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A small manual on well made grappa 

By Thomas Pennazzi, 12th November 2018 

 

Getting to Friuli is always a small journey, for a Lombard. But you do it willingly when the 

destination is the most celebrated producer of Italian aquavitae, the Nonino family. 

The quality of their grappa was certainly not unknown to me, but the meeting in the spring with 

Antonella and her telling had confirmed my idea that the glass did not lie. So it was the case to 

take a look around the steaming stills. 

The Nonino welcome was warm and hospitable since the arrival at their office. The company is 

medium-large size, managed as it is suitable for a modern company. Though not being yet among 

the biggest grappa producers, its good name allows the company to export about half of the 

production, casting a positive return on the overall reputation of grappa abroad. 

The management of the company is still firmly in the hands of the parents, Benito and Giannola, 

assisted by their daughters Antonella, Cristina, and Elizabeth, joined by the granddaughters and 

just one boy. Destiny wanted to emphasize to the Noninos that grappa is female, like barbera, 

and if the last word regarding distillation is still up to the father, all the rest of the work takes 

place in the name of a brilliant and chatty matriarchy. 

Visiting the distillery you immediately realize that something distinguishes it from the others: 

first of all to the nose. Grappa distilleries, among vapors and fermenting and exhausted pomace, 

frankly have an unpleasant smell. Here, on the contrary, the air smells good, a happy sign. Service 

areas, machines and sheds are those of an industry with well-oiled mechanisms, and the reason 

is simple: all the grape pomace is distilled fresh as soon as it is fermented, and this requires 

excellent staff coordination, and suitable equipment. 

The Noninos have been able to increase the artisan activity of the family organizing it on a large 

scale, without ever betraying the bond with the land and the work of the wine-growers who 

supply them with the primary product. And this already manifests the quality of the grappa it will 

become. As soon as we arrived, they were unloading in front of us the pomace of Damijan 

Podversič, which an enthusiastic Antonella invited us to smell: fresh, fragrant, and still humid; it’s 

hard to distill bad grappa, with such stuff. 

Their stills, then, are the image of simplicity, not so far from what the instruments of the itinerant 

Friulian distillers had to be; a tradition that now survives only in Armagnac. Here you will not find 

high technology or revolutionary machines (not even the plant that reduces the concentration of 



 
 

 
 

methanol, taking away a part of the aromas), but only a lot of work and the sincere respect of 

primary product. 

The radical vision of the Noninos, therefore, meets the expectations of the enthusiastic drinker: 

the pomace distilled immediately after fermentation, the use of batch stills and an aging carried 

out seriously allow them offering a wide range of products, from the honest and simple 

traditional Friulian grappa to the sublime peaks of the grappa and grape distillates aged for years. 

Without forgetting the international success of their Amaro. 

Some scattered taste made from the casks, kindly opened for our visit, gave us confirmation. At 

a certain moment we were overwhelmed by the depth of the glasses, as rich as only the great 

brown spirits can be. I had to go out in the open air to keep using my nose, flooded with aromas. 

It is now clear to me: no inferiority complex houses in these magnificent aged grappas. 

And if it is true that nullus locus sine genio (no place is without a genius), the genius of Percoto 

bears the name of Giannola Nonino. The key to the success of a company is not only hidden in 

the company organization or professional knowledge, but also in the personality of the 

entrepreneur. And Mrs. Giannola is a strong-willed and volcanic woman, in front of whom we all, 

drinkers and grappa distillers, must bow. 

She is due the tribute of having – stubbornly and facing difficulties of all kinds – conceived the 

modern varietal grappa, Monovitigno®, far in 1973, and the grape distillate (ÙE) in 1984, forcing 

the competition to pursue their primacy. Just listening to their story from her own voice you can 

understand how success is never free of prices to pay, anxieties, thousands of thoughts made of 

bureaucratic monsters and corporate envy. And without such a woman (and her husband, of 

course) probably grappa would have remained an unknown and mediocre regional spirit, 

whereas now it walks along the streets of the world head high, desired by foreigners for that 

charming creature it actually is. 

You might wonder why, among the thousands of labels and some already famous brands only 

the Noninos have been able to give their grappa the same visibility of the noble distillates, but 

the answer is trivial: the merit goes to quality without compromises, combined with a natural 

talent for public relations. 

The challenges to let grappa get definitively away from the cone of shadow that still afflicts it in 

its own country are two: the first is to make group, that is to bring together the best craftsmen - 

and there are many - under the umbrella of a shared productive philosophy (I think of something 

like ViViT, or similar), and the second is to make didactics, addressed to drinkers, but especially 

to the professionals of the glass, who have great need of it. 

And if mixology must be a shortcut to get young people to know grappa, the goal won’t certainly 

be achieved making attenuated grappas, but with grappa made to perfection, and with 

communication made in the best way. 

The Noninos can teach us. 


