












 

GRAPPA: In Friuli the Nonino family has elevated an ancient peasant drink to an Italian 

luxury product 

THE GRAPPA DYNASTY 

From Cinderella to a Queen – This is how the Nonino family has elevated the dignity of 

what before was a drink for peasants. Its authentic grappa, distilled according to the old 

tradition from the best pomace, has become today a must among Italian brands, like 

luxury cars and fashion. 
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THE VINE-MAKER PRESSES THE GRAPES, BUT IT IS FROM THE SKINS THAT THE GRAPPA IS 

BORN 

Friuli! This wonderful corner of the world in the northeast of Italy still retains the status of a place 

for connoisseurs. There, for example, fantastic wines are born, both white and red, from famous 

estates such as the ones of Livio Felluga or Jermann, the Tunella or Schiopetto; and in the small 

town of San Daniele they make the best ham in the region, even sweeter and softer than the 

ubiquitous Parma. And the best grappa is made in Percoto, twenty minutes drive south of Udine: 

The grappa of the Nonino family.   

Grappa? Come on! And a simple "sgnappa" (grappa in Friulian language) should thrill the 

gourmet? That's right, if it is true that the Nonino sisters present today a brilliant and noble 

distillate, which with the rude liqueur of the restaurant around the corner has nothing in common 

except the basic technique. Monovitigno or Cuvée from the pomace of precious grapes, left to 

natural or "browned" and often aged for years in wooden casks; just think of "Grappa Nonino 

Riserva ", which wins all the others with its 24 years of aging.   

Think that the history of the company began softly, when in the 90s of the 19th century in a small 

village called Ronchi di Percoto Orazio Nonino put on a little still on wheels, going from house to 

house. He distilled the pomace of the peasants, that is, what remained of the pressing of grapes, 

receiving in return part of the distillate, which then he sold. It was Orazio’s great-grandson, 

Benito, now a solid senior eighty-four year old company head who laid the foundations of the 

brand. He got angry, because Italy had excellent wines to offer, but no exclusive digestives such 

as cognac or malt whisky. Then, stimulated by the great wine critic Luigi Veronelli, he thought 

that each vine variety also in the form of grappa had to be able to express the particular aromas 

and the character of the wine it was born from. Since then, the Noninos have been working on 

the single-vine variety, devoting themselves as distillers in particular to the rarest local vines in 

Friuli, such as Picolit. 



The Nonino distinguishes itself also for its "public presence": already since 1976 the family has 

awarded annually the "Nonino Prize", initially reserved to winemakers and then opened also to 

important "personalities of our time ", such as gastronomists, writers, philosophers and artists. 

And where if not in Italy-could it ever happen in Germany? - A distiller would be able to honor 

world famous people such as Jorge Amado (1984), Hans Jonas (1993), Claudio Abbado (1999) or 

Renzo Piano (2011)?  Nonino Grappa is today a solid reality of the sparkling Italian scenery 

between gastronomy and glamour. Bulgari, the Roman jeweler, exhibits the bottles of Nonino 

in its shop windows, and the "wizard" of Fendi fashion in his book dedicated to the most striking 

artisanal works, "The whispered Directory of Craftsmanship", quotes Nonino together with the 

king of Borsalino hats and the prince of Maserati cars. A Made in Italy at the nth power, then, 

and all this with a pomace grappa... 

Yes, but it's a 2.0 grappa! The Noninos are a family of entrepreneurs where women have always 

been holding the reins. Next to Benito, in fact, the company is directed by his wife Giannola, and 

it is hard to believe that this lively and energetic woman is eighty years old. Maybe grappa keeps 

young. It was in particular Giannola who made the brand known, sending in the early 80s taste 

bottles of Grappa Monovitigno Picolit to personalities such as Marcello Mastroianni, Gianni 

Agnelli or Sean Connery; and even the Pope. A marketing strategy that worked, as Grappa 

Nonino is now a status symbol.   

Today, with its 40 employees and an annual production of one million bottles, the company 

created in 1897 is solidly managed by three charming sisters. Elisabetta, 50 years old, manages 

administration and staff; Cristina, 55, production; and Antonella, 52, marketing. And with 

Cristina’s twenty-eight year old daughter, Francesca, the next generation already strengthens 

this women's business club; Francesca is particularly concerned with the bar world.    

The tour starts anyway with Cristina in the vineyard, the logical start of each Grappa-Story. The 

Noninos have 40 hectares, cultivated with Moscato, Sauvignon Blanc, Ribolla Gialla, Merlot and 

other local vine varieties.  "For a real grappa distiller it is a must ", says Cristina showing the red 

grapes of Merlot, aromatic and sweet to taste, "but it would not be enough. We also buy a lot of 

pomace, as a tradition.  "And in quantities such as it is found for example in the vineyards of Livio 

Felluga, mentioned at the beginning. From the grape juice, Felluga gets high class wines, and 

what remains finishes at the Nonino.   

It is first quality pomace, fresh and clean, and not at all those "scraps" we talk about disdainfully. 

