ONLY TIME WILL TELL:
SEDITIONIST OATH
KEEPERS SENTENCED
AMID TEARS AND
PROMISES OF
REDEMPTION

When they came to Washington, D.C. on Jan. 6,
2021, and terrorized the U.S. Capitol, the Oath
Keepers hellbent on advancing a seditious
conspiracy to keep Donald Trump in the White
House were self-righteous and self-professed
warrior patriots.

But in the cold light of reality inside a
federal courtroom blocks from the U.S. Capitol
this past week, some of those self-stylized

n

“warriors,” were rendered to spittling, Kleenex-
clutching tearful heaps as they finally faced
the consequences of their actions and U.S.
District Judge Amit Mehta prepared to sentence

them to prison.

Oath Keepers Roberto Minuta, Edward Vallejo,
David Moerschel, and Joseph Hackett went to
trial last December and a jury found them guilty
in January on multiple counts including sedition
and conspiracy to obstruct Congress from
certifying the 2020 election. The men were
sentenced over two days and roughly a week after
leaders of the conspiracy like Oath Keeper
founder Elmer Stewart Rhodes, Kelly Meggs,
Jessica Watkins, and Ken Harrelson were
sentenced.

Roberto Minuta

No longer sporting tactical gear or chemical
spray on his hip as he did on Jan. 6 while
assaulting and taunting police, Oath Keeper
Roberto Minuta appeared Thursday clad in a dark
suit with hair neatly coiffed. His eyes rarely
lifted to meet Judge Mehta's as he read from a
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prepared statement seeking mercy in the face of
the Justice Department’s 17-year-sentence

recommendation.

Where Minuta had once followed Stewart Rhodes
faithfully, in these last moments before
sentencing, he sought to set himself apart from
him. It was only now, Minuta explained with a
calm and even tone, that he realized how
profoundly “misled” he had been.

Rhodes’ leadership was “deranged,” he added.

When he was seemingly less repelled by Rhodes,
Minuta purchased some 5,500 rounds of ammunition
in the days before Jan. 6 and while
participating in numerous chats where the
group’s operations were discussed. It was in
mid-December 2020 when he began talking with
Rhodes about the need to do something other than
peacefully protest if they were to keep Trump in
office. He had raved on a Facebook live stream
about election fraud and wailed that the
“integrity of our democratic system is fucking
dead.”

To stand by the results of that year’s election,
he continued, would “lead to the boot of the
government on your fucking face for eternity.”

For Roberto Minuta, by his own admission, by
December 2020, the nation was already at civil
war. When another leader of another extremist
group, Proud Boy honcho Henry “Enrique” Tarrio
posted messages online praising “lords of war”
who took to the streets in support of Trump,
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Minuta posted messages in support online. He
would echo similar notions about “war in the
streets” on Jan. 6 where he was recorded
speeding away from a nearby hotel on a golf
cart. He was initially posted up at the hotel as
a member of ratfucker Roger Stone’s security
detail.

Minuta’s voice didn’'t shake as he spoke to
Mehta. He told the judge he had waited a long
time to speak to him directly. He told the court
he “cringed” at his “embarrassing use of
language” and his “display[s] of anger” in the
evidence presented.

A line had been crossed on Jan. 6 that destroyed
the legitimacy of what he thought was a peaceful
protest, he said, and when he taunted police, it
was this belligerence that added to their
stress.

Notably, on his way out of the Capitol, Minuta
took the time to shove his fingers in an
officer’s face as he screeched that “all that is

left is the Second fucking Amendment.”

“The recipients of my verbal belligerence were
undeserving and it was misplaced frustration..as
a father, I would be embarrassed for my children
to see me behaving how I did that day. It would
be a perfect example of how not to behave. My
poor judgment didn’t stop at belligerence. I
entered the Capitol, alarms blazing, chemical
irritants in the air, and despite my instincts
not to go in, I did,” Minuta said.

And then, though the 38-year-old Oath Keeper
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would rebuke Rhodes and disavow the Oath
Keepers, he nonetheless propped up a wafer-thin
defense that has time and again been blown apart
by evidence and dismissed by the courts: on Jan.
6 he was helping police, not harming them.

“I had an opportunity to help police and I blew
it,” Minuta said. “While using my own words as
their evidence, it does not look like I was
helping police. I failed at assisting police
that day and I now perceive myself as an added
stressor in what was already a terrible
situation.”

