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“I’'m so lucky to have a

mind that moves quickly.
Butl can’t change the =
f*cking plug”




trauma they inflicted on so many young men. The show
represents the end of a monumental three-year saga
where Campbell found himself as the subject of the news
rather than a reporter.

What followed the pivotal phone-in was a cascade

||
of other victims reaching out, testimonies in court, and “ It ’ s h e I n o u s
months of sleeping tablets. “It was an extraordinary time,

an extraordinary sense of solidarity, life-changing,” says | |
the Scot, in his fading accent, “but not without cost.” I I I e a I It

Right from the moment we sat down, Campbell was
open, imploring us to go with “anything we want to ask™.

By his own admissior, he is “quite practised” in talking t h at w re c s
about these topics. At times, it feels like Campbell is

reciting a well rehearsed script, uttering phrases that | ’,

he has used regularly throughout the last few years on I Ive s

various podcasts since airing the allegations — “it was like

someone had told the grownups™. It’s as though years of
leaden weight are being lifted from his shoulders.

This isn’t surprising. Campbell has become something
of a conduit, a lightning red, through which other people
have been able to speak about their experiences for the
first time. “A lot of stuff has been coming through me the
last few years. I’ve been speaking to people [about their
abuse] and I’m not trained to do that. It’s been, really,
really tiring.”

In 2022, after he first went public about the abuse he
suffered at the hands of one former teacher, Hamish
Dawson (who was already dead), he opened
up the lines mviting callers to discuss their
experiences for the first time. Campbell still
receives emails regularly from schoolmates
and strangers, some of whom go on to
become friends, others he never hears
from again; he accepts that whilst some
people “want to go there”, others don’t.

He finds it energising. “You're
talking, you’re lifting burdens,”
he says, the pace of his voice
increasing, “vou’re energised by the
fact that you’re pointing people in
the right direction.”

It was not his intention to start a
campaign, Campbell says, when he
first spoke about it on air. Rather,
it was a story, like any other, that
needed to be told. Campbell’s
initial focus wasn’t on his own
alleged abuser Dawson, but on
another former teacher, Iain Wares.
(Wares has denied the accusations
from former pupils and now faces
extradition from South Africa.)

“I didn’t suffer from his sexual abuse,
though I saw it in very close quarters,”
Campbell says, gesturing to the metre of
space between us. “As a journalist, | saw
that happening, I witnessed it,” he further
alleges. “I had a kind of journalistic focus a
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I still have that objectivity.”

The troubling fact, however, is that Campbell was no
seasoned journalist at the time, but a small boy. In all the
years since the alleged crimes, Campbell had only really
discussed it with his wife until he heard journalist Alex
Renton’s 2022 podcast In Dark Corners, which shone a
light on abuse in elite schools including the Edinburgh
Academy. Renton’s storytelling unlocked something for
Campbell, and then, shouldering the duty bestowed upon
him by his microphone, he told a story that would open up
dark corners in the hearts of men up and down the country.

“It’s the power of being able to communicate stuff to
people. I was just in a position where [ had a microphone.
That’s the power of radio.” Campbell also considers
whether he used his show as a ““Trojan Horse” for his
feelings. “I"ve only thought about it like that just now for
the first time,” Campbell says, seemingly computing this in
real time.

Sat in the chair, about to go live, Campbell hadn’t fully
considered, consciously at least, the Pandora’s box he was
about to open. “I was about to say, ‘I need to speak to you
about stuff that happened in school,”” the words clearly
cemented firmly into his mind, but it wasn’t until the name
of his abuser left his lips that he realised “that this was

. actually about what I went through, and this was going

to become significant.” Nevertheless, he felt, maybe
o rightly so, that in order to ask callers to share their
. experiences, he had to discuss something he had
also never shared.
The years since have been complicated,
with each moment of connection stirring
up something new. For an episode of his
podcast Different, Campbell sat down with
Jenny Pearson, Dawson’s daughter, for a
conversation that was as emotional as it
. was profound, earning a nomination for
Radio Times Moment of the Year. ““She

carried a great deal of baggage herself from her parents,”
he recalls. “T came out of [the conversation], rang up a
friend [at] about one o’clock,” he says, laughing, “and said,
‘Can we get pissed?””

Technically, this was not the first time Campbell had
gone public about the abuse he suffered. His 2004 book,
Blue-Eyed Son. The Story of an Adoption, traces the
journey to Ireland to track down his birth mother, Stella
Lackey, who fled to Edinburgh, pregnant and unmarried.
Frank and Sheila Campbell adopted baby Nicky nine days
later. Campbell devoted just a page to the abuse he suffered
at school but “nobody took a blind bit of notice”. Readers
skim over a page like a second in a day; it isn’t enough to
digest the enormity of what happened.

Then, there’s the shame. “Was it my fault? Did I put
myself in that situation? Why was I lying on his lap? That
sort of victim blaming can be self-blaming as well when
you’re a little boy.” Campbell talks about how some people
prefer the term “survivors”. He scrawls down the words
“victim”™ and “survivor” in black ink in his notebook,
looking down at the page, circling each one frantically.

“[1t] has an effect on you, ongoing in lots of ways, some
of which are quite deep.” One shouldn’t create a hierarchy
of abuse — this is something Campbell knows —but he
views himself as fortunate. There were “incidents™, but as
a day pupil he avoided the “industrialisation” of abuse that
his peers in the boarding houses experienced.

For a long time, it wasn’t something he was able to
discuss, but at that time, the world wasn’t ready. “Even 20
years ago [when Blue-Eyed Son was written| people were
like “Oh well, shit happens.’ It was crossing the Rubicon
and doing it on the podcast that I knew would make
waves.”

It’s this blending of personal and professional that
always makes journalism the best it can be. But “this is
not journalism you have to be impartial about,” Campbell
says, bringing us back to where we began. “It’s >




heinous, absolute illegality that wrecks lives,” the passion
breaking through his voice before he reins himself back
in, as he explains that the BBC were incredibly careful to
double check their legal position before broadcasting. This
degree of restraint is not always easy to accept. “It was
frustrating [not naming some abusers], because [ saw it, [
saw it, | fucking saw it.”” he says, the 60-year-old opposite
us transforming just for a second into that terrified little boy.
Despite its flaws and a blur of changes over the decades,
Campbell thinks the fundamentals of the BBC remain the

same: good journalism, honesty, and integrity. I think
authenticity is what we strive for, and sometimes achieve,’
he says.
One gets the feeling that the BBC holds a place close
to the broadcaster’s heart. Though he encourages open
questions, when we ask about the future of this national
behemoth, Campbell is gnarded. He wonders how long the
licence model will last, he worries what would no longer
be programmed with a subscription model, but ultimately,
“it’s, it’s not for me to say,” he stutters. “I'm proud of the
BBC, if you want “impartial”, it is as good as it gets.
Campbell insists that when he and his colleagues walk
into their editorial meetings, everyone “drops their opinions
at the door”. There are, he admits, difficult topics, the
situation in the Middle East being one issue which has
caused the BBC trouble of late. “It’s a really difficult one,
anyone who says it’s not complicated...” he trails off. “Tt’s
’?h hosgage to fortune, the BBC treads very difficult lines on
at.”

_ After aonnnandmg the BBC airwaves in the morning,
e tos end hls afternoons with hJs, feet




