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On the last Thursday in February 2026, the average price of a gallon of regular gasoline in the United States was $2.98. Brent crude, the benchmark that sets the price of most of the oil traded in the world, closed the next day at $72.48 a barrel. A household that paid attention to such things would have had little reason to. Energy was not the story of that winter. The story was a set of nuclear talks between Washington and Tehran, a military buildup in the Gulf, and a crackdown inside Iran that had made both of those more dangerous.

Within a week the strikes had begun, Iran's supreme leader was dead, and the Strait of Hormuz, the narrow channel between Iran and Oman through which a fifth or more of the world's seaborne oil normally passes, had been declared closed. By spring, the average American driver was paying more than $4 a gallon. By September, diesel had set an all-time record. By October, the Federal Reserve had raised interest rates, mortgage rates had climbed past 7 percent, and Brent was trading above $110 again after a summer in which it had briefly fallen back toward its pre-war level. As this book goes to press in late October 2026, there is no settled peace, the strait is neither fully open nor fully shut, and the war's economic costs are still arriving.

This is a book about those costs, and specifically about where they land. It follows the 2026 oil and energy shock from a disputed waterway to the places where ordinary people actually meet it: the pump, the grocery checkout, the heating bill, the parcel on the porch, the airfare, the car loan, the paycheck. Its central finding is simple to state and took most of a year to become visible. The war reached households unevenly, and mostly by indirect routes.

The pump was the loud channel. It is the one price most people see every day, posted in numbers a foot high, and it moved fast. But the gallon of gasoline was neither the largest nor the most durable way the shock entered family budgets. The bigger and slower costs ran through diesel, which moves almost everything a household buys; through freight and shipping, which carried the fuel bill into the price of goods that have nothing to do with oil on their face; through heating oil, which a minority of homes still burn and which rose far faster than the fuels most homes use; through jet fuel and therefore airfares; and through interest rates, which turned an energy problem into a borrowing problem for anyone carrying a mortgage, a car loan or a credit card balance. Meanwhile wages did not keep up, and a labor market that had been holding steady began to sag.

Some channels ran the other way, and they matter as much to an honest account as the ones that hurt. Grocery inflation, which some forecasters had warned could surge, actually eased through the late summer, for reasons that had more to do with a recovering egg supply than with anything in the Gulf. American natural gas stayed cheap even as European and Asian gas prices soared, because the export terminals that could have carried the shortage across the ocean were already running flat out. To take two hypothetical cases, a household in Ohio heating with natural gas and driving a short commute could have come through the first eight months of the war paying modestly more. One in rural Maine, heating with oil and driving a pickup forty miles each way, could not.

That unevenness is the thread the book follows. The size of the bill depended less on the national average than on the particulars: where a family lives, what its furnace burns, how far it drives and in what, whether it flies, whether it borrows, and how thin its margin was before any of this started. A national figure, such as the year-over-year rise in the Consumer Price Index, describes an average household that does not exist. The households that do exist experienced something much more varied, and the variety is the story.

There is a second reason the indirect routes matter, and it has to do with time. A price at the pump changes overnight and can fall back almost as quickly; drivers saw it do both in 2026. The costs that travel through diesel, freight contracts, fertilizer, insurance and interest rates move more slowly in both directions. They are negotiated quarterly or annually, built into the price of goods that sat in warehouses and on ships for weeks, and passed along by businesses that are reluctant to raise prices and just as reluctant to cut them. A household can watch the gasoline average ease and still find, months later, that the grocery receipt, the parcel charge and the loan statement have not. The visible price and the felt cost come apart.

That gap was widened by the particular shape of this crisis. The oil shocks most people remember were spikes: a sudden jump, a peak, and then a long slide as supply returned or demand gave way. The 2026 shock has been closer to a stalemate. The strait has been partly open, then shut, then partly open again; ceasefires have been agreed and broken; prices fell sharply in early summer and then climbed back. A spike is painful but bounded, and households and businesses can wait it out. A stalemate gives no one a date to wait for, so the costs that would have been absorbed as temporary start to be built in as permanent.

A few words on what this book is not.

It is not a military history, and it does not offer a verdict on the war. The decision to strike Iran, Iran's response, the conduct of the blockades and the attacks on shipping, the arguments over war powers in Congress: all of these are deeply contested, and readers will bring their own views to them. The chapters that touch the war and its politics report what happened, with dates and named sources, and they set out what each side has argued in its own words. They do not adjudicate. Where sources disagree about a fact, such as the peak price of oil or the number of ships stranded in the Gulf, the book says so and names both.

It is not a forecast. Nobody knows how or when the stalemate in the strait will end, and anyone who claims to know is guessing. Where the book discusses what may come next, it reports the projections that named institutions, such as the U.S. Energy Information Administration and the International Energy Agency, have published, along with the assumptions those projections rest on. It does not add projections of its own.

