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John Sweeney is a British writer and

broadcaster, and one of the most recognisable

names in investigative journalism. As a reporter,

first for the Observer, then the BBC, Sweeney

has covered wars and chaos in one hundred

countries and been undercover to several regimes

including Chechnya, North Korea and Zimbabwe.

Over the course of his career Sweeney has won

many awards, including an Emmy, the Paul Foot

Award and the What The Papers Say ‘Journalist

of the Year’ prize. His reporting highlights include

doorstepping Vladimir Putin in a mammoth

museum in Siberia and irritating Donald Trump

so much that he walked out of an interview. He’s

written eight non-fiction books and four novels.

He lives in London.
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‘The truth is, Epstein does know a lot about a lot of things. Just a few moments in his company and you know this to be true . . . And Ghislaine? Full disclosure: I like her. Most people in New York do. It’s almost impossible not to. She is always the most interesting, the most vivacious, the most unusual person in any room.’

Vicky Ward, 2011

 

 

‘I’ve got to get the nubiles.’

Ghislaine Maxwell, allegedly,

according to Maria Farmer when a

receptionist for Jeffrey Epstein in 1996.

 

 

‘The girls. They are nothing! They are trash!’

Ghislaine Maxwell, allegedly,

to Christina Oxenberg.
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A word on pronunciation

Ghislaine Maxwell is hard to pin down, starting with the mystery of how to pronounce her tricky-to-get-right first name. When I began work on our podcast, ‘Hunting Ghislaine’, I could find no recordings of her or her family saying it. On her arrest on 2 July 2020 the FBI’s Assistant Director in New York, Bill Sweeney – no relation – went with a hard G, calling her ‘G-Len’. Ghislaine was born in France to a French mother. G has two pronunciations in French, soft in front of E, I, or Y or hard in front of A, O, U or a consonant. The H in Ghislaine is, I thought, silent, so when doing my podcast, I betted on how French grammar suggests her mother pronounced it, with the soft G, as in ‘Zh-len’. My logic was that the FBI may know a thing or two but they’re not her mum. But three months after the podcast was finished, in March 2021, Ghislaine’s older brother Ian Maxwell went on BBC Radio Four’s Today programme and pronounced it ‘G-Len’. I bet wrong.

Proper names that end in ‘stein’ in Britain are generally said as ‘stine’, following received German and European pronunciation. But Jeffrey Epstein was a New Yorker where the ‘stein’ ending is pronounced ‘steen’.

Robert Maxwell was known on Fleet Street by a lot of names, some of them unprintable, but most often ‘Cap’n Bob’ or Bob. I’ve called him Maxwell throughout and his youngest daughter Ghislaine, and having made that decision, it made sense to call the victims in the story by their first names too.





Introduction

The film flickers into life, a grainy black-and-white video from 1966. What you see is a Christmas scene like something from the Frank Capra movie It’s A Wonderful Life or a fairy tale. A little girl, five years old, is standing at the very top of a stepladder, stretching as far as she can to tie a star onto an enormous Christmas tree standing in the great hall of a mansion. She turns at the top of the ladder and faces her father, who is back to camera. He’s a giant of a man, lean, brilliantine-haired. He opens his arms and she jumps and he catches her and kisses her. Then there’s a close-up, her face animated, her coal-black eyes a-glitter.1

The little girl in the film is Ghislaine, the father Robert Maxwell. She first caught the public eye on 5 November 1991 when she was chosen by the family to give the first expression of grief for Robert Maxwell, who fell off the back of the yacht he named after her. Standing on the Lady Ghislaine, a wretched Ghislaine read out her statement in a broken voice: ‘I also want to take this opportunity to thank all the many hundreds of people who have sent messages of support to us at this very, very sad time.’ World leaders vied to mark the passing of the great man. Mrs Thatcher, out of power, mourned his ‘God-given talents’, then Prime Minister John Major commended ‘an extraordinary life, lived to the full’, Mikhail Gorbachev was ‘deeply grieved’, President George H. W. Bush hailed Maxwell’s ‘unwavering fight against bigotry and oppression’.

