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and Blowjob Night’. Perhaps the 
most obvious similarity between 
89 and today’s Union politics is 
the pantomime of Left vs. Right 
that we see at these events. The 
political posturing that goes on 
is perhaps best seen as a kind 
of playground for opinions 
and policies; a useful platform 
for those that wish to fly their 
colours early. 

But in reading this early 
Epigram I couldn’t help but think 
of characters I have come across 
in Bristol, and wonder whether 
it really is such a playground, 
or if one’s actions at university 
actually say a lot more than 
that. With this in mind I decided 
to track down some of them to 
see if the inflated personalities I 
was reading about had become 
fully developed versions of 
themselves, or rather shed 
their student skins and stepped 
breezily into adulthood. 

Most obviously there was  
James Landale, who in his 
editorial described those 
involved in the fight as 
‘unselfdisciplined, uncivilised 
and maleducated egoists who 
bleat their hollow political 
slogans for no other reason 
than self-publication.’ As the 
full interview across the page 
demonstrates, his current role 
as a senior BBC journalist hasn’t 
taken him far from his student 
days of ‘covering events where 
people of two different political 
motivations have a go at each 
other’. 

Nick Allsop, President of the 
Conservative Association and 
one time soft-pornography 
peddler, has spent the last 
18 years trading interest rate 
products and is now the Senior 

seemingly too drunk to make 
much in the way of useful 
contribution, the AGM had to 
be called off. As students filed 
out of the building, Ex-Women’s 
officer Judith Carlson decided 
that some ‘non-violent direct 
action’ was in order, and doused 
Allsop thoroughly with orange 
juice. Writing in the paper, she 
said that not only did she want to 
destroy the ‘offensive literature 
he was attempting to pedal’ 
but also force him to ‘launder 
the South African rugby shirt 
he insists on wearing at every 
AGM’. Allsop replied in kind by 

What became of the class of 1989?
Tristan Martin tracks down the ‘Pissed Politicos’ and ‘Heckling Hacks’ of Epigram’s earliest issue on record.

I
n 1989 the University 
of Bristol under went a 
revolution. The student 
rag Bacus was denounced 

as NUS propaganda and 
promptly fed to the lions (it 
moved to UWE). After a period 
of Union bickering, a new title 
was decided upon and an editor 
appointed. Endowed with one 
Macintosh computer and a 
scruffy room on the third floor 
of the Union, Epigram was 
born. Edited by James Landale, 
now the BBC’s Deputy Political 
Editor, the new paper had begun 
to find its feet by the end of that 
year. On 30th November 1989, a 
week before the publication of 
the sixth issue, a political scuffle 
erupted that became the most 
talked about story of its day. 
What follows is a story about 
students, politics, pornography, 
and in a sense, predictability. 

It was the evening of the 
Union’s Annual General Meeting. 
All the usual politico-student 
types were congregating, with 
the largest opposing forces 
made up from the Conservative 
Association (BUCA) and the 
Socialist Worker’s society 
(SWSS). It seems that that year’s 
Conservative cohort were a 
particularly notorious crowd. 
Then President of BUCA Nick 
Allsop (pictured above) had 
already been picked out by the 
NUS National Secretary as a 
potential ‘troublemaker’, and 
was known for causing a stir 
at events like this. One such 
instance was attempting to join 
a Pro-Choice group under the 
alias of ‘A Foetus.’ 

In keeping with previous 
antics, Allsop decided to raise 
some cash by selling copies of 

Playboy magazine as people 
arrived at the AGM. It is unclear 
whether his commercial venture 
was a success, but he certainly 
succeeded in angering the 
feminists in attendance. Thus 
began an evening characterized 
by a curious fixation with sexual 
politics.

One of the first motions 
of the evening proposed by 
members of BUCA was an 
attempt to disaffiliate Gaysoc 
from the Union. It seems to 
have been thrown out without 
much discussion. The debate 
then moved on to an anti-
pornography motion put 
forward by the Women’s Group 
(a precursor to today’s Feminist 
Society). It is unclear exactly 
what the motion proposed, 
but it raised points about 
sexual violence being linked 
to pornography, and about 
cases of women ‘being forced 
to appear in pornographic 
films under threat of violence’. 
Supporting a BUCA amendment 
that described pornography as 
a ‘harmless outlet for the sexual 
frustrations of unattractive men 
and women’, Allsop commented 
that, ‘women who oppose 
pornography are always ugly’. 

Despite moving on to the 
seemingly innocuous topic of 
vegetarian food, controversy 
would not be left behind. 
Rob Williamson was promptly 
asked to leave after refusing 
to withdraw the statement 
that ‘most vegetarians are 
homosexuals’. 

In the end, the scheduled 
debate on abortion never took 
place. As the meeting fell below 
the required capacity of 100, 
and those that were there were 

Director of Interest Rate trading 
at Emirates NDB in Dubai. After 
finding Allsop’s details on the 
Bahrain Bankers and Brokers 
Golf Society website, I decided 
to give him a call. Slightly taken 
aback that I had managed to 
track him down, he politely 
told me that ‘what happens in 
student times stays in student 
times, and I’ve moved on from 
there’. 

