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Different strokes
This year’s P(our) Symposium came to London and featured a range of speakers
from various backgrounds who used the concept of ‘understanding’ to empower
the gathered members of the on-trade. Owen Bellwood reports from the event

U

nderstanding could be seen as an
ambiguous concept for this year’s
P(our) Symposium, the bartender‐
focused event that has previously
tackled perfection, sexism and what
makes a modern bartender.
“Understanding is crucial,” said Monica
Berg, co‐founder of the bartender collective,
which launched in 2016 to encourage the
industry to embrace change and equality.
“Without truly understanding our
surroundings, how can we ever change, grow,
accept or innovate? Our industry keeps
opening new doors and creating new
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opportunities, but as we continue to evolve
it’s also important to keep the doors open
to those coming after us – the next
generation – and build and maintain solid
foundations for them.”
It’s for these reasons that Berg and the rest
of the P(our) committee – which includes
fellow bartending luminaries Alex Kratena,
Simone Caporale, Jim Meehan, Joerg Meyer,
Ryan Chetiyawardana and Xavier Padovani –
selected the topic of understanding for this
year’s symposium.
“Understanding is so important,” said Laura
Try, one of the speakers at this year’s event,

held at London’s Village Underground. “To be
able to understand ourselves, other people
and situations and things in and out of our
control helps us become more well‐rounded
humans. We can be more compassionate
about other people’s situations, the world,
the environment and other aspects.”
Try’s appreciation for understanding came
during her participation in the Talisker
Whisky Atlantic Challenge, which saw teams
of adventurers row 3,000 miles from San
Sebastián de la Gomera, Canary Islands, to
Nelson’s Dockyard, Antigua and Barbuda.
Having formed a team with Kirsty Barker,
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Kate Salmon and Rosalind West, Try
discussed the physical and mental diﬃculties
she encountered during the expedition. Her
talk focused on the struggles she faced with
one of her teammates, and how the
challenge gave her “an understanding of
people and situations”.
As she took to the stage, Try said: “In
everyday life, if I met someone I didn’t
like I would just leave, but on the boat
I couldn’t do that. At one stage, the closest
humans to us were up in space, so there
was nowhere to hide.”

APPRECIATING THE WORK
Try discussed how, despite their diﬀerences,
she learned to appreciate the work of her
teammate – such as her dedication to the
team’s navigation, which Try said was crucial
to the group’s eventual victory.
She said: “I think back to all the challenging
times on the boat and how my teammate and
I didn’t see eye to eye, how sometimes it felt
like we were rowing through concrete and I
realise those were the moments in the
challenge when I learned the most.”
Try explained that, despite the challenges
she faced during the adventure, she felt “so
grateful to have had that experience”, and
after departing the stage reﬂected on the
impact her talk may have had.
She said: “I suppose the people in the room
today may normally have not been
introduced to someone like me or have
heard my story, so if it struck a single chord
with any of them they might go back into
work or into their industry with a slightly
diﬀerent perspective.”
Providing the world’s bartenders with a
diﬀerent perspective is why the P(our)
Symposium was created, and while Try’s talk
on relationships and personal challenges may
have contained elements some in the
audience could relate to, Brigitte Sossou
Perenyi’s talk oﬀered the audience a greater
understanding of issues they may be less
familiar with.
The award‐winning documentarian
presented the BBC documentary My Stolen
Childhood, in which she sought to understand
her experiences. Perenyi was taken from her

‘Maybe a presentation
about slavery isn’t
something that you would
normally listen to, but
you’re here because of the
alcohol industry. Events
like this really have the
ability to amplify change’
family in Togo by her uncle, who told them he
was going to further her education. Instead,
she ended up a slave of a church in Ghana
under the practice of trokosi, which sees girls
forced to live and work with priests in
religious shrines as an oﬀer of atonement.
Her ordeal ended when she was adopted by
an American who heard her story. Since being
freed, Perenyi has dedicated her life to
sharing her story as a way of oﬀering the
world a better understanding of such
repressive practices.

“A couple of years ago I decided I needed to
ﬁnd a way to process everything I had been
through so that I could understand all the
pieces,” Perenyi said.
“I took that journey of understanding
because I knew that there was a reason that I
was [able to tell the story] out of so many
other women who have gone through those
shrines. Those who were freed before were
older, but I was younger so I had the
opportunity to go to school.”
As P(our) continued its mission to give its
audience a better understanding of the
world’s issues, speakers including British
diplomat Bryony Mathew, Lars Williams from
Empirical Spirits, and London Cocktail Week
founders Hannah Sharman‐Cox and Siobhan
Payne all took to the stage during the day.
The broad spectrum of talks demonstrated
P(our) team’s belief in introducing the
bartending community to new ways of
thinking – an idea that Perenyi believes is
important for many cultures.
She said: “I’m the type of person who is
open minded about learning from people
from diﬀerent walks of life and from diﬀerent
industries, because I think that is how you
enrich your knowledge. That is what makes
life so rich.”

