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This week’s new book update looks at recent biographies and memoirs of people 
in public in public life.    The subjects include entrepreneurs, diplomats, monarchs, and 
presidents (past, present, and aspiring). 

Steve Jobs by Walter Issacson recounts “the roller-coaster life and intense 
personality of a creative entrepreneur whose passion for perfection and ferocious drive 
revolutionized six industries: personal computers, animated movies, music, phones, tablet 
computing, and digital publishing.” At a time when America is seeking ways to sustain 
its innovative edge, and when societies around the world are trying to build digital-age 
economies, Jobs stands as the ultimate icon of inventiveness and applied imagination. 
Publishers Weekly called this “one of the best accounts yet of the human side of the 
computer biz.” 

Another good read by Isaacson is Benjamin Franklin.  This “vivid and witty” life  
gives a Franklin that “seems to turn to us from history's stage with eyes that twinkle from 
behind his new-fangled spectacles (Forbes).”   Franklin was, of course, an ambitious 
urban entrepreneur who rose up the social ladder, and from there, engaged community 
affairs, scientific experiment and political intrigues.   Although Franklin preached the 
virtues of hard-work and frugality, he was no individualist. His civic-minded projects 
(fire departments, libraries, a state college, the idea of America itself) benefitted the 
commonweal.        

No Higher Honor by Condoleezza Rice details her years as National Security 
Advisor and Secretary of State.  A native of still-segregated Alabama, Rice distinguished 
herself in academe before becoming an advisor to the second President Bush.  
Overshadowed by VP Cheney and Defense Secretary Rumsfeld during Bush’s first term, 
she emerged into her as Secretary of State, where her advice on dealings with Iraq, North 
Korea and Iran eclipsed those of Mr. Cheney. “Rice writes with unguarded candor about 
White House decision-making in the Age of Terrorism. This is the first serious memoir 
of the Bush presidency (Washington Post).”

Catherine the Great by Robert Massie is a”masterful, intimate, and tantalizing 
portrait (Publishers Weekly.”   At 14, Catherine was an obscure German princess given 
in marriage to Russia’s ruling Romanov family. At 33, she dethroned her husband and 
became Tsarina.   Confident, cultured, and witty, Catherine avoided excesses of personal 
power. She imported European culture into Russia, from philosophy to medicine, 
education, architecture, and art. 

The Real Elizabeth by Andrew Marr is an “engrossing and perceptive” look at a 
contemporary monarch, who cedes power to a democratic parliament but remains the 
nation’s head of state. She became queen in her twenties, because of the abdication of her 
uncle Edward and the early death of her father, George VI (The King’s Speech).   In her 
six-decade reign she has had to contend with Britain’s changing role in world affairs and 
controversies with in the royal household.  

Eisenhower in War and Peace by Jean Edward Smith is a “riveting” life of the 
man he calls one of the 20th century’s “most successful presidents (Publishers Weekly).”  
Derided by his detractors as a somnambulant caretaker, Eisenhower emerges in Smith’s 
perceptive retelling as both a canny politician and a skillful, decisive leader. Smith 
convincingly portrays an Eisenhower who engineered an end to America’s three-year no-



win war in Korea, resisted calls for preventative wars, but deployed force when needed.   
Domestically, Eisenhower reduced defense spending, balanced the budget, constructed 
the interstate highway system, and provided social security coverage for millions who 
were self-employed. Smith reminds us that Eisenhower was as widely popular when he 
left the White House as when he became President eight years earlier, a nearly 
inconceivable feat in this day and age.” As America searches for new heroes to lead it out 
of its present-day predicaments, Jean Edward Smith’s achievement lies in reintroducing 
us to a hero from the past.”   

The Obamas  by Jodi Kantor is the currently best-selling insider’s view of the 
first couples marriage and life in the White House.  It serves of plenty of dish while 
regarding “more earnest matters like history, context, and ideas the way a child looks at 
a plate of Brussels sprouts ( New Yorker).”  Far more insightful (both on the first term 
and the first family) is Jonathan Alter’s The Promise.  This “sharply observed narrative’ 
(Publishers Weekly) follows the President as he tackles two wars, an imploding economy, 
wary foreign powers, congressional recalcitrance -- and two daughters who remind him 
of his promise to buy them a dog.  From out of the minutia of policy-making, Alter crafts 
an insightful psychological portrait of the 44th President that may surprise. 

 The Real Mitt Romney by Michael Kranish and Scott Helman attempts to discern 
the character and convictions of this presidential aspirant.  The authors “have assembled 
a more thorough record of Romney's life than has yet appeared.”  They discuss his 
grandparent’s expulsion from Mexico for polygamy and his father’s career as an auto 
exec and moderate GOP governor.  With Mitt, they dutifully cover his roles as a venture 
capitalist, Governor of Massachusetts and church elder.  Though long on detail, the book 
is agreed to be short on insight.  Romney is “deeply cautious”, and “the two institutions 
that have been the most important to his career—the Mormon Church and Bain Capital—
are stonily non-transparent.”  But their account nevertheless fails to penetrate Fort 
Romney's formidable defenses (Kirkus Reviews).”

 
  


