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TIMES EXCLUSIVE

Inside the White House
Freakout Qver the Epstein Files

The president’s top advisers gathered in a series of Situation Room meetings
as they struggled to contain a scandal engulfing Donald Trump himself.
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By Maggie Haberman and Jonathan Swan

Maggie Haberman and Jonathan Swan, White House reporters for The Times, are the authors of the
forthcoming “Regime Change: Inside the Imperial Presidency of Donald Trump.” This article is drawn from
reporting done for that book.

June 10, 2026

On July 17, 2025, at around 6 o’clock in the evening, President Trump’s top officials
filed into the White House Situation Room — the secure bunker where classified
and high-stakes national security matters are discussed and decided. This was
where President Barack Obama, along with Vice President Joe Biden, Secretary of
State Hillary Clinton and the president’s national security team, watched the raid
that ended with the death of Osama bin Laden in 2011.

Now, however, Trump’s most senior advisers had gathered — without him — to
figure out how to gain some measure of control over a very different kind of crisis
threatening to engulf the presidency: the Epstein files.
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Ten days earlier, the Justice Department and the FE.B.I. had jointly released a memo
that bluntly stated that their review had found no “client list” of powerful men for
whom the notorious pedophile Jeffrey Epstein had allegedly procured underage
girls and young women. Intended to put to rest years of speculation and end the
pressure campaign to release the voluminous material in the department’s
possession, the memo instead had the opposite effect, setting off a backlash that
was notably loud among the MAGA base.

And it was about to get worse: The Wall Street Journal was preparing a damaging
article about Trump’s relationship with Epstein. The president’s desperate
attempts to Kill the story had failed. His team now had to get everyone onto the
same page about how to counter the growing swarm of attention. They needed a
gesture of transparency to appease an increasingly angry base, but also a way to
convey the message that the president was sympathetic to his supporters’
concerns. Which itself was a problem, because he clearly wasn’t.

Vice President JD Vance took a seat at the head of the table in the John F. Kennedy
Conference Room of the Situation Room complex. “This is a huge problem,” he told
the group. Arrayed around him were the White House chief of staff, Susie Wiles;
the White House counsel, David Warrington; the press secretary, Karoline Leavitt;
the deputy chief of staff Taylor Budowich; the communications director, Steven
Cheung; the deputy attorney general, Todd Blanche; the associate attorney
general, Stanley Woodward Jr.; and the deputy chief of staff James Blair. Attorney
General Pam Bondi and the E.B.I. director, Kash Patel, joined on speakerphone.

The vice president appeared panicked to others in the room about the way the
subject of Epstein was already dividing the MAGA coalition. Some senior officials
had the impression that Vance had bought into the darkest theories about Epstein
and a cabal of predators hidden within the country’s ruling class. Wiles would tell
others that the vice president had proved himself to be a major conspiracy theorist.
Another top official said later that Vance had been pounding on the Epstein issue
since the release of the memo. He was privately pressing for the administration to
release all the Epstein files, everything in the Justice Department’s possession,
even encouraging a congressional investigation.



Vance had also floated to colleagues an extraordinary P.R. gambit — that the White
House enlist Tucker Carlson to interview Epstein’s longtime girlfriend and co-
conspirator, Ghislaine Maxwell, in prison. It might help the president if Maxwell
was willing to state that Trump had not been part of any wrongdoing with Epstein.

Vance told the group he believed all the files should be released as soon as possible.
He argued that Congress was going to force the release of the files eventually. It
was already clear that a bipartisan coalition in favor of such action was forming on
Capitol Hill, and the momentum was going in one direction. If the administration
got out ahead of this and released everything voluntarily — including whatever
material existed about the president — it would at least get credit for transparency.
The alternative was to let the story drag on for months as information dripped out,
each new revelation renewing the cycle of suspicion and fury. Better to rip the
bandage off and move on.
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Vice President JD Vance appeared panicked to President Trump’s other top advisers
about the way the subject of Jeffrey Epstein was dividing the MAGA coalition. Anna
Moneymaker/Getty Images



Even the unsubstantiated allegations and anecdotes about Trump should go out,
Vance argued. They were going to surface regardless, and if the administration
published them first, it would demonstrate good faith and take the oxygen out of
the conspiracy theories. His arguments fell on skeptical ears, but some advisers
thought it would be a good idea to have Justice Department officials call a news
conference to explain their position on the Epstein affair — going beyond the
memo that precipitated the crisis.

At this point in the meeting, Blair spoke up. “With all due respect,” he said, “the
communications strategy of this group got us here. I don’t know that it’s going to
get us out. And if you’re going to go in front of the press, you’ve got a lot of work to
do.” He began to ask pointed mock questions, demonstrating how difficult a news
conference might be.

As the president’s former defense attorney, Blanche had a unique vantage point in
the discussion. He was better equipped than anyone else in the room to weigh the
ideas being discussed against Trump’s personal and political interests. Blanche laid
out what he saw as their best options.

