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			Introduction

			The world looks different from the top down. Most maps chart the planet from east to west, a view in which Asia, North America, and Africa loom large. But if you start from the North Pole and look at the world from head to toe, you quickly get a sobering new perspective on America’s place in it.

			Russia dominates this bird’s-eye view of the Arctic Circle, taking up half of the space in an icy bear hug. Greenland is huge. Canada is, too. Finland, Norway, Sweden, and Iceland suddenly seem quite central. Japan and China are closer than you might think. The United States, by contrast, is small, particularly compared to Russia. Alaska, which is America’s biggest state by territory, fills only a small fraction of the top-down worldview.

			This is the perspective from where I am right now, at the 74th latitude north in the middle of Baffin Bay, in Captain Michele Schallip’s stateroom on the United States Coast Guard Cutter Healy. We are sailing in ten-foot waves, but I can barely feel the ship move as I sit on a cushy couch somewhere at the end of the world.

			The Healy is a 420-foot vessel designed to navigate through ice nearly five feet thick. It is also a floating city with its own energy, food, and water systems, state-of-the-art military surveillance technology, sonar mapping systems, a university-worthy marine science lab, and an eighty-five-person crew with many fascinating stories to tell. Aside from Captain Schallip and her team, it regularly houses some of the world’s top scientists, intelligence officers, and government officials.

			On this trip to the High North, I’m the sole journalist who has been allowed aboard the Healy, which is at this moment the United States’ only icebreaker in the Arctic. I have been studying the forces that shape our world—economically, politically, militarily, and environmentally—for more than three decades. And that quest has brought me to the ship. In the fall of 2024, I was allowed full access on board the Healy during its journey from Nome, Alaska, to waters deep within the Arctic Circle. It was a literal journey, as we braved some of the world’s most tumultuous seas, but it was also a figurative one that embodied the challenges and opportunities facing America as the country charts a new geostrategic and economic course in the North Pole.

			Schallip, a forty-nine-year-old Coast Guard veteran with an easy midwestern manner that belies the huge responsibility she holds for the people on board a ship worth about half a billion dollars, is wearing a dark blue uniform of trousers, jacket, and waterproof boots, her light brown hair pulled neatly into a ponytail under her cap. Like many other military people I’ve met, she seems both alert and at ease. We sit chatting in her stateroom, and she shows me the map hanging near the heavy wood conference table that, like most things of value on this ship, is bolted to the floor so that it won’t topple over in heavy seas.

			Every map on board the Healy has a view of the world from north to south. Mugs of herbal tea in hand, the captain and I contemplate the drawing of the northernmost part of our hemisphere. Since the waves aren’t bad today, I stand and watch as she traces on the map with her finger a line showing the Healy’s last few days of passage from Alaska, up through the Bering Strait and the Chukchi Sea, into the Beaufort Sea, which is part of the Arctic Ocean, and past northern Canada. Eastward beyond us are Greenland and ultimately the Atlantic Ocean. If we were to venture farther, across the Canadian Arctic Archipelago and into the Davis Strait, between Greenland and Baffin Island, we’d be navigating the Northwest Passage through the Arctic.

			It’s a surreal feeling, being warm and comfortable, gazing out Schallip’s stateroom windows onto the endless blue-gray expanse outside, and knowing that we are hundreds of miles away from land in the coldest ocean on Earth. The sea temperature here ranges between 29 and 35 degrees Fahrenheit, not only because it is so far north, but also because it is relatively shallow: about 3,400 feet deep, compared to the 14,000 feet that would be normal in the Pacific. The surface air ranges between −4 and 40 degrees Fahrenheit, but the wind chill can take it to −94 or below. I find myself wondering whether the difference would even be noticeable at temperatures so extreme.

			To say that the Healy is singular is no exaggeration. This vessel is one of only three ships in the U.S. military fleet designed to do what it does (and the only one that is regularly deployed in the Arctic), which is make its way through the thickest polar sea ice. It’s a workhorse, not a show horse, strong and muscular, with a steel hull designed to break through, or lift the ship up and over, the layers of ice that accumulate on these frigid waters in the winter season. It is a ship that is perfectly formed for its mission at the top of the world.

			Here, even seawater regularly freezes solid. And as I will discover during my time on the ship, the light at the end of the world is different. In the morning, it sits on the horizon, its rays making a thin, sharp line that cuts between the gray sky and water. It seems both more and less powerful in a place where there are only a few hours of daylight. Canary yellow and smoke are the colors that Mark Rothko would have used had he lived this far north.

			The water all around us, stretching as far as an eye or a telescope can see, is gray—slate gray, light gray, gray blue, gray green, gray specked with white, steel gray—but always a color that reflects the utter lack of warmth below. The sun this far north can be surprisingly bright, leaving a streak of neon yellow on the water, but it never really changes the color of the sea itself. The ocean is vast and alive, roiling with waves and wind and motion. Even when the sea is calm, it is alive with movement. It’s a picture that you can stare at for minutes—hours, even—and never get bored, because you are never seeing the same thing twice.

			Looking out at the mesmerizing gray churn that turns into a pattern if you stare at it long enough, I remember a book I once read about ancient Polynesian sailors. They were able to navigate across thousands of miles with no scientific equipment, no maps, sometimes not even the stars, by simply feeling the currents from the bottom of their canoes. We’ve come a long way since then with maritime technology, but in other ways not so far. The sea is still an undiscovered country whose mysteries we are only just beginning to understand.

			This is especially true here in the Arctic Ocean, the least explored water on Earth.

