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This book is for my mum and dad, who never stopped believing in me and gave me the courage to always keep fighting. We did it.
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Foreword

I first met Jo at our very first Post Office victims meeting in Fenny Compton on Sunday, 8 November 2009. She had volunteered to bring tea/coffee/cakes to the meeting as it was ‘what I do for a living’. Time marches on and whilst she will still bring tea/coffee/cakes to a victims meeting, she has done so much more since then.

In the very early days of our campaign a small group of us were trying to get the message out and contact others – other victims like us – who we knew must exist. Then, when we did manage to contact a new person, we usually found they were totally distraught at having been left in desperate circumstances by the Post Office, as in many cases they had been deceived into thinking they were the only ones to experience problems with the computer system. The amount of relief on finding they were not alone and that we were collectively raising questions never failed to astound me.

If you know me, you’ll know I’m not a big people person – I don’t mean anything by that, but it’s not me. So whilst I would engage with new victims in the aspects of what technically had gone wrong, listening to how it had affected them and their families and how to cope with their situation was not my strong point, but it was Jo’s. She had been ‘through the mill’ with the Post Office and so knew first-hand the hell a victim had been put through.

So often my phone calls with Jo were ‘I’ve got another one for you’, and then I knew leaving it with Jo was leaving it in a safe pair of hands as she would happily spend hours on the phone talking with new victims, many of whom then became good friends.

During the many years it took to raise the public awareness of what had been going on, from time to time the media found us, and often they spoke to Julian Wilson whose am-dram experience was invaluable for publicising the campaign. Sadly, he became ill and we lost him, but Jo then came forward, reluctantly at first, and has done a sterling job as an ambassador for the group to promote our cause. Despite being one of the earliest in the group to fully settle her claim, she continues to this day to fight for all the group to receive the financial redress they are rightly owed.

I and all the group really appreciate how much Jo has done to channel all the anger she has over the way she has been treated to now support others still suffering from the failings of government to bring a swift and final resolution to all the victims of the Post Office.

Thanks, Jo.

Sir Alan Bates

April 2025





Prologue

February 2008

As I took in the huge atrium full of people my eyes searched for the listing board. I spotted it in the corner, partially hidden by a sea of heads. I got to the front of the crowd and scanned the list of names. For a minute there was a tiny part of me that thought, for the hundredth time that morning, that someone would come out of an official-looking door and tell me that this was all a huge mistake, and it wasn’t me on trial after all. I had never set foot in a court before all this and I certainly would never have imagined I’d be looking at a court listings board for anyone I knew, let alone myself. But there I was, written clearly for all to see, The Queen Versus Josephine Hamilton. I remember thinking, ‘Oh my God, how is this happening!’ over and over in my head.

I felt sick to my stomach even though I hadn’t eaten a thing. My solicitor, Issy Hogg, was sorting out paperwork and my husband, David, and my parents were getting us a table in the café. It felt like an out-of-body experience: bright lights, people everywhere and me clenching my fists trying to take it all in. I glanced again at my name and made my way to the café where I said that I would meet everyone. I found David, Mum and Dad already sitting down, having carried the heavy and unwieldy bag I’d spent most of the previous night packing and unpacking. David was opposite me and pushed the bag awkwardly under the table. I remember thinking that I had packed illogically as we sat in total silence staring at each other, trying to ignore the reality of the situation as everyone bustled around us.

A few weeks earlier I was advised by my probation officer to take a bag of essentials to court for my sentencing verdict. She was blunt as she explained the likely outcome would be a jail sentence, ‘You do know you are 75 per cent likely to go to prison for this.’ I just remember feeling pure terror and exclaiming, ‘Prison?!’ She went on to say, ‘This is a really serious amount of money missing, Jo,’ and advised me to put measures in place for the shop’s survival, reminding me that I would be unemployable after any custodial sentence. She continued, ‘When you are sentenced, you’ll go away for fourteen days to a holding prison, probably Holloway, and then they will send you wherever has space to take you, and your family might not find out where that is for about a fortnight.’ So, I packed fourteen pairs of pants – essential – and some massive course books on equine science that I decided would occupy my mind as I served my sentence – most definitely not essential! David has since joked that he thought I was mad when he saw what I was putting in my bag, but at the time it made total sense to me as my mind was firmly in fight-or-flight mode. Horse books over pyjamas seemed utterly logical. All I had in my head was that my probation officer told me that I was 75 per cent likely to go to prison straight after my sentencing – I knew that no one expected me to be in the car on the way home at the end of the day, including me.

Issy came over with a plastic tray balancing three coffees – two white for them and one plain black one for me – all I could stand was something strong and hot – not even sugar was a possibility for my churning insides. Both David and Issy tried to make me eat something, but I couldn’t even think about it. Issy was my dear friend and neighbour, and also a highly experienced criminal defence lawyer who specialised in fraud and military law but who also acted across the full range of criminal case law. Issy had suggested we get there early and have a last-minute run-through, but I couldn’t really concentrate as she talked about what to expect again. I was exhausted but also full of adrenalin, and I still had a tiny bit of hope that someone could call the whole thing off. I have learned that the human brain has an impressive ability to let us hold out hope until there really isn’t any hope left, and yet you still tell yourself there is a chance that what is happening to you isn’t real.

I didn’t sleep a wink the night before – when I did start to drift off, I would startle myself awake, finding myself sitting bolt upright thinking, ‘Oh God, I am in prison,’ before realising that I was still in my bed and David was next to me. I spent the whole night looking at the clock and then the ceiling, imagining a small prison cell and a cell mate breathing in a bunk bed above me. A total stranger sharing my space. All I could think was, ‘This time tomorrow night I won’t be here, and I don’t know when I will be back.’

As we sat in the café waiting for my sentencing, we made small talk. People from the village had come to support me and came up to me, patting my shoulder reassuringly and offering words of comfort. I just smiled at everyone but couldn’t say much – what was there to say? I had gone from being a well-respected subpostmistress at my local Post Office and dutifully serving my community, to being in court about to be sentenced for fourteen counts of false accounting having accepted a plea bargain to stop me being tried for the more serious charge of theft. My actual crime? Typing my numbers into the Horizon terminal installed by the Post Office to reconcile my accounts. Now the Post Office was prosecuting me for a £36,000 shortfall. I thought I had just got in a muddle, that I didn’t understand technology, and that the Post Office helpdesk would sort it all out, but then when I did exactly what they said, the discrepancy kept going up. I was told there were thousands of pounds missing that I didn’t have but that I couldn’t account for. I had very nearly lost my mind trying to find an explanation and I couldn’t. And now here we were in Winchester Crown Court awaiting my fate.

My name was called and I froze, I looked at David and my parents and felt welded to the spot. I took some deep breaths and allowed myself to be nudged into motion. We filed into the courtroom and my stomach flipped; this was it. I was about to go to prison. I walked through the doors and was led to the dock by a big jailer-type guy. I remember glancing up at him and thinking he looked like someone from a TV police show: late middle-aged, quite a big belly, white shirt with the buttons straining round the middle and work trousers with the keys on a long chain looped through a belt hole that he tucked into his pocket, maybe so they didn’t jangle. I was running a full-on commentary in my head to help keep me calm and so I didn’t focus too much on what was about to happen. I kept my head down, looking mostly at the floor. I remember being pleased I had worn my smart navy shoes with the low heel and proper tights. He didn’t look at me, just guided me up into the glass dock and I can still hear the lock clicking shut and then a double lock as he turned the key again. Sometimes I still hear that sound in my sleep. It was all so much more intimidating than I imagined. The dock was like a cube, half painted wood up to the waist and half glass up to the top. I don’t know whether the glass is bullet-proof, but Winchester Crown Court was originally built for terrorist trials, a fact running through my head as I looked at the two rows of bench seats either side of me and thought, ‘What are all those seats for when there is just me?’ Perhaps there were often more criminals in there at one time, depending on the crime, but it made me feel very exposed and very small in this big public cube of shame. The public gallery was partially above me, which added another layer of oddity to the proceedings, and I could hear the scraping of feet and all the chatter, some voices I could vaguely recognise as I watched other familiar faces from the village filing in. Then the judge arrived, and everyone sat down in silence.

I heard the words, ‘All rise.’

I stood up and the wooden wall of my cube came up to my waist. I smoothed down my navy suit jacket and skirt and made sure my white shirt was arranged and straight. It had a lacy type of pattern around the neck, and I hoped it didn’t look too fussy. I carried my bright silver handbag – maybe to show who I was, or perhaps a small flash of defiance, I am not really sure – and thought how shiny it looked on the bench next to me. I had agonised about what to wear and went to a shop in Alton where I knew the staff, telling them I needed an outfit for an ‘important occasion’. It turned out the shop owner, Lynne, already knew why I was there – she was a friend of my mum’s, and had dressed me for my son’s wedding, so I didn’t need to give too much of an explanation. I had fixated on my outfit and the impression it would convey to the judge – it was one of the few things I could control, so I went into overdrive. A bit like with a job interview, I had always been told that first impressions were key, and your presentation said everything about who you are in the first few minutes before you even opened your mouth. I knew I had to look ‘put together’ and like I really cared about what was happening, not like a ‘baddy’ or someone who was at home in a court environment. Like a ‘good citizen’ and not a criminal. Luckily, Lynne knew what suited me, but it was strange to be there for a situation like this; every other outfit from her shop had been selected for a joyous occasion – weddings, birthdays and anniversaries – not an occasion where a first impression from a judge was vital and might stop me from going to prison for a crime I had not committed. It had never mattered more. It was as if my life depended on this outfit, which was quite a lot of pressure to put on a suit.

I looked down from the dock at the court room sprawling out around me. I remember Issy saying she had requested the biggest court room for the proceedings as she had a hunch that lots of the village would want to come and support me, but even she had no idea that seventy-four people would turn up for me. It was an open court, which I only later realised meant that journalists and total strangers would be sitting amongst my friends and family. The reality of it all hit me. Now, it was in 2008, so writing this book sixteen years after my sentencing – and having spent hundreds of days attending the High Court trials of 2018 and 2019 and the public inquiry into the Post Office wrongdoing from February 2022 to December 2024 – I have no idea what drives strangers with no vested interest to get up every morning and attend court cases where they don’t know anything about the person in the dock. Having endured the lies told every single day at the inquiry and despite how hard it was to hear what was done to me and hundreds of others, I was determined to look my enemies in the eye, but it is unfathomable to me that anyone would queue up to listen to a stranger’s downfall. I spotted one journalist straight away; he was the son of a neighbour and he’d gone to school with one of my sons – and now he was reporting on me as I stood in the dock accused of false accounting. It was just awful, totally mortifying, actually, and summed up the public destruction of my good name when I had done nothing wrong. The shame was indescribable.

I wasn’t prepared for the sheer enormity of the space as I had been used to much smaller courts with tiny public galleries for my hearings. So far, I had attended one magistrates’ court and two Crown Courts for various parts of the process, including plea and case management hearings, and now this was the moment I would find out if I was going to prison. The gallery was so huge, almost like a theatre, which felt apt given the ludicrousness of the situation. I had already pled guilty to fourteen charges of false accounting to stop the Post Office charging me with the more major offence of theft, though my guilty plea was nearly as contentious with my friends and family as the charges themselves. My lawyer, Issy, has since said ‘[the Post Office] used a theft charge effectively as a bargaining chip to get [you] to plead guilty to false accounting. My job was to keep you out of prison, so that’s what we did. We had no idea at the time that they were lying about everything and more. No idea at all.’ How could anyone know that my moment in court was a tiny snapshot of years of destruction and devastation caused by the Post Office? That my life was one of hundreds shattered by lies, greed, wrongful convictions and deceit. That what would unravel was a toxic web of ‘discrepancies’ in branch accounts that hundreds of postmasters believed only applied to them, years of legal battles, bankruptcies, divorces, deaths, suicides and an ongoing fight for justice endured by more than nine hundred of us.

The judge appeared and said, ‘I gather some people can’t get into the public gallery, but you’re very welcome to come and sit in the well of my court.’ I thought that was a kind thing to do, though he looked slightly perplexed by the whole thing. People immediately started filing downstairs. My hands were down by my side as I patiently waited for the proceedings to begin. As soon as the judge looked me in the eye, tears started silently streaming down my face. I had promised myself I wouldn’t cry but I just couldn’t help myself. He held my gaze as he asked,

‘Are you Josephine Hamilton?’

I nodded and said, ‘Yes I am.’

He went on, ‘Mrs Hamilton,’ he said, ‘you have pleaded guilty to a very serious criminal offence, but these people clearly love you. Why are you in my court? Why are you here?’



What on earth happened and how it happened to me is a question I have been asking myself for the nineteen years since I first had the charges levelled against me. The Post Office is a revered institution, a jewel in the historical crown of this country. Its history dates to the sixteenth century, when King Henry VII established the position of Master of the Posts. It is part of our history, a place we entrust with our parcels and letters for loved ones, we use it as a centre of connection between us and the rest of the world, it allows us to pay bills, keep in touch with loved ones and brings villages together in a common need and now it was about to send me to prison. I had no idea at that time that I, Jo Hamilton, was one of over nine hundred subpostmasters being prosecuted between 2000 and 2014, based on information from the Post Office’s faulty Horizon accounting system, which had been installed in all branches across England and Wales in 2006. I was being accused of stealing £36,000 and I had not taken a penny; I did not have that money, but I couldn’t explain where the money had gone. And so here we were.

We all think the system is there to protect us. We all think if we just tell the truth we will be OK, that if we were to be falsely accused of a crime, we would be able to show that we weren’t guilty and that would be that. That’s the fabric of society, after all – if we work hard and pay our taxes and behave honestly, then the system works. I stood in that dock thinking that I have learned the hard way that is not the case. I know I am one of the lucky ones to still be here to tell my tale of one of the biggest miscarriages of justice of the modern age. I certainly had no idea I would be writing a book about it, but we don’t know what is round the corner. That is one of the many life lessons I have learned throughout this whole nightmare. The other is that people don’t see the wrong in their actions if they surround themselves with those who normalise it. Silence and validation can make even the worst choices feel justified. I thought I was just one person suffering but there is such power in the collective we now know we are.

And so, this book is for every single subpostmaster who was told they were the only one.






Chapter 1

A Family Affair


When I recount my story like that then it sounds even more like it happened to someone else. I am not sure I will ever fully accept seeing it all on the TV, being on the news, having my face splashed all over the papers or hearing yet more stories of lives ruined. It isn’t just that life can change in an instant, we have all heard enough horror stories over the years in the newspapers to know that bad news sells and that people do terrible things. It goes much deeper than that. I think nightmares like this one challenge the very core of what we believe our society to be; the basic rules of human engagement we should be able to rely on. Corruption like this shakes every moral pillar that we believe in – everything we are brought up to trust we can hold onto evaporates when we realise that bad things can happen to anyone when the system is corrupt enough.

I think we all have moments as youngsters where we imagine being ‘famous’ in whatever way that looks like. These days, it is social media or talent shows or maybe YouTube. It certainly doesn’t look like a TV show called Mr Bates vs The Post Office – a drama that tells the story of the Post Office scandal through the eyes of the victims. Even writing the phrase ‘our convictions’ still feels surreal. That I am bound up in this madness that others have watched as entertainment still takes my breath away. All of it does. That TV drama brought the story of what happened to me and hundreds of subpostmasters to a whole new audience, and shocked and appalled them in equal measure.

The Post Office destroyed lives. It ruined my life as I knew it. It pushed me to the brink of my own sanity, left me penniless and my reputation in ruins; and my parents went to their graves before they could see me clear my name. Even when the evidence was being heard, years after my convictions, at the public inquiry, I sat and thought, ‘How on earth could they do that to people and then go home and sleep at night?’ I think that’s the thing with being the victim of evil – you just can’t comprehend it when you are in it, no matter how you try and rationalise it.

Initially, no one had any idea of the scale – people thought perhaps only a few people had been affected regionally; it wasn’t until it hit the TV screens that the enormity of our plight was truly understood by the masses – that 555 of us had been affected and left with no money, mountains of debt, some with criminal records, and no evidence to clear our names. I have had to work hard over the years not to let myself be swamped by feelings of anger and hatred; no amount of raking over all the torrid details of the Post Office’s behaviour will change the outcome: the prison sentences, deaths and suicides and total misery and destruction felt by us all, no matter what our story.

There was nothing accidental about what happened and there has not been one shred of remorse shown for what we all went through. There’s nothing I can do to change what happened to us, but I will continue until my very last breath to hold ‘them’ accountable. We were all thrown right into the legal whirlpool of trying to clear our names and untangle the horror of what the Post Office did; we all had to learn the intricacies of the legal world ‘on the job’ – just imagine having a normal job, a normal life and suddenly having to stop one of the largest institutions in the country from sending you to prison for something you did not do, but that you couldn’t prove wasn’t you. And what a labyrinthine world it continues to be as the fight goes on. I have been so lucky with my wonderful family, friends and the team that has assembled around me, supported and protected me and continued the fight with me. Not everyone involved was so blessed.

The ITV drama was so important to show how many lives were shattered and just what it took to form the Justice for Subpostmasters Alliance (JFSA), take on the system and prove our innocence and win. It eventually led to a High Court case in which a judge ruled that ‘bugs, errors and defects’ in the Horizon system caused discrepancies in postmasters’ ‘branch accounts’ and that the system was ‘not robust’, and there was a ‘material risk’ of it being the cause of the shortfalls. That court ruling ultimately paved the way for us subpostmasters to achieve justice: for us convicted subpostmasters, we could start to appeal against our criminal convictions, and begin compensation claims for malicious prosecution, loss of reputation and liberty as well as property and financial loss, and for the rest of the subpostmasters it started the process of obtaining financial redress. After years of fighting and legal battles, we are coming out the other side and finally getting what we deserve, though at the time of writing this book there are still a significant number of people waiting for full financial redress. Ultimately, though, I want this to be a story of hope and one that shows you can win, against all the odds, if you never give up, you have right on your side and good people with you helping you to fight.

All of this was a million miles away from how I thought life would be as I grew up. My pre-Post Office life was blissfully simple and all about family and loved ones; we genuinely all felt content as long as we had each other. Nothing has ever been more important to me than my family and I can only imagine how they felt years later seeing me being pulled apart and accused of crimes I did not commit. There will never be enough words to express my heartbreak that my parents didn’t live long enough to see my convictions overturned. That was the very worst thing that the Post Office did to me – the pain it caused my parents was worse than my own suffering and it breaks my heart they haven’t been here to see the breakthroughs we have made, and that their retirements were ruined by my debt and the whole horror show. But I promised them both that I wouldn’t stop fighting and that has carried me through some of the hardest times when I have been exhausted by the weight of it all; that they knew I would keep going until I cleared my name of any wrongdoing. They knew because that is how they raised me, and I know they never doubted my innocence for one minute.

My start in life was certainly more unremarkable than it became. I was born in Portsmouth and my mum and nan were born there too. Dad’s side of the family came from Suffolk, he was born in Lowestoft. The two of them met, got married in 1952 and eventually had three children. I’m the oldest, born in 1957, and have two younger brothers, one who lives in New Zealand, and the other one lives in London. My mum had three kids in three years, which must have been a lot, though she took it all in her stride and I don’t remember anything but a happy home. She was twenty-seven years old when she had me. Dad was a year older and in the RAF, so we travelled around a bit. His last posting was Farnborough, so we ended up buying a house in Fleet and there we remained.

I can remember going to a little junior school there. I took my 11 Plus, but didn’t pass it so I went on to the brand-new local comprehensive in Yateley and set about making friends, which I have luckily always found easy to do from a young age – I can talk to anyone and love getting to know people – a trait you definitely need to run a shop. I joined the local swimming club and trained like crazy – I ended up swimming to county level but knew I’d never be good enough to make it to a national team, despite all my efforts, so I packed it in. My school days were pretty average really, much like most people my age. There wasn’t a huge amount of pressure or expectation from my family about what I would go on to be or do, though I know deep down that my dad was desperate for one of us to go to university so he could have a child that had been through the whole education system and be the first in the family to go. Either way, it was expected I finish school and then get a good job and build my own life. This was all just as well as I wasn’t that academic really but enjoyed the social aspect of school and had lots of hobbies.

My big distraction was horses, with a house full of dogs (and I mean full of dogs), I was already animal mad. Whilst we all loved our dogs, I was the only one into horses and it has remained a lifelong passion and something that has helped to get me through some of my toughest times. So often, as things started to get darker with the Post Office, when figures weren’t adding up or once we really got into the thick of it all, there was nothing better than pulling on my wellies and taking hay to the horses, listening to them munching as I watched the sun go down. There is a peace and tranquillity to be found with horses that I have never experienced anywhere else, and was a real lifeline to me at this time.

I often look back at my childhood, like lots of people my age before smartphones and social media, and think about how much has changed from those carefree and simple days. It is so hard to fathom how a simple girl like me has ended up in and out of courts, taking on institutions and getting an OBE. I would never have imagined that was in my destiny and I certainly never set out to be any kind of poster girl.

What I can see my childhood gave me is a keen sense of right from wrong – it was something instilled in me and my brothers from as early as I can remember. Do unto others as they do to you and treat others how you expect and want to be treated. I always had a healthy sense of justice but equally a respect for authority – something that was so hard to shake when, fifty years later, it was me versus a century-old institution. I know this was one of the hardest things for my mum, too, as she and my dad were such law-abiding citizens and no one in my family had ever been in trouble with the law.

We lived with so much less than kids do now, but it never felt like we were missing out. We loved being together as a family. We lived in a 60s-build house with four bedrooms and one bathroom, and we played outside the whole time and only came back in when it was dark. We always had loads of freedom and rode our bikes around the local roads, meeting up with our friends and hanging out, getting into innocent mischief. We were always encouraged to keep busy and be useful, so I got a paper round at thirteen – mainly so I could save for a pony as there was no way I would be getting one from my parents without contributing! Once my mum bought the pony, Daisy-Mae, for me it was on the understanding that I would work various jobs to keep her. It sounds really glamorous, but we kept her in a shared field and every single penny I earned went towards her keep. I knew how lucky I was to have Daisy-Mae, and I also knew that it was my total responsibility to pay for everything she needed. I used to have to cycle three miles with her saddle on my handlebars if I wanted to ride. It set me up for a strong sense of responsibility and I have always had multiple jobs on the go as a result. As well as the paper round, I had jobs in the local pub and worked at weekends for a local catering company, too, as I got older, I loved juggling jobs and knowing I was earning my own money and had that independence.

I was desperate to drive, so as soon as I was seventeen, I got my licence and passed first time. I picked up what you’d call a ‘cheap old banger’ and from then on I was literally away, loving every minute. At the same time, I decided to leave school in the middle of my A levels and get a job, which allowed me to carry on studying for an ONC in Science, Maths, Physics and Chemistry. I applied to the Army Personnel Research Establishment, known as APRE, inside RAE Farnborough and worked there four days a week attending Farnborough Tech all day Monday and Wednesday evenings. I was just getting into the swing of my ‘girl about town era’ and very much at a crossroads in my life – I had some freedom but was still at home under the watchful eyes of parents.

I hadn’t given a huge amount of thought to any particular kind of high-powered career, and I didn’t really have a chance to, as I fell head first into dating my now-husband, David. I met him during a night trial on Salisbury Plain when I was researching night vision equipment as part of the APRE job side of things. It all sounds a bit mad now I’m putting it down on paper! I went out for the night to work on a chieftain tank with David, and we had our first kiss as our heads stuck out the top of the commander’s hatch – I have never really been sure if that is a romantic story or not. I had only just met David but was totally bowled over by him, although did also date a few other people and so didn’t actually end up seeing him again in any meaningful way for another year or so, as our story was cut short; I went back to working near home in Fleet and he stayed based in Warminster.

About a year after our first meeting, I was back in the area doing a trial on a rifle sight and secretly hoping David was around. The soldier I was working alongside was so fed up with me going on about him that he dragged me into the tank hanger and asked if we could see David Hamilton, the driving and maintenance instructor. When David turned up, my friend legged it and left the two of us to swap details and arrange our first date and that was that. David was stationed at the School of Infantry, Warminster, so we used to see each other as often as we could, as it was an hour and a half in my old Mini to get from Fleet to the barracks and vice versa. My friends were all working and dating and we kept up with each other as much as we could, but new relationships do take over a bit, and between David and my job I didn’t have a massive amount of time left over. And things moved quickly – just over a month after we started dating, David asked me to marry him! What David realized very early on was that my family were everything to me and my relationship with my parents was deeply loving, so though he asked me quietly first he was then adamant he had to do things the right way and ask for my dad’s blessing.

So a couple of weeks later, under the guise of introducing him to everyone, we hatched a plan. We decided to do it in public just in case there was any resistance, so we booked a table at a local pub in Farnborough, and we all sat down to a roast, a pint and David asking my dad for my hand in marriage. Mum and Dad, bless them, liked him well enough but were obviously concerned that we were rushing things and getting married when we hardly knew each other; firstly as he was ten years older than me and secondly not helped by the fact that I was only eighteen years old myself. They thought I was too young for a serious relationship, never mind marriage, and that I didn’t have a clue! That said, I was eighteen years old, headstrong and in love, so nothing was going to stop me, and they knew that deep down. I didn’t really overthink it – you don’t when you are young and carefree – I knew he was a good man, and I loved him, so why wait?

Looking back, though, I can see why Mum and Dad were anxious – by the time we got married we had only been dating for a year, and for six months of that David had been posted abroad in Germany, so we had only technically been together six months. I am not sure how I would have responded if one of my sons had come home in that same situation, but nearly fifty years, two great kids and three gorgeous grandchildren later, I am in no doubt it was the best decision we could have made and I am beyond proud of how we have weathered the storm of everything that happened. I know it could so very easily have broken us as it has others. You never know the strength of anything until you’re tested beyond what you can imagine and neither of us could have imagined when I took over the local village shop just what would happen a few years later.

My parents got to know and like David, and they also knew me well enough to be aware there was no stopping this marriage – the ceremony took place in the hot September of 1976, and it was a wonderful day. David got leave for three days to come home for the wedding and then had to head straight back to Germany.

The reality of being an Army wife was there right from day one – we didn’t qualify for a married quarter as we hadn’t been married long enough, so I had to stay in England for another six weeks after the wedding until a flat in a village called Fissenknick became available. I was at home whilst I waited for David to get it all sorted and as soon as he did, he drove back, collected me and I started the next chapter of my life. We had barely any possessions to our name apart from things we were given as wedding presents, so we loaded up the car with the cutlery and crockery we received as gifts and a suitcase full of clothes and towels and off we went to start our new life.

We got to Germany late at night and the baptism of fire started immediately, as what David hadn’t told me was that he was leaving the next morning to go on exercise for three weeks. I had landed in a foreign country, unable to speak the language, without a single friend or contact, and now I was on my own far away from everything and everyone I knew. It was 1976 so there were no mobile phones or Zooms to chat with and keep track of people. I was horribly homesick, but I stuck it out and set about trying to carve something out for myself. We also had a very direct and strict landlady who was determined to get me sorted quickly – I assume so that she knew her rent would be paid every month, and she wouldn’t have me under her feet the whole time when David was away – a bored housewife was the last thing I am sure she wanted to deal with. As soon as David left, she marched me down the road into town and we didn’t come home until I had a job. Though it was overwhelming at the time, it was the greatest thing she could have done for me as it plugged me right into a new place.

I met a great bunch of girls who were so welcoming and warm. I ended up working on a farm owned by one of the girls at the weekends, too, which meant extra money but crucially it allowed me to be around animals, so it was a winning situation that helped me settle in even further. By the time David returned I had got myself the cleaning job in the local health spa with the help of our landlady and was learning to speak German. I guess it was a good thing as it made me the strong person I am today and really cemented my self-sufficiency. I became independent, and I learned to look after myself when he wasn’t there – little did I know how much I would need that inner strength in the years to come.

For the last nineteen years I have been ‘the woman from the Post Office’, worse than that before the reality of the scandal became clear. I would think about my conviction and feel acute shame as I thought back to my younger years, the simple years where I was an Army wife, and we were making our way in the world, that bit of life where the path can go in any direction and yet there isn’t really a clear plan, where all we have is what we know in that moment. Normal life, which sometimes feels very far away now after years immersed in legal files, court papers, lies and deception. What I do know is that you never really know what you are made of until you have to find out.



After being in Germany for a year, in 1977 we got posted to Catterick in North Yorkshire. As with everything Army related, there was no notice or help to get where we needed; we got told on a Monday we were leaving and were back in England by the Friday. It sounds like so much upheaval and lack of routine – looking back it was, but when you are young you just go with the flow a bit. But we knew we couldn’t live like that forever, so it was one of a few reasons that David decided to leave the Army and make a life outside the restrictions, especially as he felt he’d gone as far as he could in the system and we wanted to make a new life in civvy street.

We knew that part of the resignation process meant working out a notice period of twelve months, so we decided to serve out the year in Yorkshire. We were based right on the moors, and it was beautiful, but I have never lived anywhere so bitterly cold; it honestly was freezing all the time. As usual I set about finding work and got a job I absolutely adored working for a car garage in Richmond, a stunning market town in Yorkshire. I spent my days driving car parts round the Dales, from garage to garage, in all weathers. Back then there was no such thing as an amber weather warning for a sprinkling of snow on the ground that disappears within the hour; there were inches and piles of snow everywhere, blizzards to be driven through and all I had was a shovel in my boot – no such thing as a snow day for me. It was a lovely year, though, and we made friends and settled in. We’ve always felt lucky that we’ve been able to make a home wherever we are, especially if there are dogs involved – I always wanted dogs of my own and now we were settled back in the UK we got two rescues and looked ahead to what was next.

All of this feels like a million miles away from how things panned out for me. Life falls in two parts now – before and after the Post Office – but my pre-Post Office life was blissfully simple and all about family. Yes, our focus was on making ends meet, but though it might sound a bit corny, we genuinely all felt content as long as we had each other. When I think about life before the Post Office debacle, some of my fondest memories are of that time. It would be some people’s idea of a total nightmare, and it was definitely tight, but it worked.

There’s a period called ‘resettling’ when you leave the Army, which allowed us to really think about what we wanted to do next. We spent that first summer working at my aunt’s pub in Cornwall. We’d been thinking of running our own pub, so it was great to have that experience to understand the reality of what it entailed, and luckily we loved it. We were excited at the thought of our own set-up so we applied to the brewery for a pub job with a training scheme, but once they realised we had recently completed the summer working with my aunt, which was exactly the same as their training course, they offered to let us bypass that bit and jump straight in to take over a pub. We were over the moon – it’s never easy leaving something like the Army, which is so much more than just a job – so it was the opportunity we needed to finally get our life started.

It turned out that there was a pub in Aldershot that needed a landlord right away and we were so happy that it would be so close to ‘home’. They told us the clientele was a bit ‘challenging’ but that we could start the very next day, and in typical fashion with us, we said yes and just jumped straight in with no thought, for why there was such urgency. We had no idea what we were taking on, it was certainly a sharp shock – full of all sorts of characters, slightly dodgy people who definitely taught me a massive amount about life. I mean, it was impossible to find any staff who didn’t steal from us, so we ended up hiring my mum to come and help run things and she became our very own Peggy Mitchell. All the tricky characters adored and looked up to her, some also feared her slightly – it was the perfect combination and energy for a rowdy pub that needed to be profitable fairly quickly. Mum worked mostly lunchtimes, and Dad was there three nights a week; it was a proper town boozer in every sense of the word, but it was a hard slog with so many volatile factions. There was an Irish corner, and we were right in the middle of the Troubles at that time, a National Carriers’ corner, and black customers would come through the door and turn left whilst white ones entered and turned right. But we bedded in, and everyone started to really support us. We didn’t have a full food menu but did provide pies and small bits (hoping it would soak up the booze) and we cemented things with regulars and won new customers from other local pubs.

We turned things around completely and it was incredibly satisfying. Profit went from £1,000 a week to £3,000 a week and this was a time when it was 50p a pint, not like the pub mark-ups now. But even though we were young, it took its toll; David worked the bar with me, but as the bloke he bore the brunt of all the violence and disruption. He stamped out most of the nonsense and would often be seen flying over the bar, literally through the air sometimes, picking up whoever was throwing the punches, and chucking them clean out of the door. It was like something out of the Wild West but was mostly something we could deal with – until things took a turn and someone David had banned previously came back after hours a few weeks later with a knife in his hand and full of rage. That was the final straw for us. We spoke to the brewery the next day about wanting to move and take on a new pub and they gave a flat no; they knew full well that no one would ever take it over, despite the turnaround we’d achieved. It wasn’t like we were earning a fortune thanks to our hard work; I was literally earning £12 a week as an honorarium and the ‘wife of ’ the landlord – all very enlightened. So we hung on, hoping that the brewery would agree to move us as we were good at what we did, but they refused so we had no choice but to leave after eighteen months.

It was a hard decision to make after everything we’d built, but we just couldn’t carry on living like that. So we had to move back in with my parents, meaning their idyllic retirement cottage plans went out the window. Not long after, my grandparents’ health deteriorated so we made the decision that we’d extend family living and all buy somewhere together, which was Mill Lane House. At one point my brother was living with us, too, which meant there were seven adults and seven dogs in the house, which was full on, but at least my grandparents were cared for.

The inevitable questions about having children started as soon as we were back home – it’s pretty much the first thing you get asked as soon as you are back from the honeymoon, isn’t it? We had obviously discussed it before we got married and my stance was that kids had never been a definite yes for me, but that I was open to it. David was very happy to take my lead as it would be me doing most of the hard work. I felt very supported to make my own decision, so we spent the first five years of our marriage just us two, working hard and getting ourselves sorted. I watched my friends start to have babies and it was then that something really clicked in me and I knew I wanted to be a mother. I fell pregnant fairly quickly. We had our first son in 1981, and he was followed by our second son in 1983. We really needed more space by now so we turned the garage into a bedroom and bathroom for my grandparents. Life with two kids under three was hectic and chaotic and tiring and, like all parents of young ones, we lurched from day to day, exhausted and happy.

Whilst juggling raising two small boys, we all pitched in with our chaotic, messy but loving home life. My nan had been one of the loudest voices when it came to me having a baby, so she loved the day-to-day madness and noise, and I think it helped keep her well for as long as possible. The boys loved living with my parents, too. I worked nights as a care assistant in an old people’s home whilst the boys were smaller, so it helped to have them at home. Once the boys were at school, I had a good chat with my mum and David about our financial situation. We had a big mortgage that me and David were paying, interest rates were huge back then (16 per cent in the early 80s when Margaret Thatcher was in power!) and we were really stretched financially. My parents were nearing retirement age and David was a decade older than me, so we had to get realistic about where we were. With the kids at school all day, child care was easier so Mum suggested that she could look after the boys after school whilst I found a new job that paid more and gave me the ability to work longer hours. David was by now a self-employed lorry driver so we decided that, as someone that enjoyed driving and with the ability to be away a bit longer, I would join David on the road. I took my HGV licence – it was virtually unheard of for a woman to drive a truck, let alone a tipper truck – and I ended up working on the road for eighteen happy years.

Mum was around for the boys, Dad was working locally, and David was also on the road driving trucks. Life was busy and fun until eventually both my grandparents died, and so we sold the house and moved to South Warnborough with Mum and Dad, keeping up that extended family life. Both of my boys went to the local school in Long Sutton and as they were growing up, Mum eventually went to work there too. I was on the road with David, and we decided to start our own transport business. I truly loved that job, and it felt good to be doing something fulfilling and knowing that I was contributing fully to things financially. It was also great to have the job in common with David and be able to spend time together on the road. I was treated like a princess by the guys as there were very few women driving trucks in the 80s – I was in my element.

We worked so hard, and the business grew to us having six vehicles over the next fourteen years. All was well until a large customer went into debt and then, as is so often the way, when one thing wobbles, everything takes a hit and so the financial spiral began and the whole thing came crashing down. It was a really hard time, but somehow we got through it and concentrated on how we could fix things practically. We sat down, crunched our numbers, and decided the most sensible thing would be to downsize and use it as a chance to pivot. So, we decided to sell up and move into a smaller home, staying in the village we loved, settling all our debts over the next four years and getting ourselves back on track.

It was one of those moments where you take stock and think about what’s next. I made local friends and had settled in well when, after two years of living there, someone from the community started chatting to me about the village shop when we were out walking the dogs. She confided that there was a real need for someone to take the reins. ‘Jo’ she said,‘we are desperate for someone to take over the place and you’d be the perfect person – what do you think?’ Initially I laughed as it felt like a world away from driving tipper trucks or looking after the elderly, but the more I thought it over, the more I wondered if we could make it work. It would be a steady and busy job, it was under five minutes from my doorstep, I loved everyone in the village – what did I have to lose really?

I often think about that conversation and the fact that life can be a series of sliding doors moments, paths taken, paths narrowly avoided. How all we have in the moment is our gut and what we know we feel, our instinctive response to things. I think about what would have happened if I’d said no and pursued other avenues. I think about if the same thing would have happened to whoever took it over. I think about so many things, but the main thought I have is, thank goodness we don’t know what lies ahead for us and we can’t look into the future.






Chapter 2

Picture Perfect


I loved living in the heart of the community, especially now that the boys were older and self-sufficient; it helped me a lot with the fact that I missed the comradery and liveliness of life on the road with the lorry gang. I knew I wasn’t the sort of person who enjoyed working in isolation and had tried a few things when I first moved into the village, but taking over the shop felt like something that could really work and there was definitely lots to put my stamp on.

The shop had recently been rescued from closure by a group of volunteers who were determined that the community could not lose its hub. The villagers fully supported this, realising how important an asset it was – they certainly didn’t want to let it go, so everyone pitched in to help. I loved being around people, chatting to everyone, feeling part of something and genuinely being able to give back; it was the most perfect solution and was a lovely way for me to be a more formal part of the community that I had only really seen in the evenings and at weekends because I was always out working on the road. There was no doubt that I would be right in the thick of things and so we decided to buy the lease and take the plunge feeling only excitement and with no idea what was to come. We were handed the keys on a Sunday morning in late October 2001 and so it all began.

Even though the shop was in relatively good order when I arrived, I immediately had plans. I was sensitive enough to know that village communities like what they know and need change introduced slowly, so I didn’t do anything radical, and spent the first few months slotting in and understanding what everyone needed and expected. It helped that I lived right in the heart of everything – I could leave my front door and be at the shop in just under five minutes – as long as I didn’t bump into a customer on the way, as that could add half an hour to things depending on who it was. Not that I’m complaining, I loved it from the word go. As with the pub in Aldershot, the shop was the epicentre of the village, which meant that I got to know customers quickly and soon realised that pretty much everyone was a regular, especially the elderly community who relied on the shop for everything. It had a little café in it, too, so it was so much more than ‘just’ a village shop. Running the pub was great practice for shop life and meant I was used to being at the helm of something that was instrumental in how people felt about where they lived.

Village life is its own particular bubble that’s worlds away from the hustle and bustle of city or town life, which lends itself to anonymous living where a curt nod of the head to a familiar face on the street is as intimate as things get. Village life runs on a whole different set of rules and often there is nowhere to hide – there are eyes everywhere and everyone knows everything, sometimes before it even happens. I felt extremely lucky that I was instantly welcomed in and supported; everyone wanted the shop to thrive, and I think they appreciated my determination to serve everyone as best I could. I am forever grateful for those relationships made and cemented right from the start, because the support shown to me when everything blew up and my character was torn to shreds – when the most awful allegations were swirling round and people could have thought the worst and abandoned me – well, that support saved me really. When I saw all those customers and friends filing into the court that day in February 2008 to show they believed and backed me, the fact that my lawyer requested the biggest court room in advance, anticipating that show of support, it meant more than I can ever express. It showed me the very best of human nature whilst battling the absolute worst.

Though the shop clientele were obviously less rowdy than the pub punters, they were certainly as colourful in their own ways. There were some real characters, and the comings and goings could have made their own TV drama. I met so many people and heard endless tales; when you run a shop like that you become a keeper of all sorts of stories, secrets and tales of lives lived. There was Connie, a wonderful elderly lady who was a ray of sunshine from the minute she walked in, always cracking jokes and flirting with the younger male customers as she sat in her particular window seat, enjoying the lively banter and energy of the shop. Then there was her friend, Sylvia, who would do her shopping and then sit down and have coffee with some of the other elderly women who lived on their own. There was tiny Ann Forbes, who was literally only 4ft 6in and, despite being in her nineties, would tear around the village in her car before screeching to a halt right outside the shop with some questionable parking that often left me terrified that she would fly through the window, car and all. It wasn’t just the women, either; there was Johnny Kennedy, a retired lawyer and all-round delightful customer. He was a total gent, and David also did his garden, so he was very much part of our circle; he would turn out to be so supportive to me when I was charged. It wasn’t all sweetness and light – there was the odd customer that I really had to prove myself to and Roch Garrard was one of those: a retired probation officer, he was one of my biggest critics at the start and thought I was disorganised and didn’t mind telling me. Though, interestingly, when he found out I needed help, he was right by my side in court. Just goes to show.

