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To Barb, Megan, and Jason. Each of you is my compass, my anchor, and my North Star.



Preface

It is never easy to write a book that tries to capture immediate history. Most of the “research” for this effort is based on direct observation and on-the-scene interviews with those directly involved in, or witnesses of, many of the events detailed in the pages, during my reporting as the naval editor of Aviation Week. I was provided unparalleled access to officers, sailors, pilots, ground crews, ships, aircraft, and exercises for not only the American navy, but its allies, partners, and even adversaries. In some cases, as noted, I have found other reports that supplement with a fact or quote, but in all cases, even with those reports, I have followed up with my own interviews of authors or other sources not only to verify what happened but also to note any changes or clear up any discrepancies. In many cases, it has been necessary to keep those sources anonymous because of the risk to their careers or personal freedom. In all cases, I have endeavored to combine the sourcing for the most accurate picture of events I could provide.



Timeline

1979—U.S. and China establish diplomatic relations. U.S. recognizes “One China” policy but continues economic and defense ties with Taiwan.

1994—China seizes Mischief Reef, just 135 miles off the Philippine coast, and builds bunkers on the reef. China says they are shelters for fishermen in distress.

1995–96—In an attempt to influence the presidential election in Taiwan, China “tests” missiles and conducts naval exercises, effectively closing the Taiwan Strait to shipping. In response President Bill Clinton sends two U.S. Navy aircraft carrier strike groups to the strait, forcing the Chinese to back down. Chinese leadership launches a crash program to enlarge and modernize China’s navy.

1999—U.S. military spending falls to 3.4 percent of GDP, the lowest since World War II.

2000—Chinese GDP quintuples in just two decades, soaring from $218 billion in 1978 to $1.2 trillion in 2000. At the new millennium’s beginning, military spending is increasing about 10 percent each year.

2001—A Chinese fighter pilot tries to intimidate the crew of a navy EP-3E Aries II reconnaissance plane as it flies over the South China Sea, but the pilot ventures too close and is killed in the collision. The damaged Aries is forced to land on Hainan Island, where the twenty-four crewmembers are held for eleven days. Terrorist attacks in New York City and Washington, D.C., divert the U.S. military’s focus toward Afghanistan and the Middle East.

2007—China launches an antisatellite missile and destroys an old weather satellite. It’s the beginning of a long-term plan to develop ground-based and space-based antisatellite technology.

2011—The Obama administration unveils an economic, diplomatic, and military “pivot” away from the Middle East and toward the Asia-Pacific region.

2012—Chinese maritime paramilitary forces and fishing boats force Filipino forces off disputed Scarborough Shoal to take sole control of the reef in the South China Sea.

2015—Admiral Harry Harris, commander of the U.S. forces in the Pacific, says China is building a “Great Wall of Sand” in the South China Sea, rapidly building artificial islands that will serve as forward bases and be used to enforce territorial exclusivity.

2016—Admiral Harris sends USS John C. Stennis carrier strike group on two-month patrol in the South China Sea to assert freedom of navigation. Defense Secretary Ash Carter visits the ship and says U.S. presence in the region will continue.

2017—The Trump administration signals that it is rethinking the One China policy. China responds by sending a carrier group through the Taiwan Strait. America’s “warm war” with China in the Western Pacific continues.
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Prologue

The United States and China are at war in the Western Pacific.

That probably comes as a surprise to most readers, and so it bears repeating. The United States and the People’s Republic of China are at war in the Western Pacific. As you read this, tens of thousands of American sailors, soldiers, airmen, and marines are out there fighting that war, putting their lives in peril—either on, under, or over the sea.

Obviously it’s not a hot war. American and Chinese military forces aren’t shooting missiles or torpedoes or naval artillery at each other—although in an instant of miscalculation or misjudgment, that could easily happen. And it’s not a U.S.–Soviet Union style cold war, either. Chinese leaders aren’t banging their shoes on tables and vowing to bury us; American leaders are not calling the People’s Republic an “evil empire.” On the contrary, at the highest levels of Chinese and American diplomatic and military relations there is publicly a lot of smiling and bowing and hand-shaking and promises of mutual cooperation.

But while the war may be neither hot nor cold, China and the United States—and particularly the United States Navy—are engaged in a warm war in the Western Pacific. It’s a war over tiny specks of land and vast reaches of sea and sky, a warm war of dangerous confrontations and small escalations, a war over military hegemony and the diplomatic and economic influence that naturally follows that hegemony. It’s a war that pits a diminished U.S. Navy, which sailed the Pacific virtually unchallenged for decades, against a burgeoning Chinese navy that is evolving with astonishing speed from a coastal defense force to a “blue-water” fleet capable of projecting power throughout the region. It’s a warm war in which China is trying to gain ownership and military control of some of the world’s most economically vital waters.

And it is a war that the United States has been losing.

Of course, the concepts of “losing” or “winning” are different than in a traditional conflict. For the United States to win does not imply the destruction or subjugation of China and the signing of surrender documents on the steps of the Great Hall of the People in Tiananmen Square. Even if the United States could achieve such an outcome—which it can’t—why would it want to? China’s four-decade transformation from an isolated, impoverished Third World nation to a thriving market- and trade-based economic power has overall been good for the world, and for the United States. It has helped lift hundreds of millions of people out of poverty, not only in China but throughout the Asia-Pacific region, and it has stimulated trade around the globe. It’s why Americans can buy a laptop computer for two hundred bucks. An actual war between the United States and China, even a limited one, would be a human and economic catastrophe for both sides. America does not win by seeing China fall.

Instead, to win this warm war requires only that the United States force China to peacefully operate within the very system that made China’s economic rise possible in the first place. In other words, America must require China to respect and maintain the status quo. That may not sound like a particularly inspiring rallying cry—“Forward, forward, to maintain the status quo!”—but for the United States and the world it is the best possible outcome. The status quo in this case means the observation of international rules by all nations, China included; the peaceful resolution of disputes through international law and not through bullying and intimidation; and, most important, the maintaining of safe, free, and unrestricted passage over the Western Pacific and its subordinate seas for ships of all nations. Ever since World War II, the United States Navy has successfully stabilized and protected that safe and free passage in the Western Pacific and around the world. If it continues to do so, if it can deter China from its goal of imposing a new order on the high seas, then America wins. If it can’t or won’t do that, then America—and the world—will lose.