			The Top of the World

			The Arctic has captured the human imagination for thousands of years. Prehistoric people settled in the Arctic Circle some 45,000 years ago, and the earliest written historical records show that humans have been trying to explore it since as early as 325 b.c., when the Greek sailor Pytheas, a contemporary of Aristotle and Alexander the Great, reached a vast icy ocean while searching for the origins of the metal tin.[1] One could be forgiven for not knowing much about the history of this region, given how remote and difficult it is to get here. But the Arctic, which is quickly becoming one of the most hotly contested places on the planet, is about to get a lot more attention.

			Many Americans and indeed much of the rest of the world are already aware of President Donald Trump’s obsession with the region, Greenland in particular. Trump first brought up the idea of purchasing the icy landmass from Denmark in 2019. But right after his reelection, he began ramping up his rhetoric about acquiring the island “one way or another.” Since then, he has threatened to use both tariffs and military force as a way of acquiring the territory, a topic that has threatened to divide the NATO alliance, the foundation of post–World War II security.

			While Trump’s antics regarding the topic (including the idea that he should have Greenland in exchange for not winning the Nobel Peace Prize) are singular, he’s not the first U.S. president to suggest the idea that the United States should own Greenland. The island has played a crucial role in U.S. security in the region since the Cold War as a major military asset with air bases, radar sites, and even an uncompleted underground bunker meant to house nuclear missiles. With airfields close to America’s East Coast, vast mineral resources, and a location perfectly suited to tracking both Arctic weather (which could influence military operations and security in the region) as well as the movements of adversaries such as Russia, Greenland has a legitimate geostrategic interest for the United States.

			In January 2026, Jeff Landry, the U.S. special envoy to Greenland, announced in a New York Times opinion piece that the administration was crafting a new framework for unfettered access to the island, which, “build[ing] on the 1941 and 1951 defense agreements between the United States and Denmark,” “expand[ing] America’s operational freedom” on the island, and supporting “new bases and infrastructure,” would “facilitate deployment of advanced missile-defense systems like the Golden Dome and crowd out hostile Chinese and Russian influence.”[2] While there are no explicit Chinese or Russian security threats on the island now (though both nations are dramatically increasing their presence in the Arctic), many in the administration fear that if Greenland becomes independent—as it has said it wants to be by 2033—it will be more open to Chinese or Russian influence campaigns. Better to get ahead of the security issues now, or so the thinking goes.[3]

			But there is another reason aside from security that the United States and any number of other countries are getting more interested in the Arctic: commerce. And the precipitating factor for that is climate change.

			When the seas at the top of the world were frozen solid, nobody cared much about what was happening up there. But over the last few decades, global warming has led to shrinking ice. And that has opened the possibility of transpolar transportation of energy supplies and goods—something that both countries and companies have dreamed of for hundreds of years.

			Cheaper, faster commerce across the North Pole means billions, perhaps trillions, of dollars saved over time. Already, it’s changing entire industries, such as energy, and shifting the balance of power in the Northern Hemisphere, where Russians and Chinese are ramping up their maritime commerce. Shipping volumes along the Northern Sea Route, which goes around Russia, hit a record high of 42 million tons in 2024, which is about half of what the Russians hope to transport through the region in the future.[4] Other countries, including the United States, Canada, and many European nations, want to increase their Arctic shipping to avoid maritime conflict areas in other parts of the world.

			They are also eager to stake their claim in the race for natural resources. The Arctic seabed is filled with gas, oil, rare earth minerals, and metals such as lithium, cobalt, copper, silver, and gold. Most of the resources that have yet to be mined or claimed by individual nations are here, deep under the freezing seas, glaciers, and permafrost. As the ice melts, countries are now rushing to develop them.

			With that comes a new interest in polar security; defense, espionage, and maritime presence in the area are rising fast. The Russians and Chinese have been doing joint military exercises off the coast of Canada and Alaska over the last several years, asserting their growing power and global alliance in a world that is reshaping itself into a post-neoliberal order. It’s a world in which the United States is paying new attention to its frozen northern backyard, a place that has suddenly become less secure than it used to be.

			Fishermen, both legal and illegal, are here, as are Native hunters and whalers, who are moving farther north as the warming seas drive animals into new territories. Halibut, cod, and huge salmon are still plentiful, unlike in many other East and West Coast grounds that have been overfished for decades. All of it makes both Arctic waters and land more valuable—and more contested.

			To Serve and Protect

			The Coast Guard is the key American presence here and the Healy the only vessel in the fleet capable of traversing the entire region. Schallip took charge of the Healy in June 2023, having commanded several Coast Guard cutters before. Like many other sailors, she grew up on the water. “I was formed by icebreaking,” she tells me with a smile, and there’s a steely quality in her that makes me believe it.

			Schallip grew up in the Great Lakes region, one of the few places aside from the polar regions in which American icebreakers operate. Both of her parents were commercial mariners. “They had a little boat,” she tells me, that they operated to and from Neebish Island, which sits between Lake Superior and Lake Huron on Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. As a child, she watched ships sailing up and down the St. Marys River twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and, like her brother and sister, eventually helped with the family business, working as a deckhand on her parents’ ferry.

			She also had early exposure to the Coast Guard in those same waters. “The island I lived on didn’t have a bridge, so to get back and forth, you’d have to take a car ferry.” In the winter, the water would freeze and thaw and freeze again, and Coast Guard ships would go up and down the river, breaking a path for the ferry to move through. “I watched them come and go, and as I graduated from college, I thought, ‘I want to see the world in that way,’ ” says Schallip. She joined the Coast Guard for a three-year stint and, twenty-six years later, is still in uniform.

			Schallip’s father told her, “Life is short and should be lived to the fullest. There are so many things to experience, so much to see. Don’t wait for it to fall in your lap, go find it.” She took his advice, and her journey has taken her around the world, which she circumnavigated in its entirety in 2023. She and the crew of the Healy have mapped thousands of meters of ocean floor; they’ve discovered, among other things, two 1,600-foot-tall underwater mountains. They’ve also successfully rescued numerous mariners, fishermen, and pleasure sailors.

