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			Foreword

			My father raised me with a deep appreciation for our adoptive country. He would remind me: but for the grace of God and America, I’d be dead in a ditch in Lagos.

			My father was born in rural India in a single-room mud hut, the youngest of nine children. He could never drink Dr. Pepper—the smell reminded him of the blood-sucking red insects that lived in the mud walls. He escaped poverty through education financed by the Jesuit order and the shared sacrifices of his eight older siblings.

			He moved to Nigeria to build and run the first pharmaceutical factory in Africa. Ultimately, this opportunity did not bring him prosperity, only peril. When I was two years old, five armed robbers broke into our house, pistol whipped my father, killed our dog, threatened my mother with unspeakable things, and took our valuables.

			We immigrated to America after the robbery. My father started over by selling T-shirts and gift store items in Orlando’s growing theme parks. It was not the storybook immigrant success story. His business ventures failed and ended in bankruptcy. Life repeatedly kicked him in the teeth, but he never became cynical.

			He felt blessed to be in America and to provide unimaginable opportunities for his children. He reminded us that here, we would only be limited by our ability and ambition. Every day after that dreadful night in Lagos was a gift.

			About the same age my father was when he set off to Nigeria, I joined Palantir Technologies as the thirteenth employee in 2006. I had heard about a small group of technologists from the PayPal Mafia who wanted to build a company focused on national security. I had found my calling.

			I built Palantir’s Forward Deployed Engineering team and our unique way of building products, which sends engineers as close to the problem as possible—from remote firebases in Afghanistan to factory floors in America—so they learn firsthand what’s broken and how to fix it. This approach was initially reviled by investors but has now been adopted by many technology companies.

			This is not a book about Palantir. This book is, however, informed by my perspective building the only defense tech company to go public in the twenty-first century so far.

			When Palantir started there was essentially one way for commercial technology companies to work with the US Intelligence Community (through its venture capital arm, In-Q-Tel) and none for the Department of Defense. (It has now been renamed the Department of War. In general, this book uses “Department of War” in the present tense, and “Department of Defense” when discussing the institution before the name change.) This book couldn’t have been written in 2006 because there was nothing to mobilize. Now there is. Venture capitalists have invested $130 billion in defense tech since 2021. A host of founders have rallied to the mission, following in the footsteps of the greatest of the greats of the past century of American power: Kaiser, Ford, Northrop, Hughes, Higgins, Rickover, Schriever, and many, many more. The time is ripe for reform.
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			In October 2024, I authored The Defense Reformation, a treatise that explained what’s broken with the Pentagon and how to bring innovation back to our military (you can read the full thing at 18theses.com). I didn’t actually nail my theses to the Pentagon door, but they caused quite a stir. The response was incredible—I was flooded with messages from uniformed servicemembers, industry insiders, and other patriots who had seen the same problems up close and who wanted to get in the fight to fix them. That was the point. The house was (and is) on fire, and I wanted to shake people awake before it’s too late. I still do.

			Mobilize is a book-length treatment of that short document. It tells the stories of how our nation successfully mobilized during the twentieth century, through the eyes of heroes from industry and government. It examines the bad if often well-intentioned policies that created our broken military-industrial complex, a system that’s endlessly criticized yet remarkably resistant to change. And it offers a fundamentally optimistic vision of the future—if we’re brave enough to build it. This vision will require the right people to change the culture, inside government and industry, and implement the right policies: fierce internal competition within the Department of War for the best technology, enforcement of current laws to buy commercial solutions, and fast and flexible government contracting that values time saved above all else. Because time is the scarcest resource we Americans have.

			The broader goal of this book is to remind Americans that mobilization isn’t a narrow issue best left to the Washington think-tank crowd. If we’re going to be successful, it can’t be. Rebooting the American industrial base affects our national security, yes, but also our economy and even our democracy. As in World War II and the Cold War, the ability to produce is core to our conception of what it means to be an American. Production is the foundation of mobilization—production of AI models and drones, of munitions and autonomous vehicles. The notion that only a few defense companies can provide for America’s defense has been definitively proven wrong. We need founders and workers from Silicon Valley, the Heartland, and every corner of the country. We need heretics, whether they have two bars or four stars on their shoulder. Above all, we need patriots.

			The pieces for the Defense Reformation are in place: the capital class has shown up, the founders are busy building, and the Department of War is ready to innovate. And not a moment too soon as we face the worst threat since the Cold War. Will we look back at this moment and realize that World War III had already started, and we just didn’t know it?

			Now more than ever, the mission feels personal. In June 2025, I became a reservist in the US Army, direct commissioning as a lieutenant colonel alongside executives of other premier American technology companies. We’re following in the footsteps of many patriots from the business world who rallied during crises, like Bill Knudsen, the General Motors president commissioned as a three-star general during World War II. Our country’s best and brightest have an obligation to give back to our country, and increasingly they are answering the call. When I put my children to bed at night, I want to know I’ve done everything in my power to build them a secure future in an uncertain world.

			It’s up to all of us to mobilize and rebuild the Arsenal of Democracy. It’ll take grit, hard work, and ingenuity—all the things my father taught me to love about America—to prevent World War III and win the battle for the twenty-first century. But we can do it. This book shows how.