Option 1 was to petition Federal District Courts in Florida and New York to unseal
the grand jury testimonies — the secret transcripts of prosecutors’ presentations of
witnesses and evidence in their efforts to obtain indictments in past Epstein-
related cases. As those were almost certain to contain no significant new
information, everyone agreed that this option was a good idea, and not only
because a release was unlikely to damage the president.

Under the Federal Rules of Criminal Procedure, the secrecy of grand jury
materials is regarded by most federal judges as almost always inviolate, and the
bar for any release is exceptionally high. If the courts refused to unseal them — as
Blanche predicted — they could shift the blame for withholding the Epstein
material away from the Trump administration and onto the judges. And all the
better if the judges had been appointed by Democratic presidents. Blanche’s
suggestion would make it appear that the White House wanted the materials
released, when it was almost certain not to happen.



Option 2 was to have Justice Department lawyers question Maxwell and publicly
release the transcript — a twist on the idea proposed earlier by Vance. Blanche
offered to interview Maxwell himself.

“What if we got her to talk to Congress?” Vance suggested.

Blanche raised the possibility that Maxwell’s lawyer might expect something in
return for her candor.

Warrington, the White House counsel, responded by laying out the available
choices, without advocating any of them. Maxwell could be given a pardon, he said,
or she could have her sentence reduced.

At that, several around the table spoke up to register their strong disapproval.

“Pardoning Maxwell, a trafficker of young girls, would create a huge P.R. problem,’
Cheung said. He predicted that in the wake of a pardon, the Epstein accusers
would be fanning out on TV, telling their stories and ripping the administration to
shreds.

Blair was also adamantly opposed to a pardon. “We can’t offer Ghislaine Maxwell
anything,” he said. “A, I don’t know why we would. And B, if we give Ghislaine
Maxwell any sort of break whatsoever and then she turns around and says nice
things about us, or says nice things about us and we give her a break, it will
undermine the entire point of her saying good things. That will feed the conspiracy
theory, period. If there’s nothing for her to say that hurts us, we shouldn’t have to
offer her anything.”

The consensus was that calling for the release of the grand jury material was the
best course of action. Wiles told the group she would discuss the matter with
Trump and ask if he would send a Truth Social post calling for the release of the
sealed grand jury documents.



White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles and her deputy, James Blair, were key
members of Trump’s team discussing the crisis. “The communications strategy of this
group got us here,” Blair told the others. “I don’t know that it's going to get us out.”
Haiyun Jiang/The New York Times

Just then, The Wall Street Journal article they had been trying to kill was
published online. Cellphones are forbidden in the Situation Room, so a staff
member brought in printed copies of the explosive report, which detailed how
Trump, and many others, had created birthday cards and letters to be assembled
by Maxwell into a special birthday book for Epstein in 2003. The birthday card
attributed to Trump depicted a nude woman, hand-drawn and inscribed with an
imagined dialogue between the two men about a “wonderful secret.” The drawing
was signed with what appeared to be Trump’s distinctive jagged Sharpie signature
in place of the woman’s pubic hair.

In the days before publication, Trump, in the effort to quash the story, had called
News Corp.’s chief executive, Robert Thomson; News Corp.’s owner, Rupert
Murdoch; and The Journal’s editor in chief, Emma Tucker. Practically shouting, the
president told Tucker, who is British, that she must “hate America.” He told her he
would file a lawsuit.



But none of his bullying had worked, and now, as the group sat quietly reading the
full story in the Situation Room, Wiles readied a public denial for the president,
which he soon posted on social media.

Shortly after this, the president posted again. He was going along with the plan his
advisers had hashed out in the Situation Room, though it was clear he didn’t like
having to do it: “Based on the ridiculous amount of publicity given to Jeffrey
Epstein, I have asked Attorney General Pam Bondi to produce any and all
pertinent Grand Jury testimony, subject to Court approval. This SCAM,
perpetuated by the Democrats, should end, right now!”

In response to a request for comment, a White House spokeswoman, Abigail
Jackson, repeated Trump’s claims that he was innocent in all Epstein-related
matters, adding that “by releasing thousands of pages of documents, cooperating
with the House Oversight Committee’s subpoena request, signing the Epstein Files
Transparency Act and calling for more investigations into Epstein’s Democrat
friends, President Trump has done more for Epstein’s victims than anyone before
him.”

At the start of last summer, as far as outside observers could see, Trump appeared
to be at the pinnacle of his power. He had just bombed nuclear sites in Iran;
completed a blitz of executive orders to reshape the immigration system; and
rammed through Congress his signature piece of domestic legislation, the Big
Beautiful Bill. He was using the levers of the government to go after his enemies,
and out of fear and desperation, America’s corporate titans were falling over
themselves to genuflect.

But behind the scenes, the Epstein crisis was paralyzing the Trump administration
to a far greater extent than the public knew. In their public statements, Trump’s
advisers were full of bravado, dismissing the crisis. In reality, it was consuming the
highest ranks of the administration as no issue had for the president’s team since
the Russia investigation in his first term. His aides were determined to keep their
rising sense of panic out of public view.



