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Introduction and Acknowledgements



In late January 2024, my flight from Bangkok touched down at Taiwan’s main international airport at Taoyuan, just outside the capital. It was a grey and wintry afternoon, and I could just as easily have been in part of Heathrow, Gatwick, Frankfurt or any other major aviation hub. But if war came to the world in the coming years – and particularly if it started with a Chinese attack against Taiwan – then this ultramodern airport and the industrial estates around it might be among the first and most important battlefields.


China’s military commanders had already built a giant replica of the airport, the lines of its runways clearly visible at a remote training area in the Gobi Desert,1 together with other potential targets on the island including the presidential offices. Any such assault would almost certainly be accompanied by beach landings: perhaps the largest amphibious operation since the Allied D-Day invasion of Europe in 1944, perhaps even larger.


Crossing the 90-plus miles of the Taiwan Strait would be no easy matter: between summer typhoons and winter storms, some analysts believed an attack would only be possible in the few normally calm weeks around April or September. As I drove along the coastal road in a wheelchair-accessible minibus a few days later, the storm-tossed waters looked particularly grey and uninviting.


The tiny fishing community at Zhuwei and nearby Chu-wei beach was a brief patch of light and life amid the grey seas, skies, creeks and corrugated iron-roofed buildings that ran down to the foreshore – even if none of the small, brightly painted fishing boats were venturing out to sea. In a small restaurant that still showed its Christmas decorations, family groups clustered around rice, stew and enormous oysters. I chose not to wreck the atmosphere by asking them what might happen if this place became ground zero for an invasion by China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA).


In the event of war, these people might be some of the first to suffer but they were unlikely to be the last. Outside, a stallholder who gave her name only as Mrs Chen was open about her worries. Her greatest concern, she said, was for her two sons in their thirties who had done their military service and might well be recalled if an invasion came. She said she did not expect the Americans to intervene to protect Taiwan by fighting, although she thought they might send weapons. As to what she and her community would do: ‘We will die or we will flee.’2


Earlier that day, I had been talking to other young men and women who might also be doing the fighting: current students and likely future conscripts at the National Taiwan University. Again, they responded in several different ways: the women – not liable for military service unless they volunteered, but often fiercely attached to Taiwan’s ideals of democracy and de facto independence – were often the most convinced that the island should fight. Among the young men there were a range of attitudes. ‘Some people are determined, and some are scared,’ one told me. ‘I am one of the scared ones.’3


It reminded me uncomfortably of the conversations I had as a young Reuters journalist in Sri Lanka almost two decades earlier, visiting areas that had been on the frontline in previous bouts of the civil war and now faced renewed fighting as its ceasefire unravelled. It was the same feeling of understated, growing dread – but also sometimes a degree of understandable excitement, particularly for those who barely recalled what conflict was really like, either because they were too young, or too powerful or privileged to care.


It was not, of course, an omnipresent feeling. ‘You can’t think about war the entire time – you simply wouldn’t function,’ one Taiwanese official told me. There were also plenty of people on Taiwan – perhaps even the majority – who believed that conflict wouldn’t happen, or at the very least that officials from the United States were overstating dangers when they warned it might come as soon as 2027. Most people, as always, were simply getting on with life. It was the same a few weeks later in Estonia, where the crowded buses, shops and restaurants felt little like a nation facing an existential threat. People were going about their daily lives – even if some were quietly talking of getting houses in Spain, or other steps to cope in the event of conflict.


US Army reservist and military contractor Rocco Santurri described a similar mood in South Korea: ‘It’s almost as if the air is slightly heavier. But life goes on.’4 The same, of course, could be said for those undergoing much worse experiences routinely in Ukraine – just as it was for my two grandmothers, both later conscripted in uniform, as they walked to work through the wartime bombing of Liverpool and the Medway towns.


As recently as the late 2010s, the idea that the world might genuinely be approaching another major war would still have been seen as scaremongering at best. That tensions were rising between the United States and China was by then becoming obvious. It was also clear that Vladimir Putin’s Russia was less and less interested in playing by the West’s rules. With hindsight, though, the Kremlin’s 2014 annexation of Crimea, Beijing’s growing assertiveness in the South China Sea and, perhaps most importantly, the indicators of the waning power of the United States should all have been seen as warning signs.


By the start of the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic, it was already clear that things were getting worse – followed briskly in 2021 by the mass-mobilisation of Russian forces along the borders of Ukraine and the full-scale invasion of February 2022. Soon, the phrase ‘Ukraine today, Taiwan tomorrow’ was being repeated in Asia and in Washington, while European nations wrestled with how to react to the reality that major land warfare was again a feature of their continent.


As former British Army head and then UK defence chief General Sir Nick Carter put it in an interview in early 2025: ‘It’s an extremely dangerous decade, reminiscent in some ways of the 1930s – albeit with some differences: nuclear weapons were not around [then] and the world was arguably not as interconnected as it is today. But when you see the nature of the bellicose rhetoric, it seems some people have forgotten the horrors of war.’5


Some preparations were already underway as the US and other militaries quietly began to prioritise what they termed ‘large-scale combat operations’. From the start of the 2020s, NATO’s military planners rebooted Cold War-era war plans into a new concept they called ‘Defence and Deterrence for the Euro-Atlantic’, setting the tone for the dramatically increased steps that would be taken from 2022.6 Still, the speed of escalation shocked almost everybody.


In October 2022, US President Joe Biden described the risk of nuclear escalation in Ukraine as the highest since the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962.7 Within a year, Jamie Dimon – the legendary chief executive of JPMorgan Chase who had led the bank since 2006 – was also warning the world was entering the ‘most dangerous time . . . in decades’.8


The modern threat, however, both looks and feels distinctly different to that of what we should probably now call the first Cold War. The prospect of the world being torn apart by multiple atomic blasts is once again no longer unimaginable, although we remain well short of the visceral terror of the most alarming Cold War years. According to analysis of demographic trends, the Cuban crisis was followed nine months later by a mini-boom in the birth rate – but only in those US states within missile range of Cuba. Those expecting to be killed in the opening volley of missiles appear to have been happy to shed their inhibitions – but also in those states further away where people expected to survive the first few days, couples became more reluctant than usual to bring a child into a potentially post-apocalyptic world.9


For now, even in most frontline states, few seem to be thinking in terms of such starkly apocalyptic options. With most of the potential conflicts that we see today, the assumption is that they would begin with conventional if perhaps widespread fighting – and that they would most likely stay that way, at least initially and perhaps for weeks or months or even years.


Still, when nuclear rivals India and Pakistan came to blows in May 2025 it took only a matter of days for panic buying to be reported in New Delhi, with some residents talking of fleeing to relatives in the hills in case matters escalated.10 That fighting was the most serious between those nations since they both acquired atomic weapons; another reminder of how fast the long-standing taboo on nuclear nations fighting conventional wars against each other is breaking down.


As in the early Cold War years, the world looks like it’s entering a cycle in which repeated and sometimes overlapping crises can fuel repeated escalation; a more complex counterpart of the series of events from the 1948–9 Berlin Blockade and resulting airlift to the face-off over Cuba of 1962. Only after coming to the very edge of global Armageddon did US President John F. Kennedy and Soviet counterpart Nikita Khrushchev find a way to step back from the brink and usher in détente and more than a decade of talks and lower tensions.


Those who work towards global arms control and to reduce atomic dangers are already waiting for that moment, jotting down potential steps to be used to build confidence after the next crisis. But as US Marine Lieutenant Colonel Brian Kerg – head of planning for the 3rd Marine Expeditionary Force in Okinawa – wrote for the Atlantic Council in early 2024, it is entirely possible that the crisis would instead yield a long and open-ended conflict. ‘Everyone loves a short, sharp war,’ he wrote. ‘They end on time, are won decisively and provide tight narrative completion for the stories we want to tell.’ But just as likely, he suggested, was a lethal and frenetic opening stage that could kill tens of thousands across the Pacific and beyond, potentially extending to the use of tactical nuclear weapons by both sides – but which was only the beginning. Providing that escalation could be controlled, the conventional conflict might just keep on going, exhausting high-tech weapons stocks and then reworking economies and societies as all sides commit further to an existential war through conscription, mobilisation and asset stripping of industry.11


A July 2024 Congressional report described the US as dangerously unprepared for such a widespread war – particularly if needing to fight China coincided with an attack against Europe from Russia and perhaps also action by North Korea and Iran. ‘The US public are largely unaware of the dangers,’ warned the report. ‘They are not anticipating disruptions to their power, water or access to all the goods on which they rely . . . The nation was last prepared for such a fight during the Cold War . . . It is not prepared today.’12


Most other countries are making similar discoveries. From the start of 2025 I was lucky enough to get funding to build the ‘Facing Coming Storms: Talking International Defence’ podcast for the British Army’s think tank, the Centre for Historical Analysis and Conflict Research, probing just these issues for a professional military audience and all others that were interested. Many of the resulting interviews have fed into this book, along with my own travel and reporting as well as that of others (of course suitably referenced).13


From the very top of modern militaries to those who will fight the battles on the ground, there are now both active discussions and often simulations of what modern war might look like. ‘There is definitely a sobering moment for the marines . . . when they realise that you can have everything done right and unfortunately you still lose some of your people,’ US Marine Corps Captain Nicholas Royer told me in spring 2025 as he outlined how his team delivered training. That included simulating the dilemmas junior personnel might face deciding whether to risk detection by flying a small drone, or how to handle a panicked civilian population in the face of an attack. It also included putting personnel in an environment where the rapid helicopter evacuation available throughout much of the ‘war on terror’ might be rendered impossible by electronic jamming and anti-aircraft systems.14 Multiple individuals leading large numbers of troops warned me that modern fatalities in a single day of conflict might now extend to several hundred troops, perhaps even more – a dramatic increase compared with Iraq and Afghanistan, where the loss of even a dozen troops in a single day could be seen as a disaster.15


In other areas we are now in uncharted territory. While Ukraine offers at least one example of a modern major war on land, as well as the effectiveness of missiles and drones against warships at sea, the world has not seen a real missile-firing major maritime conflict since the Falklands War in 1982. Those who remember that experience describe an atmosphere of deep and sometimes frenetic terror – as well as frantic battles to fight fires and save ships following a bomb or missile impact.


