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Grappa, Fiery Friend of Peasants,
- Now Glows With a Quieter Flame

A drink of smoky guile, distilled from the debris of the wine grape.

By R. W. APPLE Jr.

PERCOTO, Italy
HROUGH uncounted decades, grappa
was little more than a cheap, portable
form of central heating for peasants in
northern Italy.

A shot (or two, or three) after dinner helped
ward off the damp, misty cold that often settles
over the Alpine foothills and the flatlands just
beneath them. And a shot in the breakfast espres-
so — yielding a “‘corretto,” or corrected coffee —
got the motor started in the morning gloom.

Grappa is made by distilling debris left in the
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press after grapes have yielded up their precious
juice. The debris is called pomace and consists of
skins, seeds and dry pulp. A fiery, rustic, usually
colorless alcohol, grappa (the name derives from
the Italian word for grape stalk) has an oily,
earthy taste with something of the barnyard about
it, and a marked alcoholic Kick.

Even at its best, grappa is not subtle. The
French writer J. K. Huysmans said, with some
justice, that if Cognac’s music resembled a vio-
lin’s and gin and whisky ‘“‘raised the roof of the
mouth with the blare of their cornets and trom-
bones,” grappa’s ‘“‘deafening din’’ suggested the
growl of the tuba. :

But properly distilled and served cool (not
cold), it has a beguilingly smoky taste, with hints

of stone fruits like cherry and plum. Especially if
made from the pomace of dessert wines, it can
display a slight sweetness.

Grappa used to be made mostly by traveling
distillers or by big industrial outfits like Stock, the
Trieste brandy manufacturer. Too often it was a
cheap, ill-made product, an Italian version of
white lightning.

Fancier Italians, and most foreigners, disdained
it.

But that was before the Noninos of Percoto
came to prominence. Here in their native town, a
furniture-making center about 75 miles northeast
of Venice and only 10 miles from the Slovenian
border, they tamed grappa, taught it table man-
ners and gave it mass appeal, not only in Italy but
overseas, 100.

The United States has become the second-larg-
est export market, trailing only Germany. At
Felidia in New York, Obelisk in Washington,
Spiaggia in Chicago, Valentino in Los Angeles and
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SHIMMERING ELEGANCE Individually
blown flasks with silver-plated caps '
show off some of the grappas made at
the Nonino distillery in Percoto, Italy.
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