			Schallip is the Healy’s third female chief officer. Like many of the other women aboard, she had a mother who did a traditionally masculine job. Hers was a mariner, but there are colleagues whose mothers worked in the police or fire department or other places where women are still in the minority. Her leadership style is extremely collaborative. While there’s no doubt who’s in charge—in part because someone shouts “Captain on the bridge” or “Captain on deck” whenever she arrives—she asks as many questions as she issues orders.

			Given that the captain is responsible for everything on the ship from making sure the food is served on time to getting the bills paid and dealing with safety, they can’t be a micromanager. Rather, they must empower others, and to do that, they must earn their trust and respect. One of the most impressive things about Schallip is how much pleasure she appears to take in the work of her team and the way in which she gives people a very long leash to do their jobs.

			Often, that involves figuring out how to deal with extreme situations on the fly, such as rescuing people in peril on the sea. “Getting people home safely is among the most meaningful work I’ve done,” Schallip tells me. She recounts her most dramatic expedition ever, in the Gulf of Mexico, where a fishing vessel had started to sink. “We arrived on scene, and there were two people clinging to what was left of the bow above the waterline,” she says. What made the rescue so difficult was that it was pitch dark; the crew had to work with flares, not completely understanding where they were in space given the size of the seas. Amid a massive storm, she was able to deploy two small boats to bring the sailors to safety. I hear about many such high-stakes experiences while on board. Coast Guard officers are constantly having to make life-or-death decisions. One notable non-Healy example that came up during my reporting involved a decision about whether to launch a helicopter from a ship in roiling seas in order to save a fisherman who had gotten his foot stuck in some machinery and badly mangled it. While he was desperately in need of emergency help, the worry was that the ship was rocking so much that it might crash into and capsize the helicopter as it was trying to take off, which might have killed the entire rescue crew. The copter was eventually launched and the fisherman saved. But it could have gone the other way.

			Thinking about such experiences, my mind goes to a scene in the movie The Perfect Storm about the ill-fated voyage of the Gloucester fishing vessel the Andrea Gail, in which an Air National Guard helicopter returning from a rescue mission is unable to refuel successfully and must ditch into the ocean. Four out of the five helicopter crew members were saved by the Coast Guard. One was lost at sea in the same storm that capsized the Andrea Gail.

			High-stakes rescue work and paper pushing are part of the job of any career sailor. But the main purpose of the Coast Guard is commercial. This is the branch of the Department of Homeland Security responsible for making sure that all goods coming into and going out of U.S. waters are safe. That involves not just patrolling but exploring. Deeper Arctic knowledge is crucial not only to science but also to commerce, which depends on safe passage through potentially treacherous waters, not just here but all around the country. As Schallip points out to me, the Coast Guard’s official mission is to protect people, transit, and trade in U.S. waters, and “ships support about eighty percent of the economy. And that supports national security.”

			It’s work that is becoming more and more difficult, given the global rush of interest in the Arctic economically, geopolitically, and militarily as the sea ice melts. Navigation is becoming a much bigger issue in the region. When there’s only ice, there’s no possibility of movement in the area by ship. But partial ice means more transit, more deep-sea drilling, more high-speed fiber-optic cable laying, more fishing, and far more exploration to discover what treasures—animal or mineral—lie in wait. Although Europeans have been in the area for hundreds of years, the Arctic is still very much an unknown country.

			But that’s about to change.

			Charting a New Course

			There are three ways across the pole right now. One is the Northern Sea Route through Russian waters. Another is the Transpolar Sea Route directly over the North Pole, a path that is largely conceptual at this point, since the ice softens enough for only a few weeks of transit each year (though that’s changing quickly). The third route is the Northwest Passage. The Northern Sea Route has in recent years been claimed by Russia as its sovereign territory. That makes the Northwest Passage—which begins in the Bering Strait and stretches eastward from Alaska’s northern coast into the Beaufort Sea and then to Canada’s Arctic Archipelago, ultimately coming out into Baffin Bay (between Greenland and Canada) and over into the Atlantic Ocean—of great interest to the United States and its allies, as well as a host of other countries and commercial entities.

			Amazingly, the Northwest Passage is not well charted. The Russians have been exploring the region for centuries, but for a long time their accounts were vague and cloaked in secrecy. The British didn’t arrive in the region until the voyage of the famous Captain James Cook in 1778. Back then, the British Parliament offered a ₤20,000 prize to any mariner who could find the long-rumored shortcut across Canada that would link the Pacific and the Atlantic. That would amount to about ₤4.2 (or $5.6) million today. Cook, who had no inherited wealth, was eager to try, and after a multiyear voyage throughout what is now French Polynesia, he steered the ship north, discovering the Hawaiian Islands (among other territories) on his way to arriving at Oregon.[5]

			To say that Cook was working with little information about the region would be a vast understatement. One of the foremost experts on the Arctic at the time was a “gentleman thinker” named Daines Barrington, a lawyer, antiquarian, naturalist, and member of the Royal Society, the most prestigious British science organization. He had compiled a volume entitled The Possibility of Approaching the North Pole Asserted, in which he held that mariners should expect no ice at the North Pole because seawater couldn’t freeze. The idea was that ice in the Arctic was the product of frigid rivers and streams that emptied into the sea, causing bits of ice to flow near coastlines. It would not be found, the scientific community of the time agreed; in the High North, there was only sea.[6]