Modern aerial combat – including not just drones and planes but missiles against missiles and electronic jamming – is now evolving at exponential speed, with new technology and tactics every year, and the same is true in space. Cyber attacks and interference in critical infrastructure such as energy facilities, data centres, undersea cables, transport and even sewage all bring different threats, and perhaps huge destruction extending to widespread loss of life. A whole separate book could unquestionably be written on the current ‘hybrid’ and often hidden conflicts involving sabotage, subversion and other secret acts now constantly underway – with many of the details likely to be revealed years into the future, if they ever see the light of day. Then there is the worldwide battle for resources.


With the return of Donald Trump to the White House in 2025, events have taken yet more complex turns. On the one hand, the new US administration expressed commitment to the maxim of ‘peace through strength’ and ‘re-establishing deterrence’ with a much more muscular approach to foreign policy and potential foes. On the other, it contained no shortage of ‘restrainers’ who argued that America was overstretched and must cut back on its commitments. It also appears keen to focus America’s military might on homeland defence – something the administration interprets increasingly broadly to include border and missile defence and lethal strikes on drug dealers at sea, not to mention troops policing US cities.


America’s allies must now look nervously at the potential fights that they must do more to deter if the US does indeed step back. ‘We are at a very dangerous moment because the structures and consensus and the understanding we have of how the world fits together has all been upended,’ former British Army officer turned Liberal Democrat MP Mike Martin told British magazine the Big Issue, citing conversations with senior officials who believe there is a high chance of a major conflict by 2030. ‘If we got into a big war, we would have conscription straightaway.’


It was a long way from where UK defence policy still sat, with talk of building up part-time reserves that could provide another few tens of thousands of soldiers at the very most, while trusting new technology – particularly drones – to fill the remaining gaps. ‘We are not at the stage yet where you can replace people with drones,’ said Martin. ‘You still need people to occupy villages, hold ground and all the rest of it. And that’s not going to change for quite some time.’16


It was very much a soldier’s view – Martin had been one of the most respected experts and critics of Britain’s war in Afghanistan, and remained heavily briefed on the fighting in Ukraine. On the far side of the world, at Edwards Air Force Base in California, the base commander Brigadier General Doug Wickert told local civic leaders he believed it was maintaining America’s military technical edge that was more important.


Wickert was one of the US Air Force’s most experienced test and combat pilots – significant parts of his official military résumé had been redacted to maintain secrecy. The reason the current era was more dangerous than the first Cold War, he believed, was in part because China was able to out-produce the US when it came to warships, planes and missiles. Only a handful of US military capabilities, such as the new B-21 ‘Raider’ stealth bomber being built in nearby factories, were retaining deterrence, he said – and in the event of all-out war, that would likely mean California’s air bases and aviation plants would be attacked with missiles, cyber attacks and other means. ‘If this war happens, it’s going to happen here – it’s going to come to us,’ he told local government officials. ‘The more ready we are, the more likely that we are going to change Chairman Xi’s calculus.’


Wickert paraphrased President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s maxim that ‘the only way to win the next war is to prevent it from happening in the first place’.17 Others – particularly US Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth – favour the  4th century Roman military writer Vegetius, with his pithy phrase now popularly translated as ‘if you wish for peace, you must prepare for war’.18 In order to support that messaging, the Trump administration would rebrand the Pentagon from the Department of Defense to the Department of War, although any formal change would require an act of Congress – and the official name at the time of writing will be used for the remainder of the book. Trump himself described changing the name and focus explicitly to ‘war’ as ‘much more appropriate . . . especially in light of where the world is right now’. Critics described it as another sign the new administration was tearing up everything achieved since the name had last been changed in 1949, including America’s alliances.19 With his often-quoted saying, Vegetius had been thinking of Rome and the vast armies it retained to protect and expand its borders while keeping down dissent and external attack. But he could equally have been talking about the warlike tribes of Germany and Scandinavia that resisted Roman rule through being just too hard to conquer. Many of Russia’s and China’s modern neighbours are similarly determined to resist being pulled into the new and growing empires of Moscow and Beijing – but some are much more prepared than others.


In 1939, the combination of Finland’s professional soldiers and volunteers held back the Soviet Red Army as it attempted to overrun their nation in the so-called ‘Winter War’. They succeeded: a peace deal forced them to surrender whole swathes of their territory, but the Finns retained their nationhood. Throughout the long years of the Cold War, Finland was forced into an awkward position of neutrality – but it had survived.


In the event of a Russian attack, Finland’s conscripts are still taught to live in the harsh wilderness, mounting hit-and-run attacks if necessary. The recruits talked enthusiastically of the distinctly Finnish concept ‘Sisu’, an almost ‘berserker’-like rage that could be applied to both fighting a human enemy and surviving in virtually impossible Arctic conditions. All Finnish men aged 18 to 60 have been required to complete their military service, while women had the option to volunteer. ‘For me it’s because I have a good life,’ said female conscript Veera Remes in early 2025. ‘That’s what this is about, protecting that. The times have changed . . . We grew up [believing] wars were in the past. We have learned that they are not.’20


This book argues that Finland has the right approach. The second quarter of the 21st century is likely to be extremely unforgiving for those nations who are not willing and able to defend what they hold dear, whether that applies to territorial integrity or values like free speech and democracy. If Russian and Chinese leaders in the coming years believe that they can take something by force, then they will try to do so – and perhaps unleash catastrophe. Only by making the cost of such actions clear can they hope to be deterred – and the fact that the Trump administration has sometimes flirted with a similar approach in its demands for Panama and Greenland might only encourage such behaviour.


Plenty of better people than me have written more eruditely on deterrence. One of the brightest, Professor Lawrence Freedman of King’s College, London, suggested to me that likely answers for the current era come from striking the proper balance between ‘complacency and panic’.21 Still, the quotation I find myself coming back to most often – the one that best captures the duality and doublethink at the heart of modern soldiering – comes from one of my grandfather’s senior NCOs during his training back in World War Two. ‘What is the first duty of a soldier?’ the NCO would bark, to which the desired answer was: ‘To keep the peace.’ ‘What is the second duty?’ he would follow. ‘To kill the enemy!’


If conflict comes in the current era, those at the sharp end may well find it at least as unpleasant as the global wars that came before. As the coming chapters will show, artificial intelligence and unmanned systems might sometimes reduce the number of people at the front, but they also allow huge numbers of targets to be struck repeatedly. Anyone who has seen videos of drones over Ukraine hunting down their prey will know they bring their own new forms of terror – and there are still plenty of more traditional sources of wartime fear and dread.


Recent wars have already brought back images of families cowering in basements under artillery strikes and bombing, while the supply chain and economic impact of a major global conflict would affect every family on Earth, quite possibly starving the most vulnerable. Not since World War Two have we seen a naval war sinking large numbers of ships, but the advent of new drones and missiles makes this all but inevitable in a major fight, with all the accompanying consequences for an ill-prepared global trading system. Then there are the combat losses, which even within the first hours of a war involving the US, China and many allied nations would go beyond anything those countries have seen in recent memory. Russia’s experience in Ukraine suggests some countries can learn to take that on the chin – particularly if those paying the ultimate price of conflict are suitably well paid and come from the fringes of the nation or society. Even there, the Wagner Group’s attempted mutiny of 2023 acts as a reminder of the potential fallout.


During the writing of this book, several people have asked me how likely I believe a major war to be. My personal belief is that the risk stands at around 30 to 35 per cent over the coming decade – and the actions that the West and its allies takes in the years to come will dictate whether war becomes more likely or not. I believe that makes the current era already an even riskier time than the beginning of the first Cold War – but the example of that period shows that conflict is avoidable when the right preparations are made, and allies stick together.


Even if the ‘next world war’ never comes, however, the risk of it and the preparations and actions already being made are shaping the world we live in, and will keep on doing so, most likely for decades and perhaps even for centuries. In time, the main flashpoints may shift from Taiwan, Ukraine and the South China Sea to low Earth orbit or the far side of the Moon, where the West, China and India are already getting started with new forms of high-tech competition. More likely, such rivalry will just add new fronts to existing confrontations.


In terms of when the risk may be greatest, the most dangerous time could well be the start of the next US presidential administration in 2029. This book is neither pro- nor anti-Trump. Indeed, it largely buys his argument that his sheer unpredictability – in his own words: that foreign leaders know he is ‘fucking crazy’ – may act as an effective deterrent for both Putin and Xi. Those leaders, though, face their own advancing ages – and diminishing opportunity to deepen their legacies – as well as the potential rise of rivals who might see opportunity in conflict. The modern age is clearly shaped by personalities – but we should not fall into the trap of assuming those who are running countries now will be the ones making the decisions in the years to come.


Whatever happens now, I suspect there is a highly credible chance that whoever is in power in Moscow or Beijing may wish to test the next US president as they enter office, whether Republican or Democrat. When Biden’s team took office in 2021 it took less than three months for Putin to begin mobilising troops on the border of Ukraine, and it would not surprise me if something similar happened on either or both sides of the world as soon as Trump’s successor enters office – and perhaps with each successor after that.


This book examines the fault lines, flashpoints and host of very human influences on where we go from here, also detailing the steady deterioration of the international situation in the months from January 2024 to late 2025. If real-time journalism is the first draft of history, this is perhaps at best a second, written in the moment and rewritten several times as events and trends have shifted.


In some parts of the world – particularly in Eastern Europe – even by the end of 2024 there was a growing view that a new world war had in fact already started, and was already in the process of escalating from Ukraine to spread elsewhere. For now, I instinctively reject that view – firstly because I dislike the idea that endless escalation is inevitable, but secondly because the death, destruction and disruption we have seen so far, horrific though it is, would be dwarfed by the consequences of a true new global conflict. Still, it is increasingly undeniable that a serious battle for the future of the world is already underway.


This book is, I hope, a prequel or a prologue to a war that never happens – but either way, as Eisenhower said to his chief archivist as he built NATO’s first military structures in 1951, it is perhaps best that it is written down so it can be read, interrogated and reinterpreted in future.22 What happens next, after all, will become part of the history that coming generations will look to understand – and even if we avoid outright conflict and disaster, it now looks very much as though international confrontation rather than co-operation will be the order of the day for years if not for decades.


