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Journalist Richard Carvath attended the trial of Michael Overd.  This is his first post-verdict commentary 

on the extraordinary story of how British freedom of speech became a ‘homophobic hate crime’ 

At the close of the Michael Overd trial (Thursday 12
th

 March, Taunton Magistrates’ Court) I fully 

expected that when the verdict (Monday 23
rd

 March, Bristol Crown Court) was given a week later, Judge 

Shamim Qureshi would find the defendant not guilty on all three charges.  That was my expectation 

because I was clear in my own mind that there could be no other fair, reasonable and just outcome.  

My expectation was based upon (1) the facts of the case, and a good understanding of what is lawful, 

and (2) an assumption that the verdict would also be based only upon the facts and the law, and not be 

influenced by any other factor. 

I was therefore genuinely surprised when Michael Overd was found guilty on one of the three charges 

against him (that relating to complainant Darren Chalmers, of whom more later).  It was a miscarriage 

of justice.  I was well aware, of course, that the prosecution of Mr Overd was malicious and politically 

motivated, but, having attended the trial and having heard a prosecution case so flawed and ridiculous 

that it was abundantly clear the case should never have come to court in the first place, I simply could 

not conceive of any sane and sensible judge finding the defendant guilty. 

But my confidence in His Honour Judge Shamim Qureshi was misplaced.  I knew the police and the CPS 

to be bad in regard of this case, but I had no reason to suppose that Judge Qureshi would fail to deliver 

justice.  I gave him the benefit of believing him to be a fair and just judge, unless proven otherwise.  

At the time of the trial I thought (as did others) that Judge Qureshi was a, shall we say, ‘interesting’ 

choice to judge the Michael Overd case, but there was no reason to suppose him especially likely to 

miscarry justice. 

In hindsight, I should perhaps have read more into the inquisitorial behaviour of Judge Qureshi during 

the trial (of which more later), and perhaps also taken a hint from the fact that judgement was reserved 

for a later date - despite the fact that it was obvious the court had just heard a case which shouldn’t 

have come to trial anyway, and which, since it had, should have been thrown out of court. 

Given that true and impartial justice demanded the acquittal of Michael Overd on all three charges, I 

was expecting the verdict to provide the happy ending to this story.  I thought the Overd story would 

be finished with the verdict because I mistakenly expected Judge Qureshi to give the only just and 

correct verdict.  Given that I thought the story would be over with the verdict, I expected to write my 

final account of the Overd story at that time.  As it is, I cannot write a final account of the Overd case 



because this story is far from over.  Mr Overd is to appeal against his conviction and so no final account 

can be given until the appeal process has run its course. 

In the interim, I offer this article to readers, in which I’m going to consider the following: (1) Judge 

Qureshi’s verdict; (2) complainant Darren Chalmers; (3) judge and barristers’ trial behaviour; and (4) the 

relationship between police Sergeant Neil Kimmins and Phil Hill, chief reporter for the Somerset County 

Gazette. 

 

THE VERDICT 

The conviction of Michael Overd for a ‘hate crime’ is a miscarriage of justice.  The Michael Overd case 

should have never come to trial in the first place.  Taunton police trawled for witnesses against Mr 

Overd and the prosecution of Mr Overd was undoubtedly malicious.  From the first day the police used 

the press to attack Mr Overd, the strong, sulphurous stench of persecution has always been evident. 

Nobody [besides the police and their sympathisers] would seriously dispute that the Avon and Somerset 

Constabulary participated in an organised campaign against Mr Overd, and that the police did so in 

company with others who wanted for whatever reason to get rid of the preacher.  The most 

fundamental aim of those behind the prosecution of Michael Overd has always been to silence him, in 

which respect they have utterly failed, for despite securing a wrongful conviction against him, Mr Overd 

continues his public gospel preaching to this day. 

It’s important to remember that in finding Mr Overd ‘guilty’ of a Section 5 Public Order charge, Judge 

Qureshi has effectively said that he judged Mr Overd’s words (and/or conduct) to be ‘threatening’ 

and/or ‘abusive’.  On the basis of what the court heard at the trial, as well as the judge’s verdict, it’s 

clear that the conviction in regard of this charge cannot be based on anything Mr Overd did, but only on 

what Mr Overd said.  Furthermore, in convicting, Judge Qureshi has also in effect declared that Mr 

Overd knew that and intended that his words were ‘threatening’ or ‘abusive’. 

