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Remembering the Gipper
We Reaganites remember the Gipper often, and especially today on his birthday – for all that he did for us.  Ever the optimist – and with humor – he stubbornly challenged and stood down the Soviets, perhaps his greatest legacy for all Americans and those who love freedom around the world.  His closest international partner, Britain’s Prime Minister – Maggie Thatcher, aptly said that he “won the Cold War without firing a shot.”  She, like Reagan, always had a way with words, and in this case they were well deserved.

Early in his administration, President Reagan dismissed the policy of “containment” – often mischaracterized by the liberal left as the Cold War’s winning policy.  Rather, he adopted a policy of confrontation – calling the Soviet Union the “evil empire” while restoring America’s strategic military power, which had sunk to a relative low as America descended into a “malaise,” as President Carter had called it. He challenged and rolled back the expansion of communism wherever it had occurred – in Latin and South America, Africa, and other places around the world. 

Among his most notable initiatives, he called for America’s scientists and engineers to end the unimpeded vulnerability to ballistic missile attack – even by a single ballistic missile.  His Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) sought the most effective ways of providing an effective defense – even against a massive ballistic missile attack from the Soviet Union. 

This search for effective defenses led to an emphasis on space-based defenses – and this challenged the Soviets most of all. Although from the advent of SDI more was spent on ground-based defenses, it was America’s interest in space-based defense that especially caught the Soviets’ attention – because they well understood the strategic importance that would result from America gaining a significant edge in space.  

At Reykjavik in October 1986, Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev tried to entice President Reagan to abandon even the testing of space defenses by offering in exchange major cuts in offensive strategic weapons – and Reagan walked out.  This was a watershed event. Many former Soviet officials have indicated Reagan’s stubborn defense of SDI led the Soviets to conclude they could not compete, and Gorbachev’s attempts to revive his failing communist system with Glasnost and Perestroika failed – and the Soviet Union collapsed.

We got the reductions in offensive nuclear systems we sought, while continuing our research and development of strategic defenses – and we were ready to begin deploying them by 1993, when regrettably the Clinton administration terminated those efforts. Defense Secretary Les Aspin said they “took the stars out of Star Wars.”  Star Wars was the disparaging label of the left intended to suggest that Reagan was chasing a fantasy.

The legacy of his investments was not a fantasy; the Brilliant Pebbles space-based interceptor system was the most effective missile defense concept yet developed – and in 1989 the Pentagon’s acquisition authorities approved Brilliant Pebbles as SDI’s first Major Defense Acquisition Program.  It had survived numerous internal and external technical reviews and passed muster with flying colors.  All Brilliant Pebbles’ key technologies were space qualified in 1994 – and then the system was purged of the use of those technologies even for scientific space exploration missions because of their “Star Wars” heritage – so said a senior White House official. Regrettably, the Pentagon today suffers from collective amnesia and has done nothing to revive this important program, nor to even use key technology demonstrated a decade ago in its ongoing missile defense programs.

Many on the left, who continue to hate Ronald Reagan and ridicule him as an uninformed and unengaged actor, credit Gorbachev with ending the Cold War.  Nonsense! To be sure, Gorbachev in his attempts to revive the communist system helped avoid major bloodshed in the specific events of the 1989-91 period – but it was Ronald Reagan whose ideas and leadership freed the people in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union – untold millions who had suffered under communist rule for so many years. It was Reagan who championed the search for effective missile defenses – because he believed there had to be a better way to keeping the peace than threatening mutual suicide. 

President George W. Bush has followed Reagan’s lead in calling for an effective global layered defense – and especially in ending the ABM Treaty, which for three decades prevented even the testing of the most effective defenses.  Someday soon, perhaps the key technology developed by Reagan’s initiative will be revived and used to build the best defenses currently possible.  Truly, that would “win one for the Gipper.” 

God bless you, Ronald Reagan.  May we never forget.
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