It is not financial advice. Nothing here is a suggestion to buy, sell or hold any security, commodity or investment, or to time any market. The book is about household budgets, not portfolios. Where it discusses practical responses, they are the ordinary ones that the documented facts support, such as the existence of heating assistance or the arithmetic of fuel economy, and they are offered as information, not as recommendations for anyone's particular circumstances.

And it is not a book about the federal safety net in general, which is a large subject in its own right. Programs appear here only where they touch energy costs directly.

Because these events are recent, the book depends entirely on what was documented as they happened: government statistics from the Energy Information Administration, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Department of Agriculture and the Federal Reserve; reports from the International Energy Agency and the International Monetary Fund; data from ship trackers, freight indexes and motor clubs; company statements; and the reporting of news organizations that covered the war and its markets day by day. Every figure in the chapters that follow can be traced to a named source, and the Sources section at the end lists them chapter by chapter. Where the book does its own arithmetic, such as estimating what a price change means for a year of driving, it says so plainly, so that the reader can tell a sourced number from a calculated one. Some of the figures will be revised. Monthly payroll numbers already have been, more than once. The book uses the figures as they stood in late October 2026 and notes revisions where they were known.

The argument runs in a few directions at once. It starts at the source, with the war and the strait and the strange arithmetic by which a disruption on the far side of the world sets the price of a barrel in Texas, and with the history of earlier shocks that shaped how governments responded to this one. It then follows the price outward, fuel by fuel and bill by bill, through the pump, the diesel tank, the farm and the grocery store, the furnace, the freight container and the airport. From there it turns to the wider economy, where energy prices became inflation and inflation became interest rates and slower hiring. It looks abroad, where poorer importing countries faced rationing and four-day working weeks that the United States largely escaped, and at the political fight in Washington and the states over what, if anything, government should do. It ends where it began, at the household budget, recalculated line by line.

One last caution about scale. The numbers in a story like this can be enormous: millions of barrels a day, billions of dollars in war costs, hundreds of ships waiting at anchor. The numbers that matter most to a family are small by comparison, a dollar and change on a gallon, a few hundred dollars on a winter's heating, a quarter of a percentage point on a loan. But small numbers repeated every week, on every trip and every bill, add up to the sum that decides whether a household ends the month with something left over or with a balance it cannot clear. That sum is what this book is about.
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Chapter One: The Strikes That Began It
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At 3:38 in the afternoon, Eastern time, on February 27, 2026, President Donald Trump authorized Operation Epic Fury while he was traveling to Texas. The order came at the end of a winter in which the distance between negotiation and war had narrowed week by week, and it set in motion the conflict whose costs the rest of this book follows into gas tanks, grocery carts, furnaces and pay stubs. Before any of that can be traced, the war itself has to be told plainly: who struck whom, when, what each side said it was doing, what it cost in lives and money, and why, as of late October 2026, it still has no settled end.

The tension that broke open in late February had been building since January. That month Iranian security forces killed anti-government protesters, and the crackdown sharpened relations between Washington and Tehran at a moment when the two governments were in the middle of nuclear talks. The talks did not stop. Through February negotiators kept meeting, and at the same time the United States assembled its largest military buildup in the region since 2003. On February 25, two days before the authorization, the Treasury Department sanctioned more than 30 individuals, entities and vessels linked to Iran's oil shipping network. Diplomacy and pressure were running on parallel tracks, and the people who insure ships were already reading the signals: war-risk premiums for vessels passing through the Gulf rose from 0.125 percent of a ship's hull value per transit to between 0.2 and 0.4 percent before a single strike had been launched, the first small sign that the commercial world expected trouble.

The administration's stated reasons for going to war, as summarized in the most widely used compiled account of the conflict, covered several grounds at once. They included the January killings of protesters, the goal of preventing Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon, regime change, and Iran's oil and gas. Israel framed its part differently. Defense Minister Israel Katz called the strikes a "pre-emptive attack." Iran, for its part, denied that it had intended to attack the United States. Those three framings never converged, and much of what followed can be read as each government acting consistently with its own account of why the shooting started.

The strikes began on February 28. American and Israeli forces attacked together, the Israeli side under the codename Operation Roaring Lion, and the opening wave killed Iran's Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, along with other senior officials. Iran answered almost immediately under the name Operation True Promise IV. Inside the country a near-total internet blackout began and lasted more than 60 hours, cutting Iranians off from one another and from the outside world during the first chaotic days of the war.

Iran's retaliation did not stay aimed at Israel. On March 1 and 2 it struck American THAAD missile-defense radar sites in Jordan, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. The United States embassy in Kuwait was hit and closed on March 2. Drones struck Ras Laffan, the Qatari industrial city that holds the country's liquefied natural gas plants. Hezbollah, Iran's ally in Lebanon, began firing on Israel. Within 72 hours of the first strike, then, the war had become regional. Countries that had not launched the attack were absorbing Iranian fire because they hosted American forces or because their energy assets sat within reach.

