional. They say it’s not a permanent exhibition: 
it’s a special event for the Remembrance Day 2014 and I’d like to have a picture to 
record this day.’ 
‘Ok, very well. Are you ready?’  I took some photos of the family with the Tower of 
London and the grass moat covered with thousands of ceramic poppies in the 
background.  
‘Thank you very much…’ - the man replied - 
‘You’re right’ - I commented - ‘I should take some pictures of this view of the Tower 
too.’   
‘It’s …a poignant reminder…’ - he continued excitedly - ‘what an artist, what passion 
and what inspiration. Goodbye, sir and thanks again!’  
I walked to the west side of the terrace and the chilly air hurt my face, so I did up my 
coat. The air of November reminded me that winter was near. 



I was deep  in thought and in the red vision below, so I didn’t notice that the man was 
approaching again: ‘Excuse me sir, just to say that …  I’d like to apologize for 
disturbing you…you were enjoying the view and I came with my loud voice ... Do you 
want to drink something with me?’.    
‘Yes, of course…’ -  I answered instinctively - I wanted to stay alone for a while and 
in fact I wasn’t thirsty at all, but I accepted, because I saw in the man’s eyes an 
interesting light that attracted me. We sat down at a coffee table inside the garden 
and we stayed silent for a few seconds. Then the man introduced himself: ’My name 
is Henryk. May I ask you, what your name is?’  
‘My name is William, but my friends call me Will... I’m Will’. - I answered, trying to be 
friendly.-  
He slightly nodded twice and smiled, pressing his hands together in a sort of 
Namaste.  ‘Pleased to meet you, Will.’  - he said. -   
While he spoke, I observed his unusual movements combined with a certain 
confidence in his voice. He had an oval face with a full beard, a pointed nose and 
small and brown eyes, he was wearing a pair of black-framed glasses. He wore a 
cap but a lock of his brown hair lay on his forehead. He was very tall and thin, he 
wore a heavy grey coat, with a cardigan and a checked shirt under it. He was 
probably in his forties and on the whole he was nice with that Eastern European 
accent. 
A long conversation naturally started between us. ‘People today travel much more 
than in the past, - he said - but surprisingly they do not enjoy the attractions and the 
monuments they travel to see: they just take photos, thousands of photos that they 
won’t have time to watch or to print or catalogue…’.  
‘Oh yes, - I continued - people take pictures just to send them to friends and show off 
that they are in a great place. No interest at all in photography. Is this your opinion ?’  
‘Well, what I mean is that we rarely look into the eyes of the people we have in front 
of us, likewise we don’t look at the shape and the details of the things all around us.’ 
- he added. -  
While he was talking, I thought that he was right: our generation was losing the 
ability to carefully observe things.  
‘There are too few people who are still very curious and interested to know and to 
learn from experiences.’ - he continued. -   
Henryk was not only passionate, but also wise, even though he was in his forties or 
maybe younger. I soon felt at ease and I told him that I was alone and pensive on 
the terrace because I had had a full and tiring day and the atmosphere of the view 
over the river helped me go back to the time when I was younger and lived in the 
London area.  
‘Are you a Londoner?’ - he asked me -  



