


 

The interview 

Giannola Nonino: 

«This is how grappa from Cinderella became a queen» 

Giannola Nonino at the age of 80, with her husband Benito, leads a family of 16 people, 3 

daughters, 8 grandchildren: together the make one of the most famous Friulian companies in the 

world, able to reinvent the distillate of the peasants of the Northeast and launch a prize that has 

become an event. 

«Grappa moves me, distilling is a magic» 

She says that «une femiène e ten sù tre ciantòns de ciase»: a woman holds three corners of the 

house, as Friulian proverb goes. With her husband Benito she manages a family of 16 people, 

three daughters, 8 grandchildren and seven are females: all together they make the company. 

«From Cinderella to a Market Queen», the authoritative Business Review has recently written 

about their distillery, the Nonino. This is more than a world degree. «Grappa is part of my life, it 

is a magic that has entered my veins.” At the age of 80, Giannola Nonino Bulfoni, from Percoto, 

looks forward. She has been keeping on fighting for more than half a century to obtain a law to 

protect Grappa, in favor of the consumer: «It is necessary to have the obligation of the name of 

the distiller on the label, if it is not the same also the name of the bottler besides the method of 

distillation. No more misleading information! ». 

A red scarf, two black pendants at her ears and a big red coral horn, like the lines of the dress, 

hanging from a dark thread. «I am not 80 years old, I was born in 1938. I do not like eighty and 

I’ll tell you why: when I was over fifty, when I read in the newspaper that someone died at age 

80, I said he had lived enough. I suffer from insomnia; on the bedside table I have block-notes 

and I take notes. I think: you make a lot of projects, but do you know how old you are? But if I 

have so much enthusiasm why should I limit myself? ». Percoto is in the middle of a plain where 

the river Torre flows to divide the wheat land from the grapes land. Thanks to the Noninos, 

Percoto is today synonymous with quality grappa and a family of distillers with more than 120 

years of history. A turnover of 15 million, half of which in 78 countries, especially in Germany. 

How was the Bulfoni family 80 years ago? 

«My father Gigi was born in Argentina, in Rosario di Santa Fe, the third son of an emigrant. He 

came back to Percoto when he was a child and fought in World War I as a “boy of 1899”. His 

father had invested in this property in the village, with a tavern and Stall for horses. My father 

too was in Argentina and on his return he opened a plow factory with 60 workers; he closed it in 

the Fifties, without firing anyone, converting it into an iron furniture factory. For the prototypes 

the big ones of the sector came to Percoto, like Giò Ponti; At the Mo-Ma in New York pieces 

created in the company are exhibited». 

And how was Giannola? 

«I had been raised as the “Princess on the Pea” of the fable, controlled, I could not be late. I 

always loved being in company and in the summer afternoons I used to wait for everyone to fall 



asleep to reach my friends, on the shore of a stream where we all used to stay, even Benito the 

man I married. At 18 I gave the party of my “freshman” where also Benito was invited, a year 

later love was born. I was studying languages at Ca ' Foscari, I interrupted after my father was hit 

by a stroke and with my sister Annina we had to deal with the company. I took the “Giardinetta” 

car, I loaded the benches and chairs and I went to sell them. My father died at the age of 72, after 

seven strokes, it was as if a part of me had been detached». 

At some point Benito Nonino enters the scene... 

«My husband Benito is the man of my life, I fell in love with him first and then with his art of 

distillation. He taught me a lot; I put passion and a marketing that was not so widespread yet. 

Ours is a union of continuous struggle, working in the same company is not easy. He had been 

one of my mother's students, I liked him so much, and he reminded me Marlon Brando at the 

time of the “Savage”. Now that I think about it, it's strange, but in my life I have never received a 

compliment from him. He called me “Melonaria” (from melon) because I have a big head or 

“Spider” because he said that on the bike I looked like a small spider pedaling. He once called me 

“little casket”, just once! I thought, now I’ll die. We got married in May 1962. After the wedding 

we went to live with his widowed mother, an exceptional woman who had had a very uneasy life, 

she was an iron marshal». 