			—Shyam Sankar, 
Chief Technology Officer, Palantir

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Precipice

			In May 2023, Russian conscript Ruslan Anitin surrendered to an armed robot. Miles away, Ukraine’s 92nd Mechanized Brigade controlled this cheap but effective grenade-equipped drone. It spent the previous hours hunting the man’s comrades. The two Russian soldiers with Anitin were dead. After sustaining serious injuries, one detonated a grenade near his head; the other shot himself. Anitin chose differently, pleading with his unseen enemy for mercy. After some deliberation, the Ukrainians decided Anitin’s intentions were genuine. They spared his life, directing him by drone across no man’s land and into captivity as a prisoner of war.

			The Ukraine War has been called the “first AI war” and the “first large-scale drone war.” There have been many firsts in this war, which has employed AI models and autonomous systems to hound the enemy on land, by sea, and most of all from the air. On June 1, 2025, Ukraine smuggled dozens and perhaps hundreds of small kamikaze drones in cargo containers to locations near Russian airfields. The drones then self-deployed from the containers and destroyed potentially one-third of Russia’s strategic bombers, some as far away as Murmansk above the Arctic Circle. Command and control for the operation rode on the back of Russia’s local cell network. Billions of dollars of hardware were eliminated for an estimated cost of $1 million. Russia’s centuries-old advantage of size, which has thwarted would-be conquerors from Charles XII to Napoleon to Hitler, was overcome by a tenacious adversary weaponizing Russia’s own logistics and telecommunications networks against it. Ukraine is redefining the David and Goliath fight and forcing introspection about how to adapt to this brave new world.

			For all the innovation and novelty, though, one thing has remained constant: war is hell. Humans will not be outsourcing the suffering of combat to robots any time soon. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, started the bloodiest European war since World War II. Drones darken the skies. Exposing yourself for more than a few minutes means death. Medics can’t treat the injured. Dead bodies pile up because there’s no way to evacuate them without incurring further losses. There have been nearly one million casualties.

			Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is an existential threat to Europe and an omen of what could lie in its future if it doesn’t rearm. But most of the countries involved, for all their alarmist and moralizing rhetoric, haven’t acted like it. Ukraine has been called a “dumping ground” for Cold War–era weapons and other obsolete equipment. France has provided lightly armored fighting vehicles from the 1980s that are “too flimsy for frontal assaults.” After much prodding, Germany provided eighteen of its prized Leopard 2 tanks. Most were lost within months. The United States shipped thirty-one Abrams tanks to much fanfare, but the Ukrainians found them ill-suited for modern warfare, too. The Russians offered a blunter assessment, equating the Abrams with “empty tin cans.”

			Perhaps, as some say, the West would be in a better negotiating position to end the war—and Ukrainian lives might’ve been saved—if Western countries had sold more (and more modern) arms to Ukraine sooner. But that possibility depends not only on political leadership and democratic support but sheer industrial capacity. It’s far from clear whether Western defense production could have risen to the occasion on a relevant timeline.

			While Ukraine has ramped its production of drones to well above 100,000 per month, the United States is currently capable of making fewer than 5,000 per month. Russian tank production exceeds ours by an order of magnitude. The problem is perhaps most dire when it comes to munitions. General Christopher Cavoli, then commander of US European Command, testified in early 2025 that Russia is producing almost 250,000 artillery shells per month, putting it “on track to build a stockpile three times greater than the United States and Europe combined.” One of the most useful weapons we’ve provided to Ukraine has been the Patriot air defense system, which shoots down Russian missiles. But we can’t give Ukraine enough Patriot interceptors because we don’t make enough of them to go around.

			Military industrial production cannot be switched on and off at will. It is a capability, like strength or endurance, that must be maintained through practice and repetition. Today, our ability to make the things we need to defend ourselves and our allies has atrophied. The grim implications of this fact extend far beyond Ukraine.

			The hidden hand behind this conflict, keeping Russia in the fight, is China. In 2021, the two countries pledged their “unbreakable” friendship. China’s foreign ministry said “Russia and China are united like a mountain.” And China has acted on that pledge, lending its world-leading industrial base to Russia to ramp up its war production. It is sending a steady supply of machine tools, microelectronics (used in everything from missiles to tanks), and drones. In return, China is buying huge quantities of sanctioned Russian oil at a discount.

			This is a strategic partnership, part of both countries’ efforts to humble the United States and its allies and put themselves on top. As Xi Jinping told Vladimir Putin at a Moscow summit in 2023, “[t]here are changes—the likes of which we haven’t seen for 100 years—and we are the ones driving these changes together.”

			China wasn’t always so bold about its intentions. For many years, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) flew under the radar, following Deng Xiaoping’s maxim to “hide your strength, bide your time.” Now, China has been strengthened by years of trade and investment into a manufacturing—and military—powerhouse. Under Xi, China has decided to flex its muscles.

			In 2014, China began the militarization of the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, where it built thousands of acres of artificial islands using massive dredgers. China transformed what was previously rocks and coral into full-fledged military outposts, complete with airstrips, anti-aircraft guns, and other weapons. These actions marked a step-change in China’s maritime insurgency to enforce its claims in the Pacific.

			China is also in the middle of a massive military buildup. It has doubled the size of its nuclear arsenal, and may triple or quadruple it in the years ahead. Its navy already has more ships than ours. And it’s going all-in on advanced technology, from hypersonic missiles to AI to satellites with grappling arms that could wrestle ours out of orbit.