‘I was born near here, but now I live in Los Angeles…’  
‘I see ... do you have family there?’ - he went on -  
‘I moved to work there when I was twenty-five: I started a career as a film director 
after university and California is the right place to do that. To be honest,  I’m 
currently working on a new movie, but inspiration hasn’t come yet …’  
‘It will come sooner or later, you must be positive’ - he sympathized -           
‘Yeah, right, I am just very tired now and I’m puzzled because, you know, my 
grandfather Charles and I, took part in the commemoration of the one hundredth 
anniversary of the beginning of World War One. My grandfather had been invited as 
he was a seaman for the British Merchant Navy. He served during World War II, and 
he decided to come to this ceremony, despite his age, to remember his friends who 
died during the war. Two of them were awarded a medal yesterday’  
‘Oh really ? ‘- Henryk exclaimed -  
‘He is that elderly man over there. He needed to rest a little.’ - I explained -  
He stared at me and asked:  ‘Did you travel from the USA with him or does he live 
here in Britain?’  
I stayed silent for a while, because that question was ‘the question’ and I couldn’t just 
answer yes or no.  ‘Ehhh….Henryk it’s a long story: the journey here is the most 
unusual and maybe most important part of this whole experience’ - I finally said. -  
I expected him to ask more questions, because I realised my statement was 
mysterious. Instead, he didn’t say anything, but he continued to look at me and to 
smile. I felt that I could trust him and I felt I needed someone to talk to about the 
puzzling and strange journey I had had with granddad. ‘We arrived last week at 
Southampton. - I started -  ‘We took the seven-day voyage from New York to 
Southampton on the Queen Mary II because granddad didn’t want to fly and the 
doctor himself recommended him to travel by boat.’  
‘I can’t believe it’ - Henryk exclaimed -  
‘I understand your surprise. Flying is so quick and easy today! When we started the 
journey, I was very worried that I wouldn’t be able to stand the long days at sea. I 
thought it was a great waste of time. I didn’t understand completely what the doctor 
meant with his piece of advice, but after a few days I would have understood. In fact 
the long journey was neither boring nor a waste of time, I believe. It was …. I can’t 
define it.’  
‘Or it’s just too early to find a definition, I guess.’ - Henryk said -   
‘Yeah, I didn’t know much about my granddad’s story as an apprentice deck officer 
for the British Merchant Navy and probably he didn’t know much about my story as a 
child and teenager, when I lived in Britain and he was in the USA. There is a lot of 
him in me and I couldn’t imagine that until last week.’  
‘What an opportunity, then!’ - Henryk said, smiling and looking straight into my eyes - 



‘Well, - I chuckled - I spent the first two days on the Queen Mary II texting and writing 
e-mails to my co-director and to my producer. I also did some exercise in the gym 
and went swimming to keep fit. I met granddad only at meal times.’  
‘Was the liner comfortable?’ - he asked me curiously -  
‘Yes, it was excellent, but on the third day there was a technical problem to the Wi-Fi 
connection and I realised at that precise moment I was on a ship in the Atlantic 
Ocean: at last I felt the double sensation of danger and freedom that only an ocean 
can give you. After a stroll along the promenade deck and by the bow, I went to the 
reading room, because my granddad was there all the time. He never came out on 
deck, and I thought it was for health reasons. I  went down  two floors by  elevator, I 
walked slowly along the corridor and when I arrived at the library, I looked  into the 
room and I saw that there was only one  person  who was sitting  in a stripy yellow 
and green armchair. It was Charles. I sat down near him. He was reading a nautical 
magazine and I said: ‘Hi Charles, do you want to come with me to the veranda 
overlooking the sea ?’  
He looked up from the magazine, his eyes became dark and he stared at me. I 
lowered my eyes and I stared at the blue carpet under my shoes.  
‘You know that I can’t stand the sight of the sea:  looking at the sea makes me sick’ - 
he said. -  
I was confused and speechless. As soon as I was able to speak again I said: ‘I 
thought Charles you wanted to travel by sea because you are fond of it … All the 
passengers are outside with this sunny weather and it’s not windy at all.’ 
He stared at me again, but this time I didn’t lower my eyes, instead I raised my 
eyebrows and I waited for his answer.  
Then he said: ‘It’s a long story’. His eyes turned very sad and that showed me that 
‘the story’ was difficult to be told. 
‘No problem, Charles’ - I said - ‘take your time: we have four more days on this ship!’  
He sighed as he started to narrate a dark part of his life. ‘All in all, I crossed the 
Atlantic twenty times up to the end of 1943.’ - he began - ‘We experienced air attacks 
in the Med, and later V2 rockets at Thames Haven, but I did not consider myself to 
have been brave. After the first of these experiences, I tried to join the Royal Navy as 
a midshipman. However acceptance by the Royal Navy proved to be out of the 
question because of the shortage of future Merchant Navy officers. Other seafarers 
said we were mad to serve on tankers. This was something you did not think about if 
you were to stay sane.’ - he sadly commented -  ‘It was the 5th  September, 1943 - he 
continued -  and I was cruising from New York back to Scotland. I was already 
Apprentice Deck Officer on the SS Scottish Heather, even though I was only twenty-
one.  On my ship there were thirty seamen, including me and my best friend Harry. 
The weather was quite cold, even if it was September, it was very foggy and cloudy 