For the United States to lose this nontraditional conflict with China does not require its ships to be sunk, its aircraft to be shot down, its young men and women to be killed in combat. The United States can lose without a shot being fired, simply by reducing or withdrawing its military and especially its naval power from the Western Pacific region. That withdrawal could be prompted by economic considerations, popular isolationism, or even fear of conflict on the part of the nation’s military and political leaders. In short, America could lose simply by not trying to win.

And for too long that’s exactly what American political leaders and some American military leaders have been doing—not trying to win. In the past, they’ve failed to even acknowledge that the warm war with China exists, preferring instead to view China as a potential military partner rather than a military competitor. They’ve refused to accept that China’s current leadership doesn’t respond to Western concepts of moral persuasion, that the leadership responds only to displays of strength—economic, diplomatic, and military. It’s been a policy of accommodation—some might call it appeasement—with a Chinese leadership that has taken full advantage of American complacency to expand its aggressive military reach in the Western Pacific region to the detriment of its neighbors. Only relatively recently has the American defense establishment begun to recognize that America’s economic and national security depends on having the will to win the warm war with China.

So how did that happen? And how in the face of an increasingly assertive and militarily powerful China can the United States continue to keep the seas open and free? Those are the questions this book tries to answer.

This is not a policy book written for defense establishment insiders. It is not an examination of dueling think-tank position papers or congressional research reports. Instead, it is written from the perspective of people who have actually stood on the pitching decks of American warships and flown dangerous reconnaissance missions in American aircraft, people who have seen the warm war with China firsthand. Those people are mostly sailors and aviators in the U.S. Navy. Although the air force, the army, and the marines (which are part of the Navy Department) all play vital roles in defense of America’s interests in the Western Pacific, it is the men and women of the U.S. Navy who most often find themselves in direct confrontations with the Chinese military on the sea and in the air—and so this is primarily their story.

Readers will quickly notice that this book is written from a decidedly American point of view. Simply put, we Americans are the guys in the white hats, and the Chinese political and military leadership are the guys in the black hats—or at least the dark gray hats. The reason for that is simple: For all of its faults and past mistakes, the United States overall is a liberal, peace-seeking, pro-democracy, pro–human rights, pro–freedom of trade player on the world stage. And so far the Chinese Communist Party leadership—not the Chinese people, but the leadership—has been none of those things. Despite its liberalized economic policies of recent decades, the Chinese government remains authoritarian, oligarchical, repressive to its own people, and disdainful of the rights of other, smaller nations. The Chinese point of view will be given its just due here, partly through the eyes of Chinese sailors who serve their country as bravely and loyally as American sailors serve theirs. But no one should expect a sense of moral or ethical equivalence between America and the current Chinese leadership—because there isn’t one.

And finally, this book is about a recent and relatively brief period in the history of America’s relationship with China. But while it may be brief, it may also be crucial, setting the stage for decades, perhaps even centuries, of history to come.

No one can predict with certainty what the future of America’s relationship with China will be. But wherever America and China stand in ten or twenty or thirty years, this story may help explain how they got there.



CHAPTER 1

The Mission

It’s a calm, almost serene day in December as the USS Cowpens sails alone through the dangerous blue-green waters of the South China Sea. With the American flag snapping at the masthead, the Cowpens and its four hundred officers and crew are tense, primed, ready—and they are closing fast on their target.

The target on this day is an aircraft carrier, a carrier that’s flying the flag of the People’s Republic of China. And for the Cowpens crew, this is no drill.

The Cowpens is a guided-missile cruiser, one of the Ticonderoga class of U.S. warships, and as such it exudes both beauty and power. Almost six hundred feet long, low-slung and sleek, the ship slices through the sea at up to thirty-seven miles per hour—a speed that feels far more intense and urgent than it would on land. Standing on its deck, with the surge of its eighty-thousand-horsepower propulsion plant humming through the hull, with white water cascading past the bow and with that red, white, and blue flag streaming proudly in the wind—it’s like riding a nine-thousand-ton living thing. For an American surface warfare sailor, such a ship at sea is a beautiful sight.

But the beauty is secondary. The Cowpens’s primary purpose is destruction.

For that there are the missiles. Packed into loading racks below its main deck or locked onto deck launchers are more than a hundred missiles designed for a host of violent missions, both offensive and defensive. There are antiaircraft missiles, anti-ship missiles, antimissile missiles. There are million-dollar-apiece Tomahawk cruise missiles that can destroy land targets a thousand miles distant, and surface-skimming Harpoons that can put a quarter ton of high explosive into an enemy ship that’s over the horizon. An ideal cruiser weapons load includes ASROC missile/torpedoes that can hunt down and sink a lurking enemy submarine, and twenty-two-foot-long SAMs (surface-to-air missiles) that can blow an enemy plane out of the sky more than fifty miles away.

There’s more. For closer work—for example, supporting an amphibious assault on a disputed island—mounted fore and aft are two five-inch guns capable of lobbing seventy-pound explosive shells fifteen miles. For still closer work—say, mixing it up with an enemy high-speed catamaran gunboat that’s closing fast—there are a couple of 25mm Bushmaster chain guns and a couple of .50-caliber machine guns. And if things get really hot in combat, if an enemy missile somehow manages to evade all the defensive firepower and is screaming toward the Cowpens at Mach 2, there’s a 20mm Phalanx gun that can spit out bullets at the rate of seventy-five rounds per second and put up a missile-busting wall of lead.

It is an astonishing amount of firepower. In fact, the Ticonderoga-class cruisers are designed to be the most powerful surface warships ever to put to sea, under any flag, in any century. They and their weaponry are meant to impress, to intimidate, to inspire awe—and if necessary, to deliver shock in paralyzing quantities. That’s why the USS Cowpens is here on this day in the South China Sea.

That’s the theory, anyway. But aboard this ship, not all is quite as it seems.