The Justice Department had struggled with just how to dispose of the Epstein
matter since the beginning of Trump’s second term. The issue was all-consuming
for the president’s political base, but also potentially compromising for the
president himself in ways that officials in the new administration didn’t fully
understand. Any path forward would be fraught.

Some of that complexity was self-inflicted. In the engine room of the MAGA
movement, the Epstein files were potent fuel. Elon Musk had used his social media
platform to repeatedly question why a client list had not been released. Donald
Trump Jr. and JD Vance had invoked the Epstein files as a broader campaign
message to argue that “powerful people” were hiding the truth from Americans.
Tucker Carlson and the young conservative leader Charlie Kirk had each insisted
that the government should release the documents and each floated the idea that
there was an expansive cover-up in progress.

Trump himself had been cagey. On the “Lex Fridman Podcast” in September 2024,
when asked about releasing the client list, Trump responded, “I’d certainly take a
look at it,” adding, “I’d have no problem with it.” The list “probably will be” made
public, he said, but he sounded less than enthusiastic. In private, Trump later told
Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene that a release of Epstein material could
hurt some of his friends. He repeatedly insisted that he had done nothing wrong
and that the whole saga was “fake news” designed to harm him politically.

But his posture was overtaken by the growing frenzy among his supporters.
Throughout 2024, Greene had made it her mission to force the release of the files.
And there were so many others. The far-right influencer Laura Loomer, the
conservative activist Scott Presler, Chaya Raichik from Libs of TikTok. But when it
came to propagating the Epstein files as evidence of a “deep state” capable of evil,
two podcasters were not to be outdone: Kash Patel and Dan Bongino.

Patel — a National Security Council director for counterterrorism and Defense
Department chief of staff in the first Trump administration — had repeatedly
claimed in podcast interviews that the government was hiding Epstein’s “black
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book” or client list, and he frequently asserted that the E.B.I. was deliberately
withholding names to protect the powerful. Patel promised that a second Trump
administration would release “everything” to restore public trust.

On “The Dan Bongino Show,” Bongino’s background as a Secret Service agent had
lent authority to his claims of a cover-up. “What the hell are they hiding with
Jeffrey Epstein?” he’d asked his large audience of MAGA devotees. The release of
the client list would “rock the political world,” he predicted. The “Washington
swamp” was “not telling you the truth.”

And so as they took office in 2025, Trump’s advisers were subject to intense
pressures of their own making. Attorney General Pam Bondi quickly made things
much worse.

First, in a Fox News interview on Feb. 21, she appeared to confirm the existence of
an Epstein client list, something that the MAGA base had believed was sitting in
the files, hidden — and hinted that its release was imminent. Asked whether the
Justice Department might release the names, she responded, “It’s sitting on my
desk right now to review.”

But many viewed what came six days later as an even more egregious misstep.

On Feb. 27, the White House Communications Office scheduled a lineup of cabinet
officials to brief popular right-wing influencers in the Roosevelt Room. The session
began with Vice President Vance, followed by Secretary of State Marco Rubio,
walking the influencers through the administration’s agenda. In attendance was a
who’s who of online MAGA : Mike Cernovich, Liz Wheeler, Collin Rugg, DC Draino.
The president himself brought them to the Oval Office and gave them custom-
designed challenge coins as a token of his appreciation. Before everything went
wrong, one of them would remark, “It was the best day of my life.”

Then the attorney general and her team walked into the Roosevelt Room carrying
boxes. Bondi had brought binders as handouts for the influencers; her aides would
later tell colleagues that the F.B.1. had prepared them, with the assurance that they



contained revelatory details. Someone on her staff said: “Watch this. This is cool.
This is going to be epic.”

But as Bondi’s staff started distributing the binders, the blood pressure of other
officials in the room skyrocketed. They had no idea what was in the handouts. The
attorney general was distributing something she was calling “the Epstein files”
that had not been vetted by anyone in the White House. One official, opening the
binder, began flipping through pages to see if Trump’s name was mentioned
anywhere. A few pages in, right in the middle of the page, there it was.

Keir Starmer, the British prime minister, was at the White House that day. If news
broke that the Epstein files had been released before the president was to meet the
press with the prime minister, that would be all the journalists would want to talk
about. And Trump would be blindsided.

—_

Right-wing influencers were invited to the White House, where Attorney General Pam
Bondi’s team gave them binders filled with Epstein-related material that turned out to
have been previously released. Jim Watson/Agence France-Presse — Getty Images



One of Trump’s aides hastily steered the influencers out of the White House, telling
them that the content of the binders was embargoed until after the president’s
news conference with Starmer but that the communications office would be more
than happy to talk about the files afterward. As the influencers left, they snapped
selfies in front of the White House holding their binders, quickly posting the
pictures on social media. They had now created a new shock wave of anticipation
for what might be in them.