that day, but it didn’t rain. I was in my stateroom, I was sitting on an old chair and I 
was drinking a cup of coffee; the boatswain was talking to me about the voyage and 
the things that we had to do once in the harbour. I liked that shy person, he was thin 
and very tall and his moustache was combed down. His black eyes were small and 
wise and he had a very serious expression. He was a mysterious but reliable 
seaman. At eight o’clock, the third mate shouted: “In two hours we will be at the port, 
sirs. Once at the port, we will unload the goods, even if it will be already dark, then 
you’ll be free for twenty-four hours.” After five minutes the ship was struck by a 
torpedo, there was a violent explosion on the starboard side that blew up everything 
on the upper deck. The ship listed heavily and Captain Blanch made the decision to 
abandon ship and lay off for the night. The Scottish Heather did not sink, despite the 
large hole in her side, because the ship was light after refuelling a Canadian 
destroyer and in the end we were able to bring her back to the Clyde. We all 
experienced a lot of Scottish hospitality on that occasion.’ Charles chuckled saying 
that, and then he stopped his story for a while and looked up to the ceiling. ‘But the 
same cannot be said of the tanker MV Athel Sultan, that I and Harry were aboard 
three months later.’ - he started again with a broken voice. -  
‘I don’t know much about the war at sea, Charles, - I said - but I must say you were 
lucky and ...I am happy for that.’  
‘I was indeed. - he replied - ‘I was one of the lucky ones, I have known that all my 
life, but … it has not been easy. Being so young gave the courage and strength to go 
on… and I loved the sea!’ - he went on - ‘After three months,  for the second time, 
the ship was attacked.  It too was hit by a torpedo just after eight o’clock on 22 
December 1943. Of the 60 people who were on board, only 10 survived....’  
There were two long minutes of silence between us. Charles closed his eyes and 
sighed again. ‘I had been in the steward’s pantry and dashed to my cabin for a life 
jacket, then tried to join Mr. Sparshott, the Chief Officer. He was on top of, and 
struggling to release a large wooden raft on the starboard side. This raft was 
responsible for saving seven of those ten lives, including mine. But before I could 
help, I was washed overboard by a large wave and well clear of the ship as it sank. I 
found myself in deep water and I thought I was going to die because the water was 
freezing and the shock made it impossible to swim. In those few seconds I saw all 
my life flowing before me. The pictures of my parents and my brother floated in the 
water like dead leaves. I felt responsible for the people who loved me and I 
understood my life was tightly linked to other lives. Coming to the surface, I saw a 
glimmer of light and swam to what turned out to be a raft with nobody on it. I climbed 
on board and wrapped myself in a tarpaulin; I was so tired I shut my eyes. This time 
the sea came to my rescue, washing me off the raft before I succumbed to 
hypothermia. I saw a shape moving in the darkness. I shouted and whistled – it 