Alternating between the sunlit bridge and the dim, green-glowing confines of the ship’s Combat Information Center (CIC) is the man entrusted with the Cowpens’s massive collection of lethal weaponry, and with the lives and well-being of the crewmembers who operate it. Captain Greg Gombert is tall (six-foot-six) and lean, with blue eyes and a shock of brown hair, dressed in the navy’s new working uniform of one-piece blue coveralls. Intense, driven, supremely self-confident, he pushes his ship and his crew—and himself—hard. The product of a strict midwestern Catholic upbringing, steeped in the concepts of duty and hard work, at age forty-four Gombert is a man who has never failed at anything—and he doesn’t intend to fail in this mission.

In a low, even voice Gombert says a few words to his officer of the deck (OOD), a young lieutenant, and a second later those words blare over the ship’s loudspeakers.

Set modified Condition Zebra. Set modified Condition Zebra.

The order sends sailors racing through the ship, closing and dogging watertight hatches and shutting off valves. Damage control and firefighting squads stand by; sonar and radar and electronic warfare operators stare at their display screens with renewed intensity. Senior chiefs check and recheck every system. Condition Zebra is the navy’s second-highest level of combat readiness, just below General Quarters. GQ is when you’re under threat of imminent attack; Zebra is when you might soon be.

The process takes only a few minutes. Watching from the bridge, listening as the various department heads’ readiness reports come in, Gombert isn’t completely satisfied. He knows the crew is doing its best. But there just hasn’t been time. . . .

With two decades of service behind him, Gombert is a rising star in the navy, this despite the fact that he’s not a “ring knocker”—that is, he began his career as a navy ROTC midshipman at Notre Dame, not at the Naval Academy in Annapolis. Still, he has an enviable record, with all the necessary ticket-punches required for rising to even higher command: multiple sea tours on frigates and destroyers, including a much-praised tour as captain of a new destroyer, the USS Gridley, and all of that mixed in with a master’s degree and four years of obligatory desk duty in the Pentagon. He’s been the commanding officer of the Cowpens for just six months.

A command like this should be a pinnacle in any navy surface warfare officer’s career. After all, while there are fifty-five thousand active duty officers in the U.S. Navy, at any given moment fewer than three hundred of them are entrusted with command of a navy ship. It is a singular honor, although you wouldn’t know it from the pay scales. Depending on rank and years of service, a navy ship commanding officer earns a base pay of between $80,000 and $120,000 a year—about what the manager of a Walmart superstore makes. But nobody is in the navy for the money.

And of those fewer than three hundred ship commanders, only twenty-two, Gombert included, are in command of a guided-missile cruiser like the Cowpens. All the old World War II–style battleships are long gone now, turned into razor blades or floating museums; cruisers are the navy’s new battlewagons. And in an already elite subset of navy officers who command warships, cruiser captains are special.

True, submarine commanders are an elite group as well. But a sub’s job is to hide, to lurk unseen and quietly gather intelligence or wait for orders to launch its missiles; you don’t use subs to display power, to show the flag. It’s true also that aircraft carriers are bigger, and their captains more high-profile. But carriers never operate alone. While at sea they are always surrounded by other warships in a carrier strike group—which means that while a carrier captain commands his ship, he always has an admiral standing over his shoulder who commands the strike group. Carrier captains are on a pretty short leash.

Cruiser captains are different. Although cruisers often operate as part of carrier strike groups, they are also capable of performing “lone wolf” missions, racing from hot spot to hot spot alone, independent, with thousands of miles of ocean between them and the navy brass and the navy bureaucracy; they’re the front line, the point of the spear. To command such a ship on such a mission is what young and ambitious navy surface warfare officers dream about. It’s what Greg Gombert dreamed about.

And yet, on this day—specifically, December 5, 2013—as he and his ship steam toward their rendezvous with the Chinese navy aircraft carrier in the South China Sea, Captain Greg Gombert is a man beset with a daunting array of problems.

Of course, for anyone who presumes to command a U.S. Navy ship of war, problems—or as navy officers call them, “challenges”—are the daily fare. Equipment breaks down, computer systems malfunction, human beings fail. And the captain owns all of it—every stripped nut and bolt, every burned-out microchip, every eighteen-year-old sailor fresh out of boot camp who doesn’t do his job. As far as the navy is concerned, anything that goes wrong aboard a U.S. Navy ship is not just the captain’s responsibility; it’s the captain’s fault.

Does an inattentive junior officer of the deck somehow manage to run the ship aground on an uncharted sandbar while the captain is sound asleep in his cabin? It’s the captain’s fault. While the captain is deep in the bowels of the ship for an engine room inspection, does an inexperienced radar operator or bridge lookout fail to spot that tiny fishing boat directly in the ship’s path? It’s the captain’s fault for failing to maintain the ship and the crew in a proper state of readiness and training. And if serious damage to life or property results—well, the only thing that ship’s commanding officer will ever command again is a desk.

It’s a harsh and unforgiving system, and one that every commanding officer of a U.S. Navy ship has to accept. He or she knows any problem, no matter how seemingly small, can wind up ruining a career.

But aboard the Cowpens, Captain Gombert’s problems—challenges—far exceed the normal.

There’s the crew, for one thing. The 340 enlisted sailors aboard are a mix of early twentysomethings with a few years’ navy experience and fresh-faced teens just six months past their high-school proms. Yes, they’re eager, and earnest, and they try hard enough. But they’ve only been aboard the Cowpens for ten months at the most, with the majority of that time spent in port, not at sea. Even those who have served on other Ticonderoga-class cruisers haven’t had time to learn all the quirks and idiosyncrasies of this particular ship; they just don’t yet have a feel for it.

The same thing goes for the twenty-seven chief petty officers, the noncommissioned officers who are the backbone of any military organization. They’re solid, and experienced; some of them have been knocking around the Western Pacific—they call it “the WestPac”—on destroyers and cruisers for the past decade. But they don’t have experience on the Cowpens. It’s like they’re living and working in a new and unfamiliar city.