			Suffice it to say that what Cook discovered, aside from numerous groups of Native Americans and animals such as bowhead whales, sea otters, walruses, bears, and enormous salmon, was large swaths of the contour of Alaska’s coast. And ice. Etchings from the time show enormous glaciers off the coast, even in the southern portion of the state, near Prince William Sound. By the time he reached 70 degrees latitude, near a spot along Alaska’s northern coastline that he would name Icy Cape, his ship was in danger of being stuck in an ice pack. The icy fog was as thick as the herds of walruses that came near the boat, according to the ship’s log. Cook ultimately navigated his way out and back down to Polynesia.[7]

			The situation in the Arctic today is both different and the same. The ice is less plentiful, for starters. During my time on board the Healy, the ship goes far, far north, bumping right up against what is possible navigation-wise in the winter season, after which the weather becomes too rough and the pack ice too thick to sail safely. Yet we encounter only baby ice, “pancake ice,” as it is known to sailors and scientists, thin pieces a foot or two in width that float and bump and overlap, ultimately coalescing into larger floes and packs. While it might seem that this kind of ice could be navigated by most ships, it can in fact be even more dangerous than thick ice, because the wind and water can quickly shape it into something deadly, trapping a ship that lacks the capacity to break out.

			More open waters mean that more wildlife is visible, and both whales and walruses are plentiful. Several times on our journey, a herd of walruses wanders close by. I’m amazed at the dozens of huge, blubbery beasts that swim near the ships, gazing up at us in wonder, their long tusks and whiskers in full display. While only a few inches of steel separate the crew and me from death, the “sea horses,” as they were once called by eighteenth-century sailors, are in their element, frolicking and exploring all around the ship. Whale pods come and go, too, and the enormous heads of and spray from these sea giants create a kind of fantastical image far in the distance.

			Little more is known about vast swaths of this region today than when Captain Cook first sailed here. Only a quarter of the Arctic Sea floor has been mapped.[8] We know more about space than we do about the ocean floor, and nowhere is that truer than in the Arctic. There are hundreds, possibly thousands of species that remain a mystery to scientists. No one understands quite how the fragile food web here works or where underwater mountain ranges begin and end. There are giant subsea “cataracts,” powerful underwater waterfalls that can move volumes of water fifteen times greater than those of the Amazon. These flows have a profound impact on the weather systems around the planet. But we are only just beginning to track them.

			One of Captain Schallip’s goals for the Healy’s multiweek mission into the north polar region is not just to understand how to circumnavigate the Northwest Passage with more certainty but to chart the seafloor for obstacles, track the effects of climate change and their economic and security implications for America’s coastlines, and figure out who else—namely adversaries such as China and Russia—is in the upper part of the hemisphere protecting their own sovereign interests.

			Doing so is critical not only to the Healy’s mission but to America’s future. The Arctic is not only one of the few untapped sources of crucial mineral and energy reserves but also an important new throughway for the fiber-optic cables that connect the world’s communication systems. Its warming is opening fresh transit routes but also threatening the survival of countries as far afield as Bangladesh and the Maldives, which are likely to see catastrophic flooding as the polar ice cap melts.

			The effects of climate change in the Arctic aren’t limited to rising tides. Arctic warming is one of the reasons for the Canadian wildfires that put much of America’s Midwest and Eastern Seaboard under a haze of toxic smoke in 2023 and again in 2025. As the Arctic warms four times faster than the global average (a process known as polar amplification), weather patterns elsewhere change in unexpected ways.[9] Arctic warming makes the jet stream move more slowly, for example, which traps hot air over certain regions, such as Canadian forests, for longer periods of time. A warmer Arctic can mean a hotter, drier Canada, which means more forest fires that burn hotter and longer, releasing carbon dioxide into the air and further amplifying the process of global warming.[10]

			It’s important to understand more about the Arctic, and not only to save those who might be affected by climate change. You could be forgiven for thinking that the Arctic and its geopolitical ramifications are small potatoes compared to the Middle East, Ukraine, or the South China Sea. In fact, the world’s northern flank is just as contentious as those places and will perhaps be even more so over the long term. Thanks to Russia’s militarization of the region, China’s ambitions of global trade dominance, and Donald Trump’s expansionist designs on both Greenland and Canada, the Arctic is no longer just a place for lone adventurers or research scientists but one of the world’s most important theaters of global commerce, statecraft, and military competition.

			The New Great Game

			It’s a competition with historical echoes.

			In the nineteenth century, the British and Russian Empires battled for primacy in Central Asia in a multidecade struggle that became known as “the Great Game.” The territorial lines drawn across Persia, Afghanistan, Tibet, and India over that period defined the geopolitics and economics of the next century. Today, there is a new Great Game being played not in Central Asia or modern hot zones such as Ukraine, Gaza, and the South China Sea but rather in the frigid waters of the Arctic.

			Dominance in this region will be crucial to control of the entire Western Hemisphere. Arctic sea-lanes could decrease the transit time between Asian and Atlantic ports by as much as half. Having access to these new routes is critical at a time when maritime risk is high. Houthi rebels have attacked dozens of commercial ships in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. Global piracy is up, and the Suez Canal is in danger of blockade, even as the war with Iran has shut down most traffic through the Strait of Hormuz (which will remain a chokepoint even when the war ends).

			Meanwhile, China is asserting more control in its territorial waters of the South and East China Seas, and Russia’s war in Ukraine continues to disrupt crucial shipments of oil and grain through the Black Sea and the Bosporus, which flows into the Sea of Marmara and then ultimately to the Atlantic Ocean. We may live in a digital world, but most of the goods we depend on travel by sea. Ninety percent of global trade, 70 percent of global oil and gas, and 60 percent of world food supplies move through our planet’s waterways.[11]

			While security in the world’s oceans used to be largely ensured by the U.S. Navy, it no longer has the capacity, nor does the Trump administration have the desire, to continue America’s role as global cop. But if the world were to lose access to any of these waterways, supply chain chaos would ensue. The bottom line is that America needs new, secure maritime pathways of its own, and the only place they can be found is in the Arctic. That fact is behind any number of strategic decisions being taken now, such as the Trump Defense Department’s pivot away from Asia and toward western and northern hemispheric security.