Like some others in the White House, Bondi had either grossly underestimated or
simply been blind to the voracious appetite of the MAGA base for information
about Epstein. Her binders contained information about him and his activities —
flight logs, contact lists, summaries of items taken from his residences after his
2019 arrest and other material — but nearly all of it had been previously released.
Bondi had somehow simultaneously oversold and trivialized the Epstein files, and
now the influencers were made to feel like dupes.

In the Roosevelt Room, Bondi had told the influencers that this was just the first
tranche of files. There would be more coming, she assured them. But that story
would change, too.

Justice Department officials were reviewing the Epstein material, but months
would pass before the department or any of Trump’s closest advisers knew just
how many documents there were — more than three million pages of files related
to Epstein, and potentially as many as six million. In the early months, officials
were focused on going through a trove of what are known as 302 forms — records
of F.B.I. agents’ interview notes with witnesses, some of whom were victims of
Epstein. These were raw records, often containing unverified information. Trump
was mentioned numerous times, as were other prominent men.

In June, four months after the circus in the Roosevelt Room with the influencers,
Bondi and Blanche briefed the president on the status of the Epstein review.
“We’ve gone through the files,” Blanche told Trump. “There’s not a lot there. A lot of
child pornography — obviously we can’t put any of that out. There are some



mentions of you, but nothing substantive.” Most of Trump’s advisers had rejected
out of hand the idea of releasing the E.B.I.’s raw interview notes. More important,
they wanted to avoid putting out anything that could damage the president.
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With full transparency a nonstarter, a small group of White House and Justice
Department officials decided to draft a memo that would explain why the
department was not releasing any further information about Epstein. But even the
process of composing the memo was fraught, in part because no one wanted their
name on it and in part because of deep concerns within the leadership of the F.B.I.

For weeks, Patel and Bongino, the deputy F.B.I. director, had grown more
infuriated as they realized the scale of the mess for which they were now being
blamed. They repeatedly raised alarms internally that the Epstein crisis was
gathering momentum with Trump’s supporters. Bongino wanted to convey
something definitive to the MAGA base, and he and Patel pushed for the
immediate release of the surveillance footage from the federal facility where
Epstein was found dead in his cell.

Bongino hated the Justice Department’s nothing-to-see-here memo being drawn
up for public release. He told Patel this would in no way align with their promises
of transparency after taking over the E.B.I., and he objected to putting the EB.I.
seal on the letterhead. But he was overruled.

Patel privately shared many of Bongino’s concerns. But in an internal email on
July 2, the F.B.I. director gave his support for the memo.
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Before the 2024 election, Kash Patel, who would become Trump’s F.B.l. director,
promised that a second Trump administration would release “everything” in the
Epstein files to restore public trust. Tierney L. Cross for The New York Times

“Thanks for the edits, and I still believe this is the correct vehicle forward,” Patel
wrote, with the occasional typo, to a small group of colleagues, including Blanche.
“I’'m happy to add any additional sentences to compete the short fall. But I do think
we addressed specifically why more can’t be released as it relates to specific topics
ie court order, csam” — child sexual abuse material — “victim protections etc.”

Bondi rarely used her Justice Department email and was not on the chain where
the group worked on the memo. She was aware of both the memo and the release
of the prison video but was not involved in editing the document.

Inside the White House, Trump had no interest in releasing anything. And senior
officials, including Wiles and Blair, were initially unconvinced about the reach of
the Epstein crisis. They told colleagues that Republican voters didn’t care, and they
had early data from Trump’s chief pollster, Tony Fabrizio, to demonstrate it. The
Epstein brouhaha, in their view, was driven by fringe conspiracy theorists and



amplified by noisy online influencers who didn’t represent a meaningful bloc of
voters. If the White House engaged, it would only pump it up — putting an official
stamp on the matter.

Wiles, Blair and others around Trump had seen him weather every storm
imaginable for years. And in their view, this wasn’t a storm — it was passing clouds
at most.

Bongino told anyone who would listen that this was a grave miscalculation.
“It’s not an online story,” he told White House advisers. “You don’t understand.”

On July 7, the Department of Justice and the EB.I. released the memo. It was brief,
an unsigned one-and-a-half-page statement explaining that after an exhaustive
search of “its databases, hard drives, and network drives as well as physical
searches of squad areas, locked cabinets, desks, closets, and other areas where
responsive material may have been stored” and a corresponding review of more
than 300 gigabytes of evidence, the department concluded that there was no
evidence Epstein had maintained a client list.

The memo also reaffirmed the official finding that Epstein’s death in 2019 had been
a suicide. The memo was accompanied by the release of video footage from the
federal jail in Manhattan where Epstein died, footage that officials said supported
the conclusion of suicide. And with that, the memo indicated, the Trump
administration would not be releasing further information regarding the Epstein
case and no further investigation of uncharged third parties was warranted.

Less than five months after Bondi had referred to a secret client list of high-profile
predators, the case was closed. Or so it seemed.