Judge Mehta acknowledged that while Minuta was
not necessarily a leader in the way that Kelly
Meggs or even Jessica Watkins had been, he
nonetheless inspired other Oath Keepers to join
a conspiracy analogous to treason.

It may have only been dozens of Oath Keepers
who entered the Capitol on Jan. 6, but when they
went up the Capitol stairs, they inspired others
to do the same.

But unlike others in the mob that day, Mehta
said Minuta clearly understood, at a minimum,
that when he showed up, violence was possible.
After all, he was prepared to engage in it
himself. There was a trail of communications
leading up to the 6th proving this and it wasn’t
just overheated rhetoric, the judge said.

He wasn’t charged with seditious conspiracy
because he was belligerent.

“You are not being charged and convicted because
of your words. It is because they reflected your
state of mind and gave us a window into what you
were thinking and why you came to Washington..
when you told [Proud Boyl Dominic Pezzola who
you just met that Stewart Rhodes thinks the
‘time for peaceful protest is over,’ — the fact
that a lightbulb didn’'t go off to you at that
point to avoid any further contact with Rhodes,
to avoid contact with Oath Keepers, or to avoid
coming to D.C. on Jan. 6, what inference should
one draw?” Mehta said.



The judge, who is a former public defender with
a frequently even-keeled, almost understated
delivery, sounded exasperated.

He sighed deeply.

Minuta hadn’t simply lost his way on Jan. 6, the
judge said.

Though he empathized with Minuta over the
closure of his tattoo parlor during the height
of the Covid-19 pandemic and even his
frustrations over how civil unrest in 2020
metastasized, these factors had still blinded
him to better sense. And what was worse, the
judge acknowledged, was that despite the show of
contrition in court, he still stood before him
today contending that he helped police on Jan.
6.

Opening his eyes wide and looking into Minuta’s
face, Mehta said: “You weren’t there to help
them. You may have convinced yourself of that
but there isn’t any shred of evidence that would
be consistent with that intent..and on the way
out, you taunted police more. And as you are
walking out of the building, after they have
laid their own bodies on the line, you don’t
thank them. You vilify them some more. There’s
nothing that crossed your mind to assist police.
You and I will have to agree to disagree on
that.”

The law, he added, also did not permit Minuta to
cloak himself in the tradition of the Founding
Fathers. Nor does the Second Amendment give him
or anyone else the right to battle the U.S.
government.

Given the limited role of his actions in
comparison to other conspirators and a lack of
evidence supporting claims by the prosecution
that Minuta was a leader of Oath Keepers in New
York more broadly speaking, Mehta departed
significantly from the Justice Department’s
sentencing recommendation and gave Minuta just
4.5 years.

Edward Vallejo



Where Minuta was stoic, 64-year-old Oath Keeper
Ed Vallejo was overcome with emotion, openly
sobbing while speaking to Judge Mehta. Vallejo
cut a much different figure in court than he did
in footage from the 6th. The wild unkempt beard
he sported in 2021 was gone. He appeared frail
as his white dress shirt billowed around his
torso. His hands shook as he grasped a hard copy
of his statement.
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An Army Veteran sober for 40 years after a
battle with alcoholism following the loss of his
son, Vallejo drove 2,300 miles from his home in
Arizona to Washington, D.C. fueled by
disinformation. In this way, Mehta acknowledged,
Vallejo and others suckered in by disinformation
were victims in their own right.

“That doesn’t mean people aren’t responsible for
their own actions,” Mehta said.

In late 2020, Vallejo had faithfully shared an
open letter that Rhodes had issued in December
calling on Trump to invoke the Insurrection Act
so Oath Keepers could be raised to help him stay
in power. By the 6th, he was tapped to oversee a
stockpile of weapons dumped at a hotel in
northern Virginia. The cache was transported by
Oath Keepers from around the U.S. The hotel,
just outside of Washington and across the
Potomac River, was dubbed a “quick reaction
force” or “QRF.”

Though at trial Oath Keepers maintained the QRF
was a defensive maneuver only and arranged to
support their security detail for Trump VIPs and
the like, no such evidence to support this claim
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ever emerged and Judge Mehta summarily and
repeatedly dismissed the notion at sentencing.