Judith Carlson, who was 
described by Allsop in the paper 
as ‘that well-known wimmin’, 
now works for Redbridge 
Council. After spending 7 years 
lecturing on social justice and 
inequality, she went on to work 
as a local government Program 
Manager tackling issues from 
unemployed women to planning 
and highways. She lives in East 
London with her husband, two 
step-daughters and a cat called 
Elvis. 

Sam Fremantle, though not 
mentioned in this article, chaired 
the 1989 AGM as President 
of the Students’ Union. When 
asked about Nick Allsop he 
remembered him ‘being a lot 
like a cariacature, much as he is 
in the newspaper.’  Alongside his 
presidential duties, Sam could 
be found inciting riots at Hiatt 
Baker with his punk covers-
band The Vibronauts. Sam now 
teaches ethics at the London 
School of Philosophy, and has 
maintained his DJ career under 
the pseudonym Dr. Vibes.

So although many students 
like to think they exist outside 
the laws of inevitability, I have 
a distinct feeling that when you 
look back at the cohort from 
which you came, the surprises 
will be few and far between. 
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throwing a pint of beer over her, 
and a ‘general melee’ ensued 
between the Left and Right. 

Nothing like this has happened 
at a UBU AGM in recent years. 
The level of homophobia seen 
in 1989 is certainly long gone, as 
is the descent into violence. The 
debate on abortion, however, 
remains unfinished, with the 
Union’s stance on abortion 
being the most hotly debated 
motions of the last two AGMs. 
The question of misogyny-on-
campus is also very much a live 
one, with recent flare ups in the 
shape of ‘Uni-Lad’ and ‘Steak 

Nick Allsop

Judith Carlson

Sam Fremantle
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In conversation with Epigram’s first editor
James Landale may be the BBC’s Deputy Political Editor, but he started out as the editor of Bristol’s very own Epigram

You were the first editor of 
Epigram. Was there no student 
newspaper prior to that?

Epigram all began when 
there was some sort of political 
row in the Union - there was a 
magazine called Bacus, which 
covered student organisations. 
Basically it was rather dull, and 
repeated various NUS handouts. 
The row ended up with the 
University Union withdrawing 
its money from Bacus and the 
Union deciding to set up its 
own newspaper. I thought I had 
no chance, but thought I would 
apply. As it was, everyone else 
took one step back and left 
me standing there holding the 
reins. So it was left to me to set it 
up. The one resource I did have 
was that they got some money 
together to buy one Apple 
Macintosh. The whole thing was 

done on this one computer.
The one thing I had no 

choice over was the name. I 
probably would have changed 
it because I never thought it 
was a good name. It’s a bit arch, 
a bit studenty. Everything else 
I pretty much had free reign 
over. In those days the great 
new exciting newspaper was 
The Independent, and so we 
shamelessly copied various 
fonts and styles. I just went 
out and bought a shed load 
of newspapers and we went 
through them saying, ‘I quite 
like that style, I quite like what 
they’ve done there.’

So we produced a rather awful 
four page edition and handed it 
out to students at freshers week. 
Slowly but surely we worked our 
way up from that: got a few ads, 
a few more pages. I have to say, 

the satisfaction of people saying 
‘Yeah, I’ll have a look at that’, was 
incredibly gratifying.

One thing I notice from 
looking at this issue, (and I 
mean this in a good way) is 
that it’s quite tabloidy; quite 
fun.

As editor of Epigram I had 
absolute free reign to do what 
I wanted. So there were lots 
of rather bad Monty Python 
jokes. We once actually ran a 
travel feature about Norway, the 
headline of which was, ‘Are you 
pining for the fjords?’ If it’s not 
fun, there’s no point in doing 
it. As ever the struggle was to 
find news. There were always 
people happy to write reviews of 
arts events and things like that. 
But to find people who would 
actually go and report on things 

from a news point of view was 
always the greater challenge.

How much do you remember 
about the characters from 
this 1989 AGM story?

I remember Nick, I think I did 
some classes with them. So, you 
know these guys, and you know 
what they’re likely to get up to, 
because you share the same 
space with them in the Union. 
We had a little office up on the 
third floor. It meant that you 
knew all the various political 
groupings, and you knew that 
when things kicked off a bit, 
there was always the potential 
for sparks to fly, and you kept 
a close eye on that. Offering 
pornography was clearly one of 
those things that was designed 
to provoke, and I think it did 
provoke.

Was there a sense at that time 
that reporting was something 
you wanted to do as a career?

At that stage, you’re just 
having fun doing it, you’re not 
thinking ‘I want to spend the rest 
of my life covering events where 
people of two different political 
motivations have a go at each 
other’, which is ultimately what 
I’ve done. But what you certainly 
learn from something like this is 
the thrill of the story, which is 
just a basic journalistic instinct. 
Clearly this story was better than 
most, in terms of the run of the 
mill university events.