As ever, I’m grateful to the editors and managers at Reuters, to those who have served with me at various points in my army reserve career, those who have facilitated my travel and my writing, particularly my excellent team of personal care assistants, and, of course, my family, friends and loved ones, without whom life would be very different. None of you deserve to face a major global war, and I hope this book is, in its own small way, part of the effort to ensure that we avoid one by being properly prepared.


And with that, like a storyteller of old, I would like to take the reader back to the first days of 2024 in the heart of Scandinavia, where the King of Sweden and the most powerful in that nation have gathered amid snow-covered mountains to discuss how their long years of peace might be coming to an end.


Peter Apps


London, autumn 2025
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Not this August – But Maybe Next


‘Not this August, nor this September . . . Not next August, nor next September; that is still too soon . . . But the year after that or the year after that, they fight – and then what happens to you?’


Ernest Hemingway, ‘Notes on the Next War’, Esquire magazine, 1 September 19351


In the first working week of 2024, Sweden’s leaders gathered in a ski resort near the Norwegian border to discuss the mounting threat of war. Dressed in camouflage, defence chief General Micael Bydén opened his presentation with images from wartime Ukraine: smashed buildings, destroyed vehicles, industrialised violence on a scale unthinkable in Europe only a handful of years earlier. ‘This,’ he told his audience, ‘is what it looks like when life is turned upside down. I ask each of you: do you think this could be Sweden?’


Few in Sweden had experience of such scenes. The conference guest of honour, Sweden’s King Carl Gustav, was 77 years old, born just after the end of World War Two. Sweden had remained neutral in that fight – its last conflict was more than two centuries ago. Now, General Bydén, a former fighter pilot who had led its military for more than a decade but never fired a shot in anger, was telling them the world had changed.2


Speaking shortly after, Prime Minister Ulf Kristersson outlined exactly what that meant. ‘A country’s most important resource in war is the people and their will to defend themselves,’ he said, speaking of his pride in Sweden’s mixed conscript and professional force, including his own two daughters. ‘Ultimately, it is about defending Sweden, our values and our way of life – with weapons in hand and our lives on the line.’3 Shortly after, it was announced that Sweden’s Crown Princess Victoria – the 47-year-old mother of two and heir to the throne – would resume her own military training first started in 2003, including lessons on tactics, strategy and basic soldier skills.4


This was a message Sweden’s leaders wanted to spread. Much of the annual ‘Folk och Försvar’ conference – meaning ‘Society and Defence’ and organised by a Swedish think tank of the same name – was broadcast live, with snippets cut for social media further broadening its reach. The think tank that ran the meeting had its roots in the 1940s when the neutral nation was surrounded by conflict. Carl-Oskar Bohlin, Sweden’s first minister for civil defence since 1947, described its audience as ‘the whole of Sweden’. Everyone had a responsibility to ensure the country was properly prepared, he said. Civic authorities must build up war plans and ensure the necessary relationships and supplies. Companies and employees should understand their responsibilities, while each household must be ready. ‘If you haven’t started, you are behind,’ he said. ‘Whatever can be done quickly must be done quickly . . . Good enough tomorrow is better than perfect in five years.’5


The meeting got the headlines that its organisers wanted. According to Sweden’s Civil Contingencies Agency, the comments prompted a 3,500 per cent increase in visits to its web-based map of bomb shelters, and a 900 per cent increase in downloads of its information booklet If Crisis or War Comes. Child protection charities reported a spike in calls from teenagers and children worried about potential war, while opposition politicians accused the government of talking up the risks in an ‘immoral’ way – all triggering wider coverage across Europe and beyond. When the Military Committee of NATO – which Sweden was weeks away from joining following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine – met in Brussels shortly after Folk och Försvar, its chairman, the former Dutch defence chief Admiral Robert Bauer, was questioned by journalists on whether Swedish officials had been scaremongering or overstating the true danger.6


Speaking to Radio Sweden, Prime Minister Kristersson had pulled back slightly on his rhetoric, saying there was ‘nothing that suggests that war is at the door’ but that the government needed to ‘speak clearly’ about the broadly rising threat. But military chief General Bydén remained unapologetic. ‘We need to realise how serious the situation really is,’ he told national television. ‘Everyone, individually, needs to prepare themselves mentally.’7 Speaking at NATO HQ, alliance Military Committee Chair Admiral Bauer encouraged other military chiefs to kickstart similar conversations in their respective nations. For decades, Bauer said, Western democracies had simply assumed that professional military forces could handle ‘security issues’ through interventions. But that was not enough: in the event of a major war, nations would need a ‘whole-of-society’ approach, both to generate sufficient troops to fight and the industrial strength to build tanks, ships, aircraft, drones and ammunition – and keep on building them as needed. Households should have battery-powered radios, light and sufficient food and drinking water to survive the first 36 hours of any crisis. ‘I’m not saying it is going wrong tomorrow,’ he said. ‘But we have understood that it is no longer a given that we are in peace, that everything is hunky-dory.’8


Throughout the early 2020s it often felt as though things were becoming less ‘hunky-dory’ almost by the week. Following on from the pandemic and Ukraine invasion, the surprise Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, killing some 1,200 people in the largest single loss of life for Jewish people since the Holocaust, only deepened global worries. That was followed by yet more bloodshed across the Middle East. To that would soon be added the nerves of US allies as Donald Trump came back to the White House, casting into doubt America’s long-term support to allies just as those democracies faced their own political and economic headwinds. Perhaps most serious of all were rising Pacific tensions, with China asserting itself across the region and doubling down on threats against Taiwan, the Philippines and other potential foes.


At the start of 2024 British Foreign Secretary David Cameron described alarm – ‘[the] lights are absolutely flashing red’ – when it came to global instability, and warned that it was ‘hard to think of a time when there has been so much danger and insecurity’.9 Then Defence Secretary Grant Shapps talked of living in a ‘pre-war world’.10 Later in the year, Sir Richard Moore – head of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, popularly known as MI6 – described the world as the most dangerous he had seen in 37 years of government service,11 while NATO’s new secretary general, former Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte, said he had reached a similar conclusion. Both pointed to a Russia and China prepared for a long-term confrontation with the West, now aligned with other authoritarian states to reshape the global order. ‘They are testing us,’ said Rutte, warning that deterring and restraining them required a ‘wartime mindset’: ‘We are not at war, but we are certainly not at peace.’12


‘I believe we are living in truly dangerous times,’ one British official told journalists on a tour of the vast UK Defence Intelligence base at RAF Wyton outside Cambridge, describing the global situation as closer to a major international conflict ‘than any time in recent history’.13 In its operations room the size of an indoor football field, military intelligence personnel said they had never been busier. While most screens were shut down as the media visited, others showcased a fast-growing range of threats. ‘Everybody is incredibly busy,’ said one official, pointing to the array of desks across the Pathfinder Building, named for World War Two bomber crews who flew from Wyton and nearby bases. Some were monitoring Ukraine; others China and Taiwan, the Red Sea, Africa, terror groups and shipping. All it might take, they said, was a ‘spark’ to set the world ablaze – with little or no time to prepare.14




In some places, the fire was already burning. Through the first weeks of 2024 Russian forces increasingly outgunned their counterparts from Ukraine, slogging forward agonisingly slowly across a battlefield that resembled the shattered landscape of the First World War. As late as mid-2023 Western officials and pundits had predicted Russian incompetence and growing supplies of Western weapons might allow Ukraine to retake all its captured territory. But by January 2024 Ukraine’s embattled frontline soldiers were telling anyone who would listen that the West had missed the boat. ‘If our international partners moved faster, we would have kicked their asses the first three or four months,’ one Ukrainian soldier complained to a reporter, saying that he and his colleagues would rather be ‘sowing fields and raising children – instead it’s been two years already’.15


President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s government in Kyiv still talked a good game as it worked to maximise support from foreign nations, but Ukraine’s fighters at the sharp end were running out of resources. In April 2024, America’s top general in Europe, Chris Cavoli, told Congress that Russia was firing five artillery shells for every one from the Ukrainians.16 Both sides were burning through not just their arsenals but those of their allies. From Pennsylvania to Poland, Ukraine’s foreign backers were building up new stocks, but were nowhere close to meeting the demand.17 Russia had its own much deeper Soviet-era military stores, not just of ammunition but of ageing tanks, artillery and other weapons. From August 2023, the Kremlin was also getting artillery shells by the million across its tiny border with North Korea, part of a deepening relationship that would see North Korean troops themselves thrown into the fight late the following year.18


From summer 2024, Ukrainian troops opened up a second front by overrunning Russian territory near Kursk to take pressure from the Donbass front. But Russian forces there continued to push forward. One Ukrainian commander talked of the ‘tyranny of time’, the mounting strain on limited people, resources and will.19 Fundamentally, that came down to manpower: with a falling birth rate from the 1960s, Ukraine’s population had been shrinking well before the conflict. Now, the flight of refugees and loss of territory to Russia meant one of Ukraine’s leading demographers suspected there were as few as 28 million people within Ukraine’s current borders, compared to 41 million before the 2022 invasion.20 This was perhaps the first conflict between countries with shrinking populations since the Black Death in the 14th century – but given plunging global birth rates, such wars might well become the norm.