The thirty-two junior commissioned officers aboard the ship also have their limitations. Gombert has already effectively relieved—fired—the ship’s executive officer, the second-in-command, categorizing him as a “significant leadership team weakness.” It’s an unusual move for a captain to make, especially in the middle of a sea deployment; it’s also an indication of how tough a commander Gombert can be. So for now the ship is sailing without an XO, increasing the burden on the captain. As for the other junior officers, men and women in their midtwenties and early thirties, in Gombert’s view many of them seem tentative, unsure of themselves, hesitant to take on new and greater responsibilities. In the sometimes old-fashioned way he has of phrasing things, Gombert has described them as “nervous Nellies.”

And then there is the ship itself. It’s a crisis waiting to happen.

Like other Ticonderoga-class cruisers, the Cowpens (hull number CG-63) is named after a battle, specifically the pivotal American victory over a British army near the small town of Cowpens, South Carolina, in 1781. (The ship’s nickname is the “Mighty Moo,” and continuing with the bovine theme, the crew collectively is known as the “Thundering Herd.”) Commissioned in 1991, the ship has seen more than two decades of service, much of it hard service. Until six months earlier the Cowpens had been slated to be put into “reduced commission,” that is, to be “preserved,” nearly mothballed, until the navy decided whether to overhaul or decommission the ship. But then the U.S. government revealed its so-called Pacific pivot, an economic, diplomatic, and military shift of emphasis away from the Middle East back toward Asia and the Western Pacific. The navy decided that it needed the Cowpens to project power and show the flag in the region, so after a hasty and mostly cosmetic $7 million refit in San Diego, in September the Cowpens and its new crew headed west.

And on the outside the ship looks good. Its decks and towering superstructure gleam, the crew looks sharp in their dark blue uniforms and baseball caps, the ship can still speed across the ocean with a bone in its teeth and the flag flying. But inside it’s a different story. The internal mechanical systems are old, the ship needs miles of new electric wiring and fiber-optic cables. Worse, the Cowpens is equipped with an antiquated version of the Aegis Combat System, the complicated array of interconnected radars, sonars, computer systems, and missile launchers used to identify, track, and destroy targets. The Cowpens’s new crew is accustomed to working with a newer, more capable version of the Aegis system—so for them, operating the Cowpens’s outdated system is like going from Windows 10 to Windows 2.5. They haven’t yet learned to handle it effectively.

Given enough time, can the Cowpens’s crew and its outdated combat system still fire the ship’s missiles? Sure. Can the ship defend itself against one or two incoming enemy anti-ship missiles? Almost certainly. But could the Cowpens effectively identify, track, and destroy dozens of enemy missiles suddenly coming in at the same time from ship- and land-based missile batteries—an enemy attack tactic that is indelicately known among navy officers as a “gangbang”? The answer is, no way. If this mission somehow goes south and the Cowpens gets gangbanged by enemy missiles, the ship is in serious trouble. Captain Gombert knows that. And the navy knows it, too.

And there’s something else about the Cowpens. Publicly, most navy officers would dismiss it as mere superstition, but there’s a feeling among many sailors that the Cowpens is an unlucky ship. In fact, as far as its commanding officers’ careers go, some believe the ship is actually cursed.

The year before, in 2012, the Cowpens’s then commanding officer was summarily relieved for having an improper physical relationship with another navy officer’s wife. The navy officially calls that “conduct unbecoming an officer”; unofficially, navy officers call it a “zipper malfunction.” And two years before that, another Cowpens commanding officer, Captain Holly Graf, the first woman ever to command a U.S. Navy cruiser, was also summarily relieved, for physically and verbally abusing her subordinates. Officers and crewmembers told dark tales of being pushed and shoved by the captain, of being subjected to shrieking F-bomb tirades, of being made to stand in a corner like misbehaving children. News reports about “Horrible Holly” and the “Sea Witch” cast a pall over the Cowpens name; chatter on unofficial navy blog sites portrayed the Cowpens as a star-crossed ship, a career killer.

But as he guides the Cowpens through the South China Sea, Gombert isn’t thinking about bad luck and curses—although, given what will happen to him later, maybe he should be. Instead, his mind is focused on the current mission.

It is a mission riddled with uncertainties, and fraught with physical and professional peril.

On its face it seems simple enough. For the first time, a Chinese navy aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, is about to sally from its port on Hainan Island to conduct carrier task force training operations in international waters in the South China Sea. The U.S. Pacific Fleet in Hawaii and the Seventh Fleet brass based in Japan want the Cowpens to shadow the Chinese carrier and its escort ships, to gather intelligence, to see how the carrier operates and how it conducts air operations, to document what its capabilities are.

Cowpens can do that, easy. Its electronics may be old, but they can still vacuum up the Liaoning’s electromagnetic emissions and tap into its wireless communications systems. The Cowpens also has two Seahawk helicopters that can take off from the ship’s landing deck and hover near the Chinese carrier task force, taking film and photographs and generally eyeballing the situation.

Navies around the world routinely conduct such operations against other nations’ ships, although the name for them varies. The basic rule is: When we do it, it’s intelligence-gathering; when the other guy does it, it’s spying. But when done in international waters, it’s all perfectly legal under international law and long-accepted maritime practice.

But the Cowpens’s mission isn’t just to gather intelligence—spy—on the Chinese carrier. There’s a political purpose as well. The Liaoning’s foray into the South China Sea is yet another escalation in the Chinese navy’s growing presence in the region—a presence that is scaring the hell out of America’s Pacific friends and allies. The Philippines, Indonesia, Australia, Japan, South Korea, Thailand, Taiwan, Malaysia, even the Socialist Republic of Vietnam—they all look with trepidation at the Chinese navy’s growing power, not only in the South China Sea but throughout the far Western Pacific. And they all want to know what the U.S. is going to do about it. So the Cowpens’s secondary mission is to show the American flag, to reassure the allies and other nations in the region. The Cowpens is going to get in close to the Chinese carrier and let everybody know that the sheriff—the U.S. Navy—is still in town.

Again, for the Cowpens all that seems completely doable. But in this particular case, there are a couple of potentially serious complications.