			The risk and opportunity in the Arctic aren’t just about people and physical goods but also about the digital economy. The opening of the Arctic will allow the laying of new underwater fiber-optic cables that could be controlled by the United States. While Elon Musk’s Starlink gets a lot of press, satellite communications represent only a tiny fraction of how data moves around the planet. Ninety-five percent of the world’s intercontinental information flows along underwater cables—and in recent years, Russians and Chinese have begun targeting them for cyberespionage operations, cutting crucial cables in the Baltic Sea and both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.

			For centuries, Russia has considered the top of the world part of its home territory. More recently, China has declared itself a “near-Arctic” nation, with strategic interests in the region. That point was driven home in 2020, when the Xuelong 2, the first-ever Chinese-built icebreaker, traveled to the Arctic Circle. Three years later, it reached the North Pole. Meanwhile, in 2024, Chinese and Russian naval forces sailed close to the Alaskan coastline during military drills. That followed joint bomber jet exercises near U.S. airspace. In 2025 alone, U.S. and Canadian defense forces spotted Russian aircraft in or near Alaskan airspace several times. In an ever more multipolar world, the Arctic is no longer just an undiscovered country but ground zero of great-power competition.

			Making Ships Great Again

			But to engage in this competition, countries need ships—and ships that can break through huge chunks of polar ice. The problem is that the United States stopped making the kind of sophisticated maritime technology needed to build such vessels on a large scale decades ago. In fact, building ships of any kind in the United States today is a major challenge.

			While the United States once had both the largest navy and commercial fleet, China now leads in both areas. Defense interests and scientific research at sea are at risk as the United States has fallen woefully behind in shipbuilding. In 2024, American firms built a mere 0.2 percent of the world’s vessels by tonnage. The Chinese now dominate in terms of sheer capacity.[12] While this isn’t the only measure of power (the United States still leads in areas such as nuclear submarines and the highest-tech military and maritime equipment), it is a measure of how Chinese naval capacity has grown while America’s has receded.

			Not only does China have more battleships, but its private sector fleet, which delivers most of the world’s commercial goods, rules the seas. The United States today has 185 oceangoing commercial vessels; China has 5,500. Beijing could, if it wanted to, endanger the entire U.S. economy by choking off access to that shipping fleet and blockading the most important supply chains through the South China Sea. Given that commercial fleets are the way the U.S. military gets most of its supplies even in wartime, it could also cripple any U.S. war effort. This goes to a key point, which is that in China, there is no boundary between commercial interests and state interests. That makes it easier to scale up and monopolize any industry from shipbuilding to automaking to green technology.

			Where industrial capacity goes, science often follows. While America used to lead in the field of oceanography, the Chinese have built sixty-four oceanographic research vessels since 1990. “They aren’t just building commercial tankers but ships to understand, explore, and dominate this domain,” says Steve Brock, a former naval officer who was the senior adviser to President Joe Biden’s secretary of the navy, Carlos Del Toro. “That will have massive implications for economic and national security.” Having more research vessels means getting to natural resource discoveries and mapping the seafloor faster. That gives countries an edge when making claims on resources such as oil, gas, and rare earth minerals.

			Chinese companies, primarily state-owned companies, have become leaders not just in shipbuilding but in financing, building, operating, and owning port terminals around the world. According to research by Isaac B. Kardon, then an assistant professor at the China Maritime Studies Institute at the U.S. Naval War College, and Wendy Leutert, an assistant professor at Indiana University, Chinese firms own or operate one or more terminals at ninety-six foreign ports, thirty-six of which are among the world’s top one hundred by container throughput. “Another 25 of these top 100 are on the Chinese mainland, establishing a PRC nexus for some 61 percent of the world’s leading container ports,” they wrote in a 2022 article in International Security.[13]

			Many of these ports are in America’s backyard. Beijing has, for example, increased its investment in Latin America over the past few years, building the largest deepwater port on the region’s Pacific coast in Peru, as well as investing in raw minerals refining throughout the region. China’s control of rare earth minerals is also part of what’s driving America’s new interest in the Arctic; Greenland has some of the largest sources of untapped resources in the area, and mining companies from both West and East are vying for access to those resources.

			As if ports and ship domination weren’t enough, Beijing has ring fenced much of the supply chain and technology in the maritime industry. A Chinese state-owned company, ZPMC, provides 70 percent of the world’s cargo cranes, which are essential for port operations. The use of these cranes was limited in the United States under the Biden administration, in part because of the digital technology within them that can collect information about what is being transported and loaded around the world.[14] This brings home a key point: The maritime industry is ancient, but it’s also quite cutting-edge. Indeed, the digital component of transport and logistics is arguably as crucial to security and commerce as what is built in shipyards.

			China is leading on that front, too. Over the past several years, it has rolled out the preeminent global logistical supply chain platform, the National Public Information Platform for Transportation and Logistics (LOGINK), which is given for free to various ports around the world.[15] Imagine a Google or ChatGPT for logistics, and you have some idea of how this system works; the software is “free,” but it’s paid for not in dollars but in data. Rather than tracking your shopping patterns or search queries, it’s tracking what comes into and goes out of ports all over the world. The worry on the part of the U.S. administration, as well as many people in the labor and defense communities, is that this could give Beijing a window into global supply chains—both commercial and military—that could create a competitive issue and a national security concern.

