


 
 

 
 

 

GIANNOLA NONINO 

THE LADY OF GRAPPA TURNS 80 

by Marisa Fumagalli - 21st September 2018 

The Friulian entrepreneur has married with the owner of the company, Benito, for 56 years: “And 

for 56, following him, I have been dealing with grappa”. Also hers was a family of entrepreneurs, 

agricultural machines, and then furniture: “When my father got sick I had to start working and 

interrupted my studies at Ca’ Foscari”. Then love at first sight, double: for the future husband and 

aquavitae: “I like to remember the magic of distillation. The still, the steam, the perfumes ...”. 

Finally the idea that marked the success of the company: giving bottles as presents to famous 

people, like Avvocato Agnelli. And in 1998 the most appreciated acknowledgement: the Quirinale 

appoints her Cavaliere del Lavoro. 

A beautiful goal, Giannola. How do you feel ... “Please, let’s not pronounce this number. 

Otherwise I have to admit that I'm old. So I thought for a long time of the people who were my 

age today. Then when you get there, fortunately healthy, everything changes. Well, I was born 

in nineteen-thirty eight... is that all right?” 

Wonderful lady of grappa! She finds an elegant and funny way to sneak off, playing on the year 

of birth. And, let's say it all: she accepted the interview with confidence, even if she does not like 

the idea of a chat that takes its cue from a birthday. It falls on September 27th. “A date that has 

not been meaningful for long time. Ignored. Also because it coincides with the harvest, a period 

of intense work — she points out —. The latest celebrations, by my decision and with surprise of 

all my dear ones, date back to ten years ago, when I turned 70: music, songs, dances, fireworks. 

Then I said stop. Never again”. 

Ok, let’s not insist. But there is a life — and what a life! — to tell. A woman, a family that has 

made noble what was considered the distillate of the poor.  

“After the war, it was produced in great quantity, and grappa was sold without care in regular 

and large bottles” says Giannola. We are in the offices of the company, located in a village of the 

Friulian countryside: Percoto, few kilometers from Udine. Red hair, natural face, she's a waterfall 

of words. He has got verve to sell, Giannola. Hard to follow her while talking, zigzagging between 

past and present. To start: born Bulfoni, she is the wife of Benito Nonino. Three daughters 

(Cristina, Antonella, and Betty), working at full speed in their parent’s activity. Besides, 8 

grandchildren: 7 girls and a boy. 

Giannola, is it true that in your big family women command?  



 
 

 
 

“Let’s not exaggerate. First of all it is useful to remember a Friulian proverb that, translated into 

Italian, sounds like this: a woman in the family holds three corners of the house. Well, according 

to the habits of the territory, it is normal that the role of women is fundamental. Nonino women 

aren’t an exception. In addition, we are extroverted, we communicate a lot. But Benito remains 

a steady point. In the choices he is decisive. I guarantee it. “  

Let's talk about Benito, then. Couple relationship and work. A perfect fusion. How long have you 

been married?  

“56 years. And for 56, following him, I have been dealing with grappa. My father was an 

entrepreneur but in another sector. Agricultural machinery for a few years, then metal furniture. 

In the family I was rather spoiled. At a certain point my father got sick and I, with my sister, had 

to start working. I was enrolled at Ca ' Foscari, Faculty of Languages: I interrupted my studies. For 

the rest, what to say? I was a courted, lively girl. I really enjoyed dancing. Then I fell madly in love 

with Benito”. 

Love and marriage. 

“Yes, we got married quite soon. However, I never understood how much my boyfriend, then 

husband, was really in love with me. And I still don't know it. He's not a guy that makes 

compliments. Quite a “savage”...  Living in uncertainty spurred me to show him how much he 

counted for me. Actually, Benito has always been close to me and has encouraged me, especially 

at work. My first assignment? The purchase of pomace, the primary product for the production 

of grappa. I drove the truck and went to visit the winemakers. I also took a few door slams in my 

face, but in the end I reached the goal. I'm stubborn and spirited“. 

Driving a heavy vehicle? A peculiar ability for a woman, considering also the period.  

