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The events surrounding the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks marked a pivotal moment in
global history. In the ensuing chaos, the hunt for Osama bin Laden and the dismantling of Al Qaeda
became top priorities for the United States and its allies. Among the key players in this high-stakes
game was Gary Berntsen, a seasoned CIA officer whose firsthand account, as detailed in his book
"Jawbreaker," provides an unparalleled insight into the complexities and challenges of this mission.

Background of the Operation

In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, the U.S. government faced an unprecedented challenge. The
need to respond swiftly and effectively was critical, as was the necessity to gather intelligence on Al
Qaeda's operations and leadership.

The Genesis of "Jawbreaker"

"Jawbreaker" refers to the code name for the CIA’s covert operation that aimed to capture or kill
Osama bin Laden. In this context, Berntsen’s account serves as a personal narrative that illustrates
the operations on the ground, the strategic decisions made, and the moral dilemmas faced by those
involved.

Berntsen was appointed as the CIA's chief field commander in Afghanistan. He was tasked with
leading the mission to track down bin Laden and his network, working closely with special
operations forces, the Northern Alliance, and various intelligence agencies. This operation was not
merely a military endeavor; it also required adept diplomacy and cultural understanding.

The Challenges of Intelligence Gathering

One of the primary challenges Berntsen faced was the lack of reliable intelligence. In the chaotic
environment of post-Taliban Afghanistan, information was scarce, and the risks were high.

Building Relationships

To overcome these hurdles, Berntsen understood the importance of establishing relationships with



local warlords and leaders:

Trust Building: Establishing trust was paramount. Berntsen and his team spent considerable
time cultivating relationships with the Northern Alliance and other local groups.

Understanding Culture: An awareness of cultural nuances played a crucial role in forming
alliances and gathering intelligence effectively.

Utilizing Local Knowledge: Engaging locals who understood the terrain and dynamics of the
area helped the CIA navigate the complexities of Afghanistan.

Operational Coordination

Coordination among various military branches and agencies was vital. The CIA, military special
operations, and local forces had to work together seamlessly. Berntsen describes how their
combined efforts resulted in significant operational successes:

Joint Operations: The collaboration allowed for coordinated strikes against Al Qaeda1.
positions.

Real-Time Intelligence Sharing: Sharing intelligence in real-time was essential to ensure all2.
parties were informed and could act swiftly.

Flexibility in Strategy: The need for adaptive strategies based on evolving intelligence was3.
critical to the mission’s success.

The Hunt for Bin Laden

As the operation progressed, the hunt for Osama bin Laden intensified. Berntsen provides a gripping
account of the tactical maneuvers and moments of tension that characterized the pursuit.

Tracking Leads

Berntsen and his team followed various leads, often facing dead ends and false information. The
complexity of navigating the mountainous terrain of Afghanistan added to the difficulty.



The Tora Bora Campaign

One of the most significant moments was the Tora Bora campaign, where intelligence suggested that
bin Laden was hiding. Berntsen recounts the urgency and intensity of the operation, highlighting the
challenges they faced:

Local Resistance: Some local factions were hesitant to assist, complicating efforts to
surround and capture bin Laden.

Environmental Challenges: The rugged terrain posed logistical challenges for troop
movements and supply lines.

Time Constraints: As time passed, the window of opportunity to capture bin Laden began to
close.

Moral and Ethical Dilemmas

Throughout "Jawbreaker," Berntsen reflects on the moral and ethical dilemmas faced by operatives
in the field. The stakes were incredibly high, and the implications of their actions weighed heavily on
them.

Casualties of War

The reality of war is brutal, and Berntsen grapples with the consequences of military engagements,
particularly concerning civilian casualties. He emphasizes the importance of minimizing harm while
achieving objectives.

Decision-Making Under Pressure

In high-pressure situations, decisions often had to be made quickly. Berntsen describes moments
where crucial choices had to be made with limited information, highlighting the intense emotional
and moral burden carried by those in command.

The Aftermath and Legacy

While the immediate operations following 9/11 were significant, the long-term consequences of the
CIA's actions continue to be felt today. Berntsen’s narrative prompts readers to consider the broader
implications of the hunt for bin Laden and the ongoing fight against terrorism.



Impact on U.S. Foreign Policy

The operations in Afghanistan reshaped U.S. foreign policy, leading to a renewed focus on
counterterrorism and intelligence operations globally. Berntsen's insights shed light on how these
events influenced subsequent military and diplomatic strategies.

The Ongoing Fight Against Al Qaeda

Although bin Laden was ultimately killed in 2011, the fight against Al Qaeda and its affiliates
remains a pressing concern. Berntsen underscores the importance of continued vigilance and
adaptation in the face of evolving threats.

Conclusion

"Jawbreaker: The Attack on Bin Laden and Al Qaeda" by Gary Berntsen offers a compelling and
personal account of one of the most significant military operations in modern history. Through his
experiences, readers gain insight into the complexities of intelligence work, the ethical challenges
faced by operatives, and the broader implications of the war on terror.

Berntsen's narrative serves as a reminder of the human elements at play in warfare—trust, sacrifice,
and the relentless pursuit of justice in the face of overwhelming odds. As the world continues to
grapple with the legacy of these events, "Jawbreaker" remains a vital piece of the puzzle, offering
lessons that are as relevant today as they were two decades ago.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Gary Berntsen's book 'Jawbreaker'?
The main focus of 'Jawbreaker' is Gary Berntsen's personal account of the CIA's operations against
Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda in the wake of the September 11 attacks, detailing the challenges
and strategies involved in the hunt for terrorists.

How does Berntsen describe his experiences in Afghanistan
during the operation?
Berntsen provides a firsthand narrative of his experiences in Afghanistan, highlighting the
complexities of working with local Afghan forces, the dangers faced, and the tactical decisions made
in the field.

What insights does Berntsen offer regarding the intelligence



community's response to 9/11?
Berntsen offers insights into the intelligence community's urgency to respond to the 9/11 attacks,
emphasizing the need for immediate action and the importance of collaboration between various
agencies to track and neutralize terrorist threats.

What challenges did Berntsen face while leading operations
against al-Qaeda?
Berntsen faced numerous challenges, including limited resources, the need for quick decision-
making in a rapidly changing environment, and navigating the complexities of local politics and
tribal dynamics in Afghanistan.

How does 'Jawbreaker' contribute to the understanding of the
War on Terror?
'Jawbreaker' contributes to the understanding of the War on Terror by providing a personal
perspective from a key player in the CIA, illustrating the on-the-ground realities of counterterrorism
operations and the moral and ethical dilemmas faced by operatives.

What leadership lessons can be learned from Berntsen's
account?
Leadership lessons from Berntsen's account include the importance of adaptability, decisive action
under pressure, effective communication with team members, and the need to build trust and
rapport with local partners.

What impact did 'Jawbreaker' have on public perception of the
CIA's actions post-9/11?
'Jawbreaker' had a significant impact on public perception by humanizing CIA operatives and
shedding light on the complexities of their missions, helping readers understand the motivations and
sacrifices involved in the fight against terrorism.
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