			As a recent Department of Transportation’s Maritime Administration warning put it, “LOGINK is a single-window logistics management platform that aggregates logistics data from various sources, including domestic and foreign ports, foreign logistics networks, shippers, shipping companies, other public databases, and hundreds of thousands of users in China.” The warning further stated, “The PRC government is promoting logistics data standards that support LOGINK’s widespread use, and LOGINK’s installation and utilization in critical port infrastructure very likely provides the PRC access to and/or collection of sensitive logistics data.”[16] Translation: The world’s ports and what goes into and out of them are being watched by the Chinese state.

			This maritime asymmetry reaches its apex in the Arctic. Aside from the smaller, less resilient vessels used to break ice in, say, the Great Lakes, the United States has just two operational icebreakers (it recently acquired a third), and only one, the Healy, regularly navigates into the Arctic Circle, in some cases all the way to the North Pole. Russia and China together have forty-six such vessels.

			The Healy is, so far, America’s main horse in the race. Meanwhile, the Arctic has become the Wild West. Over the last few years, it has become a place where countries and even private companies are free to do as they like. Its once robust governing institute, the Arctic Council, was disrupted in 2022 due to geopolitical tensions following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. In March 2022, the seven western Arctic states—Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the United States—stopped participating in Arctic Council meetings involving Russia, which held the rotating chairmanship at the time. Analysts and diplomats now describe the council—and indeed the region—as being in a state of “frozen conflict.”[17] The question is whether it will get hotter.

			Maritime Statecraft

			It’s an issue that has become existential for the Defense Department, which put out a new Arctic Strategy in June 2024, citing not only global maritime risk but growing Russian and Chinese encroachment into the Arctic as an acute national security threat. As the memo, which was issued to the senior Pentagon leadership and all other defense leaders, put it, “The United States is an Arctic nation, and the region is critical to the defense of our homeland, the protection of U.S. national sovereignty, and our defense treaty commitments.” Russia’s “full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the accession of Finland and Sweden to the NATO Alliance, increasing collaboration between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Russia, and the accelerating impacts of climate change” had made the region a crucial venue for “strategic competition,” one in which the United States “must stand ready to meet the challenge alongside Allies and partners.”[18]

			At the same time, Secretary of the Navy Carlos Del Toro led the charge to focus on security issues at sea, laying out a vision for a new kind of maritime statecraft involving partnerships with allies in both Asia and Europe to revive the American shipbuilding industry. As he put it, “No great naval power has long endured without also being a maritime power—a commercial shipping and shipbuilding power.”[19] Naval power made empires from Greece to Rome to the Netherlands and Great Britain great. When it declined, so did they.

			How did U.S. naval power, once so dominant, diminish? And why haven’t we heard more about it until now? Part of this is due to the fact that from roughly the late 1970s until about 2015, the United States was living through a period of relative peace and prosperity. This neoliberal era, as it has come to be known, was defined by growing global economic integration. There was a sense that great-power conflict was no longer a threat, since we had come to “the end of history,” meaning that liberal democracy and capitalism had triumphed over socialism and autocracy.

			Of course, we now know that these things aren’t true. Both socialism and autocracy are alive and well, both at home and abroad. China hasn’t become freer as it has been integrated into the global system, Russia has become more aggressive, and even in the United States, liberal democracy is under threat. The Trump administration, which has terrorized migrants and challenged the rule of law in any number of areas, is one manifestation of that.

			But the industrial strategy that the Trump administration is pursuing to rebuild America’s maritime sector is a rare bipartisan effort, one that began in earnest during the Biden administration. During that time, concern about Chinese monopolizing of shipbuilding as well as the supply chain vulnerabilities illuminated by the COVID-19 pandemic led the administration to think about how to begin bringing back the shipbuilding industry—along with other strategic sectors such as chipmaking—to the United States.

			Over the last few years, military and security personnel from both the Biden and Trump administrations have dedicated much time and effort to making the administration aware of the risks of America’s diminishing naval capacity, particularly in a world in which the Washington Consensus is breaking down. Labor advocates and unions such as the United Steelworkers have lobbied for the return of shipbuilding as an anchor industry that could provide enough domestic demand for steel to support the return of a broader manufacturing ecosystem in other areas. Trade representatives and commerce officials have looked for new ways to “friend shore” with allies.

			The vision of a new American maritime strategy got a significant push forward in November 2023, when Canada, Finland, and the United States signed a memorandum of understanding for the Icebreaker Collaboration Effort (ICE) Pact to produce icebreaker ships together, with the aim of turning out up to ninety new vessels within a decade. This partnership is designed to address Arctic security concerns, as well as to bolster U.S. industrial capacity and good-paying jobs. The deal was backed by former national security advisor Jake Sullivan, who told me in 2024 that “ships are the new chips,” an area in which America must rebuild to compete with China, which now has 232 times the shipbuilding capacity the United States has.

			One might think that Biden’s support for such an effort would make Trump want to bury it. But in fact, it was Trump himself who first pushed the idea of bolstering America’s icebreaker fleet over the next ten years. On both security and commercial grounds, he saw it as the best way to counter China’s and Russia’s expanding influence in the Arctic. In the first address to Congress in his second term, he announced the creation of a White House maritime agency under the control of the national security advisor at that time, Mike Waltz, who told me in early February 2025 that he was planning an “emergency” effort to get “as many ships in the water, as fast as possible, using a whole-of-government approach.”

