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JUNE 24, 2019, INITIAL MESSAGE  
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APPENDIX D

JUNE 3, 2020, PRESS CONFERENCE IN THE 
PENTAGON BRIEFING ROOM

SECRETARY OF DEFENSE MARK T. ESPER: Well, good morning, 

everyone.

Over the past couple days there’s been a fair share of reporting, 

some good, some bad, about what is transpiring—transpiring in our 

great nation and the role of the Department of Defense and its leaders. 

I want to take a few minutes to address these issues in person to make 

clear the facts and offer my views.

First, let me say up front, the killing of George Floyd by a Minne-

apolis policeman is a horrible crime. The officers on the scene that day 

should be held accountable for his murder. It is a tragedy that we have 

seen repeat itself too many times.

With great sympathy, I want to extend the deepest of condolences 

to the family and friends of George Floyd from me and the Department.

Racism is real in America, and we must all do our very best to rec-

ognize it, to confront it, and to eradicate it. I’ve always been proud to 

be a member of an institution—the United States military—that em-

braces diversity and inclusion and prohibits hate and discrimination 

in all forms.

More often than not, we have led on these issues. And while we still 

have much to do on this front, leaders across DoD and the services 

take this responsibility seriously, and we are determined to make a 

difference.

Every member of this department has sworn an oath to uphold and 

defend the Constitution of the United States of America. I’ve taken this 
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oath many times, beginning at the age of eighteen, when I entered West 

Point. The rights that are embedded in this great document begin with 

the First Amendment, which guarantees the five freedoms of speech, 

religion, press, assembly, and the right to petition the government.

The United States military is sworn to defend these and all other 

rights, and we encourage Americans at all times to exercise them 

peacefully. It is these rights and freedoms that make our country so 

special, and it is these rights and freedoms that American service 

members are willing to fight and die for.

At times, however, the United States military is asked, in support of 

governors and law enforcement, to help maintain law and order so that 

other Americans can exercise their rights, free from violence against 

themselves or their property. That is what thousands of Guardsmen 

are doing today in cities across America. It is not something we seek 

to do, but it is our duty and we do it with the utmost skill and profes-

sionalism.

I was reminded of that Monday as I visited our National Guards-

men who were on duty, Monday night, protecting our most hallowed 

grounds and monuments. I am very proud of the men and women of 

the National Guard who are out on the streets today performing this 

important task, and, in many ways, at the risk of their own welfare.

I’ve always believed and continue to believe that the National 

Guard is best suited for performing domestic support to civil authori-

ties in these situations, in support of local law enforcement. I say this 

not only as secretary of defense but also as a former soldier and a 

former member of the National Guard.

The option to use active-duty forces in a law enforcement role 

should only be used as a matter of last resort, and only in the most ur-

gent and dire of situations. We are not in one of those situations now. 

I do not support invoking the Insurrection Act.
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Last night, a story came out based on a background interview I 

did earlier in the day. It focused on the events last Monday evening in 

Lafayette Park, and I found it to be inaccurate in parts. So I want to 

state very clearly, for all to hear, my account of what happened that 

Monday afternoon.

I did know that, following the president’s remarks on Monday eve-

ning, that many of us were going to join President Trump and review 

the damage in Lafayette Park, and at St. John’s Episcopal Church. 

What I was not aware of was exactly where we were going, when we 

arrived at the church, and what the plans were once we got there.

It was also my aim—and General Milley’s—to meet with and thank 

the members of the National Guard who were on duty that evening in 

the park. It is something the president likes to do as well. The path we 

took to and from the church didn’t afford us that opportunity, but I 

was able to spend a considerable amount of time with our Guardsmen 

later that evening, as I moved around the city to many of the locations 

at which they were posted.

I also want to address a few other matters that have been raised 

about that evening.

First, National Guard forces did not fire rubber bullets or tear gas 

into the crowd, as reported.

Second, Guardsmen were instructed to wear helmets and personal 

protective equipment for their own protection, not to serve as some 

form of intimidation.

Third, military leaders, including the chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, were wearing field uniforms because that is the appropriate 

uniform when working in a command center and meeting with troops 

in the streets.

