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Author’s Note

This year, Hormuz is one of the most frequently spoken words in the world. It keeps the global economy on edge and is repeated daily, yet hardly anyone notices that what is unfolding before our eyes has happened before, with similar actors and in similar circumstances.

Once again, the words of Ecclesiastes hold true: there is nothing new under the sun. Only forgetfulness explains our astonishment. A strait used to strangle an adversary is no invention of our time. The doctrine of closure as a weapon was formulated by the Portuguese in the early sixteenth century, and today the great powers are once again contending for its use.

It seemed useful to me, and perhaps to the reader, to offer this brief military history of the Strait of Hormuz while the situation is still unfolding. In it, the reader will come to understand, or rather to remember, that everything now taking place has twenty-five centuries of precedent behind it.




Chapter 1. Geography as Destiny


1.1. A Liquid Isthmus

Some geographical features explain nothing and matter little to the world around them; others explain almost everything and condition absolutely all that happens near them. Of these two options, the Strait of Hormuz belongs to the latter group. A maritime corridor some 161 kilometres long, no more than 33 or 34 kilometres across at its narrowest, in normal conditions carrying roughly a fifth of the world’s oil, it is one of those rare convergences of coastal morphology and political history that allow two and a half millennia to be chronicled without ever changing the stage.1

To begin, the geographic feature requires definition. The strait is neither an artificial canal nor a rocky gorge: it is the point at which the tectonic depression occupied by the Persian Gulf narrows before opening into the Gulf of Oman and, through that, into the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. Its northern shore is Iranian; the southern one belongs to the Musandam Peninsula, an exclave of the Sultanate of Oman separated from the rest of the country by Emirati territory. The seabed falls to some sixty metres along the navigable routes — deep enough for the largest tankers, yet strikingly shallow compared with any stretch of open ocean.

That combination — narrow width, limited depth, two shores in the hands of distinct and frequently hostile powers — produces the phenomenon called a chokepoint in Anglophone strategic literature. This book advances a modest but necessary thesis: that almost every military decision taken at Hormuz from Nearchus (c. 360–300 BC) to 2026 is a variation upon a very small set of physical constraints, and that failing to grasp them reduces the narrative of events to a succession of anecdotes. Nowhere is it truer than at Hormuz that history repeats itself.



1.2. The Impossible Shore: Musandam and the Archipelago

The first of the conditioning constraints is the asymmetry of the two shores. The Iranian coast commanding the strait is long, articulated and backed by a populated hinterland: the Zagros mountains descend towards the shore providing room for ports, while agricultural highlands and caravan routes extend into the interior of the plateau. The port city Bandar Abbas — formerly called Gombroon and renamed after the expulsion of the Portuguese — epitomises a geographic advantage: it is today Iran’s principal naval and commercial hub, the outlet not only for manufactured goods but for the country’s essential raw materials, oil and fertilisers.

The Omani shore, by contrast, is an anomaly. The Musandam Peninsula is a limestone massif foundered by tectonic subsidence, its drowned valleys forming the narrow inlets — khors — that contemporary tourist descriptions liken to Norwegian fjords. It is a territory virtually without plains, without agriculture of any consequence, and without land continuity with the rest of Oman. Militarily it offers observation sites and shelter, but it cannot sustain a base of its own: whoever would operate from Musandam must supply it from outside the peninsula.

Between the two shores lies an archipelago that has been, in every period, the true chessboard. Qeshm, the largest island in the Gulf, runs parallel to the Iranian coast and offers both water and surface area. Larak and Hengam flank the exit. Greater and Lesser Tunb and Abu Musa, further within the Gulf, command the approaches and have been the object of a sovereignty dispute between Iran and the United Arab Emirates since the Iranian occupation of 1971. And at the centre, the minute island that gave its name to everything: Hormuz.



1.3. Hormuz, or the Hydraulic Limit of Power

The island of Hormuz warrants a digression here, for it synthesises the paradox that governs the entire strait.

It is a salt dome: a geological structure formed of a core of evaporites that has risen through the overlying strata, carrying with it iron oxides that stain the ground a deep red, worked for centuries as a pigment.2 The result is an island at once spectacular and sterile. It has no fresh water in usable quantity. It has no arable land. It has no timber.