That spread is the first fact a reader needs in order to understand why this war mattered so much to households thousands of miles away. Iran's leverage was never mainly the ability to hurt the United States directly. It was the ability to make the whole Gulf unsafe. On March 4 Iran declared the Strait of Hormuz "closed" and threatened any ship that attempted passage, and traffic through the waterway, which the next chapter examines in detail, collapsed. Brent crude crossed $100 a barrel on March 8 for the first time in four years, and March as a whole produced the largest monthly rise in oil prices on record. Everything that later reached the pump began with those first days of strikes on Gulf soil.

The war at sea also reached far beyond the Gulf. On March 4 the American submarine USS Charlotte torpedoed the Iranian frigate IRIS Dena off the coast of Sri Lanka. The attack killed 104 people and wounded 32. It signaled that the United States intended to treat Iran's navy as a target far from the Gulf.

The political language hardened in step. On March 6 President Trump wrote that there would be "no deal with Iran except UNCONDITIONAL SURRENDER!" He also said the campaign had "no time limits." The next day Iran's president, Masoud Pezeshkian, apologized to neighboring countries for the strikes on their territory, a gesture that acknowledged how the attacks on Gulf states had landed with governments Iran would later need. On March 8 Mojtaba Khamenei was designated supreme leader, giving the Islamic Republic a new head within ten days of the old one's death.

The coalitions around the war took shape in the same weeks. European governments did not join the offensive, though several moved forces into the eastern Mediterranean: Italy, the Netherlands and Spain sent warships to Cyprus, and Greece sent frigates and F-16 fighters. On March 13 President Emmanuel Macron announced that a French soldier had been killed. When Trump called on allies to help reopen Hormuz, NATO nations rejected the request on March 16 and 17, and so did China. The Gulf states occupied a more complicated position. According to the compiled account, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Bahrain attacked Iran, and reports said they pushed Trump to continue until Iran's leadership changed; Qatar denied joining. At the United Nations the Secretary-General condemned the American and Israeli strikes, while Security Council Resolution 2817 condemned Iran's strikes on Gulf states. The world body, in other words, formally objected to both halves of the opening exchange.

Through March the campaign widened against targets that bore directly on Iran's capacity to wage war and to earn money. On March 14 the United States attacked military sites on Kharg Island, the hub of Iran's oil exports, a trade that supplied more than 40 percent of Iran's export revenue in 2023. Reports of how much damage was done to the oil terminal itself conflict and remain unsettled. On March 16 and 17 Israeli strikes killed Ali Larijani and Gholamreza Soleimani, two senior Iranian figures. On March 17 the US Central Command reported using GBU-72 penetrating bombs, 5,000-pound penetrators, against underground coastal missile silos.

The energy war proper began on March 18. Israel struck Iran's South Pars gas field in coordination with the United States; no damage figures have been documented. Iran retaliated the same day by striking Qatar's LNG facility at Ras Laffan, which drones had already hit in the first week. What that attack did to the world's gas supply belongs to the chapter on winter heating. Each side had now hit the other's most valuable energy infrastructure, or the infrastructure of a neighbor, and the gas and oil systems of the Gulf had become part of the battlefield.

On March 21 Trump issued a 48-hour ultimatum to Iran to reopen the strait. The same day American bunker-busting bombs struck Iran's nuclear site at Natanz, and Iran struck Dimona in Israel. The nuclear question that had been the subject of February's talks was now being contested with bombs.

Even then, diplomacy was not dead. On March 25 Pakistan delivered a 15-point American proposal to Tehran. Its terms, as reported by the Associated Press and PBS, included an end to Iran's nuclear program, limits on its missiles, the reopening of Hormuz, and sanctions relief. Iran rejected the proposal and countered with five points of its own, among them an end to attacks, security guarantees, reparations, and recognition of Iranian sovereignty over Hormuz. The gap between the two documents was the gap between the two governments' accounts of the war: Washington proposed terms for ending Iran's capabilities, and Tehran proposed terms for ending the attacks on it and being paid for them.

The fighting intensified as the month closed. On March 27 an Iranian strike on Prince Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia injured at least 15 American soldiers. That day Israel Katz vowed to "intensify and expand" the strikes, and Iran blocked two Chinese ships. On March 28 the Houthis in Yemen entered the war, and 2,500 Marines of the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit arrived in the region. On March 30 Trump threatened Iran's power plants, oil wells and desalination plants, widening the list of possible targets from military and nuclear sites to the civilian infrastructure on which ordinary Iranians depend for electricity and drinking water.