			This military buildup isn’t just for parades in Tiananmen Square. China is preparing for war. Xi’s goal, as he has expressed time and again, is to recover from the so-called century of humiliation by bringing about “the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” The deadline for accomplishing this dream is 2049, the centennial year of the People’s Republic of China. A few things need to happen by that time. First and foremost, China needs to “reunite” with Taiwan—by force, if necessary. Xi has instructed the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to be ready to invade Taiwan by 2027. Second, and more ambitiously, China seeks to replace the United States as the world’s dominant power.

			China is a long way from achieving that dream—but it isn’t fantasy, the way many assumed a decade ago. China’s rocket stockpiles and ability to shuttle troops and equipment across the Taiwan Strait grow by the day. Its military is practicing missile strikes on outlines of US aircraft carriers in the desert. And as China’s “no limits” partnership with Russia shows, increasingly it is enlisting other countries to its team with offers of trade, infrastructure, and technology to spy on their political opponents.

			American tech companies and the CCP have at least one thing in common: both possess a deep-seated belief in the ability of technology to solve societal problems. But the communist vision of technology is drastically different from our own. The CCP is methodically building and exporting the operating system for techno-authoritarianism. Its vertically integrated stack of software and hardware is used for state surveillance and the “re-education” and repression of disfavored groups, such as the Uyghurs. As China grows more powerful, its model is spreading. China is shipping its operating system for the unfree world as you read these words.

			And the unfree world is increasingly aligned. Iran and North Korea, like China, are supplying the Russians. The Ukraine war has only accelerated an existing pattern of arms sales and cooperation between the four nations. In 2024, Putin and Kim Jong Un signed a “comprehensive strategic partnership” that has sent North Korean troops halfway around the world to die on European battlefields.

			Iran, for its part, continues to serve as a chaos agent in the Middle East, funding and equipping Islamic terror groups and firing barrages of drones, cruise missiles, and ballistic missiles at Israel. During the Twelve-Day War in June 2025, Israel fired back. Using a novel combination of pre-positioned, small explosive drones and high-end military aircraft, Israel took out key figures in Iran’s military and scientific leadership. The United States provided missile interceptors and then intervened directly, bombing three underground Iranian nuclear sites. Stealthy B-2s dropped 30,000-pound bunker buster bombs, the first known operational usage of the Massive Ordnance Penetrators. It was a stunning display of American and allied air superiority and flawless military execution—in marked contrast to many US military operations in the past twenty-plus years.

			Yet there were red flags. The United States reached deep into its stockpiles over those twelve days, expending some 15 to 20 percent of its total supply of interceptors for the Terminal High Altitude Air Defense (THAAD) system. Admiral James Kilby remarked that the US Navy had blown through Standard Missile-3 ship-based interceptors at an “alarming rate.” Both interceptors cost tens of millions of dollars per shot. In a protracted conflict—one that lasts years or months, not days—the United States would be bled dry of its best weapons within weeks. Our enemies are counting on it.

			They are already using battlefields across the globe to test their weapons against ours. In May 2025, intense but brief fighting broke out along the border of India and Pakistan. China armed Pakistan. The West armed India. Chinese-made fighters shot down at least one French-made Rafale, marking the fighter’s first combat loss—and one of the first modern demonstrations of Chinese offensive power. Painful lessons are being learned on the battlefield.

			The most painful lesson is that the West has lost technological overmatch, initiative, and deterrence. This is an emergency, and it demands an urgent response if we in the West are to avoid a much darker future.
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			The ratcheting intensity of conflict recalls the run-up to World War II. Americans are taught that Germany’s invasion of Poland in 1939 was the clear and obvious beginning of the bloodiest war in history. The reality was not so neat. Different conflicts all over the globe foreshadowed what was to come.

			Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931, seizing it from China and exposing the League of Nations as useless. Fascist Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1935, again proving the ineffectiveness of the League of Nations. The 1936–1939 Spanish Civil War was the so-called dress rehearsal for World War II. In this proxy war, the Nationalists were backed by Germany and Italy, while the Republicans were backed by the Soviet Union. The Nationalists won, providing momentum to the war’s fascist backers, who went on to form the Axis alliance. In 1937, Japan plunged deeper into China during the Second Sino-Japanese War, which included such horrors as the Rape of Nanjing. And in 1939, Germany invaded Czechoslovakia and, later that year, invaded Poland in partnership with the Soviet Union. World War II had officially begun.

			There is a common thread to these events. In each case, an authoritarian power—often supported by other, like-minded powers—saw a window of opportunity to strike, and so it did. Authoritarian powers took the chance because they thought no one would stop them. The democracies didn’t have their act together. The bad guys took full advantage.

			Will we look back on the Ukraine–Russia war as the dress rehearsal for World War III? If we want to avoid such a fate, we need to ask these kinds of troubling questions.

			The morbid truth is that war provides a unique opportunity to learn. No amount of testing or training exercises will ever simulate operational conditions. During the Spanish Civil War, the German Luftwaffe refined a doctrine of close-air support to ground forces on the move. This revolution in military affairs came to full flower during World War II; we know it as Blitzkrieg, or lightning war. Defense analyst Andrew Krepinevich notes, “By the time Germany invaded Poland, more than 19,000 Luftwaffe airmen had rotated through Europe’s best training center, gaining deadly experience in modern air warfare.” What is most notable about Germany’s tactical innovations is that they occurred despite considerable handicaps. Part of Germany’s punishment after World War I was its disarmament under the Treaty of Versailles. Germany’s economy was a basket case, its level of development lower than all its eventual enemies on the Western Front. The German military was learning even while in the process of rebuilding and rearming.

