
W
hat place on Earth has more layers

of history per square foot than

Israel? It’s a place where history is

always right in front of you or just

around the corner. But the stones

underfoot are stubbornly silent, so

the inquisitive traveler is well-

advised to find a storyteller as her

guide, whether in history, literature or sacred text. Fortunately, the supply of

books that shed light on the story of the tiny country is just as abundant as the

history of the land itself.

Get lost in the maze of old Jerusalem
and you’ll feel transported, walking stone
pathways more than a thousand years old,
merchants imploring you to enter their
tiny shops, women and men broadcasting
their religion by the clothes on their backs:
Greek Orthodox priests, Roman Catholic
nuns, Muslim women in their hijabs and
Orthodox Jewish men all in black with
formal headwear and curly side locks of
hair. It’s an unforgettable experience to
stand near the Western Wall, hear the
plaintive sounds of the Muslim call to
prayer and look up to see the Dome of the
Rock glittering in the sun.

At the end of day, when you’re ready to
rest your weary feet, there’s a way to add
even more depth and dimension to your
trip: Bring novels set in Israel or nonfiction
that amplifies the history or culture or

aims to answer some of the inevitable
questions.

Here are five books that would be ter-
rific traveling companions in Israel:

“Jerusalem: The

Biography“ by Simon
Sebag Montefiore
(Knopf, 650 pages, $35)

Does one city’s story
require 650 pages to
tell? For Jerusalem and
its three millennia at
the center of Western
and Middle Eastern

history, that’s barely CliffsNotes. Yet Simon
Montefiore manages a rich, detailed narra-
tive full of skillfully drawn characters,
from kings David, Solomon and Herod, to
Richard the Lionheart and Lawrence of

Arabia, to the larger-than-life and some-
times ruthless statesmen and soldiers who
led the founding of the modern state of
Israel.

An awful tension lies at the heart of
Jerusalem’s history. Because the earthly
and the divine have intersected there for
so long, the city has been cherished with a
fervor that’s often hard for the modern
mind to comprehend. And that fervor has
made it a killing ground. Immersed in this
book, it’s hard to imagine there is a square
foot of Jerusalem that has not been soaked
in blood or covered in rubble. The Church
of the Holy Sepulchre alone has seen an
incredible toll of destruction and carnage
for a sacred place. Yet the city’s mystical
allure remains. Montefiore captures this
tension eloquently.

If you read this in advance of a trip to
Jerusalem, do so with a pad of sticky notes
handy. Montefiore skillfully weaves tour-
guide asides into nearly every piece of his
story, connecting long-distant events to the
streets and buildings of today’s Jerusalem.
With this book in hand you’ll see that there
is history in almost every place you step.

“A Pigeon and a Boy”

by Meir Shalev, trans-
lated from Hebrew by
Evan Fallenberg
(Schocken, 320 pages,
$15.95, paperback edi-
tion). 

Meir Shalev is one of
Israel’s most acclaimed
novelists, and 2007’s “A

Pigeon and a Boy” won Israel’s Brenner
Prize. The novel weaves together two love

stories, one during the 1948 war of inde-
pendence and the other in modern-day
Israel focusing on Yair Mendelsohn, a tour
guide who reconnects with a childhood
friend and is intent on creating a home for
himself.

It’s an evocative and sweeping novel
well worth reading no matter where you
are. But when you’re in Israel you can fully
appreciate the description of returning to
Tel Aviv, “to the gold of the sand, to the
blue of the water, to the pink tiles of the
roof.”

Read this before bed in your hotel room,
and in the morning walk the streets men-
tioned in the book.

“To the End of the

Land” by David Gross-
man, translated from
Hebrew by Jessica
Cohen (Knopf, 576
pages, $26.95)

David Grossman’s
2010 novel, called “the
formative novel of He-
brew literature in the

21st Century” by Israel’s Ynet news web-
site, sweeps you up in the life of Ora, a
middle-aged Israeli woman who can’t bear
the thought that her son, Ofer, just re-
leased from army service, has volunteered
to serve in an offensive on the West Bank.

It’s a rich and compelling tale dealing
with the import of love and marriage, the
perils of war, and how a mother connects
with her child. Filled with details of Israeli
daily life, it also lays out relationships
between Arabs and Jews. Particularly
telling for a visitor to Israel is Ora’s inter-
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