In convicting, Judge Qureshi in effect found that Mr Overd deliberately spoke hateful words to the 

complainant Darren Chalmers and that his motive for doing this was hate for the complainant.  Surely 

the judge must have had good reason and hard evidence for coming to such a conclusion?  Err… 

actually no.  In fact there is no sound reason or evidence for this conclusion at all. 

We all know the kind of language and the sort of statement that is ‘abusive’.  Imagine that Mr Overd 

had shouted something like the following to Mr Chalmers: “You f***ing f*g.  You dirty f***ing f*g.  

Go f*** yourself.  F*** off your queer c**t.”  Did Mr Overd say anything like this?  Most certainly 

not.  So what actually happened? 

On 7
th

 June 2014 Mr Overd was preaching in Taunton (as had been his habit for the past five years). 

The complainant, Mr Chalmers, initiated a one-to-one conversation with Mr Overd. 



The conversation was a discussion about homosexual behaviour in the context of what the Bible has to 

say on the matter. 

During the discussion, Mr Chalmers - who identified himself during the trial as “an openly gay Christian” 

– asserted that homosexual behaviour is compatible with being a Christian, and he explained his view by 

referring to a passage in the Bible. 

Mr Overd countered this by asserting that homosexual behaviour is not compatible with being a 

Christian, and he explained his view by referring to what the Bible says on the subject. 

At the trial, Mr Chalmers testified that Mr Overd told him, “God made Adam and Eve, not Adam and 

Steve.”  Whilst we know that Mr Chalmers took offence at this statement, in the wake of the Overd 

verdict, is this really the sort of language which the British State and its criminal justice system shall 

henceforth consider to be criminal hate speech?  If it is, comedians and satirists had better mind their 

tongues, and it would perhaps be best if five-year-olds were instructed to say nothing in the playground, 

rather than run the risk of committing a hate crime against any homosexual who might happen to be 

lurking nearby. 

At the trial, Mr Chalmers summed up his conversation with the defendant when he testified that: “All I 

got told was that I was a sinner and I needed to repent of my sins.” 

That’s what happened in the exchange which passed between complainant and defendant.  There was 

no violence from Mr Overd; no threats from Mr Overd; no profane or abusive language was ever used 

by Mr Overd.  Two men, both of whom claim to be followers of Jesus Christ, debated what the Bible 

says on matters of sexual conduct.  They differed; they debated; they concluded in disagreement and 

so one of them went to tell on the other to the police. 

If during their discussion Mr Overd had changed his mind and agreed with the complainant, then 

presumably Mr Chalmers would not have gone to get the police to back up his theology and his choice 

of sexual behaviour.  As it was, Mr Chalmers could not accept anybody publicly expressing a view 

contrary to his own.  During cross-examination at the trial, Mr Chalmers testified that he didn’t believe 

in freedom of speech in the high street, and when asked the question “Do you want him [Overd] off the 

streets?” his immediate and unequivocal one-word answer was “Yes.” 

 

THE COMPLAINANT 

What do we know about the complainant in this case, Mr Darren Chalmers – the man considered by 

Judge Qureshi to be the ‘victim’ of Mr Overd’s ‘hate crime’? 

Aside of the fact, clearly established at the trial, that Mr Chalmers does not believe in the principle of 

freedom of speech for all, the two most important things that we know about Mr Chalmers are that he 

claims to be both a homosexual and a Christian. 



There is no reason to doubt Mr Chalmers’ testimony that he is a homosexual, however his claim to be a 

Christian is open to question. 

At the trial, Mr Chalmers identified himself with the Anglican denomination, yet the official position of 

the Church of England is that homosexual behaviour is incompatible with Christian conduct. 

The position of the orthodox Christian church since its inception 2,000 years ago has always been and 

continues to be that the only God-approved, moral and proper context for sexual activity is marriage 

between one man and one woman.  This position is entirely based upon everything that the Bible has 

to say on the subject of marriage and sexual behaviour. 

The orthodox Christian position is and has always been that any form of homosexual behaviour is sinful 

and morally wrong, and also, by extension, that to advocate in favour of homosexual behaviour is also 

sinful and morally wrong (because the Bible tells us God forbids lying, and it is a lie to say that 

homosexual behaviour is compatible with God’s will when God has made it plain that it is not). 

Furthermore, at the trial, Mr Chalmers testified: “I’m not a sinner and I don’t need to repent of my sins.” 