			Germany in the interwar years is a reminder that an intelligent and determined enemy can impose asymmetric costs, despite serious disadvantages. The Ukraine war is a drain on Russian resources, but Russia is also learning and adapting to a changing battlefield. Russia’s electronic warfare capabilities improved so much that the accuracy of Ukraine’s precision-guided artillery rounds dropped from 70 percent to 6 percent within six weeks of the invasion. The lifespan of a radio in Ukraine is about three months before it needs to be reprogrammed or swapped out. For a drone, it’s weeks.

			The best way for the United States to avoid calamity is to learn from today’s wars, as well as the past, and ruthlessly change what no longer works. Failure to adapt comes at great human cost on modern battlefields.

			The Arsenal of Democracy Is Empty

			America forged the arsenal of democracy to deliver victory in World War II. By now, we all know the incredible true story. This period of unprecedented industrial mobilization has obtained mythical status, and rightfully so.

			In 1939, when President Roosevelt announced that the United States would make 50,000 planes a year to supply the Allies via Lend-Lease, it seemed like a pipe dream. The inventory of fighters and bombers across the US Army Air Corps and Navy totaled fewer than 2,000. But the United States would go on to produce 324,750 planes over the course of the war; during peak production, more than 250 planes were produced per day. America’s production engine was so effective it outproduced the combined Axis powers across all major categories of weapons, including planes, tanks, ships, and munitions.

			The American industrial base’s mobilization for World War II remains a singularly impressive feat. Given the parallels to today, it is often referenced as something the United States did before and, therefore, could easily do again. It’s a comforting thought, but as we’ve seen, wartime mobilization isn’t a switch that can be flipped on and off at will. It wasn’t back then, either. We primed the pump for defense production via Lend-Lease while building new factories and retooling existing ones. Yes, Ford built B-24s at Willow Run, but it required two painful years before production was in full swing. The United States didn’t hit peak production until 1944. Now, with 2027 fast approaching, Taiwan is waiting on a massive backlog of defense articles, including 66 F-16 fighters from the United States. The delivery is years behind schedule and is now slated for the end of 2026. If that date slips any further, it might be too late.

			Worse, by not aggressively ramping up production to support Ukraine, the United States missed the equivalent of Lend-Lease. Instead of priming the pump with new production, the United States mostly drew down stockpiles of weapons and equipment made decades ago. This is painful because, as historian Arthur Herman said, “it’s through making things that we learn what can be made better.” The alternative to learning in peacetime is learning in wartime, precisely when stakes are highest and the margin for error is smallest.

			There is, of course, one other crucial difference between now and 1939. The United States was the world leader in manufacturing going into World War II. Although it took time to mobilize, America started the competition far ahead of any country. Two of the three major Axis powers never completed an aircraft carrier. The US Navy built 151, in large part because it had such a deep bench of construction, shipbuilding, and manufacturing power to draw on.

			The world looks different today.

			The United States now has a peer adversary: China. (Washington prefers the term “near-peer,” which is a euphemism to avoid the embarrassment of acknowledging a peer when the country was once peerless.) Today, China is the world leader in manufacturing, with a nearly one-third share of global production. It’s not just cheap toys and lawn furniture, either. China has the capacity to make nearly half the world’s ships—and it has more than 230 times the shipbuilding capacity of the United States. In 2024, a single Chinese shipbuilder produced more ships than the United States has built since World War II ended. Meanwhile, the global market for small drones is dominated by Chinese companies—precisely the technology proving so vital on the battlefields of Ukraine. China is the world’s largest producer and exporter of cars, gas-powered and electric. China also makes a greater share of the world’s semiconductors than the United States. Even in the technology that the United States invented, and that has revolutionized the world in the span of a lifetime, the United States has ceded the manufacturing lead to its greatest adversary.

			Worse, the US defense industry is deeply dependent on China. Nine percent of the major subcontractors to the big defense companies on Department of War contracts are Chinese. Those contracts support everything from missile defense to munitions and nuclear deterrence.
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			Figure 1

			America’s production problems will have consequences if they aren’t fixed—and soon. Most Americans aren’t old enough to remember World War II as anything but a story. But many Americans are old enough to remember the televised “Highway of Death” from the Persian Gulf War, where America’s military hammered Saddam Hussein’s army with seemingly limitless precision-guided munitions. We may not have that luxury in the next fight. Simulations of war with China over Taiwan usually find that the United States runs out of its most advanced missiles within days. Far from a cakewalk, we’re now staring at the very real possibility of a humiliating and bloody defeat.

			Preventing such a war should be our number one priority. But if we’re going to do that on our terms, we’ll need to produce.

			What Money Can’t Buy

			It’s not just that we can’t build the way we used to. We’ve also forgotten how to buy.

			The Department of War’s acquisition process looks remarkably like Soviet central planning. Faceless bureaucrats with no ability to deviate from the five-year plan repeatedly try and fail to predict the future. The warfighter pays the price. It takes an average of seventeen years to field a new capability. Across domains, from deep sea to space, the one thing that’s remarkably consistent is our inability to field the right weapons on relevant timelines.

