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Catholic F
felt safe
until he
read about
Holocaust
LEGA CY

BY SIMON YAFFE

ERGUS O’Connell was nine
when he first
read about the
hor rors of the
Holocaust.
While lookin g through
his father’s Sunday newspaper, he read a piece, with
photographs, about the
Treblinka concentration
camp.
“I was stunned, aghast
and horrified,” Fergus said.
“There may actually be
no words to describe how I
felt.
“How could such evil
exist in a world which, up
until then, I had thought
was safe and lovin g and
joyous?”
Now, 14 years after his
best-sellin g Holocaust
book, Call The Swallow,
Fergus has revisited the
subject with The Paradise
Ghetto (Accent Press,
£8.99).
Set in 1944, it tells the
story of two young Dutch

FERGUS O’CONNELL: I felt the
heavy weight on my shoulders
women, Julia and Suzanne,
who are deported to the
concentration camp for socalled ‘privileged’ Jews at
Theresienstadt.
As an antidote to their
appalling conditions they
begin to write a novel,
which becomes the way
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they communicate their
feelings to each other.
They are convinced that
the war will end when they
finish their story.
But it is the frenzied last
year of the Final Solution.
Fergus, who was raised in
Cork, Ireland, explained:
“If you are brin gin g the
Holocaust into your work
merely to add some extra
tragedy or to tug at the
reader’s heartstrings then,
at best, what you are doing
is objectionable, at worst it
desecrates the memory of
those who suffered and
died.
“I can think of books
that do exactly that.
“Unhappily, the Holocaust in literature has
become a cliché.
“Evil,
psychop athic
Nazis, powerless, innocent
Jews and the train tracks
that lead to the gas chambers at Birkenau are the
stuff of so many books that
range from just plain bad
to positively offensive.
“When I came to write
The Paradise Ghetto, I felt
the heavy weight of both of
these things on my shoulders.
“To deal with the responsibility issue I wanted to
do what I had done with my
first Holocaust novel,
which was grab the reader
by the throat and say,
‘Look! This is what it was
like’ .
“That was my startin g
point here, too.
“Not character, not plot,
but rather what emotional

❝

Honoured
the memory
of six million
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punch was I trying to deliver to the reader?
“What did I want them to
feel at the end of the story?
“And whatever that was
had better be somethin g
that honoured the memory
of the six million who were
murdered, not some cheap
use of the setting to deliver
equally cheap emotion.”
Paradise Ghetto has been
shortlisted for the Costa
Novel Award 2017.
“Julia and Suzanne
should become part of the
rich cultural life that
spran g up in Theresienstadt,” Fergus explained.
“They do this by deciding to write a novel and so
The Paradise Ghetto is a
book within a book — two
complete novels, one inside
the other.”
Fergus, who lives near
Florence, in Italy, bought
more than 200 books as
part of his research for Call
The Swallow, which was
shortlisted for the 2002 Kerry Ingredients Irish Fiction Prize and nominated
for
the
Hughes
&
Hughes/Sunday Independent Novel of the Year.
He also visited locations
mentioned in the book,
Slonim, in Belarus, and
Lodz, in Poland, as well as
Chelmno, Sobibor, Treblinka, Auschwitz-Birkenau,
Majdanek and Belzec con-

centration camps.
For The Paradise Ghetto,
he read books about Theresienstadt and watched film
clips and documentaries on
YouTube.
He also visited the former death camp — and
Pompeii!
Fergus continued: “I
went to Pompeii because
the novel that the girls
write in The Paradise Ghetto is set in Pompeii before
the eruption.”
Fergus’ background is
not in fiction writing.
He has a first in mathematical physics from University College Cork and is
one of the world’s leading
authorities on project
management, teaching all
over the world.
He has also lectured at
many educational institutes on the subject and is
the author of 15 business
and self-help books.
“My thinking was that if
I could write a management book and get that
published then maybe the
same publisher would consider my fiction,” he
explained.
“It didn’t turn out like
that at all.
“The first two novels I
wrote were rejected by
every publisher in sight but
the third one, Call The
Swallow, was accepted by
an Irish publisher and,
after that, publication
became easier.”
Not that writing about
the Shoah did.
Fergus recalled: “It is a
very difficult subject to
write about. Call The Swallow is a very, very dark
book.
“My sister-in-law told
me she had nightmares
after reading it.
“I thought that after finishing it, I was Holocausted-out, if I can say that.
But slowly it came to me
that there was more to be
said.
“The Paradise Ghetto is
some of that and it turns
out that I have a third one
which I am currently writing.
“It has a working title of
Those Were The Days.”
He speculated why as a
lapsed
Irish
Roman

❝
The Nazis
started as
just bullies

Catholic — with no Jewish
connections whatsoever —
he decided to write about
the Holocaust.
“The closest I have come
to an answer is that I have
always hated bullying and
intolerance.
“For me, the Nazis started out as just bullies inciting hatred.
“We don’t have to look
too far today to see similar
things.
“It can be a short journey from there to much
more terrible things.
“Maybe this is why I
write about the Holocaust.”

‘To use the Holocaust to tug at
heartstrings is objectionable’