Early April brought a costly episode for the American side. Between April 3 and 5 Iran shot down an American F-15E fighter jet. Both crew members were rescued, but an A-10 attack aircraft was lost in the rescue operation. On April 7 Russia and China vetoed a UN Security Council resolution on the strait, a reminder that the war had not dissolved the great-power divisions that existed before it. The same day Trump said, in remarks reported by NBC, "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back."

That night the war paused. On April 7, US time, Trump announced a two-week ceasefire that took effect on April 8. Pakistan's prime minister, Shehbaz Sharif, announced it as well, and Iran's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, said Iran accepted. The reported terms called for a halt to hostilities, the reopening of Hormuz, conditional sanctions relief, the release of frozen Iranian assets and talks to be conducted through Pakistan, with a second phase lasting 45 days. Trump called Iran's own ten-point plan a "workable basis on which to negotiate." Yet even the ceasefire's scope was disputed from the first hour. Israel and the United States said Lebanon was not covered. Pakistan and Iran said it was. Iran had insisted throughout that any ceasefire include Lebanon, and that disagreement would never be fully resolved.

The ceasefire produced the war's first face-to-face high-level talks. On April 11 and 12, in Islamabad, the American delegation of Vice President JD Vance, envoy Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner met an Iranian delegation led by Araghchi and the parliamentary speaker, Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf. After 21 hours, Vance said there was no agreement. The next day the United States began a naval blockade of Iranian ports, an operation whose mechanics and effects on shipping are the subject of the next chapter. For the arc of the war, the blockade's significance was that it replaced bombing with siege. The ceasefire on strikes held in name while the economic pressure on Iran tightened. On April 21 Trump extended the ceasefire pending negotiations and kept the blockade in place.

The pause lasted through May and into June, though it was not quiet. Attacks on merchant ships continued through the ceasefire, as the next chapter records. In Washington, Congress debated the war's legality, and the House and Senate passed a war powers resolution in June, a fight that belongs to the chapter on politics. The administration's position, reported by CBS, was that American forces were not engaged in "hostilities" and that the resolution was therefore largely symbolic.

On Sunday, June 14, Trump announced a preliminary deal in characteristic style: "Ships of the World, start your engines. Let the oil flow!" Three days later, on June 17, Trump and President Pezeshkian signed what became known as the Islamabad Memorandum. Trump signed at Versailles, during a dinner with Macron after the G7 summit. The memorandum set a 60-day period for negotiating final terms; CNN published a 14-point text. Its Article 5 committed Iran to let commercial vessels pass through the strait without charge for those 60 days. On June 18 Central Command announced that the blockade of Iranian ports had been removed, and Pakistan said Iran would reopen the strait.

For a few weeks the war appeared to be ending. Ghalibaf soon made clear that Iran expected to charge fees once the 60 free days were over, and the question of who would control passage through the strait, and on what terms, remained open; that dispute is followed in the next chapter. But strikes between the two countries had largely stopped, and oil markets read the memorandum as the beginning of the end.

It was not. On July 6 a drone struck the LNG tanker Al Rekayyat off Oman; the ship kept sailing. On July 7, according to the War Powers letter Trump sent to Congress dated July 10, fighting resumed. On July 8 the ceasefire collapsed after Iran attacked commercial vessels in Hormuz, a move that, according to the compiled account, surprised American officials. Trump declared that the ceasefire was "over." On July 13 the United States reinstated its blockade, and Central Command struck a submarine facility at Bandar Abbas using sea drones, the first combat use of such weapons. The same day the UAE said Iranian missiles had hit two tankers carrying 46 crew members, 30 of them Indian, killing one person and wounding eight.

The collapse of the memorandum produced a burst of statements that show how far apart the parties had drifted. Iran's foreign ministry spokesman, Esmaeil Baqaei, said on July 13 that the United States had "cheated from the very first day." UN Secretary-General António Guterres warned the same day that "A return to full-scale hostilities would have catastrophic consequences." On July 14 Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu addressed Iran directly: "Do not count on things remaining quiet if you attack us." Trump, speaking to Fox News that day, warned of what would come next: "next week comes the power plants, next week comes the bridges."

The fighting that followed was heavy. By July 14 Central Command reported more than 20 American warships and hundreds of aircraft in the region and described a seven-hour strike wave, the fourth consecutive night of attacks. That day Kuwait intercepted 33 drones, five cruise missiles and one ballistic missile, and four service members were injured aboard a naval vessel. On July 15 Iran's health ministry said more than 260 people had been injured in overnight American strikes, and the Iranian army said seven of its personnel had been killed near Iranshahr. Admiral Brad Cooper, the Central Command chief, said Iran had struck seven commercial ships in a single week, leaving almost a dozen people dead, injured or missing.