In a Fox News interview, Bondi seemed to confirm the existence of an Epstein client
list, which the MAGA base believed was hidden in the files. But no such list was
found. Evan Vucci/Associated Press

If the administration expected that the memo would be the last word on the
Epstein case, and that the president’s most ardent supporters would accept the
purported conclusions of the Department of Justice simply because the
department and its investigative agencies were now controlled by Donald Trump,
they were sorely mistaken. The memo was an earthquake, and it was received by a
part of the MAGA base as an outright betrayal. It amounted to an abrupt disavowal
of the sinister conspiracy theories that some of Trump’s closest confidants had
hyped during the Biden presidency and that they had promised to expose once
Trump was returned to power.

The release of the surveillance video, which Bongino and Patel had intended as a
gesture of transparency, further fueled the fire. The Department of Justice ended
up releasing roughly 11 hours of prison video, intended to show that nothing
nefarious occurred. But the footage was missing a minute — a visible time-stamp
jump from 11:58:58 p.m. to midnight. Bondi initially attributed this to a nightly
system reset. (The footage was later restored and released.) To many of Trump’s



followers, however, this was yet more evidence of a cover-up. White House officials
complained privately that they hadn’t been told about the gap before the release.
Social media lit up with blame — not just for Bondi, but for Patel and Bongino, too.

None of the three had ever experienced anger at this volume from Trump’s
conservative base. It was disorienting, especially for Patel and Bongino, whose
power and influence had been built online. The movement that had treated them as
heroes was suddenly turning on them. The two men were now tightly connected to
a memo that stated, in black and white, that while information in the government’s
possession showed ample evidence of Epstein’s own wrongdoing, there was no
evidence of a wider conspiracy.

The day the memo was released, Bongino showed up to a daily Justice Department
meeting with the F.B.I. staff and the attorney general. He was in a volcanic mood.
As soon as he entered the room, he erupted at Bondi, shouting at her.

“You fucked this thing up from the start,” Bongino yelled. “The way you’ve been
talking about this — that dumb fucking charade with the Epstein files, the ‘They’re
on my desk’ nonsense, all the promises to the folks out there.”

Patel and Bongino both subsequently told a White House official that Bondi needed
to resign.

Two days later, on July 9, the two men were summoned to a meeting with Wiles
and Bondi in the Situation Room complex. They were the last to enter the small,
wood-paneled room. Seated around the table were Bondi, Wiles, Blanche and
Taylor Budowich, one of Wiles’s deputies. The moment Bongino sat down, Wiles
told him that she had been informed he leaked a sensitive story about Epstein and
Trump to ABC News.

“I’ll tell you what,” Bongino replied. “I’ll give you $100,000 cash right now. I’'m not
kidding. Walk out to West Exec, put that reporter on speaker and get him to admit
I leaked it. A hundred thousand dollars.”

”»

Wiles snapped back, “Well, we all got ourselves into this —



Bongino cut her off.

“No, no, no, no, no. We didn’t get ourselves into anything. I warned you guys about
this the whole time, and you ignored me. And exactly what I said was going to
happen happened. And now you’re pretending I was in on this. I was never in on
this.”

Bongino’s aggressive response to Wiles startled the others; she was the White
House chief of staff, essentially a stand-in for the president. Wiles put Bongino on
the spot. “Going forward,” she said, “we’re all in. We’re all going to agree to move
forward. Are you in or not?”

“No, I'm not,” Bongino said. “This is not my plan. I’'m not part of this going forward.
Forget it. I’'m out of here.” He stormed out of the Situation Room and onto West
Executive Avenue, where he climbed into the back of Patel’s armored S.U.V. and
directed the driver to take him to F.B.I. headquarters.

Some of Bongino’s close friends hoped he would resign right then — an act of
protest that would have made him a MAGA martyr and only increased his
following. But White House advisers intervened, urging him to stay. If he quit over
Epstein and went public, it could severely damage the president. Bongino told
associates he would remain for Trump’s sake and keep pushing for more Epstein
information to be released.



Dan Bongino, the deputy director of the F.B.Il., erupted at Bondi and Wiles as the
political backlash grew, telling them, “I warned you guys about this the whole time,
and you ignored me.” Michael M. Santiago/Getty Images

Privately, he seethed. In conversations with confidants, he lamented what the job
had cost him: millions of dollars in podcast revenue, family time, his audience. He
was getting torn apart over a strategy he had opposed from the start.

The relationships at the top of the Justice Department were by now beyond
dysfunctional. At another July meeting, in Wiles’s office, Bongino and Patel told the
chief of staff they suspected that Bondi had leaked negative stories about them.

“Blondie fucked this whole thing up,” Bongino later told a confidant, echoing
Loomer’s derisive nickname for the attorney general. “She was the one on TV
saying over and over they had all this stuff. There was never anything. We were
always clear about that. But now everyone thinks we did something wrong. And I
gave up everything.” Bongino complained that he had given up his high-rated show
and millions of dollars, “and now it’s all disappeared, because people think we
screwed something up with Epstein.”

Bongino paused.



“This is going to be President Trump’s Iran-contra.”