This extraordinary statement is profoundly un-Biblical and anti-Christian.  This statement is at odds 

with the most fundamental purpose of Christians’ faith in Jesus Christ, and it goes against what all 

orthodox Christians believe Jesus achieved on their behalf by his death, burial and resurrection – namely 

the salvation of repentant sinners from the consequence of sin.  This statement is completely at odds 

with everything that Jesus is recorded (in the Bible) as saying on the subjects of sin and repentance. 

At the trial, presided over and judged by a non-Christian, Mr Chalmers, our ‘homosexual Christian 

victim’ in this story, was testifying against a defendant who also identifies himself as a Christian, and 

moreover, Mr Chalmers testified against Mr Overd along the lines that the substance of the defendant’s 

crime against him was a discussion of Christian beliefs.  Those familiar with the Bible – in particular, 

Christians – will know of the passage (1 Corinthians 6:1-11) which warns Christians against taking a 

dispute between Christians before a non-Christian for judgement, but this didn’t stop Mr Chalmers. 

Could it be that Darren Chalmers is not a Christian? 

Mr Chalmers is entitled to hold and express his sincere belief that he is a Christian – and, in particular, a 

homosexual Christian – but others are entitled to dispute Mr Chalmers claim to be a Christian, given that 

his homosexual lifestyle choice and his theology – both on sexual morality and on Jesus Christ – are 

fundamentally at odds with the official position of the Church of England attended by Mr Chalmers, with 

the position of the worldwide orthodox church for 2,000 years, and with the documented position of 

Jesus Christ himself. 

However, as things stand, the British State holds that Michael Overd is a criminal simply for giving his 

rebuttal of Mr Chalmers’ beliefs to Mr Chalmers in a public place. 

 



THE LEARNED FRIENDS 

What went on between Judge Shamim Qureshi, defence barrister Paul Diamond and prosecution 

barrister Laura Searle during the trial? 

In a supposedly adversarial system, unusually, Qureshi played a significant inquisitorial role.  Judges 

and magistrates are perfectly entitled to ask their own questions of course, but when the judge 

questions the defendant more than the prosecutor, such behaviour is noticeable to any seasoned 

observer as being distinctly odd. 

If anybody thinks it the job of a British judge, presiding over a trial in our adversarial legal system, to 

hear the trial or listen to the trial before proceeding to give the verdict, then Judge Qureshi may make 

you think again.  I have rarely seen a judge talk and interrupt as much as Qureshi did throughout the 

Overd trial.  I was in an English court, where, I’ve always been told, the Napoleonic law code and 

Napoleon’s inquisitorial system neither conquered nor prevails, but one could’ve been forgiven for 

thinking otherwise. 

At the time of the trial, I remember thinking that Qureshi’s conduct was ‘mischievous’.  I definitely 

thought he was being mischievous, and I also thought it possible that he had decided to ‘help’ the 

prosecutor with cross-examination.  With the benefit of post-verdict hindsight, I now believe that 

Judge Qureshi’s trial conduct was more than just ‘mischievous’; I believe Judge Qureshi deliberately 

intended to provoke the defendant into any words or manner of reaction which would reflect badly 

upon him. 

Significantly, had prosecutor Laura Searle attempted during her cross-examination to goad Mr Overd for 

as long as Judge Qureshi did, then defence counsel would likely have objected and most judges would 

likely have put a stop to it and advised the prosecutor to hurry up or tone it down, but because this 

judge decided to act as Mr Overd’s chief inquisitor, who was able to correct the judge?  Judge Qureshi 

did not succeed in provoking Mr Overd, but it was not for lack of effort. 

Over the course of a two-day trial, Mr Overd endured several hours of examination and 

cross-examination in the dock.  Judge Qureshi made repeated attempts to provoke Mr Overd into ill 

considered, angry and emotional reactions.  The judge did not succeed in provoking the defendant, but 

he did succeed in giving the defendant a severe ‘grilling’ of the sort which the prosecutor had clearly 

decided not to pursue.  I’ve no doubt that prosecutor Laura Searle could’ve become ‘snotty’ and 

‘nasty’ towards the defendant, had she decided to use such a tactic, but only Judge Qureshi probed Mr 

Overd in such a way as to goad the defendant. 