For one thing, the Liaoning isn’t just a Chinese navy aircraft carrier; it’s the only Chinese navy aircraft carrier, the first aircraft carrier ever in the history of the People’s Republic and the People’s Liberation Army Navy. And as such it is an object of enormous national pride, an announcement that China is finally about to step onto the world stage as a naval power. Already in the past decade the Chinese navy has become the world’s second-largest naval force in terms of warship tonnage, behind only the U.S.—and except for aircraft carriers, in the Western Pacific it is now arguably the U.S. Navy’s equal in maritime military power. With its new carrier program, it’s embarking on a long-range plan to become the dominant naval force in the region.

So to the Chinese government, the Liaoning isn’t just a ship; it’s a symbol.

And it’s not just the government that feels that way. It’s probably fair to say that not more than a relative handful of Americans could name a single U.S. aircraft carrier, much less name its commanding officer. But a billion people in China have heard about the Liaoning, and its dashing, urbane commander, Senior Captain Zhang Zheng. (It doesn’t hurt that his wife is a popular morning talk-show host on Shanghai television.) After Chinese TV showed video of the carrier’s flight deck crews directing jet takeoffs and landings—waving their arms, dropping to one knee—“Carrier Style” dance moves actually supplanted “Gangnam Style” as the hottest thing on Chinese teen social media.

The point is that to the Chinese people the Liaoning is a national treasure, and its commander the military equivalent of a rock star. Any real or perceived insult to that national treasure—for example, a U.S. Navy warship getting up in its grille on the high seas—will not be taken graciously.

And there’s still another complication for the Cowpens and its mission. In an attempt to shield their carrier and its escorts from prying Western eyes, the Chinese government has declared a forty-five-kilometer “safety zone” around the Liaoning while it’s at sea. According to the Chinese, no ship or aircraft, military or civilian, can enter that safety zone without permission from the Liaoning’s commander—permission that the commander is not about to give to a U.S. Navy ship of war.

Well, it’s outrageous.

Yes, a U.S. carrier strike group conducting at-sea operations will also enforce a safety zone around its ships; you don’t want a commercial fishing boat laying down a seine net in front of an oncoming aircraft carrier. So U.S. commanders will suggest—politely—that other vessels lay off for a few miles around the strike group.

But the Chinese are trying to take the safety zone concept to a whole new level. Forty-five kilometers? That’s about twenty-eight miles. That’s over-the-horizon stuff. In effect China is trying to declare its sovereignty on, over, and below a moving area of more than two thousand square miles of international waters. It violates every principle of international maritime law and the freedom of the seas. Not even haughty Britannia, when it ruled the waves, ever tried a stunt like that in peacetime. If this is allowed to stand, what’s to keep the Chinese navy from claiming a similar two-thousand-square-mile sovereignty zone in the Sea of Japan or the Taiwan Strait—or twelve miles off the Golden Gate Bridge, for that matter?

In fact, the Liaoning’s safety zone is just the latest in a long series of hostile moves by China to deny to other nations access to the commercially vital South China Sea, the U.S. included. They’re trying to turn the South China Sea into a Chinese lake. By sending the Cowpens into the South China Sea to challenge the Liaoning, the U.S. Navy is showing the Chinese America will have none of that.

That’s the navy’s public posture, anyway. But behind the scenes, at the U.S. Pacific Command headquarters in Hawaii and at the Pentagon, the navy top brass aren’t so certain. After all, nobody on the American side is sure what the Chinese reaction will be when they see a U.S. Navy warship bearing down on them from over the horizon, safety zone be damned. Yes, they want China to ramp it back, to respect the rules of free navigation of the seas. And yes, they want to reassure the nervous Western Pacific allies that the U.S. still has their backs against China. But how far should the U.S. go to demonstrate that commitment?

At the highest echelons of the navy and the American civilian defense establishment there is a sharp, bitter, and ongoing fight over that question. The fight is so bitter, in fact, that the opposing sides have derisive names for each other. Those who want to take a low-key, nonconfrontational approach to China are dismissed as “Panda Huggers.” Those who want to respond aggressively, with muscular shows of U.S. naval force, are sarcastically known as “Dragon Slayers.” As the Cowpens steams into the South China Sea, that internal navy struggle has yet to be resolved.

And as a result, Captain Gombert’s orders are a masterpiece of ambiguity; they are part Panda Hugger, part Dragon Slayer. Gombert has been told to ignore the declared twenty-eight-mile safety zone and intercept the Liaoning, while at the same time he is to maintain a “de-escalatory posture.” He is to get close to the carrier—within three miles—but not too close, meaning not less than one mile. If there is any radio communication with the Chinese commander, he is to be firm and resolute but also “cordial and respectful”; he’s to be careful not to piss them off.

In short, Captain Gombert’s orders are to boldly take his ship and his crew into harm’s way—but for God’s sake, don’t let anything unpleasant happen out there.

And now that’s what is confronting Captain Greg Gombert as he takes the Cowpens into the South China Sea on this day in December 2013. He has a troubled ship, with a struggling crew, and they are sailing alone into dangerous waters, with uncertain orders, for a rendezvous with a proud and unpredictable adversary.

And the outcome of this mission could help determine whether the Pacific will remain “America’s Ocean.”



CHAPTER 2

America’s Ocean

Pigafetta had it right and wrong about this ocean. He was right about its vast distances and its seemingly boundless reach. But he was dead wrong about its character.

Antonio Pigafetta was a young Venetian scholar and scribe who sailed with Ferdinand Magellan and 269 men on the Spanish circumnavigation of the globe in 1519–22; he was also one of only eighteen men (not including Magellan himself) who survived the trip. It was Pigafetta who left the first eyewitness account of what it was like to sail across this ocean. Other, more ancient sailors may have crossed it before him—Chinese, Polynesians, perhaps some storm-tossed Japanese fishermen—but if so, they left no acknowledged record. Even with steady winds behind them, it took Magellan and his tiny fleet almost four months to sail from the tip of South America to Guam, months of starvation and scurvy and death. This is what Pigafetta wrote of the journey:

“We remained three months and twenty days without taking on board provisions, and we ate only old biscuit turned to powder, all full of worms and stinking . . . and of rats, some of us could not get enough. . . . We made a good four thousand leagues across this [ocean]. . . . And if our Lord and the Virgin Mother had not aided us . . . we would have died in this very great sea.”