No day was the same, really; the regulars made up the bulk of the customer traffic but there was also the passing trade – that really increased when I made some changes and expanded the café and kitchen areas of the shop so that we could provide a bigger menu than just teas and coffees. It soon became clear that there was a market for hot and cold food and that people were seeing the shop as somewhere they could be sociable as well as a functional and convenient place to pick up last-minute things. I reconfigured the space, bought some new kitchen equipment and set about offering sandwiches, fry-ups, soups and other easy hot and cold food along with the teas and coffees and it changed the dynamic immediately. Suddenly, there were builders popping in for a bacon baguette and a coffee and they became regulars as they passed through to the onshore oilfield just up the road at Humbly Grove. The food went down so well that I expanded the counter space in the main shop and opened a lovely deli counter where I soon had a queue of regulars stocking up on cheeses, sliced ham, pork pies and quiches. It felt special to be building something that offered so much to the place I called home and to be part of such an amazing community. Mum and Dad loved it there and they were so proud of all my hard work and how much the community had embraced us all. David was building a thriving local gardening business, and we were totally supported by everyone. We started hosting the odd cheese-and-wine night at the shop after hours and soon we were all congregating down the pub and in and out of each other’s houses for coffee mornings and book clubs – it was a rural idyll, really, and just like you see on the TV in some of those much-loved and old school shows like Heartbeat or Last of the Summer Wine. We were tight knit, fun and all invested in putting back into this thriving village we all loved. After my sentencing, I had to get inventive with how to keep the money coming in and applied for and got a grant to buy a sandwich van, which was ideal as there was such a local workforce that might not be able to get to the shop but still clearly needed feeding, It was driven by adorable George who was in his late sixties and like the grandfather of the village. We could offer rolls, pasties and baguettes to the boys on site at the oilfield and elsewhere locally who didn’t have time to drive into the village or who couldn’t leave the site. We also delivered hot fish and chips to old age pensioners who couldn’t get out, and tried to become a mobile one-stop shop.

I have always been someone who says yes more than no, perhaps more than I should, but I have never been afraid of hard work or sacrifice and am happy to take anything on. That was certainly my attitude when it came to the Post Office part of the shop, which had always been separate and managed by the subpostmaster Alwyn Stacey. By the time I took over the shop in October 2001 the Post Office was still a separate counter section and run by a female counter clerk. But she left just two months after I started and so had gone by Christmas 2001, leaving a vacancy for the day-to-day running of things with Alwyn still overseeing as official subpostmaster. I didn’t really give it a huge amount of thought when I said yes to folding that role into my overall shop duties; it made sense, really, and meant that the whole thing was under me. I obviously knew it was a brand-new part of the job to be balanced alongside all the big things happening to the shop, but it didn’t feel like anything I couldn’t handle. There was no financial responsibility either as Alwyn was still in charge of all the money and named on all the paperwork; it was more a front-of-house role than anything else and I had proved to be good at that.

I realised that running the Post Office counter as a clerk was a chance for extra income and that I could put my wage for that straight onto the shop bottom line, so it seemed logical to be across both things. Most importantly, that extra income meant that I could continue to invest in the shop. I revelled in that, decorating it and really putting my stamp on things; I also created a lovely outdoor seating area with pretty hand-painted benches with big flowerpots and bright plants to make it all look more welcoming and homely. I did all the decorating myself with the family – David loved it! – and we’d work through the night and on Sundays so that we didn’t have to shut the café and lose income during the times it should have been open. One of the funniest memories I have is of me standing on the countertop one Sunday night, wearing a headtorch so I could see if any of the paint on the ceiling had smeared, when someone started banging on the door asking for food; they thought we were open. I felt sorry for them as they explained they were halfway through what was a very long journey, so went through to the back, still sporting the headtorch, and rustled them something up to eat. It was a labour of love.

What I hadn’t quite appreciated was the timing of it all – with the previous counter clerk leaving just before Christmas in 2001, which is obviously the busiest time for a shop and a Post Office, so I was thrown completely in at the deep end. Hindsight is a wonderful thing and looking back it should have been a warning sign that it fell to me to contact the Post Office myself and request some kind of proper training for the new part of the job once I was formally given it so that I could take over competently; it didn’t seem to have occurred to them this would be necessary or that they were obliged to provide it as a duty of care to me and my customers. Eventually, after some pushing from me, they agreed to provide some sort of training, but it took place between Christmas and New Year when there were hardly any customers and I was only just getting over the Christmas madness. In total, they gave me four half-days of training, though none of it took place in a real-life scenario with any best practice of Post Office protocol. It would be generous to say it was the bare minimum; the training didn’t even teach me how to balance the books.

Aside from the shambolic introduction, given what happened to me, the problems in these early days were minimal and I taught myself most things I needed to know. The first time I heard of Horizon was during my ‘training’, but it was just mentioned in passing and didn’t feature in any way as a part of my day-to-day thought process until I became subpostmaster. Turns out, it had been piloted in 1998 and formally installed in 1999, and though it was the overall IT system that the Post Office used, it didn’t really mean anything to me then because we had manual pension books, giros and cheques and everything was still easy and done the old-fashioned way. There were no problems at all until the chip and pin payment system came in, which also coincided with me taking over as official subpostmaster in October 2003. Sadly, Alwyn became terminally ill, and so obviously needed to give up his role and was happy to endorse my standing; in turn, I liked the idea of adding some authority to the role I was already doing and thought it would add more legitimacy to things if I could also sign driving licences and passports and be the one overseeing a one-stop shop for everything the village needed. It felt like things were falling into place as they were meant to. Yet, unlike the lax approach to my becoming a Post Office clerk, the process for becoming official subpostmaster was intense and involved applying formally for the position and going for face-to-face interviews at the Royal Mail offices in Basingstoke. Even though I had been running things for over two years successfully, I then had to put together a formal business plan, show a full financial forecast for the first twelve months and do a series of interviews with different executives. It was a lengthy process – ironically, it turned out to be the only rigorous interaction I had with the Post Office until they charged and convicted me with fourteen counts of false accounting in a court of law.



I had the usual teething troubles of a new business, getting to grips with systems and the intricacies of a small community, but I loved it from the word go. Without sounding big-headed, I genuinely felt made for the role. I loved going the extra mile for people knowing that the shop was a community centre for the village, and I know that everyone loved and appreciated it. Once I was charged, one of my biggest fears was that people would think of that old adage ‘There’s no smoke without fire’, and that I would be ostracised by the community that meant so much to me, but I was so lucky that never happened. The love and support shown to me is something that I will never fully be able to fully comprehend; I do know that it literally saved my life, though. But before the nightmare started there were halcyon days and I felt like my job was to take the stress out of things for the customers, to be a one-stop-shop for everyone whatever their needs.

I spent roughly 80 per cent of my time in the shop and 20 per cent in the Post Office, but had a policy of staying late most nights, especially on Wednesdays, to try and catch up on the ordering and general admin – there were never enough hours in the day. I had a small staff of four, though they weren’t exactly full time; Mum and Dad used to handle the cash and carry for me, which was a time-consuming thing that I couldn’t always leave the shop to do. I also had Beryl, an older woman who came every day to help me clean the shop. She was so loyal that when things really went south with the finances and I was paying back the ‘errors’ out of my wages with no spare money to pay her, she refused to take any payment and instead offered to work in exchange for groceries and bits of shopping. It was a tight-knit workforce, very family orientated and supportive; running a shop is a big logistical task and you have to be surrounded by people you love, trust and who can help you to share the load. It was therefore particularly hard when the Horizon helpdesk, in an attempt to understand why the accounts weren’t adding up, suggested that my staff might be stealing from me, something I never believed for even a second.

I had two fantastic years and then, as I’ve briefly mentioned, everything changed with the installation of the chip and pin system in 2003, which came right out of the blue and without any consultation at all with the subpostmasters or any warning from the Post Office. One day, a man just arrived at the shop unannounced, saying he was there to instal a new system – it was a chip and pin service, and it came with a Post Office issued pin pad that he screwed straight into the counter. I was told that it would be going live very soon and that there would be instructions to follow from the powers that be. In fact, the ‘instructions’, if you can call them that, were buried deep at the back of the Post Office weekly magazine called Operational Focus – it was a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it moment and it certainly was the most unusual way to implement a brand-new system that would have catastrophic repercussions for over seven hundred subpostmasters in the same position as me.

I replay that scene over and over in my head; this man casually arriving in the shop, when he didn’t seem to know why he was there or what he was doing as he screwed this life-changing piece of equipment into my trusty counter and left – he just shrugged at everything I asked him and told me to ‘call the number’ in response to whatever I said. The installation of that pin pad opened the floodgates to what was to come, and we had no idea that we were all in danger of being washed away by a force so much bigger than any of us; at that point it was an inconvenience rather than something that would ruin lives.

I looked at the steps in the magazine over and over again, hoping for a bit more clarity, but it laid out the bare minimum, if that – mainly what the pin pad was, and it told you what was going to happen and how it produced your accounts. It didn’t tell you anything more than how the paperwork would look once it had been produced, and when that was printed off, it just confirmed what was happening, so I presumed everything was ticketty-boo. Every transaction that went through was whooshed down the electronics system to some big hub somewhere in Chesterfield – that’s how naive I was and how little actual information we were given. Looking back it seems crazy that there was no paper copy of what a customer had spent in the Post Office if they paid by card, which most did, but I didn’t question it then.

It was really important to me that the behind-the-scenes was as smooth as the front-of-house, but there was no input from the Post Office at all about the how and the why of the whole thing. I was told that the new system was supposed to speed up the accounting side of things for us; but that was the opposite of my experience in every way – for me, all it did was to add stress and time. The other big driver for it to be introduced was to help prevent the rise of banking fraud; the idea being that the ‘system’ would keep track of everything and keep individuals safe, the most ironic claim possible in light of the amount of human suffering it caused. In reality, all it meant for the subpostmasters was that there was no paper trail for any of the card transactions; so, when a customer paid for something with a debit card they got a receipt but there was no receipt or physical record for the postmaster to keep hold of. The obvious issue with this was that when I was cashing up at the end of the day and there was a discrepancy, I couldn’t go through the till and number and cross reference each transaction because for me, there was nothing for me to look at. As Kay Linnell, Chartered Accountant, forensic accounting and tax investigation specialist and accountancy and litigation advisor to JFSA (and my friend!), said in her witness statement for Post Office Horizon IT inquiry, ‘I have always been struck by the obvious unfairness of Post Office placing subpostmasters in a position where they were unable to defend themselves. When I gave evidence before the Business, Innovation and Skills committee on 3 February 2015 I summarised the position that they faced through referring to a pub analogy that one of the MPs had given. Essentially a landlord has access to all the accounting records, they can see when cash is missing. What happened in the case of Horizon was that even where there was only a subpostmaster operating the tills, money had gone missing which was out of their control. If cash collection is picked up and remitted to head office, it is sometimes not logged against the subpostmaster in head office and a shortage arises. Sometimes an entry goes through – a transaction correctional credit and the subpostmaster doesn’t know about it. Although the subpostmaster is personally responsible to pay cash, they are not aware of how the differences have arisen.’

It was a lose–lose situation because in the long run it was always us, the simple subpostmasters, who had to pick up the tab – so the Post Office didn’t need to worry. It seems very clear that the Post Office strategy was really all about the transference of risk from them to us; the idea of a group of scruffy and simple fall guys who had their grubby and needy hands in the till was a gift come true from a publicity point of view.

There was quiet outcry amongst the customers, especially the elderly ones who were used to the to the old-fashioned system of giro cheques, notebooks and pencils and paper IOUs in the till. The new system moved pensioners to having electronic card accounts instead of their pension books with paper slips. I had elderly ladies who just couldn’t get on with chip and pin or deal with the modern technology that now dominated their shopping experience, so I devised a system whereby I would get them to give me paper lists so I could do their shopping for them after hours and store it all in boxes that they could collect on a Saturday, complete with receipts and their change in a little brown envelope. I kept their bank cards safely in envelopes in my office drawer with all their pin numbers in a confidential book and they were all so grateful I dealt with the technology they found so stressful when they just wanted to do a bit of shopping. It might sound twee, but we looked out for people.

I waded through the first few months, trying to get into a rhythm, and just about mastered it, not taking forever at the end of the working day when the first discrepancy happened right out of the blue three months after the installation of the system. It was similar to the way you see on the TV drama, although the scene depicted in the drama of me in the dark with stacked pyramids of paper desperately trying to get things to reconcile was me on a daily basis, not just that one evening. But the first night it all went wrong is obviously etched on my brain forever and I still shudder whenever I think of how it unfolded, though the system had been temperamental for a week or so before.

I got to the end of the week, it was a dark December evening in 2003, and I’d had a perfectly normal day in the shop rushing around at a hundred miles an hour. I turned the CLOSED sign, locked the door and pulled down the counter blind to try and make sense of the takings. I went through all my usual steps with the touchscreen computer. The computer would display the total that I should have from the card transactions that day based on readings from the chip and pin pad – for which, as I’ve said, there was no supporting paperwork – and the computer would also tell me how much cash I should have separately in the safe. The two together should match the overall total displayed on the computer screen. The numbers didn’t remotely tally, but the only option I had was to accept the figures – it was the only way I could keep trading and open up the next day. Without any card transaction paperwork, it was up to the computer to generate everything based on pin activity from the day – the only physical thing I had was the cash on the counter. I went through the usual motions of making my cash piles and inputting my numbers to declare my cash and my ‘stock’, which is made up of stamps and postal orders, and got to the end of the process, but it wouldn’t balance – the numbers just weren’t adding up. No matter what I did, each time I did the balance there was a difference of £2,032.67.

I started to feel hot, even though it was December, and the heating wasn’t on in the shop so that I could save a bit of money on bills. My heart began thudding quicker and louder, I could feel it in my ears, if that makes sense, and I got the stomach lurch that happens when you know something isn’t good. I took a few deep breaths to try and calm down a bit and started rummaging through all the Post-it notes and bits of paper on my desk. I had notepads and little books with reminders and delivery numbers scribbled all over them – it sounds a bit chaotic, but I knew where everything was.

Eventually, I found the number for the Horizon helpdesk and picked up the handset to dial the number; up until then I had called a few times but only for minor queries – certainly nothing like this. I knew that the lines would be busy as it was weekly balance time, which meant that everyone would be calling to ask questions and verify takings and it took me ages to get through, which wasn’t good for my stress levels.

The call was picked up by a friendly sounding female, and just like you see in the drama, she sounds very calm and very sure of the instructions she is giving me, which is ironic as I later found out from my legal team that the Horizon ‘unhelpful help line’, or the ‘hell line’ as one of my friends calls it, was staffed with people who knew less than us and the replies were scripted – they didn’t even have a screen in front of them. That was the level of competency around a system that ruined lives. So much more has since come out about the chaos of the system and the disconnect between each crucial bit, but I had no idea then. What you had was a disparate organisation made up of silos – the legal silo, the network silo, the silo that does the management of accounts, the silo that liaises with Fujitsu (manufacturers of the Horizon software) and the Government – and there was no cross-integration, there was no system for one of the most powerful entities in the country. It quickly transpired after it all came out that each subpostmaster was told it was just them having the issue. That was certainly the impression I was given as I went through and retraced my steps with the girl on the helpline that December night and it is most definitely what I was left thinking: it had to be my fault as it was an official system rolled out by one of the oldest institutions in the UK – there was no way it could be wrong, it was obviously me who had screwed up.

I was terrified and embarrassed in equal measure as I talked through what was going wrong, but I just kept thinking as long as I explained things properly and clearly, this person would help me, that’s what she was paid for, she knew more than me and it would all even out. I started gabbling a bit down the phone the way I do when I am nervous.

‘I know it is probably me because I am really rubbish with technology, but I’ve declared my cash and declared my stock, I’ve done it all three times and I still can’t get it to balance,’ I stuttered down the line.

‘And what does Horizon say?’ the woman on the other end of the phone asked me.

‘It says I have taken £2,032.67 more than I think I have,’ I answered timidly, feeling like a real idiot and desperate for this invisible stranger to wave a magic wand and make everything all right for me.

The voice on the line didn’t sound fazed as she said, ‘Redeclare your stock holdings so that will automatically create a discrepancy – it’ll have inflated your cash holdings, so now I want you to reverse that difference. So now if you redeclare everything it will balance, OK?’

My heart leaped momentarily, and I thanked God silently in my head, the call handler had fixed whatever mistake I had made. I will never fully be able to describe accurately the sheer terror of knowing that what I had in the safe did not match what the computer screen in front of me expected me to have.

I did what she said, reprinted the trial balance and held my breath as the computer did its thing; I started telling the woman on the line how helpful she was being and how grateful I was for her help and clear instruction, asking her to stay on the line whilst I waited for the computer to finish, and thinking how I couldn’t wait to get home now all this was sorted. I pressed the big green tick on the bottom left of the touchscreen and felt as if I’d been punched in the chest as the screen flashed up the new balance, to my horror my ‘loss’ had doubled to £4,188.53. How could this be happening to me? In that moment I understood the term ‘blind panic’ as I couldn’t see or think straight. I thought I was going to be sick – the £2,000 loss I couldn’t explain was now over £4,000 and it was money I didn’t have. This was a tiny sub-post office and the amount of money they were saying I owed was around the sum we would have taken over a week; at best we would take £2,000 worth of pensions and maybe £1,000 worth of stamps. So, this amount being flashed up by the computer represented a massive amount of money lost compared to my overall takings – it wasn’t just a blip by any stretch.

I remember her voice didn’t change from the calm manner of the whole phone call. She paused and coolly said, ‘Don’t worry, it’ll sort itself out, these things do, but in the meantime, you’ll need to make good the loss as per the clause in your contract.’

I remember thinking two things, how could I have lost money I didn’t have in the first place, and how could I have signed a contract that made me liable for money I didn’t have and had no way of paying back when all I did was run the little post office in the village shop?






Chapter 3

Quicksand


I sat in silence for a long time after the phone call ended, just staring ahead trying to mentally run through what I had pressed that meant tonight’s cash account had been a total disaster. It had to be my fault, didn’t it? The woman on the end of the phone definitely inferred this couldn’t be anything but human error and I was so upset with myself, how could I have been so stupid? I tried to retrace every step, but I knew I was always so careful, mainly as I didn’t really understand what I was doing so I never rushed cashing-up or anything to do with the money side of things. That was the reason I was home so late every evening; something David never really understood until all of this unfolded.

The call handler had no other practical help to offer and soon became uninterested in trying to unravel how her instructions had doubled the problem I initially called her to help make go away. She simply kept reiterating that my contract stated very clearly that I was responsible for any shortfall incurred, something I genuinely didn’t remember ever reading. I was terrified of what else I might find in the small print whilst feeling ashamed that I was clearly so awful at paperwork I didn’t even know what I had signed, and I couldn’t do the most basic of sums. I remember the high-pitched panic in my voice as I exclaimed, ‘But I don’t have £4,000 to give anyone, what am I supposed to do?’ The angst in my voice didn’t move her in the slightest, in fact, she sounded bored as she told me, ‘Well, you can apply to have it deducted from your wages and pay it off like that,’ in such a casual way that she could have been talking about putting out the rubbish. I felt an uncharacteristically brave flash of anger peak out of the overall misery and despair as I answered, ‘Well, hang on a minute, I don’t actually owe you this money.’ We went round and round in circles as she put me on to a supervisor who advised I print off the transactions for the week and month to send to head office. I refused to just agree to hand over money out of my wages until I had seen and spoken to an area manager, and they had investigated and tried to trace this ‘loss’.

That night, I ended my call to the helpline in even more trouble than I started, and sat in silence for a while trying to process what had just happened and the total mess I was in. I eventually called it a night, locked up and walked slowly home telling myself it would be fine. It is amazing what we can tell ourselves in times of crisis and how we can hold onto glimmers of hope, despite how small, even non-existent, they might be. I kept reminding myself, even if it was my fault, it was a mistake and I’d done nothing deliberately wrong, so it would all be OK, wouldn’t it? I did a good job, I worked hard, I was trustworthy and honest and wasn’t trying to pull a fast one; I was a good and decent person. It would all sort itself out, and they would see that it was an innocent mistake.

I got home and everyone had already eaten, so I made a cup of coffee and got changed and sat in the kitchen for a while. Mum was there bustling around and asking how my day had been, any news or gossip? Did I want anything to eat? Was I OK as I looked tired. I said I was fine and going to head to bed as I was exhausted. It would have been easy to offload and tell Mum what had happened – she was always great in a crisis, and she was the best listener – but I couldn’t face going over it again to try and make sense of everything when I didn’t have any answers myself. It is exhausting trying to explain things to people when you don’t actually understand what has happened; all she would want to know is that I was OK, and I really wasn’t, and I couldn’t pretend otherwise. If I am being honest, there was a huge part of me that hoped if I climbed into bed, turned the lights off and closed my eyes it would all be gone when I woke up after a good night’s sleep. Just like we tell our kids, I prayed that it would all look better in the morning.



My area manager arrived on 21 January 2004 and spent a few hours fiddling about with everything. I remember him counting cash and stock and looking through all the piles of paperwork and notes. He was methodical and went over it all. Eventually, he finished his ‘investigation’ and concluded that he couldn’t find the money either. What a revelation. As I write this it sounds so odd, and I can imagine it doesn’t make much sense but I have to remind everyone that there wasn’t actually any physical money to find – he wasn’t there to search me or the shop for wads of cash that he thought I was hiding, the system was telling me the takings were higher than they were based on the numbers I was inputting and card transactions I couldn’t cross-check or verify. The numbers I was putting in and the numbers the computer was putting out were at odds.

I had been pinning all my hopes on this visit, praying that he would go through the system, press some buttons and turn some things on and off – reboot or reset something obvious but vital that I had missed – and make the sums magically add up whilst showing me how to ensure this never happened again. Instead, he declared that he was as baffled as me but didn’t seem to show any sense of wanting to get to the bottom of things. The subtext was, ‘Oh well, it has happened now, we don’t know why, and we don’t really care much either, so let’s move swiftly on with the paperwork and what you owe us . . .’

He told me that the next step was to generate an error notice, but that it could take up to ninety days for that to get through the system; in the meantime, I had to make good the shortfall. I asked him to repeat what he had just said because I could not believe what I was hearing, I was totally flabbergasted. The only silver lining to this was that there would be some dialogue with the Post Office and a small possibility the problem might be at their end rather than my incompetence. But it was the smallest sliver of silver linings, I still had to find £4,000! I took some solace from knowing there would be an official reason noted down and it would be on the system as some kind of mistake, so there would be a paper trail. I was clinging on to the chance that the Post Office would examine things and recognise it as their system failure and issue a favourable error notice. That would mean them accepting liability, sending a set of instructions and the amount I should key into my system to balance everything back out to zero; and that would be the end of it. I knew it was wishful thinking but there was that hope beyond hope again . . .

The area manager had nothing helpful to say, except suggesting I apply for a hardship payment and that the money being taken from my wages until the amount was paid back was the only way I could clear this up and keep my job. I had no choice. In black and white I had no way of fighting it; the numbers didn’t add up, the balance wasn’t right, the money wasn’t there, and I couldn’t explain where it was and didn’t understand it. There was a signed contract where I had apparently agreed to be personally liable for any financial shortfall whilst I ran the Post Office. Legally, it was my responsibility. They were so high-handed about it all, gleeful almost, because they had all the power, and we all knew it.

The day after the error happened, I got up at the crack of dawn and rummaged through boxes of paperwork trying to find all the documents to do with becoming postmaster as I just couldn’t remember seeing that clause when I was initially told it existed on the call with the helpdesk. After I’d had the interview and accepted the job, I was given an official piece of paper that covered all the important bits of the role, like overall responsibilities and salary, etc. I was told that one-pager was the contract, and I signed it, but then a huge, unexplained document followed some weeks later with all sorts of clauses listed – including my own personal liability for my post office funds. Apparently, everything in that contract was covered by my initial signature on the first, flimsy piece of paper. I later found out that the two things made up the full contract, but no one explained that to me. At the time, I was already doing the job so I didn’t really give it much thought and I put the long contract in a box on the shelf with the rest of my Post Office documents. Hindsight is a wonderful thing, and, in the moment, no one could ever have imagined the avalanche that would follow. When I was talking to Kay Linnell for this book, she applied her brilliant logic to the contract, which was its own minefield for the Post Office. When I think about it like that, the contract actually says the subpostmaster will only be responsible for losses caused by them or their staff, not by some random computer system, so it almost amounted to theft. The accounting system was always outside the subpostmasters’ control – yet under the contract with the Post Office, we, the postmasters, were responsible. I try not to dwell on that simple fact too much – it is all too painfully obvious knowing what I do now.

I remember, when we got to trial, that this part of my story was one of the first lines of questioning – what is the legitimacy of the contract? Is there a contract? Is it a franchise? Is it an agency? Are they employees? Because nobody knew, least of all the Post Office, the very people who issued the paperwork that their employees signed. But back then, I had no idea of the jurisdiction and power of the Post Office and what I had got myself into – I don’t think that, until the ITV drama, anyone knew that the Post Office has private investigation and prosecution powers; I certainly didn’t when I started working for them.

Whilst I waited for the error notice and prayed it would go in my favour I tried to be proactive and get ahead of the mess – I still hadn’t told anyone at home what had happened and prayed I could make it all go away before I had to sit down with David and my parents to tell them. Not only did the error notice not go in my favour, it didn’t ever arrive; instead I received a demand from the Post Office for the deduction from my wages – there was no official paperwork, no consultation on the amount or discussion of any kind and I didn’t ever sign anything, they just put a payment plan in place to take the money from my wages and that was that. My consent didn’t matter. I filled out a hardship request on 3 February and after going over and over everything, I found some stock that had been entered incorrectly the first time round which took the overall balance I owed down from £4,188.53 to £3,191, which was still a huge amount of money but at least slightly less. They decided to take £270 a month from me over eleven months and then there was a final balancing payment to make up the final figure. That meant I was totally on the bread line while also working desperately hard to keep it a secret.

One of my closest friends in the village found me huddled in a ball on the shop floor one night, staying late again and full of despair. I confided in her a little bit that that I was in trouble and the numbers were out of sync and I owed money, but I didn’t go into the twists and turns of what had happened or how bad it was. She caught me at a really vulnerable moment, and it all came tumbling out. I was beside myself and though I felt some kind of relief confessing to her – I’d still not told David or my parents – I swore her to secrecy. I had recently helped her through some marriage troubles, so we were used to confiding big stuff to each other. She offered to lend me a bit of money, which I reluctantly but gratefully accepted, and she urged me to tell my family and call it a day with the Post Office, saying that it wasn’t going to get any better on its own and once plunged into debt, it is hard to get to the surface again. I promised her I would think about it and prayed that her financial help would buy me some time and breathing space. As I’d said goodbye and thank you to her, I realised it was the first time I had been able to exhale for months, even if it was a temporary reprieve.

It took nearly a year to get sorted and during that time I was working for almost nothing; it was a nightmare as I had taken on staff, and I now couldn’t afford the wages. I started bringing out-of-date food home from the shop for us to eat as a family as I had no money to do our personal food shopping at the supermarket anymore, and the priority was paying everyone else so that no one suspected anything. I didn’t say a word to my family, which I know might seem unfathomable but I just felt like I was letting them down.

Writing this book I have obviously gone back and spoken to David about everything – my parents are dead and the boys are grown up and had already moved out by the time things got really bad, so David is the only one who was there the whole time and I’d often wondered what he thought about it all or if he suspected anything. We have been living and breathing this whole saga for over twenty years now; poor David, he never wants to hear the words ‘Post Office’ again! I am sure he feels like he has lost the last two decades to this fight, first my battle and now the ongoing one to make sure everyone gets the same treatment as me, ‘crimes’ pardoned, total exoneration and full and fair financial retribution. None of which will ever make up for what happened, but it is the least everyone should expect, and it is mind-blowing to me that at the time of writing this book we are still having the same conversation and people are having to continue fighting for the justice that is rightfully theirs. But I know David appreciates my commitment to the cause, going to every meeting, attending many days of the inquiry in late 2024, sending emails at 2 a.m. when needed. Talking for this book has been cathartic for us. I think he finally gets to understand everything that I didn’t share at the time because I was so ashamed and determined to fix it all myself. I didn’t want to burden anyone else with things I genuinely believed were my fault. Of those days after the first incident with the helpline and the missing money, it’s been quite a relief hearing what he thought about it all, and reinforced the support he’s been to me over the years.

David says, ‘With hindsight I can read it better, the way that things were at the time that didn’t feel big but were clearly pointers that all make sense now. You stopped buying stock at the cash and carry, especially the multipacks of cigarettes, because to buy in bulk you had to have a lump sum for payment, so you started buying bits and pieces from supermarkets rather than stocking up the shelves properly. There were about twenty packets of cigarettes behind the counter just for the regulars, but that was it, you got rid of the cigarette kiosk and that really didn’t make sense as tobacco was a big seller and so convenient for the regulars. I think back now and wonder why I didn’t ask as I saw those changes happening, but you know how it was, we were both just so busy all the time trying to make ends meet, there wasn’t often time for deep chats. I now know that you kept it from me and your mother, and you just put your head down and carried on.’

Women often give men a hard time for not noticing things, but I do think I was very good at keeping everything compartmentalised and I became a total pro at putting a brave face on. I asked David if, looking back, he noticed any other signs of change in me – was I not sleeping or extra stressed? – and he laughed and said that no one had any idea because that is who I have always been. ‘You’ve always been like that, you’ve always done that, just got on with things. You never really brought the shop stuff home even from the start. I suppose I am a bit quick-tempered if people aren’t good to you or things go wrong, so I think you kept it from me because that was easier.’

David was supportive of me taking on the shop in the first instance, but I think deep down he thought it was an awful lot of work for not a massive amount of financial return, which was probably true. Of the financial changes to our lifestyle once I started repaying the Post Office in secret from my wages, he says, ‘Well, I never really became aware because the shop didn’t ever make a massive amount of money. I mean, it helped pay the mortgage, but we never hit the high spots, like big holidays and stuff, so there was no sudden going without, we just carried on doing our thing and getting by. I went out and worked, came back and for a few years when I came home, I went in and helped out in the shop and then I started the gardening business and so we saw less of each other.’

Talking about it all has brought up lots that I boxed away at the time to survive; like they say, it is only when you look back at a traumatic situation and you are out of it, you can see how damaging it was. I look back now, and I remember such a deep feeling of despair, as if my feet were glued to a treadmill that I just couldn’t step off. I was exhausted to my bones with stress – anyone who has had money worries knows that, apart from grief and severe health problems, there probably isn’t anything worse on the planet than watching bills come through the door and having no idea how to pay them; and that angst is all the more acute if you are trying to keep it to yourself. People often ask why I didn’t share the burden or feel I could confide in my nearest and dearest and the answer is that I felt deep shame, and at that time I believed it was my own stupidity that had caused the whole mess in the first place. I had let everyone down and I didn’t want anyone to know or to lose faith in me – running the shop was such a position of trust and I felt I had compromised that faith everyone had in me. I wasn’t a careless person, but it looked that way, and I had no real explanation for what had happened, so it looked indefensible. Once I was in the mess, I couldn’t see a way out and once you can’t see the light, you sink.

Eventually, I repaid everything from the first time the figures didn’t match up. I prayed that it was a one-off, but the truth is that from the first time it went wrong, the figures never matched up again. I wonder now if that in itself was suspicious/deliberate, but that’s another thing I’ll probably never know for sure. Maybe the government inquiry into the scandal will give me the answers but I don’t hold out much hope. After that first instance, I was on tenterhooks every single night I cashed up and every night the amounts were slightly off – mostly just pence and pounds, which could also be attributed to actual human error. The shop was so busy that the Post Office counter wasn’t permanently manned – we would be out the back buttering baguettes or stocking shelves, and the regulars knew to shout ‘Post Office’ when they needed service, so either me or anyone else working in the shop that day would go to the counter and serve, meaning small discrepancies were to be expected. Whilst they were manageable, I would just dip into my purse to balance things out, determined to keep the spotlight off myself and the shop and not need to call that damn helpline again.

I muddled along like that for months, out of pocket and living hand to mouth, but it was doable. Though mentally, I was on permanent high alert, edgy and unsettled, as if all eyes were on me. The worry was there the whole time and then, out of the blue, it happened again in 2004, this time the discrepancy was for £750, and I thought initially it was to do with the cheques that had been taken that day being inputted incorrectly and I could fix it, but it wasn’t, and I couldn’t. It wasn’t something I could hide or make right as I just didn’t have that amount of money – all my cards were maxed out, savings were gone and we barely had enough to get us through the month, so I knew I had to call the helpdesk again.

The next call went about as well as my first attempt, and, if anything, the girl on the end of the phone was even more adamant that I was the only person to ever have this trouble. She hadn’t had any other users call with any problems at all. Hearing again that I was the only person who wasn’t clever enough to manage a system everyone else thought was a breeze was humiliating to process and added to the deep shame I felt every night I started to cash up. I would hold my breath and pray silently that the numbers would make sense or at least not be so ‘out’ that I had to call that number again and suffer the stress and humiliation, because it was abject humiliation, and yet here I was again. This second time I didn’t ask for an area manager to visit, and they didn’t offer one. They just told me, again without consultation, that they would take the shortfall from my wages and that was that. I’d only had a few months with my wages back to normal since the first shortfall repayment, so there had been no time to catch up with our finances and even try to start getting ourselves back on track, so the money spiral just got worse and the mess more nightmarish. But the worst thing was that the £750 shortfall seemed to short circuit the system – it literally had a meltdown and not one set of figures ever made sense after that; the numbers the computer was throwing out were insane.

With every night things didn’t add up I knew the amount ‘missing’ was growing at a huge rate. It was made worse somehow when the accounts system suddenly changed from weekly signed accounts to monthly ones as that meant I could really put my head in the sand. Every now and again, I’d stay late and add up the losses for a jolt of reality and it would make me feel physically sick, so I would hide the paper and go back to pretending. It was a rolling loss, and I was terrified that I would have to lodge another formal discrepancy which would lead to a formal audit. Truthfully, at this point, I had no idea what they would find, and I knew I’d get the sack and that we would probably lose our home. I had lost all hope and felt like I was taking a slow walk to the executioner.

What you see in the drama with Will Mellor who plays Lee Castleton is a fairly accurate description of how an audit can make things worse. In the drama he calls up and says it’s the ninety-first time he has phoned for help with his shortfalls, he thinks he must have been hacked, but the call handler replies saying that no one has had the problem and that the branch accounts are totally secure so hacking would be impossible. They agree finally to send an auditor, and Lee finds himself not just ‘a bit behind’, but owing the Post Office £26,000, suspended and locked out of his own Post Office until he can pay the money back. He raises the prospect of someone being able to get into the system other than the subpostmaster in question and is immediately shut down.

Clearly, remote access to the Horizon software was a key issue but what we didn’t know until decades later was that Fujitsu employees were able to remotely access subpostmasters’ accounts as early as 2002, despite the Post Office maintaining remote access was a total impossibility, even in the highest-profile and key cases. Yet in 2014, Deloitte published an independent report into the Horizon system that clearly stated remote access had been an absolute possibility; the door was further opened in April 2024 when a top Post Office lawyer, Rodric Williams, told the inquiry that he and others ‘missed’ a key finding in 2014 that it was indeed possible to remotely access Horizon software and that repeated assurances this was not possible had been inaccurate. Williams had been a key coordinator of the Deloitte report and when questioned at the inquiry ten years after that report was published, and asked how this had been missed despite it being a key concern, he said, ‘I genuinely don’t recall what was happening at the time’ and that it was ‘hard to explain’ why he missed it. It beggars belief to read these kind of things now, knowing what we do, and what we were all told. As Karl Flinders, from Computer Weekly, the magazine that first published the story of the subpostmasters’ plight in 2009 states, ‘The Post Office sent people to prison based on evidence from computer data that lacked integrity and senior executives knew it.’

At the time, though, things carried on in a state of despair. With the system all over the place, it wasn’t long before a third discrepancy happened and although it was smaller than the others – in the hundreds – it was big enough that I had to call Horizon again. This time the tone was ominous; I was still paying back the second loss of £750 when this third one happened, and it all got very serious. I was made to feel like a liability and told in no uncertain terms that there was a red flag over my name and if it happened again, my contract would be terminated with immediate effect as I was recording too many shortfalls, and it was suspicious. I would be fired, locked out of the shop and liable for every penny that was missing, and face the full weight of the system – all this for a job that I had taken for the love of the village and to cement my trustworthiness and standing. It was reiterated to me that I was the only one with these issues and I was honestly made to feel so stupid, but this was Royal Mail – a slick institution, not some start-up company with dodgy software off the back of a lorry – it didn’t occur to me to question their systems; I never even doubted what they were saying, not for one minute. They said it was me so it must be me.






Chapter 4

God Forgive Me


Reading this back, I wouldn’t blame the reader for judging me as someone who made life difficult for myself and those I loved by not facing what was an obviously unsustainable situation unlikely to change without a miracle. Denial is an impossible thing to explain unless you have been in its clutches. I became obsessed with just keeping going and was adamant that if I could hold the system at bay for long enough, it would right itself. Some might call it depression, some wilful blindness, some utter madness in the face of clear evidence to the contrary. I now see it was simply survival, and it was very much a temporary state.

After the three incidences I knew I was in deep; my friend’s money hadn’t even scratched the surface, especially as the system continued to generate daily amounts that bore no relation to what I had in the safe. It turns out that I didn’t have to wait long for the implosion as it all came to a head when I did one of my sporadic add-ups and saw that the deficit discrepancy had grown to £9,000, despite my exhaustive juggling. It is hard to express enough how much this nearly drove me to a total breakdown – the illogicality of it went round and round my head twenty-four hours a day. I knew I didn’t have the money, I knew I hadn’t taken it and I had no idea what to do as whenever I phoned the people there to help, it got worse. I was told that only I had access to the system and my numbers, I was the one putting in the information, it all stopped and started with me. I felt utterly mad. Some have argued that it wasn’t the job of the helpline to balance the books of the subpostmasters, but there was no other way of navigating the system when you couldn’t explain the sums.

I knew I had to either confess to Mum and David or risk an audit that would shut me down completely and put me under formal investigation, which would only lead one way and that was homelessness when I lost my job. So, one night after I had shut up the shop and we had all finished tea, I decided to sit down with Mum and David and explain the mess I was in. I am aware that for anyone much younger than me, or who hasn’t lived through this hell, it might sound like I was ridiculously passive and just taking the word of a system that I should have realised was clearly giving me the wrong information and tying me up in knots, but you have to remember this was 2004 and I thought technology was king and I was the dinosaur who couldn’t cope with the modern world. I truly thought that it was all my fault this was happening to me and my family and I loathed myself for it in ways I can’t explain. The deficit just kept climbing and the hole I had been digging got deeper and deeper until there wasn’t a crack of light to see. We’d already had big issues with the end of the lorry company and lost the house in order to settle all the debt hanging over us. It had taken years to get back on our feet; I just didn’t want to put the family through another minute of worry, especially when I felt like it was all because of me. I couldn’t put them in that position all over again; I can remember very clearly going online and looking at how to apply for a council house as I was terrified we were going to lose everything and I would be the one making my poor retired parents homeless just when they should be relaxing and enjoying life.

It was just like in the drama when I explained things to Mum and David except, in all honesty, even then I didn’t really let them know how dire things had become. Don’t get me wrong, I did tell them that there was money missing and I was liable for it, but they didn’t know the depths of despair I was feeling or the reality of just what a financial quicksand pit I was battling. They didn’t know how utterly broke I was, that I could be found quietly scraping green bits off food that was on the turn or destined for the bin in the shop because there wasn’t a penny for the shopping, or that I would try and eat food from the shop that was out of date so that I needed less to eat at home. We were using Mum and Dad’s pension for us all to live on – they were upright and religious people who went to church and had worked hard and lived good lives. I felt like the worst daughter in the world who was making her parents the opposite of proud. I feel that they missed out on so much in their older years after all that hard work; there was no putting their feet up or nice cruises to relax and appreciate what they had earned, it was a constant mess and stress that I blamed myself for. Bless them, I will always feel guilty that they didn’t live long enough to see it come good and my name be formally and publicly cleared or see me continue to fight the system for what is right on behalf of others. But I take a huge amount of comfort from the fact that they knew I would never stop fighting, ever; and that they never doubted my innocence for one second. I was also terrified at the thought of my sons finding out too and I couldn’t stand the idea of them being disappointed in me or embarrassing them.

