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DRAWING ON YOUR FAMILY HISTORY 
 
Beyond Belief was inspired by the true story of 
Muslims at a Paris Mosque who saved Jewish 
children during WW11. It was also inspired by 
my own family history – my father and his 
parents were forced to flee their homeland of 
Nazi occupied Austria after Kristallnacht, and 
hearing about their escape and what happened 
next were stories I grew up with. 
 

Activity 
1. What do you know about your family history? 
2. Is there an incident or interesting ancestor you have been told about 

that you could turn into a short story or a novel? 
3. If you don’t have information about your family history, use an online 

museum to find a person whose story interests you and discuss or 
write about them. 

 
CHARACTER INSPIRATION 

 
The character of Ruben in Beyond Belief was 
inspired by my older brother who was serious 
and very trusting when he was eleven. I kept 
this picture in front of me so that when I was 
writing about Ruben I felt that he was there 
with me.  
 
This helped me to get inside his head and 
work out what he might have been thinking or 
feeling about things that were happening to 
him through the course of the story. 

 
Activity 
 
Find a picture of someone who looks interesting to you (it doesn’t have to be 
someone you know but it could be). 
 
Make up a story about this person based on where they are in the picture, 
how old the image looks, how old they look, what they might have been 
thinking when the photo was taken, why they were thinking it, what had just 
happened and what might be about to happen to them. 
 
SETTING 
 
I spent a month in Paris doing the research for 
Beyond Belief and it took me into some amazing 
places. I even did a tour of the Paris sewers, which 
were old and very smelly.  
 
You don’t want to know about the things that floated 
past. 

The Paris sewers 

Austria 
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Activity 
 
Think of a place you have been in that made you uncomfortable in some 
way. Why did it make you uncomfortable? Discuss or write a story about 
this place and the way you felt. Use all your senses. What did this place 
look, smell, sound and feel like? Perhaps you even tasted strange things 
there. Were you trapped there? If so, how did you get out? Perhaps you were 
hiding there from some one. 
 
DIFFERENT LIFE EXPERIENCES 
Walking in Someone Else’s Shoes! 
 
The Muslims and Jews in Paris led very different lives but they also had a lot 
in common and Ruben discovers this in Beyond Belief. 
 
Activity 
 
In pairs, discuss or create a story about the differences and similarities in 
each other’s lives. Do you share the same beliefs, eat the same kind of food, 
live in the same kind of house, and have the same number of siblings and the 
same family setup? Perhaps you could write or create your story about 
swapping houses for a week and thinking about what living the other person’s 
life might be like. 
 
How does knowing about someone else and how they live help us to 
understand them? 

The ‘17’   
The oldest synagogue in Paris. 

Inside the Grand Mosque of 
Paris 
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BOOK COVERS 
 
A cover tells readers what to expect from a book. It reflects the type of book, 
who’s in it and what the story is about.  

 
The cover from Beyond Belief incorporates 7 
elements from the story. Can you identify them? 
 
(Answer: Ruben, Star of David, forest, cedar 
tree, pigeon, mosque window, mosaic tiles) 
 
 
Activity 
 
Look at the cover for a favourite book. What story 
elements are shown on the cover? These could 
include, characters, setting, and pieces of action. 
 
Design your own book cover for a favourite book 
create your own story and a cover for it. 
 

 
FRIENDS OR ENEMIES 
 
In books, characters usually have friends or allies who support them and there 
is someone or some thing who is trying to stop them from getting what they 
want. Sometimes, like in Beyond Belief, an enemy can turn out to be a friend. 
In books, a friend can also turn out to be an enemy. 
 
Relationships between characters are a result of personalities, backgrounds 
and circumstances. 
 
Activity 
 

1. Can you think of a book you read recently where a friend turned out to 
be an enemy or an enemy proved to be a friend? What brought about 
these changes? How did they affect the story? How did they affect your 
enjoyment of it? 

2. Think of a favourite character in a story or you could use someone you 
know. What are their good and bad traits? Which traits are likely to 
bring them friends and which traits are likely to bring them enemies. 

3. Use these traits to create a new character and story. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