The war that resumed in July was not a return to March. The scale of the opening campaign did not recur, and the conflict settled into a different shape, a contest of blockade and counter-attack at sea punctuated by strikes. Iran had refused direct talks with the United States since July and would discuss the waterway only with Oman. Messages passed through mediators in Pakistan and Qatar. As of mid-October, no breakthrough was expected.

The war also kept widening at its edges. The Houthis, who had entered the fighting in March, turned increasingly against Saudi Arabia. On October 22, according to reports compiled by Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Saudi air defenses downed at least nine Houthi drones, and falling debris over Shaybah killed two people and injured two. An earlier strike in October had caused extensive damage to Saudi Aramco's headquarters, and Aramco told remaining staff to evacuate its eastern headquarters. Saudi Arabia postponed its FII investment conference, scheduled for October 26 to 29. On October 17 Iran's acting defense minister, Majid Ibn Reza, addressed Washington in terms aimed squarely at American domestic politics: "Your bombs will explode elsewhere; in your global reputation, the US economy, and even your electoral calculations."

In the third week of October the signs pointed toward another round. On October 19 Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth met Netanyahu at Ovda Air Base in Israel, according to Axios, and dozens of Israeli jets flew a long-range sortie toward Iran's border before turning back. Reports that strikes were being planned for after the November 3 midterm elections, and the White House's public assurances about the period before them, are treated in the next chapter. Russia, meanwhile, moved closer to Tehran in public. In the week of October 19 Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov visited Iran, his first visit of the war, and Pezeshkian was due in Moscow on October 27 for a gas exporters' summit and talks with President Vladimir Putin.

The human cost of all this is reported by each party for itself, and the figures should be read that way: as claims by governments and monitoring groups, not as a single agreed total. The most complete compilation available, the summary table in the main encyclopedia entry on the war, does not state the date of its snapshot, which appears to date from around mid-2026, so the numbers almost certainly understate the toll as of late October.

By its own count the United States lost 19 soldiers and one contractor killed, with 757 military personnel wounded and 63 aircraft lost or damaged. Israel reported 40 soldiers and one contractor killed, 31 civilians killed and 7,841 people injured. The Iranian figures vary most, because several bodies count them. Iran's government reported 3,528 killed and 27,170 injured. The monitoring group HRANA counted 3,684 killed: 1,249 military, 1,721 civilian and 714 unclassified. The UN's humanitarian office, OCHA, reported more than 3,400 civilians killed and more than 33,000 injured. The United States and Israel claimed that more than 6,000 Iranian military personnel had been killed and about 15,000 wounded. Those numbers cannot all be right at once, and the differences reflect who is counting, what they count, and when.

The Gulf states that hosted American forces or sat in the line of Iranian fire also took casualties. Saudi Arabia reported three civilians killed and 23 injured. The UAE reported two soldiers, one contractor and 12 civilians killed, with 246 injured. Bahrain reported two civilians killed and 51 injured. Kuwait reported four soldiers and eight civilians killed, with 190 injured. Hezbollah's losses were disputed in the familiar way: more than 1,000 fighters killed according to internal sources, and 2,500 according to the United States and Israel. At sea, the IMO's count by June 11 stood at 14 seafarers killed, and India said in July that at least ten Indian seafarers had been killed since late February.

The war has also had a cost in dollars to the American government, and here too the estimates differ. The highest official figure is the Pentagon's. As of September 3, 2026, the Defense Department put the cost at $43.6 billion, which Roll Call described as "the highest official estimate to date." That total had two parts: $11.2 billion in obligated operating costs, and $32.4 billion in unfunded replacement of munitions and aircraft. It excluded damage to American facilities in eight countries, so it is a floor rather than a full accounting. The Pentagon requested a $67.1 billion supplemental appropriation.

Other official estimates are lower, largely because they cover shorter periods. The Congressional Budget Office estimated the cost at $38.1 billion through July and projected $2 billion to $3 billion a month going forward. The Defense Department's inspector general put the figure at $33.4 billion through June. Defense Secretary Hegseth, testifying in July, gave an estimate of $37.5 billion through the end of September. At the far end, the summary table in the main encyclopedia entry on the war cites a cost of $113.3 billion "as of June 2026," a figure that carries no source in that summary and sits far above every official number; it is best treated with caution. By my arithmetic, taking the CBO's figure through July and adding its projected $2 billion to $3 billion a month for August, September and October would put the cumulative cost somewhere between $44 billion and $47 billion by the end of October. That is a rough extension of the CBO's own numbers, not a forecast or an official estimate, and it shows only that the official figures, if the CBO's monthly rate holds, were heading toward the high $40 billions.

Those are costs to the federal budget. They are not the costs this book is mainly about. A taxpayer bears a share of the Pentagon's bill indirectly and with a long delay, through future appropriations and borrowing. The costs that reached households quickly came through other routes: the price of a barrel, the price of a gallon of diesel, the price of a ton of fertilizer, the price of a container on a ship from Shanghai, the rate on a mortgage. Those routes all ran through the same narrow body of water.