I remember that night so clearly, though, when I asked Mum and David to come in the kitchen, and boiled the kettle to make some coffee. I was going over and over everything in my head, how I was going to unpick the horror show I was dealing with – how could I possibly explain what I didn’t understand, let alone ask them to remortgage our house to pay back money I didn’t actually take? People sometimes ask me if I worried that they wouldn’t believe me, and the honest answer is, maybe a tiny bit. At this point I felt totally mad and would have believed anything was possible, all I knew was that I was the one putting in the numbers and I was the one who couldn’t get them to make any sense. I poured the coffee, set the mugs, milk and sugar on the table, sat down and looked at them both.

‘I am in trouble at the shop money wise and it is bad, really bad.’ I started looking from one of them to the other. ‘I am sorry, Mum, there’s nothing left to take out of my wages, my savings are already gone, my credit cards are maxed out. I know I should have told you before, but I didn’t want to scare or upset you.’

Mum immediately put her hand on mine and reassured me, ‘It’s all right love.’ Then she glanced at David, who was just looking at me and not saying anything and Mum said to him, ‘You’re her husband, tell her it’s all right.’

David looked at me and said, ‘I dunno, Jo, how did the Post Office money get lost? What is it you’ve been doing wrong – do you know? How did it happen? What the hell is going on?’

‘I don’t know either, I have no idea, I wish I did,’ I said as I tried desperately not to cry.

I went on to explain that I had kept going. ‘I prayed that one day some electronic wizardry would kick in and it would all sort itself out, but it never did and now the computer says my shortfall has gone up to £9,000.’ At that point I couldn’t hold it in anymore, I burst out crying. They both hated seeing me upset but that didn’t really change the reality of what I was saying and the shock they both undoubtedly felt at hearing this for the first time; I’d had a couple of years of processing this but they were being hit with it out of the blue and I was suggesting something huge in remortgaging the house as I really couldn’t think of another way out. I had spent the last few weeks thinking of every way possible to get my hands on a lump sum; I looked at loans with dangerous repayment terms, took endless credit rating scores that I failed as I was maxed out on the credit cards I couldn’t pay back and overdrafts that didn’t ever diminish. The only way I could see of pulling together nearly £10,000 was to leverage the only asset we had, the house we lived in. It wasn’t like it is now, remortgaging wasn’t something people really talked about then in 2004, and with interest rates and the economy all over the place, we were all very protective of our houses and cars as assets to cling on to come what may. So, after I told them about the situation, I suggested we use the house to remedy the mess.

‘Remortgaging the house, though, is there not any other way?’ David said.

I said, ‘I know what I am suggesting is awful, there’s the forty-year lease on the shop and if they sack me, we will lose everything, including our house, our home. I have to find the money to pay them back and I don’t know what else to do.’

Repaying the lease was becoming harder and harder. I’d already asked the shop association (set up in the late 90s as a committee to run the village assets, which included the shop) for reduced payments, which had caused friction between me and the ‘old boys’ who were on the committee. I think they always thought I was a bit of an airhead – a nice, kind and inoffensive person, but certainly no businesswoman – so me being skint all the time and scrimping and scraping every month probably just confirmed this. Embarrassingly, I’d had to keep asking for changes to the payment arrangement that, in the end, I was instructed to pay them daily as all the money had gone by the end of the month when the payment was due, and I was getting in debt there too. We came up with an arrangement whereby the chairman of SWVSA would collect the money every morning from me in the shop when he arrived to pick up his daily paper. It was mortifyingly embarrassing for me – don’t get me wrong, I knew I was no business mogul, but having to be policed like a schoolgirl playing shop who couldn’t count out her rent money reliably was embarrassing for the position I was in, and the goodwill entrusted to me. One of the things I hold onto, though, is that, as things unfolded and it all came to light, I received apologies, especially from the chairman who felt bad for not knowing anything about the awful financial mess I was in and, most crucially, that the situation was not of my own making.

That night, my parents, David and I talked and talked, did sums and did some research before we all realised there really weren’t any other options and so David grudgingly agreed, only if I could guarantee that borrowing exactly £9,000 against the house and paying that sum back into the Post Office accounts would definitely ‘draw a line under it’. I said yes, that would sort things out, so we scraped everything together, filled out all the paperwork and jumped through all the usual hoops to get the remortgage signed and sealed. As soon as the money came through, I immediately withdrew £9,000 in £50 notes and put it into the safe to try and balance things out and build up the money that the system told me should be there.

But there was no ceasefire, the system continued to chew up any numbers I put in and then output things that made no sense. I knew there was absolutely no way that I could lodge another formal complaint with Horizon; it had been made clear to me that would be the end of me. So, in a call for ‘unofficial advice’, just like it was shown in the drama, the voice on the other end told me that I needed to isolate the transactions and put in a number that was one digit higher or lower or else the computer wouldn’t be able to identify it. If you’re baffled reading that, imagine how I felt hearing it. By this point I was on the edge, and I had nowhere to run. I snapped and said to the woman on the other end, ‘How is that supposed to work?’

‘I don’t know,’ the woman on the line said. ‘It just works, do it.’

‘I just can’t understand it,’ I said.

She quickly replied, ‘Me neither, no one else has these problems. You know you must balance tonight, or you can’t open in the morning – you won’t have the authority to do that.’

‘I have to open in the morning, my old ladies rely on me.’

I could feel the blood rising in my face and my temperature with it. I was shaking with rage and fear. I could hear the voice of the woman on the other end of the line distantly saying, ‘So, one digit higher or lower, your takings must match . . .’ and I couldn’t take it anymore, I got a rush of adrenalin, and I slammed the phone down so hard I almost broke the handset. I could not have that chirping, useless voice in my ears for a minute longer.

I sat there in a daze. I remember that moment so vividly – it rests just below the surface still, there for immediate recall when I summon it – it was despair and terror in equal measure. It’s like one of those nightmares where you are running round a maze in a loop, every time you see a path, you take it and there is a dead end with someone snapping at your heels, then you wake up with a start. Except when you wake up you realise it’s all true and actually happening. I put my head in my hands in defeat and felt sick. I knew there was nothing else for me to do.

I did what the voice on the end of the phone had told me to do and found myself with a £1,000 loss. This was the end of the road. I’d just spent the last half an hour fiddling around with the numbers at the request of the woman on the end of the phone and then I suddenly had a light-bulb moment; it dawned on me how easy it was when someone on the end of the line was telling me what to do. What would happen if I just agreed the numbers? I found my finger hovering over the buttons on the computer. Waves of panic crashed through my body; I felt complete and utter desperation. I remember letting out a tiny cry as my finger hovered over the Balance Cash Manually key. I pressed it and submitted the cash account. As I touched the button I knew it was bad; I knew the oath off by heart that I had to swear by every time I signed off the accounts: ‘I understand that any wilful dishonesty may result in immediate termination of employments, or criminal proceedings taken against me.’

And that was that, I knew in the eyes of the Post Office I would be seen as dishonest and there would be no going back. I was soon accepting and agreeing the incorrect figures being given to me without flagging up to the helpdesk that the numbers being generated by the machine were wrong, even though I knew the amount flashing up each week wasn’t what I had in the safe. Logically I knew that I didn’t owe the Post Office that money and that this machine was giving me information that made me look like a criminal. It was so simple to tap the green tick and accept the numbers, so very easy, and yet the worst thing I could do. I was signing documentation pretending that money was there when it wasn’t. I hated doing it but I felt I had no other option. It continued for fourteen torturous months.



I hadn’t realised what a knife edge I was on until I had been lying for over two years and I could see what a toll it was taking, knowing that every week I was accepting the numbers and then signing accounts I knew were untrue. It went against every grain in me, every lesson I’d been taught growing up, everything I knew my parents and David stood for, and everything I had taught my sons about right and wrong. But what no one tells you is that once you start, it is impossible to stop as with every lie a brick goes down and a wall of untruth is built around you. It’s like you are part of the world but not really in it; I felt like I was floating above my daily life watching myself breaking the law but not really doing it. I suppose that was my subconscious protecting my brain from what it knew I couldn’t handle.

Months went by and even though I was agreeing incorrect accounts, I knew the numbers I was agreeing weren’t reality. Me agreeing numbers so they were what I wanted them to be didn’t make them true, but I couldn’t row back from the lies or stop the world from turning, and that meant the bills were piling up around me. The irony wasn’t lost on me that I started to hold my breath when my own post arrived every morning through the letterbox in case there were more final demands. It was like an avalanche . . . electricity bills, gas bills, water bills, the mortgage payments, final demands for credit cards. I started putting unopened letters in drawers or storing them in the shop office with all the paper that I couldn’t bring myself to go through. The bigger the amount I owed grew, the more I couldn’t say out loud what was happening; I had remortgaged the house and that hadn’t even made a dent on what I owed, so I felt as if I’d broken my word to David and Mum when I said that the remortgaging would fix the mess I was in. There really was no route out. I truly understand why some people can’t see a way to live through the agony of real and despairing debt because there is no lifeline most of the time; you are paralysed by indecision and by fear and knowing you have absolutely no control over the outcome, so desperate measures seem the only option. I became fixated with avoiding an audit, believing if I could just swerve that then it would be OK, even though logic told me an audit was the only thing that would bring this hellish situation to an end.

I was unravelling. I was permanently breathless and would often go over the road to see my horses, who lived on the grazing land generously loaned to me for free by Anthony at the manor house. David was their gardener, and they knew we didn’t have much money, though not the extent of the misery I was dealing with. Anthony was just a lovely neighbour who allowed me to retain my simple pleasure of horse riding, because there was no way I could have afforded to keep the horses otherwise and would have had to let them go. I’d go there after work to just take some deep breaths in the open fields without anyone else around so that I could try and not have a panic attack or lose control.

At night I had terrible pains shooting through my right arm and would have to sleep with it elevated; I stopped sleeping at all and the denial I had been so good at cultivating was sliding away from me as the debt spiral swirled. I was paying hundreds of pounds in interest on credit cards, the stock level in the shop was at the bare minimum; just enough so the shelves weren’t bare but certainly nowhere near as plentiful as they should have been. Every night I would agree the Horizon figures that flashed up knowing it was thousands of pounds adrift as I sobbed in the dark staring at the screen praying for a miracle but having no idea how to change things.

I had a scare in late 2005 when an investigator from the Post Office turned up unannounced in the shop. I remember clenching the counter so hard that my knuckles turned white as he explained that he was from the ‘Giro Team’ in Bournemouth and he believed I was holding on to thousands of pounds, worth of giro cheques without the right to do so. This was technically true; I did have piles of green giros in my drawer since I cashed them up, but only because I didn’t have the Post Office approved envelopes despite calling endlessly to request them so that I could despatch them in the approved way. My heart sank to the pit of my stomach as I looked at him – I was convinced he was here under false pretences and really wanted to talk about the missing money. I held my breath as he counted them and left as quickly as he’d arrived. I exhaled slowly and deeply. It was only after he had gone that I questioned why I felt any relief at all and acknowledged there was a tiny part of me that hoped the game was up and I’d been found out.

I existed in a haze for the next few weeks, juggling lies, keeping up appearances and agreeing the numbers each week, praying the differences wouldn’t be huge, making sure that I didn’t order any cash from head office as on paper, and as far as they were concerned, I had more than enough. The thousands of pounds that I was ‘missing’ was the exact amount head office thought I had in the safe – when I thought about it like that it was madness.

It was the most psychologically confusing game of cat and mouse, and it all came crashing down one mundane Monday evening as I sat, yet again, in the dark and feeling desperate about everything. As I rifled through mountains of paper and contemplated the fact I was about to agree incorrect figures again, the phone rang and the shrill ring jolted me out of my daze. It was always the way, just before I was about to do the thing I knew was morally and legally wrong, I would go into an almost trance-like state – as if my head would split apart from my body and then once it was over, my head and body would rejoin and I would float back into myself. That night, the phone interrupted that process sharply and with urgency. I picked up the handset and the man on the other line curtly informed me that there was a real concern I was holding too much cash at my branch, that I had exceeded a safe level, and it was now a formal matter. I was told that I’d need to remit £25,000 first thing in the morning as part of the cash collection.

To say I went into a blind panic would be to grossly underestimate the state of my nervous system. I put the phone receiver down and sat staring blankly into space for the longest time. The voice on the phone had said clearly, ‘We want you to send the money back first thing without fail.’ They had these cash vans that zoomed around from post office to post office, delivering working cash. You could also deposit excess with them if you had it, as each post office was only insured to hold a certain amount overnight and at any one time – it was like a mobile paying in and deposit facility and was supposed to add an extra layer of security to the system. What it did do was pull everything into the sharpest of focus; it wasn’t just some vague instruction from a faceless person at the Post Office headquarters, it meant there would be a van containing men who would arrive at my counter early the next day expecting a sack full of cash that I did not have.

After a while I snapped out of it, switching straight into the high adrenalin state I usually found myself in as I started running through all the ways I could quickly get my hands on £25,000. I sank to the floor and started rocking methodically back and forth, each idea for raising funds becoming madder. I suddenly became aware of a tapping on the shop window, quite insistent. I looked up to see my friend, the one who so kindly lent me some money, gesturing that I unlock the door and let her in. When they recreated that scene in the ITV drama, they had it as my mum coming in to check on me as my friend didn’t want to be part of the programme, but in reality, it was her and not Mum.

I slowly got up, feeling quite light-headed, and inched over to turn the key and open the door, going back to crouching on the floor as my friend came in, surveyed the scene and closed the door gently behind her before joining me on the floor amongst the papers and twisted phone wires. My friend started explaining that she had seen the light on and wanted to check in as it was late. She was still speaking when I burst into tears, unable to stop all the emotion from spilling out of me. Years of pent-up emotion, fear, shame, anxiety and pain all came tumbling out. Once the dam had broken, there was no containing it and I almost didn’t want to – there was a sense of relief to it all being out in the open. I told my friend everything and explained that I had to find £25,000 by the next day. I look back now and realise as I told her I genuinely believed there was a chance I could still salvage the situation. She let me speak for a while until she took both my hands in hers, calmly looking me straight in the eye as she said steadily,

‘Jo, this has to stop right now, it just has to be the end. There is no way on earth you are going to be able to find this money, it has gone on way too long. There is something deeply wrong here and you cannot keep shovelling cash after cash into a system that is clearly broken. It is breaking you! It is making you sick, it has to end, whatever the consequences, it just has to.’

I looked at her and I could see in her eyes that she was right. Everything had just slid away from me. The last time I put any money into the losses was the £9,000 when we remortgaged, so over twelve months the amount I was ‘missing’ was over £25,000; the losses had steadily climbed to being beyond anything that I could salvage. I sat holding her hand as I said over and over, ‘I don’t know what I am doing wrong, I keep trying and I can’t make it work, the numbers, they just wash away from me, and I don’t know where it has gone. How can all that money be lost? I swear I don’t have a penny of it.’

My friend looked me in the eye and said sternly, ‘You can’t borrow any more money, and you can’t fix this. Where are you going to get £25,000 from? They need to send someone down here to sort this out.’

And I cried and cried as I said, ‘But they’ll sack me!’ And my friend said, ‘You need help, they need to look into everything, and you need to request an audit. It’s over, there can’t be anything worse than living like this, nothing can be worse than this. Whatever happens now you have to end it, even if you get sacked, so be it.’

It was so late by the time we had finished talking and I’d calmed down. I’d been on the floor for so long that my legs were numb and ached to the point that I couldn’t feel them as I tried, and failed, to stand up and get myself together. My whole body was like lead, and I felt the most overwhelming sense of exhaustion wash over me, totally incapacitating my body and my brain. I lost the ability to function and watched my friend lift all the paper from the floor onto the desk in the back office, pick up the used mugs and have a quick tidy round so it was spick and span ahead of opening up the next morning. She worked around me and then helped with my coat, guiding me out of the door, locking up as I stood watching, feeling like I wasn’t there. I let myself be walked home with my friend’s arm wrapped around me, knowing that tomorrow would bring nothing but the painful reality I needed to face. As we said goodnight, I promised that I would call the National Federation of Subpostmasters (NFSP) first thing in the morning. I thanked her and went inside. Luckily, everyone was fast asleep, the house was quiet and dark, and I crept in, took off my coat and shoes and overcome with exhaustion I sunk into bed knowing I wouldn’t sleep a wink, which indeed I didn’t. To be honest I didn’t mind that so much, I felt like I deserved to be punished.






Chapter 5

The Unravelling


I got up especially early the next morning and was out of the house before anyone else was awake, opening the shop and keeping busy until 9 a.m. when I knew the phone lines would be open. Sitting for a few minutes I tried to pick up the handset and make the call I knew would change my life forever. Eventually I dialled the number to the NFSP – a non-profit organisation meant to support postmasters. I’d applied for membership after I’d taken over the post office as I had been advised it was a sensible way to protect myself. I didn’t really investigate it too much at the time, it felt like a similar insurance policy to the one taken by newly qualified teachers who join unions. I knew that their board of directors was made up of serving subpostmasters, nominated by their peers, which sounded good on paper. A detail that didn’t seem remotely significant at the time was that the NFSP’s primary source of funding was a grant from the Post Office, something that took on almighty significance much later.

I researched the organisation online for this book and found out that they were described as self-employed and unprotected business operators, who, in running their Post Office and retail outlets, offer support representing postmasters in negotiations with the Post Office, access to expert mail support, retail support, information, news and analysis. I knew in calling them the game was up, but there was a part of me that hoped once I explained everything to them – once I told them just how much I had been suffering, just how hard I had been trying to fix things, how the strain had affected me and how much money I had borrowed whilst trying to understand what was happening with my figures – that it would all disappear. That they would see all the calls I had put in to the helpdesk, how well I had continued to run the post office, despite everything – that somehow all of this would prompt them to swoop in and save me. Maybe they would even feel sorry for me and the load I had been carrying all this time. That they would tell me how awful the whole thing was, how they would take it from here and make sure I received all the support I could possibly need, that they were appalled at how much I had suffered, and that no stone would be left unturned in the pursuit of the truth and all my finances would be rectified.

The reality of that call? It was as unhelpful and unsupportive and unnerving as any single call to the Horizon helpline. The call didn’t last long – I spoke to a woman called Cam – and her first questions were whether it was possible that any family or friends had taken the money. Could it have been any staff members with their hands in the till? Did I suspect anyone at all? I was horrified by the suggestion that anyone close could be deceiving me or was a criminal, more appalled by that than the idea I’d done anything wrong. Cam’s eventual advice? Go to the doctor and get signed off and find myself a good a criminal lawyer – that was it; that was my Post Office-related lifeline after years of sheer agony and paying into a protection service. I had finally summoned the courage to pick up the phone and unburden myself to the only people who could possibly help me get to the bottom of this hideous mystery and they told me to get a lawyer – a criminal one at that – which made me sick to my stomach; there were no words of comfort or reassurance or sense that we were in it together, no plan at all for this kind of situation.

I now know that mine couldn’t have been the first desperate call they’d received. It didn’t occur to me at the time but looking back now it seems ludicrous that when a system like Horizon was implemented, a system that was being used by over 500,000 people, there was no investigative structure within that for when things went wrong. How on earth could there not be a protocol or system in place for the 11,500 Post Office outlets throughout the UK who were reliant in every way on this one ‘foolproof’ system for the running of their post offices, their livelihoods, and though we didn’t know it then, preserving our reputations and very sanity? Years later, a Panorama exposé that was broadcast in 2015 was the first time there was a public question mark over the Post Office and its prosecutions based on the ‘evidence’ of missing money provided by Horizon. They told Panorama that their ‘exhaustive investigations’ provided ‘overwhelming evidence’ that Horizon was not responsible for missing subpostmaster money – though as part of the programme, paperwork was obtained saying that the Post Office did accept that the missing money was probably caused by ‘operational errors’, whilst simultaneously stating that Horizon was ‘effective and robust and independently audited’. A perfect example of the mixed messages and mind games we all put up with for years.

However, back in March 2006 and facing an official nightmare now, I had made the call that blew my cover, and it was clear I was on my own and it wouldn’t be a case of ‘innocent until proven guilty’. They said they would contact the Post Office and request an immediate formal audit – which I now know was a formal way of trapping me – and that was it, that was the total sum of support from the body set up to guide and represent subpostmasters all over the country. Despite the lack of compassion shown towards me, calling the federation, though totally terrifying and awful in equal measure, did give me the first sense of relief I’d had in a long, long time. It is a grim analogy, but I often described it as like lancing a boil and seeing all the bad stuff come out. There was no more hiding to be done, and it was all out on the table, finally, despite how hopeless it felt.

After I had made the call, I went to the shop and worked as usual, trying to put everything out of my mind as best I could. It was a great distraction but the words of the woman from the federation were ringing in my ears, ‘Get yourself signed off and get a good criminal lawyer.’ I looked across from the shop window to Issy Hogg’s house – she knew something was up and had asked quite a few times over the last year or so what was going on, though always without prying. I resigned myself to get through the day at the shop and then go to her for some advice – even if she could explain what on earth might happen to me that would be a start. I had no idea that my knock on her door would set off a chain of events neither of us could have foreseen.

I worked until lunchtime and then became so spooked by the instructions given to me on the phone that I made a doctor’s appointment to get signed off as instructed – the only problem was I had to get David to watch the shop. I tried to casually get him to take over but obviously he wanted to know where I was going as it was so unusual for me to leave work during the day, ever, unless there was a big problem. Thinking back, I must have looked a wreck, probably like someone fully in need of the doctor’s appointment I told him I had to attend, but he didn’t press me on why, seemingly satisfied by the excuse I made in order to get out the door.

I remember this moment as one of my worst times, truly feeling that my life had fallen apart and had no meaning left; a sense that the wheels were coming off my whole pretence. And yet, the shop was relentless in its needs. I had been opening as early as possible and closing as late as as possible (as was legally allowed) because I was so desperate for money – I was doing anything for any extra pounds or pence to pay the loyal staff who had no idea what was really happening. Even selling a loaf of bread as I was about to lock the door was a win.

I then had to try and explain the situation to my GP without really telling her how awful it was to avoid her signing me off totally as I had to keep the money coming in. I needed the paperwork but didn’t have any intention of downing tools and staying at home whilst the shop went to ruin. I owed it to the customers and my own sense of self not to let anyone down further. The lies were chipping away at me, and I was exhausted. It was impossible to hand over the responsibility of the shop to staff I couldn’t afford to pay, which meant I had to be there myself as only I could work for free and there was no way I could hire someone new to step in for me when I couldn’t afford the staff I had. In the end, the GP signed me off with depression, which was something I could work around but that still gave me a paper trail. I left the surgery and went straight back to the shop, telling David about the appointment without going into a huge amount of detail – I definitely didn’t want to get into it with customers in the shop. I stayed there for a bit rushing around like nothing was wrong and then decided I would go and see Issy before it was too late – my usual shutting and cash-up time at the shop would have been too late to descend on her with problems and questions.

So, around 6 p.m., I reminded David of the closing-up routine, explaining that I needed to go and see Issy, but we had to stay open as late as possible as I was short on the takings again. I grabbed a bottle of wine from the shelf, said bye to the customers and walked across to Issy’s house. At that point she was just a safe friend with legal knowledge who might be able to help me understand a foreign world and terrifying situation, but she became one of the standout heroes of the whole legal battle, vital to the exposing of the Post Office scandal and all its machinations, and a lifeline to me and many others throughout the life-changing and soul-destroying process.

I feel like I should start talking about Issy here by saying that she sadly died in December 2024 after being diagnosed with terminal cancer in March 2020, just before the first COVID outbreak when she was given six months to live. Looking back, I’m not sure I’ll ever find the words to say how much she means to me and always will. She remained an amazing friend and stoic support right until the end, even being interviewed for this book six weeks before she died. I am devastated that she won’t be here to see the result of the inquiry – which she insisted I keep her updated on even when she was in the hospice – or read this book that she was so happy I was doing. She was legendary in every way – she called herself a ‘cynical criminal lawyer’ – and she is so integral to my story, as are many others, as you’ll see. Issy really was a true professional who drove through the right and just result, always pushing for justice rather than her own ego or part in the process. Issy gave us credibility; she stopped people thinking we were petty village thieves who’d been caught with our hands in the till and were now trying desperately to cover our tracks by blaming an unimpeachable system; she helped us show that the revered institution that was the Post Office had been responsible for the ruination of so many lives.

But back then, on that March day in 2006, I had no idea what was to come. At that point I felt sick to my stomach at the thought of knocking on her door to ask for help. I had shame running through every vein about what she would think of me. All I kept being told by the helpline was that it was my fault, that I was the only one having issues. As things have come out of the woodwork, I obviously now see it all differently, but back then, I felt like a terrified disappointment. I clutched the wine bottle to my chest, trying to steady my breathing – something I had spoken to the GP about as it was becoming increasingly hard to control – and stood on Issy’s doorstep, inhaling deeply before I rang the bell. I heard feet approaching the door and it suddenly swung open and there was Issy, bright smile and arms outstretched, as I blurted out, ‘I think I need a solicitor.’ I’ve always wondered what she must have thought in that moment and I got a real insight when I read what Issy said in her interview for this book,

‘It had been a normal day at home with me catching up on paperwork and contracts; I have to say the programme, Mr Bates Vs. The Post Office got it spot on when she just knocked on my door out of the blue and I saw her there on my step unannounced. I remember saying “Hi” brightly, as I was always happy to see Jo, but on closer inspection, I could see that she was far from fine. Even in the fading light she looked pale, exhausted and like a rabbit in headlights. She stared up at me and just blurted out, “I think I might need a solicitor.” I remember saying, “Oh well, I’d love to help but I mainly just do criminal” and she just looked at me and said, “That’s good, that’s great. That’s exactly what I need” and that was the start of the nightmare really.’

I remember stepping into her hallway, and I was talking nineteen to the dozen, begging for help even though she seemed adamant she wasn’t the right person. She ushered me through to the dining room, took the bottle from my hands and rummaged around for a corkscrew, opened and poured the wine into two glasses. She handed me mine; I pulled out a chair and the wine flowed whilst I talked and talked. I told her everything – the shortfalls, the debt, the credit cards, the remortgage, the computer system I could not make sense of, the calls to the helpdesk, the sleepless nights and, finally, the signing of the accounts I knew weren’t true. I remember worrying I sounded drunk as I hadn’t eaten a single thing all day and felt the wine going to my head, but more than that, I was terrified about what my friend would think of me as the truth came tumbling out. I was telling a lawyer and friend that I had been running a business for years where money had been going missing and I didn’t have it, I hadn’t spent it, and I had no idea where it had gone. What must she think of me? Even I knew I sounded crazy. I asked Issy afterwards what her first thoughts were, and she said,

‘In those first few minutes I kept thinking, “Why the hell does she need a criminal solicitor, she’s Jo?” Of all people, how could that be remotely possible? By that stage in the early 2000s I had been qualified for forty years so I’d very much been around the block, got the T-shirt and all that, so I like to think I am a pretty good judge of character, both in legal and real-life terms. I have seen it all from motoring to murdering. I could see that Jo had been distracted and perhaps not herself, and I feel bad saying it, but I didn’t pry. I had absolutely no inkling she was having any trouble with the system in that sense. We sank two bottles of wine, and she told me everything and I told her she should come back in the morning when we were both brighter, I’d had a chance to process things, and we would come up with a plan of action. But I couldn’t really believe it all.’

We knocked back the last of the wine and she asked me when the audit was; I told her that after I called the federation, they’d informed me that an audit was likely within twenty-four hours. She looked at me and said I had some time that I should use wisely, collecting any single bit of paperwork I thought might be relevant. I told her I was terrified to set foot back in the shop and post office – I honestly felt like a true criminal who would be arrested on the spot for opening the door to my own shop, especially after hours and in the dark, which somehow made it even more forbidden. It made no sense to feel like that, but I look back now and see that I was starting to unravel.

I got myself together, said my very grateful goodbyes and struggled to put my coat on as Issy opened the door and saw me out. I remember wobbling home in the pitch dark; I was starving, quite drunk, a little better for having told Issy and having a small plan and also terrified that when I got inside the house, I was going to have to tell Mum, Dad and David exactly what was happening as the genie was well and truly out of the bottle.

I put my key in the door and stood briefly in the hallway, summoning the strength to talk through everything calmly and factually. I was determined to be logical as I explained information that would be new and horrifying to them, but which I’d been living with for a long time. The shock value had worn off for me, but I knew that it would hit the family like a bus – as far as they were concerned, the risky remortgaging had given me £9,000 to settle an accounting blip and though running the shop could be stressful and a bit up and down, there was nothing untoward to worry about once that had been sorted. I steadied myself against the wall, took off my shoes and coat, and made my way into the kitchen slowly.

It felt as if it should be midnight, so long had the day been, but it was still early enough that Mum, Dad and David were in the kitchen having a cuppa and a chat. I stood in the doorway watching them. I wanted to take a picture of this moment, knowing as soon as I opened my mouth, I would ruin not just this carefree moment for my family, but everything forever. Dad glanced up from his newspaper and Mum shouted over at me, ‘Cuppa, Jo?’ I nodded, too scared to open my mouth as I could feel the tears gathering in my eyes and a very real lump in my throat as I cleared it and said, ‘We need to sit down, I’ve got something to tell you all.’ As I said it, I fell into my chair and the tears started. Once they began flowing, they were impossible to stop, and it all came tumbling out in exactly the opposite way I’d planned.

They sat and listened to me, full of shock as I told them everything I’d told Issy and explained that I was due an audit in the next twenty-four hours that I hoped would get to the bottom of everything once and for all. All I remember in that room was stunned silence and open mouths from all three of them – I had never seen them all so quiet. Despite the upset my news clearly caused, I honestly felt such a weight lift in that moment as I confided in my nearest and dearest, those who knew and loved me most. I also felt reassured by my own protestations to them that it would all be OK, that finally when the team came in to investigate everything properly with all their expertise, that we would understand what had happened and they would fix it. I am not sure who I was reassuring more – them or me.

I watched them take it in, and they asked me a few questions – mainly why I had suffered in silence for so long. Mum and David were hurt that I’d kept it from them, that I didn’t feel I could tell them, that I thought they would judge me. I suppose deep down I had worried they would judge me; worse than that, there was a fear that perhaps they, too, would wonder where the money was and think there was no smoke without fire. That was why, even in that moment, I still didn’t tell them exactly how much I owed – I didn’t confess that until after the audit.

After another night of no sleep, despite the fact I had got it all off my chest, I was up early and ready to open the shop and take the day to mull things over. I didn’t feel quite so much panic, but I knew the clock was ticking and the audit would be the next day. Though my head was fuzzy – and still slightly pounding despite two painkillers and a strong coffee – I was with it enough to remember that before I wobbled home from Issy’s in the dark, we had agreed I’d go back when we were both sober and make a proper plan. But first, there was not a minute of trade to lose, even in the face of hangovers, audits, debts and general despair, every second of possible business counted – even one customer made a difference. With that in mind, I got to the shop for 6.30 a.m. as usual and made sure the doors were open for business at 7 a.m. sharp. I kept busy throughout the day and got cover later that afternoon to slip off and see Issy again. My head had been whirring non-stop all day and any brief sense of slightly calmer waters that morning had given way to the familiar churning stomach, slightly flushed face, raised heartbeat and general sense of doom.

I knocked on Issy’s door again that afternoon and stepped inside. This time, we drank coffee and sat down to recap the previous night. Issy was still in shock, I could see it in her face, as she kept saying that she couldn’t believe it and kept asking if I had any idea at all where the money was, what could have happened to it or what I had done wrong with the system to get in this mess. Why hadn’t I said anything sooner? All the usual questions anyone would ask. She didn’t ever ask me outright if I had stolen the money – if I was ‘guilty’ as such – but kept asking where, logically, it could have gone wrong, and I kept saying I had got into a total muddle with everything, that I had put loads of my own money in to try and sort things out and couldn’t fix it. At that point in time, though grave, it was certainly far less complicated than it turned out to be. Right then it was about defending myself against the ‘straightforward’ accusation of theft if the audit showed missing money and how to avoid that charge when I hadn’t technically stolen a penny. I must have told her about signing off the accounts knowing that they were false, but despite being an important fact, it wasn’t her focus. She explained a little bit about what might happen legally if they couldn’t find the money, but we had no idea what would happen with the actual audit. There was still a tiny glimmer of hope that it would actually help me out of this hole by, ideally, finding the missing money or at the very least, identifying the clear glitch in the system that was throwing out the wrong numbers.

After a few hours talking through various scenarios, we turned to the practicalities and Issy’s ‘lawyer hat’ was firmly on. She told me to go straight back to the post office ahead of the audit and, before I let anyone from the outside in, to gather all the papers and folders that I thought could be useful and take them home in case I needed them after the audit outcome. Issy reiterated that it might be my last chance to go through everything unsupervised, so I left her and went back to the shop, finished closing and then started surveying the office for what I should take.

There has been a lot I’ve had to recall and revisit for this book, some of it painful and upsetting, most of it infuriating and enraging, some of it easy to remember and some of it buried deeper. This moment in the shop is etched very firmly in my memory and, even after all these years and after so much has happened, it is easy to instantly conjure those feelings. With all that has taken place I can honestly say I had never felt so wretched as in that moment; I was an empty vessel with nothing to give. I couldn’t eat or sleep, I was tired and a total zombie. I walked around in useless circles, picking up and putting down the same piles of paper, staring at them, not having any clue what I was looking for and what was worth taking. It was the perfect representation of the mess I was in literally, figuratively, mentally and physically. I was torn between scooping everything up in one big pile – remembering Issy saying that it couldn’t look like I’d been in and ransacked the place in a mad dash gathering everything I could get my hands on, like a guilty person. And then the other part of me just wanted to burn the whole lot. When I looked at the huge piles of stuff spilling everywhere, it was like looking at my brain from the inside. In the end I walked round the room gathering up stray bits of paper that made no sense and that I realised were clearly of no use when I got them home and went through everything. At that frantic time in the post office, though, I stuffed them in a carrier bag and straightened up everything, making sure it all looked perfect – as if beautifully arranged shelves and an orderly kitchen were going to save the day and impress a team tasked with finding out where thousands and thousands of pounds had gone from the post office that I ran and was totally responsible for.






Chapter 6

The Eye of the Storm


The morning of the audit was a mixture of terror at what they might find and hopeful anticipation for a miraculous outcome that would make sense of everything. I was up at the usual crack of dawn, determined to keep things normal for the staff and the customers as, aside from Issy and my family, I hadn’t told a soul about what was happening. Although I knew in a small village it was only a matter of time before news would start spreading like wildfire that there were strange people poking about in the post office behind the scenes, especially as I’d decided not to be there when the audit took place. So, I opened the shop at 7 a.m., fed my builder boys their takeaway bacon baguettes, poured their teas and coffees and when the staff came in at 8.30 a.m., I left them with the keys and went home.

I was given no information either on the initial call to the federation or during my subsequent attempts to find out exactly what the visit would entail after Issy advised me to ask more questions. That call with the rep and her two bits of advice was all the preparation I got for such a monumental visit from an organisation whose mission statement was to protect any members in exchange for a monthly membership fee which I had duly paid since 2004. I will admit that I only decided to join after the chip and pin system was installed and things started going wrong for me with the cashing-up. But I was very much a member when I asked for help, and even though I was a member, I resisted calling them until the very last moment as I knew getting them involved was a ‘big guns’ moment.

As we have since all found out, the NFSP had a huge amount of money to represent us within the organisation, running into the millions. They were supposed to be our voice and were paid handsomely by their members to be so, but they were in the pocket of the Post Office and taking their millions too. It took years to find out the true horror of this double dipping, but at the time, I just thought the rep was as incompetent as the person on the other end of the Horizon helpline each time I called – that it was just another institution unconcerned by my plight. But it was so much darker than that, as became clear in 2015 when Justice Fraser highlighted in his judgement on the Horizon trial, that the NFSP is ‘not independent of the Post Office’. In the ruling on 15 March 2019, Justice Fraser reported on evidence gained via a freedom of information request of a secretive multimillion pound deal between the NFSP and the Post Office, whereby money was paid to the NFSP on condition that it ‘. . . not take any action or engage in any commercial activities which brings, or is likely to bring, the Post Office’s name or reputation into disrepute . . . the NFSP is not remotely independent of the Post Office, nor does it appear to put its members’ interests above its own separate commercial interests . . . The Post Office effectively controls the NFSP.’ So, I can now see that the audit I endured, in the hope that it would actually help me, was never going to be my lifeline. In fact, it was always destined to be the very opposite. It was designed to bury me and everyone else relying on its help.

That morning, I still had a vestige of hope that a solution would be discovered, and my problems could be tackled and solved. After I quietly handed over the keys to my staff, I went home, knowing that the Post Office audit team wouldn’t be far behind me. The staff just kept their heads down, sensing it was better not to ask too many questions. They knew that I’d been to the doctor’s, though they didn’t know I’d been signed off as I needed to keep working and didn’t want to confuse or worry them. So at home I put the kettle on and tried to distract myself as I waited for it to be over. David was at work, Dad was out, and Mum was bustling about putting on loads of washing, tidying round the kitchen and clearing the table. She was essentially keeping me company until the audit was over.

After my chat with Issy the previous night she had told me to make sure I prepared for every eventuality and, whilst I was obviously totally terrified and knew I was in trouble, I didn’t have any idea of the scope of what was about to happen. I hoped and naively thought that the audit might have a peaceful and reconciliatory feel to it. How wrong I was.

In the end the audit took two hours, which I wasn’t sure was a good or bad sign. When they had finished, two of the investigators – Graham Brander and Elaine Ridge – knocked at the house leaving the third one in the shop. I had no idea they were going to come over to my house when they were finished, in fact, I was completely shocked. Mum tentatively opened the door and tried to read their faces, but they were completely inscrutable. I didn’t realise at the time but because I was signed off for medical reasons – something the NFSP advised me to do in the first place and which had been relayed to the Post Office – that an interview was forbidden, I should have been protected from this interrogation. It was badly handled and, no surprise, the auditors didn’t follow the rules.

Anyhow, on that day I just got on with it. Mum ushered in these two people in charge of my fate and as I shut the door, it honestly felt as if they had brought in the Arctic with them. They stood in my hallway looking like members of the mafia in long black coats, black shoes, head to toe in black clothes underneath, radiating truly awful energy. They came through into the sitting room. They sat opposite with notebooks they hadn’t even fully opened, before Brander looked me in the eye and without a single pleasantry, demanded, ‘There’s a big discrepancy. Where’s the money?’ I hadn’t even sat down when he asked me. I will always remember the menace – it wasn’t a question, it was a brutal accusation. It felt loaded, intimidating and threatening, just as they intended it to be and that set the tone for the whole meeting. We later found out that these ‘investigators’ were given financial bonuses based around the amounts recovered from innocent people like me who didn’t even owe the money in the first place. They had no official investigative powers, no ‘qualifications’ in auditing, I just think of them as thugs in suits who excelled in bullying. They were truly awful people and given who I have been exposed to over the years, who I have had to sit in rooms with, the liars and manipulators I have spent time with, that really is saying something. I hadn’t even opened my mouth before they confidently informed me that I was the only one having any problems at all; immediately intimidating me in my own home. I sat opposite them both as they leaned forward looking at me and asked, ‘Would it surprise you to know that the audit you requested has shown a very large shortfall – where is it?’

That concept of people being open-mouthed when they are in shock is very much a real thing. I can remember my mouth being so dry it was like I’d swallowed the desert, and I thought there was a real danger that I might throw up. I looked at them, and then at Mum, feeling full of panic, before I started talking nineteen to the dozen, telling them that I had never been able to get to grips with the system, explaining in minute detail how I would press the buttons and do exactly what the helpdesk said, only to watch the figures double. I could feel myself trying so hard not to choke up and let these hideous people see me cry, mainly as I didn’t want them to take it as a sign of guilt or a sense of overwhelming remorse for something I hadn’t done.

Brander looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘Mrs Hamilton, you are aware that this is public money that you can’t account for – a huge amount of money that you should have but that you don’t, and you’re the only one having problems with the computer. We need to talk about how you are going to pay the money back.’

