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WARNING:   DOWNER AHEAD!!!
Greenville, ME – The word, Armageddon, depending on the listener, brings forth different initial reactions.  Those with a profound Christian background may immediately assume that the term is being used in relation to the last book of the New Testament in the Revelations to St. John (16:16): “Then they gathered the kings together in the place that in Hebrew is called Armageddon.” [New International Version....other variants  of the Bible, e.g., the King James Version, contain remarkably similar wording.]  This passage is often interpreted to mean, in one form or other, that the final battle between the forces of good and evil will take place here.  If you want to spend days on end reading different interpretations of these relatively few Biblical words, there are nearly endless opportunities online or in your local library.
Movie  buffs, on the other hand, will associate Armageddon with the 1998 motion picture      of the same name in which NASA assembles a group of misfits to save the world from an asteroid “the size of Texas” which is headed to hit Earth.   Reading critics’ reviews of this 144 minutes “thriller” is possibly more enjoyable than watching the movie itself.
To many of us with personal experience involving nuclear weapons, and also those worried about the very existence of such terrifying instruments of war, Armageddon simply means the end of the world as we know it due to the intentional, or accidental, use of these weapons.  It is not a trivial concern.
The U.S. submarine which I commanded 40 years ago carried over 150 hydrogen (nuclear fusion) bombs loaded on missiles.  Each warhead was capable of unimaginable destruction at its target area.  The damage from just one of these warheads would be far, far in excess of either of the two “atomic” (nuclear fission) bombs which were dropped by the U.S. on Japan in 1945.  The weapons on that one submarine were only a small part of the American nuclear arsenal at that time.  Since the beginning of the Cold War with the Soviet Union in the late 1940’s, U.S. policy to counter the threat of Soviet nuclear weapons was to build a massive nuclear arsenal in a triad of delivery platforms:  bombers, land-based intercontinental missiles (ICBM’s), and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (such as the ones on “my” submarine).  The theory, first formally called Mutually Assured Destruction (M.A.D.) in 1962, held that because the use of these terrible weapons by either side would trigger the same response by the other and would result in the total ruination of both countries, neither side would rationally choose to initiate an exchange.  It is as if two gunfighters each have a loaded pistol against the other’s head.  Both the U.S. and the Soviets took steps to ensure the survivability of the majority of their own nuclear systems so that the enemy could not risk a preemptive first strike because there would still be more than sufficient weapons remaining to annihilate the other side.
Unfortunately, the problem created by M.A.D. is obvious:  there is no credible way to disarm without risking national suicide.  To add even more danger to the mix, there are now many other countries which have also acquired nuclear weapons.  Historic enemies such as India and Pakistan are now armed to the teeth with nucs.  In spite of nuclear non-proliferation treaties the “nuclear club” of the world has steadily grown.    China is armed to the teeth with nucs, American allies, such as Britain and France have large unknown totals, and there is no doubt that Israel has plenty.  Even the impoverished nation of North Korea has some.  Many argue that it is only a matter of time until other players in the volatile Mideast region develop (or buy) these powerful devices.
I have a friend whose main focus is to try to create world-wide nuclear disarmament.  He is not naive concerning his chances of his goal reaching fruition, but he continues to search for some means of making these weapons historical relics.   I totally share his objectives, but I fear that our planet will first be blown to smithereens before nations will disarm.  An alarming and pessimistic thought?  Yes, but I see no path to avoid this doomsday scenario.  In addition to an accidental launch, there are too many crazies out there.
The mechanics of disarmament require trust.   During disarmament negotiations of the 1980’s, the phrase “Trust, but Verify” became the mantra of the Reagan administration.  In other words, we will agree to reduce our arsenal, but only if we can be absolutely certain that you are doing the same.  Having been involved personally in these arms agreements, I can assure you that there were never going to be acceptably strict verification procedures agreed to by the U.S. or the USSR.  In fact, this was the dirty little secret of U.S. policy:  we wanted no significant reductions and could always use the verification “hole card” to ensure that none happened.  I assume that other nations which do not care for each other (think India and Pakistan) will ever agree to meaningful inspections because neither feels safe without having the threat of erasing their opponent.  And do not discount the national machismo factor of having such destructive weapons!
We have had a relatively good run on Earth.  In spite of a continuing legacy of wars and natural disasters, humans have managed to progress in a mostly steady manner for several millennia.  Unfortunately, I don’t see us making it much further.  Our fate would appear to be....Armageddon.
 I thought you might like to know.
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