On July 12, the president took to Truth Social to defend Bondi against criticism and
to urge his “boys” and “gals” to stop wasting “Time and Energy on Jeffrey Epstein,
somebody that nobody cares about.” Trump told aides he was very unhappy with
some of his most influential supporters, including Charlie Kirk, Tucker Carlson and
Megyn Kelly, all of whom were publicly urging the administration to come clean.
Kirk had held a Turning Point USA event the previous day that turned into an
Epstein grievance fest, with one speaker after another bashing Bondi over her
handling of the situation. Trump had called Kirk and scolded him.

Nobody in Trump’s orbit had a better feel for the younger part of the MAGA base
than Kirk, who saw that the Epstein cover-up, as it was now viewed, was capturing
attention to an alarming extent. Donald Trump Jr. and JD Vance — both of whom
spent considerable time on X and were tapped into the same younger and hyper-
online portion of the base — were also worried. They urged the White House to
change course and force the Justice Department to release more of the files.

Vance made clear to colleagues that he feared losing some of the so-called low-
propensity voters, the young men who were not traditional Republicans but who
had voted for the Trump-Vance ticket in 2024. This was an audience tuned in to the
“manosphere” podcasters like Joe Rogan, and it was worrisome that the podcast
hosts themselves were now rebelling.

But there was one major obstacle in the path of a solution: The president himself
still had no interest in transparency. He wanted the whole Epstein issue buried,
and he was snapping at anyone who mentioned it. His staff largely avoided the
subject in their conversations with him, forced to worry among themselves.

Finally, on July 16, in an exasperated Truth Social post, seemingly desperate to
make his case in language that might resonate with his base, Trump somewhat
nonsensically called the Epstein case a “hoax” by Democrats and then proceeded
to heap abuse on members of his party and his base, disavowing their support,
calling them “PAST supporters” and “weaklings” who had “bought into this
‘bullshit, hook, line, and sinker.”



As the president was trying to redirect everyone away from Epstein on social
media, members of both parties began to push the other way. Many Democrats
embraced the growing Epstein scandal as a top focus in their messaging and as a
weapon against Trump. They were joined by a few renegade Republicans, which
added to the political pressure on the president’s team. Representatives Thomas
Massie, a Republican, and Ro Khanna, a Democrat, filed H.R. 4405, the Epstein
Files Transparency Act, in the House, and although they did not yet have the votes
for the bill, it would become the next battleground as the president dug in against
releasing information.

Word reached the White House in late July, meanwhile, that a subpoena would
soon be coming from the House Oversight Committee, led by James Comer, a
Republican from Kentucky. It had been pushed by committee Democrats, with the
help of some Republicans, and it compelled the release of files the Justice
Department had on Epstein.

On the day the Trump team learned about the looming subpoena, another Epstein
crisis meeting was convened in the Situation Room to discuss the pressure coming
from Congress. It included most of the same group: Wiles and Vance, Blanche,
Warrington, Patel, Bondi, Blair, Cheung, Budowich and Leavitt.

Blair told the group that they would try to make sure they were cooperating fully
with the House subpoena, but that the priority was to release information that
demonstrated Trump was not involved in Epstein’s crimes.

Blanche gave an assessment of the Epstein material he had personally reviewed or
been briefed on, including a volume of child pornography. The conversation turned
to how these files should be released to the public. The idea already in the works
was to put all Epstein-related material on a website. That way, they could
overwhelm the MAGAsphere with far-greater volumes of real information — in the
form of a huge database.



After Todd Blanche, then the deputy attorney general, interviewed Epstein’s co-
conspirator Ghislaine Maxwell, she was quietly moved to a minimum-security federal
prison camp, which only deepened the public outrage. Colin Hackley/Associated Press

The website had been easy to build, and they were looking at potentially going live
within a week. They had already accumulated a mountain of material that Blanche
had been scrolling through, and it included piles of documents from both civil and
criminal cases. They planned to release it all. Blanche could then appear on
Rogan’s podcast to promote the transparency from the White House.

But as it turned out, this searchable website would not go live on their initial
timetable. And the version of the site they originally conceived would never be
released to the public.

By late summer, it was plainly apparent to the president’s top aides that the
Epstein saga was not the same as the countless other crises they had weathered
during their service to Trump. To their great surprise — and growing disquiet —
Trump’s old tricks of deflection and denial weren’t working.



In late July, as the Trump team had discussed in their crisis meetings, it was
Blanche who interviewed Maxwell. Over two days, she told him she had witnessed
no troubling behavior by Trump and didn’t recall him sending the birthday card
drawn in the shape of a nude woman. Soon after, she was quietly moved to a
minimum-security federal prison camp in Texas — a transfer left unexplained at
first, which only deepened the public outrage. Blanche said nearly five months
later that Maxwell had faced “numerous threats against her life.”

As the calls for transparency grew louder, the top ranks of the Trump
administration spent even more time in the bunker. By now, the Situation Room
itself had become inseparable from the crisis — a guarded space where Trump’s
inner circle worked to steer the president around a scandal that would soon taint or
consume careers at the highest levels of business, science and politics.