Fourth, it wasn’t until yesterday afternoon that we determined it 

was a National Guard helicopter that hovered low over a city block in 

ASacredOath_9780063144316_FinalREV_CC19.indd   681 3/15/22   9:21 AM

7



Appendix D

D.C. Within an hour or so of learning of this, I directed the secretary 

of the Army to conduct an inquiry to determine what happened and 

why, and to report back to me.

Now, you all have been very generous with your time, so let me wrap 

up by stating again how very proud I am of our men and women in 

uniform. The National Guard, over the short span of several months, 

has gone from tackling natural disasters such as floods, to combating 

the coronavirus across the country, to now dealing with civil unrest in 

support of law enforcement on the streets of America, all while many 

of their fellow Guardsmen are deployed abroad, defending against 

America’s real adversaries.

Most importantly, I want to assure all of you and all Americans that 

the Department of Defense, the armed services, our uniformed lead-

ers, our civilian leaders, and I take seriously our oath to support and 

defend the Constitution of the United States and to safeguard those 

very rights contained in that—that document we cherish so dearly.

This is a tough time for our great country these days, but we will 

get through it. My hope is that instead of the violence in the streets, 

we will see peaceful demonstrations that honor George Floyd, that 

press for accountability for his murder, that move us to reflect about 

racism in America and that serve as a call to action for us to come 

together and to address this problem once and for all.

This is the America your military represents. This is the America 

we aspire to be, and this is the America that we are committed to de-

fending with our lives. Thank you.

STAFF: We’ll go to the phones. Bob Burns?

Q: Yeah, thank you, Mr. Secretary. Taking you back to your com-

ments about Monday evening, when you left the White House with the 
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president and others, I think if I heard you correctly, you said you did 

know that you were going to be going to the St. John’s Church, but you 

didn’t know what would happen when you got there. And you’ve since 

been criticized by many for essentially participating at a presidential 

photo op. So my question is, do you regret having participated?

SEC. ESPER: Well, I—I did know that we were going to the church. 

I was not aware a photo op was happening. Of course, the president 

drags a large press pool along with him. And look, I did everything I 

can to try to stay apolitical and to try—trying to stay out of situations 

that may appear political, and sometimes I’m successful with doing 

that, and—and sometimes I’m not as successful. But my aim is to keep 

the Department out of politics, to stay apolitical, and that’s what I 

continue to try and do, as well as my leaders here in the Department.

STAFF: All right. We’ll go to Phil Stewart.

Q: Yeah, hi. Mr. Secretary, could you address, there’s been a lot of criti-

cism of your use of the word “battlespace” when you describe areas inside 

the United States where people are protesting. Could you—would you 

like to take that phrase back? And when you talk about keeping the mil-

itary apolitical, how do you see, you know, the Department navigating 

this when the response to protests has become a partisan issue? Thanks.

SEC. ESPER: Well, I’ll take your second question first, Phil.

That is the challenge, right? It’s—it’s a—there—there’s a political 

tone to this. We are in a political season. An election approaches, and 

this is always a challenge for every Department of Defense in every 

election year. And so this is something we’re going to continue to deal 

with as we creep closer and closer to election season.

I’ve been speaking about the importance of staying out of politics 
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by remaining apolitical to my leadership since—since I took office. I 

reinforced it when I came in, when we started the—the new year, and 

I’ve talked about it several times since then. But this will be the ongoing 

challenge.

With regard to your first question, as—as you rightly said, earlier 

this week I was quoted as saying the—the best way—way to get street 

violence under control was by dominating the battlespace, and proba-

bly all of you who cover the Pentagon hear us use this phrase often. It’s 

something we use day in and day out. There are other phrases that we 

use day in, day out that you’ll understand, that most people don’t un-

derstand. It is part of our military lexicon that I grew up with, and it’s 

what we—we routinely use to describe a bounded area of operations. 

It’s not a phrase focused on people, and certainly not on our fellow 

Americans, as some have suggested.

It is a phrase I used over the weekend when speaking with Minne-

sota Governor Walz. He and I spoke a couple times on Friday and Sat-

urday as I spoke to him about DoD’s support to what was happening 

there. Keep in mind, it was only a—a—a few short days ago, where 

Minneapolis was the epicenter and all eyes were focused on—on Min-

nesota.