“It is true. It all starts from the fact that, by case and bureaucracy, I was “equipped” with a truck 

license. I won't go into the details, it would be too long. The fact is that, although I had never got 

into a truck, put to the test, I managed to drive it”. 

Since then you haven’t stopped anymore. When does Giannola Nonino become the Lady of 

Grappa, with the capital G? In Short, how did Grappa from Cinderella become Queen?  

“First of all, I like to remember the magic of distillation. I still remember the enchantment and 

wonder of the first few times. The still, the steam, the perfumes. The new adventure began when 

we decided to distil separately the pomace from the grapes of ancient autochthonous vine 

varieties: Picolit, Schioppettino, and Ribolla Gialla.... Obtaining a product of high quality and 

character. We were in the Seventies. The experiment was born with 5 demijohns of grappa of 

Picolit Monovitigno, later bottled in small (beautiful) bottles containing 250 ml”. 

Too expensive to be able to sell it. Then Giannola has an idea: to give it as a present to rich and 

famous people: Gianni Agnelli, to quote a name.  

“It was not easy to have success; even fellow distillers were against the new course. Time and 

success have proved we were right. The first to trust us was Gino Veronelli».  



 
 

 
 

Initiative, farsightedness, and success. From here, the many acknowledgements you've had. For 

example the honorary degree in Business Administration. Which, of all these, has given you more 

satisfaction?  

“I am a practical woman and I do not give weight to the honors received. However, I cannot forget 

the joy, returning from a trip to Japan in 1988, in learning of the appointment as Cavaliere del 

Lavoro by the President of the Republic, Oscar Luigi Scalfaro. I felt happy and excited as a woman, 

on behalf of all women. I consider myself lucky and I am proud to do a job that I like, I enjoy it 

and it is valued. WE have to say, however, that, even in entrepreneurship, as in other sectors, 

women must always show that they are at the same level of men”.  

We live in difficult times, insecure, especially for young people. Your story conveys positivity, the 

desire of getting involved...  

“I agree. In fact I would like my experience to have the value of a stimulus for the new 

generations. You never have to give up. You must have courage, self-confidence and optimism”.  

The Nonino Prize. It has long been a cultural institution. Without going deeply into the matter, I 

ask you: what does it mean having to deal with personalities of international level? 

“One thing I understood: the greater a person is, the easier it is to talk with him/her. Great 

persons, the true ones, know how to put themselves on your same level. Again: The Prize has 

taught me that everyone in his small way, if he loves what he does, is a great one”. 

The sorrow of your life?  

“The loss of my father, the first confrontation with death. And, recently, the death of Ermanno 

Olmi, a member of the Jury of the Nonino and an incomparable friend”.  

The joy?  

“When I am with my wonderful family. We argue, we quarrel, but we love each other a lot”.  

Faults and virtues: how do you see yourself, Giannola?  

“I am oppressive in the affections and I speak too much. I should count to three, on the contrary 

I stop at zero. Sometimes making a mistake. Virtues? A great passion for my work, I'm never 

tired”.  

A project you are thinking about? 

“A journey around the world to meet the people (restaurateurs, wine shop owners, customers) 

who have supported us. To enjoy the joy we have conveyed, with our work and research”. 
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“Until the age of 70 I celebrated: then no more, it’s the days of the harvest ... And I still haven’t 

understood if that “savage” of my Benito loves me...” 



 
 

 
 

From top three key men for Giannola: Gianni Agnelli (who died in 2003), her husband Benito (84 

years old), and Ermanno Olmi (who died last May 5th) 

 

In the beginning I purchased the pomace from winemakers driving a truck. I was the only one who 

had a truck-license. 

 

THE ENTREPRENEUR 

Giannola Nonino, 80 next 27th September, was born in Pavia di Udine and since 1962 she has 

been producing grappa with her husband Benito, leading the homonymous company. 

IN THE FAMILY 

Giannola Nonino, front left, sitting on the lawn of the villa distillery in Percoto with her 

granddaughters: the twins Costanza and Beatrice and Caterina. On the chairs, from left, the other 

5 women of the Nonino family. 

Missing my father was my greatest sorrow. Together with the death of my friend Ermanno Olmi 

“Even in my sector women must always prove they are on the same level as men. I would like to 

be an example for the new generations”. 