And Magellan and Pigafetta only saw a tiny portion of “this very great sea.” This ocean covers no less than 64 million square miles, far more if you count its primary subsidiary seas—the South China Sea, the East China Sea, the Yellow Sea, the Sea of Japan. Even without the subsidiaries, this ocean alone exceeds the land area of all of Earth’s continents combined. A westbound voyage along the equator from South America to this ocean system’s terminus at the Strait of Malacca would cover twelve thousand miles, half the Earth’s circumference; a southbound voyage from its Arctic border to the Antarctic would cover almost the same. Even though there are more than twenty-five thousand islands scattered across this ocean, Magellan managed to spot only two of them—both uninhabited atolls that he and his weary men couldn’t even land on. That’s how vast this ocean is. It’s big enough to hide twenty-five thousand islands.

Magellan called those two uninhabited islands las Islas Infortunatos—the Unfortunate Islands—which may have been apt. But his name for this ocean was far less so. After he had left the Atlantic and made a difficult and dangerous traverse of the strait that bears his name, Magellan had favorably compared this ocean to the turbulent Atlantic—and thus he named it el Mar Pacifico, the Peaceful Sea. And Pigafetta agreed with him.

“Well was it named the Pacific,” he wrote, “for during [the entire crossing] we met no storms.”

But they were lucky. Because in many ways, the Pacific is the angriest and least peaceful ocean on Earth.

Take the cyclonic tropical storms, known as hurricanes east of the International Dateline and typhoons west of it. In an average year there may be ten to fifteen hurricanes in the Atlantic and Caribbean and Eastern Pacific, but there will be double that number of typhoons in the Western Pacific. And Pacific cyclonic storms generally are stronger in intensity; cyclonic storms feed off warm water, of which the Pacific has plenty. In terms of sustained wind speed, the most violent tropical cyclone ever recorded was a 2015 Eastern Pacific hurricane, Patricia, which at its peak saw a wind speed of 215 miles per hour. In 2013 another Pacific cyclonic storm record-breaker, Typhoon Haiyan, hit the Philippines with 195-mile-per-hour winds and a storm surge up to twenty feet high, drowning more than six thousand people. Over the millennia, this peaceful ocean has killed humans by the millions.

Ships, too, die in those storms. The list of modern ships lost to wind and waves is far too long to recount, but a few examples can make the point. In 1944 a typhoon with 100 mph winds and up to seventy-foot-high waves hit a U.S. Navy fleet east of the Philippines and three destroyers capsized, drowning 790 American sailors. In 1980 the British ore carrier Derbyshire, a thousand feet long and displacing ninety thousand tons, as big as an aircraft carrier, was lost with all forty-four souls aboard after being caught in Typhoon Orchid two hundred miles off Okinawa. In 2013 a six-hundred-foot-long Chinese bulk cargo ship sank off Hong Kong in fifty-foot waves whipped up by Typhoon Utor. The point is simple: The ship hasn’t been built that has nothing to fear from Pacific typhoons.

There are other dangers lurking in and under these so-called pacific waters: uncharted or mis-charted reefs and seamounts, ocean floor earthquakes or landslides that cause tsunamis, undersea volcanos. Again, just a few examples. In 1987 the 245-feet-long U.S. Navy research ship Melville was shaken and pelted with exploding gas bubbles and rocks from an underwater volcano eruption a thousand miles southwest of Tahiti. In 2005 the nuclear-powered attack submarine USS San Francisco was cruising at a depth of five hundred feet when it ran into an uncharted undersea mountain off the coast of Guam, killing one American sailor and injuring almost a hundred more. In 2011 at least two dozen cargo ships and fishing vessels were damaged or tossed ashore by a tsunami that struck northeastern Japan; one unmanned 164-foot-long fishing boat—known as the “Ghost Ship”—drifted for thousands of miles until it was sunk by gunfire a year later off the coast of Alaska.

And those are just the natural dangers. The Pacific also boils with past, present, and future man-made calamities.

Nearly three dozen nations small and large have coastlines in the Asia-Pacific, with a combined population of about 3.5 billion people—about half of all the people on Earth. Nearly a third of the world’s maritime trade annually transits the South China Sea alone, including about $1.2 trillion in shipborne trade bound for the United States. Every year some ninety-four thousand oil tankers, container ships, bulk carriers, and other commercial vessels pass through the narrow, five-hundred-mile-long Malacca Strait that is the gateway from the Indian Ocean to the South China Sea and the Western Pacific. Eastbound from the Indian Ocean and into the South and East China Seas come Middle Eastern oil and African raw materials and European cars and Indian farm machinery; westbound along the same route go computers and smartphones and coffee and cheap T-shirts. Were anything to disrupt or cut off that seaborne traffic, entire economies could wither and die.

And so to help protect that trade and their own security, nations build navies.

True, navies are shockingly expensive to build and operate. Just one small modern frigate costs at least $300 million to build and about $20 million a year to operate, while even a single small aircraft carrier could set a country back several billion dollars in construction costs—which is why only a handful of countries in the world have them. But despite the massive expense, in the second decade of the twenty-first century, most of the major countries of the Western Pacific and environs are trying to build up and modernize their navies and their sea-striking military capabilities.

Grab a map—or better yet, a globe—and take a quick selective tour of the region and its naval forces.

Start with Russia and its naval port of Vladivostok on the Sea of Japan. Once a significant nineteenth-century Pacific imperial power, its great fleets were humiliatingly sunk—and thousands of its sailors drowned—by an emerging Japanese navy at the beginning of the twentieth century. During the Cold War the USSR rebuilt its Pacific Fleet, but after the fall of the Soviet Union most of the fleet was left to rust at the docks. Today Russia’s Pacific surface fleet remains small, consisting primarily of a few cruisers, a half dozen destroyers, and several frigates and corvettes. But the Russian Pacific Fleet has some two dozen submarines, including some new, fourth-generation nuclear-powered ballistic-missile subs—and like all things Russian under the Vladimir Putin regime, that growing fleet will bear watching.