Upon that rock the kingdom of Hormuz established itself in the early fourteenth century, having moved from its original mainland site near Minab; upon that same rock, beginning in 1507, the Portuguese raised one of the costliest fortresses of their Asian empire; and also on that rock, in 1622, the siege that ended the Portuguese century in the Gulf took place. The reason for such persistence over an uninhabitable place is precisely its uninhabitability: an island without resources cannot rebel, cannot feed an enemy army, and interests no one except for its position. It is, in the strictest sense, position and nothing else.

But pure position has a price, and the price is called logistics. The garrison of Hormuz depended on water brought from Qeshm and from the watering sites of the coast; its supply was an umbilical cord of small craft that any competent blockader could sever. The entire military history of the island — and much of that of the strait — consists of the repeated attempt to resolve this equation: the point that commands the traffic is also the point that cannot sustain itself. To hold Hormuz is not to hold the strait unless one also holds Qeshm, the coast, and the watering routes. The Portuguese general and conqueror Afonso de Albuquerque learned the lesson in 1507 when his first attempt to take the island had to be abandoned; later, the Portuguese leaders learned it in 1622; and, transfigured, the navies of the twentieth century learned the same lesson, their carriers requiring no water from Qeshm but requiring escorts, fleet oilers and shore bases that could survive by being self-supplying.


[image: Plate: Planta da ilha e da fortaleza de Ormuz, attributed to Manuel Godinho de Erédia, c. 1610–1630. Biblioteca da Fortaleza de São Julião da Barra, Oeiras, Portugal.]
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1.4. The Geography of Time: Monsoon, Shamal and the Seasons of War

A second constraint, invisible on topographical maps, is the calendar.

Until mechanical propulsion became broadly used in the nineteenth century, navigation between the Gulf and India was governed by the monsoon regime of the Indian Ocean: south-westerly winds from June to September, north-easterly through the winter. The monsoon was not an inconvenience but the clock of the entire system: it fixed the sailing and arrival dates of fleets, determined how long a squadron could remain at a besieged place and, above all, imposed windows of vulnerability. A fleet that missed the monsoon lost a year. This, and not incompetence, is why so many operations in the Gulf were resolved through seasonal blockades rather than continuous campaigns: continuity was physically impossible.

Superimposed upon that greater periodicity was — and is — the local regime of the shamal, the strong north-westerly wind that sweeps the Gulf with two peak moments, one in winter and one in summer, raising thick dust clouds that drastically reduce visibility. For sailing vessels, the shamal meant days of enforced anchorage; for contemporary warfare it means degradation of optical sensors and aerial observation, a recurrent factor in the engagements of the 1980s.

Less obvious, and militarily decisive in the twentieth century, is the circulation of the water masses. The Persian Gulf functions as a basin of intense evaporation: surface water enters from the Indian Ocean and denser, more saline water exits along the floor of the strait. The resulting thermal and saline stratification generates notoriously adverse acoustic conditions, hampering submarine detection and favouring whoever operates with small and quiet vessels. A strait that is shallow, acoustically dirty and readily mined is, in the classical taxonomy, a space that is favourable to the weaker party in a conflict. We shall return to this in Chapters 8 and 9.



1.5. Genealogy of a Concept: From Passage to Chokepoint

It would be anachronistic to suppose that those who contested Hormuz in the sixteenth century thought in the same terms as a contemporary planner. Therefore, how the strait passed from being just one more stretch of the India route to becoming a strategic site is worth reconstructing.

For the ancient world, Hormuz is above all a segment of a greater coastal voyage. The expedition of Nearchus, Alexander’s admiral, who in 325–324 BC worked his way up the coast from the Indus to the mouth of the Euphrates, crossed and described it without granting it special significance: it was a cape to be rounded, not a key to be kept.3

For medieval Islamic commerce and for the kingdom of Hormuz, the strait was a customs house. The kingdom’s business model consisted not of closing the passage but of guaranteeing its safety and charging for the guarantee: revenue derived from volume, and volume demanded security. This is a capital distinction running through the whole book, for it explains why for centuries the holder of the strait was the party most interested in keeping it open.

The rupture comes with the Portuguese. General Albuquerque’s strategy — to close the Indian Ocean by occupying a small number of points: Hormuz, Goa, Malacca, Aden — constitutes the first explicit formulation of a doctrine of chokepoints, and the strategy’s partial failure at Aden does not invalidate the logic. For the first time, someone conceives of the strait not as a source of revenue but as an instrument for excluding a rival.

Academic conceptualisation came much later. It belongs to the navalist school of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and notably to Alfred Thayer Mahan, who in an article of 1902 about the Persian Gulf also disseminated



1.6. The Strait as Legal Space





1.7. The Constant
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