Still, Russia was by far the larger nation, giving Putin some 130 million people at his disposal – and a brutally simple advantage on the battlefield when it came to enduring greater casualties. By spring 2024, US officials estimated more than 315,000 Russian personnel had been killed or wounded – but with more than 30,000 new recruits each month, the Russian army was 15 per cent larger than it had been prior to the invasion. With the Russian economy prioritised for war, the Kremlin produced more ammunition than NATO’s 32 nations combined. In the space of two years, Western military intelligence believed the Russian military had lost more than 2,000 tanks – but by working its weapons factories non-stop and reactivating Cold War stores, it had brought more than that number into service, again, giving it more tanks and armoured vehicles at the start of 2024 than when the invasion began.21


To fight that disadvantage, Ukraine would have to innovate. In the skies above the front, a new sound was becoming commonplace: the whine of small propeller-driven ‘first-person view’ drones, piloted by forward operators whose laptops or virtual reality goggles allowed them to look down on the battlefield waiting for their target. By the middle of the year, this savage high-tech drone war was said to be responsible for the majority of casualties, supplanting artillery, which had held that distinction since at least the US Civil War – although some questioned those numbers. But Russia was also charging forward with military development, the two sides often matching each other within weeks and sometimes days in a way no other global military force, aside from perhaps Israel, had the experience to equal. As George Barros, head of Russia analysis at the Institute for the Study of War in Washington DC, put it at the start of 2025: ‘In some ways, the two titans of modern warfare are Russia and Ukraine.’22


The conflict kept on escalating – and well beyond its initial borders. Throughout 2024, Western intelligence officials reported a rising tide of sabotage, arson and other suspected Russian-backed ‘direct action’ across Europe and beyond, ranging from fires in factories and shopping centres to break-ins at water treatment plants.23 ‘I think Russia is on a trajectory to conflict or to war with NATO,’ the Czech Republic’s Chief of the General Staff Karel Řehka told the Washington Post a month before NATO’s national leader summit in Vilnius in July 2023, one of the first to make such a suggestion publicly. ‘That doesn’t mean they’re planning to do it. NATO doesn’t want to go to war with Russia, just as Russia doesn’t want to go to war with NATO. But that doesn’t mean it cannot happen. There have been many wars that no one really planned to have.’24 As 2024 began, such views became more publicly widespread. ‘I think the future scenario for Estonia will be very difficult,’ Estonia’s nominee to become its new military chief, Andrus Merilo, warned in February 2024.25 ‘We should get used to the fact . . . Russia, if it has plans of directing its military aggression in other directions, most probably won’t pause to give us time to prepare during these intervening years.’26


Those conversations, however, were often far from easy. When NATO’s military committee chairman Admiral Bauer echoed Sweden’s calls for significant rearmament and war preparations in early 2024, he too found himself facing public criticism.


‘People call me a warmonger, but actually it’s the opposite,’ he said a year later. ‘If you prepare for war in the right way, you will be deterring your enemies better, and the chance there will be war goes down.’27 Throughout 2023, 2024 and even more so during 2025, events in Europe and beyond only increased the sense of nervousness – particularly as the transatlantic alliance with the United States, arguably the most important single factor in avoiding a major European war since 1945, came under mounting strain.


Meanwhile, across the world in the Pacific, nerves were also fraying.




From the northern city of Darwin, the mixed full-time and reservist ‘NORFORCE’ of the Australian Defence Force was, by the mid-2020s, stepping up patrols along some of the most sparsely populated and dangerous coastlines in the world. Using Zodiac attack boats and fast off-road vehicles for patrols that could last days or even weeks, they watched for drug running, people smuggling or signs a foreign nation might be looking to sneak reconnaissance patrols ashore into this now strategic, savage wilderness.


In more normal times, the greatest threat in northern Australia came from its large saltwater crocodile population, beasts that could grow up to six metres in length and withstand a rifle or shotgun round into their skulls. ‘There’s a lot of saltwater crocs and inaccessible wilderness,’ said Captain Andrew Farrands, recently returned from a two-week patrol in May 2024. ‘It would be tough going and you have to remain vigilant.’28


Northern Australia’s emergence as a strategic hotspot had been a long time coming. As early as 2012, US President Barack Obama had announced America’s ‘strategic pivot’ to the Pacific with the specific detail that significant detachments of US Marines would rotate through Darwin between March and October every year from 2015. Even as those deployments started, Australia still felt able to sign a near $400 million deal with a Chinese firm for the use of Darwin port – something that would be repeatedly questioned in the years that followed, and which the Australian government would soon move to reverse.29 In 1942, at the start of the last Pacific war, Darwin had been bombed by Japanese carrier-borne planes with considerable loss of life. Now, it looked like it might be in the firing line again if war with China came.


By the time I visited Darwin in late 2023, it was clear the heightened tensions in the Pacific were driving defence interest in the city and its surrounding Northern Territory, including the building of a massive US-funded aviation fuel facility at the city’s airport, capable of either refuelling aircraft there or tanker vessels in the harbour.30 From late 2024, it was announced that Japanese troops would join the annual detachment of US Marines training and conducting regional activities in and from Australia’s north.31 Many of Australia’s new F-35s were operating from their northern base at RAAF Tindal, south of Darwin, while the region also hosted major multinational exercises.


Talking to officials responsible for investment in the vast Northern Territory, its importance to the fast-evolving new Pacific geopolitics was difficult to miss. Already, the region’s gas reserves were delivering a significant proportion of Japan’s energy supplies, with plans for massive solar plants and undersea cables to do the same for Singapore. It was the mounting threat of conflict, though, that meant the usually largely empty harbour was sometimes packed with warships, while fast jets and drones flew in the sky above.


In the first Cold War, giant US B-52s had sometimes flown from Darwin airport – and now the air base and that at Tindal was being readied for their return. Those bases, however, would soon become a target itself if a wider war erupted. According to a report from military analysts at the RAND Corporation in 2022, China’s military expansion into disputed islands in the South China Sea already put Darwin and much of the rest of northern Australia within range of Beijing’s long-range DF-22 ballistic missiles. While they lacked the range to strike from mainland China, they could reach Australia from the increasingly militarised People’s Liberation Army (PLA) bases on artificial islands such as that at ‘Mischief Reef’, previously a submerged set of rocks seized from the Philippines in the mid-1990s and gradually militarised in the years that followed.32


That threat looked set to rise further in the years to come – and not just because Beijing was ploughing billions into improving its weaponry. Throughout the first half of the 2020s, the PLA, China’s coastguard and its maritime militia of fishing boats and other craft intensified their actions around disputed waters across the South China Sea and well beyond, prompting mounting fears of accidental conflict. Among most strategists, however, one flashpoint above all fuelled worries that a major war might be coming closer than at any point since the original Cold War.


By the mid-2020s China’s military appeared openly to be preparing for an invasion of Taiwan, and were believed to be working towards a target date of the 2027 centenary of the PLA to be ready to attack. As they watched with growing alarm, America’s military chiefs drew up plans to stop them – and if that battle came, it could be enormous.


At the end of 2023, I sailed on a cruise ship through the Malacca Strait – one of the busiest sea lanes in the world between Malaysia and Indonesia. Should conflict come, the ship’s captain told me, hundreds of vessels might suddenly swerve out of international waters and attempt to take shelter in the territory of any nation seen likely to stay neutral. Given the events of the decade so far, he said he found that contingency dangerously possible. ‘The world is on fire,’ he told me. ‘We do not know what the next day will bring.’33 But for some of those driving events, these potential fights had been a long time coming.




As Vladimir Putin quarantined himself away from the Covid-19 pandemic in the winter of 2020–21, he appears to have given a lot of thought to Russian and Ukrainian history. For him, Russia’s rationale to overrun that nation went back at least as far as the 9th century, when the Viking warlord Rurik expanded his kingdom from the city states that would one day make up the heart of modern Russia to the newly built Ukrainian city of Kyiv – and continued through centuries of wars and clashing empires. His conclusion – in a long and rambling article published on the Kremlin website in July 2021 – was that Russians and Ukrainians had always been ‘one people’. Hotly disputed by Ukrainian historians in particular, that article was the start of the final series of self-justifications for the full-scale invasion of Ukraine – and by the time that assault was launched, Chinese leader Xi Jinping had made it clear he was having similar thoughts about Taiwan.


For Xi and those at the top in China, the battle for that island – also known as Formosa – went back almost two millennia, to AD 230 when historian Shen Ying recorded that the ruling Sui dynasty had sent three detachments of soldiers to attempt to secure it. As far as Beijing was concerned, that marked the beginning of its time as Chinese territory – and nothing since had changed that.34 The historical truth, of course, was hugely more complex – as was the reality of an island that had essentially self-ruled since 1949 and spent the last three decades as a vibrant and enthusiastic technological democracy.


The degree to which Imperial China ran the island had by almost all accounts varied over centuries, with periods of self-rule, European domination and then Japanese occupation from 1895 to the end of World War Two. Then, in the late 1940s, Nationalist Chinese leader Chiang Kai-shek – who only a few years earlier had ruled most of the mainland – fled there at the end of China’s civil war to establish his Republic of China (ROC) ‘government in exile’.


That, really, was where the modern confrontation started. As soon as the People’s Republic of China (PRC) finally evicted the ROC and Chiang in 1949, Mao Zedong and other Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leaders fast began scheming ways of ending Taiwan’s existence as a de facto independent state, only to be stopped by the threat of US military force. From the 1990s onwards Taiwan’s emergence as a functional democracy – the only ethnically and linguistically majority Chinese democracy anywhere in the world – only further antagonised Beijing.


Taiwan’s indigenous population had their own very different histories, sharing their heritage with Polynesian Pacific populations. Indeed, DNA suggested Taiwan might have been the original starting point from which that group spread out.35 By the 2020s, indigenous Taiwanese made up only 3 per cent of the population, but up to 60 per cent of some of Taiwan’s special forces units – and, looking at the fate of China’s Uighurs and other minorities, they had more than most to fight for.


Ming Jie, a 43-year-old indigenous Taiwanese former special forces operator turned trainer of civilians in weapons skills and survival, described his community as ‘very protective of their people and traditions’. Asighe, another indigenous former operator also teaching at a private defence school warned its students that the lessons would not turn ordinary citizens ‘into a hero like in the movies, but I hope it will increase the survival rate on the battlefield’. As talk of a potential invasion hotted up, attendance on such courses grew from the ethnic Chinese majority, including former conscripts looking to make up the gaps left by their military training.36


And there were definitely gaps. When I visited the island in early 2024, none of the former conscripts I met had any idea what to do in the event of an invasion. ‘I think I might just get in the way,’ said one.37 Taiwan’s military – much of it still led by descendants of the Nationalist ROC elite who had established themselves on the island more like a foreign occupation force from 1949 – was both untrusted and unprepared for combat. ‘People don’t realise the state of infancy [Taiwan’s] military is in,’ said Kitsch Liao, an expert on the island’s forces at the Atlantic Council. ‘They have to start training them to do very basic things.’ Another military source talked of Taiwan depending on ‘one war plan that has remained more or less unchanged for a long time. That’s not how this works.’38 From 2024, the island re-extended its conscript service to a full year in uniform and retooled its training programme, but such actions would take time to have significant effect.


