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President Dwight eisen-
hower remains a vague 
figure (genial, a golfer) in 
public memory, a cipher 
between the feisty Harry 
Truman and the glamorous 
John F. Kennedy. Focusing 

on the ultimate issue—the threat of nuclear war—Evan Thomas ’73 finds in Ike 
tactical brilliance and, where needed, ruthless efficacy. From the introduction to 
his new book, Ike’s Bluff: President Eisenhower’s Secret Battle to Save the World (Little, 
Brown, $29.99):

eisenhower was an expert at bridge, 
an activity now associated in the Ameri-
can mind with middle-aged or elderly 
people sitting around a table staring at 
cards. For Eisenhower, who played as 
much as possible, the game was a relax-
ing way of doing what he did all day: read-
ing minds, weighing 
options (his own 
and others), think-
ing ahead, and con-
cealing his inten-
tions. Eisenhower, 
who generally radi-
ated warm sinceri-
ty and whose emo-
tions were easy to 
read, was actually 
a great bluffer, and 
not just at cards. 

Eisenhower’s ba-
sic policy through-
out his presidency 
was known as Mas-
sive Retaliation. It 
was, in essence, a threat to use nuclear 
weapons against Communist aggression 
wherever and whenever it might occur. 
Even in his most private councils, Eisen-
hower remained vague about what he 
might or might not do in crisis. His clos-
est adviser, General Andrew Goodpas-
ter, guessed Ike would never use nuclear 
weapons, but others weren’t so sure, and 
Eisenhower wasn’t about to tell them.

Indeed, Eisenhower sometimes sound-
ed as if he regarded nuclear weapons as 
conventional weapons—“like bullets,” 
he once said. Other times he seemed 
determined to rid the world of their 
scourge.…Eisenhower’s mission, which 
he achieved after he extricated America 
from the Korean War in 1953, was to 
avoid any war. As a general, Eisenhower 

had commanded a conquering army in 
a world war ended only by the use of 
two atomic bombs. Though he posed as 
a poor farm boy, he was a scholar who 
had closely read Clausewitz’s treatise 
On War, and took to heart its basic, if 
overlooked, message: that small wars 

can become big wars, and that a nation 
fighting for survival will stop at nothing. 
Eisenhower managed, by cleverness, in-
direction, subtlety, and downright de-
viousness—and by embracing the very 
weapon he could never use—to safe-
guard his country and possibly the rest of 
mankind from annihilation. As the United 
States and the Soviet Union created the 
power to end the world in the 1950s, the 
genial old soldier with a weakened heart 
contrived to keep the peace. He did so in 
his own distinctive way. He was honor-
able but occasionally opaque, outwardly 
amiable but inwardly seething.
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bedroom. “No, that’s my closet!” Jackie 
exclaims, her eyes wide, grinning as if she 
almost can’t believe her good fortune. Later 
in the film, after the family arrives in an 
airport after having flown coach (a first for 
the children), Jackie walks up to a rental-
car counter and asks the clerk earnestly, 
“What is my driver’s name?” New York Times 
film critic A.O. Scott ’87 wrote in his re-
view, “Schadenfreude and disgust may be 
unavoidable, but to withhold all sympathy 
from the Siegels is to deny their humanity 
and shortchange your own. Marvel at the 
ornate frame, mock the vulgarity of the im-
ages if you want, but let’s not kid ourselves. 
If this film is a portrait, it is also a mirror.”

Greenfield became interested in the 
lives of the 1 percenters as an undergradu-
ate, where she studied photography under 
Barbara Norfleet, Ph.D. ’51, then a lecturer 

and curator of still pho-
tography at the Carpenter 
Center for the Visual Arts, 
who had produced a book 
called All the Right People, 
about the WASPs of the 
Northeast. “Part of what 
drove her [Norfleet] to 
make that book was that 
in the archives there were 
very few photos of rich 
people,” Greenfield says. 
“The photos that existed…
were only commissioned 
portraits by the subjects 
themselves, or society pic-
tures which didn’t have 
any context because they 

weren’t natural moments. For me, when I 
started the Queen of Versailles, it was a little 
bit similar. We see so much of the life of 
the affluent as these packaged, manipu-
lated reality-TV shows, or advertising. I 
wanted to do a real-life look at this fam-
ily, particularly because Jackie and David 
had this other quality—a down-to-earth 
American quality. They came from humble 
origins and were a rags-to-riches story.”

Greenfield met Jackie Siegel by chance 
at a Hollywood party and immediately fell 
for the couple’s tale. (The filmmaker had 
asked if she could photograph Siegel’s os-
tentatious metallic purse; the image even-
tually became one of Time magazine’s “Pho-
tos of the Year,” illustrating the “high life” 
and “gilded age” of America). But that was 
in 2007, when David Siegel’s company—
the largest privately owned time-share 

Ike, in a photo likely taken in the late 
1940s when he was Army Chief of Staff, 
playing bridge with General Alfred 
Gruenther  
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