Each side still argues its own version. The administration has held that Iran will not be permitted to charge a toll under any agreement, and that the strait, in Admiral Cooper's words on October 17, "is controlled by the United States and our regional partners, not Iran." Israel has warned Iran not to count on quiet. Iran has insisted it is the guardian of the strait and that the United States broke faith first. The Gulf states, which oppose any toll on passage alongside the United States, have taken Iranian and Houthi fire on their soil and on their oil installations. China and Russia have blocked action at the Security Council and kept their own channels to Tehran open. The United Nations has condemned the opening strikes and Iran's retaliation alike, and warned that full-scale war would be catastrophic. None of these positions has moved enough to end the conflict, and that is why its costs are still arriving in American and world households as late October gives way to November.
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Chapter Two: Twenty-One Miles of Water
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At its narrowest point, between the Iranian coast and the Omani shore, the Strait of Hormuz is about 34 kilometers across, or 21 miles. Al Jazeera puts the figure at 33 kilometers, or 20 miles. What matters more than the exact width is how little of it a large ship can use. Commercial traffic runs through two one-way shipping lanes, one inbound and one outbound, and every laden tanker leaving the Persian Gulf has to pass along that channel. The water on either side belongs to two states with very different relationships with Washington.

Before the war that began on February 28, the strait was the most important stretch of water in the oil trade, and the numbers that describe it differ by source. Al Jazeera put pre-war oil flows through Hormuz at 20.3 million barrels a day, about 27 percent of maritime oil trade. The New York Times, as cited by Wikipedia, gave roughly 20 million barrels a day and about 20 percent of seaborne trade. The Guardian, also via Wikipedia, put it at about 25 percent of seaborne oil and 20 percent of liquefied natural gas. The ship-tracking firm Kpler uses a narrower baseline of 17.1 million barrels a day through the strait, and about 18 million barrels a day for Middle East crude exports over the twelve months before the war. These are different definitions more than contradictions: some include refined products, some count only crude, some measure the region rather than the strait. The honest summary is a range of roughly 17 to 20 million barrels a day, between a fifth and a little more than a quarter of the oil that moves by sea.

Gas moved through the same lanes, about 10 billion cubic feet of liquefied natural gas a day before the war, and Europe drew 12 to 14 percent of its LNG from Qatari cargoes that came this way. The oil went overwhelmingly east. In 2024 about 84 percent of the crude and condensate shipped through Hormuz went to Asia, which is why the hardest physical shortages of 2026 landed in Asian economies rather than in the United States.

On a normal day the traffic was dense. Reported pre-war counts run from 120 to 140 ships a day, with Al Jazeera citing about 130 in several reports. Roughly half were tankers, and together they carried about 20 million barrels. That figure, about 130 ships a day, is the yardstick for every later count.

The strait began to close before Iran declared it closed. Insurers moved first. In the weeks before the strikes, war-risk premiums for a transit rose from about 0.125 percent of a ship's hull value to between 0.2 and 0.4 percent, which Wikipedia, citing the Times of India and others, translated into about a quarter of a million dollars in extra cost for a single passage by a very large crude carrier. Al Jazeera gives a higher pre-war starting point of about 0.25 percent. Either way, the market was charging for a risk that had not yet arrived.

Once the strikes began, the ships stopped. Ship-tracking data cited by the New York Times showed an initial 70 percent drop in traffic between February 28 and March 2, and on March 1 and 2 no ships appeared in the strait at all. On March 4 Iran declared the strait "closed" and threatened any vessel that tried to pass; the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps claimed full control. A day later, according to Maritime Executive as cited by Wikipedia, war-risk protection and indemnity cover was withdrawn, leaving the strait legally open but effectively closed. Iran said only ships of the United States, Israel and Western allies were barred, but without insurance few owners would send a ship of any flag. By March 9 war-risk rates were four to six times the previous week's, according to CNBC.

Reuters, cited by Wikipedia, reported that Gulf oil exports fell from about 25 million barrels a day before the war to about 10 million by March 15. On March 27 the Revolutionary Guard narrowed its declaration into a rule: the strait was closed to vessels going to or from American, Israeli and allied ports. By April 9 the chief executive of the Abu Dhabi National Oil Company said 230 loaded tankers were waiting inside the Gulf.

Closure created a market for passage. On March 24 Bloomberg reported that Iran was seeking ad hoc transit payments of up to $2 million per voyage from some ships, "effectively creating an informal toll" that "doesn't appear to be systematic." Lloyd's List, as cited by Wikipedia and Al Jazeera, described a Revolutionary Guard collection system in which one ship reportedly paid $2 million to use the northern channel, with payments assessed in Chinese yuan. The northern channel runs through Iranian waters, and from then on the toll question was inseparable from the question of whose water the ships were sailing in.