Neither one of them reacted as I started to cry, in fact, rather psychotically, they ignored my tears and started scanning the room, looking at the sideboard with its ornaments and silverware, clearly sizing up what we had in possessions that might be worth money. My mum, whose fury had been quietly building, stood up with a flash of anger and said, ‘Let me tell you, this is my house too,’ implying in no uncertain terms that they could keep their thieving hands off everything they were looking at. We had no idea that when Mum exploded she had set the bar with them for what she wouldn’t tolerate. Which was just as well because I subsequently heard from other subpostmasters who had received visits that if these auditors sensed more fragile temperaments, they abused their ‘powers’ by searching houses, taking objects they thought might have value and snatching anything they could get their hands on – with absolutely no authority. In hindsight we were lucky, some had property stolen on the spot, some during follow-up visits, some had freezing orders put on bank accounts so that the auditors could monitor activity, meaning some subpostmasters couldn’t pay their bills or live day-to-day accessing their own money whilst they were being investigated for stealing Post Office funds. They even put charges on some subpostmasters’ homes or actually sold them out from under them, especially if the home came as part of the subpostmaster’s contract and they lived above the shop. If that was the case, they could literally take the lot, their livelihoods and homes.

Brander ignored Mum totally, though obviously noted we weren’t going to be pushovers, and instead turned to me and said, ‘The shortfalls uncovered were not recorded in any of the weekly reports you have been submitting, Mrs Hamilton, which means that you have broken the law, and a formal investigation will start immediately. You are suspended.’

Any idea of this audit being a positive exercise in uncovering what had gone wrong was snuffed out there and then. One of them asked me, ‘Why did you do it?’ which immediately assumed not just guilt, but a deliberate decision to break the law, commit a crime, plot wrongdoing.

I felt the shame and panic rise, as I exclaimed, ‘Why would I do this?! I love my post office. I live for it.’

They just looked at me and the woman investigator declared again that I was suspended with immediate effect pending further investigations. And with that the final bit of my world came crashing down. I did something that I realise I have spent the last twenty years doing in a fair few situations, I looked at the people in front of me behaving despicably and wondered how they live with themselves. Even I couldn’t have imagined the depths these people could sink to. I know that Lord Justice Coulson spoke for all of us in 2019 when he declared that the Post Office had ‘[behaved towards] the subpostmasters like a mid-Victorian factory owner.’ To my mind, they were thugs incentivised by greed – pretty much the very thing they spent decades accusing us of being.



I often get stopped on the street now and asked the same questions over and over again, and the main one – since the drama explained our situation more clearly for the public who had little to no idea of what we’d endured – is, ‘Where did the money go?’ At the time of writing this book we still don’t know the answer to that but, in my opinion, it isn’t that simple and there are all sorts of theories. One of the main ones is that it ended up in a suspense account, where perhaps if it sits long enough it will be reabsorbed into the bottom line from which bonuses could be drawn for the bigwigs. Who knows? Some argue that makes sense, though I am not sure ‘sense’ is the word, as everyone was on good salaries and bonuses were pouring in. Perhaps I have spent years with my head buried in the sand about this point, still seeking to find the good in something that is impossible to understand; maybe in the end it really is all about money, power and position. Maybe the drive was asset recovery and what the auditors managed to claw back from us simple subpostmasters was a revenue stream to make everyone else richer. Akin to a Tudor type of rule where the church was its own power and court that decided the fate of everyone. Who knows?

All I know is that I didn’t have it, don’t have it and never had it, but I do know that whatever was done to us wasn’t a mistake. It wasn’t something that snowballed, it wasn’t something that slipped through the net. It was a deliberate set of actions put in place over decades – decisions that were made knowing there would be life-changing consequences for us. Why did they do it? Because they could? Because they never in a million years thought we would meet each other, talk, share our pain and trauma and galvanise a movement that would demand answers and not rest until we got them? Who benefitted from a system we now know to be wholly flawed? Why would they lie about that? Perhaps because it was so easy to tell innocent and trusting people they owed thousands of pounds and then take them to court for that money without being answerable to the CPS to verify any of the charges. All that money they spent prosecuting me and others, all that taxpayers’ money spent on prosecuting us, all our money that they took and then got bonused on, was so much less than the money they recouped. It is mind-boggling. I genuinely think they believed they’d put idiots in post offices up and down the country and that because we were so stupid, they could behave any way they wanted to, because for years, they did. Honestly, when enough people tell you the same thing for long enough you start to believe it – feel like you have to believe it with no evidence to the contrary – and that you must be the common denominator. We are brought up to trust institutions associated with tradition, command and rules, we believe they are run by decent humans we can trust. Why would I doubt the Post Office – a state-owned organisation – I was lucky enough to work for? It is where we go to draw our pension, post our valuables and get our official government-approved paperwork. How could it also be an organisation that, for years, breached basic, legal obligations to us such as good faith, transparency and fair dealing? It was only after believing we were each the only ones affected for years that we all met and drew strength from the collective horror we’d all witnessed – but that was still many years down the road for me at this point.

Until the ITV drama, any rumblings that were made about the scandal were scattered across social media and some factual TV programmes but created no big waves; it sounded like a boring old computer story about software with an unpronounceable name, not exactly the stuff that headlines are made of. It also sounded like something that couldn’t happen to ordinary people, especially not in Great Britain, and a situation where there could be no smoke without fire. We’d felt truly adrift, and had been for years.

After my audit and that subsequent house visit, everything changed. The nightmare became viscerally real, and I spent months floating – I felt total disassociation from the moment I was suspended. Mum walked those hideous auditors out of the house, shut the door and we both dissolved into tears. I could feel myself going before they’d even left, but Mum losing it took me aback for a minute. We both felt utter despair in that moment, and very real fear. And for me there was the added layer of bone-aching shame that made my body physically hurt.

I had another coffee, washed my face, got myself together and gave the three investigators time to get out of the shop before I went over there. At first, I thought I was banned from the premises completely, before realising that it was the post office I wasn’t allowed to open, but I could keep the shop running, which was the only lifeline they left me. I made my way back to see what they had done and to help with the afternoon shift. The blind was still down but the investigators had emptied the post office counter completely. They had made more mess than I had left, and it looked as if I’d been burgled. They’d cleared the safe of the £1,900 I’d left in there and confiscated the safe key. They had however, left £500 of vehicle stamps on an open shelf in full view that had previously been locked away in the safe as they were so valuable. They left me the key to the main door so that I could lock up and set the alarm, so I put my shop smile on and set about serving. I had no idea how I did that, after everything that had happened, but I just went into robotic mood. The staff were so lovely; they knew people had been there because of problems with the computer system, but I hadn’t explained that money was missing or how bad it was. At that point the village didn’t know anything, and the staff were loyal and supportive without spreading gossip.

I hadn’t been told how long the Post Office investigation would take – in fact, unsurprisingly, I wasn’t given any information at all, so I opened the shop as normal every morning whilst I waited to hear anything at all. The post office stayed shut for nearly two weeks and all I could do was wait. I can’t even describe the agony of not knowing what was happening – and I noticed the lack of post office income almost immediately. I had to add new food to the menu right away to try and make up for the loss that way. I chatted to Issy a few times and her advice was to sit tight and wait for the Post Office to make a move and show their hand first. And they did just that.

It turned out that, unbeknown to me, the investigators immediately rang around for a replacement subpostmaster to run things whilst I was suspended. They arranged to put Kevin Molloy from Hook in charge as he was apparently the nearest person free – though it all seemed rather conveniently quick to have him lined up straight away. The auditors came knowing that there was a shortfall, but it felt to me that they had already decided I was guilty and someone else would be running the post office by the end of the day. They certainly weren’t there with any kind of fair-minded attitude to help get to the bottom of things.

Just a few days after I had been suspended and told that Molloy was coming to take over from me, I was working at the shop when one of the regular postmen, Neil, came in with the mail and handed me a special delivery bag that I had to sign for. I took it and turned it over to look at the details; it was addressed to South Warnborough post office. I had no idea what it was, but it felt like bundles of notes. It took a minute for the confusion to lift before it dawned on me that it was a money float sent by Post Office HQ for when Kevin started running things. It was thousands of pounds’ worth of cash that I had to sign for on behalf of the replacement subpostmaster being brought in because I’d been suspended for stealing thousands of pounds from the Post Office! Instead of crying I burst out laughing with Neil, who didn’t know the full story but knew there was an issue as I wasn’t working in the post office, and joked that because they had taken the keys for the safe away from me, deeming me untrustworthy, I had no way of locking up the cash safely and so I – the so-called thief who had robbed my bosses, in effect – would have to take Post Office cash off the premises to keep in my house over the weekend in case it got stolen. The sheer incompetence was breathtaking and summed up the utter madness of the whole thing. As Neil said, you couldn’t make it up.

The second thing that happened in May was the arrival of an official ‘failure to comply’ letter, outlining the amount the Post Office claimed was ‘missing’ – a whopping £36,644.89. The letter was fairly short, stating how much the shortfall was and asking me to return the money – as if it was casually in my sock drawer and now that I had been found out and couldn’t get away with it, I could just pop the cash in an envelope and post it back. As soon as the official-looking document landed on the mat, I felt the usual stomach lurch. Anyone who has dealt with anything formal or legal knows that as soon as you see the familiar letterhead or company stamp on an envelope, your body takes you right back to a freeze state where you simply feel overwhelm and terror.

I went straight to see Issy, as we had both been waiting for that official first move of intention from the Post Office. I showed her the letter and she told me to ignore it and that doing so would precipitate the next move, which would probably be a request for a formal interview, rather than the intimidating ‘informal chat’ that took place at my house last time. If I hadn’t had her support and guidance, I’d have had no idea what to do. But that is exactly what happened. By this time Issy’s firm had taken me on formally as a client, though she personally wasn’t my lawyer due to our existing friendship, and so the Post Office wrote to the firm officially requesting to interview me under caution at their headquarters. Bafflingly, the letter – whilst scant on detail about what might happen to me – spent a lot of time outlining the restrictions being placed on me, in relation to this interview. The main one being that they did not consent to me having a lawyer present or acting on my behalf. However, they did generously concede I was allowed a friend or a federation representative to accompany me. This felt brilliantly ironic given that NFSP were the ones I’d been paying for years to represent me in a time of crisis and yet they were the very people who subjected me to the hideous audit process that had already decided I was guilty.

Issy wrote back and made it clear that any interview that might take place would do so at her office and under her terms, and so that is what we did. As with so much that happened at the time, it is only with hindsight that the hideousness entwined in the process became obvious. Clearly, it started with the audit itself, but the other real turning point was the detail of this request for an interview under caution and the fact they were adamant the only representation allowed was someone from the NFSP. In most industries, unions have a very clear role – they are there as sounding boards, there to spot problems and there to help individuals through the process of raising the alarm and ultimately seeking resolution. The whole point of a decent and well-run union should be to intercept early enough to stop a serious concern becoming a nightmare. So, the obvious question that needs to be asked is how on earth the Post Office was able to spend years and years criminalising so many innocent, self-employed people without the NFSP seemingly even noticing, never mind stepping in to act on the behalf of all those they were being paid to represent. According to its own figures, the Post Office boasts of prosecuting hundreds of people using data from its flawed and ruinous Horizon IT system as evidence between 1999 and 2013. Really, whatever way you look at it, all the NFSP had to do was look out for us, ask questions for us and help us uncover issues they must have known were affecting so many of us as case after case came across their desks. It all really came to light years later after I’d met Alan Bates (now Sir Alan Bates), and the Justice for Subpostmasters Alliance (JFSA) had been formed, realising that we were getting no fair representation from NFSP and so had little other choice.

We eventually agreed a date for the interview and when the day arrived, after an obviously restless and stressful night, I made my way to the office of Issy’s legal firm. I got there a bit early so we could run through everything, and I could sit down with my actual lawyer, Kate Taylor. She was the person walking me through the day to day and Issy was advising from the sidelines. I was told in no uncertain terms that I was not to engage in any kind of conversation, no matter how much they provoked me with leading questions, attempted to befriend me or fired out inflammatory statements designed to goad me into losing my temper and saying things they could manipulate. With that in mind, Kate told me that my one and only response to every question was to be ‘no comment’, and I wasn’t to catch the eye of anyone interviewing me in case they tried to draw me in. Issy pointed to a spot on the desk where I should focus my eyes, meaning I would miss the direct gaze of anyone sitting opposite me. So, we had a coffee, ran through again what they might ask and went to the boardroom, a formal space chosen specifically as an interview location to highlight the clear contrast with my previous experience at home and a deliberate ploy by Issy to reinforce that I had proper back-up this time and wasn’t intimidated, even though that couldn’t have been further from the truth as I was shaking from head to toe.

I remember sitting there waiting for the investigators to arrive, my heart pounding in my chest as they were brought in and everyone got settled. There was a vague attempt at pleasantries around tea, coffee and water requests and then we all sat down to get going. They started by reading me my rights, just like you see on TV, and it was one of the most surreal moments of this whole process so far. I have no idea how the Post Office representatives thought it would go but I’d hazard a guess they hoped it would be a rerun of the audit, with me barely keeping in my tears and panic, and gabbling endlessly about how I had tried to use the system properly and that I was a good person. Thanks to my amazing legal team, it was the reverse, they were not messing around. A statement had been prepared in advance of their arrival, which was read out by Kate, clearly and without a shred of emotion. I could see the other side were immediately rattled. Brander, who had been most vocal in my house, was struggling to contain his irritation as it became obvious the tables had turned, and I wasn’t quite so vulnerable. Once the statement was finished, the barrage of questions began, and the atmosphere shifted.

Brander immediately took out a folder jammed with paper and started pointing at various sheets, sliding them over the table in front of me for extra emphasis. The questions came thick and fast – Was this my writing? Whose bank account details are these? Why did I transfer money into it rather than my usual Post Office account? What does this handwritten note mean? Was this my signature? What had I spent the money on? You couldn’t really call it questioning, it was wave after wave of hostile accusations. I had Kate’s words in mind as I robotically offered ‘no comment’ to every single thing they asked and kept my eyes fixed on that magic desk spot, deliberately below Brander’s eye level. At one point he was firing the questions with such aggression and speed I just kept saying, ‘No comment’ and ended up answering over him. ‘How can the answer be “no comment” when I haven’t even asked the question yet?!’ he growled. The atmosphere was awful, we were there for hours and ended up going through two recorded interview tapes with a small break in between. I was completely exhausted from the endless back-and-forth; it was like the most aggressive game of word squash you could imagine, and I was wrung out by the intensity of their commitment to ruining me.

When it was finally over and I watched them stride out of the room, I burst into tears and couldn’t stop. Despite my agony, at this point I still didn’t quite understand the severity of the situation. I asked the team if this is what it would be like when the police interviewed me at the station – I only had TV dramas as a reference for how that might look. It became clear that this wasn’t a rehearsal for when I was taken in and questioned again ‘officially’; this was the official bit. Kate and Issy gently explained that the Post Office didn’t need police involvement or approval; the Post Office was its own system and set of laws with the total power to run its own criminal investigation all the way to the Crown Court, without any vetting by the CPS. It had been that way for three hundred years, and I was just a tiny spoke in their well-oiled machine of convicting subpostmasters as they saw fit. Now I just had to wait for them to decide the next steps in my fate. I honestly felt like crawling home to bed and never getting up.






Chapter 7

False Accounting


The holding pattern continued with months of no activity and so life went on, even if I was a ghost of my former self; I waited for others to decide what the next round of horror would entail as Issy worked hard behind the scenes. Eventually my official summons letter arrived at the end of October 2006. I was at the shop, and I remember Mum calling and saying I had to come home right away as something important-looking had arrived by recorded delivery. I dashed back to open it and burst into tears when I saw it printed in black and white that I had stolen thousands of pounds and was being summoned to appear in front of Aldershot Magistrates’ Court on 10 December 2006 for a plea hearing – just before Christmas. All I could think was that my next festive season would be spent alone in prison and my family at home gathered around the Christmas tree without me. I was scared but the overriding emotion was shame; I hated myself for putting my family in this position and seeing it all laid out in a formal letter meant that the floodgates would open, and now everyone would know what was happening. I’d have to face the villagers, and I had no idea what they would make of it. I remember thinking that if even seeing the words ‘accused’, ‘You are hereby summoned’, and ‘stolen’ jumping out from the page made me cry, how on earth would I cope with the probing questions and furtive glances as people tried to work out if I’d really broken the trust they had put in me, if I was really who they thought I was. That summons marked the moment I understood that my private shame would have to become public.

Issy was my angel again, helping me to prepare for the hearing, even though neither of us had any idea of what was really being covered up. I felt like I was walking into the abyss. And if I’d thought the worst had already happened with that audit and formal interview, I obviously had no idea of what was in store when you attended a magistrates’ court. I like to think I am an open-minded person – I have worked all kinds of jobs, met all types of people, driven lorries on the road where it wasn’t exactly a prim and proper environment with people watching their Ps and Qs. I have been around (and taken part in) my fair share of swearing and dealt with all sorts of situations that haven’t fazed me, but this court scene was something else and it left me shaken to my core. I decided to go on my own to the hearing; I didn’t want the extra stress of having family to worry about and for them to see me somewhere like that. Given the sight I faced, it was just as well I made that decision. I agreed to meet Issy there and so had the drive to calm and prepare myself but from the minute I left the house everything felt as if it was closing in on me.

First off, I couldn’t actually drive into the multi-storey car park as my massive, battered Land Rover was too high to fit through the low entrance, which set me off sweating and fretting and it all went downhill from there. I climbed the court steps and squeezed past groups of blokes smoking and swearing and leering. Some did step back to let me at least open the door a crack and get inside but most just looked me up and down aggressively, making me retreat into myself even further.

I went into the overcrowded waiting room which was standing room only and spotted Issy across the masses of people. She has since said that ‘Your face said it all. I could see the fear’ and that sums it up perfectly for me. Sheer, unbridled fear. Issy found me a spot to perch as she went off to try and find out what was happening, and I honestly don’t think I had ever felt so alone. I felt like a career criminal sitting amongst people you could tell were regular visitors to this court. I felt like giving up, running away and that my name was never going to cleared. True hopelessness flooded me, and I just wanted to curl up. I honestly stood up to leave but when I did so my feet were glued to the spot. It hit me, looking around that room, that I had no evidence to prove I was innocent, and for the first time I genuinely believed I would end up like lots if people here, insisting I hadn’t done the crime but sounding mad to the world for trying to prove it when all the evidence seemed to prove otherwise.

Eventually, my name was called, and we were ushered into a remarkably normal room with a magistrates’ bench and three people sat behind it. It turned out to be an unglamorous and mundane rubber-stamp exercise, a plea hearing really where I pled not guilty to a single count of theft. At that stage there was no mention of false accounting, it was a straight attempt to get me for the ‘missing’ money they believed I’d been caught stealing. I was told that the amount of money in question – the £36,000 sum – meant my case was beyond the jurisdiction of this magistrates’ court, so I would have to be referred to the Crown Court. The whole thing lasted ten excruciating but banal minutes, and I didn’t speak apart from to say, ‘Not guilty,’ but despite this I remember so clearly in my head thinking, ‘Shit, Jo, how the hell have you found yourself here?’ I was there but not really there; it was a continuation of my ability to compartmentalise without going mad.



As I write this, I am compelled to remind myself and the reader that we were only able to make decisions on what we knew to be true at the time. Then, no one – not me, not my family, not my legal team – had any idea that I wasn’t the only one affected. As ever, hindsight is a wonderful thing, and now it seems absurd to have taken a plea bargain, ludicrous to have admitted to things I didn’t do when there was no evidence to prove anything I was being accused of, madness not to have upturned everything to get the root of what had happened. But then, as far as I knew, I was the only one.

The Post Office told me I was the only one; as I often think in life, what better way to dismantle a personality, to control a personality, than to isolate it. Issy recalls, ‘At this point you were being officially charged with a single count of theft so we set about pushing the Post Office for anything to exonerate you because we knew you hadn’t stolen a penny; focussing on the Horizon accounts and, well, that became a whole other painful process that with hindsight could have told us a lot about what we were actually dealing with, but we had no idea of the scale of awful deception.’

I received my first date for the Crown Court, a plea hearing – 12 March 2007 – so Kate and the team repeatedly asked for disclosure of the documents that were central to me proving my innocence or at least giving some broader context to what had gone on and why the figures didn’t add up. It was obvious to anyone that, at best, the accounts clearly held the answer; at worst, they would provide data to be analysed – the only tangible thing there was to go on aside from my testimony. This so-called forensic Horizon system, as much as being my accuser should also have been my saviour, which is perhaps why those requests from my legal team were consistently blocked by the Post Office – or just simply ignored. Eventually, Kate received a letter back in February 2007, nearly three months after my appearance at the magistrates’ court and referral to the Crown Court. Its subject line was REGINA V JOSEPHINE HAMILTON, WINCHESTER CROWN COURT. PLEA AND CASE MANAGEMENT HEARING – 12 MARCH 2007. It stated:


I am required to disclose to you any prosecution material which has not previously been disclosed and which might reasonably be considered capable of undermining the Prosecution case against the accused or of assisting the case for the accused.

At this stage there is no prosecution material which meets the above test.

Attached to this letter is a copy of a Schedule of Non-Sensitive Unused Material.

If you supply a written defence statement to me the material will be further reviewed in light of that statement.

Yours faithfully,

J A McFarlane

Principal Lawyer

Criminal Law Division



So here I was up against my State and Crown-owned employer without a shred of support from anyone and with evidence being withheld on the grounds it didn’t exist, even though its existence was the thing they were using to accuse me. We were supposed to believe that this highly complex, faultless Horizon system used to record Post Office takings to the very penny – the system that flagged the inconsistencies in the first place – hadn’t recorded anything that passed the ‘test’ of being useful to me as I tried to prove why those figures weren’t right. And to add insult to injury, I wasn’t allowed to decide that for myself with my lawyer – I was being told that by the system prosecuting me.

And so, we went to the Crown Court in March as instructed. We climbed the stairs and as we turned onto the landing, I saw Graham Brander sitting with some of the Post Office team. It felt like they were watching to see that their prey was truly killed. I couldn’t believe that he would come all the way here to see me attend a ten-minute plea hearing in a nondescript room, but knowing what I do now, it seems he had to keep track of me – both to feed back to the Post Office and to monitor the bonus he would be expecting when I was convicted. It appeared I was nothing more than a paycheque to everyone concerned. I could feel the anger building and I knew if I caught his eye that I might lose it, so I kept my head down as Issy ushered me past them through the door. I pled ‘not guilty’ to theft as my lawyers carried on pushing for disclosure of evidence right up until the last minute. What became clear is that my refusal to accept guilt for theft was throwing a spanner in the works and very much not part of the Post Office’s plan. It seemed that the decision to withhold evidence was taken in the hope it would leave me no option but to plead guilty, as I had no way of proving any kind of innocence. Unbeknownst to me, there was obviously a pattern that Brander and the Post Office were used to following, and my refusal to just throw my hands up and accept the accusations was not part of that well-oiled plan. Which can be the only explanation for the fact later that summer of 2007, and completely out of the blue, the Post Office got in touch with my lawyers to offer me a plea bargain – very much presented as a lifeline rather than the cynical manipulative attempt to reposition my response to the charges (something it seemed to be on reflection).

The bargain was simple: the Post Office would drop the theft charge that would almost certainly send me to prison (as I was unable to defend myself in any way and precedent having been set with others who had gone to prison for the same theft charges, unbeknownst to anyone at this point) in exchange for me pleading guilty to fourteen counts of false accounting and repaying all the money I had ‘stolen’. This was as well as agreeing not to mention the Horizon system in any mitigation hearings that might follow. It was a seminal moment in the whole process; that someone as ordinary as me could be in such an extraordinary situation – weighing up one criminal charge over another in an attempt to avoid prison when I hadn’t committed either crime. I felt shocked and then numb. And then terrified, really. I was telling the truth; I didn’t have the money. Why wasn’t that enough? Issy just kept reiterating that the main objective above all else was to keep me out of prison.

There were no options – I didn’t know where the money was, I didn’t know what the hell had happened, I was in so deep that I was realistically looking at spending a portion of my life behind bars like a real criminal for something I didn’t do. It is so hard to communicate here the devastation and the hopelessness I felt – the panic and depression and horror that I had been feeling for years now as I battled the invisible demons thrown my way by numbers that didn’t make sense or match up. I had no hope. There aren’t really the words to explain what that kind of hopelessness feels like, just that it set in me like stone.

Issy and Kate called me to the office a few days after the bargain arrived to draw up a battle plan, but ready for war was the very last thing I felt. It was a hot and hazy summer day; one of those afternoons where the ache of winter feels long past, and your skin is rejuvenated by the sun, and you should feel a sense of promise. As I put one foot in front of the other all I could think was that it was the perfect day to be with the horses; I longed for the freedom of the wind in my hair and the calmness of being on horseback, with animals who didn’t judge, and looking out at the sky, remembering there was more to life than this horror. I longed for any sense of normal life – I couldn’t remember the last time I woke up or went to sleep feeling anything but gut-wrenching anxiety. I would have accepted anything in that moment in place of this meeting that awaited me, but I’d lost my freedom to choose how I spent my day as soon as the audit was carried out and that wasn’t about to change anytime soon.

We sat down and it became clear that my lawyers were ready for the battle even if I wasn’t. My hands were shaking but I was determined to hold it together as I sat in silence as the plan was laid out – very quickly, I realised the only real possibility was surrender. For me, this is the crux of the appalling miscarriage of justice – the Post Office realised that a trial for theft would be a disaster for them as they would be legally bound to disclose the information they were adamant they didn’t have and that didn’t exist, so they offered me a plea they knew fear would make me unlikely to refuse. But they’d had the information all along.

Years later, in 2021, the retired High Court Judge, Sir Wyn Williams, led an independent statutory public inquiry to establish a clear account of the implementation and failings of the Horizon IT system, starting from its roll-out in the late 1990s. In that inquiry evidence was produced of weekly meetings between the Post Office and Fujitsu on the known errors log (KEL) from as early as 2001 and copy documents were produced showing Fujitsu were involved in issuing ‘fixes’ as ‘system updates’ to correct KELs through-out. There was always paperwork, they just didn’t want us to have it.

Anyhow, back in 2007 none of this was a reality – we had no reason to suspect the computer system when I’d been told mine was the only issue. Back then it was just me against the system, so, the system offered me a plea of false accounting instead, because they could prove that, based on the sets of accounts I had agreed knowing they were wrong. I think about this so much, but I stand by the two things that I know to be true: you can only make decisions with the evidence you have at the time (hindsight is just that, clarity after the event) and that I did know that the accounts I was signing off (albeit in desperation) were false. But if I’d been in any doubt about my hopeless position then a meeting with Issy and Kate at the office sharpened the reality in a way it was impossible to ignore.

Later, other cases were privy to things that I just wasn’t – including testimonies from computer experts such as Charles McLachlan, who was brought in by Issy to advise on fellow subpostmaster Seema Misra’s case that Issy and her firm took on in 2009 after becoming embroiled in everything Post Office-related and likely infuriated by the outcome of my case to see if there was any way around it. In Charles’s opinion it was an impossible situation – even a few years on from my case, he couldn’t prove the computer system wasn’t working properly or had any issues at all as the Post Office wouldn’t let him anywhere near it. They wouldn’t share data, accounts or even let him visit the HQ in Chesterfield to conduct his own investigation on the system that seemingly held all and none of the answers. What didn’t occur to anyone at the time for me was that firstly, there was anything wrong with the computer at all, and secondly, that it was possible for other people as well as the subpostmaster to access the system and accounts, something that only came to light years later. Charles went on to become vital to the whole scandal, acting as an expert witness later for Seema Misra’s defence team.

Many years later, he helped expose the fact that Gareth Jenkins, a senior Fujitsu engineer, made a false statement to the court about Horizon. In this statement he contradicted a report he had written that became a key piece of evidence responsible for wrongly jailing Seema in 2010. At that time, well after my own predicament, the BBC reported that ‘Mr Jenkins’ report and an accompanying memo provide the clearest evidence yet that as early as autumn 2010 the Post Office and Fujitsu, which built the Horizon IT system, were aware of details about the software which could cast doubt on the prosecutions and were keeping them hidden’.

Jenkins originally gave a statement at Seema’s trial saying ‘no external systems can manipulate branch accounts without user awareness and authorisation’ but he accepted years later at the inquiry that he knew it was possible but it only happened ‘infrequently’ – meaning he clearly knew it happened back in 2010. So we can easily conclude that the Post Office knew it happened when they were charging the subpostmasters who were calling the helpline to say the system wasn’t working at that point, so why not earlier, too, I wonder? Jenkins stated that he only found out the extent of the unrestricted access Fujitsu had during the 2018 High Court battle. But he also provided a statement for the trial of Noel Thomas, ending in him going to jail in 2006 for nine months when his books fell short by £48,000, before my own case had even been heard and years before his statement in court evidence in 2010. Gareth Jenkins went on to reveal that at Noel’s trial the Post Office asked him to alter his draft witness statement to make it ‘less emotive’. By that he meant that evidence being prepared for the trial was changed to save Post Office embarrassment; he had originally said that a system failure was ‘possible’ but he let the Post Office delete that from the evidence. So Fujitsu definitely knew what was going on and it appears that lots of senior people in the Post Office knew too. All nine hundred subpostmasters wrongly convicted hope there will be a criminal investigation that will go after those who knew and therefore perverted the course of justice. It is not lost on me that it seems to be the case that if people knew what was going on as they gave evidence at Noel’s trial, three years before mine, then it wouldn’t be a huge leap of imagination to be suspicious of the plea bargain I was offered . . .

That thought could be further compounded by the witness statement of George Thompson, NFSP general secretary from 2007–2018, given at the Post Office Horizon IT inquiry in 2024. During the hearing, Thompson stated his belief that the Horizon system was robust while he headed up the NFSP, writing, ‘The sheer volume of transactions against the small percentage of claims proves beyond doubt that the system was robust,’ but yet also states, ‘As I write this statement [Horizon] is being used every day for millions of transactions and for an ever-increasing proportion of the nation’s banking needs. I do find it strange that there has not been made available to witnesses or the general public, figures relating to the overall volumes of transactions going through the Post Office network over the period 1999 to present and what percentage of transactions have caused problems. Nevertheless, even though we knew Horizon was systemically robust, we did raise on numerous occasions behind the scenes, the possibility of remote access (back door entry) and admin reversals into the Horizon system and on every occasion, this was refuted by the Post Office. I now find this answer bizarre as not only was it untrue, but it could also have been remedied quite easily with the creation of a protocol between Post Office and the NFSP.’

He goes on to add, ‘I still find it strange that as far as I am aware, no one seems to have carried out an exercise to find out the extent of remote access entries, admin reversals, bugs in the system and collate the numbers.’

Though these cases are mostly after my nightmare took place, except for Noel’s, it shows a clear pattern and that concerns surrounding the ‘foolproof’ system not only went back years, but must have been known to exist or else why would any deal offered to me in 2007 include not being able to talk about Horizon in the future? It was clear from the evidence that if the bug or issues was widely known, it could cause a ‘loss of confidence in the Horizon system’, provide branches with ‘ammunition to blame Horizon for future discrepancies’ and have ‘potential impact upon ongoing legal cases’.

So it’s clear other cases had the benefit of knowledge that was unavailable to me in 2007. But as my trial loomed, it was crunch time and I was between a rock and a hard place. The Post Office didn’t want me going to trial for theft they couldn’t prove without exposing what looked like their cover-up, but in the board room in my legal firm Tanner and Taylor’s Farnham office, accepting the charges of false accounting looked like the only option. We clearly had no hope of winning the battle for the release of the relevant records and data – I mean, even I, with my layman legal knowledge, knew that I couldn’t defend myself with no evidence. And it felt obvious to us all that a system seemingly able to catch everything I did and didn’t do – a system that auditors used to incriminate me and accuse me of stealing £36,000 I simply didn’t have – should and would have that information. But I was told point blank it didn’t exist.

So, it was time to talk about the plea. The first question I asked was what exactly did false accounting mean? I genuinely had never heard of it and when I’d talked it through at home with David and Mum and Dad, they hadn’t either. We non-legal types all agreed that anything sounded better than theft, but in reality, it really wasn’t a lifeline or a clever loophole to be taken advantage of.

As I sat down at the table I was presented with six huge red lever-arch folders, each stuffed with paper, laid out side by side. My lawyer pulled one folder across the table and opened it up to show some signed final cash accounts, and she went straight in without any pleasantries, ‘Jo, did you know when you signed this declaration as the subpostmaster at the end of the week saying it was true and everything on that form was correct, that it wasn’t?’ I just looked at her as she continued, ‘Did you know that the money it said was there, wasn’t actually there?’

I looked her straight in the eye and answered honestly, ‘Yes, I did know that. I did know that the numbers were false.’

She met my gaze and held it as she said, ‘Well then, Jo, they are going to get you for false accounting. If you plead guilty and save the expense of a trial then they will drop the theft charges and that is the only way to keep you out of prison because false accounting is a lesser charge than theft and less likely to carry a prison sentence. The prosecution say they have no evidence to share that could undermine their case. With no evidence to the contrary, it looks like your only option. They don’t have the evidence from the system and that is the only way to prove that you didn’t steal the money. But they can prove you signed these knowing they were false.’

When I spoke to Issy years later when writing this book, we went back over that conversation.

‘Whilst my heart, if I can say it like that, was saying [you] didn’t do it, and my head was saying [you] didn’t do it,’ said Issy, ‘another part of my head was saying, “We’ve got to deal with this because the evidence is suggesting [you] did.” And so, I then have to think, how do we deal with this, what’s the best way out? And, of course, sadly that meant advising pleading guilty to the false accounting. Not a thing I wanted to do but I thought it the best result because obviously I know you haven’t done it but if you had a trial I could tell from the papers you’d lose. You would have gone to prison. Whereas by not having a trial and getting the credit for a guilty plea for a lesser charge there was every chance we’d keep you out, which we did. That’s the dilemma that I was in, and I had to keep my legal brain switched on [despite our friendship].’

I knew, in that room with my lawyers around me laying out the facts, that there was nothing else to absolve me. I sat in silence and wept. Really wept. Then I went home finally able to explain to the family what false accounting was and why I had to tell the court I did it.

I have hinted previously that this plea bargain moment has remained a huge source of debate amongst those who knew the ins and outs of what I was facing. When I spoke to Issy she recalled,

‘They were just lying all the time and of course, at that point, I didn’t realise they were lying. And you’ll be aware that there was a document emailed that subsequently came to light that said that there was no evidence of theft. And they used the theft charge effectively as a bargaining chip to get you to plead to false accounting. It’s disgraceful, I mean, if I’d known then what I know now there is absolutely no way we’d have taken the plea.’

Even knowing this, I now know that so many weren’t as fortunate as me being able to take pleas; some were instead driven – forced, you could say – into signing false confessions, signing away their good characters and actually committing perjury. It is hard not to jump forward in time when telling the story of what happened to everyone as all the evidence is so complex and the nightmare has gone on for over two decades. At each terrible moment my own ordeal was playing out and then, as I learned of others suffering the same thing, my only thought was, ‘This stage must be over for grieving and healing to begin’ – but it has never been over and at the time of writing this book, still isn’t.

As I have previously hinted, everything has been called into question because of the septic way this horror story spread and insinuated itself into every crevice of every victim and their loved ones. Working on this book I have had to make a great effort not to allow myself to get stuck in the ‘what ifs’ – that really would be crossing the Rubicon. Though when speaking now to those who have been knee-deep in the details over the years, and armed with all the knowledge we now have, it is easy to get tangled up in that hindsight I mentioned.

When I spoke to my friend and tax investigation specialist, Kay Linnell she said, ‘There should have been a trial, because if a judge had seen the evidence, in my view, you couldn’t have been found guilty. At that point, when charged with theft, false accounting hadn’t been mentioned, and you hadn’t been charged with it. You can’t add indictments after you’ve gone to trial. You’d have to have a separate trial.’ But that was never an option for the Post Office, hence the plea. There are certainly those who think that the combination of legal advice I was being given to keep myself out of prison and the fact that I knew I had genuinely signed those statements knowing they weren’t true, meant I accepted the plea without enough questioning. I don’t necessarily agree. As far as I was concerned it was the only way out at that time, and I knew I had signed those statements knowing they were false. But it has been pointed out to me since that, though I had signed the statements, I signed them having flagged they were wrong. I told Horizon at the time when I called the helpdesk very clearly that numbers were wrong and worse after I had done what they told me to do – therefore they knew that my balance sheets didn’t match up. So, if you sign a statement having told the other party that it’s wrong, it could be argued that, technically, that’s not deceiving them. As Kay said, ‘But in your mind you’d signed something that was wrong and you didn’t want to go to prison.’ I had gotten to know Kay on a personal level after sitting next to her at a village safari supper! I remember being next to her for the pudding course and we were so engrossed in conversation we stayed at the table for coffee instead of joining the rest of the village in the hall. I remember being impressed by her forthright take on what had happened and the sense of injustice she felt on my behalf. This was just before my plea hearing in October 2007 and it was clear she thought I should not be pleading guilty, but it was too late at this point as I had accepted the plea bargain, and we didn’t know anything about anyone else then.

I know it is easy enough to say now that I should have taken my chances but all I cared about was not ending up behind bars – I had my family to think about and provide for and, most importantly, my parents to care for as they had got older and frailer as this sad situation had gone on. So, I pled guilty to fourteen counts of false accounting – having to stand up each time I said the word ‘guilty’ – and agreed to be remorseful whilst knowing that technically I hadn’t stolen anything – all in the hope (but with no guarantee) that they would drop the theft charge based on this and the fact I’d entered an early guilty plea. The ultimate hope being that on the day I would be unlikely to be sent to jail for the lesser charge.

We all agreed this was the only option and so we entered it and yet again my fate was in the hands of the very people seemingly committed to finishing me off. Years later, in her 2024 inquiry witness statement, Kay put it bluntly when she stated, ‘There was no need for me to have a “light-bulb moment” as I knew Jo Hamilton’s case inside out. In my opinion none of the Post Office prosecutions should have taken place . . . What actually happened was an extreme form of self-justified bullying and prosecuting subpostmasters without any evidence – it was like shooting fish in a barrel.’






Chapter 8

Trial and Punishment


They say a village is the worst place to have a secret and whilst that might be true for some, what I can categorically say is that it is also the best place to be when the chips are down. My village community has, as the late Queen once famously said about her husband, ‘quite simply been my strength and stay’. There will never be the words to thank them for all they did for me – the loyalty, support and love they continuously showed me even when all the evidence seemed to point clearly to me having done wrong. They didn’t lose their trust in me, and I will be forever humbled and would even go as far as to say that, whilst I am not exactly grateful for what happened to me, I do know that I would never have seen such wonderful humanity at play if I hadn’t been through the total horror I have. I’ll take that as a glimmer in all this.

Straight after my guilty plea – literally the same day – we received a memo from the investigation team at the Post Office outlining that my case had been adjourned to 25 January 2008 for pre-sentencing reports and reminding me what was hanging in the balance for me. It felt like just one more finger wag in case the multiple humiliations, court appearances and general squashing of my character, spirit and soul hadn’t been enough. It stated:


The defendant has been informed that full payment must be made prior to that date. The theft count has remained on file on the understanding that it should be proceeded with if the money is not repaid. It is believed that the defendant has monies which will be available at the end of the year. If the defendant does not repay then consideration will need to be given to the practicalities of proceeding with the charge of theft or whether confiscation proceedings should pursue, I note that the compensation outstanding is £36,644.89.

I note that the figure canvassed of £40,201.58 is a sum which includes interest, the greatest sum will no doubt be pursued should confiscation proceedings be brought. It has been made clear to the defence that there must be some recognition that the defendant had the money short of theft and that a plea on the basis that the loss was due to the computer not working properly will not be accepted.



So, there it was from the Post Office, mere hours after I’d left court, the paper trail reminder that all eyes remained on me. I knew it was time to tell everyone outside my circle what was happening. Of all the things I endured, this was by far the hardest moment of the whole thing for me. Did I hit absolute rock bottom? Well, I certainly felt I had nowhere else to fall. I look back now, and I realise that I had no time to grieve what had happened to me because I was constantly firefighting for my life – and I was finding it hard to keep my head above water as it just kept coming at me.

After my plea hearing, it was back to the shop and the reality that the game was really up. I knew I now had a duty beyond myself: the shop was the very centre of the village, its life and soul, and I owed it to the community to put its future first. The village owned the shop and so I owed the village a proper explanation. I couldn’t run a village shop from prison and if I couldn’t be behind the counter then I had to ensure someone was serving the loyal customers. But I was consumed with shame and fear that they wouldn’t believe me.