What were your political 
affiliations, if any, at that 
time?

I had none whatsoever. I 
stayed, hopefully, admirably out 
of the fray. I don’t think I joined 
any of the political groupings 
at all. Even in those days, if you 
were running Epigram, it would 
have been slightly invidious to 
be a member of one of those 
particular groups.

It seems like back then it 
was more extreme left and 
extreme right. In our recent 
elections there was a feeling 
that all the candidates went 
for the middle ground, 
eschewing ideology, a bit like 
real politics I suppose.

I’m sure that’s the case. But 
equally, I’m sure that people 
of the 60s would say that the 
politics of the early 90s were 
pretty dull by comparison. This 
was the era of John Major, the 
end of Thatcher, that whole 
period. I can remember people 

huddling around radios listening 
to the end of Thatcher.

What do you feel was the 
most valuable thing you got 
from University?

Without sounding too 
pretentious, it allowed you 
to sit around and discuss 
abstract concepts, like truth, 
beauty, justice. It allowed 
you an opportunity to talk 
rubbish, without restraint 
or responsibility. And if you 
cannot do that at university, 
you’re never going to do it. And 
I think that is something that 
I always remembered Bristol 
gave me. Students learn the 
things they have to do, and 
are not necessarily given the 
opportunity to range more 
widely.  And that is an intellectual 
privilege that I always cherish, 
and that I remember from 
Bristol especially.

Have you enjoyed your 
career as a journalist?

The great privilege of being 
a journalist is that you get the 
chance to get to the heart of 
things and watch what’s going 
on, and occasionally lob the 
odd pointed question to power. 
And that is something that we 
should be glad that we live in 
a society where you can do it. 
And so yeah, I love it, it’s great 
fun.

Ever wanted to be on the 
other side of it?

No. I shall leave the politicians 
to do their stuff and I will quite 
happily watch them do it and 
report on what they’re up to.

On hearing that I had started 
attending a weekly discussion 
group focussing on issues 
of gender, a friend asked me 
if that meant I had stopped 
shaving and had become a 
vegan lesbian. His sentiment 
uncannily echoed that of Nick 
Allsop and Rob Williamson’s 
comments at the 1989 AGM: 
those who oppose the sexual 
objectification of women are 
unattractive, and gay people 
don’t eat meat (for my friend, 
the logical connection between 
feminism and homosexuality 
was clear- feminism equals 
misandry, therefore feminists 
eschew all men). 

Clearly my friend did not 
intend to be taken seriously, 
yet his insistence that ‘he 
was only joking’ did little to 
ameliorate how I felt about 
what he had said. Though 
the crude and unimaginative 

stereotype offered by my 
friend was not misogynistic 
per se, it served to highlight 
what we are all up against 
today in the pursuit of gender 
equality: the trivialisation of 
issues of gender. It is the same 
trivialisation that allows people 
to perceive the degrading 
and objectifying misogyny 
of UniLAD (and some uni 
lads) as merely a harmless 
comedy routine. Rape, sexual 
objectification, low self-esteem, 
and body image are just some 
of the material which forms 
the basis of these ‘jokes’. But 
they are also major issues 
which need to be considered 
thoughtfully and seriously. 
Those who laugh along lack an 
understanding of the actual 
effects such sentiments have 
on women.

Though we do not tend to 
see such public expressions of 
crass sexism and homophobia 
as those recorded in that early 
edition of the Epigram, it 
would be optimistic to suppose 

that these attitudes do not 
persist in student culture 
today, albeit latently. The 
inertia of degrading language 
makes this apparent; it feels 
as though girls will always be 
sluts, weakness in men will 
always be characterised as 
feminine, and ‘gay’ will always 
mean something negative.

That sexism à la Allsop has 

been forced underground 
or is found under the guise 
of humour may, however, 
indicate some progress in 
public opinion. It is evidence 
for the recognition that 
candid expressions of sexism 
or homophobia will not be 
tolerated. Just as when a 
person chooses to identify 
openly with a racist cause 

they are publicly vilified, so 
do unashamed sexists and 
homophobes become pariahs.

Furthermore, the descent 
of this kind of prejudice into 
the underworld has coincided 
with the rise of the internet. 
The internet is notoriously 
a breeding ground for 
dangerous ideologies, yet it 
allows us to look the enemy in 

Feminists, lesbians and vegetarian man-haters since 1989
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“ 
The one thing I 

had no choice over 
was the name. I 
probably would have 
changed it because 
I never thought it 
was a good name. 
It’s a bit arch, a bit 
studenty    ”

the face; in cyberspace there is 
nowhere to hide. The internet 
has provided neutral ground 
on which to engage in debate, 
and we can let the arguments 
speak for themselves. Social 
media is a vessel for social 
justice and should be used to 
educate and enlighten, and to 
virtually douse prejudice in 
orange juice.

Discussion groups like Just A Thought are part of a 
growing trend of a less militant brand of feminism.


