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Win One For The Gipper!!!

Tomorrow is Ronald Reagan’s 90th birthday.  We hope it is possible that, in the twilight shadows of his days on this Earth, he, in some small way, can know the warmth and appreciation of a grateful nation—indeed of all who struggle to obtain and keep their freedom—for his extraordinary contributions to peace, prosperity, and hope for the future.  
Some think President Reagan was only an actor who lived out roles he imagined from his movie days, as described by Frances Fitzgerald in her pseudo study of his strongly held views, Way Out There In The Blue (Simon and Schuster, 2000).   Recently, Reagan In His Own Hand (The Free Press, 2001) reveals Reagan’s principled views were well formed in numerous writings and speeches—drafted in the 1970s in his own hand.  Clearly, no one but Ronald Reagan wrote the script for his most deeply held views.  Lou Cannon wrote in yesterday’s Washington Post Book World, “Reagan In His Own Hand drives a stake into the heart of the notion that the president was any kind of a dunce.”

Especially prescient was his courageous call to end America’s—and our friends’ and allies’—vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile.  He asked,   “Wouldn’t it be better to save lives than to avenge them?”  And he set into place the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), derisively called “Star Wars” by critics who claimed in shrill tones that it was not possible, it was too expensive, it would create an “unbridled” arms race in space, and it would end arms control with the Soviet Union—which Reagan aptly called the “evil empire”-- much to the chagrin of the nattering press and liberal left.

Such rancor came at the height of the Cold War, with peace demonstrations at home and abroad against Reagan’s initiatives to repair the “hollow” U.S. military created during the Carter years, while the Soviets engaged in the largest military buildup in history.  Reagan, with the help of his closest ally, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, led the World’s free nations to resist, even to defeat, Soviet-fed propaganda and expansionist policies.  NATO stood firmly together to deploy the Pershing and Ground Launched Cruise Missiles in late 1983, and the Soviets walked out of all the arms control talks in protest—and still the NATO alliance held, during its finest hour.  

Largely because of Soviet concerns about SDI—especially space-based defenses, the Soviets returned to the negotiating table in 1985 and reenergized their anti-SDI propaganda campaign, which was echoed by the liberal left around the world.  Then at Reykjavik, in October 1986, Mikhail Gorbachev tried to get Reagan to trade away SDI in exchange for deep offensive reductions—and Ronald Reagan refused, folded his papers, and went home.  Many former Soviet leaders have said that Reagan’s refusal to give up SDI convinced them that they could not compete with American technology—and one thing led to another until the Soviet Union crumbled.  As Maggie Thatcher said, “Ronald Reagan won the Cold War without firing a shot...” and he got the offensive nuclear reductions he wanted without curtailing SDI.

Moreover, Ambassador Henry F. Cooper, who was Reagan’s Negotiator at the Geneva Defense and Space Talks and President George Bush’s SDI Director observes, “What many don’t appreciate is that Russian President Yeltsin finally said “Yes” to Reagan’s proposal to reduce offensive nuclear systems and, at the same time, to build strategic defenses.  On January 31, 1992, Boris Yeltsin proposed, in a United Nations’ speech, deeper than START I offensive reductions, that SDI be redirected to take advantage of Russian technology, and that the U. S. and Russia work together and build a global defense to protect the world community.  The Bush Administration completed a START II Treaty and made progress toward agreeing on how to build joint global defenses before President Clinton took office, abandoned the on-going high level discussions on cooperative defenses, scuttled the fully approved and funded national missile defense program, abandoned the global defense architecture, and declared allegiance to the ABM Treaty which blocks any effective defense.  The first Bush Administration gained allied support for building a joint global defense.  Hopefully, the second Bush Administration will re-establish strong alliance support for finishing the job—soon!  We are all being overtaken by the threat projected by the 1998 bipartisan Rumsfeld Commission and we need defenses now.”

There are problems.  At last weekend’s Wehrkunde conference in Munich, Germany, there was a parade of objections to President George W. Bush’s stated intention to end, “at the earliest possible date,” America’s vulnerability to ballistic missiles.  While using rhetoric reminiscent of the mid-1980s, European and the Russian leaders seemed oblivious to how far we came together in 1992.  In contrast, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld proposed to revive the cooperative plan for wide area defenses being pursued eight years ago: “The United States is prepared to develop and deploy a missile defense designed to protect our people and forces against a limited ballistic missile attack, and is prepared to assist friends and allies threatened by missile attack to deploy such defenses.”  He also emphasized that the ABM Treaty blocks the way to effective defenses, and it must go the way of other Cold War trappings.  President Bush has indicated his willingness to talk about working together—but he has also indicated his intent “promptly” to go it alone if necessary.

Hopefully, President Bush will stick to this position and finish what President Reagan began.  Ronald Reagan was right about many things.  SDI was one of them.  Let us resolve to finish what he began.  Let’s win one for the Gipper!!!
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