But Governor Walz is also a former member of the National Guard, 

and I was complimenting him on the call with the governors about what 

he had done. It was his successful use of the Guard in sufficient numbers 

that really wrested control of the streets from the looters and others 

breaking the law, and that’s—so I was giving him credit for that. And 

he was doing so so the peaceful demonstrations could be held, so that 

peaceful demonstrators could share their frustration and their anger.

That’s what I was encouraging other governors to consider. In ret-

rospect, I would use different wording so as not to distract from the 

more important matters at hand or allow some to suggest that we are 

militarizing the issue.
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STAFF: All right, Luis Martinez.

Q: Hi, sir. Thank you much for a very—for doing this briefing. Some 

of the people that criticized you for the term of “battle space” were 

some of America’s most respected former generals, and they said that 

that was just inappropriate language. And if I could move on to what 

you knew about the situation at Lafayette Square, were you aware 

that the Park Police were going to use such strong measures in pushing 

back the—the protesters there? And did you express any concern that 

that may not be exactly what needed to happen to make that photo 

op possible?

SEC. ESPER: Thanks for the question, Luis. I—I was not aware of law 

enforcement’s plans for the park. I was not briefed on them, nor should 

I expect to be. But they—they had taken what actions I—I assume 

they felt was necessary, given what they faced. But I was not briefed on 

the plans and was—was not aware of what they were doing.

STAFF: All right, Dan Lamothe.

Q: Hi, yes, Mr. Secretary, thanks for your time. I realize you’re trying 

to keep the Department out of politics, but it took you a week to—to 

say anything along the lines of what you did at the top of this call 

and—and your strong—strong comments this morning about George 

Floyd. In—in light of the more than two hundred thousand Black ser-

vice members in uniform and the pain across the country, why did it 

take so long? Thanks.

SEC. ESPER: Thanks—thanks, Dan.

It’s a fair question. I think you may have written about this, and as 

you rightly said, I’ve worked very hard to keep the Department out of 
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politics, which is very hard these days as we move closer and closer to 

an election.

You know, remaining apolitical means that there are times to speak 

up and times not to. And as I said in my earlier remarks, what hap-

pened to George Floyd happens way too often in this country. And 

most times, we don’t speak about these matters as a department.

But as events have unfolded over the past few days, it became very 

clear that this is becoming a very combustible national issue. And what 

I wanted to do—I had made the determination, as events escalated in 

the last seventy-two hours, that the moment had reached a point where 

it warranted a clear message to the Department about our approach.

And so, given the dynamics, I wanted to lead by crafting my own state-

ment for the Department first—which I did yesterday, and you all should 

have seen it and got it, it went out, this piece of paper—my message to 

the force, which set, I thought was the proper tone for service members 

and DoD civilians and all, and giving my leaders the space to also craft 

similar messages, expressing our outrage at what happened, expressing 

our commitment to the Constitution, expressing our commitment as 

an institution to—to end racism and hatred in all its forms, and just a  

general expression with regard to what the Department is about.

So that—that’s the timeline, Dan, if you will, and that’s why it did, 

and I do that with great counsel from the—my advisers.

STAFF: We’ll go—one more from the phones.

Q: The chiefs, several of the chiefs were interested in speaking up 

sooner. Sometimes when you say nothing, that says something unto 

itself. In retrospect, would you have done so more quickly?

SEC. ESPER: Well, we did—we—you know, General Milley, we 

talked to the chiefs. There was—most of the chiefs wanted to take the 
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lead from me, and—and so what I told them is I was—through the 

chairman, I was going to take—I was going to send the initial message 

out, again to set the tone, to express my views and then I’d give them 

the space to share their views as well, to do so.

And, again, this is—we are a week into this, or so. And when you 

look at what’s escalated, it’s been a matter of seventy-two hours, maybe 

ninety-six or so. So—and we’ve been consumed with a lot of things 

between now and then. But I do think it’s important to speak up and 

to speak out and to share what we view, again, as an institution, the 

racism that exists in America and how we view it as an institution.

Again, I think we’ve led on these issues over the history of the 

United States military, and we’ll continue to do so, certainly while I’m 

at the helm.

STAFF: All right, one more from the phone. Tom Bowman? If not 

Tom, then Nick Schifrin?