Before Vallejo delivered a tearful plea, Mehta
reminded Vallejo that on the morning of the 6th,
it was he who went on a podcast with fellow Oath
Keeper Todd Kandaris and boasted of unloading
rifles (albeit indirectly) and then proceeded to
speak of the need for “guerilla warfare” and
armed conflict if the certification didn’'t go as
they wanted it.

It was Vallejo who spoke of the Oath Keepers as
the “final check and balance” on the process. He
also mentioned on the podcast that the people on
the ground in Washington that day were prepared
to do more than taunt police.

Where Vallejo’s defense attorney Matthew Peed
argued those words were bloviations from a
“goofy” man, Mehta disagreed.

There were multiple texts Vallejo sent to Rhodes
during the attack, telling him he was ready to
deploy if someone said the word. There were
media interviews revealing his intent to advance
the seditious conspiracy. There was also witness
testimony at trial stating that Vallejo and
Kandaris told Oath Keepers supping at Olive
Garden after the attack that they were “waiting
to be called to the Capitol.” And if that were
not enough, Mehta pointed out, instead of
leaving D.C. in short order, on the morning of
Jan. 7, Vallejo returned to the Capitol and
surveilled and probed police lines to see how
law enforcement had responded in the aftermath.
Messages show the Arizona Oath Keeper told
Rhodes he would only return home if the founder
ordered it. He was willing to stay on hand to
deliver “after action reports” that would begin
after the inauguration, he said.

And when Kandaris asked Rhodes what to do after
the 6th, it was expressed plainly that he and
Vallejo were excited about the “next steps.”

Mehta speculated last week on why, ultimately,
Rhodes didn’t answer Vallejo’s call to activate
the QRF and start hauling guns and rifles and
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ammunition into Washington.

“I think only Mr. Rhodes knows.. perhaps he
thought it would take too long to get weapons in
or perhaps Mr. Rhodes knew, being the Yale law
school graduate that he is, it wouldn’t be wise
to respond to Mr. Vallejo, saying he can bring
weapons in,” Mehta said.

During the prosecution’s allocution, assistant
U.S. attorney Louis Manzo asked the judge to
consider: What if Rhodes’ mind had ticked a
little bit differently at that moment?

“Is there any doubt in your honor’s mind that
Vallejo would have delivered?” Manzo said.

The confidence he had in January 2021 was
missing in action this week. Vallejo wiped his
nose profusely as he spoke through tears, his
voice quaking. His cries grew slightly deeper
while he hung his head and offered an apology to
U.S. Capitol Police Officer Harry Dunn and other
members of law enforcement.

Dunn delivered a charged victim impact statement
in May along with Metropolitan Police Officer
Chris Owens.

“It hurt me so bad that [0fficer Dunn] is going
through so much hurt,” Vallejo rasped, crying
through his mea culpa. “I would do anything to
help console him.. my heart went out to him.. I
wish with all my soul I had never went.. I wish I
never associated with Stewart Rhodes.. I see now
how wrong and foolish I was.. my life has been
destroyed by this catastrophe in so many ways. I
doubt I will ever fully recover from it.”

Vallejo’'s wife, who is 70, is unable to care for
their rescue animals or their home if she is
alone and he is incarcerated for a significant
length of time, he said. Telling Judge Mehta he
was a changed man who had “sworn off” politics,
the internet, and the outside world and that he
had started removing tattoos related to the Oath
Keepers and his recent past from his body.

“This wasn’t simply a belief that ballots had
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been miscast or ballots were brought in
illegally. You know, Mr. Vallejo, I can
appreciate that concern and that people had it
and have had it. And you weren’t alone in that.
Whether it was because you genuinely believed it
based on your own review of evidence or the
former president convinced you of it, you still
are where you are,” Mehta said.

There is a process, he emphasized.

Trump went through the courts and failed to
prove election fraud. There was nothing there,
Mehta said.

But there was a process.

“What can’t happen is a willingness to take up
arms when the process didn’'t work out the way
you had hoped it would. It can’t be that dozens
of judges got it wrong. It just cant be. I can't
imagine a single judge didn’t look at it
carefully.. if you believe in democracy, you take
the good with the bad. You take the results you
don’'t like,” Mehta said. “Go out into the
streets and protest peacefully, sure. Hope for a
better outcome, of course. But you can’t
conspire to undo a result because you and a
group of your cohorts believed that process
failed you.”