In the large square of the Nonino distilleries the trucks quickly unload the pomace in cassettes, 

a fragrant mass of squeezed grapes, with a color changing from olive green to ochre yellow, which 

recalls from afar piled leaves. I try a handful, a tasty taste of raisins. If these are scraps, too bad 

there aren’t more!   

Inside the distillery you can feel a pleasant scent of sweet fruit, zibibbe and of course alcohol.  

"We distil according to the ancient artisanal tradition ", says Cristina, "therefore twice, as you do 

for whiskey and cognac. In this we distinguish ourselves from industrial production, which distills 

grappa in a continuous cycle, because it is cheaper.  "And indeed copper stills, coated externally 

in wood, have an elegantly passé look. In them the workers introduce the pomace, always layered 

on perforated metal plates, 450 kilos per still. Of course to do so we get help from the machines, 

because the plates are really heavy. Then, in a first phase, the pomace is steam distilled at 30% 



vol., before this first production is transferred to three-plate column distillers, also these copper 

made, where in a second cycle it is passed to 73% vol. Through the portholes of the columns you 

can see the liquid that seems to boil.  "Look, grappa dances!", says Cristina full of enthusiasm. 

The finished product immediately goes on the market, or it remains for years to age in wooden 

barrels, which can be French oak barriques, old Spanish casks, once used to contain sherry, and 

acacia and cherry casks. Even those who refuse always with detachment a glass of grappa must 

try Grappa Nonino Riserva, aged for five years in casks. It is surprising that after a short rotation 

of the goblet the typical shades of the pomace are flanked by soft notes of vanilla and caramel, 

but also fruity hints of apple, pear and cherry. Almost superfluous to say that despite its 43 

degrees grappa slips mild and creamy on the palate.   

The Noninos are not the only grappa distillers that age their products in casks - beside grappa 

also wine distillates called with the old dialect name, "ÙE "-, but probably they were the first. 

Already in 1952 they had experienced this type of aging: A pioneering initiative, for those times 

almost revolutionary. Today in the cellars there are 2300 wooden casks, and every member of 

the family has his/her own personal barrel with his/her name: A matter of honor.   

An impressive progress for what used to be alcohol for peasants and workers. As the Friulian 

David Maria Turoldo describes it:  "grappa was drunk, and with grappa they used to sprinkle 

themselves, like a perfume. The grappa burned your hunger and gave you the courage to face 

every effort.  "The Nonino family has managed to make it a luxury product-"from Cinderella to 

a Queen", bottles seem to say coquettishly, the most sought-after of which are accompanied by 

a cap in Murano Glass. Nonino is now an institution, and recently an elegant visitor centre with 

guest rooms has been completed. The family has also successfully launched a bitter, as important 

as Aperol, for aperitifs and cocktails in bars. Of course always according to the old traditional 

recipe.  And business is booming.   

But the kind sisters Antonella and Cristina are also able to get angry.  "It's just unfair," says 

Antonella, "that the industry can put on the market bad grappa penalizing its own image. Even 

famous producers just bottle imported products, which they have not distilled. Then they color 

them with sugar, which is unfortunately not prohibited. Consumers think they have a valuable 

product. But there is nothing artisanal there.  "The Noninos instead give the utmost importance 

to transparency. And maybe quite soon they will want to certify with the QR codes on the bottles 

the origin of the pomace and the whole production chain. So even skeptics will be persuaded.   

But the best guarantee is given by the taste, even better when you get out. At the bar "Lume" in 

Udine Cristina serves me spectacular cocktails, mixed with Grappa and Amaro Nonino. On the 

tables of the customers all around there are wine, cocktails and bitter aperitifs sparkling and 

colorful: the people of Friuli know how to live.  "The most beautiful thing of grappa", Cristina says 

laughing, "is that you always drink in company. To toast. Grappa unites people. Cheers!  " 

  

 

 

 



 

 

 

Legends: 

Pages 104-105 

Benito, 84, is the senior company head who still holds the reins  

Beatrice, 12, Elisabetta’s daughter  

Costanza, 12, Elisabetta’s daughter  

Francesca, 28, introduced Nonino in bars  

Gaia, 17, Antonella’s daughter  

Cristina, 55, is in charge of production  

Elisabetta, 50, manages administration  

Giannola, 80, is the mother. Also of the brand.  

Antonella, 52, takes care of marketing  

Sofia, 21, Antonella’s daughter  

Caterina, 17, Elisabetta’s daughter 

 

Pages 106 -107  

THE NONINO IS NOW A FEMALE COMPANY 

In the bars grappa is now a must, says Francesca Nonino. It combines well with many ingredients. 

 

Page108 

Family things. The Nonino sisters control the entire production chain. So we see Antonella 

(above) between her vineyards of Merlot and Moscato, Cristina (in the center) in the distillery 

next to the stills, Elisabetta and Antonella in the cellar (bottom left) or Elisabetta at the control 

of the pomace (bottom right) and the alcoholic content (bottom center). 

 

Page 110 

IN THE CELLAR THERE ARE 2300 WOODEN CASKS, AND SOME DISTILLATES REST HERE FOR 

DECADES 

Bottles with grappa aged eight years (upper left). White and red pomace (top right) is always 

processed separately. In the end it ages for more years in wooden casks (bottom) 
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