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Former News International chief executive Rebekah Brooks. Photo: Reuters

With her cascading shock of flame-red hair, Rebekah Brooks was probably Britain's best-
known newspaper journalist even before the hacking scandal at News International added
notoriety to a stellar career.

Her rise through the ranks of Rupert Murdoch's media empire had been nothing short of
spectacular since she arrived to work as a secretary on the News of the World in 1989 at the
age of 20.

Blessed with an easy charm and once described as a ''schmoozer of galactic proportions'',
within a decade she was editing the paper. Four years later she was editor of The Sun, the
country's biggest circulation newspaper, and in 2009 was appointed chief executive of NI. If
anyone personified Murdoch's grip on UK media, she did.

So when the cry went up in 2011 demanding
that heads must roll for the enormity of the
alleged phone hacking exposed by The
Guardian, it was her distinctive scalp that
the tycoon's critics were most eager to
capture.

To the delight of Murdoch's detractors in the
Labour Party and the media, Brooks was
forced to resign as chief executive before
being arrested along with her husband,
Charlie.

On Tuesday, more than two years since
being told they were to be prosecuted, both
walked free from the Old Bailey after being
acquitted on all charges connected to the hacking of phones and a conspiracy to cover it all
up. The biggest police investigation of recent times had failed to land a single blow on the
central figure in the affair.

The Wicked Witch, as Private Eye lampooned her, was not so wicked after all. And while
some former NI journalists - notably Andy Coulson, the former Downing Street
communications chief - were convicted or pleaded guilty to intercepting communications,
many of the most serious charges were thrown out by the jury.

It is impossible not to conclude that the response of the police, prosecutors and the
government to what was undoubtedly an unedifying episode in the annals of British
newspapers was completely out of proportion.

Yet another trial is pending and more than 30 journalists, many of whom were arrested in
dawn raids on their homes, remain on bail awaiting a decision on whether or not they are to
be charged. The old adage that justice delayed is justice denied appears to have been set
aside.

Moreover, the cost and collateral damage has been enormous. Three major investigations
were established by the police, who attached more than 100 officers to the case. A judicial
inquiry into press ethics chaired by Lord Justice Leveson sat for more than a year,
effectively placing the whole industry on trial. The News of the World, one of the country's
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oldest papers, was closed specifically because of the allegation that messages left on the
phone of murdered schoolgirl Milly Dowler had been deleted by journalists, something that
turned out not to be true.

On top of that, newspapers were threatened with the first state regulation for 300 years. All
told, the bill in police time, damages, legal charges and the rest could reach £100 million
($180 million).

So what has it all been for? Undoubtedly there were dozens of people in public life who felt
aggrieved and sullied by the knowledge that their phone messages had been hacked. Many
have received substantial compensation from News International.

But was there another motive driving what Brooks called a witch-hunt hunt on the day she
was arrested? If she could be brought down, then serious damage could be inflicted on
Murdoch and British Prime Minister David Cameron, who had foolishly (as he admitted on
Tuesday) appointed Coulson to be his press chief.

Cameron was also friendly with Mrs Brooks and her Old Etonian husband, who live on the
edge of his constituency and form part of what came to be called ''the Chipping Norton set'',
which included Elisabeth Murdoch, Rupert Murdoch's daughter, and her PR husband,
Matthew Freud, and the television presenter Jeremy Clarkson.

It was this sense of a coterie of powerful pals running both the country and key sections of
the media that turned what might otherwise have been a bad enough story of malpractice in
a couple of newspapers into a gigantic political scandal. And yet the so-called Trial of the
Century that they confidently expected would expose the inner workings of this cosy cabal
did no such thing.

It all began so innocuously. In November 2005, a story appeared in the Blackadder gossip
column of the News of the World telling how Prince William had been fitted with a leg brace
after pulling a tendon in a football match.

Fewer than 200 words in length, this piece of royal tittle-tattle can hardly have registered
with the newspaper's 3 million readers. But inside Buckingham Palace it set alarm bells
ringing: few people knew this information and it could only have come from a tiny number of
sources.

At first, courtiers suspected that someone within the Prince's inner circle had been leaking
stories, but when another equally trivial tale appeared the following week about how he had
borrowed some broadcasting equipment from Tom Bradby, the broadcaster ITN's royal
correspondent, they realised that something more sinister was afoot.

An investigation was undertaken by Scotland Yard's counterterrorism command, to which
royal protection officers are attached, and it soon established that someone had been
listening in to the voicemails of Jamie Lowther-Pinkerton, private secretary to Prince William
and Prince Harry.