Issy must have told Graham Roberts – the chair of the shop association – that I was in very real trouble and there was a chance I wouldn’t be able to carry on running things. To this day I still don’t know exactly what she shared with or said to him; I can only imagine she approached it with her characteristic poise and diplomacy. She knew how utterly devastated I was and that after the hearing I really went downhill. I know she saw that in me, it was like I’d given up. So, with Issy’s approval, Graham drafted a letter to the whole village. I still have it now with all my other papers:


Dear Shareholder, Debenture Holder,

THE MATTERS BETWEEN THE PO AND JO HAMILTON AND THE IMMEDIATE FUTURE OF OUR VILLAGE SHOP – CALLING AN EXTRAORDINARY GENERAL MEETING OF THE SWVSA

It is with great regret that I write to you to advise you that the PO has accused Jo Hamilton of maladministration of the PO accounts, and they have taken action through their lawyers to seek a resolution to this problem.

Jo has had to resort to employ her own lawyers to respond to this action.

The outcome of the PO actions could lead to a position where Jo could no longer continue running the shop.

Since its inception the SWVSA has fought hard, firstly to secure the facility of the Village Shop and PO and secondly to support Jo in her tremendous struggle to build the business as we know it today.

We, on the committee, intend to continue to provide Jo with as much moral support as we can in this current crisis and to review what it may be possible to arrange in the way of financial help if that proves to be needed.

We are sure this reflects what our members and other villagers may also wish to do in order that she may continue with her business and we to enjoy the use of her shop and café.

We therefore invite all shareholders and debenture holders to an extraordinary general meeting to be held on Tuesday 4 December at 8 p.m. at the Village Hall to understand the problem in more detail and to discuss how the SWVSA can help Jo to find a way forward.

Please make a special effort to attend this very important meeting.

Kind regards



Graham convened the meeting on 4 December 2007 at 8 p.m. and I honestly don’t think I’d dreaded anything more throughout this whole mess.

The thought of the public embarrassment, the deep-rooted shame was overwhelming. It was the first real time the village would know just how much trouble I was in, and I remember trying to rehearse in front of the mirror what I was going to say to everyone and thinking, ‘This sounds insane, Jo, totally insane. You sound so guilty and so very stupid. Imagine if someone stood up in front of you and said they had lost £36,000 – that they hadn’t stolen it, they just didn’t know where it was. And they were running a business! You would think they were nuts. Or guilty. Or both.’

I felt powerless and utterly overwhelmed. In many ways this was worse than my many court appearances; it was literally my own doorstep, and it felt like I was having to hang out my dirty laundry for all to see. The whole thing felt like an out-of-body experience and what added extra horror to everything was that Mum and Dad insisted on coming too – the thought of them seeing everyone else see my shame tipped me over the edge. David didn’t want to add to my stress and knew it was best if he stayed away, so he waited at home. I went into some kind of trance-like state being pushed and pulled into all the right places.

I remember the hall being so full as we entered, there were about sixty people there by the start, which for a small village with a population of five hundred was quite a lot! Issy had arranged for us to come in last and take our places, alongside Graham, at a table placed at the front. We sat down and a hush descended as I started to speak. Issy had coached me through what I should say, and I had run through it all before I came over, but in the moment, my words failed me. I started to talk and I did manage to get some words out, but as I saw the open mouths of all the people who had come in to support me – as I saw their reaction to the nightmare I had been living with for three years now – I suddenly realised how hideous this whole thing was, and how serious. I looked around at these people, my friends and family and thought, ‘This is all about to end because I am going to prison.’ It also really brought home that there was nothing normal about this. The funny thing about trauma is that, much as it kills us inside, we quickly become used to it, and so these months in between the hearings and the letters and the stress and the accusations had taken on a weird sense of normality. But looking at the horrified faces of all the people I saw day in day out, the people I had cooked for, poured coffee for, listened to, driven around and loved serving, it suddenly came home to me that this was bad, it was really bad, and I was probably going to prison.

I looked at the sea of faces and started to try and explain that there was money missing and I had no idea where it was and the Post Office wanted it back. I remember those words coming out and then I don’t remember anything else really, apart from bursting into floods of tears. Suddenly, the room felt very crowded and small, and I couldn’t look up because I knew if I looked up, I would completely lose it. I remember Graham next to me – he is an enormous man, 6ft 7in – and in my head all I could think was that he was this amazingly successful businessman sitting there trying to fight the corner of someone like me, an idiot who ‘lost’ £36,000. I totally glazed over, willing it to be over and above all else, I kept avoiding my mum’s deep gaze. Issy could see all of this, and knew me very well at this point so she skilfully took over and explained clearly and calmly that I had to repay £36,000 or they would try me for theft, and I would certainly go to prison. She told them that the plea I was taking was to give me the best chance of staying out of prison but without the money, they would try me for theft anyway. She told everyone that I had already started the remortgage process – ironically given that my whole life was in financial disarray, I had never defaulted on a mortgage payment and had kept the shop open all hours to achieve that, so the bank was willing to let me remortgage. I think I put it down as money needed for ‘home improvements’, which felt almost amusing given there was every chance I wouldn’t be in my house from January anyway. That and my parents’ pension got me to £30,000. Issy explained that I was £6,000 short and then, in an unrehearsed moment, she turned to the packed hall and said, ‘If anyone feels they can help Jo at all, with anything – money, character references that we can compile and present to the judge, anything at all – then please just pop it through my letterbox.’

I don’t know if Issy had always planned to throw it open like that, but I remember feeling grateful and ashamed in equal measure. One villager, Pat, piped up, ‘Well, as it’s nearly Christmas, would we be able to give Jo an early present?’ That raised a laugh and broke some ice, but I couldn’t wait to get out of there so, as soon as it was over, Issy ushered me out as I just about kept it together.



I had the remaining £6,000 within two weeks of that meeting.

I felt humbled and relieved, but I was still deeply ashamed. It was a very emotional meeting, and I was glad it was over, but ultimately, I had no idea quite how extraordinary my village would turn out to be. I was so powerless in all this but also bowled along by Issy and Graham trying to sort things and steer the ship. I was in a state of shock almost, hearing things but not quite computing. What I didn’t realise was how clever Issy had been in engineering the support from the village. I didn’t get a chance to ask her this before she died but my feeling is that perhaps she knew very well how it would play out; she could see I was a ball of anxiety and stress about to explode and she knew full well that the power of the crowd would undo me, especially with my parents in the audience. It was inevitable that I would show my weakness in that situation surrounded by my nearest and dearest – that I would crumble and show my genuine horror and my innocence and fear. And she let our wonderful village do the rest. She must have known how much I needed that show of support at my darkest hour. It was the most humbling experience of my life and I carried on serving them in the shop as they all continued to buy their goods and show support like nothing had happened.

As well as the inevitable shame, there was a tiny bit of relief that it was all out in the open, not just so that I had support but also so that David, Mum and Dad had people to lean on, too. My mum was a devoted churchgoer at St Andrews and had relied on her faith even more and Jane, our wonderful vicar, was such a support to her and my dad. Jane had actually known about my predicament from the very beginning as Mum had needed someone to confide in and she really did throw herself into supporting them, seeing how devastated they were and desperate not to show just how terrified they were for me. It was such a relief to know that they had her and could be totally honest; I have no idea what it must be like to watch as your child faces going to prison for something you know they didn’t do. It must feel like shouting in the wind, and it doesn’t matter how old your child gets, they are always the first thing you want to protect.

And so, with that in mind, I tried desperately to get myself together enough to put a brave face on in the shop; not just to resume business as usual, but to join in with the village and family preparations for Christmas. My kids had both left home by this point, but they were constantly checking in and making sure I was as OK as I could be, trying hard to keep my spirits up, though I am sure they were worried sick too. It was like I was on borrowed time, and I know we all felt it, even though none of us said it. Instead, we all slightly ostriched and set about pretending we weren’t imagining me in prison this time next year.

I tried my best to throw myself into it all – the presents, decorating the tree, the jolly shop atmosphere, mulled wine, cakes and costumes, the carols at the church and mince pie evenings – but it was always there, bubbling just below the surface for me and everyone. It was my first Christmas not running the post office – someone else had that permanent role now – so I set about just trying to make as much money as I could, all the time thinking that anything I made would help my family if I wasn’t here to work.

We finished Christmas and that in-between bit before New Year felt even more suspended in time than usual. The icy fear set in almost as soon as the turkey was served. There was no joy ringing in the New Year, that’s for sure.



I had to prepare myself to attend the probation office for a pre-sentence report in January. It seemed like another opportunity to paint me as the villain, especially as I had to attend alone. The day arrived and even though I should have been immune to the whole process by now, I went straight back into that fight or flight mode. I remember Issy being very specific about how to handle this meeting – she advised that I really concentrate on looking fully remorseful (rather than resentful at having to settle on one charge over another). Issy told me the worst thing that could happen was that I put any doubt in their minds about what had happened or any sense that I was hedging my bets when it came to my guilty plea, so when the woman came in, sat down with a big folder and said, ‘So what happened?’ I replied, ‘I just got in a muddle and made a terrible mistake mishandling the computer and I have no idea what happened or how I am in this mess.’ I decided that if I was to be convincing then it would be easy to portray myself as an out-of-my-depth, desperate and remorseful woman as that’s exactly what I was. That was the absolute truth. She looked at me intently and then said very matter-of-factly, ‘It’s a huge amount of money and you do know that you are 75 per cent likely to go to prison for this, don’t you? My advice? Take an overnight bag to your sentencing.’ And right there it hit me; what the hell was going on? I had taken this guilty plea so I wouldn’t go to prison and now my odds on going to prison were almost 100 per cent. It felt like a given I was going either way.

The sentencing day arrived the following month. As I have said, Winchester is such an intimidating court in size, and seeing my name there on the board versus the Queen nearly made me sick, but in a way, the most dreaded moment was upon me and now there was nothing more I could logically do but wait. It had been such a stressful morning and by the time I arrived I was utterly drained. I had tried to persuade my parents not to come but straight away realised I was on a hiding to nothing; one look at my mum’s face told me I had about as much chance of stopping her as I did the Post Office dropping their charges!

It was an emotional morning, where everyone was trying their best to pretend everything was normal; we all kept saying ‘fine’ anytime we asked each other how we were holding up and we drank a lot of coffee. It was the opposite of fine. I think I tried to stay in some kind of slightly unreachable zone as much as possible as I got dressed and checked my case but as the minutes ticked by, it became increasingly difficult, and I started to fill up with panic. I sat on the bed and really thought about what would happen if I didn’t come home. I told myself David would be OK, he was ex-military and a tough nut, always the super practical one. I could imagine him visiting me, making me feel everything was OK at home and encouraging me to keep occupied in prison and to think ahead to getting out. The boys weren’t kids anymore, they were grown with partners and their own lives and whilst I was sure it would be hard for them, their day-to-day wouldn’t be affected in the same way as if they’d been young.

David didn’t say a lot; we didn’t really have any great deep and meaningful chats that I recall, it isn’t what we do, we are both from that stoic generation that just tries to forge ahead and deal with what we can control, which in this instance was nothing. We were all totally at the mercy of the system and it was my fault they were all suffering. David knew to leave me alone with it all so I could prepare myself and that if he pushed me, it would open the floodgates – which was the opposite of helpful. But it was a different story with Mum and Dad. I was still their little girl and every time I looked at Mum, her eyes were brimming with tears. Dad was trying to take a leaf out of David’s book, lots of idle chat and words of wisdom, but I knew my dad and he was hurting. It was the thought of my parents having a daughter in prison that was really tipping me over the edge. But if the thought of them worrying about me behind bars didn’t break the last bit of my heart, then my mum quietly handing me a card she had written finished me off. She slipped the envelope into my hands as I was finishing my make-up, and I quietly opened it. In her curly handwriting she wrote,


Monday 4 Feb. 

Dearest Jo,

We have travelled a long road and thank God we are nearly at the end.

We have such admiration for the way you have coped and whatever the outcome, we are right behind you.

Good luck, Darling. 

God be with you.

We love you very much, 

Mum and Dad



We all drove silently to court and then set about finding the café and trying to stay calm. My boys came with their partners, and we sat and watched more and more people file into the café. Once we were in the court it took me a little while to fully compute what was actually going on; to anyone else looking in it seemed like a village hall meeting. More and more people arrived, all wanting hugs and to wish me luck – and it dawned on me that Issy had rallied the troops, all seventy-four of them. I watched the judge’s face as they just kept streaming in, he genuinely couldn’t believe it and then had to find them extra room to sit. These people believed me, and they wanted to support me so much they were willing to sit in a court room and stand up for me.

It was suddenly time, and I froze, this was it. Mum, Dad and David were the last to say goodbye, I didn’t want to let go of any of them. It was one of the most emotional moments of my life, the tears were sliding down my face and Mum’s. I was clutching my bag as I was led into the dock, and I would have bet my life I wasn’t going home.

Issy was taking care of the specifics – we had always known she had to do an undertaking that she would transfer the money to the Post Office before I went into court; whatever the outcome they had to be paid. She had also prepared multiple lever-arch folders full of around seventy character references from pretty much every single person who lived in the village, so as proceedings unfolded in the dock, I soon realised just how much time and attention everyone had shown me. She had sent the testimonials in ahead of the trial so the judge could actually read them in advance, rather than being put on the spot and having to skim them due to time constraints. There wasn’t a single person there for me that day who hadn’t submitted a testimonial to my decent character. These were the same people who had put envelopes with cheques and money through Issy’s door without a second thought – I didn’t ever find out who exactly gave the money or how much and most of it was gifted without any expectation I would pay it back.

At one point during the proceedings, Issy offered the judge yet another folder with more glowing references and he turned to her, put out his hand and said, ‘No thank you, I have more than enough here.’

Jane the vicar stood up and spoke on my behalf. She said, ‘Jo is totally committed to the parish of South Warnborough and she loves serving the people of our community. In many ways she is more of a priest in the village than I am. She is very highly regarded in that way.’

My barrister, Anita Saran, said, ‘She was taking money to balance the books, but it just wasn’t balancing.’

The judge, Patrick Hooton, asked Anita what had happened to the missing £36,000 and Anita said that I just couldn’t answer that question but that what she did know was that I had not spent it on luxuries. She described how I was still in the house in which I had always lived and still working all hours of the day to make ends meet with over ten cleaning jobs to juggle. She reminded him that I had never had so much as a parking ticket before and that was when he uttered the infamous line, asking what I was doing in his court at all.

What I wanted to say was, ‘You tell me!’ I wanted to stand up and tell him that I had spent days and nights trying to resolve the problem and find an error in my own accounting, looking for something that wasn’t there, looking for an answer the Post Office refused to help me find. I wanted to say, ‘I have spent years thinking I was going crazy.’ I wanted to say, ‘I am not that unintelligent’ and that I used to literally sit there like a mad woman with paperwork everywhere, all over the floor, thinking, ‘It’s got to be here.’ I wanted to scream that I couldn’t get the Post Office to help me find it, that they had all the information at the other end, but they just wouldn’t give it to me.

Mostly, I wanted to tell him that prison terrified me, and I would have almost said yes to anything to avoid it, that I had done nothing wrong, but I couldn’t explain it. Instead, I rose to my feet, with my head down as the judge pronounced that I would be spared prison but would have to comply with a twelve-month community order, pay back the

£36,000 shortfall and pay £1,000 towards costs. He looked me straight in the eye, though with some kindness, as he said, ‘This wasn’t just a muddle – it turned into a fraud. You must have learned your lesson by what has happened to you today and when you appeared in front of your friends.’ At some point I do remember him saying, ‘I am not considering a custodial sentence,’ and feeling relief flood my whole body.

But it was the words of Jane Thomas of Royal Mail (who at that time were the official owners of the Post Office, despite now being separate entities) after the verdict that chilled me to the bone: ‘Subpostmasters are in a unique position of trust, and it is always disappointing when that trust is breached. Post Office Ltd has many systems in place to protect its assets and those of our customers. We take a zero-tolerance approach to the rare incidents of dishonesty and seek to prosecute those responsible, looking to the courts to pass sentences to deter others.’

The irony of those words will forever make my stomach lurch.






Chapter 9

Making Headlines


I was stunned as I left the dock that day. I had built up the horror awaiting me to such an extent my nervous system was shot to pieces; every part of me expected to end the day hearing the lock of a jail cell. Instead, I was guided out of the court as all my supporters crowded around me to offer a kind word, congratulations and lots of hugs. They were jubilant, and I was stunned. What I found even harder to process was all the press outside the court waiting for me; they’d heard about the village rallying round me, despite my guilty plea, and they saw a heart-warming community story perfect for the local papers. They got a quote from me afterwards about how I fully expected to go to prison and they spoke to Sylvia, nearly ninety years old at the time, who sweetly told them, ‘She’s a wonderful lady and she does so much for the community here – I just couldn’t believe it,’ and that there was never any suggestion of the village not supporting me. It all felt so surreal to hear the clicking of cameras and I was blinking at the constant flashes and shouts of my name.

What I will remember until my dying day was seeing Graham Brander walk right in front of me and hearing him shout over to the photographers, ‘Don’t bother taking any photos of her, she’s a criminal.’ He seemed furious that the papers were interested. It wasn’t my first taste of the spite of the Post Office but it was my first taste of the insistent press, their nose for a story and what would shift papers, the sense of being fodder for headlines. At that point it all felt quite innocent – big group photo on the court steps and lots of community spirit – we did all that and I didn’t think any more of it.

Eventually, I was persuaded to go down the pub and ‘celebrate’, but honestly, I just felt numb. I remember standing there, with drinks lined up in front of me as everyone raised glasses, threw their arms around me and delighted in the ‘victory’. I remember sitting with my bulky overnight bag at my feet, stuffed with those damn books! And I felt so removed. Of course I was happy, relieved, grateful and overwhelmed by all the love and support, but the whole experience had totally altered me. I had still been dragged through the courts and a legal system that made no sense, I still had a criminal conviction, my parents and children still had to see me standing in a dock admitting I had broken the law. Even though the judge was a really nice man – Issy had tried hard to get him for the sentencing as she had reason to believe he would be more sympathetic than some – and I got the feeling he really didn’t understand what was going on with all these people in court and was perhaps reluctant to pass sentence, I still had to look him in the eye as he told me that I had committed fraud. I was still technically a criminal.

I remembering leaving the dock feeling dizzy and overwhelmed and having no idea what a supervision order was – it was the first thing I asked Issy, and she broke out into a wide smile and said, ‘It doesn’t get much better, that’s what it is.’

And then it was straight back to the shop to make sure it could stay open late and keep the money coming in and make a dent in all this debt. That afternoon after the sentencing hearing, despite Mum telling me I should go home and rest, I went back to change out of my suit, put on my apron and went to work. There was obviously lots of commotion and excitement in the shop, so many well wishes and so much love for me, it cracked my heart open in a good way. I think the shock of still being a free woman lasted for a while. I was operating in a daze really, smiling in all the right places and saying all the right things.

Looking back, I was very much on autopilot – it didn’t sink in for a long time that it was over and I fully kept expecting the phone to ring or a letter to arrive telling me that it had all been a big mistake and I was going to prison after all. Except the opposite happened: instead of being belatedly locked up, I was floored by a seemingly insignificant interview which blew everything apart, and amongst the destruction it became clear this story was way more sinister than anyone could have possibly imagined. Almost as soon as I started working again, the phone began ringing with various press requests, including a very persistent one from the Daily Mail which I ignored as Issy had very clearly told me that I shouldn’t speak to any media – she advised that I had to be extra careful as I was on probation, had to be seen as remorseful and refrain from disclosing any detail related to the case. I managed to field the calls but the press had the instinct that this was a good story, even if they didn’t quite know why. I was a woman in a small village who had survived an extraordinary thing – typified brilliantly by what happened the next day.

I was in the shop kitchen cooking sausages for the breakfast rush when one of the girls came in to get me because two men from ITV Meridian TV had arrived at the shop unannounced – one reporter and one cameraman – and the reporter wouldn’t leave until they’d seen me. I went out covered in grease to see these two men blocking the doorway as they tried to intercept customers coming in and out to ask them for comment on my case. They asked one elderly customer how come I was up for criminal charges in a Crown Court, a convicted criminal, and yet the whole village was all behind me without question. She shot him a filthy look and barked back, ‘I will have you know that Jo Hamilton is NOT a criminal.’

They had left their car running in the shop layby and refused to leave until they had spoken to me. Even with my little knowledge of the press I knew that they had no intention of leaving me in peace until I gave them something. I agreed to a small bit of filming and a quick comment but declined to go into detail about the case. They went straight in and asked, ‘So what on earth happened?’ I said that I didn’t know, that I just got myself in a muddle and that I didn’t do anything wrong. I kept it vague and didn’t talk about the Post Office, Horizon or any specifics and agreed to let them film me carrying a tray of sausages from the kitchen to the shop. We did a few takes, and they were very specific about how I held the tray. I had no idea about the significance until I saw the caption underneath the footage on the TV that night of me smiling and proudly showing off those sausages: ‘This is Jo Hamilton, and she insists she isn’t telling porkies.’ I mean, you had to laugh, and we did, but none of us had any idea of the ramifications.

At this point, any press had been low key and all local, but the Basingstoke Gazette picked up the story once they saw it on TV, and as they are part of the Mail Group – as in the owners of the Daily Mail – it was syndicated and they rewrote the piece using other quotes in place of mine and that was it, the story hit the nationals and it all blew up.

The next day I received a phone call from a woman who had seen the article and tracked me down. She introduced herself and proceeded to tell me that she’d had a post office in Christchurch a few years before, though was now living elsewhere, and had managed to avoid being charged by them because she had kept every single transaction docket so was able to prove that it wasn’t her and had to be the computer system’s fault. She ended the call by saying, ‘They know exactly what happened.’

I didn’t really know what to make of it all, it sounded so odd that someone else had gone through what I had after everything that the Post Office had told me and done, except this woman’s story was different in some senses. I mentioned it to Issy, but she was so busy and had spent a lot of time on me and my case already that I didn’t like to keep on at her about what could have been a strange coincidence; I didn’t want to waste her time trying to unravel some kind of mystery that would probably end up being irrelevant.

At the same time, some of my supporters in the village got wind of the fact that there might be others involved – the village whispers were in overdrive, and the early days of the search engine had them all hunting for clues online and becoming mini detectives. We started trawling the internet for other cases or information and together we found a website called ‘Post Office Victims.org’ which had been set up by Alan Bates in 2002 to try and raise general awareness of the Post Office’s behaviour towards him and any others who might be out there.

Over the next few days, things started changing as I got more phone calls from people who knew ‘others’ and had friends the same thing had happened to. I really started to think, ‘Hang on a minute, what is this?’ And then I received the call that made me sit right up and take notice. The phone went one morning whilst I was cleaning the kitchen and I took it and asked who was calling and the voice on the other end said, ‘I am Alan Bates’, and that phone call changed everything. It was a brief and very business-like call where Alan told me that he’d read my story in the national press and had already shared his own story with a magazine called Computer Weekly in 1999/2000. He mentioned someone else called Lee Castleton with a similar story who had also spoken to that magazine in 2003. Over four years before! Unsurprisingly, given my relationship with technology, I’d never heard of Computer Weekly, but I soon discovered it was a proper, highly regarded computer magazine with an investigative angle on things. Alan said he was gathering names and that he’d love to put me in touch with them so I could share my own story with actual specifics to add extra weight to the piece they were writing and that I could trust the journalists there. The penny started to drop, and I felt the biggest sense of fury I’d ever experienced. I was boiling with rage that this looked like an issue much bigger than me.

Looking back at how everything unfolded, it seems to me now that one of the big reasons why Graham Brander must have been so infuriated by me having my picture taken outside the court and being spoken to by the media was fear that once the story got picked up by the national newspapers, the whole sordid tale would break open and be highjacked by opinion that the Post Office couldn’t control. Until then, the Post Office had maintained a hard grip on the narrative. Despite the very clear reality of what was in front of me, it took me a really long time to wrap my head around the fact that the Post Office could privately prosecute at will, and that they were in the unique position of being able to take out a private prosecution against any subpostmaster without being privy to the same checks and balances as everyone else. So, for example, if you steal something from a shop, the management can press charges, but they would be legally bound to run the charges past the Crown Prosecution Service first to verify the charges are just and there is enough evidence to take that individual to court. Whereas the Post Office weren’t bound by any such rules. In the end you could argue it was a dictatorship of sorts where they were judge, jury and executioner. The Post Office didn’t need the CPS, they didn’t need courts to haul people in and wreck them and take everything they owned, they could just do it. And they seemed to have done it to a group of us who knew no better and believed we were the only ones. It is still mind-blowing to me that it isn’t an absolute to believe that if you tell the truth, it will be OK, because that doesn’t leave any space for the corrupt, shape-shifting nature of the bad things that people do to others and the hidden agendas of others running something that is a staple and symbol of civilisation. By exposing the story to the masses, the media did what it sometimes does when it works for the good – it connected all the people with a common interest and brought them together in a combined mission. But in the first instance, it was Computer Weekly that emerged as the hero.

After my call with Alan, I was reeling. It seemed that there were a handful of us who had suffered similar fates and were willing to go on the record. That in itself was hugely disturbing and a really destabilising moment as I had spent years being told I was alone in the fight, and that was something I truly believed. And now that wasn’t the case, and nothing was the way I had thought it was. I felt sick. I agreed to speak to Rebecca Thomson, a journalist who worked with Karl Finders at Computer Weekly, and we had an interview on the phone which really brought home that this was all so much bigger than me. There were others – only six at that point willing to go on the record, but that was six more than I had known about, and I made seven in total.

Rebecca was discreet and professional but the similarities between us all soon became abundantly clear – mostly our situations were similar, Alan was in a slightly different position from me as he hadn’t signed his accounts as he knew it would make him liable for any shortfall, so they didn’t have anything on him in the same way as they did for me. So, Rebecca and Karl set about writing up this interview to help show the world our plight, and unsurprisingly the Post Office was far from happy. In fact, it took just over six months to get it through all the legal loopholes thrown our way by the Post Office and their legal department. I thank God that these two journalists believed in us and the story enough to keep fighting, especially as they were a fairly small magazine risking shutdown if they got sued by an institution with the might of the Post Office. I honestly thought it would never be published as the Post Office invoked every legal article possible. To be honest, I tried not to hang too much hope on it all because I knew it was unlikely to see the light of day and consoled myself with the fact that I was glad I had done it and if nothing else was accomplished, that it had shown it wasn’t just me and that I wasn’t this incompetent person or criminal they had made me out to be. Life carried on and then, on 7 May 2009, Rebecca wrote to us all:


Just to let you know that it IS being published on Monday on the web, and Tuesday in print. This is definitely happening as I’ve seen the final PDFs, and it has been sent to the printers. There’s no way it can be put off again now . . . I’m currently trying to drum up some interest in the nationals, they seem interested, but I guess we won’t know until Monday.



I don’t think we knew how significant this would be for any of us – it blew the lid off everything.

It felt good to have the article out there and to feel that at least more people were starting to be aware of the story, though Computer Weekly was still a small magazine aimed squarely at those interested in the intricacies of computers and technology, so it wasn’t exactly a wide and varied readership, which meant our fortunes weren’t going to change overnight. I certainly didn’t think it was going to make earth-shattering waves or change any of the horror I’d endured. It felt like a small personal victory more than anything else, just a vindication for me really that I wasn’t crazy, and I wasn’t a criminal in denial, but that all changed when Seema Misra turned up unannounced at the shop a few weeks later clutching a copy of Computer Weekly asking to speak to me.

It turned out that the article’s main impact had been to spread the word to others in a similar boat, to alert others currently being crushed by the same system that we had navigated before them. Seema had been on the internet searching for help when she came across my story and read the article and other press pieces, seen my photo and shop address and decided to track me down – my case especially resonated as I had been convicted of false accounting even though I hadn’t stolen any money. Her desperation and the timing was due to a specific issue: it was one week before she was due in court also charged with theft and false accounting.

Seema had run a post office in West Byfleet in Surrey from 2005 until 2008. She had gone on a two-week training course when she was hired and from the minute she started working in her post office in 2005 – even when a trainer was supervising her during the first week – there were problems balancing with Horizon and she was told that she should put money from the shop into the post office till. The balancing issues continued and got bigger and then she had an audit in October 2005 when she was told she had to make up the shortfall of £3,000. Seema made frequent calls to her area manager and the Horizon helpline, but nothing changed, so then her story echoed mine: she agreed inaccurate balances and also borrowed money from family to try to fix the situation.

Then, in January 2008, auditors from the Post Office found a discrepancy of £79,000 and Seema was suspended and later charged with theft and false accounting in November 2008. And here we were in my shop at the end of May 2009 sharing what felt like identical experiences – it was such a lot to take in and I felt myself shaking as she told her story. It literally could have been me talking, except Seema had it all to come. I was speechless, to be honest, when Seema told me she was due in the court the very next day and had come here in sheer desperation.

I didn’t really know what to do apart from take her over the road and introduce her to Issy, who sat open-mouthed as Seema recounted her story in full. As Issy later said to me, ‘I just couldn’t believe it as I sat there, it was literally like talking to you.’ Issy advised Seema to take the article into the court the next day and give it to her barrister so they could apply for an adjournment of the trial, as Seema – who had put the shortfalls down to theft by staff – now had a new defence of computer error, which is exactly what she did. Issy then officially took over her case.

In the meantime, with more stories leaking out of the woodwork, Alan decided to set up a meeting to encourage anyone and everyone affected in a similar way. There seemed to be no geographical correlation to the group, really, and so Alan quite rightly thought the best way to move it all forward was to email those who had contacted him; and also me, Julian Wilson and others added names and email addresses of people we knew had been affected so that anyone else in the same boat could come and share their story. Back then, it felt like a big gamble – I mean, our small group were so relieved to have found each other, but maybe this was it, the total sum of all those affected was just over half a dozen of us. If that was the case then there wouldn’t be much power in numbers, or maybe there were others but no one else would want to come forward and share. Maybe we were just an unfortunate small group who would have to live with the consequences, and this was as big as the story got. I found some emails exchanged between me and Alan at the time that show just how unsure of everything we were.


Oct 2009

Hi all,

I’ve had a few extra people contact me, some of them might have already been in contact with you, but all are keen on attending the meeting. When people have asked when it is, I’ve just been saying end of Oct/beginning of Nov, how does that sound to you? Do you have a preference?

The next thing is to decide where, if we can agree an area first then we can see what is available. The people you know, which areas are they coming from? Those I know of are N Wales, S Wales, Shropshire, London and yourselves. I have never heard from Bryn about being able to contact those on his database, personally I don’t think it’s worth waiting any longer, but I’ll wait to hear from you. So, if we can agree an area during this week we can move on a bit. What do you think?

Alan




Hi all,

Having taken everyone’s comments onboard about location and dates I’ve just gone ahead and made arrangements . . . Fenny Compton Village Hall for Sunday 8 November from 11 a.m. until 5 p.m. There is a kitchen and we can make our own drinks etc. It just seemed central to most and it is expandable so if we only have six, ten, twenty or eighty attend we should be able to cope.

Alan



It just shows how many variables we were working with – we had no idea how much interest there would be or quite how far the problem ranged throughout the country – we honestly thought there was a chance it would just be us!

And so, on 8 November 2009, just like in the ITV drama, I set off with Issy to meet the other victims who had suffered just like we had for the last five years. Issy had to drive me as I was so broke I couldn’t afford the petrol to get there – it was around ninety miles away – and I thought it would be useful, given it wasn’t just me affected, for Issy to meet any others that might decide to turn up. The drive took about two hours and I felt quite nervous really. I had baked loads of cakes and biscuits and remember thinking what a waste it would be if no one turned up, we’d be eating leftovers for weeks! But it was the only way I could contribute, really, or exert any kind of control over what was happening – I knew that all this hinged on whether there were other victims and if they were brave enough to share their stories. There was still a tiny part of me, despite those I had already spoken to, that worried this was all a figment of my imagination and the Post Office was right after all – if it was really just me being stupid and unable to manage my own system and everything else was just accidental coincidence. It just shows how I had been conditioned.

Alan and his lovely partner Suzanne were already there when I arrived – we’d never met in person but I instantly felt as if I was in the company of two kindred spirits. The relief was instant. It was just us for a bit and we said our hellos and remarked how extraordinary it was to be meeting for the first time in a church hall car park. We unpacked my cakes and nervously agreed to give it twenty minutes to see if more people arrived. And then, just like on the TV, car after car arrived and people spilled out and started to file into the hall.

I don’t think I will ever forget that moment as long as I live. As about forty to fifty of us (subpostmasters and some partners) sat around in a big circle I remember thinking two things: first that the Post Office had told every single one of us sat here today over and over ‘you’re the only one’ and that was a lie. And the second thing was how utterly haunted and exhausted we all looked, as is the life had been drained from us. The catharsis, relief and agony of sharing our stories was a monumental moment in this whole battle – a battle that has now been raging for two decades – that feeling of euphoria as we shared with people who genuinely understood the sheer and all-consuming terror, shame, guilt and utter loneliness. Well, I can still feel it all today as I write this.

I remember Alan saying, ‘From this moment forwards none of us will be the only one ever again’ and that was like having a pair of arms wrapped around you. It felt fantastic but it also really brought home the mountain that had to be climbed. It was double-edged and short-lived, great to know there were so many of us but equally, if there were so many of us, how the hell were they still getting away with it?

I remember Issy, too, saying, ‘I have been a lawyer for over thirty years and as I sat in that meeting, in a freezing cold village hall, all I could think was, “I know what a criminal looks like.” As I listened to all those people who’d never met and heard the similarities in their stories and what they went through, I thought, “These people aren’t criminals. There’s something very seriously wrong here.”’






Chapter 10

You’re Not the Only Ones


When telling the story of this fight against the Post Office it would be all too easy to solely focus on the villains – after all, they are littered throughout this travesty and pop up everywhere like baddies in a nightmarish computer game. But the thing that got us all through this are the heroes, the wonderful people on the right side of justice, who held us up and spoke up for us when the system tried to silence and crush us. Those who took on our fight and understood our plight and wanted justice as much as us.

There are many of them, but one of those shining lights was James Arbuthnot, MP for North East Hampshire from 1997 to 2015 and a wonderful man, instrumental in getting our voices heard and the case this far. The debt of gratitude we owe him knows no bounds and he is inextricably linked with the case. He first heard of me and my situation back in April 2009, as my existing MP, when he met my local South Warnborough councillor, John Kennett, at a constituency coffee morning. They talked of my case and the upcoming article in Computer Weekly – James was one of the few people I knew who was an avid reader of such a niche magazine, having been involved previously in a campaign to do with the Chinook helicopter crash of 1994, which Computer Weekly had investigated.

My case was put on his radar and, as a busy man, I am sure he got on with his many political tasks and wasn’t thinking about little old me until he received an email on 8 October 2009 from David Bristow, one of his constituents, the former subpostmaster of Odiham, who explained to James that he had just been sacked from his Post Office role and told that he owed more than £42,000. In his email, David referred to my case, as well as Alan’s, having seen both local and national press as well as the piece in Computer Weekly.

Alan had his own local MP, David Jones, and James and David knew each other and so discussed the situation and the fact our cases were linked. Common themes were quickly identified and James escalated the situation to a borough councillor in his constituency who was also a senior figure in the NFSP, his response being that ‘the Horizon system worked well, and that the subpostmasters’ problems were of their own making’. A familiar refrain that was even trotted out to those in political power and not just lowly subpostmasters and their lawyers! James was also told when he spoke to the Minister of State for Business Innovation and Skills that ‘the government had assumed an arm’s length role in Post Office Ltd and the issues raised were operational and contractual matters for the Post Office and not government.’ James goes on to say, ‘While I was frustrated on receiving the minister’s letter, it did not then occur to me quite how troubling it was. In the years since then I have come to believe that, in effect, it left the British public with no redress against a government-owned organisation which the government was deliberately refusing to oversee. The only shareholder was repudiating the responsibilities of ownership.’

James wasn’t put off by this, in fact, it only grew his concern and suspicion, a reaction for which I will forever be grateful. He arranged to come and meet me and Issy, and David was there as back-up to cover the shop so I could concentrate on what we were discussing. I think that was another seminal moment where jigsaw pieces fell into place. In a later witness statement for the official inquiry of 2024, James said, ‘I came away thinking that the subpostmasters’ case was a convincing one. Both of them struck me as truthful people. I shall not repeat here Jo Hamilton’s account of what happened to her but will only say that it has not changed in any respect since I first met her at that meeting in 2009; I continue to keep in touch with her. I believed from what she told me that she probably had committed the offence of false accounting, but equally that she might have had no choice in the matter if she was (as she was contractually bound to do) to open the post office the following day. But even by then my legal experience (in chancery law rather than criminal law) was out of date, and I am no longer at all sure that she did. That, however, is not a matter for me to decide.’

That meeting was great and felt like a good move to opening up the conversation, but logically there was little way to take it further; I had pleaded guilty and so couldn’t appeal, the government was refusing to get involved, the Post Office was insistent that the Horizon system was ‘robust’ and there was zero evidence being provided to call that ‘robustness’ into question – in fact, we were still being told categorically that it didn’t exist. And then the stakes got higher as I learned more about others I met at Fenny Compton and some of the atrocious stories that were shared, as well as the appalling outcome of Seema’s trial.

I know I would have perhaps survived the last twenty years a bit more easily if I’d been able to harden my heart a bit, but it has cracked open with every story I have heard over the years, and they all move me in equal measure. My problem is that I want to solve everything for everyone, and I slot into ‘fixer’ mode. At times I do honestly think I’ve found other people’s traumas worse than my own. The public got to see lots of different incidences on the ITV drama, but there are so many more tales of destruction and devastation, of lives torn apart, reputations shredded, happy families derailed that didn’t get shown due to the constraints of making TV. It shocked me every time I heard new details of a case, and though we all bonded at Fenny Compton and took up the cause collectively as a big group, we also formed individual, smaller friendship groups and I grew particularly close to Julian Wilson and his wife, Karen.

It is really important to me to talk about him here as he sadly died of cancer in 2016, more than four years before his conviction was overturned in April 2021, but he was instrumental in some of the real digging at the start to find other victims and any information at all that might help the group. He was an exceptional team player, and he cared hugely about everyone affected. Wonderful Julian ran a post office in Astwood Bank, Worcestershire and was wrongly convicted. He died before he was cleared, and his wife Karen always argued that his wrongful conviction over missing funds ‘massively contributed’ to his early death aged sixty-seven. It would be hard to argue otherwise given how I know my own health and wellbeing was affected, and I was one of the lucky ones.

Julian had been suspended in September 2008 when an audit found there was more than £27,000 missing from his accounts and he was charged with false accounting and theft. Fearing prison, he took a plea deal in 2008. At the inquiry in 2022, Karen described how he was left little choice but to take the plea deal to avoid prison and was instead sentenced to three hundred hours of community service as well as a confiscation order for the missing money. He was forced to clean graves as part of his community order and pay back the £36,000 the system showed as missing as well as £3,000 in court costs.

After the conviction, he was unable to find any work due to his criminal record, their assets were frozen, and Karen ended up pawning her belongings, devastatingly including her engagement ring, in order to get by. Karen described the Julian she knew and loved before the Post Office as an outgoing and fun guy who was a talented musician, chairman of the local operatic society, an accomplished piano player and conductor and lover of sports events. After his conviction Karen said, ‘he just hid himself for about a year, he couldn’t face anything,’ adding that he would sometimes ‘just fall apart and talk about suicide.’ In January 2016, Julian was diagnosed with bowel cancer and as it progressed Karen promised him that she would fight to vindicate him; as she said, ‘he was only sixty-seven, I never said this did kill him, but it did massively contribute, definitely.’ The overturning of his conviction obviously won’t bring him back, but Karen wants ‘for people to be accountable’.

From the start we were a support to each other and committed campaigners for the cause when Alan gave us the baton to spread the word and handle the media, drumming up local interest we hoped would convert to national coverage, trying to get TV interest and find new people affected by the system – and Julian was great at that. We were a bit of a duo, and I was devastated when he was diagnosed with cancer. It was just after my dad had also been diagnosed, and Julian was so lovely about that despite all he was going through. Julian even came to Dad’s funeral in early 2016, even though he’d just had a chemotherapy PICC line put in before the service. I remember him flashing me a smile and saying, ‘Don’t worry about me, I am fighting cancer and the Post Office and I will never give in.’