			Of course, like so many other Trump appointees, Waltz didn’t last long. Still, in April 2025, Trump signed an executive order launching the most ambitious industrial strategy in the shipbuilding sector since World War II. His first target: icebreakers. He called for several of them to be built and in the water by the end of his second term. After several steps forward and back, the Trump White House finally announced a multibillion-dollar contract to build a whopping eleven new icebreakers in a partnership with Finland, the first of which is expected to be in the water by 2028. The first four ships will be built in Finland and the final seven in the United States.[20]

			While the Trump administration is doing plenty of things that are counterproductive to U.S. economic growth and national security, its commitment to shipbuilding is not one of them. The Trump strategy to reconnect military and commercial shipbuilding—like Biden’s efforts to support semiconductor production and clean energy—represents a major break with the trickle-down neoliberal economics that has dominated U.S. policy since the 1980s, when the Reagan administration scaled back public support for industry. There is now a broad bipartisan agreement that America should work to bring back some industrial production, as well as the seafaring capacity that it enjoyed some seventy years ago. The big idea: Reboot shipbuilding capacity as part of the larger effort to advance American manufacturing in other critical areas, ensure that we can transport what we need, and keep our country safe.

			It’s a lofty goal, but we’ve been here before. American shipbuilding capacity in World War II was crucial to defeating Germany. Thanks to a coalition of patriotic CEOs and a bipartisan commitment to the war effort, eighteen shipyards in states such as Maryland, Maine, Alabama, California, Rhode Island, Louisiana, Georgia, Oregon, Florida, and Texas turned out more than 2,700 cargo ships over the course of four years, many of them from a dead start.[21] The United States built those “Liberty ships” faster than Germans could sink them.

			The industrial capacity created by that effort set the stage for America’s historic postwar growth and the rise of a middle class that was larger and more prosperous than any other in history. U.S. factories built for both the domestic and world markets, and the workers doing the building became the largest consumer base in the world. The strength and capacity of the U.S. naval fleet after World War II helped open the world for safe trade and solidified the liberal democratic order that America championed and benefited from. That success also created a greater demand for a U.S. security presence globally, and the costs associated with it, a topic we will come back to.[22]

			But since then, efforts to build large oceangoing vessels in the United States have stalled, with many projects wildly delayed and massively over budget. It’s shocking that a country with a coastline almost 100,000 miles long, along which 40 percent of its population lives, can’t make its own ships in a timely or cost-effective way, can’t support its own logistics by sea, and can’t even ensure the delivery of military supplies by sea without outside help. Help often comes in the form of commercial ships built by America’s biggest geostrategic competitor, China. Since 2001, that country has been enacting a multidecade plan to dominate global shipbuilding.

			Can America wrest back enough maritime capacity and control to counter China? What will happen if it can’t? These are two of the many crucial questions this book will strive to answer.

			As was the case during the great-power conflict of the nineteenth century, no nation can go it alone either in trade or in war. While that historic conflict, which took decades to play out, was primarily bilateral, with the British and Russian Empires going head-to-head for primacy in Central Asia, the struggle did not take place in a vacuum. Alliances, partnerships, and interests were constantly shifting, as were the boundaries of the struggle. And so it is with the new Great Game in the Arctic.

			The United States, which has always been an Arctic nation but only peripherally, must now face the fact that Russia and China together are challenging its territorial primacy in the Western Hemisphere. Canada, which has a much larger portion of Arctic territory to protect, is working with the United States to build ships but also facing new challenges regarding trade and security from the Trump administration. Meanwhile, smaller countries from Denmark to Norway, Finland, Greenland, and even France are getting involved in the struggle for influence in the Arctic, both individually and together. Where things will end up remains to be seen. But whatever happens in the far north, it will have a profound impact on the larger geopolitical map of the world.

			This book will explore all these tensions and opportunities. Maritime dominance and sea power have been a key part of empire building over time. Today, America’s need to build ships again and Trumpian “America First” politics are intersecting with the reality that the United States can no longer go it alone in the maritime sector but must build new networks of allies to ensure its capacity. Finland will be a critical helpmeet, as I saw when I visited the great shipyards there and witnessed how the lords of icebreaking are wielding their new power. The new polar cutters built by Finns, who are teaching American shipbuilders their craft, will be crucial for the climate science done in the Arctic as well as the quest to extract natural resources in the region. But the Nordic nations, the United States, Canada, Russia, and China are by no means the only stakeholders in the region; the Native peoples of the Arctic are at the epicenter of both climate and geopolitical change in the region, as we’ll discover.

			Through the journey of the Healy, we’ll track the challenges facing the country. But we will also see much of what is best about America: its human capacity, its technology, its determination, and its optimism. This is a story about a world going through an economic and political sea change of the sort we haven’t seen in over half a century. But it’s also a simpler story: the story of a boat and the people on board. The Healy’s voyage is, in fact, our own voyage into an unknown future.
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				Chapter One

				The Light at the End of the World

			
			Semper paratus is the motto of the Coast Guard. That’s Latin for “Always ready,” and it’s the slogan that guides the Healy and her crew.

			Though officially classified as a medium-sized icebreaker (as opposed to the larger and older Polar Star, which spends most of its time in Antarctica), the Healy has 30,000-horsepower engines that enable it to break through four and a half feet of ice while in constant motion. It can also break ice up to eight feet thick by backing up and ramming it, a technique that is used in the most extreme polar environments.

			The ship is 4,200 square feet (the size of a large single-family home) of laboratory space, specialized oceanographic equipment, and large swaths of deck space for deploying scientific instrumentation. In addition to a crew of eighty-five, the vessel can accommodate up to fifty scientists and guests, along with a helicopter (the flight deck becomes a basketball court and gym in off-hours) and several smaller boats.

			The Healy is uniquely optimized for science. She serves as a critical platform for Arctic research, enabling U.S. government agencies such as the National Science Foundation, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA, the agency that among other things maps coastlines), and NASA to conduct long-term climate, ocean, and ecological studies. Scientists can wait years for a spot on a Healy mission. While most of us wouldn’t call weeks spent in tight quarters in the Arctic a pleasure trip, for these scientists, it’s the culmination of a lifetime of work; there’s literally no place they’d rather be.