A complicated coexistence? 

«My mother-in-law represented the opposite to me as I used to be cuddled. When I went to wish 

her goodnight, she turned to her son: “She's gone crazy, she comes to kiss me before I go to bed”. 

After six months I filled my suitcase and went back to my house: “Did you come to have lunch 

with us?” Dad asked me. He added: “We love you so much, but this is no longer your home”. I 

picked up my suitcase and went back». 

Then the new history of Nonino distillery began... 

«After the wedding I asked Benito to help him in his work, so in the middle of summer I went to 

buy the pomace from the most prestigious wine makers. I used to drive a ‘Leoncino small truck’, 

changing gears was so hard that it required physical strength, to do it I almost stood. My 

daughters, you may say, were born in the pomace. There were then many counts and countesses 

who had vineyards and lands. I went to Cividale to meet engineer Rubini, a tall man who comes 

out, sees that I wear the miniskirt and says: “Tell your husband that if he thinks of conquering me 

with a miniskirt, he is mistaken”. My father had taught me to never give up, so for a week I kept 

knocking, until he signed the contract». 

From pomace to distillation... 

«Later Benito taught me to distil and there I was struck, there's magic, something unique. I was 

very proud of our grappa, I wanted it to conquer the status of the noblest distillates, it took us 

ten years. We decided to distil the pomace of a single grape variety separated from the other to 

enhance its characteristics and we relied on Picolit. We dedicated the first experimentation to 

Luigi Veronelli who, at that time, was the god of oenogastronomy. He came to Percoto on 

December 1st, 1973, at noon my husband distilled the first Cru Grappa Monovitigno drop by 

drop. I shouted, “Benito! Benito! We made it”. I felt the scent of acacia honey and ripe quince. 

Veronelli wrote about it and from it the revolution and the fairy tale were born». 



You have created an international award... 

«In 1975, in order to save Schioppettino, Pignolo and other prestigious autochthonous Friulian 

vine varieties, we created a Prize to be awarded to wine makers: the “Risit D'Aur”, gold vine 

shoot. After a few years the Prize became international, the “Nonino” was born, now at the 44th 

edition. I remember with particular affection Jorge Amado, the prize is bound to being present, 

but Amado was afraid of flying. I, crazy as I am, phoned to his house and I spoke in Venetian, all 

in one breath: “I am Giannola... I make Grappa... we have a prize... but he must come to 

Percoto...”. A female voice answered: ‘And I am Zelia Gatai, I’m from Pieve del Cadore and I am 

Jorge’s wife. I immediately tell you that I, Jorge, Paloma and Joan will be in Percoto to withdraw 

the prize. We became friends. The New York Times of December 31st, 1997 dedicated us a full 

page, they wrote that for decades Grappa had been little more than a pocket form of heating for 

the peasants of northern Italy, but all this happened before the Noninos from Percoto! ». 

Now the company is facing the generational transition, the tasks have already been divided 

between the daughters: Antonella takes care of marketing and communication and the Prize; 

Elisabetta manages the human resources and a part of foreign countries; Cristina distillation and 

the sales in Italy. The daughters say: «We grew up available to do everything. We also have the 

right age for the leap, we are all over 50; we do it with a Guardian angel that is a little bulky. We 

are a family of crazy people, my mother always says it». 

 

Edoardo Pittalis 

 

Legend: THE NONINOS The Friulian family has become the queen of grappa in the world, thanks 

to the invention of the distillation of the separate pomace of an individual vine variety. Above, 

Giannola with her three daughters. 

 

«WE GOT MARRIED IN 1962, HE STILL IS THE MAN OF MY LIFE. WORKING TOGETHER IS NOT EASY, 

IT IS A UNION IN CONSTANT FIGHTING» 