In her witness statement for the official inquiry into the scandal in 2024, his widow Karen, said:

‘[Julian] became SPM in November 2002, and he was terminated in September 2008. He took it on for a new challenge as he wanted to run his own thing, and he worked out that if he ran the business for ten years it would be his pension, and he would be able to retire, and we could live comfortably. The post office already had three members of staff, who we decided to keep on to help us, as they had the experience already. It was a small village, where everyone knew each other, and we thought it would be perfect for us. He attended a two-day training course at Worcester Crown Post Office – there were no Horizon computer systems in the training room, so Julian didn’t receive any training on Horizon. Given the system was not working, the trainer just gave him a book, rather than practical training. Both existing staff were fantastic, and one was an ex-bank manager and couldn’t stop commenting how poor the system was.

‘It wasn’t too bad at first, but it got worse and worse and Julian would duplicate the accounts and bring them home as he was methodical but confused. He called the helpline initially weekly. There was one night where he couldn’t find a cheque for £900, and he was beside himself – he called the helpline (which was only open at certain times) on a Wednesday at 8 p.m. if there was an issue with the balancing and it was always difficult to get through and we often left messages for call backs which happened the following day. This left the branch not balancing so we had to roll over and make good any losses, which were initially small amounts.

‘Julian kept a log of the balance discrepancies between 2002–2007. On a Wednesday he would always tell me what the loss or gain was, and I would give him the money from the shop till. Julian once contacted the helpline and advised he would not open the post office until the problems with the system were sorted, to which he was told he would be in breach of contract. The branch line manager came to the branch once and we asked him to look at the figures. He also couldn’t identify any obvious error or reason behind the discrepancies, and he told us not to worry and that it would right itself.

‘The Post Office never made us aware that others were having the same problems. Julian did speak to about half a dozen other subpostmasters that we knew from training. We had previously been audited by the Post Office in 2003, Julian didn’t get another one and he actually requested them. But we were advised they audited behind the scenes. The next audit was 11 September 2008 – Julian was relieved as he hoped they’d get to the bottom of it all. The audit took all day and was done by three people. Julian was suspended that very day. He had his keys taken and the shortfall sum was added up as £27,911.

‘On 15 September 2008, two men came to our home. Their names were Gary Thomas and Graham Brander, they were from the Post Office Fraud Team. They searched our home, including my personal belongings. I did tell Julian to ask for a warrant, but I don’t think he did. Julian was interviewed under caution, and he told me that the investigators said that there had been false accounting. He told them Horizon left him no choice but to enter incorrect figures to continue trading. The Post Office sought to prosecute him for theft and false accounting, and he attended Worcester Crown Court around six times. Julian’s QC was called Peter Hanton, and initially Julian told them he did not want to plead guilty. I remember the Post Office being told Julian had kept his evidence and their faces fell. They then dropped the theft charge but said he would go to prison unless he pleaded guilty to false accounting. The barrister said to us, “You cannot fight them” and recommended pleading guilty. The day of his sentencing was 9 July 2009, Julian packed a bag as he was told he may go to prison. He was convicted of false accounting. His conviction was overturned on 23 April 2021.’

There were such heart-wrenching parallels in our stories it was unbelievable, though there was one difference: once Julian had been convicted, Karen went on to be expected to run the shop herself without any training, and the Post Office paid her £5 per hour for the privilege. During that time even the agency was finding discrepancies in the numbers but still nothing was done – imagine Karen had to run the post office without a clue what she was doing whilst they were investigating her husband for fraud! Like me, Julian kept it all close to his chest and initially Karen explained his disappearance and her taking over of the post office duties as being due to his ill health. Eventually, the news made its way into the local paper and Julian told the whole village at a meeting in the town hall. Like me, he was lucky that he had local support, and no one questioned him at all. Like me, they also had to deal with the awfulness of Graham Brander, who delivered a bitter blow when Karen asked him in December 2008 – after they received the confiscation order that he had personally signed – how they were supposed to live and he answered casually that they could live on the money they had stolen!

The last time I saw Julian was in 2016 three days before he died, and I relayed what had happened at the most recent meeting earlier in the day. He was skin and bone but still himself. I reached down and gave him a kiss on his cheek, held his hand and promised him I’d never stop fighting. Karen really struggled without Julian and his overturned conviction was a hollow victory when all Karen wanted was her husband back.

Julian’s story didn’t make the TV drama as there were so many to be included, which though understandable was heartbreaking. He was so determined to see it all through; he was a strong, principled man and the Post Office dragged his good name through the mud, a blackened name he didn’t live to see cleared. Karen ended up taking the fixed sum ‘award’ for overturned convictions offered by the Post Office in 2023 as she just wanted them out of her life, but his was just one of many tragedies.

Back in 2010, just when we thought the tide was finally turning, things really came to a head when Seema Misra was sent to prison. That was a crushing blow to everyone, and it completely moved the goalposts because it felt like the Post Office was upping the ante, becoming even more bullish with how they were pursuing people. I found an email I had written to James Arbuthnot just after Seema’s sentencing and though I am clearly angry, I am also terrified that rather than making headway in taking on the system, the wheels were coming off completely and we were all sinking under the weight of the Post Office just piling on more misery,


SUBJECT, A BAD DAY FOR JUSTICE

Dear James,

I attended Guildford Crown Court last week to support yet another Post Office victim, Seema Misra. Issy Hogg represented her, and we thought we had the best chance ever of a good outcome! Seema contacted me some fifteen months ago and told me of an almost identical story to mine. We managed to get her case adjourned due to the Computer Weekly article and she managed to change her solicitors to Issy, who has worked so hard. Even though she had a very qualified professor in computing on her defence team, the Post Office gave limited disclosure and sadly after a two-day deliberation the jury found Seema guilty of theft and false accounting. She will be sentenced on 11 November. It is absolutely tragic that an innocent mother is about to go to prison for something she did not do!! I was met at Guildford Crown Court by two other victims, both middle-aged ladies with families, who now, due to this tragic outcome, are going to plead guilty when their cases come to court. One in November at Preston and the other in Birmingham in January as this will halve any custodial sentences they receive! What choice do they have?? It is obvious now it is impossible to get justice! The Post Office are behaving like thugs and it seems nothing is going to stop them! They do not have to give disclosure in court and because of their archaic powers can take their victims straight to Crown Court bypassing the CPS! This is 2010 and England, what will it take to get JUSTICE! Please, please could you help us get the justice we deserve.

The leader of our group, JFSA, and Issy have been to see Ed Davey about our plight, and he was concerned about the goings-on. Another middle-aged lady, like me, was sentenced at Gloucester Crown Court last week for false accounting, she too had loads of support from the community and received 150 hours of community service. What is going on?? The Post Office are destroying us and it’s not fair!! I think the political route is now our only hope, so please can you deal with this as a matter of urgency.

Yours ever,

Jo Hamilton



Everywhere we looked this was a tale of us against the system and it just kept coming; the victims were piling up at a relentless rate and the Post Office kept the blows coming so we couldn’t keep our heads above water. There was Jess Kaur, who I met at a Fenny Compton meeting, and who would often look catatonic as she recounted what she was going through. She ran Lazy Hill post office in Aldridge in Walsall and discovered that she had been using a faulty pin pad on the system which took money out of people’s accounts twice – but she was being accused of stealing the second amount. She said, ‘I didn’t know what was going on until the auditors turned up at the post office and they said I needed to go with them to a police station.’ She explained to us that she told the investigators she had done nothing wrong and during a break in her interview was told, ‘You’re the only one it’s happened to, admit it, plead guilty and we’ll get you back in your office the next day.’ The thirty-six charges of theft against her were thrown out by a judge on the basis of a Post Office representative conceding her pin pad was, in fact, faulty. The judge asked for the pin pad to be handed over and the Post Office said it had been sent away for repair – begging the question, how could they try someone because there was money missing due to something faulty and then not present the faulty item for investigation. Really, it was exactly the same as denying us the Horizon evidence that could have exonerated us.

Tragically, Jess sought no legal help when she was interviewed by police; she rationalised that she knew she was innocent and thought that would be enough – a sentiment I definitely recognised and identified with from early on in my own case but something I didn’t have the heart to tell her made no difference at all in the end. Jess went on to plead guilty, as she was told everything would go back to normal if she did and it would all go away as quickly as it had engulfed her – which, when you are in the very real depths of despair, is all you want to hear. It certainly explains why torture is an effective tool for confession – when you are pushed to the edge of yourself, you’ll do anything to make the pain stop.

The psychological trauma of what happened to us affected everyone differently and I am fairly confident saying we will all spend the rest of this life dealing with the consequences of what we have endured, though I am not sure the same can be said of how the perpetrators will deal with their actions. Jess was pushed to the very edge, had a breakdown and attempted suicide before spending six months in hospital for her mental health in 2011, resulting in fourteen rounds of ECT which led to childhood memory loss. The Post Office’s response? To send officials to her hospital bedside so they could check with doctors that she wasn’t lying. Jess says, ‘Everybody’s story is different. There are people that have died, people are still seriously ill, and compensation and closure is just not coming to an end – we just want closure on everything and to carry on with our lives.’ And in the middle of this, Seema was sentenced to fifteen months, imprisonment for theft and six months, for false accounting despite the fact she was eight weeks pregnant with her second child. She was sent to Bronzefield prison on the day of her eldest son’s tenth birthday after being accused of stealing £70,000 from her West Byfleet branch. The Post Office’s response? A seemingly celebratory email from the then managing director David Smith to the whole Post Office team that simply read, ‘Brilliant news. Well done.’ Seema ended up serving four and a half months in prison and gave birth to her second son wearing an electronic tag.

At the 2024 inquiry, David Smith said that in hindsight his email was ‘poorly thought through’. Heartfelt and meaningful words from the nation’s most trusted brand . . .

When I got home from Seema’s trial, I called Jackie McDonald – from the Fenny Compton gang who had a court date looming and was terrified – to update her. She had been waiting to see what happened with Seema’s case as we had all hoped it would go her way and that it would give Jackie the confidence to face her own plight and plead not guilty. Jackie’s story follows a well-trodden path we had all come to recognise and be horrified and haunted by. She became a subpostmistress in Broughton, Flintshire, in 2006. A second Horizon system was installed in her post office as a result of business expansion in 2007, and this was when all her problems started.

She says, ‘It was confusing when shortfalls started increasing. I started up the second Horizon system and it showed a shortfall in foreign currency of 2,000 euros. This was never resolved, and I was made by my manager to pay the shortfall.’ She was refused further training and was told any shortfall would ‘work itself out’. Everything increased in volume and by September 2008 Horizon showed a shortfall of £50,000. Auditors came in within two hours and Jackie was suspended immediately, her property was searched, and she was sacked, though the shortfalls continued after she left, and her replacement was subsequently signed off sick with anxiety and depression as she couldn’t pay the shortfalls that were occurring.

Jackie was advised she would serve four years in prison if she didn’t plead guilty. This and the fact that others pleaded not guilty and were imprisoned had been swaying her to change her plea and try for the best outcome – staying out of prison was the priority – so when I told her the terrible news about Seema she was distraught. Though adamant she was innocent, Jackie decided there and then that she would change her plea and accept guilt for a theft charge and six counts of false accounting. She ended up being sentenced to a total term of eighteen months, imprisonment with a confiscation order of £99,759.60 and having to file for bankruptcy.

Jackie was beside herself on the phone and utterly defeated, saying she knew she couldn’t fight them as she had no legal aid and she knew how brilliantly and fearlessly Issy had fought for Seema yet she had still gone to prison. She felt that a guilty plea would reduce her sentence. So, she did plead guilty, and she went to prison, missing the eighteenth birthday of her daughter, Steph, who subsequently died five months after Jackie came out of prison in 2011. Jackie was also in prison for the birth of her first grandchild.

It felt all too familiar to me, and I was in a really dark place at this time. I remember sitting across the table from David one night soon after Jackie was sent to prison and just feeling utterly distraught, like I couldn’t hold my body upright, just wrung out by it all and, for the first time, really and truly hopeless. I remember looking at him and saying, ‘They are going to get everyone. They are going to get us all.’

The final twist, though, came at a subsequent JFSA meeting – we were now officially a group with a name, the Justice for Subpostmasters Alliance – when Alan introduced a guest who wanted to speak about his experience. He was new to the group and so smartly dressed that he looked corporate and a bit out of place. If I am honest, I was quite suspicious of him at the start, so much so that I thought he might be a Post Office plant! Though even I didn’t expect his first words to the group to be that he was Michael Rudkin, who just also happened to be the ex-chairman of the NFSP, the union we had all paid monthly dues to so we could be protected in a situation like this. He also happened to run a post office with his wife Susan in Leicestershire. He heard about the meetings and he came along to share his experience, despite the fact that he was technically a federation rep.

It was quite like in the drama where he tried to remind us that it wasn’t just the Post Office that was the enemy, that they didn’t actually make the computers, design or implement the kit or the software – it was Fujitsu that did that, a multinational corporation whose headquarters he had been to in Bracknell. He’d been invited to investigate an issue with the foreign exchange stock control back in August 2008. He described having a meeting with a guy called George Dove, who proudly told Michael that Horizon was the largest IT system in Europe outside of the military, that it had cost a billion pounds, and that Fujitsu had rolled out a million terminals. Michael told us that he wanted to go and suss it out, perhaps get some training he could pass on and understand a bit more about what was going on as he knew that lots of NFSP members were losing money without a logical explanation.

The drama shows what happened and that George Dove sat him down at a Horizon terminal and started changing numbers manually to demonstrate what could be done. Michael said he remembered very clearly asking, ‘Is this live?’ and George replied, ‘Sure, look at the clock on the screen, how else am I going to show you how to do this if it isn’t live?’, and it soon became very clear that George was literally inside some poor and unsuspecting subpostmaster’s Horizon account without their knowledge. And then, right in front of Michael’s eyes, George started changing the figures. Michael said that he explained to George he’d been telling subpostmasters for years that no one else could access their accounts remotely.

The significance dawned on everyone in that village hall – remote access was not only vaguely possible, but it was clearly a routine possibility with technicians being able to sneak into individual accounts, change figures and data and exit without a trace, not least as that was how Fujitsu regularly sent bug fixes and branch updates to subpostmasters. The burning question was, how were they being allowed to gain access to our accounts, mess about with things and then claim that we all have 100 per cent responsibility for our figures and missing money?

But it didn’t end there. Michael left that meeting in Bracknell dumbfounded by what he’d seen and drove home to his wife – who was running their post office whilst he worked for the federation – and filled her in on what he had uncovered. The very next morning, his wife came to find him, accompanied by an unexpected auditor, who announced that, after an unarranged and on-the-spot audit, their post office was in deficit of £44,000. Coincidence? Who knows, but his wife then joined the nine hundred plus convicted subpostmasters with a criminal record.

It seemed that no one was immune, especially if they came close to exposing the truth. Was it the Post Office punishing him for getting too close? Possibly. All I know is that, despite his plight and the injustice his wife suffered, to me he still represented the institution. I couldn’t really warm to him and it took me a while to understand why until it dawned on me: he was the spitting image of the man who locked me into the dock at Winchester Crown Court and that’s all I could see.






Chapter 11

Remote Access and Second Sight


Whilst there was a gathering momentum and a feeling of collective comfort with the Justice for Subpostmasters Alliance, there was also a looming sense of total despair that was settling over everything. The idea that remote access was a possibility both injected a logic into what had been unfathomable and was simultaneously gut-wrenching. But we were still very much in the uncovering and gathering evidence phase of things; we had so many stories now, but it almost felt as if the Post Office was coming down even harder on those going through the courts between 2010 and 2013 because they were trying to scare us back into silence and submission.

We had a collection of outrageous cases, we had a bit of press interest and we had James Arbuthnot championing us and trying to open up official avenues to elevate the conversation up the chain with the powers that be. As he later said in his 2024 inquiry witness statement, ‘The issues with which I have been involved relate to more than an IT system – they relate to the behaviour of people in the Post Office, Fujitsu, the government and the legal system, with the Horizon IT system being the backdrop of that behaviour.’

We were getting braver with the press we were drumming up, having already filmed a documentary for BBC Wales in 2009. We then took another leap and filmed a programme, Inside Out South, which aired on 7 February 2011, examining some of the victims and cases so far. I was filmed with David and Seema, and Amanda Glover from Shoosmiths solicitors went on record to say that the fifty-five people who had come forward to her firm were very much the tip of the iceberg. James Arbuthnot recalls that two days after the show aired, councillor Nippy Singh, who was expecting to take over as the new president of the NFSP imminently, asked him to set up an urgent meeting with Ed Davey, the minister in charge of the Post Office, to discuss giros and the structure of sub-post offices but NOT the issue of Horizon!

James was so valuable to us at this time and throughout. He remained our line of communication with the government, our one official route at that time, and he was very much keeping on top of new and existing victims rather than allowing the government to dictate the narrative. In fact, there’s quite a lot of action that was happening outside of my own experience and circle at this time and I feel it’s important to include in my story, so I’ve tried to do so in the clearest way possible, while also allowing people to be quoted directly. It just shows quite how many cogs were turning at once!

James was moved to act again at the end of 2011 when his constituent, David Bristow, who had been sacked from his Post Office in Odiham, announced his successor had also been removed from the same position and now the post office was officially closed. Constituents had been in touch with him to show their concern and it became clear to James none of this was coincidence. James then decided to write to all MPs to ask if they had experienced similar issues with their constituents, and wrote to Moya Greene, the then chief executive of Royal Mail, and Ed Davey to express concerns that there were apparently thirty-four cases of such unexplained problems and that the matter needed looking into urgently.

James received two replies in January 2012. Paula Vennells, managing director of the Post Office, wrote an unsigned letter referring to the JFSA and allegations about financial discrepancies being due in some way to the system; she stated that there was no evidence to support those allegations, and she was confident that the system was ‘robust’ (their favourite word!) and fit for purpose. The other was written on behalf of Moya Greene by Kevin Gilliland, network and sales director, another unsigned letter sent a few days later in similar terms, saying clearly that the Post Office did not accept the allegation and that they were fully confident in the integrity and robustness of the system.

James says, ‘At this stage I did not know the truth of the matter but it was clear that a detailed investigation was needed. I thought it conceivable but unlikely that all of these allegations were wrong – there were too many for it to be a coincidence, and by this time I had come across three in my own constituency. The SPMs I had met seemed to me to be transparently honest. I do not remember anyone suggesting to me that the introduction of a new computerised accounting system had uncovered previously hidden fraudsters. If they did, I would have given it little credence, both because of the self-evident honesty of the subpostmasters I had met and because of the sudden rash of similar allegations appearing shortly after the installation of a new computer system, an exercise which inevitably will have teething problems. I was therefore not satisfied with the brush-off I was getting by way of reply to my letters.’

So, with that in mind he let us know he planned to write to Alice Perkins, the incoming chair of the Post Office in February 2012, asking to meet with her. We were all thrilled when she wrote back immediately and offered a meeting either at the House of Commons or the Post Office and provided a pre-prepared two-page summary with clear points: ‘Access Legal from Shoosmiths, a national law firm, have been contacted by almost one hundred subpostmasters who have suffered losses they cannot explain, and have been subjected to disciplinary measures by the Post Office. All are adamant that they or their staff have not stolen any money. They claim there has been no real investigation by the Post Office as to the cause of the losses that have appeared – and subpostmasters are expected to pay it back regardless of how it was caused.’

There were various meetings in the first half of 2012 and whilst we weren’t necessarily seeing huge strides made, we were all just so relieved that James seemed to be cementing the communication lines into the senior tiers of the Post Office and he seemed confident that Alice Perkins did genuinely want to investigate and come to a resolution, especially as the numbers of those affected and suffering were growing. There was a meeting with Alice and Paula Vennells; interestingly, they both planted a seed in relation to the fact that subpostmasters needed more efficient ways of accounting for and dealing with cash in their respective post offices. But this was only because they had been alerted to the fact that huge amounts of cash were ‘lying around’ in unexpected places and that would obviously be a temptation to subpostmasters, clearly another way to cast doubt on our trustworthiness and to add to the idea of us being unsophisticated savages, unable to control the urge to take what wasn’t ours . . .

That aside, the one brilliant thing that came out of this meeting was that to get to the bottom of our ‘allegations’, Paula Vennells agreed to an investigation by forensic accountants, to be paid for by the Post Office. Although we were delighted, James Arbuthnot and Alan Bates did raise the fact that we might all be sceptical of the genuine independence of any inquiry funded by the Post Office and so it was agreed that MPs should meet and vet the accountants recommended by the Post Office, so that we felt reassured. At that point there were thirty-eight MPs, including James, who had constituents affected. And so, the MPs were given the chance to interview a forensic accounting company called Second Sight on 4 July 2012 and they left convinced of their expertise and, more importantly, their determination to be independent, and endorsed their appointment to run the investigation.

This felt like a huge milestone for us all and, although it was just the start of a long road, after years of being treated like we simply didn’t exist, any movement was welcomed. This was big and Mum, Dad and David were as thrilled and relieved as me. It was a rare moment of celebration in what had been years of darkness. There really is nothing worse or more crushing for a human being than to have your reality and your spirit both squashed and invalidated, it is a basic human right to be acknowledged and believed. There was an extra sense of urgency for me as Mum and Dad weren’t getting any younger and I felt deep guilt that their advancing years, which should have been easier and more carefree than their busy working ones, were full of angst and worry for me. I know they didn’t ever doubt my innocence for a minute, but I still had a criminal record, and I wanted them to see that overturned and this was a step towards that.

My local support team were delighted at this bit of movement, too, especially Kay Linnell and Barbara Jeremiah, who had been behind me from that start. Barbara and Kay ran a forensic accounting company together called KLL, and Barbara had been a regular in the shop during ‘the dark years’ when debt was mounting, and the Horizon system was making less and less sense. She had been wonderfully supportive as well as practical and underplays her vital support of many years as a hobby that ‘has now got out of hand’ after she persuaded Kay and their company to help out all the subpostmasters affected.

Kay and Barbara sat in the wings over the years, following the progress avidly once it became clear there were so many others in the same boat as me, but the appointment of Second Sight to investigate was when they really got involved. With her professional experience, Kay had always been sceptical about the fact that the Horizon terminal in my shop had alleged losses but no evidence was available to check the entries.

Once the Post Office agreed to an investigation, I introduced Kay and Barbara to Alan before his big meeting at the House of Commons because I thought that their forensic number brains (leaps and bounds ahead of mine!) would really help put everything under the microscope. And so Kay went to the meeting with James and Alan to meet and vet Second Sight’s Ron Warmington and Ian Henderson on 7 July 2012. I knew that Kay was really suspicious of anything nominated by the Post Office and expected that the access to documents (so zealously withheld until this point), and the idea of an unencumbered review of the Horizon system as a whole, would be a whitewash. So, she went to that meeting with her battle armour on! But actually, having challenged them quite forcefully, she came away satisfied that they were committed to doing a proper job for everyone involved. What Barbara and Kay did for us is a magnificent act of service to every single subpostmaster involved and their company gave endless free time and expertise to us all. We are indebted to them both.

Kay says, ‘As the Second Sight investigation progressed, I worked with them, and saw first-hand their approach, and attended some of the meetings with SPMs and I was impressed.’ Of his and Ron’s appointment, Ian says, ‘They interviewed a number of people of which Ron and me were the two principles on the short list and we got the job. The reason we were told afterwards that we were successful was, a) we were relatively inexpensive! And b) it was felt that we were sufficiently robust to stand up to the sort of challenge and nonsense that we faced from the Post Office. Which turned out to be a fair assessment as the Post Office behaved disgracefully throughout. There were half a dozen MPs who all had constituents who were affected by Horizon, and they were putting pressure on the Post Office and really pushing for this. It was this or the MPs would have pushed for a statutory inquiry run by the government, so we were the least bad option.’

So began a dialogue between all the MPs who had affected subpostmasters in their constituencies represented by James, Second Sight and the JFSA.

Kay says, ‘There was no consultation at this point about terms of reference because Second Sight were charged by the MPs to go inside the Post Office systems and find out what had happened in the case of each subpostmaster constituent that had raised a complaint. It was clear to me that the MPs’ constituents had tried in many ways to trigger assistance from the Post Office to get to the bottom of how shortfalls or differences had arisen but, in every case, they had been blocked in accessing data or ignored in that the Post Office refused to investigate and their complaints were treated as trivial.’

Ian said that having asked to see all of the Post Office files relating to criminal prosecutions, he was only initially given ten files that were being held by the legal department and this was due to a seven-year file destruction Post Office policy and also because the prosecutions were generally outsourced to legal firms all over the UK and case files were not held centrally – both key points in relation to what later transpired with my own case. Within a few days of Second Sight being appointed, they asked for three clear actions to be taken: to issue a Post Office-wide ‘litigation hold’ that would prevent any further relevant documents being destroyed; to collate all of the then-available prosecution files, including those held by third-party firms in one place; and to send all the prosecution files then held by the Post Office to a third-party scanning bureau. This ensured that these vital documents would be preserved and made more readily available – there were about four thousand documents.

From the start, the scope of the Second Sight initial investigation was limited to the MPs’ complaint cases and formed a series of ‘spot reviews’ where Second Sight were given extensive access and assistance by the Post Office as directed by the Post Office in-house lawyer and general counsel, Susan Crichton. Once the spot reviews were finalised, they were used to select six cases to be investigated in-depth, which eventually led to the Second Sight interim report in July 2013. My case was not included. So then we had to really think about what we were likely to achieve from this – it was all about getting our hands on the information that had so clearly been lacking for years because none of us had any proof of anything; the Post Office had seen to that. Alan and Kay discussed a strategy that involved obtaining information from the Post Office that related to each subpostmaster’s own transactions – information that we should already have had but that the Post Office had withheld. This was an extra important opportunity as many subpostmasters had already applied using freedom of information requests and got nowhere, having been told that the information was legally privileged, redacted or had been destroyed.

It was a slow and painstaking process with endless back-and-forth between those directly involved and in the rooms of power. By early 2013, Ian gave an update that he and Ron were looking at issuing a report that dealt with thematic issues rather than case-by-case investigations but that in addition each subpostmaster and MP would be issued with an appendix dealing with specific issues they had raised. We all kept the faith that the Post Office would remain co-operative and committed to the agreed goal: ‘To seek the truth, irrespective of the consequences.’ I remember it being discussed quite early on that an obvious concern was that Ron and Ian might uncover facts that would either embarrass the Post Office or have serious financial consequences and though the Post Office said they accepted that risk, I don’t think anyone really believed them – I certainly had no idea of the personal impact the discoveries of Second Sight would have on my own case. It turned everything in my world upside down irrevocably.

Second Sight certainly painted a picture of a Post Office legal department that lacked the set-up to deal with the scale of what was unfolding. Ian said that there were only about ten members of staff and that there were difficulties in getting the case files under control. It was acknowledged that this could also be what the Post Office inherited following the split from Royal Mail Group in 2012 when they were privatised by the government, and that there had never been a proper assessment of what was really needed to function effectively, though that was also a convenient excuse as far as I was concerned.

It sounded like chaos to me – it was hard to fathom an institution so mighty, so steeped in history and process, being overrun by paper files; the idea of typing pools and assistants typing letters and memos and big filing cabinets full of lost correspondence, like something from the dark ages, when it was such a sprawling and powerful institution. Ian confirmed this, saying, ‘The record-keeping by the Post Office was absolutely awful and it was like getting blood out of a stone, really, in terms of getting anything we needed.’ When I asked him if they were co-operative on the surface, he answered, ‘Up to a point. They weren’t really that helpful, they failed to disclose important stuff to us, and so on. We couldn’t say that they fully refused to cooperate with us, but it was reluctant cooperation. We also subsequently found out that they deliberately withheld certain legal advice that they’d had about Horizon.’

Alan’s pressure point had always been to push MPs to in turn put pressure on the Post Office to investigate the hundreds of ‘false’ figure complaints in relation to the Horizon system and, to our surprise, there was a willingness – communicated from Paula Vennells to James Arbuthnot. There were lots of meetings and minutes and back-and-forth as investigations were taking place, with everyone seemingly on their best behaviour and keen to make it look productive, but it is clear that tensions were running high from the start at the Post Office. Interestingly, in his 2024 inquiry witness statement, James Arbuthnot notes:

‘On 7 March 2013 I wrote an email to MP colleagues to invite them to the meeting to take place on 25 March 2013 and also wrote to Alan Bates, as chair of the JFSA, to suggest that Second Sight were keen on Post Office representatives being at the meeting and wondering whether he would be content with this. Rather oddly I also (without waiting for a response from Alan Bates) wrote to Alice Perkins to invite her to the meeting. I made to her various points about how the meeting might go, including the following:


In my discussions with Ron and Ian, I gather that questions have been raised over the absolute integrity of Horizon, though without their being so fundamental as to say that the system is not fit for purpose. Since it is a system that remains in current use, there is the risk that existing subpostmasters and mistresses may find themselves in exactly the same position as those whose cases are being investigated. I know that definitive results are not yet available, but I hope the Post Office would be ready to address this issue.



He concluded the letter as follows,


I would like to say in conclusion that I am impressed beyond my expectations with not only how the investigations are proceeding, but of your continuing support. I cannot recall a more important campaign, nor one where the end result has been so consistently supported by all parties involved. You have my gratitude and admiration for how the Post Office is handling this.



James says:

‘My letter caused strong push back from the Post Office, and on 19 March 2013 there was a meeting between myself and Alice Perkins. It appears from a speaking note [my PA] Janet Walker wrote for me for a telephone call on 20 March 2013 between myself and Ian Henderson that at the meeting on 19 March 2013 Alice Perkins said amongst other things, that the Post Office didn’t believe anything was wrong with Horizon; that they were very concerned that any opinion being formed by Second Sight at this stage was being communicated; that Second Sight should not be expressing an opinion, not least as PO hadn’t had a right of reply; that there was a limit to the Post Office’s willingness to continue funding investigations; that it seemed there would be some sort of deadline for cases of the end of February (though it is unclear from the note what this meant); and that the Post Office would not attend the meeting of 25 March 2013 but there would be an open letter from the Post Office available for distribution at that meeting; and that the Post Office would expect to be ready to attend a meeting with MPs in perhaps June.’

It seemed very clear to me that it was the first time that Second Sight had said categorically that there might be issues with Horizon and then, subsequently, where the Post Office had tried to restrict things that could be said openly by Second Sight about Horizon. Suddenly, the access being afforded to Second Sight didn’t seem quite so generous. This was compounded really once the meeting on 25 March 2013 took place at Portcullis House for Second Sight to update the MPs. This felt so significant to the JFSA, and I remember being amazed that Kay and Alan, who attended, had actually got in the room and we weren’t all just sitting around in some freezing cold village hall talking about how on earth we would ever get to the truth. Even them being in the room felt like the biggest achievement and one we didn’t ever think we would see, but it clearly wasn’t plain sailing either. The point was very clear that the Post Office argued they hadn’t been given the opportunity to comment on what had been found thus far, that we shouldn’t pre-judge and that there should certainly be no press releases.

Ron and Ian were also investigating Michael Rudkin’s account of his own visit to Fujitsu, something that was being flatly denied by the Post Office as ever having taken place, with them seemingly even going so far as mislaying the visitor book from the date of his visit. It all felt at best odd, worse, vaguely sinister, and that the closer Second Sight were getting to putting the Post Office in a corner by asking difficult questions – ones that would require previous responses being questioned and perhaps found to be untrue – the jumpier the Post Office was getting that this review process might actually hold them to account. Ron puts it perfectly in an email to James Arbuthnot in June 2013:


[I] sent a proper response to your latest email later today but the idea of a 2 July meeting is certainly a good one so we’ll agree to that. Also, I don’t think we’ll need your help in getting POL to respond to the spot reviews. They are RESPONDING . . . but not yet in a form that will really WORK in our interim report or in the 8 July meeting. They are still – understandably I suppose – incredibly defensive and nobody – at the levels producing the responses – is ready to give an inch. They probably fear it will be career death to concede any failings whatsoever. We have consistently and clearly asked for short, easy-to-understand, honest and complete answers to the assertions that we have put forward. What we are getting are highly technical, multi-page, responses that will appear to many to have been crafted so as to avoid actually giving any answers to those assertions and allegations at all. Without wishing to burden you with detail, the attached is a pretty good example of the POL/2nd Sight dialogue . . . and shows my exasperation in trying to get them to ANSWER THE BLASTED QUESTIONS.



And as they kept digging, more and more layers were exposed, in particular, that there was a more detailed and sophisticated report available from Fujitsu for the Horizon system than the one typically provided by Fujitsu to the Post Office and that the reason they weren’t provided routinely to subpostmasters was because they cost the Post Office too much!

When these more detailed reports were provided to Second Sight, it was immediately clear that ‘as some subpostmasters had suspected, there were in fact out of hours transactions being generated by the Horizon system and not directly input by subpostmasters at branch terminals. We realised that we may be looking at a significant number of miscarriages of justice. There was a lack of effective investigation, multiple disclosure failures and conduct by prosecutors that needed to be considered by experts in criminal law and prosecutions,’ as Ian stated in his witness statement. Spot reviews had the advantage of being quicker and more focussed than an in-depth investigation into every case submitted. And it became clearer and clearer that it was, in fact, possible to inject transactions without the knowledge or approval of subpostmasters, although the Post Office continued to reject this position.

It was clear that MPs were pushing for the investigation to determine if subpostmasters had been wrongly convicted due to defects in the Horizon system but as Ian comments, ‘Whilst this accurately describes what MPs wanted, Paula Vennells was increasingly attempting to steer us away from considering the safety of convictions.’ The interim report released in July 2013 was prepared with a note of caution, as Ian says, ‘By this stage, Ron Warmington and I were becoming increasingly concerned about potential challenges from the Post Office if they didn’t like what we said. We decided the best way to deal with this was to avoid expressions of opinion and to prepare a report that was fact based and where we had an audit trail to source documents, evidencing every significant issue covered in the report.’

All of us in the JFSA saw the draft report in that meeting of what Second Sight were going to say and it was released on 8 July 2013; I know that Alan and others felt it could have gone further and there was general upset that the report didn’t clearly state there were ‘systemic’ issues with the Horizon system as a whole, which we all wanted to see in black and white because we knew it to be true. In fact, the report said clearly that ‘We have so far found no evidence of system wide (systemic) problems with the Horizon software’, but the significant part of the report was that contrary to the public position taken by the Post Office that Horizon operated without problems, the truth bomb was that there were big problems,

‘We are aware of two incidents where defects or “bugs” in the Horizon software gave rise to seventy-six branches being affected by incorrect balances or transactions, which took some time to identify and correct . . . when individual SPMRs experience or report problems, the Post Office response can appear to be unhelpful, unsympathetic or simply fail to solve the underlying problem. The lack of “user forum” or similar facility, means that SPMRs have little opportunity to raise issues of concern at an appropriate level within the Post Office.’

Second Sight went on to show that, contrary to the public position taken by the Post Office that Horizon operated without problems, the reverse was true and that, ‘In the course of our extensive discussions with the Post Office over the last twelve months, the Post Office has disclosed to Second Sight that, in 2011 and 2012, it had discovered “defects” in Horizon online that had impacted seventy-six branches.’

The first defect was referred to as the ‘Receipts and Payments Mismatch Problem’ and impacted sixty-two branches – the combination of those discrepancies was £9,029, the largest shortfall was £777, and the largest surplus was £7,044.

The second defect was referred to as the ‘Local Suspense Account Problem’ and it affected fourteen branches and generated discrepancies totalling £4,486, including a temporary shortfall of £9,800 at one branch. It was also noted that the Post Office was unaware of this second defect until a year after its first occurrence and it reoccurred, meaning an unexplained shortfall was reported by a subpostmaster. The Post Office did look into the defect in 2012 but could not identify the cause and so the amount was written off. Fujitsu then looked into the matter early in 2013 and discovered and then corrected the defect. But that didn’t stop the Post Office from insisting the branches affected made up the incorrect amounts by paying shortfall that resulted from the first defect. The final point was, ‘POL has informed us that it has disclosed, in witness statements to English courts, information about one other subsequently corrected defect or “bug” in the Horizon software.’

Ian says in his 2024 inquiry statement, ‘My overall conclusion at this stage (July 2013) was that Post Office Horizon was not the robust, error-free system claimed by Post Office. I was concerned about the potential loss of integrity caused by working practices within Fujitsu, such as remote access without the knowledge or consent of individual subpostmasters. I was beginning to form the view that no prosecution relying on Horizon evidence could be safe.’

It felt like a damning indictment and a turning point in the case which had been going on for over a decade.

At that point, there was a meeting in James Arbuthnot’s office with Paula Vennells at which she was persuaded to mediate with the subpostmasters. It was agreed that Second Sight would stay engaged in the process for the MPs to investigate cases in a process called the Initial mediation scheme, which was set up for this purpose. So, the JFSA put an advert in the Subpostmaster magazine, asking for volunteers to take part in the scheme, but once 150 applications had been received the Post Office closed the applications. There was clearly a limit to what they were prepared to investigate, even when faced with the judgements of the Second Sight report. The Post Office then reviewed the applications, rejecting fifteen because they hadn’t been hired as subpostmasters, leaving 135 . . . including me.

This seemed like another significant step and made us feel that we were inching forward, even if we were dragging the Post Office along somewhat reluctantly. I dared to hope that there would finally be a full and frank investigation into my own case as well as the group as a whole. Whilst the strength of the group was in the common experience, we all had individual circumstances that haunted us, our families and our communities. I desperately hoped I might get closer to exoneration for me, my friends and family who had so diligently supported me and that, finally, I might get my name and reputation restored to me. It all still felt incredibly overwhelming.

Ian from Second Sight knew he had to move carefully as he was making more and more discoveries. When I was talking to him about this book, and I asked him how he felt, he said that he realised he had to keep his head down and keep investigating as much as he could because any big moves would probably get them locked out of key documents and eventually fired, which would put a stop to everything. So they carried on, quietly and carefully.

Ian arranged a meeting with Gareth Jenkins, the lead engineer for the Horizon system at the Fujitsu head office in Bracknell, where he witnessed approximately ten members of staff from the Post Office, who were permanently based in Bracknell, dealing with various issues including bugs, errors and defects. Gareth also confirmed to Ian that Fujitsu routinely used remote access to branch terminals for various purposes and that this was often without the knowledge or specific consent of individual subpostmasters. He confirmed that members of his team could connect remotely to branch terminals and generate keystrokes that were indistinguishable from a subpostmaster accessing the terminal directly and that they did this for various purposes, including collecting log files directly from branch terminals.

As Ian said in his inquiry witness statement, ‘In my opinion, this facility (if confirmed) had major implications for the safety of criminal convictions, as it meant that the subpostmaster was no longer in sole charge of data entries being input on his terminal.’ That information was obviously shared with the Post Office company secretary, Alwen Lyons, and the head of information technology, Lesley Sewell. But Ian recounts that he ‘was told quite firmly that I was mistaken and that the Post Office had received assurances about this in various audit reports. The point was made very firmly to me, and I recall telling Ron Warmington shortly afterwards, that I felt that if I made an issue of it there was a significant risk of Second Sight being sacked.’

Ian also ended up being the one who informed Simon Baker, the Post Office’s own IT specialist, that he was in fact the official line manager of the ten Post Office employees based in Bracknell, something Simon didn’t seem to know! It seemed clear to Ian and Ron that there was a lot going on behind the scenes and though it was clear that what they had discovered was hugely contentious, we will all be forever grateful that they took the decision not to rock the boat at that stage, or draw attention to what could have been deemed a conflict of interest and a lack of independence, in order to keep investigating the relevant issues they had access to and to help form an evidence-based view on everything.

But whilst all this looked like them doing the job they were hired for, Second Sight knew they were seen by the Post Office as troublemakers, who were constantly pressing for access to files they really didn’t want to share. There was resistance the whole way through. Obviously unrestricted access to all documents relating to prosecutions, particularly legal files that could shed any light, was necessary if the initial mediation scheme was to operate fairly and properly. This seems to be backed up by Ian in his 2024 witness statement when he says, ‘I remember that at the conclusion of one of the meetings, the acting Post Office head of legal [Chris Aujard] warned me to be careful about what I said. He told me that if I said anything that harmed the Post Office, [they] would not hesitate to take legal action against me under the terms of my non-disclosure agreement and that I would not be able to afford the legal fees. I took this as a thinly veiled threat to bankrupt me if I continued causing trouble. There were three areas that the Post Office seemed to be particularly sensitive about. These were, access to the full legal files held by the Post Office relating to prosecutions; an analysis of the suspense accounts held by the Post Office; and disclosure to the Post Office by Fujitsu of known problems involving Horizon.’

Towards the end of the scheme the Post Office disclosed to Second Sight details of a centrally held suspense account. The Post Office was unable or refused to give Second Sight a breakdown of these transactions. In 2010 the credits amounted to over £600,000 alone. In 2011/12, this amount was £207,000, and so on.