turned out to be a US corvette. When I arrived ashore I went to see the bodies of the 
many who had died. I looked for Harry, but he was not among the dead: he was still 
alive, but seriously injured. I rushed to the surgery: he was dying. Oh what a 
moment, Will! He couldn’t speak, so we looked at each other for a while, then he 
gave me his good luck charm: a shell. I cried for hours holding that shell in my hand. 
It was a very nice gesture on his part. Then … I understood more: it seemed that 
Harry knew of his death before it happened.’ Charles looked at me and nodded two 
or three times, but I didn’t understand what he meant. He then went on talking: After 
that day, I no longer wanted to carry on with my job and I had to stay far away from 
the waters. Now I’m here after seventy long years and it is a great challenge for me 
to remember and not to panic.’ - Charles‘s eyes now were full of tears and I,, was 
moved too. He turned his face to the window and went on: ‘Harry was a close friend 
to me, he knew how to make me feel cheerful. He was sociable, reliable and 
available for everything.  He always wore around his neck the small shell that his dad 
had given him for his eighteenth birthday’. Charles put his hand in his pocket and 
picked out a small stripy light pearl blue shell. It was more than seventy years old, 
maybe it was a hundred years old and it was beautiful and as shiny as our watery 
eyes. Charles continued with a broken voice: ’I will never forget those who were not 
lucky, and especially my friend Harry, one of the four Athel Line apprentices, who 
sadly lost their lives.’  
’It’s a remarkable story. What a chance to have met you! – Henryk commented – We 
should remember and pay tribute to the courage of those who served and continue 
to serve in the Merchant Navy. Your granddad is not just a lucky person: he’s a hero, 
one of the many forgotten heroes.’ He breathed deeply  and continued: ‘However, it 
seems to me, while you report  Charles’s  story, that your granddad feels guilty about 
… about something he didn’t do’.  
Henryk was right and his words were helping me give a new perspective on 
Charles’s life and on his sorrow. Henryk asked me to know more about Charles and 
his long life.  
‘Ah, what I know is what my mum told me when I was a child.’ - I started. - He was 
born in Twickenham, west London. He was a clever and cute guy, but he didn’t 
continue his studies and when he was 17 he became a seaman on merchant ships. 
That’s how his life at sea started. Leaving the dock was very difficult for him, but over 
the time he got used to it also because he loved the sea. After the accident of 1943, 
his life changed.                                                                                                                                        
He asked the company to work ashore for a while and the company needed an 
officer in their US headquarter, so he settled in New York. There he met an adorable 
girl and he fell in love. Her name was Kate. She was a waitress in a restaurant near 
the docks. Kate had blond hair and sky blue eyes and she wasn’t very tall, but she 



was thin. She was eighteen. My mother told me that one evening she was waiting a 
table when a very good looking boy came in the restaurant. It was Charles. Their 
eyes met and it was love at first sight. When she went to the table with the bill, he 
asked her what time she finished work. He waited for her outside the restaurant and 
they talked until dawn. They continued to meet. Three years later they got married 
and had two daughters: my aunt and my mom.’  
A waitress came to our table and interrupted me. We ordered a cup of tea.  
Henryk asked me: ‘Did Charles ever travelled back to Britain?’  
‘As far as I know, he didn’t’ - I answered, then I added: ‘But, what about you, Henyik? 
To be honest, I think I’ve spoken too much.’  
Henryk smiled and drank some tea. ‘Of course it’s my turn.’ – he said. 
‘Is it your first time in Britain?’ - I asked - ‘Are you and your friends tourists?’  
‘I’m from Poland and I travel to Britain quite often. This time, however, I’m here with 
my family and friends for a special occasion: an unusual art exhibition. Believe it or 
not, dear Will, there is a link between us: I’m a shell collector and I’m going to exhibit 
my collection tomorrow in Mayfair.’  
I coughed, and then I said: ‘I really can’t believe it. What sort of collector are you?’  
‘Let me say, I’m a sea lover as you are, but from a different perspective’  
We laughed and finished drinking our cups of tea.  I was really surprised. 
‘Dear Will, I’d like to tell about my story, but it’s late and I must go.  I would be very 
happy to invite you tomorrow to the opening of the exhibition.’ - he said giving me the 
invitation card -  
‘Oh yes, why not? It would be great!’ - I replied. I was still astonished and probably I 
wasn’t able to show my enthusiasm. I liked that person: in fact we were very similar.   
While leaving he promised that he would introduce his family to me the next day. ‘I 
hope to see you tomorrow, Will, have a nice evening!’ - he said and left. 
I stayed at the Sky Garden a little longer to enjoy once more the panorama, and then 
Charles and I went back to the hotel. I asked the taxi driver to stop us at Green Park 
as I wanted granddad to walk a little and enjoy the moon in the clear sky. 
I really liked walking slowly in the park: I had so many images, words and facts in 
mind to sort.  
The trees were yellow and orange, brown and red. Charles stopped to pick up a leaf 
from a bench: ‘In a few days all the coloured leaves will fall down and die, having 
achieved their task.’ - he said - ‘In the circle of natural life everything meets its 
assignment. For us it’s a bit different: you can’t always follow your heart’s desire.’  
I didn’t ask anything. .  We went on walking silently and enjoyed the silence around.  