Now head south along the coast to North Korea, the people’s hermit kingdom run by the seemingly mad scion Kim Jong-un, whose nuclear weapons development program terrifies almost everyone within potential missile range, which now includes the western portions of the United States. Small, often famished, with a population of just 25 million people, North Korea has a military force of more than a million personnel, which makes it one of the world’s largest. (One of every twenty-five people in the country is on active military service; in the U.S. the figure is about one in three hundred.) Its naval forces consist mostly of coastal submarines and small frigates and scores of tiny gunboats and attack boats, but those naval forces can still be lethal; in 2010, for example, a North Korean sub apparently fired a torpedo at a South Korean corvette, killing forty-six South Korean sailors, which was only the latest in a string of such incidents over the decades. North Korea also has an extensive network of land-based missile batteries that can extend its reach out to sea.

Assuming you make it out of North Korea—not all foreign visitors do—walk carefully across the two-and-a-half-mile-wide Demilitarized Zone and into another world: South Korea. Urbanized, economically dynamic, politically democratic, with a population of 50 million and a per capita GDP forty times higher than its bellicose brother to the north, South Korea has reinvented itself in the six decades since the end of the Korean War—a war that left a million South Korean civilians dead, wounded, or missing, along with thirty-three thousand American soldiers killed. Because of North Korea, South Korea also maintains a large standing army—some five hundred thousand men, backed up by twenty-eight thousand U.S. military personnel. South Korea’s navy is one of the largest in the region, with 160 commissioned ships—including submarines, amphibious warfare ships, destroyers, and smaller-than-a-destroyer frigates; future plans call for the addition of Aegis-equipped destroyers and upgraded missile defense systems.

From South Korea head west across the Sea of Japan, and there you’ll find a navy that isn’t called a navy—but still manages to be one of the best navies in the world. Because its post-WWII constitution prohibits it from using war or even the threat of war as an instrument of national policy, Japan instead has a maritime self-defense force. The force includes about fifty principal surface combatants—including guided-missile destroyers and frigates equipped with Aegis electronic tracking and targeting systems—as well as ten technologically advanced diesel-electric submarines, several large amphibious landing ships, and more than a hundred other vessels. Japan also has a land-based naval aviation force that flies F-15 Eagles, F-4 Phantom IIs, V-22 Ospreys, and electronic-intelligence-gathering E-2 Hawkeyes and P-3 Orions. By some estimates the JMSDF is the world’s fifth-strongest surface and air naval force—or rather, maritime self-defense force. A mutual defense treaty ally of the U.S., Japan also is home to tens of thousands of U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force, and Army personnel, the majority of them based on the southern Japanese island of Okinawa.

From Japan fly southwest more than a thousand miles across the East China Sea to Taiwan, aka the Republic of China—and sometimes called “Asia’s Berlin.” Democratic and economically prosperous, with one of the highest per capita GDPs in Asia, the breakaway Chinese island has since 1949 lived under constant threat that tomorrow or next year or next decade the People’s Republic of China will decide to take it back by force or blockade it into submission—and without outside help for Taiwan from the U.S., mainland China could almost certainly do so. Taiwan’s naval fleet of destroyers and frigates and fast-attack boats is complemented by just two aging submarines, but the Taiwanese government has announced an ambitious $14 billion program to modernize its naval forces. We’ll see if that’s allowed to happen.

Two hundred miles due south of Taiwan is the Philippines, America’s first Western Pacific possession and the scene of some of the most savage land and naval battles with Japan in World War II, a conflict that Filipinos have not forgotten—or in some ways forgiven, either. Large in population (100 million, twelfth-largest in the world) but poor and underdeveloped, Filipinos have had a checkered history with their former protector. After fighting the Japanese alongside Americans in World War II, in the early 1990s the Philippine government kicked the U.S. out of its huge naval and air bases at Subic Bay and Clark Field—and then almost immediately regretted it, since that left the nation of seven thousand islands with virtually no sea protection. The Philippines remains a U.S. mutual defense treaty partner, and receives equipment and training from U.S. forces. But the Philippine naval forces remain weak—a dozen frigates and corvettes, some coastal defense and patrol vessels; of submarines it has zero. The Philippine government talks about building a better naval force—new submarines and better radars, ocean sensors, new frigates, modern jet fighters and surveillance aircraft and missile systems—but in the often chaotic Philippine political and financial system it’s hard to get things done. The Philippines is not by any measure a significant naval force, but it would like to be.

Two thousand miles south of the Philippines, though, there is a naval power, at least regionally. Australia is a continent-sized country with a small-country population—just 25 million, about half the population of geographically small South Korea. But that population invests heavily in its navy. The Royal Australian Navy fleet is relatively small numerically, with just over fifty commissioned ships. But the Australian fleet includes frigates with upgraded radar and missiles, and in the coming years it plans to spend heavily on new-generation submarines and surface ships and amphibious assault ships. Australia’s naval power stems from quality, not quantity. The northern coastal city of Darwin also hosts a rotating force of U.S. Marines, expected to number about twenty-five hundred in the next few years, and U.S. Navy amphibious assault ships. It’s strategically located close to the South China Sea.

Northwest of Australia is the former Dutch colony of Indonesia, the fourth most populous nation on earth (250 million). Largely Muslim, with simmering ethnic and political rivalries, it’s also rife with corruption that extends into the military and has hampered its planned naval expansion. Still, like almost everybody else in the region, it’s trying. It has a couple of updated submarines and a few modern small corvettes and coastal defense vessels.

Sitting above Indonesia is Malaysia, a relatively new and booming industrialized market-economy nation once ruled by the British, now a majority Muslim indirect democracy with a significant Chinese and Indian minority. Small in population (29 million) and bifurcated by geography—half the country is on the Malay Peninsula, the other half across the South China Sea on the island of Borneo—Malaysia traditionally has been more concerned with internal security on the ground than with its navy. But like most Pacific nations whose economies are booming, now that it has money Malaysia wants a modernized navy. The Malaysian navy now has a couple of modern diesel-electric subs—which cost about $450 million each—and it has replaced much of its old frigate and corvette fleet with newer models. It has also ordered a half dozen brand-new “stealth frigates” to add to the fleet, and it has a couple amphibious warfare ships capable of blue-water operations; the amphibs have been participating in international antipiracy operations off the coast of Somalia for several years. Malaysia’s most important strategic factor is that it covers most of the eastern shore of the vital Strait of Malacca. (The Indonesian island of Sumatra occupies the western shore.)