Given the speed of Chinese military preparations, it was not clear that would happen fast enough.39 Some senior US defence officials pointed to China’s lack of combat experience and the arrest of multiple senior officials for corruption as a sign that Beijing’s rapid militarisation might be faltering or facing trouble.40 Still, Biden’s Secretary of the Air Force Frank Kendall warned China’s military appeared to be working hard to meet Xi’s deadline of being ready to invade by 2027 and beat off the United States should it try to intervene. ‘I have no idea what Xi Jinping will do in 2027,’ he said, ‘but I am pretty sure that his military will tell him they are ready.’41


Beijing’s preferred ambition, most strategists believed, was to seize Taiwan and control over its 20 million people in a single operation, perhaps barely firing a shot – and to have achieved a fait accompli before the US and its allies got their act together and started to intervene. Even a limited conflict, however, might be hugely destructive.


It would certainly also be disruptive. South of Taipei, the factories of the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Corporation and its rivals continued to churn out roughly 60 per cent of the world’s semiconductors – and up to 90 per cent of the most advanced.42 The waters around the island and immediately beyond also carried a significant proportion of world trade, while any repeat of the kind of sanctions imposed on Russia following the invasion of Ukraine would be hugely more damaging to the global economy if imposed on China. If any war escalated to include the United States and other nations, the shock would be unlike anything seen in recent history.


Nor was there any guarantee such a war would remain conventional. US analysts reported a retooling of China’s atomic arsenal: expected to increase from a few hundred warheads at the beginning of the decade to at least a thousand by 2030, including new mobile ground-based rockets and Beijing’s first true ballistic missile submarines.43 China had also limbered up for decades of confrontation in space by becoming the only nation to operate its own sovereign station in Earth’s orbit, and with plans to race America to get a manned mission to the Moon.44


The most significant preparation, however, appeared to be for war in China’s immediate neighbourhood. Throughout 2024, the largest amphibious assault ship in history took shape at breakneck speed in the world’s biggest and fastest-growing shipyard, just outside Shanghai. According to imagery from private satellite operator Maxar, the dry dock in which China’s first 076 class vessel was being built had been itself only completed the previous September. Within nine months, the main structure of the ship was almost complete – and she was a monster.


The 076 – NATO codename Yulan – was roughly 260 metres long and more than 50 wide, almost three US football field equivalents, and considerably larger than the new America-class vessels of the US amphibious assault fleet. Like their US counterparts, the new Chinese vessels appeared likely to be able to carry at least 1,000 troops, down-flood their hulls to release landing craft and simultaneously act as mini-aircraft carriers launching helicopters, drones and jets.45


For now, that giant assault ship appeared to be the only one of her class – but the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) also had four slightly smaller, similar 075 Yushen-class vessels already in the water, plus access to dozens of other vessels including roll-on-roll-off ferries that could carry troops. But what truly alarmed US and regional naval analysts was the scale and speed with which China was building military capacity, as well as the wider industry capacity that could support it in a war. That included shipbuilding facilities more than 200 times the size of those available to the US Navy.46 By early 2024, China had two aircraft carriers operational – more than any nation other than the United States, another undergoing sea trials and what looked like more under construction. All that was part of an even broader, larger military effort, one that had seen China’s military budget grow as much as fivefold since the beginning of the century, perhaps even more.


According to former head of US naval intelligence retired Rear Admiral Mike Studeman, the most recent – and in many respects the most dramatic – Chinese growth was down to a 2020 order from Chinese leader Xi Jinping to take military growth targets originally intended for 2035 and bring them forward to 2027. Studeman called China’s ‘hyper-militarisation’ the ‘greatest build-up of arms since the end of the Cold War’.47 ‘The balance has changed very fast,’ one Pentagon official told me recently. ‘The US military still has the ability to do things around the world China cannot match. And China has not fought a war since 1979, so there are real questions over the capability. But this is a very different threat to what we have faced in the recent past.’48


As the threat to Taiwan grew, the question of whether America would fight to protect the island would become ever more important. Since recognising the Communist government in Beijing as the legitimate rulers of mainland China in 1979, successive US governments had been deliberately ‘strategically ambiguous’ on that point. It was a position enshrined in law by the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act, which implied but did not state explicitly that the US might come to Taiwan’s aid if it was attacked – and demanded that the US military keep up-to-date plans to assist the island if that moment came. But it did not make clear whether those plans would be put into action. Nor did the other handful of binding undertakings the Reagan and Carter administrations had signed with the governments of China and Taiwan, the so-called ‘three communiqués’ with the PRC and ‘six undertakings’ with the government in Taipei. They merely guaranteed that the US would pay lip service to Chinese rhetoric about there only being ‘one China’ but keep up arms sales to Taiwan – and step up its military support if the threat from Beijing increased.


By the 2020s it was clear that risk was indeed rising. As Chinese activity increased further around Taiwan after the Biden administration entered office, it doubled down on messaging suggesting America would fight. In March 2023, the US Navy flew journalists onto the USS Nimitz to showcase its readiness. In the event of an attack on Taiwan, US Pacific Fleet chief Admiral Samuel Paparo told the channel’s cameras that how US forces would react was a ‘decision of the President of the United States and a decision of the Congress’. But should the decision be made to help, he said, ‘the bulk of the United States Navy will be deployed rapidly to the western Pacific to come to the aid of Taiwan . . . in thwarting that invasion’.49 Deterring President Xi and the PLA from launching that assault, US Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Colin H. Kahl bluntly told an audience at London’s Chatham House a few months later, was the top foreign-policy priority for the Biden administration. ‘Our aim is that they wake up every morning and think: “Not today”,’ Kahl said.50


From early 2022 Biden answered ‘yes’ on several occasions when asked directly in public whether the US would act militarily to defend Taiwan, unlike in Ukraine.51 Privately, however, Taiwanese officials noted that other US officials pointedly failed to make the same commitment – it would, they believed, need to be retested with each new US president.52


That became even more important as the 2024 US election loomed. There was a growing suspicion that a Chinese attack against Taiwan might be accompanied by Russian action in Europe, particularly given the growing closeness of Xi and Putin in what was described variously as a ‘no limits partnership’ and ‘better than an alliance’. That growing relationship overturned years of Pentagon and associated allied planning working on the assumption of no more than one major regional war at a time, and it also meant that Europe might need to fight Russia on its own as the United States focused on a much more powerful China.


As China, Russia, Iran and North Korea – sometimes referred to as the ‘CRINKs’ – stepped up co-operation, talk of their growing partnership was stoking worries everywhere. ‘I am saying we are not on an inexorable path to war,’ said British Army Chief of the General Staff Sir Roland Walker – but he warned the new ‘Axis of Upheaval’ between authoritarian states meant a confrontation in one part of the world might inevitably ‘trigger a sympathetic detonation in another’. ‘You get to this point by 2027–2028 [when] this convergence may have reached some sort of mutual singularity,’ he said. ‘Your ability to deal with them in isolation . . . is significantly diminished.’53


It was a concern expressed even more bluntly in public by Walker’s predecessor General Patrick Sanders, who stood down as the head of the British Army in 2024 and revealed Whitehall defence chiefs were already wargaming a ‘polycrisis’ of simultaneous Pacific and European conflict. ‘It would start with a large-scale confrontation in the Pacific, like a Chinese invasion of Taiwan, which draws off what remains of US forces in Europe,’ suggested Sanders. ‘An opportunistic Russia would then get some part of NATO territory where they know they can actually win by achieving local dominance, like the Baltics or somewhere in the High North.’54 While most analysts believed Putin would hope to seize that ground quickly and then use the threat of Russia’s atomic arsenal to deter a NATO counter-attack, not everyone thought escalation could be avoided. At worst, that kind of land grab would trigger long and hugely destructive wars on both sides of the world – a concern that would increase steadily through the first half of the 2020s. The world, meanwhile, continued to throw up unpleasant shocks elsewhere. In the aftermath of the October 2023 Hamas attacks from Gaza on nearby parts of Israel, US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin reassured a press conference in Brussels that the United States could still ‘walk and chew gum at the same time’, to tackle simultaneous crises in the Middle East and Europe.55


In more normal times, that alone might have been questioned by the foreign policy elites of the US and its allies. By the first weeks of 2024, however, they were distracted by an even more imminent disruption: the increasingly likely return of Donald Trump, this time determined to go to war with the US ‘deep state’ and throw into doubt the assumptions built up since 1945.




Through late January 2024, the Foxhound and Jackal lightly armoured vehicles, Land Rovers and trucks of the Royal Anglian Regiment became a frequent sight in the narrow lanes and villages of Rutland in the English Midlands as they prepped for their departure. They were part of Britain’s 7th Armoured Brigade, the ‘Desert Rats’, part of NATO’s Very High Readiness Joint Task Force, about to ‘crash out’ on a simulated deployment to protect NATO’s eastern flank.56 As 300 Spanish military personnel and 65 vehicles arrived in northern Poland, their commander Lieutenant Colonel Daniel Diaz Simón described the exercise as an ‘excellent opportunity’ to show that troops as far away as Córdoba and Seville were ready to respond ‘at any time’.57


Those British and Spanish troops were part of NATO’s largest exercise since the end of the Cold War, codenamed STEADFAST DEFENDER and designed to show just how far alliance war plans had advanced since Putin’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. It was a deliberately ambitious undertaking ranging from the Arctic to the Mediterranean, its schedule of events deliberately rammed with high-profile demonstrations, from German pontoon bridges ferrying tanks across the Vistula River in the heart of Poland to multinational paratrooper drops. According to US Army Europe, of the 90,000 personnel, roughly a fifth were American.58 As the NATO alliance prepared to celebrate the 75th anniversary of the North Atlantic Treaty in April 2024, the exercise was designed to leave no one in any doubt – not least Putin or any future incumbent of the Kremlin – that the US stood behind its allies and would back them to the hilt.