			During her maiden voyage in 2001, the Healy reached the North Pole, accompanied by a German ship. The crew tested an autonomous vessel, mapped 1,300 miles of the Gakkel Ridge (a mid-ocean ridge that runs between Greenland and Siberia), discovered twelve undersea volcanoes, and took over a hundred core samples, pulling rocks up from the ocean floor for scientific study and exploring numerous geothermal vents. The research contributed significantly to our understanding of how life can survive at the bottom of the sea with no light, using only chemical energy from the earth’s crust.

			In 2005, she reached the North Pole for the second time, in coordination with a Swedish icebreaker. In 2015, she became the first U.S. surface vessel to reach the North Pole unaccompanied, a major accomplishment that signaled U.S. power and sovereignty in the Arctic.

			In 2012, the ship famously escorted the fuel tanker Renda through frozen seas to deliver emergency supplies to Nome, Alaska—an unprecedented Arctic winter operation. She has participated in search-and-rescue operations, freedom of navigation patrols, environmental enforcement, and bilateral Arctic cooperation, including joint missions with the Canadian Coast Guard and the defense departments of other Arctic Council nations.

			The Healy is the only U.S. icebreaker with enough scientific capacity to study the Arctic, at least until the next generation of ships is completed. But very often, she is also the only active U.S. surface asset operating in the Arctic Ocean.

			The crew of sailors, scientists, engineers, and explorers aboard the ship has one of the most unique workspaces on Earth. They have constant access to the drama, beauty, and natural wonder of the region, from forty-foot waves that can whip up off the coast of northern Canada to the neon green glow of the aurora borealis. They may spend one day mapping the seabed floor from Alaska to the Beaufort Sea and another on a quest to facilitate U.S. commerce and military efforts in the region.

			Every sail is different. But every voyage of the Healy begins in Seattle, where the ship and its crew are stationed when they aren’t at sea. On a clear day in June, I visit the port to learn more about the maritime history of this area, which is deeply tied to the Arctic.

			Gateway to the North

			Coming into Seattle from the airport, I pass the harbor. It’s a busy working port rather than something as picturesque as, say, San Francisco’s. There are thousands of cargo containers on the dock, many labeled Maersk and APL, which are among the biggest commercial freight lines in the world. There are several ships piled high with freight boxes. These presumably arrived after Liberation Day tariffs of 34 percent were slapped on Chinese imports. Given all that has happened since, I wonder how much more expensive the toys and shoes and TVs in them will be than before President Trump took office a second time.

			A little farther on up the port, I spot the Healy, with its reddish orange hull that says “Coast Guard” in big white letters on the side. She seems smaller than she does in pictures, a fraction of the size of the container vessels. She’s docked a stone’s throw from the city’s hulking Lumen Field, where the Seattle Seahawks play for nearly seventy thousand spectators during football season. It’s a beautiful view from here to downtown Seattle, a city that as much as any other tells a story about where America’s industrial might, particularly its shipbuilding capacity, has gone.

			My hotel, the Arctic Club, is a five-minute walk from Pioneer Square. It’s Seattle’s original neighborhood, settled in the 1850s, travelers started making their way up the coast. The railroad came in shortly after, and this part of the downtown looks very much like a typical Western railroad town, with its short brick buildings, numbered avenues, and jumble of storefronts (“Hotel rooms for 75 cents” reads one neon sign that’s still lit). This is the city that was the gateway to the Alaska gold rush.

			The Arctic Club was built in 1917 for men who had made their fortunes in the Yukon and wanted to come back and share their stories over cigars and port taken in plush club chairs in a grand, high-ceilinged hall reminiscent of the men’s clubs back East. Their bowler hats and
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			The Last Frontier

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	

















OEBPS/images/9798217088836_cover.jpg









OEBPS/9798217088836_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Rana Foroohar


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Map


						Introduction


						Chapter One: The Light at the End of the World


						Chapter Two: History on the High Seas


						Chapter Three: The “Donroe Doctrine”


						Chapter Four: The Butterfly Effect


						Chapter Five: Cold Realities


						Chapter Six: The Peace Dividend


						Chapter Seven: The New Great Game


						Chapter Eight: Failure to Build


						Chapter Nine: Comparative Advantage


						Chapter Ten: Breaking the Ice


						Chapter Eleven: Turning the Ship


						Epilogue


						Acknowledgments


						Notes


						Selected Bibliography


						Except from Makers and Takers


						About the Author


						Appendix: Image Description


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						vii


						v


						ix


						xi


						xii


						xiii


						xiv


						xv


						xvi


						xvii


						xviii


						xix


						xx


						xxi


						xxii


						xxiii


						xxiv


						xxv


						xxvi


						xxvii


						xxviii


						xxix


						xxx


						xxxi


						xxxii


						xxxiii


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


			


		
	




OEBPS/images/001_Foro_9798217088829_all_art_r2.jpg
ARCTIC SEA ROUTES

\
ALASKA =~
us) -~

«—————— > Northwest Passage
D S » Northern Sea Route
<> Future Central Arctic Shipping Route
0 MILES 1000
0 KM 1000
N\ a \
<, o Bering Sea
L Y
Q
/
¥

JGREENLAND

’ Arctic Circle

o,
- S H
New Siberian B
=

Islands

(Denmark)

Sea of
Okhotsk

CHINA






OEBPS/images/006_toc_art_1.jpg








OEBPS/images/9798217088836_title_page.jpg
SEA
CHANGE

America’s New
Great Game in the
Arctic Circle

RANA FOROOHAR





OEBPS/images/003_ac_sup_art_1.jpg