Washington answered the tolls with force. On April 12 President Trump said the US Navy would intercept ships that had paid tolls to Iran. At 10:00 Eastern time on April 13 a US naval blockade of Iranian ports began under Central Command, led by Admiral Brad Cooper, which said it would not impede transit to and from non-Iranian ports. Six ships turned back in the first 24 hours. Central Command's count of interceptions climbed from 10 on April 15 to 29 on April 22. The blockade leaked, as blockades do: Lloyd's List reported that at least 26 Iranian ships had evaded it by April 20, including 11 laden tankers. The strait had briefly reopened on April 17, but only 13 tankers passed, according to Starboard Marine Intelligence, before Iran reclosed it the next day, citing the blockade. On April 19 the head of an Iranian parliamentary committee said a planned law would bar the ships of "hostile" countries and require all others to pay tolls.

The Pentagon, according to Axios as cited by Wikipedia, estimated on May 1 that Iran had lost $4.8 billion in oil revenue between April 13 and May 1, with 31 laden tankers holding 53 million barrels "stuck in the Gulf." The stakes for Tehran were large. Oil accounted for more than 40 percent of Iran's export revenue in 2023, according to the New York Times. An analyst at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies put Iran's losses under blockade at $400 million a day, Trump claimed $500 million a day, and Brookings estimated that a full blockade removes about 2 million barrels a day from the market.

Iran, meanwhile, built an administration for the water it claimed. On May 5 it established the Persian Gulf Strait Authority, known as the PGSA, to authorize transits, and the Revolutionary Guard published a map of the route it controlled. The United States ran an escort effort, Operation Project Freedom, from May 4 until Trump paused it on May 6, citing "great progress" toward a deal. Escorts could never move the old volume: analysts cited by Wikipedia estimated that seven or eight destroyers could escort three or four commercial ships a day. Other navies ran convoys for their own fleets. India's Operation Urja Suraksha, which began on March 25, used five or more warships to escort more than 20 Indian-flagged ships, according to Wikipedia.

By May the queue had become a stranded fleet. On May 11 the chief executive of Saudi Aramco said more than 600 ships, mostly tankers, were stuck inside the Gulf, with 240 waiting outside. Al Jazeera reported on May 21 that traffic since the blockade began was under 4 percent of peacetime levels and that about 2,000 ships were stranded. The International Maritime Organization had estimated in April that about 20,000 mariners and 2,000 ships were stranded in the Gulf, though another Wikipedia page gives the IMO figure as about 1,000 ships. Not everyone trapped was a seafarer: about 15,000 cruise passengers were stranded aboard six ships.

The toll question kept returning in new forms. On May 22, according to Bloomberg as reported by Business Insurance, Iran was negotiating a "permanent toll system" with Oman, and most shipping companies said they would not transit until the war ended. Three days later Iran's foreign ministry spokesman, Esmaeil Baqaei, denied that Iran charges tolls, saying the fees cover "navigational services in addition to the measures necessary to protect the environment." On June 2 Secretary of State Marco Rubio told a Senate hearing that Iran had "mined large segments of Hormuz."

The Islamabad Memorandum of June 17, whose politics belong to the first chapter, was in maritime terms a deal about the strait, and its Article 5 promised free passage for 60 days. The ships did not rush. MarineTraffic counted only seven through the strait between the announcement and June 17, with more than 550 waiting on either side, and TankerTrackers saw the first Iranian crude exports in two months crossing the blockade line. Central Command said the blockade had redirected 142 compliant ships and disabled nine non-compliant vessels.

Insurance put the caution into numbers. At the war's worst, war-risk premiums reached as much as 5 percent of hull value per transit, depending on a vessel's origin, according to Al Jazeera. By mid-June, Haider Anjum of Jyske Bank put them at about 1 to 3 percent, while Oscar Seikaly of NSI Insurance Group described 2.5 to 5 percent repriced daily. Anjum said insurers would probably want about four incident-free months before treating the risk as reduced, and Svein Ringbakken of the Norwegian Shipowners' Mutual War Risks Insurance Association said restoring pre-war traffic would take "months." A 5 percent premium is forty times the 0.125 percent baseline, by my arithmetic.

The incident-free months never began. The IMO confirmed on June 11 that there had been 46 attacks on ships and 14 seafarer deaths, with attacks continuing during the ceasefire. On June 23 Iran and Oman agreed to study charging "maritime service fees" through a joint working group, citing "sovereign rights over their territorial waters." Iran's parliamentary speaker, Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, said the fees would apply after the memorandum's 60-day free period. Trump threatened to "blow them up" if Oman co-controlled the strait, and Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent threatened sanctions on Muscat. Oman's foreign minister, Badr Albusaidi, affirmed "international law and toll-free safe passage." On June 30 Ghalibaf claimed Iran had been unable to export a single barrel during the blockade, a claim Wikipedia labels false.