Barrister Laura Searle is a competent novice prosecutor (Level 1, CPS).  Only once did she say 

something the substance of which was wrong, that I noticed, but she said things in an inappropriate 

tone more than once.  More experienced advocates do not do this, but of course they have mastered 

their art over the years.  For example, Searle raised a reasonable objection about the defence asking 

leading questions.  The objection was reasonable and the words in which it was conveyed were also 

reasonable, but it was spoken in a tone which made her come across as being pedantic and even 



churlish.  Unfortunately she was too 'snappy' in the delivery.  Searle’s objection was ignored, despite 

its merit, and most likely this was on account of the manner in which it was delivered.  (And we might 

perhaps surmise that a judge who spent significant effort on personally baiting the defendant either 

wasn’t especially bothered in principle by leading questions, or perhaps thought that leading questions 

from the defence were only fair given his own treatment of the defendant.)  

At times Qureshi almost 'carried' Searle through cross-examination, and this was not because Searle 

needed such assistance - she did not (and may not have welcomed it herself) - but rather it was because 

Qureshi chose to conduct himself in this unusual way.  It could be argued that Qureshi went so far as to 

‘co-prosecute’ with Searle, whether Searle liked it or not; that is my considered opinion. 

I suspect Searle realised she had a diabolical prosecution to present because she took a gentle, 

measured, conceding and non-aggressive approach throughout the trial.  The fact that the case she 

had to present was, if I may be blunt, absolute crap, was clearly evident when the defence made short 

work of demolishing the prosecution witnesses, of whom one was quickly exposed as a liar, another 

could not recall any of the words spoken by the accused, and another agreed with the defence that the 

accused was neither threatening nor abusive! 

If there was a time to turn up the heat it was during cross-examination of the accused, but Searle merely 

fished for mens rea, finding none, whilst presumably all along thinking to herself that she had been sent 

on a fool's errand.  But where Searle did not go, Qureshi boldly went. 

During Diamond’s summing up, Qureshi frequently behaved like an enthusiastic puppy, jumping up at 

the master’s legs, interrupting with generic questions and waiting for the master’s attention in the form 

of answers from the erudite Diamond, who responded out of his extensive expertise in religious liberty 

case law. 

Of the three – Qureshi, Diamond and Searle – it was painfully obvious that Diamond was the 

heavyweight.  Whether because of youth, or a lack of knowledge of Christians and the Bible, or a lack 

of knowledge of the relevant statutes and case law, or deficient ability in the interpretation and 

application of the law, Qureshi and Searle were not in the same league as Diamond. 

 

THE POLICE AND THE PRESS 

On Tuesday 24
th

 March, the day after Mr Overd was convicted at Bristol Crown Court, I spent about six 

hours in Taunton.  I observed Mr Overd as he gave his first post-conviction public sermon, and I spent 

some time going about Taunton, interacting with various people on the street and inside premises. 

During my time in Taunton I questioned two store managers and two shop workers (four people from 

four different businesses). 

One of these sources said, “Last year [2014] the police came round promising to get rid of him [Mr 

Overd] and asking everybody to help them.” 



The Chief Constable of the Avon and Somerset Constabulary has not responded to a request for 

comment about the Taunton Police campaign to silence Mr Overd. 

The source quoted above as well as other sources not quoted here all tend to confirm statements made 

by the defence on the first morning of the trial, at which time barrister Paul Diamond referred to “agent 

provocateurs”, and solicitor Michael Phillips said the police had “trawled” for witnesses and said, 

“Sergeant Kimmins has been the puppeteer.” 

But the police plot against Mr Overd was not limited to police officers.  There were others. 

Having checked with several sources, I can now reveal that Sergeant Neil Kimmins is a friendly 

acquaintance of Phil Hill, the chief reporter of the Somerset County Gazette. 

It was the Gazette which last year gave Sergeant Kimmins a platform to attack Michael Overd in an 

article by Phil Hill headlined ‘Public urged to video preacher’. 

Newsroom sources at the Somerset County Gazette have confirmed that Phil Hill’s personal opinion of 

Mr Overd’s preaching is not favourable. 

Sources confirm that Sergeant Kimmins has a close working relationship with Phil Hill. 

Members of the press are unlikely allies for those seeking to suppress freedom of speech, but it appears 

that there are now valid questions to be answered as to whether the Somerset County Gazette actually 

colluded with the Taunton police against Michael Overd, or whether the Gazette was merely 

manipulated by the Taunton police – upon whom the Gazette rely for a regular supply of news stories, 

and with whom Gazette journalists regularly hold meetings in person. 

Two days ago (Friday 27 March) I e-mailed a Taunton-based spokesman for the Avon and Somerset 

Constabulary to ask for comment on the relationship between Sergeant Kimmins and journalist Phil Hill; 

at time of writing this article (Sunday evening, 29 March) I have not received any response. 
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