We can set the pieties aside. Ghislaine’s older brother, Ian Maxwell, tells the story of one Christmas morning when the family descended to the Christmas tree to find ripped up wrapping paper everywhere and all their presents opened. Ian explained: ‘to understand my father you must realise he never had any presents to unwrap as a child.’2

The fancy palace Ghislaine was brought up in was a rickety sham, its master a monster, cruel, mad, as mad as a box of frogs. With her beloved father dead, Ghislaine flew to New York to woo Jeffrey Epstein. She lost everything when the first monster in her life died. Then she got everything back: private jets, swish parties, powerful friends.

All she had to do was feed the second monster with fresh children.

Ghislaine’s supporters can plead that Epstein’s victims must have known or should have known what they were getting into, that many came back again and again, that no one died on Epstein’s massage tables. They can make the argument that what is happening to Ghislaine is a kind of witch-hunt, that society’s anger and the media’s obsession with her story is out of kilter with what actually happened. This is the essence of a series of interviews before her trial given by Ian Maxwell. He is, by most accounts, a decent man, defending his sister, who finds herself in the twenty-first-century equivalent of a dungeon: ‘She is in effective isolation in a cell that measures 6 foot by 9 foot and which includes a concrete bed and a toilet. There is no natural light.’

Ian, speaking before the trial, believes his sister is no monster: ‘The Ghislaine that we know has been buried in this caricature, this monstrous creature that has been invented as an abuser and a pimp.’3

The counter-argument is best put by one of the victims of both Jeffrey Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell, Sarah Ransome, in her book, Silenced No More: ‘Pardon me, brother Ian, but you have no bloody idea.’4 The child sexual abuse was not the figment of a witch-hunt but all too real, and it is fair for the media to reflect this. The public’s horror lies in the industrial scale of Epstein’s perversion: that so many girls, hand-picked to be more child than woman, lost their innocence.

Ghislaine Maxwell has always denied knowledge of Epstein’s paedophilia, both its nature and vast extent. But the scale of the operation to serve Epstein was like running a factory. Getting on top of the logistics must have been a nightmare and given that Ghislaine was in command of running Epstein’s life and four homes, his mansion in Manhattan, his home in Palm Beach, his ranch in New Mexico and his private island, Little St Jeffs in the US Virgin Islands, that does not look good. In Epstein’s house in Palm Beach, fresh children were processed like battery chickens all the live long day. The phone logs show Ghislaine at that house while under-age girls serviced Epstein. The flight logs of Epstein’s Boeing, nicknamed ‘The Lolita Express’, show that Ghislaine shared journeys with very young women. If so, did Epstein’s voracious sexual appetite for under-age girls never strike Ghislaine? His one-time lover, the one who had commissioned a comedy roast about schoolgirl crushes for Epstein? Not once? That seems hard – no, close to impossible – to believe.

The writer Christina Oxenberg, in her book Trash, alleges that in 1997 Ghislaine asked her to ghost her autobiography; a no-no. While stringing Ghislaine along, Christina says that Ghislaine started talking about how Epstein needed three orgasms a day, and that she had to drive around trailer parks in Florida, looking for girls. Christina, appalled, asked for an explanation, at which, she alleges, Ghislaine replied angrily, slicing the air with her hands: ‘The girls. They are nothing! They are trash!’

Does Ghislaine rue the day she met Epstein? Ian Maxwell again: ‘I know she wishes that she had never met him. He has ruined her life.’5

This book sets out the evidence that her life was ruined long before she met Jeffrey Epstein. She is in jail, her good name dross, her future haunted by horrors from her past, from 1980s Oxford to 1990s New York, Florida and the Caribbean. Had Ghislaine Maxwell not got entangled with Epstein, she would never have merited a book.6 But she has become a mirror, broken, cloudy, shards lying on the ground, capturing the ugly truth about half-forgotten worlds of rotten beauty.

The life of Ghislaine Maxwell, then, is a dark fairy tale for the twenty-first century, told the wrong way round with the princess starting out in a palace and ending up in a dungeon. In traditional formula fairy tales – the one set out in Netflix’s Filthy Rich, for example – there is only one monster. In this book, the twist is that there is definitely more than one.
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