The interim held for three weeks. The ceasefire collapsed on July 7 and 8 after Iran attacked commercial vessels in the strait. On July 12 the container ship GFS Galaxy was disabled, killing one Indian crewman, and Kpler counted 14 transits that day. The PGSA declared passage "currently unfeasible."

July 13 produced the strangest turn in the toll dispute: an American toll. Trump announced a 20 percent fee on all cargo passing through Hormuz and reinstated the blockade. Analysts estimated the fee at more than $30 million per large tanker, fifteen times the $2 million Bloomberg had reported Iran seeking, by my arithmetic. Trump declared, "The Hormuz Strait is OPEN, and will remain OPEN, with or without Iran." Iran's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, answered that "Iran has always been the GUARDIAN of the Strait and will remain so FOREVER," and, of the American fee, "20% is of course too much. We will be fair." The IMO addressed both governments at once: "There is no legal basis through which to introduce mandatory tolls simply to transit through a strait." The next day Trump reversed the fee. "I don't think anybody should be able to charge a fee for the strait," he said. The blockade resumed at 4 p.m. Eastern time on July 14, and the administration's position settled: Hormuz was open to all except Iran-linked shipping, the United States would guard it, and it wanted compensation from the Gulf states for doing so.

The second blockade was harder edged than the first. The empty tanker Belma was disabled by Hellfire missiles, the Wen Yao was boarded on July 16, and the Lavine was disabled on July 24 after four attempts to breach the line. On August 11 a missile from a US helicopter disabled the Panama-flagged container ship Vela Nova, and Central Command said 55 vessels had been redirected since the blockade resumed.

August was a month of near-emptiness and route diplomacy. On August 3 only eight vessels transited the strait, about 6 percent of the pre-war 130 by my arithmetic. Trump said, "I'm not going to let them charge." Axios reported an interim proposal of 60 days without fees, with inbound traffic in a northern lane in Iranian waters and outbound traffic in a southern lane in Omani waters. Iran's deputy foreign minister, Kazem Gharibabadi, had set Tehran's condition in July: "the inbound shipping lane must be entirely under Iran's control." On August 10 Iran's Supreme National Security Council said the strait would not reopen until the United States "corrects its behavior."

On August 25 Iran and Oman announced a temporary route, an 11.3-kilometer, or 7-mile, corridor lying partly in Iranian waters, through which ships would pass under Iranian surveillance and with Iranian permission. The geography now had two competing answers. The southern route on the Omani side was backed by the United States and used by carriers under US naval protection; the northern route was Iran's, and Iran rejected the southern one. "The agreed-upon transit route with Oman is a temporary route," Gharibabadi said on August 26, adding that the United States had to meet its memorandum commitments on sanctions relief and frozen assets first. He called US mine-detection vessels "very good targets."

Mines had become a permanent feature of the strait. US mine clearance began on April 11, when several American destroyers entered the strait for the first time in the war, and on April 23 Trump ordered the Navy to destroy Iranian boats laying mines. By August 25 US officials said they had cleared mines from the Traffic Separation Scheme, the formal two-lane corridor, where underwater drones had found more than 100 suspected mines, and Trump claimed 28 mine-laying boats destroyed. The same day Bessent sanctioned 60 entities that facilitated Iranian oil sales.

Iran's exports dried up under the second blockade. On August 19 and 20 the governor of Iran's central bank, Abdolnaser Hemmati, said the country's oil exports had effectively ceased. On September 5 Iran announced a "prohibited zone" stretching from the US blockade line to its loading ports. The Wall Street Journal reported on September 7 that the blockade had halted new Iranian oil exports from the Gulf, leaving Iran dependent on floating stockpiles loaded before July. Data from Bloomberg, Kpler and Vortexa showed that Iran loaded no crude onto tankers at all in September. In the same month the United States sanctioned a digital-asset firm, BitBank, which it said Iran's "Hormuz Safe Marine Services Authority" used to move money to Tehran. Whether that body is the same organization as the PGSA is not clear from the record.

What the toll actually was remained unknown, because no official amount was ever published. Michelle Brohard of Kpler speculated, while calling it unverified, about ships paying "10 percent of their cargo, or 20 percent of their cargo." The analyst Abdul Khalique was blunter: "No public proof confirms a systematic, state-run Iranian toll system," he said. The PGSA had claimed that more than 200 foreign vessels coordinated their transits with it in the three weeks after the memorandum. The Trump administration repeatedly said Iran would not be permitted to charge a toll under any agreement.

September was the low point for traffic in the strait itself. Marisks recorded its lowest level of about 10 cargo ships a day, Kpler saw no large ships passing from early September onward, and Kpler counted 27 missile strikes in the strait between July 6 and early September.
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