VARIED BACKGROUNDS
This is an area P(our) has always excelled in;
the symposium often attracts speakers from
varied backgrounds,and in the past has
welcomed psychology professors, architects
and professional ballerinas onto its stage.
“An event like this is very powerful because
it has the ability to open up avenues,
especially inside the brain,” said Narit
Gessler, director of development at Free the
Slaves, an American organisation looking to
end slavery around the world.
She added: “Maybe a presentation about
slavery isn’t something that you would
normally listen to, but you’re here because of
the alcohol industry. Events like this really
have the ability, in a way that my single voice
does not, to amplify change.”
While speaking at the symposium, Gessler
discussed the areas in which slavery remains
prevalent – highlighting agriculture, mining
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and production. Being from a family of vodka
producers – they make the Monopolowa
vodka brand in Austria – Gessler also
said she had tried investigating modern
slavery in the spirits industry, but that it may
not be an issue enough people are talking
about. “Slavery tends to be something that
sits in the shadows, and because it doesn’t
show up right in front of us we tend to think
that it’s not our problem or that it is a world
away,” she said.
“But when you look at your cellphone
slavery is right there [via, for example, the
mining of cobalt used in the lithium‐ion
batteries], it’s staring you in the face, but we
have blinders on to the things that we don’t
want to see. I don’t think people consider it
until they are suddenly aware of it, then they
can’t stop seeing it.”
After highlighting areas susceptible to
slavery, Gessler discussed ways the
assembled bartenders could use their power
to inﬂuence the industry – “putting your
dollars into your feelings” – as she described
it. “We’re talking about changing lives,” she
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said. “The products that you use and sell
relate back to the people that make them.
You are free and you have a choice, but
many of the people that make these
products do not. There’s an old saying that
knowledge is power, but knowledge without
action is useless.”

Gessler’s closing statement seemed to
encapsulate the message of the P(our)
Symposium – the message that the
bartending community can be a powerful
group when it sets its attention to tackling an
issue. “We can do anything that we put our
minds to,” as Try said.

GLOBAL ISSUES

‘When you look at
your cellphone slavery is
right there [via, for
example, the mining of
cobalt used in the lithiumion batteries], it’s staring
you in the face’

After Gessler, Try and Perenyi oﬀered the
symposium a better understanding of
relationships, teamwork and global issues,
Jeﬀrey Morgenthaler used his time on stage
to encourage the audience to put what they
have learned to good use. “Share your
knowledge and share your time, we need you
to stay behind the bar – it’s so important,”
said the American bartender. “I work in two
bars in Portland, Oregon [Clyde Common and
Pepe le Moko]. I have been behind the bar,
full time without a break, for 23 years, and I
have seen a lot of stuﬀ come and go over
those years.”
As well as a scathing review of Instagram
inﬂuencer culture in hospitality,
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Morgenthaler used his time on stage to break
down the myths that may prevent bartenders
from staying in the industry in the long term.
“There are a lot of myths in this industry,”
he said. “One, that it is physically impossible
to tend a bar for more than 10 years. I’ve
been doing this for 23 years, now I don’t feel
great but we’ve heard from people like Laura
who rowed across the Atlantic age 36 – so I
think you can shake a couple of Daiquiris in
an evening and stand on your feet for more
than ﬁve years, am I right?”
Morgenthaler also scotched ideas that
bartenders can’t have meaningful
relationships – “If you’re a bartender you
don’t have to stay out all night and cheat on
your girlfriend” – and that they can’t pursue
other passions – “If you’re telling me it’s
impossible to do all of this and reach
notoriety because you’re stuck behind the
bar then that’s bullshit”. He also discussed
why he believes so strongly that the audience
should be pursuing a long career behind the
stick. “I don’t think that improving the
industry happens at your gin masterclass,

and I don’t think it happens at your luncheon
with cocktail pairing,” he said.
“I don’t think it really happens right
here with what we’re doing now – I think
that it happens in those moments when
you connect with your customers and with
your staﬀ.”

With his closing remarks another
symposium came to an end. Armed with a
new‐found understanding of the world and a
renewed drive to continue their time behind
the bar, the attending bartenders ﬁltered out
of the venue – some heading oﬀ to work.
Reﬂecting on the success of this year’s
event, Berg said that there had been “so
many” highlights for her. She said: “Everyone
found their personal favourites and took
away diﬀerent things from the day. What I
love is that our speakers are not afraid of
honesty, and really open up and share very
personal moments with the audience.”
Understanding may have seemed
ambiguous at the start of the day, but this
year’s P(our) Symposium proved why the
topic is essential for the modern world.
As Perenyi said: “To understand is to accept
even when you don’t agree. Understanding is
such an important topic because when we
don’t understand we become complacent,
when we don’t understand we become silent,
when we don’t understand we don’t see the
relevance in taking action.” sb

‘We’ve heard from
people like Laura [Try] who
rowed across the Atlantic
age 36 – so I think you
can shake a couple of
Daiquiris in an evening and
stand on your feet for
more than five years’
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