III 
 

I woke up at six next morning. I turned on my smartphone and it immediately started to beep 
a hundred times, after keeping it off for fifteen hours. I began to read and answer frantically, 
as usual, and I stopped only two hours later, when the alarm clock rang. In fact, while I was 
taking part in some different chats with people thousands of miles away from where I was, a 
few questions whirled in my mind: why did I feel so at ease to talk to Henryk, a perfect 
stranger? How could Henryk say that granddad feels guilty for something and I do not 
perceive that?  And Charles … what did he mean when he talked about assignments and 
heart’s desires? Was he still thinking about his friends who died too early to achieve their 
dreams? Should I stop thinking about yesterday and concentrate on my job and my 
priorities?  
I had to make an instant decision, anyway: to go and meet Henryk again at the exhibition or 
to file away the beautiful Remembrance Day and to think about going back to the US. 
I made up my mind to talk to Charles and consider his point of view. When I told him about 
my meeting with a Polish tourist and shell collector, his eyes showed a sort of interest and a 
certain joy. 
During the trip to the Halcyon Gallery in Mayfair, I tried to imagine which and how many 
shells I was going to see: large, small, colourful or white, coming from who knows where. 
Henryk must be creative and unpredictable, I thought. Once we got to the gallery, Henryk 
hugged my granddad saying: ‘I’m happy to meet you … I learned from Will that you were a 
seaman and, in a way, I am an old sea dog too!’  
I smiled and said: ‘Yes, but now I can’t wait to see your exhibition and to meet your family’  
‘Come with me… I will guide you, as promised, ‘Between land and sea’ by Henryk 
Korzeniowski’ - he said. - ‘I saw the sea for the first time when I was eleven. I was impressed 
by the cold grey water and I felt it was a place full of mystery. Its voice was impressive too. I 
walked along the sandy shore, and picked up some simple and delicate shells. They had 
more or less the same shape and size.  Once at home, I put them in a row on my desk. I 
watched them for hours in the following days and soon I realised that they had something in 
common with the human beings: all similar to each other and all unique. I also considered 
that shells however are special creatures: they could have two lives, two opportunities: one 
animal life as sea dwellers and after that they could continue to live as amazing artworks for 
the land dwellers. It was from that moment that I became a collector of shells. I have 
travelled to many countries, bordering the seas or the oceans in search of shells. I 
personally found and chose all the shells that are in this exhibition. ’ 
All of a sudden, I cast a glance on a shell, and I asked Henryk: ‘How wonderful this shell is 
...where did you find it?’   
‘You have a remarkable artistic attitude, Will. - he commented - This shell is the most 
valuable and, in my opinion, the most beautiful of my collection. I picked it up in deep water 
in the Atlantic Ocean. I was very lucky to find it.’  