The following year, private investigator Glenn Mulcaire was arrested. In January 2007, he
appeared in court charged with intercepting voicemails and was jailed after pleading guilty.

Coulson took responsibility and resigned as the newspaper's editor, while insisting that he
knew nothing of what had been going on.

An internal investigation by News International concluded it was the responsibility of a
''single rogue reporter''.

The affair might have ended there had it not been for a civil action taken against the News of
the World by Gordon Taylor, head of the Professional Footballers' Association, who thought
his mobile had been hacked. He accepted a payment of £700,000, which was signed off by
James Murdoch, then head of News International. This was followed by a succession of civil
suits, including one brought by celebrity publicist Max Clifford, himself now in prison.

The Guardian continued inquiries into the affair, refusing to accept that this was just a one-
off but something more wide-ranging and insidious. The paper claimed that thousands of
people had been hacked, including John Prescott, Labour's deputy prime minister, and that
key figures at the News of the World must have known. Interest in the story grew when the
Conservatives entered government and Cameron brought Coulson into No. 10. The
pressure mounted, forcing Coulson to resign in January 2011, until in the summer of that
year the balloon went up with the Milly Dowler disclosures in The Guardian.

The revulsion at the apparently callous and indifferent hacking of a murdered child's mobile
spread like wildfire, threatening to consume Cameron.

To dampen down the crisis, the Prime Minister established the Leveson inquiry and Rupert
Murdoch closed the News of the World. But far from ending the scandal, it grew into one of
the biggest police and judicial investigations of all time, dwarfing even major murder
inquiries.

It soon transpired that Mulcaire, the private investigator who was on a six-figure retainer,
had hacked the phones of hundreds, possibly thousands, of people. He managed to access
their voicemails by the simple expedient of exploiting the failure of most mobile phone users
to change their PIN codes from the default setting.

The extent of the malpractice was seized on by an organisation called Hacked Off as a
possible means of bringing the newspaper industry to heel once and for all. Formed by a
group of media academics and actors such as Steve Coogan and Hugh Grant, but supported
by senior Labour and Liberal Democrat politicians, it campaigned for a tougher regulatory
system and an end to what they called ''the press marking its own homework''. Finally, here
was the proof that, left to their own devices, the newspapers would never clean up their act.

If they could bring down Rupert Murdoch's representative on Earth in the shape of Rebekah
Brooks, then the next step was to end the self-regulation of the press. In this endeavour,
they were aided by the recommendations of the Leveson inquiry, which paved the way for
the statutory underpinning of a new regulatory structure.

Although Cameron said this would ''cross the Rubicon'' by threatening a free press, the
political parties eventually agreed to establish under Royal Charter a new system to resolve
complaints against newspapers.

Most publications, however, have declined to join the proposed body and are in the process
of setting up a new independent regulator, Ipsos, with tough powers of investigation and
redress.
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But the whole affair has left a pernicious legacy by freezing the proper relationship between
newspapers and people in public office - be they police chiefs, soldiers, civil servants or
government ministers - that has long been a central plank of democracy.

This, then, was the backdrop to the trial of Rebekah Brooks that began nearly eight months
ago at the Old Bailey, where she yet again evinced the charm that had helped to
turbocharge her career.

She was on first-name terms with staff and arrived each day from her rented flat around the
corner from the court wearing a designer outfit. Her demeanour and the evidence she gave
was that of a much-wronged individual.

She insisted that she did not know about the hacking and was cleared unanimously by the
jury on the four charges she faced.

Her husband and Cheryl Carter, her personal assistant, were also found not guilty of
conspiracy to pervert the course of justice. But while the trial produced no compelling
evidence against her of any wrongdoing - and nor did it throw any further light on her
friendship with politicians such as Prime Minister David Cameron - it did reveal one secret:
an affair with Coulson over several years while married to Ross Kemp, the actor, but before
she met Brooks.

For those who sought to portray her as the Lady Macbeth of British journalism, the very
incarnation of all that was wrong with the industry, Tuesday's verdict was a devastating blow
to their attempts to besmirch all newspapers with the bad practices of some journalists.

As Bob Satchwell, executive director of the Society of Editors, said: ''No one condones any
journalist convicted of a crime, but the practices of the whole of the press have been
questioned. After a hugely expensive investigation and criminal trial, the jury concluded that
what was suggested to be a major conspiracy at the top of News International was not all
that it seemed.''

For Rebekah Brooks, the outcome represents the chance to revive a successful and
colourful media career and a vindication of her consistent protestations of innocence.

As she said when she was charged: ''One day the details of this case will emerge and
people will see this as nothing more than an expensive sideshow and a waste of public
money as a result of an unjust and weak decision.''

That day came on Tuesday.
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