Q: Mr. Secretary, thanks very much for doing this. If I could take you 

back to the other night. I know you’re saying that you didn’t know 

exactly what the plans were. But with all due respect, those plans were 

designed by the commander in chief and also by Bill Barr—of course 

the fellow cabinet secretary, and someone who is in the command 

center with you. So how could you not know about those plans and 

what does it say about those plans, to both clear the park and go to 

the church and do what the president did? And number two, I know 

you’re conducting an inquiry on the use of the helicopter. You may 

not want to say this, but do you believe it was inappropriate to use a 

medevac helicopter to intimidate protesters? Thank you.

SEC. ESPER: On the first thing, Nick, again, I think there’s some spec-

ulation with regard to what you—what you stated. I’d encourage you to 

ASacredOath_9780063144316_FinalREV_CC19.indd   687 3/15/22   9:21 AM

13



Appendix D

speak to the Department of Justice as, again, it was a law enforcement 

action.

I had not yet arrived at the command post, I was en route to the 

command post when I was asked to return to the White House to up-

date the president. I got back to the White House, and within a short 

period of time, we were—the president went out to give his remarks.

So there was no space in between there, there was no opportunity 

to get a briefing and again, nor would I expect to get a briefing on 

what the law enforcement community was planning to do with regard 

to the clearing of a park. Again, that was not a military decision, it 

was not a military action. The National Guard was there in support 

of the—in support of law enforcement.

With regard to your second question, I would just say this much. 

I’m not going to comment because I’ve asked that an inquiry be made. 

I want to make sure I understand why—what happened, who was in-

volved, what orders were they given or not given, was there a safety 

issue involved, right? With an aircraft hovering that low. So there’s a 

lot of questions that need to be answered. I spoke to Secretary Mc

Carthy last night about it, he is digging into it and we will get the 

facts, and we’ll go back from there.

STAFF: All right. In the room, Tara?

Q: Thank you, Mr. Secretary. So you served in the D.C. National 

Guard—

SEC. ESPER: I did, that’s right.

Q: —to follow on Nick’s question, were you surprised that a medi-

cal helicopter from the D.C. National Guard was used to intimidate 

people who were peacefully assembling? And then secondly, as this 
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goes on, you’ve asked the secretary of the Army to look into this, who 

tasked the helicopter—

SEC. ESPER: Right.

Q: Was the helicopter under the authority of the Department of Justice? 

Is that why there’s this kind of murkiness about how the helicopter was 

tasked, how a medical helicopter was used in an aggressive form?

SEC. ESPER: Yeah, so those are some of the details we have to tease 

out in terms of, you know, who directed it, what was requested, was it 

at the request of law enforcement. You made a statement that it was to 

intimidate protesters. I got a report back that they were asked by law 

enforcement to look at a checkpoint, a National Guard checkpoint to 

see if there were protesters around.

So there’s conflicting reports. I don’t want to add to that. I think 

we need to let the Army conduct its inquiry, and then get back and see 

what the facts actually are.

Q: But when you looked at the video, if you didn’t see it live—

SEC. ESPER: I—look, I think when you’re landing that low in a city, 

it’s—it looks unsafe to me, right? But I need to find out—I need to 

learn more about what’s going on. It would not be unsafe if they were 

a medevac bird picking up somebody who was seriously injured or 

something like that, right? It would be a different circumstance. So we 

have to find out all the facts, take it all in, and let the Army do its work 

and then come back with—with what they discovered.

Let’s—

Q: But to your understanding, it was not a medevac mission?
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SEC. ESPER: I—that’s—right, my understanding, it wasn’t. I need 

to—I’m sorry, but I need to actually head to the White House. So I 

just want to wrap up by saying something to the—directly to the men 

and women of the Department of Defense. And let me say this.

As I said in my message to the department yesterday, I appreciate your 

professionalism and dedication to defending the Constitution for all 

Americans. Moreover, I am amazed by the countless remarkable ac-

complishments of the Department of Defense in today’s trying times.

From repatriating and sheltering Americans who were evacuated 

from a foreign land, to delivering food and medical supplies to com-

munities in need, and to protecting our cities and communities, in ev-

ery challenge and across every mission, the U.S. military has remained 

ready, capable, and willing to serve.