			The F-35 fifth-generation fighter was more than ten years late and $183 billion over budget. The program to modernize intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs)—the land-based leg of the US nuclear triad—is 81 percent over budget and years behind schedule. The new ground stations for our GPS satellites were supposed to go online in 2016; they still aren’t finished and their cost has increased by more than $3 billion. These are eye-watering figures, yet we’ve come to accept them as business as usual.

			The most damning aspect of these procurement failures isn’t even the billions in cost overruns and waste. The Apollo program, the Manhattan Project, and the Pentagon were all over budget. Nobody remembers that. We remember that the United States deployed critical capabilities at blazing speed; we spent money to buy time. Today, defense programs are supposedly optimized for the trifecta of cost, schedule, and performance. Yet they routinely fail to deliver all three.

			It would be easier if funding was the blocker. Then the solution to our problems would be simple: just add dollars. But as the RAND Corporation’s Mike Mazarr argues,

			Our problems are a function of the deeply ingrained inefficiencies, bureaucratic and political egotism, vague conceptual foundations, self-defeating policies, and often pointless rules, regulations, and restrictions that keep the Defense Department from gaining the full value of the money it already spends. To be prepared for a more dangerous era, the United States should overhaul its defense institutions before it pours more resources into them.

			Given today’s threat environment, the United States probably does need to increase the amount of money it spends on defense. Today’s $850 billion budget is only 2.7 percent of gross domestic product (GDP). During the Cold War military buildup of the 1950s and ’60s, the Department of Defense’s budget was between six percent and eight percent of GDP. But money isn’t magic, and Americans shouldn’t expect to fix our problems simply by sluicing more defense-contractor dollars through the same leaky pipes. When we think about how to reform the Pentagon, we should heed the warning of Chuck Spinney, a Pentagon analyst and voice for reform in the twentieth century: “We need more money to strengthen our military.… [But] unless we change the way we do business, more money could actually make our problems worse.” Indeed, when bad outcomes are rewarded with billions of dollars, we shouldn’t be surprised when more bad outcomes follow.
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			This book is about how to restore deterrence—fast. The stakes are high. If we do it right, we’ll make every American safer and richer. If we fail, we could live to see the United States dethroned as the world’s most powerful country—if we live to see it at all. Thankfully, mobilization is still possible. But it will require massive changes in how the government and the military do business. And it will require an unrelenting and intense focus on winning above all else—above box-checking, bureaucracy, and everything standing in the way of speed and action.

			In the first half of the book, we explain the problems that have contributed to the present crisis. Chief among these problems is the disconnection between America’s vast, innovative private sector and its walled-off, small defense sector. Relying on a handful of defense contractors has failed the country. Mobilization demands a whole-of-nation effort, and that requires the participation of the full American industrial base—not a narrow defense industrial base.

			The country ended up with a defense industrial base divorced from the broader economy because, to put it simply, the Department of War is a difficult customer. In fact, it’s the only customer for the entire defense market, a situation referred to in economics as a “monopsony” (the mirror image of a monopoly). The Pentagon has used its leverage over defense contractors to dictate what gets built, when, and for how much. It has created an arcane system of rules and regulations that privilege well-connected and slippery Washington insiders over innovative startups. In short, the Pentagon has tried to centrally plan its way to success. To no one’s surprise, it has found that Americans are bad commies.

			The second half of this book discusses the road back to mobilization, renewal, and strength. Policy changes must play a role, and this book recommends some. But mobilization also requires bold leaders, risk-taking entrepreneurs, and organizational cultures biased toward action to start winning again. It takes visionaries, rebels, and even heretics to overcome the bureaucratic inertia that has always stood in the way of tectonic shifts. We’ll meet a few of these heretical heroes from American history, including Louisiana shipbuilder Andrew Higgins, whose World War II landing craft were so effective that Ike proclaimed him “the man who won the war for us,” and Admiral Hyman Rickover, the father of the nuclear Navy. We’ll share the untold stories of modern-day heroes, like Colonel Drew Cukor, who brought AI to the Department of Defense with Project Maven, as well as the business titans who are on a mission to reindustrialize America.

			Silicon Valley is fond of the 80–20 rule, which says that 80 percent of the outcomes result from 20 percent of the inputs. A few key levers have a disproportionate impact on our ability to mobilize. We need to identify and pull those levers. Everything else is noise.

			It’s reassuring to think that when things go south, we’ll abandon harmful policies, swap out our peacetime generals for wartime generals, and unshackle our iconoclastic entrepreneurs who will step in to save the day. We hope that’s the case, but hope is not a strategy or a substitute for preparation. It’s time to stop banking on hope and commit to doing the hard things now.

			Mobilization day was yesterday.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Colonel Cukor’s Odyssey

			Khalid lay in a ditch, closed his eyes, and prepared to die alongside his family and friends. Shouts of Allahu Akbar! mixed with rapid gunfire. Bullets pierced his hand and foot, and he felt the blood of his neighbors soak his clothes. The firing stopped. Eventually, the ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) terrorists moved on. Khalid was still breathing. He should be dead, but he wasn’t. After lying still for some five hours, he chanced a look around. Somehow his childhood friend Idrees was still alive, but both of his feet had been shot. Khalid desperately tried to pull Idrees out of the mass grave, but they both lacked the strength. Distraught, Khalid promised Idrees he would come back for him. Idrees later discovered the strength to climb out of the death pit and survive. He left behind a dead son and brother.