On Aug. 13, Trump’s team met again in the secure complex at 6 p.m. for two hours
to refine the Epstein defense strategy. Again, the group included Wiles, Bondi,
Blanche, Patel, Blair, Budowich, Cheung and Leavitt. Vance phoned in from Britain.

The vice president once again pushed to release as much of the Epstein files as
possible. And with an eye on the public messaging, he proposed that he should be
the one to appear on Rogan’s influential podcast. Vance had just gotten off the
phone with Rogan, and he later told others that Rogan said he wouldn’t have
Blanche on his show but would take Vance.

Vance argued that if he were the one to appear on Rogan’s show, then only a part of
the conversation would be about Epstein. The rest of the interview, he told the
group, could be about the president’s recently passed legislation and what it would
do for working families.

But the larger conversation before them was how to handle the crisis and the
public relations risks for the administration. The challenge would be any
embarrassing or damaging allegations about the president, even if they were
unsubstantiated. If everything was publicly available on the website they had
planned, it could include all kinds of potentially humiliating material.



Suddenly, one of the officials in the Situation Room raised the subject of a
disturbing but uncorroborated accusation against Trump that had come to light in
unsealed filings from a 2015 defamation case brought by Virginia Giuffre against
Maxwell, which had been settled two years later. The secondhand accusation,
alleging a specific type of sexual abuse, was the perfect example of something that
would show up on the public website and put the spotlight on Trump, whether it
was true or not.

Giuffre, who had met Epstein when she was a teenage spa attendant at Trump’s
club, Mar-a-Lago, in Palm Beach, Fla., became one of the sex offender’s most
outspoken victims. Giuffre stated in late 2016 that, to her knowledge, Trump had
done nothing improper. She died by suicide in April 2025, three months after Trump
returned to power. The old Giuffre case file included emails sent to a journalist by
another Epstein victim, Sarah Ransome, who later sued Epstein and Maxwell.
Epstein had also settled that case.

In the emails, Ransome claimed that she knew a girl in Epstein’s sex-trafficking
ring named Jen, who said she had sex with Trump. Ransome also claimed that Jen
had told her that Trump had a predilection for nipples and that he had aggressively
flicked and sucked hers. Ransome wrote that she had seen evidence when she
shared a bathroom with Jen. “They looked incredibly painful as they were red and
swollen and I remember wincing when I looked at them,” she wrote.

Ransome’s credibility was not uncomplicated; she had made another claim that
she possessed video footage of prominent men having sex with young girls in
Epstein’s entourage. She later retracted the claims, saying she feared for herself
and her family if she proceeded. But after a federal judge ordered the unsealing of
some of the Giuffre case files in 2023, the document that connected Trump to the
claim about abused nipples was among the material that came out. It was an
unconfirmed allegation and had not been made publicly, but the disclosure led to
some articles that were quickly lost in the swirl of election-year news.



Some of Trump’s advisers in the Situation Room had never heard of the nipple
claim; those who had seemed to have only a passing familiarity with it. Many in
the room thought this was all just discredited nonsense. But it might not matter.
The Ransome emails could get new attention if they were included in a “public-
facing and searchable” Epstein library that carried the branding of the Justice
Department. An administration official had already searched for Trump-related
materials on the still-private test version of the website, and the nipple material
was among the first items to show up. None of the credibility issues would come
into consideration if a government-endorsed database gave Ransome’s claim about
Trump a stamp of validity.

“This is out there,” one of the officials told the group in the Situation Room.
“They’re going to make a huge scene of this, even though it’s not true and
everybody knows it.”

As the president tried to redirect everyone away from Epstein on social media,
members of both parties began to push the other way, adding to the political pressure
on the president’s team. Anna Moneymaker/Getty Images



Blanche argued that in context, the Ransome document — and Ransome’s
disavowal of some of her other claims — would make clear why the allegations
related to Trump had never been pursued for prosecution. Besides, these
allegations were already available online because of what had been unsealed, so
there was no reason to leave them off the Justice Department website.

The vice president said he thought the president would be OK with releasing the
nipple-related documents, arguing that Trump had been accused of worse. “I think
we should put it out,” he said. “It would cause people to say we’re going further
than we need to.” Wiles quickly responded that the president would not, in fact, be
OK with it. It was a point no one wanted to continue debating.

One official would later describe it as a “surreal” experience to be discussing
nipples in the White House Situation Room.

This was, in miniature, the entire problem the White House had with the Epstein
files: Piles of accusations were impossible to disprove and equally impossible to
make go away. Every door they opened led to another room, and in every room
were more claims from more women.

For a few weeks, they thought they had found a way out. The subpoena from
Comer’s committee had specifically requested Justice Department documents,
communications with the White House and material from the Epstein and Maxwell
criminal case files — not material from civil litigation, such as the Ransome emails.
They could comply with the letter of the subpoena, post the Justice Department
material to a stripped-down version of the planned website and leave the rest
aside. Civil cases were separate matters, outside the remit of the Justice
Department. And the subpoena allowed for another escape hatch — the Justice
Department could withhold certain documents, as long as it explained to House
lawmakers what they were and why they were held back.