In reality, even as those troops started moving up, Trump was throwing those pledges into doubt. In mid-February 2024, Trump told a roaring crowd at a campaign rally in South Carolina that when in office he had told an unnamed European leader that he would ‘encourage’ Russia to do ‘whatever the hell they want’ with NATO countries that were ‘delinquent’ when it came to military spending.59 I was in Estonia when the news of the comments broke, and they dominated news programmes and prompted urgent meetings inside government. ‘Such statements are never helpful,’ said Estonian intelligence chief Kaupo Rosin diplomatically.60


Throughout the first three years of the Biden presidency, many US allies and officials in his administration had seemed psychologically unprepared to consider the prospect Trump might retake the White House. Only as the 2024 election year began did they finally acknowledge it might happen. ‘We have been in this situation with him before, and people are trying not to panic,’ one European diplomat told me early in the year.61 Others were much less sanguine. ‘We are in a very precarious place,’ said one senior NATO official, describing the once and future US president as ‘very transactional and . . . very narcissistic.’62 John Bolton, who had served as Trump’s national security advisor during his first term, bluntly warned that he believed the former president would quit NATO entirely if returned to office.63


Trump’s advances in the polls – and his success in apparently banishing the threat of the multiple court cases many of his opponents had hoped might keep him from the White House – had comprehensively overwhelmed any sense of triumphalism in Europe that might have come from the 75th anniversary of the NATO alliance. Instead, the talk was of ‘Trump-proofing’ as much as possible, including the weapons supplies keeping Ukraine in the fight. What approach Trump might take to that war, no one really knew; but he was promising to ‘end it’ fast, and implying that he might cut off US weapons shipments as soon as he took office.


Trump was also tearing up Biden’s messaging about the US protection of Taiwan. ‘Taiwan did take all our chip business,’ Trump told Fox News after winning the Iowa caucus. ‘We used to make all our own chips, now they’re made in Taiwan.’64 Later in the year, he told another interviewer that Taiwan should pay the US money if it expected to be defended ‘as they don’t give us anything’.65 It all fitted the broader message of the Trump campaign: that the Democrats had left America on the brink of disaster. Throughout the last months of the race, Trump and his supporters repeatedly accused the ‘failed Biden administration’ of squandering America’s advantage to leave it overstretched almost to the point of no return.


At the start of 2024, the suggestion that the world might be on the brink of catastrophic conflict had still been controversial. By the time Trump and his team romped to an overwhelming election win in November, it was a mainstay of their rhetoric. ‘We stand on the precipice of World War Three,’ Republican foreign policy thinker and first-term Trump Pentagon appointee Elbridge Colby – waiting to see if Trump would offer him a role – told right-wing journalist Tucker Carlson three days after the result. ‘We need to make a fundamental change before we run right into the iceberg . . . We are on the brink of war in multiple theatres and we could lose them . . . It could be catastrophic.’66


Trump and his supporters argued a more realistic, transactional approach to alliances would serve all nations better – but within those who would join his administration, there were already large divisions, soon to become a source of sometimes severe internal tension once his administration entered office.


On one side were a group known as the ‘restrainers’ – often seen as led by Colby as well as new Vice President JD Vance, who believed the US military were already overstretched and needed to be pulled back from the world. Within a think tank linked to that group known as ‘Defense Priorities’, there was already talk of pulling at least half of US forces out of Europe, as well as significant withdrawals from the Middle East and even the Pacific.67


On the other side were those who felt such an approach might prove disastrous, including plenty of senior commanders and officials who saw America’s still hefty presence overseas as central to the network of alliances on which US deterrence had been based since 1945. Even they, however, often acknowledged tough choices must be made, particularly if the growing threat from China was to be the top US priority, as most believed it should. ‘The message from the Biden administration was the US would step up in Europe and would always be there,’ said Europe specialist Rachel Rizzo, also at the Atlantic Council think tank. ‘I think with hindsight that was the wrong message.’68


For some of America’s allies already under threat, such talk already felt like a precursor to their abandonment. As 2024 drew to a close, Scandinavian newspapers quoted NATO officials warning Russia might be preparing a surprise attack in the coming years that could seize the capitals of Estonia and Latvia as well as chunks of Finland. ‘It’s not a question of if . . . but when,’ one NATO official told a Finnish journalist.69 In Asia, officials reported a further significant increase in Chinese warships and coastguard vessels practising blockade manoeuvres near Taiwan and harassing ships and outposts of other nations.70


Trump and those around him portrayed his unpredictability as a quality rather than a weakness. Speaking to the Wall Street Journal shortly before the US vote, he said he did not expect to have to use force to protect Taiwan because President Xi ‘respects me and he knows I’m fucking crazy’.71 ‘I’m not going to start any wars – I’m going to stop the wars,’ Trump pledged in his first post-election speech.72 The night before his inauguration, he pledged again: ‘I will end the war in Ukraine, I will stop the chaos in the Middle East and I will prevent World War Three from happening – and you have no idea how close we are.’73


Ukraine and Taiwan – neither of them formal US treaty allies – were now something of a bellwether of wider US interests, a position neither of them liked. ‘If today he could abandon Ukraine – and I don’t know if he’s really going to abandon Ukraine – then he could also abandon Taiwan.’ said Huang Yu-hsiang, a 23-year-old technician in the capital Taipei.74 That was certainly what Beijing was hoping. By the end of March 2025, Chinese media and associated outlets were pushing a relentless narrative that the United States was abandoning its allies – and that Taiwan would be the first to fall.75
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‘Hellscape’ in the Pacific


‘No one wants war . . . But peace does not come from the sky, and Taiwan is at the frontlines of the expansion of authoritarianism.’


Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen announcing the expansion of compulsory military service, December 20221




On January 5, 2024 the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson and her battle group anchored off the Filipino capital Manila. Described by her captain Matt Thomas as ‘100,000 tons of democracy’,2 her decks were packed with aircraft in an unambiguous reminder of American naval power.3 It was a display of the ‘peace through strength’ strategy that would soon be espoused by Trump, but which, in truth, had been at the backbone of US military messaging ever since the last days of World War Two.


The Vinson’s visit to Manila was 2024’s first US piece of public military manoeuvring – and the initial focus on the Philippines was far from a coincidence. The Philippines was one of America’s oldest Asian allies, at one point its only Asian colony – and the fall of much of the Philippines to Japanese forces immediately after their attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 had almost swept the US from the whole region. Tens of thousands of US troops – including the father of Biden’s Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin – and their Filipino counterparts had spent much of the rest of the war recapturing that territory. The northernmost islands of the Philippines were as strategic for any war with China as they had been against Japan.


US General Douglas MacArthur had once described Taiwan as an ‘unsinkable aircraft carrier’. It was also at the heart of what strategists now called the ‘first island chain’, the closest line of major islands to the Asian mainland, starting with the northern islands of Japan, running down through the Japanese territory of Okinawa to Taiwan and then on and through the Philippines. In the eyes of the People’s Liberation Army, seizing Taiwan could open the door to much wider regional domination – including potentially choking off supplies to Japan itself. One textbook – a 2013 Chinese assessment of Japan’s military air forces – talked of using such a blockade to inflict ‘a famine’ on Japan that the government in Tokyo might be powerless to prevent. Taking Taiwan would also make it much harder for the US and its allies to blockade China itself, long a concern for generations of rulers in Beijing.4


If China was able to deter the US from intervening in a Taiwan invasion – and that was a colossal ‘if’ – then it would be a much easier military operation, at least once the PLA had destroyed many of the Taiwanese missile launchers attacking its invasion fleet. Capturing the island itself would still involve a brutal battle, but providing the PLA could keep open supply lines running from the mainland, most believed there could only be one outcome: a full victory for Beijing.


Should the US and its allies choose to fight, it could be a very different matter. Bringing hundreds of thousands of troops across the stormy 90–100-plus miles of the Taiwan Strait would be a massive undertaking. US ships and aircraft – and likely even more importantly submarines, drones and missiles – stood a good chance of inflicting massive losses on Chinese ships and aircraft trying to make that crossing, at least if they could get close enough to launch their drones and weapons.


Few locations in the region were better placed to launch the strikes from than the outlying northern islands of the Philippines – and the US military was now dramatically stepping up its annual BALIKATAN drills with the Filipino military to integrate them closer into America’s war fighting systems, structures and military methodologies. These manoeuvres in the Philippines were now one of the most important moving parts of an enormous biannual military training programme that also integrated Japan, South Korea, Australia and New Zealand, as well as European nations.


The intention was not just to be better prepared – although that was at the core of almost every programme, at least with those US partners expected to be at America’s side in any war. It was to ensure that China knew the US was prepared for battle – and becoming readier every year. ‘We put a lot of effort into deciding what we want to show them and what we want to hide,’ one senior US military officer told me. ‘And when you see them get upset when we deploy a capability, you know that we are getting through.’5


Whether such drills would keep on getting larger, though, came down to the vagaries of US and local politics. As the Vinson dropped anchor in Manila at the start of 2024, US and Filipino planners were still putting the final details to that year’s coming exercise. Relations between the two nations had sometimes been contentious: throughout much of the first Cold War US financial and military aid had kept in power the notoriously corrupt regime of President Ferdinand Marcos, whose wife Imelda had famously used their position to amass, among other things, the world’s most expensive shoe collection. The ousting of the Marcos dynasty in a 1986 popular revolution was followed soon after by the withdrawal of US forces.6


The 2022 election of Ferdinand Marcos Jr, son of the former presidential couple, opened the door to much closer renewed relations with the Pentagon, including the reopening of shuttered US bases and a renewed emphasis on the northern Philippines and waters close to China and Taiwan. Soon, the government in Manila was once again being talked of as a linchpin US Pacific ally, while the number of US troops passing through simply kept on rising – along with important deployments of drones and long-range missiles.