And then there’s Singapore, the tiny (280 square miles, population 5 million) island city-state at the narrow, just-six-miles-wide end of the Strait of Malacca. Once a British bastion, later a part of newly independent Malaysia, just four decades ago Singapore was a pestilential Third World hellhole. Now it’s a nation of superlatives, ranked highest in Asia (and in some cases the world) on health care, life expectancy, education, business efficiency; it’s ranked lowest in corruption, infant mortality, and even adult obesity. In 1965 the Singaporean navy had exactly two ships, both made out of wood. But now that it can afford it, Singapore has created one of the most technologically capable navies in the region, including two modernized super-quiet subs and new frigates with advanced missile capabilities. Singapore is also an important forward operating base for the U.S. Navy’s new littoral combat ships and a rotational base for P-8 Poseidon reconnaissance aircraft. Like Malaysia’s, the Singaporean navy has participated in blue-water international antipiracy operations off the Somali coast, and also conducted antipiracy efforts closer to home in the Strait of Malacca.

Almost sixteen hundred miles northwest of that vital strait, across the Bay of Bengal, is India. Not technically a Western Pacific nation, it is a major player in the region that is sometimes called the “Indo-Asia-Pacific.” In population the second-largest nation on earth, it has a navy to match, with two aircraft carriers (it’s one of only a handful of nations with carriers), dozens of destroyers and frigates, fourteen submarines (including a ballistic-missile sub capable of launching nuclear missiles), hundreds of naval aircraft, and a host of other vessels. The Indian navy makes almost everyone’s list of the world’s top ten most powerful navies—and with a planned deployment of six new nuclear-powered ballistic-missile subs, it soon will be even more powerful. The Indian navy is also one of the few navies of the world with relatively recent combat-at-sea experience. During the 1971 war with Pakistan, the Indian navy sank a number of Pakistani ships, including a submarine, and played a vital role in Pakistan’s ultimate defeat.

Your tour is almost over. Sail back across the Bay of Bengal and you’ll hit Thailand, whose beaches, cultural sites, and Bangkok sex trade have made it Southeast Asia’s number one tourist destination. Relatively small in population (68 million), in per capita GDP it ranks fourth highest in Southeast Asia. It has one of the best-funded militaries in the region—perhaps not surprising when you consider that since 2014 it’s been ruled by a military junta, a development that has cooled the long-friendly relations with the U.S. (Thailand has been a treaty partner of the U.S. since way back in 1837.) The Royal Thai Navy has one small (just six hundred feet long) 1990s aircraft carrier, although it is used primarily for helicopters, not fighters. But its surface fleet includes updated guided-missile frigates and corvettes and some new landing platform dock ships. The government had planned to buy three new diesel-electric subs, and although that plan was put on hold, the intention remains.

From Thailand travel east across landlocked Laos to Vietnam, which for a generation of Americans was not so much a country as it was a war. To Vietnam, though, the war with the U.S. is not much more than a footnote in a thousand-year history of conflicts; almost two-thirds of Vietnam’s 92 million people weren’t even born when the last American helicopter left Saigon. With its socialist-communist-capitalist economy heavily dependent on international trade, and with eight hundred miles of coastline on the South China Sea, Vietnam is an important strategic player in the region. Its surface fleet is mostly older frigates and smaller corvettes, but it recently added six updated Kilo-class diesel-electric subs to its fleet. More significant are its land-based anti-ship missile batteries and its long-range SU-30 multipurpose fighter aircraft that can project power far out to sea. Vietnam’s military relations with the U.S. are cautious but increasingly close; the Vietnamese and U.S. navies routinely conduct joint “naval engagements”—a less formal phrase than “naval exercises”—and U.S. Navy ships make port calls there.

South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Australia, Thailand, Vietnam—throughout the Western Pacific, nations are trying to get into the modern navy game in a way they never have before. And then there’s China, whose naval expansion is one of the focal points of this book—and one of the primary reasons that those other nations in the region are building up their own navies.

Of course, with a couple of exceptions none of those navies could even dream of completely dominating the Western Pacific, much less the entire Pacific from the Americas to the Strait of Malacca. The Pacific is simply too big, too vast, with too many players in the game for any one nation or navy to control it completely.

In fact, in all of history only one navy has ever been powerful enough to call this ocean its own.

*  *  *

As the USS Freedom makes its way slowly up the channel to Pearl Harbor, sailors begin to assemble in ranks on the deck under the ship’s main gun near the bow. Pearl Harbor—usually referred to by sailors simply as “Pearl”—is Freedom’s first U.S. port visit after a ten-month forward deployment in the Western Pacific, and the crew is looking forward to shore leave after long and arduous weeks at sea. But at this moment the crewmembers assembled on the deck are solemn. Because right now there is homage to be paid.

Looming ahead on the Freedom’s port side, off the east shore of Ford Island, there’s a low, sleek, two-hundred-foot-long structure rising above the water. Pure white and gleaming in the sun, with an American flag flying from its center, the structure is both a shrine and a colossal gravestone. It is the USS Arizona Memorial, and below it, still visible from the surface, lies the rusting, ghostly corpse of the battleship sunk by Japanese bombs on December 7, 1941, along with the remains of more than eleven hundred American sailors and marines who died aboard her.

It’s almost impossible to overstate the impact that the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor had and still has on the U.S. Navy. For more than seven decades, preventing another such surprise attack has informed the military strategies of the navy and the U.S. in general. Even today, while memories of the 9/11 terrorist attacks remain fresh and the living memories of Pearl Harbor have started to fade, the U.S. Navy remembers Pearl Harbor and honors the 2,471 Americans killed that day.

And that’s what the crewmembers aboard the Freedom are doing. As the ship passes by the memorial, all crewmembers not needed to run the ship stand at parade rest on the deck, heads bowed, honoring the dead from that day and from the years that followed. Mind you, this ceremony aboard the Freedom isn’t because it’s Pearl Harbor Day or some other special event. Every time a U.S. Navy ship passes the Arizona Memorial, on any day of the year, the ship’s crew conducts a similar ceremony. The navy does not forget.
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