			Meanwhile, Khalid stumbled for miles, aware that if blood loss didn’t kill him, thirst would. He came across a home with the door propped open—a door he could only hope would lead to help. It did. The owner took Khalid in, dressed his swollen wounds, and gave him food and water. Eventually, Khalid made it to a hospital, and then a refugee camp.

			Many of Khalid’s family were murdered or died of exhaustion trying to escape ISIS, but his daughter, Nazik, survived. Just nine years old, she escaped after watching captors sell her mother and two siblings into slavery. Khalid’s sister, Nadia, also survived a brutal ordeal. She was separated from her husband and sold to an ISIS terrorist. Her captor and his friends raped her in front of her three children. Then he made Nadia watch while he beat her children. The family was forced to make rockets twelve hours a day for three months. They escaped after Nadia called her cousin while her captor was away. He sent a smuggler to extract the family.

			These are only a few of the stories of the Yazidi genocide, carried out by ISIS in August 2014 during its conquest of nor-thern Iraq. The Yazidis are a Kurdish-speaking minority who primarily live in Iraq’s Sinjar region. They practice an ancient monotheistic religion and, before the genocide, had managed to coexist alongside their Sunni neighbors. As ISIS surged to power, however, it moved to systematically purge the Yazidi “infidels.” ISIS acted with devastating effectiveness. More than 400,000 Yazidis were displaced in a matter of days. Thousands of men and older women were killed. The young women became sex slaves. The boys were indoctrinated and forced to fight for the terrorist group.

			The United States was aware of the impending massacre. It had been made possible, in part, by US withdrawal from the country in 2011. As the Yazidis fled ISIS, thousands ended up on Mount Sinjar, trapped in the punishing heat with no food or water and surrounded by a monstrous enemy who wished them dead or enslaved. This humanitarian crisis unfolded publicly, in the new age of social media. President Barack Obama authorized air strikes and food drops, while an even bigger operation was considered. A small number of US Marines flew V-22 Ospreys to Mount Sinjar to assess the situation and determine if it would be possible to safely deploy a larger force to evacuate the Yazidis. General James Amos, the Marine Corps commandant, later revealed that “the plan was to pick everyone off the mountain. It was going to be a ’round the clock operation.”

			But it never happened. The direct intervention was called off, allegedly because intelligence from video feeds suggested the ISIS presence was too dangerous for Ospreys to land and carry out the evacuation. Versions of Khalid, Nazik, and Nadia’s stories would play out thousands of times over the subsequent days.

			These stories are documented in The Beekeeper: Rescuing the Stolen Women of Iraq, a moving but disturbing book about how a local Yazidi beekeeper, Abdullah Shrem, rescued hundreds of his people with the help of a smuggler network. Marine Corps Colonel Drew Cukor gifted this book to every Silicon Valley company he visited in 2017 as he doggedly pursued the companies to work with the Department of Defense on a nascent AI effort called Project Maven. The Beekeeper may seem an odd gift to bring to tech engineers accustomed to high salaries, free food, and nap pods, but Cukor wanted to appeal to their hearts.

			You see, Cukor believed the Yazidi genocide could have been prevented. The ISIS forces that appeared around Mount Sinjar sufficiently spooked top brass and political leaders into suspending the operation. Cukor believed that if better intelligence had existed—intelligence integrated with real-time operations and leveraging the best software, processing capabilities, algorithms, and computing power—then better planning and a less risky evacuation could have taken place. Instead, the Yazidis were condemned to death.

			Cukor started Project Maven as a one-man show in a dusty cubicle in the literal Pentagon basement. Project Maven was the first operationally deployed instantiation of AI at the Department of Defense. It would go on to become a billion-dollar program, but more important, it revolutionized how the Intelligence Community analyzed intelligence, how the Combatant Commands fought, and how the Department of Defense worked with Silicon Valley in the twenty-first century. When Russia invaded Ukraine, the US Army set up shop in Germany and put Maven on its command screens. When the United States evacuated from Kabul in 2021, Maven kept track of the people, logistics, and threats involved in the massive airlift. When Iranian proxies in Iraq and Syria mobilized for battle following Hamas’s massacre in Israel on October 7, 2023, US Central Command used Maven to strike more than eighty-five targets.

			The technical challenges of Project Maven were matched only by the political challenges. Over five years, Cukor had to battle anonymous enemies from inside the house who accused him of everything from embezzlement and bribery to undermining the national security of the United States. He faced multiple, serious Inspector General (IG) investigations. He survived them all and managed to build something great.

			Legendary fighter pilot and military strategist John Boyd coined a timeless maxim: “to be or to do.” It challenges individuals to consider whether they are more focused on achieving status and titles (“being”) or on making a real impact (“doing”). Cukor chose to do. As a result, his story is largely unknown. Yet he is as responsible for Project Maven’s existence and success as Hyman Rickover was for nuclear submarines or Bernard Schriever was for ICBMs.