Though prosecutors sought 17 years for Vallejo,
Mehta only sentenced him to 3 years in detention
and one year in home confinement after he is
released. The departure in sentencing was
somewhat expected after the light touch given to
Minuta. Unlike Minuta, Vallejo was not at the
Capitol and never went inside. His advanced age
was also a boon.

David Moerschel and Joseph Hackett

To close out the week, Oath Keeper and former
neurophysiologist turned-convicted-seditionist
David Moerschel was also sentenced.

Right behind him was Oath Keeper and former
chiropractor Joseph Hackett.

It was Moerschel and Hackett who coordinated the



transport of weapons to the QRF with Kelly
Meggs, a top leader under Rhodes. Moerschel
joined a key text channel Oath Keepers used to
communicate on Dec. 20, just one day after Trump
invited his supporters to descend on Washington
via Twitter. By Christmas Eve, Moerschel told
Oath Keepers he thought Trump would wait until
every avenue legally had been exhausted before
he invoked the Insurrection Act but when Oath
Keepers showed up, they would have firearms near
D.C. if needed. Moerschel had pondered then: why
else would Trump call them up?

On Christmas Day 2020, Moerschel, who reminded
Judge Mehta of his devotion to god and
missionary work during his sentencing last week,
told Oath Keepers in a group chat that he
thought then-Vice President Mike Pence wouldn’t
stand by Trump. It was also here that Oath
Keeper Jeremy Brown told him he thought the
nation was on the brink of war and Moerschel
replied by telling Brown about his guns and how

he wanted “extra knockdown power” on the 6th.

He ended up bringing an AR-15 as well as a .45
caliber handgun to the hotel in Virginia.

“He didn't do this for any other purpose than to
wait for Trump or Kelly Meggs or Stewart Rhodes
to tell him to use them,” Assistant U.S.
Attorney Troy Edwards said Friday. “The safety
of our community and balance of our democracy
should not hinge on the impulses of madmen. I
don’'t believe Mr. Moerschel would have ignored
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someone like Mr. Meggs or Mr. Rhodes should they

rn

have said, ‘Go grab the firearms.

On the 6th, Moerschel went along with the first
stack of Oath Keepers and got inside for just
under 15 minutes. Like he had helped provide
support with the weaponry, Mehta noted that his
presence with the stack contributed to the
overall force used to stop proceedings.

Moerschel rarely lifted his head as his
attorney, the judge and prosecutors reviewed the
court’s factual findings of his case. Instead,
he kept his eyes glued to a paper in front of
him. On occasion, the 45-year-old would shift in
his seat, clasping closed hands near his mouth
as if he was in silent prayer.

Tall and thin with the contours of his face
sharply angular, Moerschel approached the podium
and offered a quick preface to his allocution:
His wife wasn’t present because they were unable
to arrange care for their three children. His
voice was clear as a bell as he said this and
then, as if on cue with the first word of his
prepared remarks, Moerschel’s voice began to
quake immediately.



If there were tears, they were not immediately
or as clearly visible, unlike with Ken
Harrelson, Kelly Meggs, Jessica Watkins, and Ed
Vallejo. Where their faces had flushed, where
their tears had flowed, where they were
undeniably overcome as they hit random points
throughout their remarks—usually triggered by
the first mention of a family member they had
shamed—Moerschel did not emote as strongly
though the sounds of weeping were there,
however.

Moerschel said when he was on the Capitol steps,
he had a revelation.

“I felt like God said to me, ‘get out of here’
and I didn't and I disobeyed God and I broke
laws. I'm not sorry because I'm being punished.
I'm sorry because of the harm that my actions
have caused other people,” he said.
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Jan. 6 contributed to a national crisis, he
added.

He was sorry for what it had done to his family.
In the wake of his indictment, Moerschel lost
his job as a neurophysiologist and has since
taken work as a landscaper in Florida.
(Moerschel, Vallejo, Minuta, and Hackett were
granted bond ahead of trial.)

Mehta remarked on his good upbringing,
education, and loving support system. Perplexed
how he ultimately ended up on a road to ruin,
Mehta told Moerscshel he thought he was a “smart
guy” up until the fall of 2020.

During his remarks, the Oath Keeper riffed to
Mehta: he appreciated the compliment but his
actions were “really dumb.”

Leaning foward with eyes wide, Moerschel
quipped: "I don’t mean anything bad about Kelly
Meggs but he’s a used car salesman and it was
really dumb to follow that guy.”