For all that, though, Filipino politics was still a messy dynastic struggle with military and diplomatic implications. From 2016 to 2022, the presidency had been held by the even more controversial Rodrigo Duterte, who attempted to embrace China while clashing repeatedly with the West over his frequent and violent crackdowns, said to be targeting organised crime and drug gangs – but which critics said amounted to a free run to government-backed death squads. Duterte’s daughter Sara was now a vice president to Marcos – a relationship that appeared to have completely unravelled by 2024 – and might well be a contender for the next elections in 2028. Nor was her father gone for good – he had just been re-elected as a city mayor despite being imprisoned in The Hague ahead of being put on trial for multiple cases of human rights abuse and murder.7


Even more important, though, was what was now happening on Taiwan itself, where the government was working desperately to build up its defences just as Chinese forces across the Strait were stepping up their efforts to persuade the people of Taiwan that resistance was pointless and that they might as well surrender to ‘reunification’ without firing a shot.


If that strategy didn’t work, however, US officials believed Xi and those around him were likely very serious about launching a real invasion. By the early 2020s, China’s shipyards were building some 50 per cent of all new worldwide civilian vessels, and there was mounting talk that some of them were being designed to serve military purposes to support an invasion of the island. If the US president gave the order, that invasion fleet would be among the first targets US forces would be looking to destroy – even if that meant starting a hugely wider conflict. The first and perhaps most critical battles on the ground, however, would still likely come down to fights between the PLA and the forces of Taiwan itself – and how they performed in the opening hours and days would be absolutely critical. At one extreme they might hold the forces of the PRC in a way that would mark the greatest challenge yet to China’s rise, either forcing the PLA to reconsider its campaign or giving US forces much more time to intervene. At the other, a swift collapse could open the door for Beijing to dominate first the region and then the wider world.


In capitals across the region – particularly Manila, Canberra and Tokyo – quiet discussions had been underway for years on whether it might be better to fight for Taiwan before it fell rather than risk another confrontation as Beijing became yet more powerful still. All that depended, though, on how hard Taiwan itself might be prepared to fight.




At the end of January 2024, the 670 officers and soldiers of Taiwan’s army ‘Batch 2226’ reported to their training camps in northern, central and southern Taiwan. Dressed mainly in casual sportswear and almost all wearing surgical facemasks, the young men stood in formation, their bags checked for contraband by a military police dog before they were sent for their regulation haircuts – and a lecture on not using Chinese-manufactured smartphones to avoid leaking military secrets.8


Across the Taiwan Strait, the island’s 23 million citizens faced down the 1.4 billion of China – both of those numbers starting to shrink as an ageing population and low birth rate worked their inevitable effect. At the very least, Taiwan’s conscription programme gave the government a theoretical second army of two million, almost the same size as Beijing’s entire regular PLA. Properly trained and equipped, particularly with hidden weapons cachets in the hills, Taiwan’s ex-conscripts should be able to make an occupation miserable and perhaps impossible for attacking Chinese troops.


The problem was – as every Taiwanese conscript was aware and tended to tell anyone who asked – that little of that capability yet existed at the start of 2024. As journalists gathered to watch the new conscript tranche parade for the first time, a military spokesman stressed that they would get better, more realistic training than any of their predecessors. Those joining hoped that promise would be kept – Taiwanese officials predicted they would have trained up to 9,000 conscripts by the end of 2024. ‘One year of service should be more useful than four months; at least I should be able to learn some actual skills,’ 18-year-old Huang Cheng-te told reporters as he signed on to join the new conscript batch. ‘They’re also raising our pay, so I hope to have some savings.’9


Eight weeks later Taiwan’s military brought journalists back to watch the recruits at the end of their most basic training. Clad in camouflage gear, the troopers were filmed marching, fighting through barbed-wire obstacles and assault courses and firing their ageing M16 rifles. ‘The environment on the battlefield is completely different from the movies,’ conscript Yin Hsin-shih told the running cameras. ‘Movies can’t convey all the sound . . . and the pressure.’ In fact, of course, they had come nowhere close to experiencing the reality of combat – although Taiwanese TV showed one conscript spraying another with a bottle of fake ‘blood’ to simulate a casualty.10


Ramping up that training was now a top priority – while Taiwan’s full-time regular forces, particularly its special operations personnel, were working more closely with the US than ever before. Letting that be known, some suggested, was itself part of the US strategy to build ‘deterrence’ and hold China back from moving to invade. Simultaneously, former CIA analyst Dennis Wilder noted on social media that the story was ‘sure to get under Beijing’s skin’.11


Having US special forces on the ground would complicate Chinese invasion efforts, part of a deliberate plan by US commanders to ‘impose strategic dilemmas’ on America’s major foreign rivals. The number of other US personnel passing through the island would increase further in the months that followed – by mid-2025, there was talk of as many as 500 US military trainers working on the island, from special forces to reservists and contractors.12


In the event of advance intelligence of a Chinese attack, the US might have a window of opportunity to put even more forces on the island – perhaps US marines already based nearby on Okinawa. Whether China would let such reinforcements land, however, was another question – it was far from impossible that even the act of moving such troops into position might prompt Beijing to strike. Within Washington, more cautious voices were already calling for existing US forces to be pulled back from Taiwan, describing their presence as ‘provocative’ and contradicting prior US commitments not to station forces there.13


But even if the US president of the day held back and stopped US forces from intervening, incoming Chinese troops landing on Taiwan expected a hard fight. For all the concerns over Taiwan’s military prowess, its most capable forces were well placed to defend the capital and the airport, with such preparations stepped up further during high-profile annual military drills in the 2020s. Even if significant Chinese forces landed, reaching the Taiwanese capital itself would require passing through heavily forested valleys. For a well-motivated defending force, it should be easy to blow up the motorway expressways into Taipei and ambush incoming troops.


One PLA pamphlet on ‘Informatized Warfare and Psychological Protection’ prepared for military doctors warned that troops arriving on Taiwan would face a ‘life-and-death test of ferocious bombing, excessive explosions . . . from start to finish, every moment throughout the landing operation’. In many cases, the PLA warned, personnel might already have been weakened by seasickness and long, uncomfortable and terrifying spells in landing craft or other vessels, or the faster but equally terrifying insertion onto the island by helicopter or transport plane.14 ‘If China does invade Taiwan,’ one former Western intelligence official told me, ‘they will be taking it extremely seriously and they will not repeat the Russian mistake of believing it will be a walkover.’15 Still, China’s military had not engaged in a major conflict since a brief and unsuccessful war with Vietnam in 1979, and no one truly knew how troops and commanders would react to any kind of fight, let alone one that intense.


Neither, however, had the military forces of the Republic of China (ROC), the official name for the government of Taiwan going back to the Nationalist days of Chiang Kai-shek. In December 2024, when China launched some of its largest unannounced military drills so far, the ROC army swiftly positioned several tanks into locations near the airport and nearby major transport hubs, with armed personnel taking up positions in the streets. It was the first time many civilians in the immediate area had seen such a military deployment outside the heavily promoted drills each summer. Several posted images on social media, while others waved and honked their horns to show their support for the island’s troops.16


Meanwhile, on the Chinese mainland, satellite imagery strongly suggested PLA fighters were already training for an assault against the capital. During Putin’s initial attack against Ukraine, the most important single failure of his attacking troops had been their defeat at Hostomel airport on the outskirts of the capital Kyiv. Had they managed to seize it on the first day as expected – and they threw several dozen troop-carrying and attack helicopters at the airfield in the first few hours of the invasion – then they could have begun landing troop-carrying aircraft almost immediately. Had an airfield takeover been successfully coupled with a decapitation strike against Zelenskyy and his team, that might just have been enough for Putin to win the war outright almost immediately.


Those examining how to defend Taiwan were fully aware of that – and so were those planning an attack. By the mid-2020s, China’s PLA had spent well over a decade exploring such avenues in its professional military and training publications, often describing in frank terms both the dangers of such a mission and the huge resources needed. Published Chinese military manuals, and Taiwanese assessments of them, suggest the most likely landing sites would be just south of the Tamsui River that runs into the capital, with Chinese amphibious troops and special forces storming ashore while airborne troops dropped roughly four miles inland to take the international airport at Taoyuan and then the smaller domestic terminal at Songshan, just inside the capital. Follow-on forces would then attempt to force their way inland to seize key road junctions outside of Taipei itself to surround or take the city.17


Some Chinese military pamphlets advocated a long naval and air blockade of the island in advance of an assault, accompanied potentially by PLA assaults on Taiwan offshore islands much closer to the Chinese mainland. By the mid-2020s, however, senior US commanders believed Beijing might be much more tempted to launch a sudden lightning operation to decapitate the ROC government before the US was significantly able to respond.


Taiwan’s several hundred M60 tanks were relatively ancient by modern standards: their heyday had been in the 1970s when they had garrisoned Germany and helped Israel survive the 1973 Yom Kippur attack. They would still be relatively effective against lightly armed Chinese airborne forces – but only until much more modern anti-tank rockets and drones arrived. At the end of 2024, the Biden administration finally made good on years of promises by delivering the M1 heavy battle tank – still decades-old technology, but considerably more capable.


Taiwan had more than 100 of the long-delayed tanks on order from the United States. The first batch of just less than 40 would be followed by the remainder over 2025 and 2026, Taiwanese media reported. Also arriving were Stinger anti-aircraft missiles and US-made heavy transport vehicles.18 Alongside a new tranche of F-16 jets, the Taiwanese government was also taking delivery of Javelin anti-tank rockets and a variety of new drones, some already proven in action in Ukraine.


In the event of outright invasion, Taiwan looked to have several cards that it could play. On paper, decades of conscript service had given it a military reserve of perhaps as many as two million – and, it was hoped, more volunteers from the wider population who disliked the idea of Chinese occupation. The island’s terrain could also scarcely have been better designed to facilitate resistance: thick forests, plunging hillsides and roadways on tall-concrete legs that would be easy to sabotage.