Ian says, ‘I felt that a possible explanation for these balances was that they represented credit transactions due to individual subpostmaster branch accounts, where alleged losses were charged to subpostmasters.’






Chapter 12

Mediation Mayhem


All this very intricate detail threw me right back into the maelstrom of those early days, and what had initially felt like progress soon reignited the familiar sense of treading water. Second Sight were obviously not confident that the Post Office was taking any concerns seriously or dealing with them in the appropriate manner – though as we had to keep reminding ourselves, Second Sight was originally appointed by a small group of MPs, not the Post Office, despite how they were retrospectively trying to recast their role in, and control of, things.

Right from the start, Kay and Alan were really clear that the overall strategy around the mediation scheme had to be that any JFSA subpostmasters involved would get to keep all documents disclosed as part of that process, something the Post Office did eventually agree to despite the fact that it was unprecedented to agree that anything shared as part of mediation could be used at a later date, an error they very much came to regret after the event. It was made clear that access to and ownership of these documents was the only way we would all fully participate, and Kay and Alan knew it was a trump card in any future prosecutions. It took some time to get the scheme going and for all the subpostmasters included to prepare application packs, and I know for some it was a case of yet more forms that may or may not lead anywhere but the process was another avenue that we hoped would take us further down the line to justice.

It was explained that the way the scheme worked was that everyone submitted an application to Second Sight or the JFSA and if confirmed as suitable for investigation, the applicant could engage a professional adviser on a fixed fee basis, paid for by the Post Office. Vitally, there was no limitation on the type of case that would be considered by the scheme, although either current criminal or civil proceedings would have to be completed prior to a case being accepted. Each side would prepare a report and then Second Sight would review all the information and prepare a case review report. Second Sight still weren’t getting unrestricted access to all the Post Office documents relating to prosecutions and legal files that were absolutely vital if the scheme was to be fair, just and successful. How could it operate any other way if we didn’t know what each subpostmaster had been subjected to? Everyone was suspicious of everyone, and the atmosphere was turning sour with warnings flying around from the Post Office about NDAs being breached by Second Sight.

Ian goes on to say, ‘I had to find a way of communicating my concerns, but which limited the risk of a legal action against me, or Second Sight, by the Post Office. The most likely threats appeared to be an action for defamation, breach of confidence or breach of contract. I was advised that evidence provided to a parliamentary select committee attracted parliamentary privilege and therefore provided a degree of protection from the risks that I was concerned about.’

The JFSA were happy to appoint Kay and Alan to represent us, especially as they made it clear to the Post Office that it was imperative to involve every JFSA member affected, rather than only a select ‘spot’ few. Things rumbled on and in 2015 Second Sight sent a note to the Business Select Committee, allowing them to give the members of the committee confidential information that backed up what they were saying. They doubled down on the fact that they needed complete access to the legal files held by the Post Office, but very quickly, and as we suspected, the Post Office’s true position was exposed in a letter they sent to Second Sight in January 2015, stating, ‘Post Office does not accept that an analysis of the evidence in the applicant’s criminal case, whether served during the course of that case or not, is either within the scope of the mediation scheme or something which is within Second’s Sight’s remit.’ Basically, the alarm went off for the Post Office when Second Sight started investigating previous prosecutions by Post Office and it obviously made them extremely touchy about our access to the complete legal files – despite the fact this went directly against the undertaking given to us all in July 2012 that we would be given unrestricted access to documents, including those that were subject to confidentiality and legal privilege and that there was no limitation in the scope of work determined necessary by Second Sight. When we had all discussed it as a group, it was clear that lots of subpostmasters and applicants to the mediation scheme will have relied on that understanding when reporting their confidential cases to Second Sight – the promise of full access was what gave everyone hope the scheme wouldn’t be a whitewash.

While all of this was going on, I knew it was going to be a slow and painful process and I was still struggling after everything I’d been through. There was no talk of compensation in those early days, we were still scraping by, crippled by the financial chains we’d been put in with my conviction. Heartbreakingly, I decided that the only way to get out of the paralysing debt we were in was for me to sell the shop. It is hard to put into words how horrendous this felt; it had been the centre of everything, it had both broken me and been my solace in the worst of times; there were moments where I genuinely could not have carried on without it, where the thought of letting the customers down was the only thing that got me out of bed. But we were drowning in debt; I didn’t ever really manage to make up the income I lost when I was sacked from the Post Office and I was opening at the crack of dawn and closing as late as possible. The whole thing just became a circle of doom. David and I had entered a debt plan back in 2010 and we were paying crippling amounts of interest on these debts and then Mum ended up in her own debt plan in 2012 as we had been using her credit cards when ours ran out – hers only got written off after she died. By this time, I felt I needed to get out of the shop before it suffered. I was back to lean rations on the stock front; buying in bulk is cheaper in the long run, but you can only do that with money and the things that really bring in the cash, like alcohol and cigarettes, which are the first things to go when you are short on funds as a shopkeeper. Every time I cashed up, although I didn’t have the crushing sense of doom associated with Horizon, I knew that we were losing money hand over fist and nothing I was trying was changing our fortunes.

I felt as if I was dragging everyone down with me. I was utterly exhausted. I had been in fight mode for nearly a decade and financially I was in ruins, I was still campaigning, still playing investigator and doing all I could to keep finding hidden information and documents and other victims. If I am honest, I also felt a fall from grace once the dust had settled. Don’t get me wrong, I was unbelievably grateful and bowled over by the support, but it did significantly damage my reputation, and I know I was the subject of inevitable gossip – how couldn’t I be?

It all came to a head when I was asked to leave my grandchild’s class at school – I wasn’t allowed to be left with her or the class due to my criminal record, even though I was only there to help make Easter bonnets – something we took very seriously in my house! Honestly, it was one of the most heartbreaking and humiliating things that happened to me, and I don’t think I will ever get over that. The shame of being a ‘criminal’ doesn’t ever really leave you, no matter how kind people are.

But then everything was thrown into perspective on 6 November 2013 when my mum had a stroke and life changed forever. It really is true that when you have your health you have a thousand problems, but when you don’t have your health, you only have one. I knew that I had spent most of the previous few months distracted, stressed, obsessed, even, with the case and the Post Office being held accountable. I was so swamped by my financial situation, which I was still trying my best to shield the rest of the family from in my usual fashion. I felt as if I was drowning again and just existing rather than living. As usual me, Mum, David and Dad sat around and discussed it all; deep down I think we all knew it was time. I could never have quit whilst I was in the thick of it. I would have been letting everyone down, all those who supported me and had faith in me, those who freely gave their money and their love and their time to come to court and sign petitions and just give a reassuring word. Those who fought to save the shop with me. But now we knew there were others out there who were victims, too, and it was more than just me not being good with figures, so it felt a bit like I had less to prove by staying. Running the shop was an act of service and a great honour, but it was also squeezing the life out of me because I was working all hours and not really existing as part of the family.

So, I made the decision and then it was almost like the universe wanted to make doubly sure I actually went through with it; Mum had to be my immediate focus. She spent over two months in hospital and juggling everything was impossible – I was opening the shop at the crack of dawn, working all day, then making Mum’s dinner every night (as the hospital couldn’t cope with a coeliac vegetarian) and then picking up Dad and taking him in the car to see her at the end of the day on the ward, repeating the same thing the next day. After about eight weeks she came home but really all that changed was that I didn’t have to drive to the hospital; I still had to rush home to shower Mum and make sure she was fed – she lost all her independence and relied on me and Dad to wash her and take her to the loo. It was heartbreaking to see her like that and I know that she hated relying on me so much and being so needy – but it was honestly an honour to look after my mum, I am so glad I could do it for her and it really did help me to put it all in perspective. This was family and it was life and death, and this was what mattered.

Three months after Mum’s stroke, just as we were getting into a rhythm, Dad had a stroke too, not as bad as Mum’s, but debilitating all the same. It made me really understand that something had to change in this endless cycle of debt and stress and these awful people at the Post Office who just didn’t care what they had done. It had eaten up nearly a decade of life and I was only fifty-six years old – I couldn’t give them all my good years; they’d already taken enough from me.

But giving up the shop was one of the saddest days of my life; there was a bit of me that definitely felt like a failure, but I also couldn’t imagine not living and breathing the shop that I’d spent years thinking about. Selling the shop didn’t really help us financially, either – I think that it was obvious I wouldn’t be in a position to keep all my financial plates spinning, that it was only a matter of time before I folded, and so I wasn’t able to drive a hard bargain. In the end, the money I got just about covered me clearing my lease and paying off the shop bills and that was it.

For such an emotional chapter of my life, its ending was mundane and practical, as all these transactions are. I negotiated with the new owner and the shop association negotiated separately with us both, the association then took what I owed them out of the lump sum payment. I paid my final balance and I locked up for the last time in May 2014.

It was the end of an era and an anti-climax, really, given all the heartache that it represented. We had a final village meeting to let everyone know what was happening and that was that. I didn’t mark my last day in any way; a few close friends came to say goodbye, but there was no big farewell as there wasn’t really anything to celebrate – after all, I wasn’t going off into the retirement sunset to put my feet up or travel the world. I ended up taking on 10 cleaning jobs and juggling endless other jobs too, like dog walking. This included cleaning for friends, who I’m sure were just hiring me because they wanted to help and felt sorry for me, but also because I couldn’t get a job due to my criminal record. It was such a lot of mixed emotions, but I didn’t really have the headspace to linger on it all too much; Mum and Dad’s care had become all-consuming, and it was such a relief to be able to concentrate on them without always being in a hurry to dash back to the shop or staying late to cash up. I saw it as one less burden.

With the shop gone I concentrated on my numerous cleaning jobs and caring and trying to find a bit of rhythm, but the waves kept coming. First, the Post Office terminated the agreement with Second Sight in March 2015 and cancelled the mediation scheme. Kay, who attended the meetings with Alan on behalf of JFSA (which were chaired by Sir Anthony Hooper, now KC, QC), says, ‘At this time, the Post Office counsel, Susan Crichton, was sacked by the Post Office. She was totally bullied out and she was replaced by Chris Aujard. His view was to destroy everything, close the gap and finish the scheme. And unilaterally, without any consultation with anybody, they cancelled the mediation scheme and just sent us all letters. It was gone. During the meetings Sir Anthony Hooper, chair of the mediation scheme, made a point of saying to Chris Aujard, ‘The Post Office must destroy no documents.’ Chris said, ‘Well, we’re going to carry on. We destroy everything that’s six years old. You can’t stop us. You’re a working group. You’re not sitting in as a judge.’ Sir Anthony Hooper then said to Chris Aujard, ‘If you destroy any document that subsequently proves to be important, particularly to criminal matters, you will be personally liable and probably disciplined.’ So when they cancelled the mediation scheme, Alan and the JFSA got copies of all the documents. But they cancelled the access the JFSA had to the files housed on the central system, stopping us having the ability to use what was there to support our cases.

Although the truly sinister nature of what was happening had yet to really come to light, there was enough going on to make it clear the gloves were off. The Post Office seemed committed to shutting down Second Sight’s request that my case be eligible for review, and I received the following email confirming as much,


Dear Sirs,

POST OFFICE’S RESPONSE TO SECOND SIGHT’S DRAFT CASE REVIEW REPORT ON CASE M035

This letter sets out Post Office’s response to Second Sight’s draft Case Review Report dated 11 August 2014 for application M035 (the Draft CRR).

The Post Office’s position is set out below. The appendix to this letter has Post Office’s line-by-line comments on the Draft CRR. References to paragraphs are to paragraphs in the Draft C R unless stated otherwise.



Post Office’s position

1) Post Office does not agree with the conclusion that it is responsible for any of the losses suffered at the Branch. The main reason provided within the Draft CRR for this is due to the Applicant being inadequately trained. Post Office can see no evidence to suggest that the Applicant did not receive adequate training and does not consider that this conclusion can be reached from the evidence provided.

2) In addition, Post Office had no opportunity to rectify any issues. As the Draft CRR states at paragraph 4.2 the Applicant failed to alert the Helpline to problems when they occurred and the false accounting undertaken by the Applicant meant that Post Office was not able to identify that there was a problem. Neither is it possible to identify conclusively the cause of the losses due to the false accounting by the Applicant. Had the Applicant been more transparent and sought assistance at the time, further training or other support in relation to any transactions or issues that were causing losses could have been provided. As a result of the Applicant continuing to cover up the losses they continued and increased without Post Office having opportunity to assist or identify the cause of the problem.

3) There is no suggestion that the losses were caused by anything other than operational errors. Neither the Draft CRR nor the Applicant tries to contest this issue or raise systemic problems with Horizon. The Applicant is responsible for any losses suffered at branch in accordance with the Subpostmaster contract and therefore would be liable for the loss.

4) The Applicant has been convicted of false accounting and is therefore responsible for the losses in her branch as explained below. She pleaded guilty to the charge of false accounting. A plea of guilty to a charge entails a complete admission to the offence.

5) The plea was voluntarily entered after the Applicant had the opportunity to take legal advice. Post Office is not responsible for any advice that the Applicant may or may not have received. If the Applicant considers that they were wrongly advised, then that is a matter between her and her lawyer.

6) Post Office does not consider that there are any new circumstances in this case that would justify a change of plea and therefore maintains that the Applicant’s guilty plea is good evidence that she submitted false accounts.

7) As daily cash declarations were made falsely (by declaring that there was more cash in the branch than there actually was) then it was impossible for Post Office, and will have been very difficult if not impossible for a subpostmaster, to have:

Known if cash was missing;

Identified the days on which cash went missing;

Identified which member of staff may have been the source of errors; or

Located the erroneous transactions that were the cause of the loss.

8) Daily accurate cash declarations are the most critical aspect of branch accounting, without which losses of cash go unchecked.

9) The false accounting in this case means that it was not possible at the time of these events, and it remains impossible now, to precisely identify all the errors in branch which have caused a shortfall. Post Office primarily relies on reviewing the branch accounts to help subpostmasters identify errors but because the accounts in this case have been falsified as admitted by the Applicant, it is not possible to distinguish between genuine errors and intentionally false entries.

10) Not only is false accounting a criminal offence, but operationally Post Office must insist on accurate daily cash declarations. The Applicant’s negligence is also why she is liable (under the terms of her Contract) for any losses hidden or caused by her inaccurate record keeping. It is also an established principle of the Law of Agency, that agents like subpostmasters are liable pay to Post Office (as principal) any cash sum declared in their accounts even if that declaration is false.

11) As stated in the original Scheme Documentation, Post Office has no power to overturn a conviction. The proper forum for this is an appeal through the Courts. Neither the draft CRR nor the Post Office investigation identifies any information or evidence which Post Office considers would make the applicant’s conviction unsafe. However it remains open to the Applicant to appeal their conviction through the courts.

In light of the above issues Post Office considers that the cause of the losses was due to the Applicant’s poor controls, procedures and operational errors. This was compounded by the inflation of cash at branch and false accounting, which the Applicant voluntarily admitted to. In light of all the points above, Second Sight is asked to reconsider its recommendation that this case is suitable for mediation.

If you have any questions about this response, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours faithfully

Angela van den Bogerd

Head of Partnerships

Post Office Limited



The Post Office refused to mediate with anyone who had a criminal record – the very people for whom the scheme was set up as we were all hoping to use it to clear our names, that was the whole point! Susan Crichton had just disappeared with no explanation and now there was a new bombshell that seemed to perhaps explain why she might have gone so suddenly.

In a small number of cases, though, we discovered that Second Sight had requested and been granted access to the complete legal files. This was clearly an unintentional error on the Post Office’s part, and before they stated that any criminally convicted case wasn’t within the scope of the mediation scheme or within Second Sight’s remit. One of those files was mine. It turns out that back in 2013, as Ian and Ron started out with their Second Sight investigation, they had gone through my complete file (given to them in error) before it was sent to the bureau for scanning, and saw the Post Office security report that clearly stated: ‘Having analysed the Horizon printouts and accounting documentation I was unable to find any evidence of theft or that the cash figures had been deliberately inflated.’

This had been signed by none other than my audit tormenter, Graham Brander. The very person who helped curate and manipulate the case around me, had known straight from the start I hadn’t done a thing wrong. Having found this not long after being appointed, Ian and Ron made the decision not to flag this with the Post Office, accurately surmising that drawing any attention to the finding would get them sacked and the overall investigation shut down – something the Post Office were trying to do now anyway. Ian goes on to say in his witness statement: ‘I could see that Jo Hamilton had been charged with theft and false accounting which did not seem to be supported by the internal Post Office security report. I raised this apparent inconsistency with Susan Crichton and was told to speak to Jarnail Singh, Head of Legal for the Post Office, which I did. Jarnail told me that everything that needed to be disclosed had been disclosed and that there was nothing to worry about.’

This following extract is directly from Ian’s 2024 inquiry witness statement and proves a pivotal moment in the proceedings; it provided the ultimate ammunition for the argument that analysis of a complete legal file was vital in addressing miscarriages of justice, which should have been the primary aim of the whole mediation scheme. To me it showed the obscene level of cover-up and the deliberate steps repeatedly taken to ruin my life.


The following represents anonymised extracts from a single complete legal file held by Post Office, regarding a case that has been accepted for Mediation. This case involved a charge of theft that was withdrawn at trial. ‘REDACTED’ represents the name of the former subpostmaster.

a) On 17 May 2006 the Post Office Investigator reported, ‘Having analysed the Horizon printouts and accounting documentation I was unable to find any evidence of theft or that the cash figures had been deliberately inflated. The prepared statement seems to intimate that she didn’t receive adequate training at the time and that the manuals were old and out of date. It also suggests that she didn’t receive any training in respect of other matters. It also refers to an alleged £1,500 error, which doubled to £3,000 when attempts were made to correct it, and another error of £750. No dates are supplied in respect of these alleged errors. It also suggests that ‘the Post Office systems are shambolic’ and details alleged problems encountered. It states that all staff use the same Horizon username, again citing lack of training as the reason for this. ‘In my opinion, this indicates that a charge of Theft would be likely to fail, because Post Office’s own Investigator found no evidence to support such a charge. In addition, the admitted password sharing created a situation where it was not possible to link any loss or theft to a named individual, an essential element in proving a charge of Theft. No more detailed investigation was ever carried out by Post Office.

b) On 26 June 2006 the Principal Lawyer of the Criminal Law Division of Royal Mail (the Prosecuting Authority on behalf of Post Office at the time) stated, ‘In my opinion the evidence gave rise to offences of theft/false accounting.’

c) On 15 November 2007 the Principal Lawyer of the Criminal Law Division of Royal Mail advised, ‘As you know there has been some discussion as to whether or not pleas to false accounting would be acceptable. NOTE: this would be agreeable providing that REDACTED were to repay the full amount.’

d) REDACTED was subsequently charged with 1 count of Theft and fourteen charges of False Accounting.

e) On 16 November 2007 the Principal Lawyer of the Criminal Law Division of Royal Mail stated, ‘I have forwarded the memo to Counsel. I have informed him that whilst there is no outright objection to proceeding with False Accounting, there is a concern as to recovery of Money. We have to date been able to recover where False Accounting only is charged though on one or two cases the Defence will argue against. Whilst a plea to Theft would be preferable, in the event of non-payment the intent would be to proceed to confiscation.’

f) The forwarded memo stated, ‘I am never confident with false accounting charges in relation to recovery under and the theft charge makes life so much easier. The defendant has General Criminal Conduct under the proposed charges and this would be so with just the false accounting however we have been challenged once before when proceeding to POCA where only false accounting was charged. I fully understand the balance of cost in court time against recovery and if the charge of theft was dropped for a guilty plea then l would still believe it appropriate to follow to confiscation . . .’

g) On 19 November 2007 REDACTED pleaded guilty to fourteen counts of False Accounting. The Prosecution agreed to leave the count of Theft on file, providing prompt repayment of the losses by REDACTED was made. A letter dated 19 November 2007 from the Principal Lawyer of the Criminal Law Division of Royal Mail stated, ‘it has been made clear to the Defence that there must be some recognition that the Defendant had the money short of theft and that a plea on the basis that the loss was due to the computer not working properly will not be accepted.’



To be clear, ‘REDACTED’ is me.

This evidence is outrageous on so many levels. The prosecution knew that there was insufficient evidence to support a charge of theft, but proceeded with it nonetheless. The offer by the prosecution to remove the charge of theft was used to put pressure on me to plead guilty to the false accounting charges, even though the prosecution knew that a charge of theft was likely to fail. The threat of proceeding with a charge of theft was used to put pressure on me to agree to pay the losses identified and to avoid a custodial sentence, normally associated with a charge of theft in these circumstances. The threat of proceeding with a charge of theft was primarily to assist in the recovery of losses, and not in the interest of justice. The prosecution insisted that as part of the agreement to drop the charge of theft, that no mention of alleged problems with the Horizon computer system would be made.

Ian’s conclusion:


The new facts that have come to light as a result of examining a single complete legal file, have identified a number of issues that indicate,


	a) Possible misconduct by a Prosecutor on behalf of Post Office;



and


	b) A possible miscarriage of justice.



In my view, this analysis of a single complete legal file, has demonstrated the benefit of doing so; particularly bearing in mind the stated objective of Post Office to thoroughly investigate possible miscarriages of justice. In order to protect the identity of the subpostmaster I referred to them as REDACTED in this report. However, I can now say that the subpostmaster referenced here was Jo Hamilton, who became the lead appellant before the Court of Appeal in challenging and overturning criminal convictions reliant on the Horizon system.








Chapter 13

The Fight Back


In a way, every single subpostmaster affected has lived a life sentence since the day of their audit; everyone’s experience has scarred them, forever changed the course of the life they might have lived, derailed plans and given all of us something to spend a lifetime recovering from. Looking back at the moment I found out every single thing that the Post Office had put me through was not only unjustified but also unlawful was a turning point and there was a period of time where my anger threatened to get the better of me. My reasonable and ‘half glass full’ nature, I suppose, the ‘professional Jo’ who had trained herself to always turn on a smile and compartmentalise everything, was truly in danger of exploding.

The way I found out about Brander’s ‘no evidence of theft’ note was complicated and top secret, and not quite how it played out in the drama. Astonishingly, I was initially told back in 2013 by Ron Warmington after Second Sight found the piece of paper signed by Brander in my file, and he knew it was dynamite. Whilst they knew it would scupper everything for all of us if the Post Office realised what they had accidentally released, Ron didn’t feel it was right to withhold the information from me. Amongst all the good people I have met along the way, Ron and Ian are right up there. The fact they told me when they did that there was evidence of my innocence meant, although Mum and Dad didn’t live to see me legally cleared, they knew that evidence existed before they died. I will be forever grateful for that small mercy given what the process did to them, even though they didn’t live to see my wrongful conviction overturned.

In the ITV drama, Ian and Ron were cast as one character and that man comes to see me and explain what he has found in the files. In real life, I received a call from Ron one hot July day as I was covered in paint from trying to transform the garden shed. The phone rang, I saw his name and FaceTime request and picked up immediately. He commented on my lovely newly painted blue shed in the background and then he said, ‘Are you sitting down, kid?’ He proceeded to ask me what I would think if he told me he had in his possession the following information about a subpostmaster’s case and started to read out the document in front of him. He said the words clearly that the Post Office was ‘unable to find any evidence of theft.’

I sat down and let him speak and was genuinely stunned into silence as Ron told me that the documentation that he was sharing was about me and had been signed by Brander. The level of emotion swirling around was high. I was told that Brander recorded back in May 2006 that he had analysed my Horizon account and was unable to find any wrongdoing and yet had pressed me into accepting a plea bargain for false accounting instead. It had to be explained to me by Ron that ‘no evidence’ meant they had no right to charge me with theft and therefore no right to plea bargain me down to false accounting – ‘no evidence’ meant they had no right to take me to court at all.

Everything I had gone through, everything I had lost. Ten years of heartache and sleepless nights, years of never having a penny to my name and putting my family through hell living like paupers, knowing now that there was proof the Post Office had destroyed my life on a lie. What kind of people were they? How could they live with themselves? How did they not care? And most importantly, would this ever end?

Cleverly, Second Sight had known that they couldn’t show their hand until their final report, but that final report didn’t come for another two years and after they’d been sacked, so the time was now. They had nothing to lose now, because the gloves were off. I kept that conversation to myself for the longest time and it took every single ounce of restraint not to shout from the rooftops what they had done to me, not to publicly wave the written evidence I had as proof, especially as the Post Office had clearly released it in error and didn’t know I had it. Obviously, I shared it with my immediate family, though, and remember sitting down and telling Mum, Dad and David. Despite the fact I know there had never been any doubt on their behalf, I couldn’t help but feel a tiny spark of relief that I could show my biggest supporters that their belief in me hadn’t been misguided or just blind family loyalty. I didn’t realise how much it meant to me until I had it in my hands and what a relief it was that, even though we all knew the truth, I finally had the hard evidence.

I swore the family to secrecy and explained that if it got out then Ron could be sued by the Post Office, and that we had to use this as ammunition for the next steps and play the game, rather than tell everyone we knew. But life only gave me a short time to celebrate because we were soon dealt a bitter blow when Dad was diagnosed with terminal stomach cancer in June 2015. It was awful seeing both Mum and Dad in such a bad way, and being completely responsible for them continued to take over the day to day, though I was driven as ever to nail the Post Office for what they’d done to me and to them too, if anything it gave me more urgency. I look back now and I was so wrapped up with juggling the cleaning jobs, looking after Mum (whose stroke was much worse than Dad’s and left her far more dependent), preparing my case and chasing my files, I pray I didn’t miss the earlier signs. When dad got his diagnosis, he’d replied with his usual wit and stoicism, ‘That’s OK, I know lots of people who are dying too!’ The doctor laughed along but I could see Mum’s heart break as he said it. So we muddled along, as we’d always done, and Dad was adamant that my fight went on, no matter what was going on with him.

Thankfully the ante was being upped all round me, especially by those with more power than us, like James Arbuthnot who had already released a withering press statement once the Post Office dissolved the mediation scheme making his position clear:

‘The scheme was set up to help our constituents seek redress and to maintain the Post Office’s good reputation. It is doing neither. It has ended up mired in legal wrangling, with the Post Office objecting to most of the cases even going into the mediation that the scheme was designed to provide. I can no longer give it my support. I shall now be pursuing justice for subpostmasters in other ways.’

We went on Radio 4 pushing the fact there was still a case to answer and Alan and Kay were looking for law firms. James Hartley from Freeths heard the programme and was keen to take us on and so the GLO SPM litigation team was assembled. It was a complicated and lengthy process. We had to apply for a group litigation order (GLO) – i.e. a class action – which involved examining each subpostmaster’s case and looking for similarities so that they could be handled collectively rather than individually. Simultaneously, we had to put the feelers out for funding and insurance, as well as upping our numbers from the 135 people we had in the mediation scheme to the required 500+ applicant threshold. The campaigning for numbers started in overdrive – leaflet dropping, online research – anything to help us increase our numbers. This went on for about a year before we hit our goal, which was momentous.

But at the end of 2014, unable to let it rest, James had written a letter to the Chair of the Business, Innovation and Skills Select Committee asking that they set up an inquiry into the mediation scheme and its termination. He also did some targeted press to help drive home the need for a continued investigation into how things had been handled, which eventually resulted in the BIS Select Committee hearing in February 2015, which felt like another huge milestone that sadly didn’t deliver. It actually ended up being an oddly conflicting experience for me as I had hoped it would have more teeth than it did. I wasn’t the only one – I went with Julian and we ended up being treated to breakfast by James at Portcullis House, joined by Ron.

There was an atmosphere of hope in the air that this could be the thing that finally moved the dial, an open and honest environment where the truth surely had to prevail. There were moments where we nudged each other and thought, ‘Yes, we’ve finally got them!’ as we watched them squirm. Yet, whilst it was a forum for airing what was what and it did hold certain people’s feet to the fire – Tory MP Nadhim Zahawi actually played himself in the ITV drama and recreated the infamous court scene where he banged the table in frustration when Paula Vennells wouldn’t answer the question about why she hadn’t made documents available and if she now would – unfortunately, it wasn’t the life-changing moment we’d all hoped for.

I remember sitting there and thinking on the one hand that if they won’t produce the evidence that is being asked for then nothing useful will happen and on the other, ‘Wow, a select committee, we’re going to get a result here. This is the moment we’ve been waiting for.’ But you soon learn that isn’t how it works – they get told off publicly but it’s water off a duck’s back really given what they seemed to have lied about already to people’s faces. This just turned to be another groundhog day.

For me, the final straw was watching as Vennells actually said the words, ‘I have no evidence of miscarriages of justice’ and infamously add, ‘If there had been any miscarriages of justice, it would have been really important to me and the Post Office that we surfaced those. As the investigations have gone through, so far, we have no evidence of that.’ As I stared at the back of her head, all I could think about was that signed piece of paper which confirmed my innocence right from the start, a piece of paper that had been in my file all along and that I assumed she knew about. To me, all of which proved her testimony to be the most extraordinary stance to take given the actual truth that was there in black and white for all to see. I honestly wanted to stand up and hit her! Inside my head I was screaming, ‘Stop lying!’ I was full of rage, I had to literally sit on my hands and calm my breathing down, watched by Julian who could sense I was close to losing it.

After a couple of hours it was over – they’d admitted nothing, they produced none of the legal documents they were asked to. It seemed to be just another platform for them to deny any liability. It was a disappointing ending to something we’d hoped would have much more promise and we’d had such high hopes for. When we all filed out at the end, and I saw that Vennells had some poor servant type of employee holding out her coat so she could slip her arms in, the rage just kept building. We came face to face on the landing waiting for the lift and just as I plucked up the courage to try and look her in the eye, James’s secretary, Janet, saw the danger brewing and hastily steered me by my collar in the other direction, saying calmly, ‘I think we’ll take the stairs.’

Vennells couldn’t look at anyone, though, which was probably smart. She knew about the Brander signed document, she damn well knew that under her watch the Post Office had lied, entrapped and illegally tried and prosecuted me. As James Arbuthnot remarked after watching her make that statement, ‘I did not dismiss entirely the thought that she might be lying, but lying to parliament is a big step.’ Whichever way you looked at it – and I know it is the way we all continue to look at it now – it seems pretty inconceivable to anyone that such an important matter would have been kept from a CEO. Others, more kindly inclined than me, have argued that if she wasn’t aware of it, it could only be that she had decided, despite all the concerns raised directly with her over the years about possible miscarriages of justice, deliberately to remain in ignorance of what was going on in her own organisation. In my opinion there is no doubt that she knew; as Ian said, my document was a turning point in the whole thing as it was PROOF of a criminal cover-up and conspiracy – he always says there would have been no inquiry without that document, which is probably why they were hell bent on not giving it to me . . .

From my perspective this coincided with me pushing for my full files to be officially disclosed to me, which was now my right. I had been pushing and pushing for them to send me the full bundle, which included the document signed by Brander saying I had done nothing wrong. Unsurprisingly, I got nothing but nonsense and faff back as I pushed and pushed, in the end telling them not to worry and that I would go directly to Second Sight as I knew they had what I was after – it was a small two fingers up to the Post Office but I wanted them to be aware that I knew the document existed. Eventually, what I did get was every document except the one that would incriminate them and vindicate me, along with a clear renumbered inventory of documents handed over – airbrushing out of existence the very document central to the whole case and that proved their deliberate and dishonest conduct. The absolute pièce de resistance was the formal letter I received overleaf from Patrick Bourke.

And it felt like the justice gods were on our side when the levels of dishonesty just kept on being exposed – this time with the 2015 bombshell BBC Panorama programme that showed remote access was possible when they interviewed whistleblower and former Fujitsu employee Richard Roll. He was interviewed for the programme along with me, James Arbuthnot, Ian from Second Sight and others. They did ask the Post Office for comment and received one that involved lots of platitudes, like the fact that the Horizon system was ‘effective and robust’, that there had been ‘exhaustive investigations’ that produced ‘overwhelming evidence’ of our collective guilt; that it was a system used by 500,000 people and the ‘majority’ hadn’t complained.





Ian went on record to say that Horizon was fine most of the time and that with any large IT system it is inevitable that problems will occur, but the Post Office’s unwillingness to even entertain that was ‘institutional blindness’. James went further and argued that it was an ‘abuse of power by a big organisation bullying individuals’ who had no ability to cope with the pressures they were put under and that was resulting in some of them going to prison. As he reminded us, ‘We own this organisation behaving this way. It’s disgusting.’

The programme also exposed that ever since we had come together and been making a fuss, the number of subpostmasters prosecuted by the Post Office since 2010 had dropped from thirty-three to two in 2015. The programme highlighted two things that helped us all: that bugs did create cash shortfalls and the Post Office disclosed that in earlier documentation, and also the shock evidence of Richard, who categorically and quite defiantly said on camera that there ‘were about thirty people working in Bracknell and lots of errors and glitches coming through’. He said outright it was possible our issues were due to the system creating false losses and that financial records were sometimes changed remotely despite Paula’s assertion to the contrary. He said, ‘We went through the back door and made changes, sometimes you would be putting several lines of code in at a time to keep the counters working.’ He categorically said that the Post Office assertions were ‘untrue’. It was a pivotal moment for me as I decided to use the opportunity to read out on air that they knew back in 2006 they had found ‘no evidence of theft’ – my feeling was, what was the worst that could happen at this point?! The other thing that became obvious was how many cases had begun with the additional charge of theft being thrown out first and then being dropped if we pleaded guilty to false accounting – clearly seeming to show a routine tactic used against us. As my Post Office document stated in black and white, ‘I am never confident with false accounting charges in relation to recovery’ – that’s a recovery of the missing money they are talking about and it actually goes on to say, ‘the theft charge makes life so much easier.’ So, draw your own conclusions! Watching it back I honestly just wanted to shout, ‘Does nobody out there get this?!’



Yet, still, life rumbled on – an endless round of cleaning people’s homes, cleaning my own home, cooking and washing and dressing Mum and Dad. I left at the crack of dawn and worked like a crazy person and then came home to do it all again. I was also dealing with a lot of rage. I have always been a positive person, but I started to suffer bouts of real anger. I have gone back for this book and looked at my witness statement that I later wrote for the inquiry in which I outline the psychological impact the whole experience had on me – it really took me back to some dark days and I remember the indescribable anger when I not only found out I wasn’t the only one, but that the prosecution report that had been hidden all those years could have spared me and my family so much horror, and could definitely have cleared the charges before my parents died. In it, I describe myself as a burden and talk a lot about the guilt I feel at dragging my family through the mud with me – because of me I felt they had to live a humiliating life, and I will never make peace with that.

Since everything has unfolded, I’ve been diagnosed as suffering with an adjustment disorder, and mixed anxiety and depressive disorder. I have terrible health anxiety and haven’t been able to sleep since my early trials – I am unable to switch off and keep running events over and over in my head. I feel this has all changed my personality and made me less psychologically resilient. I am definitely more irritable and I feel huge guilt at not having been emotionally available for my family – they definitely lost the old me to this process and subsequent fight and I am not really sure who that is anymore.

It was hard to keep going at times, but that’s where the JFSA group came in – we all lifted each other up in times of crisis and when we all felt as if we were wading through treacle. I think most of us have thought about giving up on it all at some point over the years, but I made a vow that I would attend anything and everything associated with getting justice, and if there was someone there to look in the eye then I would be there to do it and remind them of the human cost of all this, even if they didn’t care.

I continued doing as much press as I could whilst juggling everything and we were in a holding pattern after the select committee meeting. Kay and Alan discussed the outcome of the closed incomplete mediation scheme and how to continue the fight and we all kept doing our bit. It was decided that we had enough evidence to consider taking a High Court case against the Post Office.

Meanwhile, though, things were deteriorating at home. Despite his cancer, Dad knew my legal situation inside and out and he kept my spirits up, reminding me why we were fighting and that I couldn’t let the bastards get me down! He had total faith in me, and it really made me realise we never stop needing our parents to believe in us, no matter how old we are. From diagnosis to the end, he had six months, and over that time my lovely dad disintegrated in front of my very eyes. He ate less and less until his frail body could fight no more. I used to sit on his bed with my mum on a chair beside him (he spent the last month bedridden) and talk about family life and days gone by. His family were his everything and he loved reminiscing; even though life had been tough, we had so much love amongst us. He wouldn’t take any medication at the end, which was hard, and in our quiet moments before he died, when he couldn’t eat or drink anything, I promised him two things: first, that I would always look after Mum, and second, that I would never, ever stop fighting to clear my name.

Dad passed away in January 2016. Mum was rocked to the core and had it not been for her great-grandchildren she would have thrown the towel in there and then. She put a brave face on it all, but her heart was broken. She also hated being disabled and not being able to shower herself. I hated that, on top of it all, we were so short of money, which meant I was flying in and out of the house in between jobs, checking up on her as often as I could and weighed down with guilt at how often I had to leave her.

The legal fight was a constant dull ache. By this time, we knew we had a judge appointed to our case, and we’d managed to get funding in place too. Mum was as jubilant as me, and we knew that Dad would have been too. My world was rocked again though in October 2017 when Mum complained of a pain in her side, so I took her for a scan, and I remember the radiologist who did it being really cagey. Mum asked her if she could see a reason why she would be in so much pain and she replied that we would hear from the doctor in fourteen days, which actually made me relax a bit. But we had just got home from the hospital – I was still wheeling Mum into the house from the car – when the phone rang. It was the GP, and she said, ‘I am sorry, Jo, your mum has a tumour in her pancreas.’ It was totally devastating. We saw the consultant five days later and nine days after he’d confirmed the diagnosis, Mum died. It was the very worst collision of my two worlds in the run-up to her death; Mum was bedridden, but I’ll always take comfort in the fact that at least she knew we’d been awarded the GLO and were on our journey.

The next important step to getting to trial was a case management conference which had been set for 19 October 2017. I asked Mum’s sister, Joy, to come and stay and they slept in the bed together just as they did as kid sisters, sharing a single bed like the old days. I set up a baby monitor in the room so I could hear if anyone needed me in the night and then towards the end I slept on the floor in the same room. In Mum’s last forty-eight hours she made me promise that I would go to the hearing no matter what was going on with her, but I told her that I wouldn’t leave her, especially not for that. She died on 15 October 2017 – part of me thinks it was her final act to go before the trial date so that I had no conflict when it came to attending. That would be so typical of her, making an impossible choice easier for me.

That day in court was a blur, really – I hadn’t slept a wink since Mum died and I was still in shock. As I stood in the corridor it took me a minute to remember how I even got to court. On one hand it felt wildly inappropriate to be there in a suit still pushing for justice from the people who broke my family in every way – financially, mentally and physically. In all honesty, I truly believe that the whole hideous mess hastened the death of both of my parents. What are the chances of both parents having strokes within three months of each other if not stress related? So, with that in mind, the court felt like the best place I could be, four days after the death of my wonderful mum, as I went into a tiny room that initially looked like a cupboard to me rather than an imposing High Court.

I do remember though, meeting my wonderful barrister, Patrick Green KC for the first time and he went on to be one of the most important people in our team, who was a brilliant advocate for us. We were also fortunate to have Mr Justice Fraser as the trial judge (now Lord Justice Fraser) because he was the Head of the Technology courts and seemed to fully understand the challenge that might lay ahead of him. Throughout all of this, Barbara and Kay’s firm continued to support all the subpostmasters in the group without funds to pay for professional advice or assistance; we couldn’t afford to pay KLL, and we weren’t charged, but they still carried on helping us. They are truly incredible. The big ‘day in court’ was a rubberstamp exercise, really, and the main thing was getting a date for the actual trial, which the judge said would be November. I naively thought he meant the following month and it took me a minute to realise we had to wait another year as he meant November 2018!

So we all carried on, back in a familiar holding pattern but me now with a shadow of grief over me. Despite that, I know we were all feeling slightly more optimistic that things were moving in the right direction, at least. It was another long year waiting until that November court date arrived. I was adamant that I was going to travel to London every day – despite the costs of the train tickets that I couldn’t afford – I was determined to look them in the eye. A small group of us had formed a little court band – we were obviously bonded together given what we’d been through – and as there was a group of us it meant that someone would always be there to represent us. We all completely adored Lord Justice Fraser who for once didn’t beat around the bush and certainly didn’t appear intimidated by the mammoth task in front of him.

It felt obvious to me that the tactic being employed by the Post Office barrister was to try and just keep kicking the trial down the road, relying on the fact we would run out of money, energy and, most importantly, out of hope. I remember being immediately impressed and reassured by how no nonsense Lord Justice Fraser clearly was, very obviously a qualified and intelligent man with a brain the size of a planet, but most importantly, he was a man brimming with integrity, something it seemed to me had been severely lacking on the other side. Why else were we here if not because of their lack of integrity and morality?

