


 
 

 
 

 

The Lady of Grappa turns 80: «But I feel a “trentottina (born in 1938)” 

and I’m never tired» 

The fierce Giannola celebrates the new goal: «My greatest pride? My family, woe 

to those who touch it». 

By Maurizio Cescon 

An innate exuberance, carved in the DNA, is the characteristic trait of her personality. It is 

impossible not to be overwhelmed by the volcanic sympathy and the desire to live of Giannola 

Bulfoni Nonino, the Friulian Lady of Grappa. An all-round businesswoman, wife, mother, 

grandmother of 8 grandchildren (among them only one male) is the creator of the Nonino Prize, 

one of the most authentic and important cultural events in the Italian scene, which anticipated 

many Nobel laureates. Who has the luck of being a guest of the Nonino Family, the last Saturday 

of January in Ronchi di Percoto, bears an indelible memory of that feast: pure emotions and joy. 

Today, September 27th, Giannola, the first lady of an almost all-female family, reaches an 

important milestone. She does not want to hear about that number, because she hasn’t 

celebrated her birthdays for a long time, but phone calls and messages will not fail to remind her 

of the fateful date. “It's harvest time – she cuts short - I'll be in my office to work". Well but 80 

years of age represent a special event, a milestone, and the celebrations are due. In this interview 

she retraces the salient moments of her flourishing life experience, with Friuli always in her heart. 

 

Mrs. Nonino, how do you celebrate? What gift will you make yourself and what do you expect 

from your beautiful family? 

«I am a "Trentottina (the reference to the year of birth [1938] is clear) and as such I have no 

specific dates to respect, I celebrate the harvest and the distillations of my life: they are as many 

as 56, started in 1962 when I fell in love, first of Benito” (her husband, the other backbone of the 

“Company”), then “of the art of distillation of his grappa. An alchemy that still excites me every 

time from the "glass columns of our batch artisanal stills” our grappa comes out crystalline. It is 

a magic that I want to share with all the connoisseurs, friends and consumers of Nonino grappa 

everywhere in the world». 

 

Who have been the most important people in your life? 

«Undoubtedly my family, and by family I mean the one of origin and then the one created with 

Benito, the man of my life, with the gift of my three daughters, Cristina, Antonella and Elisabetta, 

my wonderful grandchildren, my God what a huge gift: Chiara, Davide, Francesca, and then Sofia 

and Gaia and again Caterina, Beatrice and Costanza, together with my irreplaceable sons in law 



 
 

 
 

who, despite the nickname they have given me “tiger”, love me. In my affections I am very 

possessive and jealous and woe to those who touch them». 

 

The relationship with your husband is indestructible: a couple in life and in work, it can be done 

and it works, you are a clear example. 

«Sure, our union is a ‘constant fight’ but this is why our relationship is livelier than ever! » 

 

You have met many famous people from Veronelli to Marcello Mastroianni, from Ermanno Olmi 

to Claudio Magris and then to many Nobel Laureates in Literature. A memory and an adjective 

for the three, four of them you consider the most meaningful. 

«There are really too many and I don’t feel like quoting just some, I would wrong the others». 

 

The Nonino prize is famous all over the world. Is it what you're most proud of in your life? 

«What I'm most proud of is first my family, then our grappa. The ‘London School of Economics 

and Political Science’ one of the most prestigious magazines on the planet, in December 2016, 

dedicated us an entire article "How Cinderella became a queen theorizing radical status Change" 

(as Cinderella became queen, Theorizing a radical change of status) in which they explain how 

Benito and Giannola Nonino thanks to their grappa Monovitigno Picolit ‘have created a 

bridgehead in the expensive high status category occupied by foreign distillates’: Grappa so 

became "the national spirit "on the equal level of whisky and cognac... 

Following the Nonino "Risit D'Aur" Prize, created in 1975 to save from certain death some of the 

indigenous Friuli vine varieties among which Schioppettino, Pignolo, Tacelenghe (all red wines 

with great character), whose cultivation was prohibited, obtaining in 1976 the permission to 

wine-making experimentally, whereas in 1978 they became recommended vine varieties. The 

Nonino scientific Prize subsequently was joined by the international literary section, whose 

prestigious jury has anticipated 5 Nobel prizewinners over the time». 

 

For twenty years you have been a Cavaliere del Lavoro, one of the few women in Italy, appointed 

by Oscar Luigi Scalfaro, at that time the President of the republic. What does it mean to you? 

«A prestigious acknowledgement that I have dedicated to all women -entrepreneurs and not – 

from all over the world». 

 

What do you think your qualities and defects are? 

«I am oppressive with my affections, I speak much, maybe too much. I should count to three, but 

I stop at... zero. My virtue? Passion for work, I never get tired». 



 
 

 
 

 

The future and the young: are you optimistic for Italy and for Friuli? 

«We must be: we are going through a moment of criticality of values. But young people, being 

part of a global reality, have the means to interact with different cultures and traditions. This 

enriches their experience and their way of interpreting the world. For our part the obligation to 

support them in building a better society: we owe it to them». 

 

You are known for your battles: one of the earliest was for the indigenous Friulian vine varieties 

and you won it, as you recalled, with determination. Today which are the battles to be fought to 

protect our Friuli, that of identity? 

«There would be many battles to fight and not only for Friuli: being my sector, I refer to many 

consumer goods that often have on the label unclear information and which can mislead the 

consumers, who have the right to know what they eats, what they drink, what they buy. For more 

than 35 years we have been asking for a law to protect grappa which obligates to write the name 

of the producer on the label, if it is not the same as the bottler, in addition to the method of 

distillation. A rigorous disciplinary for the consumer protection has always existed for cognac, for 

whisky and other distillates. There should also be one for grappa! We will continue to fight even 

if at the moment the signature of the ministerial decree is blocked by the usual category lobby, 

because it is against their interests: but we never give up». 

 

Have there been any bad or difficult moments in your life? How did you overcome them? 

«There are still complicated moments, and we will continue to overcome them with great 

determination. As my wonderful parents taught me, it is essential to never give up until the goal 

we have set is achieved, respecting the common good». — 

 