The question, though, was whether Taiwan was truly ready or capable for the kind of fight that had secured Ukraine’s survival. Opinion polls showed support for immediate ‘reunification’ remained extremely low, ranging from 5 per cent to barely half that.19 Throughout the 2010s, Taiwan’s population watched as an increasingly authoritarian China cracked down ruthlessly on dissent, particularly in Hong Kong. For many Taiwanese previously open to closer relations with the mainland, it became clear that ‘reunification’ would mark the end of their hard-won democracy and freedoms – and, overall, most hated that prospect. In Nordic states like Finland and the Baltic states, the threat of an overmighty neighbour was enough to drive a degree of enthusiasm for conscript and reserve military service. But Taiwan’s famously ineffective training system had already undermined the military’s reputation in the eyes of many on the island – and some quietly voiced concerns over the future loyalty of commanders of the island’s forces, frequently descended from Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang Nationalists who had come across from the mainland in 1949. By 2025, the KMT had become, ironically, the most pro-Chinese of the main parties, with the 2024 elections handing them enough votes to dominate the parliament and frustrate the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP).


With the Chinese threat mounting by the month, that alone was a considerable problem. What worried Taiwan’s security services and those who wanted to keep the island effectively independent, though, was that mainland Chinese efforts to recruit supporters within the island appeared focused on the existing military ranks. At worst, a coup d’état at the top of government could hand the island to Beijing – or, failing that, an eventual election victory for the KMT might ultimately do the same, despite repeated proclamations from KMT politicians that they still favoured some form of de facto separation.


More than any other democracy except Ukraine, Taiwan was in the firing line, facing many of the same dangers as those in Eastern and central Europe, but with the downside of being neither a true nation state nor entangled in a formal alliance structure like NATO. By mid-2023, the PLA was sending so many aircraft across the Taiwan Strait that Taipei was forced to stop sending its ageing F-16s to intercept each time in order to reduce pressure on fuel stocks, budgets, pilots and their aircraft, with the 2022 loss of a jet blamed in part on pilot fatigue.20 Such incursions had by the start of 2024 reached an all-time high, and continued to grow further.


Some suspected Beijing might bet its hand on a blockade to strangle Taiwan’s de facto independence without firing a shot. Alternatively, China might embrace a slower strategy of a ‘death by a thousand cuts’: the gradual cutting of fibre-optic cables; cyber attacks on critical national infrastructure; and subversion of the island’s population – or at least enough to assist a takeover.


By the mid-2020s, Beijing appeared to be putting effort into all of those approaches, both in building up its conventional military forces on the mainland for a future assault and waging an intensifying campaign of ‘hybrid warfare’ against the island and its ruling elements: cyber attacks against the island had roughly doubled every year to more than 2.4 million a day by the end of 202421 and near continuous daily Chinese military drills and offers of Chinese citizenship to those on the island showed no sign of abating.22 Taiwan’s National Security Bureau also reported China working through criminal gangs and rogue ROC military – of 64 individuals charged with espionage in 2024, many were serving personnel.23


In one such high-profile case, Taiwanese prosecutors announced they had broken up a spy ring led by a former military officer who had recruited at least seven active-duty and three retired service personnel to deliver military secrets – and, in one case, attempted to persuade a special forces pilot to defect to Beijing by flying a CH-47 Chinook onto a Chinese aircraft carrier as a propaganda coup.24 In early 2025, Taiwanese prosecutors arrested a former ROC general they said had been recruiting an ‘armed’ group to assist a Chinese invasion, a plan alleged to have involved several trips by him and others to the mainland.25 ‘The threat is not coming just from guns, artillery, rockets, missiles, warships,’ Taiwanese General Sun Li-fang told the New York Times. ‘They are trying to influence our minds as well.’26


China was also keeping up its efforts to win the wider population over to supporting reunification. Since the late 2010s, China had offered paid trips for ‘village elders’ – local elected officials, representing often urban areas of several thousand people – to visit the mainland and make social media posts showing the wonders of Chinese infrastructure projects, pushing forward an argument that Taiwan would be better off joining with the PRC. From 2023, some village elders were encouraged to bring their constituents on similar trips.27


Alongside all that, the KMT was making its own political progress – and even though it maintained it was opposed to forcible ‘reunification’, from 2024 its MPs began taking an increasingly hostile approach to the Democratic Progressive Party government efforts to increase spending on defence. When the Trump administration in Washington began pushing the Taiwanese government to spend much more on defence, the timing for the government in Taipei could hardly have been worse.


Taiwan’s 2024 elections had been presented by the government in Beijing as a choice between ‘peace and war’ – with the KMT implied firmly to be the ‘peace’ option while a vote for the DPP was presented as leading to inevitable confrontation if not war. With its roots firmly in Taiwan’s pro-independence movement, the DPP had by that point ruled Taiwan for just over half the period since its first elections in 1996.


Public talk of independence, however, had been largely stymied by threats from the mainland that made it clear any such declaration would lead to immediate conflict. The DPP presidential candidate in 2024, former Foreign Minister Lai Ching-te, stuck broadly to his predecessors’ rhetoric of preserving the ‘status quo’. His government, however, was unambiguously committed to building relations with the US, increasing defence spending to at least 3 per cent of GDP and remaining de facto independent. ‘China’s rise has posed a challenge to the rules-based international order, and Taiwan is a tipping point in the world balance of power,’ said Foreign Minister Lin Chia-lung, stressing Taiwan was not just a ‘chess piece caught in the middle – we are an actor’.28


Beijing’s wider programme of expansion across the region, however, was much broader than just the island of Taiwan. Equally importantly, the disputed waters of the South China Sea simultaneously claimed by Beijing and several other nations were now the scene for a bloodless test of strength that might set the conditions for any future conflict.




Nowhere was that confrontation more critical or more tense than the disputed and largely submerged reef known on Western charts as ‘Second Thomas Shoal’. At the start of 2024 those who watched international tensions closely believed a rusting former landing craft from World War Two deliberately stranded on its beach might be the most likely trigger point anywhere in the world for an accidental war.


Launched in late 1944 on the Missouri River by a United States churning out weaponry at a rate unmatched in human history, the vessel later known as USS Harnett County had ferried US soldiers and marines between Pacific islands in the closing days of World War Two. Reactivated in the 1960s to serve in Vietnam, she acted as a floating helicopter base for a new generation of US forces before being transferred to the government of South Vietnam. After the April 1975 fall of Saigon to the Communist fighters of the Vietcong, she had sailed into Manila crammed full of refugees, then spent a quarter-century in the service of the Philippines as the BRP Sierra Madre.


In 1999, the Sierra Madre had been deliberately beached on Second Thomas Shoal, known as Ayungin Reef to the Philippines and Rén’ài Jiāo to the Chinese. With hindsight, the Manila government had been smart to make an early move: China’s claims that almost the entire South China Sea was Beijing’s ‘historic waters’ had originated with Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government on the mainland in the 1940s. Despite their lack of international recognition, by the 2020s such claims were being pursued by China’s Communist rulers more ruthlessly each year, keen to lock in potentially vast reserves of underwater energy and minerals as well as fisheries. If the battle over Taiwan – bloodless or otherwise – was the era’s defining confrontation, these much smaller South China Sea face-offs (also taking place with Vietnam and Malaysia) were both a parallel opening stage and preparatory test of wills.


By the time the first journalists were allowed on board in 2011, the Sierra Madre was already dramatically decayed. Waves sloshed through the inside of the hull and holes gaped even in internal walls, making life extremely tough for the dozen or so Philippine Navy Special Operations Group marines still living aboard. Plastic containers lay on the deck to catch the rainwater for drinking, while smaller pots grew string beans, squash, okra and sweet potatoes.29 ‘It’s a lonely place,’ Marine Staff Sergeant Joey Loresto told a reporter in the 2010s. ‘But we keep ourselves busy.’ Fishing lines hung from the decaying superstructure, providing further food, while other stores such as tins, rice, coffee, sugar and toiletries were delivered by small boats sometimes escorted by the military and coastguard.30


In 2016, the Philippines had turned successfully to the United Nations maritime court in The Hague to reject China’s ‘nine-dashed line’ that claimed most of the South China Sea, obtaining a ruling that Second Thomas Shoal and most other parts of the Spratly Island chain were part of the Philippines Exclusive Economic Zone. But that did nothing to stop Beijing dialling up its efforts: building increasingly sophisticated military bases on artificial islands such as Mischief Reef, seized in the 1990s, as well as tightening its blockade of the Sierra Madre.


Throughout the 2020s – and particularly from 2023 – Chinese efforts to force the Philippines to withdraw from Second Thomas Shoal became increasingly aggressive. These ‘salami tactics’ – advancing ‘slice by slice’ through threat rather than actual use of force – saw Chinese patrol vessels attempt to physically block supplies, at times using non-lethal weapons such as water cannon to damage Filipino craft. Mindful of the mutual defence treaty, the movement of Chinese vessels around the Sierra Madre was tracked relentlessly by both sides, including US MQ-9A Reaper drones flown from Filipino bases.31


In November 2023, US journalists accompanying half a dozen Filipino craft heading to the Sierra Madre watched a US P-5 Poseidon maritime patrol plane flying overhead as more than twice that number of Chinese vessels moved to block the Filipino convoy. ‘You are a state party to UNCLOS,’ an officer on the largest Filipino ship radioed to the encroaching Chinese craft, referring to the UN maritime convention. ‘Your actions are illegal. Stop your activity, or face the consequences.’ ‘Stop the operation and leave the sea area immediately,’ replied one of the Chinese officers, turning dangerously close in front of the Filipino vessel.32


Time was running out for Sierra Madre. According to one former official in the Philippines, an assessment of the vessel suggested it might break up in as little as two years, most likely in a storm. Meanwhile, Beijing kept on tightening its chokehold and its rhetoric. Even as the government of the Philippines tried to strike a deal with China, the confrontation at Second Thomas Shoal risked setting the tone for multiple other maritime confrontations across the wider region. Philippines President Ferdinand Marcos Jr made an effort to lay down ‘red lines’ at the Shangri-La summit in Singapore at the end of May, but with only limited success. The phrase ‘red lines’ had become increasingly common to describe one nation outlining actions by another that it would view as unacceptable and likely to prompt military action. In this case, Marcos was threatening even more than that, warning that any deaths of service personnel would be followed not just by Filipino action but a request to Washington for military support under their mutual defence pact with Manila. Shortly afterwards, Chinese patrol boats made their most violent interceptions of a Philippine supply run yet, causing one Philippine marine to lose his thumb.33
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