As I reminded you in February, I ask that you remember at all times 

our commitment as a department and as public servants, to stay apo-

litical in these turbulent days. For well over two centuries, the United 

States military has earned the respect of the American people by being 

there to protect and serve all Americans.

Through your steadfast dedication to the mission and our core val-

ues, and your enduring support to your fellow Americans, we will 

safeguard the hard-earned trust and confidence of the public as our 

nation’s most respected institution.

Thank you.
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NOVEMBER 9, 2020, FINAL MESSAGE  
TO THE DEPARTMENT
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APPENDIX G

JANUARY 6, 2021, TWEETS REGARDING THE 
ASSAULT ON CAPITOL HILL

This afternoon’s assault on the US Capitol was appalling and un-American. 
This is not how citizens of the world’s greatest and oldest democracy 
behave. The perpetrators who committed this illegal act were inspired by 
partisan misinformation and patently false claims about the election.

This must end now for the good of the republic. I commend Congressional 
leaders for meeting tonight to complete their Constitutional task of 
counting the electoral college votes that will affirm Joe Biden as the next 
president of the United States.

As this transition plays out over the next two weeks, I am confident the 
U.S. military will stay out of politics, and remain true to its sworn oath to 
support and defend the Constitution, and the American people, as the 
most trusted and respected institution in the country.
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JANUARY 3, 2021, WASHINGTON POST OPINION 
PIECE AUTHORED BY THE TEN LIVING FORMER 

SECRETARIES OF DEFENSE

ALL 10 LIVING FORMER DEFENSE SECRETARIES: 

INVOLVING THE MILITARY IN ELECTION DISPUTES WOULD 

CROSS INTO DANGEROUS TERRITORY

Ashton Carter, Dick Cheney, William Cohen, Mark Esper, 

Robert Gates, Chuck Hagel, James Mattis, Leon Panetta, 

William Perry, and Donald Rumsfeld are the 10 living former 

U.S. secretaries of defense.

As former secretaries of defense, we hold a common view of 
the solemn obligations of the U.S. armed forces and the Defense 
Department. Each of us swore an oath to support and defend the 
Constitution against all enemies, foreign and domestic. We did not 
swear it to an individual or a party.

American elections and the peaceful transfers of power that re-
sult are hallmarks of our democracy. With one singular and tragic 
exception that cost the lives of more Americans than all of our 
other wars combined, the United States has had an unbroken re-
cord of such transitions since 1789, including in times of partisan 
strife, war, epidemics, and economic depression. This year should 
be no exception.
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Our elections have occurred. Recounts and audits have been con-
ducted. Appropriate challenges have been addressed by the courts. 
Governors have certified the results. And the electoral college has 
voted. The time for questioning the results has passed; the time for 
the formal counting of the electoral college votes, as prescribed in 
the Constitution and statute, has arrived.

As senior Defense Department leaders have noted, “there’s no 
role for the U.S. military in determining the outcome of a U.S. elec-
tion.” Efforts to involve the U.S. armed forces in resolving election 
disputes would take us into dangerous, unlawful, and unconstitu-
tional territory. Civilian and military officials who direct or carry 
out such measures would be accountable, including potentially fac-
ing criminal penalties, for the grave consequences of their actions 
on our republic.

Transitions, which all of us have experienced, are a crucial 
part of the successful transfer of power. They often occur at 
times of international uncertainty about U.S. national security 
policy and posture. They can be a moment when the nation is vul-
nerable to actions by adversaries seeking to take advantage of the 
situation.

Given these factors, particularly at a time when U.S. forces are 
engaged in active operations around the world, it is all the more 
imperative that the transition at the Defense Department be carried 
out fully, cooperatively, and transparently. Acting Defense Secre-
tary Christopher C. Miller and his subordinates—political appoin-
tees, officers, and civil servants—are each bound by oath, law, and 
precedent to facilitate the entry into office of the incoming admin-
istration, and to do so wholeheartedly. They must also refrain from 
any political actions that undermine the results of the election or 
hinder the success of the new team.
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We call upon them, in the strongest terms, to do as so many 
generations of Americans have done before them. This final action 
is in keeping with the highest traditions and professionalism of the 
U.S. armed forces, and the history of democratic transition in our 
great country.
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