
4 . 1 5 . 1 2 | p r i n t e r s r o w 9

actions with Sami, her longtime Arab
driver. She calls him “almost one of the
family” and gets him to drive her and Ofer
to the area where soldiers are gathering for
the offensive — not the best idea.

The novel illuminates the depth of feel-
ings about Israel’s mandatory military
service, which tourists see on display ev-
erywhere as young men and women in
uniform tote their machine guns down the
streets and into ice-cream shops. There’s
also rich description of hiking in the Gali-
lee, where Ora flees to avoid receiving any
possible bad news about Ofer.

“Start-up Nation:

The Story of Israel’s

Economic Miracle” by
Dan Senor and Saul
Singer (Hachette Book
Group, 304 pages,
$26.99)

This book is an ut-
terly compelling book
about business. Yes,
that’s possible. It deliv-

ers readable narratives on how companies
or products got their start, but even more
valuable are the historical and cultural
nuggets about Israel and the Israeli people,
which the authors contend is what makes
this small nation a startup powerhouse.

“Technology companies and global
investors are beating a path to Israel and
finding unique combinations of audacity,
creativity, and drive everywhere they
look,” the authors write, noting that the
country has the highest density of startups
in the world (a total of 3,850 startups, one
for every 1,844 Israelis, according to the
book).

The authors contend that the reasons
for the innovative environment go well
beyond the stereotypical explanation that
Jews are smart: “It is a story not just of
talent but of tenacity, of insatiable ques-
tioning of authority, of determined infor-
mality, combined with a unique attitude
toward failure, teamwork, mission, risk
and cross-disciplinary creativity.” 

Beyond business vignettes, readers will
also learn about how Israel’s military re-
serve system feeds the country’s “chaotic,
antihierarchical ethos,” about a “culture of
doubt and argument,” Israel’s proud dis-
play of “chutzpah,” and its “fiftyfold eco-
nomic growth within sixty years.”

This is a terrific book that acts as a
primer for an understanding of the Israeli

people and the historical and cultural
influences that define the population. It
reminds readers that the 7 million Israeli
citizens are not all Jewish and that there
are great differences even among those
who are Jewish.

“Israel’s tiny population is made up of
some seventy different nationalities. A
Jewish refugee from Iraq and one from
Poland or Ethiopia did not share a lan-
guage, education, culture, or history — at
least not for the two previous millennia,”
the authors write. 

“The Bus Driver Who

Wanted to Be God &

Other Stories” by Etgar
Keret (Toby, 200 pages,
$12.95, paperback edi-
tion)

Writer Etgar Keret,
popular with young
people in Israel, has
been called “brilliant”

by Salman Rushdie. The short stories in
“The Bus Driver Who Wanted to Be God”
are quirky and irreverent, very short and
piercing.

In the title story, the bus driver struggles
with the relative merits of waiting for
late-to-the-stop passengers versus saving
time for the riders already on board. It
becomes a moral issue that puts the driver
to the test. Another story, “Shoes,” records
a school field trip on Holocaust Memorial
Day with the narrator feeling “very impor-
tant” as he was the only kid there with a
grandfather who had died in the Holo-
caust. A speaker said he hoped the stu-
dents would never visit Germany and that
they shouldn’t forget what had gone on
there. Then the kid’s parents bring him a
pair of sneakers made in Germany.

Many of Keret’s characters are on the
brink of becoming adults and deal with the
absurdities of life in absurd ways. This is a
quick read and easy to put in a carry-on.

One book I longed for during my trip to
Israel was a Bible, to recall more closely
the stories I had heard often whose locales
were now being pointed out by tour
guides: Mount Sodom, Nazareth, the Sea of
Galilee, where Jesus is said to have walked
on water. It’s a long list. Think about buy-
ing a Bible or a book of Bible stories in
Jerusalem. It would be a good souvenir.

Terri Colby is a freelance travel writer and a
former Chicago Tribune editor.

Where tourists don’t go
“Jerusalem: Chronicles from the Holy City” by Guy Delisle, translated from French

by Helge Dascher (Drawn & Quarterly, 336 pages, $24.95)

Guy Delisle’s latest graphic endeavor (due out April 24) is a bit of a travelogue but

more of a memoir of the year he spent in Israel with his two children and wife, who

was assigned to work there by Doctors Without Borders, an international

humanitarian organization.

His story is riveting, the vignettes incisive when describing

everyday life as he sets up his household in an Arab

neighborhood in East Jerusalem, explores the new country and

tries to figure out the complex society into which his family is

thrust. As a nonreligious outsider, Delisle excels in showing,

rather than describing, the oddities — absurdities even — of life

in the city where Christianity, Islam and Judaism uneasily share

space. The simple elegance of word and line draws you in

smoothly but packs a wallop as the story unfolds.

Israeli buses don’t stop in his neighborhood. Muslim officials won’t let him in to see

the Dome of the Rock. Christian clerics struggle over control at the Church of the

Holy Sepulchre. Guns are everywhere in this place of religion. Driving through

ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods is not a good idea on the Sabbath. And no one at

airport security can seem to understand why he is living in East Jerusalem.

Delisle examines the Israeli checkpoints that regulate movement for Palestinians,

and he learns about life near the Jewish settlements, where it’s not unheard of to put

plastic instead of glass in a car windshield because it’s less likely to break from

thrown rocks. He spends a day at the beach in Tel Aviv with another ex-pat family,

enjoying the sun, sand and surf and then realizes the planes flying overhead are

military jets, likely headed for Gaza, where his wife spends much of her work time.

Delisle focuses on details, yet in so doing paints a broad picture that offers insights

into Israel’s complexities.

— T.C.