			This book relates the story of Cukor’s odyssey into the inner workings of the Pentagon for the first time. Colonel Cukor’s story shows that exceptional people can still accomplish great things in government, but only if they are willing to endure the slings and arrows of an outrageous bureaucracy—and push forward relentlessly to victory, at great personal cost.

			We include Cukor’s story at the outset of this book because—in addition to being a page-turner—it’s a microcosm of the book’s themes: the primacy of people, the interconnection of a thriving private sector and our nation’s security, and the importance of competition, both within government and among defense companies. Cukor’s story is a primer on how the Pentagon machinery works (or, more often, doesn’t work) to deliver a weapon. Like many a heretic before him, Cukor had to break the machine to deliver the goods.

			A Marine on a Mission

			Cukor grew up poor, raised by a single mom in Los Angeles in the 1980s. There was no money for college, which left two options: the trades or the military. Cukor chose the latter, attending the University of Southern California on a Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) scholarship. Cukor was also a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS)—commonly known as a Mormon. Famously, every LDS young adult is encouraged to go on a mission. Cukor switched his major to linguistics after his mission in Panama and Costa Rica. He would eventually return to Panama wearing an entirely different uniform than he had before.

			In appearance, Cukor is closer to a California rebel than a clean-cut missionary. He later picked up the nickname “Shaggy” for the old, disheveled uniforms he wore. Cukor had a tough commission. He entered as a Marine ground intelligence officer. This marked him as either a black sheep or a unicorn, depending on your perspective. Just as the Air Force has a culture of promoting pilots, the Marine Corps is run by infantryman and aviators. Even though Cukor was a ground intel officer who served in infantry units, the intel role was still viewed as a supporting element. Cukor would need to be truly exceptional to survive and advance, and very few young intelligence officers survived the defense drawdown of the early 1990s.

			Cukor started in the 2nd Battalion 7th Marine Regiment based at Twentynine Palms, California, in the Mojave Desert, a “hot, miserable, and not a very interesting place to live.” Still, he loved every minute. The remote desert environment meant the Marines could have some fun shooting and blowing things up.

			But what Cukor really loved was being deployed, doing intel in the field, and looking for ways he could burn down the old way of doing things and build something better. He deployed to Somalia, Okinawa, and Panama. In Central America, the missions included humanitarian relief, border operations, and the war on drugs. There were plenty of opportunities for an intel officer to learn his trade.

			While Cukor relished the physical side of being a Marine, he had an intellectual side. A fellow Marine who later worked with him on Maven described him as the “smartest Marine I ever met.” Intelligence collection is about data and how to make sense of data. Cukor thought nonstop about how to better integrate intelligence and operations. His technical background in information and linguistics lent itself to this challenge. Cukor’s early deployments convinced him that technology would make or break his vision. Many people complain about how bad the military’s technology is; Cukor was one of the few people to do something about it.

			Part of his job as an intel officer was typing up daily field reports. In Somalia in 1993, Lieutenant Cukor and his fellow Marines had access to a single computer. The machine cost $200,000 and was coated in fifty pounds of metal to prevent adversaries from intercepting any signals coming off of it. The computer ran just one software program, “Enable,” written by Marines in St. Louis. “Enable” was so broken that Cukor and others called it “Disable”—after typing more than three pages, it would often fail and lose everything.

			While the Information Revolution had arrived, it clearly hadn’t arrived at the Department of Defense. The military used practically no commercial software. It was even an ordeal to deploy Microsoft products like Word and PowerPoint, as the services preferred building their own office productivity software to avoid the license costs of commercial software. Not only that, but little had changed about intelligence analysis and collection since World War II. Cukor would receive reams of notes and field reports and try to make sense of them, connecting dots without technology. That was the state-of-the-art methodology. Further, threat assessments by Marine intelligence were stuck in the Cold War. The focus was on nuclear weapons. Ground forces were, in Cukor’s words, “for general deterrence and small dust-ups.” Tanks against tanks, infantry against infantry—this remained the type of battle the Marine Corps wanted to fight. While manhunts for high-value targets would gain elevated importance with the War on Terror, that evolution would take time, and Cukor would help to advocate for the type of intelligence processes and technology needed for human targeting.

			After a few years of deployments, Cukor set off to the Naval Postgraduate School. Cukor’s 1997 thesis, Marine Ground Intelligence Reform: How to Redesign Ground Intelligence for the Threats of the 21st Century, was ahead of its time. Cukor pulled no punches. He argued that Marine intelligence “faces a serious dilemma: it can either reform or face ever-decreasing relevance and effectiveness.” The reform Cukor suggested was moving away from a “rote information processing machine bureaucracy” and toward an “intellect-centric network organization.” But encoding human intelligence into a digital network required the best technology—technology that wouldn’t come from the government. “Therefore a significant challenge for Marine Corps ground intelligence will be to harness the revolution in information technology occurring in private industry.” He suggested the Marine Corps look to innovative enterprises like “Intel, GE and Silicon Graphics.” And he railed against “the 10–15 year acquisition cycle,” arguing that it “cannot continue to be the way things are done.”

			Presciently, Cukor used a potential invasion of Taiwan by China as a primary case study in his thesis. Despite the Tiananmen Square Massacre and a flare-up in the Taiwan Strait, in 1997 it was rare to be as clear-eyed as Cukor on the nature of the China threat:

			With a focus on power projection and survivability, China is transforming its army from large Soviet style formations to smaller airborne and marine forces. Second, recognizing its inability to outperform Western air power, China has invested in a low tech, inexpensive asymmetric response.