‘But...how did you get down in the ocean?’ - ‘I was so kin on my shell research that for a 
period of time I practised scuba diving. You should try Will, because there’s a world down 
there that documentaries and pictures can’t convey to us.’ 
We walked to another room. ‘If you take these ones to your ear, you can hear all the sounds 
of the seashore ...’ - Henryk said enthusiastic, pointing to the different shells on display on 
an interactive table.  
Henryk’s wife was waiting for us in the room. I saw in their eyes that both of them had 
learned some important life lessons from this scientific and artistic experience. I shook hands 
but I felt almost embarrassed and I was speechless.  
Unexpectedly Charles asked a question: ‘ Why do you two spend a lot of your time with 
shells?’ 
Henryk looked at his wife, he smiled and at the end he said: ‘The shells are travellers, so 
they are many mirrors that reflect our lives… each of them remembers us a moment, no 
matter if good or bad. They help me understand and remember that things can happen by 
chance, but it doesn’t mean they happen without a reason.  The person who I am now is the 
result of my long journey. The long journey of a shell, in its two different lives is mysterious 
and incredible and when you ‘meet’ and choose’ one of them, you never know where it was 
born.’  
Granddad had tears in his eyes. Henryk thought he felt ill, and pushed the wheelchair to the 
courtyard.  
Charles breathed the fresh air and  said: ‘Yesterday something very strange happened: I felt 
myself young among  so many young people, during the military parade, I wanted to stand 
up and march, I wanted  to shake off the fear and shame I felt for years. For a long time I 
was convinced that I felt guilty for not being able to save my friends. In fact, I had a bigger 
burden inside: I was ashamed because I clammed up and this attitude prevented me from 
working and fighting for my ideals: freedom and justice. It was as if I was locked in a shell, 
and let myself be carried by waves. I felt unable to fight like those shells that are carried 
away by the waves because they don’t weigh enough to resist the violence of water.’ I was a 
lucky young man, but I didn’t go on holding the helm of my ship. - he sadly concluded. -  
When I was very young I thought everything could only be positive and beautiful, nothing 
seemed impossible, no obstacles to overcome. The horrors and sorrows of the war scared 
me and I followed a different route, but it wasn’t where I really wanted to sail to.’ 
‘A famous writer, born in my country, once said that all roads are long that lead to one’s 
heart’s desire.’ - Henryk interrupted - ‘Mr Thompson you aren’t a coward, you are a hero and 
you have done your best up to now. You can’t say that you haven’t lived a full and rich life. 
Your grandson yesterday told me that your dying friend, Harry, gave you a lucky charm, it’s a 
half-shell I guess.’ - he asked - 
‘It is’ - Charles replied -  
‘Well, he wanted to tell you to be open and to go on fighting to death, to be an example for 
the future generations.’ 
‘That’s exactly what he meant, but it took me a long time to understand!’ - Charles answered 
with great surprise.   



‘But … this was him, not you! - Henryk added - You and your friend were similar, but unique 
and different at the same time, like two half clam shells on the sand.’ 
‘For some years I just cried and remembered our early days holding the shell in front of me’ 
‘In my experience I’ve learned that symbols are often complicated to grasp. - Henryk 
concluded -  
Granddad brought out of his pocket the light pearl blue shell. His eyes became bright and I 
saw the joy of life in them for the first time since the beginning of our journey… He had found 
the answer to a very difficult question. He closed in his hands on the shell and he brought 
them near his heart. 
‘Thank you for your help: you have opened the eyes of an old man.’   
Henryk was moved and he hugged granddad. Then he whispered: ‘Mr Thompson, it is not 
too late for you to achieve your dreams, you have a fantastic grandson to share your dreams 
with.’  
It was very touching.  
My phone started to ring and I left the two men in the courtyard. It was my producer’s 
secretary. I didn’t feel like talking to him, but I decided to answer: ‘Hi Ben, how are you 
going?’... ‘Yes, I’m fine…  I definitely can’t return in L. A. in three days. You must reschedule 
it.  I think I will stay here for another week. … What have I got to do? I’ve got to visit my 
hometown and re-discover my origins. I think you’ll manage without me…’  ‘Yes, lucky you, I 
have an idea for our movie! Yes, these days in Britain have been a huge opportunity. I think 
that I have a great idea in mind. The setting? I have no doubts: I will set it in the sea… yeah, 
something about ships and shells. … I know it’s not what we talked about, but trust me, it’s 
something new, and it will be great. Bye for now, I’m busy … bye’  
‘Excuse me sir, I’m going to take a picture of you with Captain Thompson and my father.’ - A 
thin and pale teenager said to me - ‘Will you be so kind as to come to the courtyard? They 
are waiting for you’ 
I followed him.  
‘Will, come next to me - Henryk called me - ‘I want to remember this special moment’  
We all looked at each other and smiled to the camera. 
 
Even today, while I’m shooting my movie I can’t believe that spending just a week with my 
granddad and some hours with Henryk would’ve changed me so much. I will always be 
grateful to them from now on.    



 
 