But that strategy collapsed quickly. More Republican lawmakers would press for
additional disclosures, including former Trump allies like Greene and Lauren
Boebert. And the Trump administration was slow to comply with even the initial
limited set of documents required by the House subpoena.



By mid-November, the bipartisan coalition the Trump team had worried about
since the summer finally had the votes to force the administration’s hand. The
Epstein Files Transparency Act passed the House and the Senate in quick

succession, and on Nov. 19, Trump, yielding to the inevitable, signed it into law.

The new law went further than the House subpoena. It sought a broader tranche of
files and contained a warning to the administration that “no record shall be
withheld, delayed or redacted on the basis of embarrassment, reputational harm or
political sensitivity, including to any government official, public figure or foreign
dignitary.” It sought everything that Trump had spent the better part of the year
trying to suppress.

The legislators who passed the bill had no idea how many files they had mandated
to be released within a month. The pages would end up numbering in the millions,
and the president, his family and places like his Mar-a-Lago estate would be
referred to more than 38,000 times, according to a New York Times analysis.

The Trump Justice Department said there was no client list. But the entire episode
was another flashing light in an era when belief in the American system of justice
had corroded to the point of collapse. Raw witness accounts and evidence from
incomplete criminal investigations were never meant to be seen by the public.
There were longstanding systems in place to protect both the accused and the
accuser. The files amounted to a public dump of any Justice Department document
that mentioned Epstein’s name, no matter whether the information was confirmed
as accurate or not. The released pages did name many powerful men. Among them
was Epstein’s former close friend — now the president of the United States.

In a January 2020 email, a federal prosecutor told a colleague that Trump had
flown on Epstein’s private jet far more than anyone knew. Flight records in the files
showed at least eight trips between 1993 and 1996, sometimes with his second wife,
Marla Maples, sometimes with his children. In January 2024, Trump declared that
he had never been on the plane.


https://www.nytimes.com/2026/02/01/us/trump-epstein-files.html

What else remained undisclosed? The question would only sharpen as people
combed through what was redacted or missing. The Justice Department, after
more than 3.5 million documents were made public, said no others needed to be
released. Trump, characteristically, was creating his own reality. He had long
claimed that everyone else was corrupt, especially his critics. These files, he would
say — despite the avalanche of references to himself — were the proof.

“There are a lot of questions about it,” he told reporters at the White House in
February 2026. “But nothing on me.”

Trump had declared Epstein a dead issue during the summer, but as he began the
second year of his presidency, his own team could see that voter concerns about
Epstein were still breaking through to an alarming extent.

In an internal memo circulated to roughly a dozen Trump advisers in late March
2026, the president’s pollster, Fabrizio, summarized findings from two nights of
focus groups conducted that month. Fabrizio’s memo listed the “Epstein files” as
the sixth most important issue raised in the focus groups, behind inflation, the
economy, foreign policy, immigration and health care — but ahead of data centers,
military issues, crime and safety, and being “pro-working class.” In the section on
“key takeaways” of the focus groups, Fabrizio’s memo stated: “There is also a
consistent mention of the Epstein files, which came up in every group and is a real
negative with some of these voters.”

The Epstein crisis had exposed something that some of Trump’s closest advisers
spent months refusing to see. The president could break institutions, redirect the
federal government against his enemies and bring the world’s richest men into the
Oval Office bearing tribute. But he could not, it turned out, make Jeffrey Epstein
disappear.

Source images for illustration above: Marc Guitard/Moment, via Getty Images; Hulton Archive/Getty
Images
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Authors’ note: This article is adapted from reporting for our book
“Regime Change: Inside the Imperial Presidency of Donald Trump.” The
bulk of the reporting took place from the spring of 2023 to the spring of
2026. During that time, we conducted more than 1,000 interviews with a
wide range of people close to President Trump, including campaign
officials, White House staff members, officials serving in government
departments and agencies, former aides, donors, lawmakers, friends and
business associates. Many of our interviews were conducted on the
journalistic ground rule of “deep background,” agreed to in advance,
which meant we could use the information but not identify who gave it to
us. Throughout the reporting process, we made extensive efforts to contact
the individuals named and give them ample opportunity to offer their
perspective. When we use direct quotes, those quotes came either from the
person speaking, from someone who heard that person directly or from
contemporaneous notes, recordings or transcripts. When we paraphrase,
it’s because witnesses or participants in the dialogue could not recall the
precise wording but were confident about the thrust of the message
expressed. Where there were discrepancies between the accounts of
participants in meetings, we generally erred on the side of removing the
disagreed-upon material; in some instances, we relied on our own
judgment of various sources’ reliability, based on our long histories of
covering Trump and his inner circle. Over the course of these past three
years, during our daily reporting for The New York Times, each of us has
spoken to Donald Trump multiple times, and the president sat for an
hourlong interview with us on March 16, 2026.
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