Before rendering the sentence, Mehta told
Moerschel that at a time, perhaps his joining
the O0ath Keepers was rooted in something more
noble. He told him he could understand how
joining a group of like-minded individuals and
then treating that group as a primary source of
community, validation, or even “news” could
infiltrate one’s thinking.

“It is something that can suck you in like a
vortex,” Mehta said. “And it is very difficult
to get out. That is not an uncommon story.”

Moerschel’s lawyer Scott Weinberg argued that
but for Trump’s tweet on Dec. 19, his client
would have never come to D.C. at all. In effect,
Moerschel was taken in by conmen like Rhodes and
Trump, Weinberg argued.

He was “naive,” he said.

Moerschel was sentenced to just 3 years in
prison though prosecutors sought 10. Mehta
explained this was because Moerschel came to the
conspiracy later than other members, was inside



the Capitol very briefly, and did not appear to
personally shout at or accost officers. He noted
too that Moerschel disassociated with Oath
Keepers and had no further dealings with the
group after the 7th.

Fellow Oath Keeper Ken Harrelson, who received a
4-year sentence, did not do this. He kept
talking to Meggs after the fact.

“Look, sentencings are—each person is unique and
the reasons for sentences are unique to each
individual. But I want to say something I
haven’t said so far: Sentencings shouldn’t be
vengeful or such that it is unduly harsh for the
sake of being harsh.. different periods of
incarceration apply to different people for
various reasons,” Mehta said Friday.

Oath Keeper Joseph Hackett, once a chiropractor
with a flourishing practice, was sentenced to
3.5 years though prosecutors sought a 12-year
term.

Wearing a light gray suit and somber expression,

Hackett grew emotional and like Vallejo, was
overcome though his voice was soft and quiet. He
hadn’t realized, he told the court, just how
much damage he had done on the 6th, or how many
people were scared of him.

It wasn’t until police officers testified that
he realized the “full measure” of his actions,
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he added. He also admitted: he had been too busy
thinking of the damage he had caused his own
family.

“I have destroyed my life,” Hackett said.

He hated himself, he said. And he really hated
himself for hurting his daughter and wife who

had received death threats since he was first

exposed as a rioter at the Capitol.

“I am the reason we are not enjoying a happy and
normal life,” he said.

Angie Halim, Hackett’s defense lawyer, called
Hackett a “head-burier” who didn’t get involved
with Oath Keepers to be extreme or political.
The Oath Keepers didn’t get extreme until the
country got extreme, she argued. Trump was
saying the election was stolen, high-ranking
politicians were too, and, she added, some media
outlets failed to dispel the lie, not helping
matters. In a flowery blame-shifting plea for
her client, Halim beseeched Mehta to “trudge
through the layer of human complexity” as he
weighed a sentence.

Hackett, she said, was “scared of his own
shadow” and had been for the last two years.

Hackett was no Rhodes. He was no Meggs either.
But he was a recruiter for Oath Keepers who
wanted to join the fray on the 6th.

Mehta acknowledged this as well as the fact that
Hackett brought at least one gun on his trek to
DC. While evidence wasn’t concrete at trial,
according to the Justice Department, Hackett
also very likely added an AR-15 to the QRF.

Though Hackett wasn’t inside the Capitol for
long, he still showed up in tactical gear and
then once inside, ended up lurking outside of
then-Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi’s office.

In a statement seeming to signal a direct
rebuffing of those who claim the Oath Keepers
acted properly under the First Amendment, Mehta
made a point to note that he agreed with
prosecutor Alexandra Hughes’ take on Hackett’s



involvement with the organization:

To the extent that the Oath Keepers were a
lawful organization with lawful intent, it would
have been fine for Hackett to participate. But
the lawfulness component changed while he was an
active party and “in it” for some time.

Hackett sat up straight in his chair as he heard
his sentence. He nodded almost imperceptibly as
Judge Mehta reviewed the terms of his
supervision. His face didn’'t look tense. He
looked passive, almost accepting of his fate. In
the clatter of his last moments in the
courtroom, as lawyers began to gather their
things, Mehta told him though his words might
sound hollow, he hoped the life he lived before
the fall of 2020 was something he could one day
reclaim.

“Make your wife, daughter, and country proud,”
Mehta told him.

Hackett smiled at the judge warmly, closing his
eyes for a moment before nodding and mouthing
subtly: “Thank you.”



