 

  
BRING ON THE HUMOR! 
A new website – www.chelm-on-the-med.com – gives an entirely different ‘take’ on Israel that leaves no stock preconception intact.  Based on genuine man-bite-dog news items gleaned from Israel’s Hebrew newspapers, the author – veteran American-Israeli journalist Daniella Ashkenazy says:  “I’m convinced readers will be laughing with us, not at us…” 
 
Israelis think they get a raw deal in the media – that perceptions of Israel are incomplete, if not warped.  Umpteen websites, posters, books and op-eds try to change that image through serious advocacy.  Israeli freelance journalist Daniella Ashkenazy thinks she can single-handedly change perceptions using Jews’ oldest and most effective weapon.  Humor.   
Her Chelm-on-the-Med website houses columns of man-bite-dog stories and back page news gleaned from the Hebrew press, almost all from Israel’s largest Hebrew daily Yediot Aharonot – stories that Ashkenazy says are never reported in the Washington Post…not even the Jerusalem Post. Consequently, they never reach international 'offbeat news' sites like Reuters Oddly Enough. (Some Israelis no doubt sigh with relief.)   
 
"…Chelm-on-the-Med is clever and upbeat.  These quirky news stories (some truly unbelievable) are not just funny.  They cast Israel in an entirely new light.  Chelm-on-the-Med makes my day more interesting but also more fun." 
     






                  Mark Schiff, comedian
The website offers regular columns, (twice a month, with plans to go weekly) of short vignettes written tongue-in-cheek that represent a taste of what passes for ‘normalcy’ in the Jewish state…and what, indeed, all-too-often sounds like a modern-day Chelm – an actual Jewish town in Poland that for generations served as the butt of Yiddish folk humor, tagged with the role of being ‘a paradise filled with life-embracing fools’. 
 
“The difference is, I’m not making this up,” says Ashkenazy, “I’m not even exaggerating.”             
Ashkenazy’s classics stories include a raw Israeli recruit in the IDF whose ultimate Jewish mother snuck into boot camp every night to accompany her son the soldier on guard duty because he was afraid of the dark – slipping out undetected at dawn; another young man who served three years of conscript service as ‘IDF magician’; and a third who was an “ORGANizer” – responsible for urging soldiers to sign and carry organ donor cards.  Ashkenazy believes knowing about the crazy things that go on in the IDF – and this is only the tip of the iceberg, helps break down stereotypes that brand Israel a ‘militaristic’ country. 
 
The author – a veteran journalist who for over two decades has written for the Jerusalem Post and many other Hebrew and English media – argues that Chelm-on-the-Med© can make Israel ‘cool’ and ‘funky’ and ‘funny’ for kids, combating the image of a somber and dangerous place that focus groups have found among American youth. 
 
“Kids will love the story about unknown entrepreneurs who one August ‘took over’ an empty parking garage in the heart of Tel Aviv, set up an open-air disco that attracted thousands of youngsters, then vanished into the heat of the night with the take.  Or the week a strange form of graffiti by practically-unidentified pranksters began appearing on park benches along swank Rothschild Boulevard in Tel-Aviv – little engraved plaques declaring “Amnon’s Bench’  or ‘Hilah’s and El’ad’s Bench’,” says Ashkenazy.  
 
“Israel advocacy activist can use the content to defuse the detractors and demonizers with laughter,” she says, adding that synagogues newsletters and even regular commercial print media can reprint a limited number of vignettes in their publications free of cost.  "I hope surfers will e-mail columns to their neighborhood anti-Semite or Israel divestor, not just their friends.  Believe me, no one’s stock perceptions will survive intact.”  
“Life in Israel is far more human and life-embracing than the headlines reveal.  Reading about a senior Israeli minister who chose to enchant the press by mesmerizing a chicken, leaving the bird on its back looking like an oversized zapped cockroach or reading about a court ruling on a divorce settlement requiring the divorcee pay his former spouse one pregnant goat a year for the next 35 years – raising serious questions over ‘who got whose goat’ – I’m convinced non-Israelis will be laughing with us…not at us,” she concludes. 