			The US military was not designed to respond to such a threat.

			Cukor began to put theory into practice at Marine Corps Systems Command, the Quantico-based command that buys weapons and technology for the Marines. For three years, Cukor assessed software acquisitions that were, except for Microsoft Office, always late, overpriced, and underpowered. As he learned about software development and how the government bought technology, he also learned what made such acquisitions problematic. Part of the problem was that the only companies selling software to the government were traditional defense contractors, not software companies. He also observed that the Marines tended to buy custom hardware that happened to have software, almost as an afterthought. Cukor thought the emphasis should be reversed: the software should follow human workflows, and the hardware should be interchangeable commodity components. But back then—as now, with few exceptions—acquisition remained hardware-centric.

			After the desk job, Cukor experienced two of the most significant world events of the 2000s while deployed as an intelligence officer with the 26th Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU). These elite Marines deploy on ships in the middle of the ocean so that they are prepared to respond to a crisis at a moment’s notice. Cukor’s first deployment was just days after 9/11, so he soon found himself on the frontlines of Operation Enduring Freedom: the invasion of Afghanistan. Two years later, he participated in the 2003 invasion and stabilization of northern Iraq during Operation Iraqi Freedom. Then, as the 26th MEU was on its way back to the United States, the Marines were diverted to war-torn Liberia for a bonus deployment.

			During these combat tours, the themes from his previous deployments were the same: functional software was non-existent. At this point, the Microsoft Office suite was widely available, and while it was gratifying to go from paper products to digital ones, this was also when Cukor decided that PowerPoint and Word were “where data goes to die, buried within impossible-to-find file folders.” Outgoing units would literally do hard-drive transfers with incoming units in the middle of the ocean. They’d wish them luck, and the incoming unit would ask what data was in the giant hard drive. Nobody had the tools to answer that question.

			[image: ]

			Drew “Shaggy” Cukor, all cleaned up, as a 
US Marine Corps colonel.

			In 2008, Cukor was promoted to lieutenant colonel and assumed command of a 400-Marine reserve intelligence battalion. While never one to play politics for the next promotion, as subsequent events will make clear, his contributions to the philosophy and execution of integrating intelligence with operations were impossible to ignore. In his first command, Cukor would also face his first, but certainly not last, IG investigation.

			As part of his new, larger responsibilities, Cukor was asked to scale the counterinsurgency intelligence project he had designed and fielded in his previous billet as the Middle East Branch Chief for Marine Corps Intelligence Activity. Called Project Legacy, the initiative remains almost entirely classified, but even the unclassified details read like a Tom Clancy novel. Legacy was an initiative to teach the Iraqis and Afghans how to do intelligence. Cukor was inspired by the special branch organization of the Northern Ireland police, which was able to penetrate the Irish Republican Army like Swiss cheese during the Troubles. The UK intelligence agency MI5 then operated on top of the special branch force. Cukor concluded that the best opportunity to build an intelligence organization was with the police, reasoning that it would be better for the Iraqis and Afghans to become competent at intelligence rather than relying wholly on the Americans. After all, the Iraqis and Afghans natively knew the language, culture, and terrain, and they lived there permanently, whereas the Americans cycled in and out every six months.

			In the mid-2000s, the United States was already building up the Iraqi police as part of reconstruction, but nobody had thought to use it for intelligence. Cukor started by hiring former special branch officers from Northern Ireland to train the Iraqis at a few police stations in Anbar Province. It was quite the cultural fusion, but it was so successful in improving targeting that Cukor was authorized to scale Legacy all over Iraq and then Afghanistan. Cukor was able to quickly secure hundreds of millions of dollars for this task because he knew the ins and outs of contracting from his acquisition days. The program later grew to more than a billion dollars. Eventually, Cukor was asked to run the same program in Mexico during an upsurge in cartel violence.

			It was an entirely unorthodox operation. Even worse, from the establishment’s point of view, it was effective. Legacy and Cukor took serious heat. Critics charged that teaching foreign countries how to do human intelligence was illegal. Cukor insists that the program had the proper agreements and that everything was approved, but people didn’t like the optics. In 2017, years after Cukor had left Legacy for a different assignment, the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction accused the program of lacking sufficient performance metrics to assess its impact. Per Cukor, these accusations “rained down on an amazing team of hardworking professionals, but the metrics part was entirely wrong. Host nation intelligence reports from Iraqi and Afghan police were some of the best intel out there and saved a lot of lives.”

			Cukor emerged on the other side of Legacy only to find himself embroiled in yet another military intelligence controversy. Here’s where his story intersects with Palantir—and more specifically, with the Army’s disastrous military intelligence system, the Distributed Common Ground System (DCGS), which you will hear about again in Chapter 9. In 2010, Cukor became the analysis and futures chief at the Marine Corp’s Intelligence Department. His boss was Brigadier General Vincent Stewart, the director of intelligence. They had a professional relationship stretching back almost fifteen years, and Stewart trusted Cukor. Together, they advanced the concept of fully integrating intelligence and operations using new analytic systems and processes.

			Palantir, then the spunky underdog of defense contractors, had the best technology in the market to meet their goals. Cukor, who had spent every waking hour since
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