A year to wait both felt like forever and no time at all – given how long this hell had already lasted, it was a drop in the ocean, but it also gave us a focussed period of time to really gather everything we needed and present our very best case. We had to be smarter than ever as it really was the fight of our lives, perhaps even our last chance, and it was clear there were even more people out there to be reached and add strength to our case. So we decided to put every second to good use, pull together our claims, look for those with similar cases; for me it was a lifeline because keeping busy was the only way to survive the horror of Mum dying, any distraction was a welcome one and it was all I had to hold on to. I had promised her and it was the final thing I could do to honour her and my dad for everything.

One of the things most important to me was that everyone on the other side had to look us in the eyes and remember that we were real people whose lives had been destroyed, proper people with families, real people who had died and lost everything, not just a collection of numbers on computer screens to be accepted or declined, not just a chip and pin system screwed into a desk. We were living beings and we mattered, and so to that end we started a WhatsApp group initially called the ‘Fighters’ and latterly renamed ‘Winners’ after our victory! Our purpose was to make sure that one of us went to court every single day, come what may. We wanted the other side to see us but also felt it was vital for Justice Fraser to see how damaged we had been by the Post Office actions, to really see us and what we had suffered, how the system had tried to crush us but that we were still standing, I really felt that could make or break our case. I needed to reclaim myself in the face of the system that had nearly taken everything from me. Up until this point, the Post Office had driven the narrative on us; we were thieves, untrustworthy people playing the system, but now was our chance to speak for ourselves and conduct ourselves so he could see who we really were. We also wanted to support Alan and everyone selected to give evidence. We were in it together come what may.

I was lucky to live close enough to jump on a daily train, as I became totally obsessed with going, but despite the fact others had much harder journeys to make, we all vowed to support each other every day in court. Our group forged a strong bond and a clear routine, we would all get our trains with plenty of time to meet at the Pret a Manger on Fetter Lane beforehand for a band of brothers breakfast. It is impossible to describe how monumental even the simple act of being together and ordering a coffee felt, knowing that we would be drinking that coffee on the way to court where we hoped we would finally see people held accountable for what they had done to us. Finally, we had a trial that would be fair and just and allow the facts to speak for themselves, where surely other people would see what the Post Office had done after what felt like a decade of them covering up and stitching us up. This felt monumental, powerful, righteous and different. The energy in the group felt different too. For once hope was in the air and it felt fantastic.

All I could think as I entered Court 26 for the first time was that I hoped we would all fit in the allotted room as the last one had been so small, I don’t think they had any idea how many sub postmasters wanted to be here to see justice served in person. With that in mind Alan had assured us that they had applied for the biggest court room available and as I looked around at the dramatic space, it didn’t disappoint. All I kept praying was that this was the room where justice would be served.

Things started off on an aggressive foot when the Post Office QC, David Cavender, looked at Justice Fraser and said, in a rather challenging tone, that the case was an ‘existential threat’ to the Post Office business model if we were allowed to claim damages for our suffering. I remember being taken aback at the aggression and tried not to react when Justice Fraser simply raised an eyebrow.

Right from the very opening moments, the trial was like a filmic battle scene of good versus evil and we were all lined up to watch the great fight with baited breath; the Post Office were seated on the right of the court and we were on the left surrounded by row upon row of barristers and lawyers, like we all had our weapons at the ready and were just waiting for the whistle of war to set us off. We filled up the two whole rows of chairs at the back of the room and I took the seat by the pillar where I could see everything, eventually that became my regular seat as it felt unlucky to change it, that seat also meant I had the best view of Justice Fraser in full action, as well as him being able to see my full range of facial expressions on show as the Post Office gave their evidence! We were evenly matched in numbers by the Post Office who also had two full rows, theirs filled with expressionless suits rather than real victims, though they were certainly better dressed than me as I was head to toe in ‘smart clothes’ selected from various charity shops as that’s all I could afford. It took me right back to 2008, again feeling very conscious of the impression I needed to make in front of the legal decision makers, still feeling on trial just like that day in Winchester when I was convinced I’d go to prison, even though this time it wasn’t me having to prove myself. I realised that feeling will never leave me, ever. Something else they have given me to overcome. It felt interesting to me that despite their vast numbers of people in seats, the Post Office hierarchy present didn’t include their general counsel, who had appeared at the Horizon trial but seemingly disappeared for the Inquiry. The only person there everyday like me was Angela van den Bogerd, which didn’t feel like a great omen but did leave me wondering if she would take any accountability for anything of if she would sit through it acting like none of it applied to her. I will leave you to guess how that went.

The trial lasted four weeks and I don’t think any of us was prepared for how brutal it would be. Six subpostmasters were picked to give evidence and be cross examined – three picked by our side and three selected from the Post Office’s side, as well as fourteen Post Office employees, including Angela van den Bogerd. This first trial was focused on the contractual relationship between the Post Office and the subpostmasters, which was agency-based. There was a second trial pencilled for the following March that would look at the Horizon computer system and supporting technologies, and then the possibility of a third that would look at our individual cases.

The Post Office immediately set about trying to trash Alan Bates and his commitment to justice, repeatedly calling him a ‘details man’ – which was ironic given all they seemed to do was concentrate on which details they could withhold from us, which implied they knew full well this case rested on details they kept pretending didn’t exist. It also seemed they had picked three cases they thought were the weakest, but they clearly hadn’t reckoned on dealing with Pam Stubbs, whose evidence revolved around the detailed paper records she kept to reconcile discrepancies between her own records and those generated by the faulty Horizon system. Her paper trail acted as a brilliant double check against the system she believed was faulty and she was ready to stand up in court and continue to challenge that system. Pam and her husband ran the Barkham post office near Wokingham in Berkshire for a total of twenty-three years. Pam’s husband, Martin, ran the branch until his death from an aggressive form of cancer in 1999. The day after he died, Pam became subpostmaster.

When she took the stand, the first thing that David Cavender did was suggest that it was all such a long time ago that she couldn’t possibly remember every detail she claimed to, especially given that much of what was being discussed was ‘mundane’. He patronisingly went on to say, ‘We are talking about everyday events, not something like a car crash.’ We all sat there open-mouthed as Pam firmly replied, ‘If you’re referring to the events of August 1999 it very much was like a car crash, and I remember it vividly.’ He quickly realised his error as he stated, ‘I think you might be referring to your husband’s death.’ She stared at him, simply answering, ‘Yes’, before adding that the Post Office expected her to open up the very next day after he died, no excuses, no bereavement leave, no compassion. He said that whilst he understood it must have been a stressful time, what he is talking about is mundane things like signing documents. She looked at him and said clearly, ‘Well, let’s see what documents you want to talk about, and I’ll see how well I remember them.’ That told him! Pam made mincemeat of Cavender, and it all seemed to slightly backfire on the Post Office who thought the intimidation of the little people could continue. I wasn’t allowed to give evidence as I was a ‘criminal’ and not to be trusted, so everyone up on the stand hadn’t been convicted of a crime and was deemed a more suitable witness than me.

Although none of us were remotely legally qualified, we’d all been exposed to enough court room antics to be able to take a sensible view on how things might be going, this time we were able to keep each other’s spirits up as we all genuinely felt positive about how things were going. This was despite what seemed like the Post Office having the financial upper hand as usual and deploying their familiar dirty tricks, including their tried and tested pattern of disclosing documents so late, literally just before midnight, that our lawyers would have minimal time to even glance at them never mind have time to prepare a robust defence for the next morning. The Post Office had team members they could rotate to ensure everyone their side was fresh and fully rested, whereas our team was run ragged and operating on empty and depleted tanks, permanently exhausted but still showing up every day, determined to do right by us. They were truly magnificent and totally dedicated to getting us the justice we deserved.

The case finished in December and the judgement was eventually handed down on 15 March 2019. I made sure I was there to see that happen; in fact, I ended up fighting my way through the swarm of journalists to make sure that I got my own paper copy. Before I’d even had a chance to read it, given how thick it was, I was inundated with interview requests from media asking how I felt, and although I had no idea what the outcome was, my intuition told me – and the fact the journalists seemed giddy – that it might be good news for us.

This was confirmed a few minutes later when our amazing barrister, Kathleen Donnelly, came up to me, put her hand on my arm and said in her career that she’d never seen a better judgement – in fact, out of the twenty-nine points raised, Justice Fraser found in our favour for twenty-six of them. I would call that a resounding victory. The Post Office responded by eventually appealing. Alan Bates held a press conference outside alongside James Hartley from Freeths, both representing us magnificently and shouting our innocence from the rooftops. Karl Flinders echoed Alan and the mood brilliantly with the Computer Weekly headline, Subpostmasters ACHIEVE ‘STUNNING VICTORY’ AGAINST POST OFFICE IN HORIZON CASE. It was reported that we were vindicated in our ‘suffering experienced as a result of computer system problems and an unfair contract’.

In the judgement, Justice Fraser found that there was a culture of secrecy and confidentiality generally in the Post Office, but particularly around the Horizon accounting and retail system that we all used to run the branches. Justice Fraser issued significant findings on the nature of the relational contract between subpostmasters and the Post Office and as a result, the Post Office were told they would be bound by new obligations to subpostmasters that hadn’t existed before, including good faith, fair dealing, transparency and cooperation. His criticisms of the Post Office were withering and included ‘oppressive behaviour’ when demanding sums of money that couldn’t be accounted for, but the final blast was unwavering in its scathing tone:

‘There can be no excuse, in my judgement, for an entity such as the Post Office to mis-state, in such clearly expressed terms, in letters that threaten legal action, the extent of the contractual obligation upon a [subpostmaster] for losses. The only reason for doing so, in my judgement, must have been to lead the recipients to believe that they had absolutely no option but to pay the sums demanded. It is oppressive behaviour,’ said the ruling. ‘The Post Office describes itself on its own website as “the nation’s most trusted brand”. So far as these claimants, and the subject matter of this group litigation, are concerned, this might be thought to be wholly wishful thinking.’

The Post Office’s response? They tried to have Justice Fraser sacked . . .






Chapter 14

A Stunning Victory


Our victory felt both monumental and yet a tentative step on a long road where we knew the Post Office were not in the mood to roll over. Initially, we had pencilled in the idea of six trials over a period of time as the group litigation was split into several separate disputes. Justice Fraser found in our favour for the contractual relationship case, the Post Office were clearly terrified that next on the list was the IT system, Horizon itself. In fact, we were only two weeks into the second trial when they tried to recuse [essentially, sack] Justice Fraser completely.

As far as I was concerned, you couldn’t make it up in relation to the Post Office position. Perhaps derailed by the first judgement, and seemingly rattled by the way the second trial was shaping up, right out of the blue straight after lunch, they served our Knight in Shining Armour, Justice Fraser, with a piece of paper that turned out to be a ‘recusal application’, asking him to remove himself from the trial – cue us all madly googling what recusal meant! – suggesting that he had already formed an opinion on matters yet to be discussed in current and future trials.

Although we’d only been in court two short weeks, evidence-wise we’d shown our hand, having all provided our testimony and making our legal position clear. Having heard all that, that’s when the Post Office struck. Justice Fraser’s response? He refused to sack himself and stated that he was confident he could proceed in a ‘wholly impartial manner’ and did not feel any embarrassment or difficulty in proceeding as a result of that application – but that process took a month in itself. We were relieved we could continue but the madness continued from the Post Office – they appealed Justice Fraser’s refusal to recuse himself and also appealed the judgement from the first trial. All of this was spooking our funders and the insurers – it costs hundreds of thousands of pounds to appeal, and the costs were mounting up. The Post Office were making it as costly as possible in an attempt to run us out of money. To my mind it was another case of the Post Office trying to act above the law.

The second trial reconvened in June and we had the final two weeks during which time there was no more shenanigans, but we had the madness of supposed Post Office experts giving evidence. We didn’t know for sure that things were going in our favour but, given they had a succession of witnesses that struggled to defend their position, we felt more hopeful that justice was coming. However, there was such an inequality of arms in the court room – the Post Office’s team had a hidden army behind the army. They would purposefully disclose documents at the eleventh hour, which makes our victory even more extraordinary. They were absolutely magnificent.

We had always known it was ambitious to manage and run all the planned trials with the funding we had and that settlement might be the only option if we ran out of money to keep going in court. Kay and Alan, who were steering us, had repeatedly said that they really didn’t want us to have to settle, although we all knew it might come to that, but we really wanted to try and at least get to the third trial.

But we just didn’t have the money to keep going – something we felt the Post Office were very aware of and exploited by prolonging whatever they could their end, particularly knowing that any settlement would be limited. JFSA was faced with an impossible decision: to either carry on, be left without funding and insurance, or stop and mediate a settlement at the end of 2019.

Kay and Alan took the advice of our legal team, and they felt the claim couldn’t continue and we were forced to accept mediation – it was deemed the only logical choice if we were to achieve any possibility of financial settlement for individual subpostmasters. And so what followed was nearly twelve days of mediation negotiations in December 2019 at the offices of Herbert Smith Freehills in London. Kay attended every day on behalf of JFSA. It is worth noting that Paula Vennells had left the Post Office by this point and her replacement was Nick Reed, who decided it would be good PR to visit the mediation site and meet some of us affected. In my opinion it would have been hard to top the indifference that Vennells displayed whenever I saw her, but Nick just exuded stupidity as far as I was concerned and had as little interest in our plight as anyone else I had encountered from the Post Office’s side. He just kept going on about ‘looking to the future’ as we tried to tell him how we had been affected – it went in one ear and out the other, lucky to hit anything on the way through. This seemed to be reinforced when the Post Office refused Kay’s request that as part of the negotiation, some mental health care of the subpostmasters and their families should be included. Request denied.

We were initially told that the maximum settlement the Post Office could offer was a fixed £50 million and that would need government shareholder approval for that – in fact, the true position was that anything over £50 million would need government approval. Settlement was reached on 11 December at 00.15 a.m. and we were told that a government minister got out of bed to sign it off. Along with the £50 million, Alan and Kay negotiated as many cash extras as possible, including:


	To exclude the subpostmasters with criminal convictions (to preserve the right to overturn our convictions under a separate legal action and pursue a new action for malicious prosecution). Basically, so we couldn’t be paid off to not challenge our convictions.

	Writing off all Post Office debts against any subpostmasters up to December 2019.

	To obtain an undertaking from the Post Office to give all assistance and cover the costs of removing cautions of any subpostmaster’s property or assets.

	An undertaking to assist in overturning bankruptcies and supporting applications for annulments.

	To write off all Post Office claims and for Post Office to give all necessary assistance to pay creditors and annul bankruptcies.



There was a lot more detail but that was the main crux of what Alan and Kay fought for, along with £8.75 million costs ordered against the Post Office during the High Court trial already paid to Freeths by the Post Office.

Fifty million pounds sounds like an extraordinary amount of money but it was a complicated system, and the total pool of funds that everyone needed to take from. The formula attempted to take into consideration the loss of home, prosecution, loss of earnings, ill health, loss of profits or other assets plus the return of funds wrongly taken due to the Horizon system – some people had been financially annihilated, others less so, and that was just a tragic fact of the situation. As Kay says, ‘This exercise was very difficult because funds left for SPMs of about £11 million were estimated to be only 10 per cent of the redress funds required. This was not compensation by the Post Office.’

Far from the end, Alan and Kay continued to discuss how money owed to the remaining 492 GLO subpostmasters would be recovered – excluding those of us with criminal convictions – and they produced a JFSA invoice for approximately £46 million plus interest in respect of litigation costs. Alan sent that to Boris Johnson as prime minister, asking for full repayment as the Post Office was owned by HM Government and had benefitted from the money wrongly taken from the subpostmasters. The shame of it is that we had won, and if we had progressed to the fifth trial, JFSA would have recovered all its costs. But we just weren’t able to do this. However, we took solace in another big win and that was an investigation into the conduct of civil servants, ministers and MPs, which is on hold until the outcome of the current inquiry but feels like a good step towards true justice. Having now been interviewed by the Metropolitan Police, I am confident there will be prosecutions. It is a process, just like the one I went through except there are millions more documents and evidence to pore over. We have waited more than twenty years for justice, so a little longer won’t hurt. All I can say is that, for a few years a large number of people will be feeling like I felt, waiting for the inevitable, terrifying day in court.

The final financial nugget is possibly the most breathtaking of all – the JFSA and the GLO legal team incurred approximately £15,000,000 in legal costs as claimants in the High Court litigation and as Kay and Alan said, they might have expected the Post Office as defendants to have spent two-thirds of that – perhaps around £10 million. So, imagine our surprise when we saw from Post Office published accounts that they had spent nearly £140 million on legal fees, which appears to be a complete waste of public money in defending the Post Office brand. Kay says, ‘It seems to me that Post Office senior staff have perpetrated a cover-up apparently at any cost to hide their criminal theft of funds from subpostmasters, possibly orchestrating a conspiracy to pervert the course of justice and endorse or commit perjury in the Court by themselves or others.’ I couldn’t have put it better myself!

Thanks to the fact that those with criminal convictions were carved out separately, the compensation being paid meant I could set about the most important thing to me. I have always said it is right and proper that everyone gets paid, and at the point of this book being published, there are still so many who haven’t received what they are due. But for me, my name was priceless and the first thing I did as soon as I could was set about clearing it – I knew for my parents that would have been the most important thing, and it was the promise I made to them both on their deathbeds.

But before I got to that, there were still dire money worries to deal with exacerbated by the death of Mum and Dad. Less income was coming into the household, which meant when I applied to extend our ‘cheap’ fixed rate mortgage for a further two years – to see us through the trials – I was turned down. We had never missed a payment and yet the bank was refusing to let us remortgage on the grounds that our incomes were insufficient to make the repayments. By this time, David was 72 and I was 62 years old. Both of us had physical jobs and they said they would not even consider us. Feeling deflated, I knew I had no choice but to put the house on the market. I went to the local estate agent and did all the necessaries, and so it went on the market. I cleaned for Mrs P – and David had looked after her garden for almost twenty years – so I thought it only fair to tell her what was happening the next time I went round to clean before she saw it in the estate agent’s window. She was taken aback and as I recounted the story of the bank refusing us a remortgage she looked perplexed. About twenty minutes later, as I was hoovering her living room, she appeared behind me. I turned the hoover off and Mrs P said, ‘I’ve been talking to Tony [Wechsler, her partner] and we want to pay off your mortgage so you can stay in your house. You can carry on paying us monthly, just like the bank, as long as it takes. We can find a lawyer to draw it all up properly.’ I remember looking at her in shock.

‘You can’t do that. You don’t even know how much it is!’ I exclaimed.

‘I don’t care how much it is,’ she replied.

I admit I shed a tear. Mrs P had supported me from the very beginning and had even been at court when I was sentenced. I was truly humbled and when I went home to tell David the news he was equally moved. It was such an amazing and generous thing to do, and reminded me how lucky I am to have such incredible people around me. Of all the kindness shown to us, this I will never forget and the first thing I did with the compensation was pay them back, although dear Tony had died by then. Though I did raise a smile as I paid it into his racing account as requested and the account name was One More Moment of Madness. Just about sums up the past twenty-plus years!

The next step was clearing my name. Despite all that had gone on in the High Court, the Post Office continued to fight us over malicious prosecution, trying to limit any damages we could receive. As a condition of the High Court settlement, we were not allowed to continue being represented by Freeths, who had all our documents. Of course we couldn’t. The Post Office were not going to make this easy. But we had a right to get our criminal convictions quashed and so I spoke to a Labour MP that I’d been introduced to, Karl Turner, and he in turn introduced me to his friend, the wonderful Neil Hudgell, who I met on Zoom during the pandemic – it now being 2020, more than fifteen years since the whole sorry affair had started for me, over two decades since Alan had been involved. Neil is the Chairman of Hudgell Solicitors, and he quickly masterminded things brilliantly and brought together a highly experienced team to challenge what they called ‘an unsafe conviction’. Neil started to explore other civil claims for those affected but not part of the initial group damages settlement. They then instructed a leading barrister, Tim Moloney QC, and set about getting the convictions overturned. And so, after endless back-and-forth that, like everything else, was complicated and time-consuming, the day I didn’t dare dream would happen arrived.

On 23 April 2021, a group of us convicted subpostmasters trouped to the Royal Courts of Justice in the hope that we were finally going to have our convictions quashed and our names cleared. Loads of JFSA members came to support us and I was on BBC Breakfast first thing, live outside the court, and then in we went to hear a judge read out a summary. We sat in silence, completely still and socially distanced, as the judge read out the names of thirty-nine victims one by one, and declared each and every conviction quashed, including the three subpostmasters who had sadly died before seeing justice. This was made all the more poignant as I knew that Karen, Julian’s widow, was in court with Emma, his daughter, to witness the overturning of his conviction. She wore his tie and held his photo as she clutched a pot of his ashes, determined he would see justice, albeit posthumously.

The atmosphere was jubilant and bittersweet, as so many important people were missing. As we filed out of court the press were everywhere and we gave an impromptu press conference. As we headed outside into the bright sunshine, all I could think as I stood with all the other innocent people who had been dragged through the gutter was, ‘This one is for you, Mum and Dad. I told you I wouldn’t let the bastards get me down.’






Chapter 15

The Fight Continues


After I returned home a legally innocent woman – the villagers had tied the house up in bunting and we had sipped champagne on the driveway to toast my win – real life slowly crept back in.

Although the euphoria was unparalleled, the fight didn’t stop for full group justice and a formal investigation into what the Post Office had done and how they would be held accountable. The inquiry we had all been so desperate to see happen was established in non-statutory form on 29 September 2020 and converted to statutory form on 1 June 2021; it is being led by Sir Wyn Williams, who will examine over twenty years’ worth of system failings, and at the time of this book going to print, we still haven’t had the verdict. It took place over a three-year period broken down into phases – and phase one was the hardest part as it was the human impact hearing, and I was called to give evidence on the very first day. As ever, I didn’t want any friends or family there as it had become my little ritual to do these really tough things alone. I said everything there that I have shared here with the reader and I did it with the same amount of honesty, conviction and outrage as I have felt writing every word of this book.

The whole inquiry has been broken down into phases, with the first four taking us from February 2022 to January 2024. We then reconvened in April 2024 for the final three phases and then closing statements were made in December 2024. I went almost every day and looked each and every person in the eye. It felt like a spectator sport that we had earned the right to witness. I felt we deserved to see them squirm and I had no guilt about that given how many times the shoe had been on the other foot. Honestly, I loved every minute of it. At last Vennells had to look me in the eye and acknowledge my existence in the flesh, I wasn’t just a case number she could dehumanise. I wasn’t someone to be pushed around anymore, she didn’t get to rule things anymore. She was the one in the dock now and she even had to apologise for the nasty emails she sent me. And Tim took it up a gear by completely skewering her on my behalf and then the spotlight turned to Brander. He looked pathetic to me as he struggled to explain why he’d written there had been no evidence of theft in my case and yet then signed my summons for theft. It really was a life-changing moment to see Brander in front me and feel all that power he had over me just float away like mist. I could see that what was left on that stand was a pathetic man with no hold over me at all because everyone could finally see the truth he had known all along.

Witness after witness was shredded by the inquiry team, all their secrets laid bare. The fall from grace of executives, lawyers, investigators, Ministers and even secretaries of state was alarming to see. I think it is absolutely disgraceful, people in positions of power doing nothing.

In all honesty, the inquiry alone could be a book in its own right and I can’t possibly even begin to do it justice here – to me it is thousands of hours of some people’s genuine truth and a public platform for some people’s revised theatrical fiction.

There were some obvious things that stood out for me, though, in amongst all the hundreds of testimonies given – and it wasn’t just the performance of Paula Vennells, no longer employed by the Post Office at the time she gave testimony but nevertheless very much the person in charge when it all happened on her doorstep. The tears did nothing for me and it wasn’t just what she said or how she dramatically delivered it clutching a tissue to her face, it’s what it seemed to me she clearly knew all along – most notably that despite there being no evidence to prosecute me they pushed ahead and did just that anyway, irrespective of the facts – or perhaps in direct defiance of the facts only they had. That was really all I could think about throughout the three-year inquiry, and I fluctuated between flashes of extreme sadness and deep rage.

In May 2024, at the inquiry, the person that Ron had alerted to my innocence-proving document, Jarnail Singh – the Post Office’s Head of Legal and the person who Ian from Second Sight had originally investigated – denied everything levelled against him, including that he knew anything about bugs in the Horizon system whilst sub-postmaster prosecutions continued for three years around him. Whilst he was on the stand, lead counsel Jason Beer accused him of telling ‘a big fat lie’. I will never forget when Jarnail Singh basically denied everything levelled against him, despite a wave of evidence and emails to the contrary. He’d just say things like ‘I don’t recall seeing it . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about . . . I don’t know how these things worked’, as if saying that would make it all OK.

It all just kept coming and I don’t know how we all sat there without jumping up and down, except I do know we were determined not to let ourselves or each other down. After years of being portrayed as lowly and opportunistic thieves, we wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of having anything on us; unlike those in the dock, I thought, we have nothing to hide or apologise for.

The evidence against Vennells and the fact that she was told about a ‘covert operations team’ that could remotely access Horizon two years before she appeared in parliament seemed damning enough to me. So imagine my surprise when this was compounded by tapes published by Channel 4 and broadcast right as the inquiry was taking place in March 2024, that showed all our suspicions had been true. In the never-before-heard audio recordings that dated back to 2013, Ian and Ron had secretly recorded a conversation with Susan Crichton who seemingly confirms twice that Vennells knows and has been briefed about the allegations they were investigating. ‘Paula knows about the allegation. She knows we are working on it.’ Susan very clearly states in the recording that Vennells had been briefed about the Bracknell operations unit. ‘She’s got everything. The way that I’ve tried to brief Paula is, as soon as I have evidence that, you know, that there is a problem, she knows about it the next minute,’ says Susan. On the call were Ron, Ian, and Alwen Lyons, Company Secretary of the Post Office

I sat there open-mouthed at home watching the TV the night they were broadcast, praying everyone at the inquiry the next day would remember that these tapes were recorded TWO YEARS before Vennells told MPs in 2015 that it was not possible for subpostmasters’ accounts to be accessed remotely.

The tapes also reveal that lawyers were eager to shut down interest from MPs into the unfolding scandal. In the audio, Susan is heard saying, ‘[We] need to somehow have a plan to close down this process. I mean, even to the extent of stopping MPs sending cases in now . . . So is there any way, and I’m thinking out loud here, is there any way of shutting down the MP cases, and making James and his friends happy, so they’ll just go away, basically?’

All I could think as I listened was how are they getting away with this, somebody’s got to be held to account. That feeling grew even more rampant as I listened sometime later in the inquiry to Rod Ismay, Post Office ex-accounting chief, saying he had ‘other priorities’ when asked why he did not highlight inaccuracies in his report after it was published in 2010, a report that concluded the Fujitsu software was ‘robust’. What a comment to make when his actions, and that of so many others, affected and ruined the lives of so many. But he really is just one of many people who did similar things, kept their mouths shut or toed the party line. It’s devastating to think about, so sometimes I try not to.

Yet, as the inquiry progressed, more came out in the wash. It rumbled on and on, and one testimony merged into another, although Vennells and her little breakdown on the stand will stay with me. As much I’ll admit I enjoyed seeing her squirm on the stand, I don’t even want to grant it space here on the page, so disingenuous did it seem to me. But I secretly enjoyed staring at her and them all, including Brander, as they tried to find words to defend what was indefensible, and full of apologies as their own words were brought up on the screen. I left the last day of the inquiry asking the same question I first asked myself on entering: How do these people live with themselves? That’s something I’ll never be able to answer but I do know I can hold my own head up high and I have to remember all the people who have shown me glimmers of humanity along the way, and the moments of recognition I’ve had since starting this hellish journey.

One of those moments that means so much, and that I’ll never forget, took place on the steps right after my conviction was publicly quashed. As I stood taking it all in, someone from the press pack introduced me to someone who was waiting to speak to me. Imagine my surprise to find the extended hand about to shake mine belonged to Lord Justice Coulson. I was completely taken aback and asked if I should curtsey to him, to which he replied, ‘On today of all days, I should be curtseying to you.’ He went on to invite me as his very special guest of honour at the Grand Night in Gray’s Inn, a real pinch-me moment and a night I’ll never forget. The full circle moment wasn’t lost on me – I’d gone from being a wrongly convicted criminal whose reputation was stained to now sitting at the top table next to someone who represented justice and righteousness, two things I finally felt were being recognised in me.






Chapter 16

The Future


Well, we await the outcome of the inquiry we have all pinned a lot of hope on, but I pray that finally the system sees what we have seen all along – that the Post Office has behaved in a corrupt and unjust manner for over two decades and we have all had our lives ruined as a result.

And me? Well, I keep going because I know I have done nothing wrong, and I know I will keep fighting until the day I die to see people held accountable. I do have a bit of peace now that I am technically not a criminal, but I will never be the same again. I know that the financial side of things is tricky because everyone has a different sense of what is fair and just – it was a three-year process from the start to the finish of my claim and I am now fully settled.

But seriously, I think because I witnessed Mum and Dad go so quickly and severely, you realise life is too short, and some money to feel secure and relax a tiny bit feels priceless to me and David. Any money is better than the destitute way we had been living for years, and I just feel like we need to get on with life now. I think I have a bit of survivor’s guilt; I can’t stop the fight because there are still comrades that need help to get their justice and now I have a bit of a platform I want to use it to maximum effect to help make that happen. But financially, we’re finally secure – all my massive debts are paid (I paid back Mrs P for the mortgage!) and I’ve got a little bit in the bank for a rainy day, not masses but enough to feel a bit calm, and I bought a new horse after I had to retire my old one – the one treat I gave myself in an attempt to remember who I used to be when I was out riding; and I do feel flashes of that old Jo when I am out in the open air.

I feel her coming back a little bit. I just value having that bit of headspace where I am not in fight or flight mode the whole time, where I don’t feel sick every time the phone rings or the postman comes to the door, and where I can pay a bill on time and in full without having to beg, borrow or steal. I used to move around in a fog, terrified at what new storm the day would bring, who I owed money to now, what else I would be accused of and what people really thought of me. The feeling I got when I paid off my mortgage is one I will never forget and that is what I want for everyone else – I want them to feel free.

This all feels so surreal, and it started really with the ITV drama, Mr Bates vs The Post Office. We have so much for which to thank Gwyneth Hughes for writing it, and the cast and all the production team from Little Gem and ITV, and I definitely have Monica Dolan to thank for my recognisability after she played me faultlessly! We all knew it was great, but I think it definitely took everybody by surprise. Not with how good it was, but the impact it’s had and how it triggered the public in the way that nothing else ever did – at the time those moments were amazing but it was bite-sized information being drip fed and it sounded like a computer horror story rather than a human one. So the power of these characters that you were rooting for, that you invested in over four episodes, that was pivotal and turned it from a boring data story to a story people could really relate to – good people swallowed by the system. The whole thing was a masterpiece of pulling together this massively complicated two-decade-long story and all these people who had suffered. And I want this book to reinforce the message of the drama: we all suffered, and we all thought we were alone, but once you find the strength of community you can rise up and fight for change – no matter how big, or old or revered the system is that is knocking you down.

People ask me, when will I stop? My involvement will end when the GLO group get paid. All these complicated schemes need settling and once everyone gets what they need and deserve, I will sit down and shut up! The government are in charge of the numerous redress schemes and make what I deem questionable statements about them publicly, but behind the scenes sits an army of civil servants, many of whom were in their posts during the scandal. And so it goes on – and on. I think it’s absolutely disgraceful that victims cannot simply get paid what is due so they can move on. We all fought in court for those massive trials, and everyone deserves to feel safe and at peace. The OBE is a total honour, but I genuinely see it as a profile raiser that will help keep the spotlight on everyone else until every single person is financially reimbursed and we get some formal answers.

The other question people ask – where did my £36,000 go? In my opinion, the Post Office definitely had it. I’ve got it back now, but I believe they had it and they have been paid bonuses on it – well, that’s how it appears to me. Because they knew from the minute they rolled out the Horizon system that it wasn’t functioning properly, and the inquiry bears that out, but the issue is how they dealt with it. And then, in 2013, a lawyer warned them all that there were people who had been prosecuted that didn’t have the evidence they should have had. They knew that we’d been prosecuted wrongfully, and to me it beggars belief that the government sits on the board of the Post Office – it has been called the ‘biggest miscarriage of justice in British judicial history’ for a reason.

So, what would justice feel like now? For everyone to get paid first and the criminal process to play out for those who have wronged us. If people have committed crimes, they should face the consequences, because we didn’t break the law and look what happened to us. And I do feel that if people have committed crimes, they should be made to feel the force of the law – after all, that is what they’ve spent over twenty years doing to a group of people who simply wanted to live a simple life and serve their community to the best of their abilities.

I don’t think that’s too much to ask.
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To my band of women with whom I have the most special bond: Karen Wilson, Sue Knight, Wendy Buffrey, Teju Addedayo, Jas Berang, Jess Kaur and Deirdre Connolly, who made going to the High Court so bearable. We formed a lifelong bond with eachother.

Mrs P and Tony Wechsler for being angels and making such a financial sacrifice in paying off my mortgage, and to everyone else who has helped us over the years, you know who you are.

We will keep fighting until every single person has been paid and justice has been done for all those who have suffered. I will keep going until that is achieved and I hope this book goes a small way to helping that happen.










[image: Sub postmasters stand together celebrating their victory outside the High Court]


[image: (TOP LEFT) Jo as a young child with her family. They are posing in the garden. (TOP RIGHT) Jo’s parents smiling together later in life. (BOTTOM LEFT) Jo Hamilton and her husband standing under a tree and smiling at each other on their wedding day. (BOTTOM RIGHT) Jo Hamilton and her husband smiling at the camera, celebrating becoming landlords of the pub. He sits with her arm around her shoulder and her legs are over his while they each hold pint glasses in their right hands]


[image: (TOP LEFT) Jo’s mum holds Jo’s child wrapped in a blanket. Jo leans over them affectionately to balance the dummy in the baby’s mouth. (TOP RIGHT) Jo’s grandmother holding her great grandson when he was a baby. They are sat on an armchair and behind Jo’s son is a floral pillow. (MIDDLE) Jo and her son stand in front of a red Volvo lorry (BOTTOM) Jo, her husband and her sons as young boys at a dining table holding each other and smiling. Jo is raising a wine glass in her left hand.]


[image: (TOP) Jo receiving the keys to the village post office. She is being passed them by the late Graham Roberts. Four men and a women stand in the background. (BOTTOM LEFT) A shot from outside the village post office with the entrance door, plants to the left, and benches and umbrellas to the right. (BOTTOM RIGHT) A newspaper cutting with the headline ‘Village vouches for fallen postmistress’]


[image: (TOP LEFT) Issy and Jo leaning together and facing the camera smiling in a restaurant (TOP RIGHT) Jo, Neil Hudgell, Angela Patrick and Tim Moloney KC celebrating the last day of the inquiry in a pub (MIDDLE) Computer Weekly article with the headline ‘Bankruptcy, prosecution, disrupted livelihoods’ (BOTTOM) Jo and Karl sat at an outside table which has empty glasses and red wine. Karl looks off to the left while Jo faces Carl and she holds a phone to her ear.]


[image: (TOP) Daily Express article with the headline ‘“People Power” saves postmistress from jail’ (BOTTOM LEFT) Basingstoke Gazette with a headshot of Jo on the front cover with the headline ‘Justice for Jo’ (BOTTOM RIGHT) Front page of the Guardian with a red letterbox on the front and the headline ‘Hundreds of post office victims to get convictions overturned’]


[image: (TOP LEFT) Teju and Jo’s legal team, including Patrick Green KC on the left (TOP RIGHT) Jo and her crew at Pret a Manger (MIDDLE LEFT) Jo and David, with Alan and his wife, Suzanne, Kay and Barbara celebrating Alan’s Knighthood in Windsor (MIDDLE RIGHT) Teju, Deirdre, Sue and Jo outside high court (BOTTOM LEFT) Julian and his wife Karen standing on a balcony. (BOTTOM RIGHT) Olga Kellyholding a small white dogand Mark Kellyholding a small brown dog.]


[image: (TOP LEFT) Mrs P and her partner Tony standing next to a brown horse and its jockey and his trainer,in the winner’s enclosure (TOP RIGHT) Jo sat next to Lord Justice Coulson at Gray’s Inn (MIDDLE LEFT) Jo accepting an award at the NTAs for Mr Bates vs The Post Office (MIDDLE RIGHT) TV poster for Mr Bates vs The Post Office with the main cast facing forward in front of a plain red background. (BOTTOM) Jo standing next to Monica Dolan]
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Top left: Issy was like my angel, guiding me
through from those first terrifying moments
of my case. I miss her so much and will
never forget her. Top righ: My legal team
have been there for me every step of the way
— here I am celebrating the last day of the
Inquiry with Neil Hudgell, Angela Patrick
and Tim Moloney KC. Left and below:

For so long, it felt like no one cared about
the Post Office scandal but the actions of

a few reminded me to never give up —

I'll always be grateful to Karl Flinders

and Rebecca Thomson at Computer

Weekly. Bottom right: Here 1 am with Karl
celebrating getting my conviction quashed.
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I don’t think I'll ever get used to seeing my name in the headlines but I'm determined to
use whatever platform I now have to shine a light on the injustices — I won’t stop until
everyone affected has received their rightful compensation and financial redress.
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Throughout this awful process, I've made life-long friends — we’re bonded by what we've
been through and I'm proud of what we’ve achieved as a team. Top left: Teju and my
amazing legal team, including Patrick Green KC on the left. 7op right: Me and my Pret
crew. Middle left: 'm in awe of Alan and his continued fight — this is a picture of me and
David, with Alan and his wife, Suzanne, Kay and Barbara celebrating Alan’s Knighthood
in Windsor. Middle right: Teju, Deirdre, Sue and me. Bottom left: Julian and his wife,
Karen. His death was a huge loss. Bortom right: Mark and Olga Kelly, with their dogs,
Nala and Gizmo — they were regular supporters at the High Court and all-round superstars
at the Inquiry.
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Top left: Mrs P was my saviour and her and
her late partner, Tony’s generosity has changed
my life. Paying back the mortgage money into
their account was a special moment, so it felt
only right to document their win with their
horse, A Moment of Madness in my book — I
couldn’t say it better myself! Top right: Being
welcomed to Gray’s Inn by Lord Justice
Coulson was one of those pinch-me moments
—I'd gone from being the Post Office villain
to sitting next to one of the most senior Judges
in the land as his special Guest of Honour.
Wow! Middle left: Accepting an award at the
NTAs for Mr Bates vs The Post Office felt like
coming full circle. We’d had some recognition
over the years but the ITV drama was the first
time that people really understood our story,
and the true nature of the Post Office scandal.
Botrom right: Monica Dolan was the perfect
choice to play me in the drama and I can’t
thank her enough for her support. I've been on
a rollercoaster for the last 20 years but I'm still
here, fighting and will carry on until justice is
truly served.
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PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL

By post and email
12" May 2015

Dear Mrs Hamilton

Post Office C Review and Medi -

1 refer to your emails with my colleague Georgia Barker dated 6, 7 and 8 May 2015.

1 note that you have requested the document referred to In paragraph 4.10 of your
final CRR. The document referred to as “a Post Office Investigator’s Report, dated 17
May 2006" Is legally privileged and Second Sight have released parts of its contents in
error. It did not form part of the pack of documents appended to the final Post Office
Investigstion Report because of its privileged status. Post Office continues to assert
privilege over the document.

We are unclear why Second Sight chose to reference parts of a legally pnvileged
document and to do so solely in their final CRR, rather than in earlier drafts, which
would have allowed Post Office to comment on its indusion.

That said, we note that you have applied to the Criminal Cases Review Commission
("CCRC") to review the criminal prosecution brought against you. I can confirm that
the document you have requested will form part of the file which Is provided by Post
Office to the CCRC as part of the investigation into your casc. Please note however
that Post Office will continue to assert privilege over the document, and all legally
privileged documents provided to the CCRC.

1 trust that this clarifies the position.

Yours sincerely

Patrick Bourke
Post Office Limited
patrick.bourke@postoffice.co.uk

ce. Secand Sight Support Services Limited

Pot Oca Limaed b g Unghind asd Wies A
Fgssred Oes Fianiury Orabs, 20 Femioory Stwet, Lordon EC2Y 90 .
Font Ofce aeed Logo wie rognie - Whca Lined Post Office.co.uk
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Our historic victory outside the High Court — against all the odds, and in spite of
everything the Post Office threw at us, we did it!
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