




 
 

 
 

 

Giannola Nonino 

By Antonio Gnoli, portrait by Riccardo Mannelli 

Every dynasty, however recent, needs a good deal of luck, firmness and intelligence. Luck 

protects from risks; firmness reacts to difficult moments; intelligence is needed to give continuity 

to the future. Now, the fact that in a woman, who has just turned eighty, all these three 

components are concentrated, I think widely justifies a certain idea of original dynamism that 

characterizes it. Giannola Nonino is defined in many ways — by excess of laziness, also the 

nickname “queen of grappa” prevails. When I listen to her on the phone she objects if I’m sure I 

want to interview her: among writers, musicians and artists, what have I got to do with them? In 

the end here we make grappa, she says as if to remove a misunderstanding. And I think: yes, well, 

but there are different ways to make it. Not all have been able to take the poorest alcoholic 

hobby and make it a very peculiar narration. And then: not all have invented a prize aimed to 

give value to the best of international literature which, as if by magic, every year (in the meeting 

of the end of January in Percoto when the winner is awarded), takes off its serious appearance 

to wear those much more down to earth of simplicity: «Every year men of letters, writers and 

masters of thought come here, in Percoto. People who leave haughtiness out of the door. There 

are two things I have always cared for: the respect for the people and the capacity to adapt. The 

world where I commonly live still preserves jealously some rustic traces. And all those who stay 

here, even just one day, feel its magic. As if everybody rediscovered a joyous part of himself 

which usually dates back to childhood». 

How were you as a child? 

«Quite cared for, but also quite free. My mother was a teacher, as mi grandmother before her. 

My father, Argentinean by origin, had created a small company producing ploughs. When the 

first tractors arrived he had to close the company. He was an upright man. Not to dismiss his 

workers he sold his father’s house». 

Why was he Argentinean? 

«His father had emigrated and he was born in Rosario de Santa Fe. When he was two he came to 

Italy. Later my grandfather, after World War I, sent him to Argentina again. He told him it was 

time to show what he was able to do. He bought him the ticket for the crossing and gave him 

some money. He bet that money on horses. He lost everything. He learned the lesson that easy 

money does not exist. He came back to Italy again, got married and my sister and I were born. 

One thing I remember of him is mental freedom. He taught us that female emancipation does 

not mean having more rights than males, but fighting for the same rights, He spoke of equality in 

the years when women’s submission was considered a natural fact». 

Have you ever felt the need of going away from your roots? 



 
 

 
 

«I was lucky as I married a man who was able to plant roots». 

What do you mean? 

«Benito, the man I married in 1962, was the creator of the adventure grappa would become. He 

had a distillery, but in those years grappa was considered the humblest thing that could be drunk. 

People perceived it as a violent fire that warmed from cold and fatigue. Hence my intention of 

changing its image». 

Did you make it alone? 

«I was attracted by some articles Luigi Veronelli had written. He spoke of purity and did it with a 

language that seemed to me very poetic but also precise. I write him I was ready for an 

experiment, he proved kind and available. He came to visit and on that day, December 1st, 1973, 

I saw the transformation of the pomace into a very pure liquid that came out of a glass bell. Drop 

by drop we made grappa from the Picolit vine variety. I started to scream for the emotion. It was 

as if a miracle had come true». 

What kind of person was Veronelli? 

«Certainly unusual. Before being a wine and food expert, Gigi was a scholar and an intellectual. 

He was a man who loved defending the things he believed in. For him the relationship with the 

land was fundamental. I remember his pride when he spoke of when he supported the cause of 

Piedmontese farmers inciting them to defend their rights. He was a libertarian. Much earlier than 

fashion he represented the renaissance of oenogastronomy. He welcomed with great joy the fact 

that our family had created the Nonino Prize». 

When was the prize born? 

«In 1975, with the aim of saving the ancient vine varieties. My father often spoke about the 

values of one’s land. For some years the prize performed this function. Then it grew up to 

involving literature and more in general the masters of our time. Among the members of the jury, 

besides Veronelli, there were Mario Soldati, Gianni Brera, and Ermanno Olmi. It was fantastic to 

hear them talking, sometimes they played like children on the house carpet. They were 

wonderfully authentic. What they did for the prize is unforgettable. We cannot say the same of 

the Italian State». 

What don’t you like? 

«Ours is a prize that has no public or sponsors’ funds. All its weight falls on the family. So, then, 

why doesn’t the Tax Office allow us to deduce the costs borne for the jury, for the televisions, for 

the journalists we invite? We are not a company with great numbers. However we like to 

promote culture. The jury – which today includes, among the others, the prestigious names of 

Claudio Magris, Adonis, Edgar Morin, Antonio Damasio and John Banville – discusses and decides 

in total autonomy. Among the prizewinners, five Nobel laureates and persons of absolute 

international relevance». 

About this, the presence of Claude Levi-Strauss was surprising. How did you get to his nomination? 



 
 

 
 

«For his immense work as an ethnologist and for having written Tristes tropiques, a book that is 

also a great novel in defense of indigenous people. I went to visit him in Paris. I was with one of 

my three daughters who speaks French better than me. He invited us for lunch. I had told him on 

the phone we wanted to award him. The only condition was that he had to be present at the 

ceremony. He was charmant. He said that Percoto was the most exotic place he might visit and 

he was very curious to explore it. When he came he enjoyed himself very much». 

There were very reserved prizewinners, like Sciascia or crabby like Naipaul. 

«Naipaul was accompanied by a bad reputation. An impossible character. But it was enough to 

treat him with simplicity. And loyalty. He became very fond of my family. After the prize we gave 

him in 1933 he continued to come every year. And when he was awarded the Nobel, one of the 

first calls he made was with us. The truth is that Naipaul said always what he thought and hated 

superficial and rough people. I feel honored of having him in the jury, as the president». 

What about Sciascia? 

«He didn’t want prizes. On the phone I told him that the acknowledgement was just a detail, 

what was important was his coming to visit our cellar. He was happy to come. Once he remained 

with us a couple of months. He stayed with his wife in our paternal home. There he wrote The 

Knight and Death. On some mornings Benito went to see him and brought him the newspapers. 

What will you novel be about, Benito asked him one day. It will be about the devil, about the fact 

that men won’t need his advice any more to hurt the others». 

I think this was one of the last things Sciascia wrote. 

«Le me check, the novel was published in 1988, a year before his death. During his sickness, I 

regretted not insisting enough to make him come here to be cured. He preferred to do it in Milan. 

He was a man of few words. And of simple acts. A strong modesty and a great feeling. But he had 

also an unexpected joyous side. The thing that hit me most was when one evening he decided to 

make a Sicilian dinner. He made pasta with sardines and caponata. He proved extraordinary. With 

his usual concision he said that he had taught those dishes also to Maria, his wife». 

Today do we communicate with food more than in the past? 

«Maybe we communicate in an excessive way. The risk is that the “0 kilometer” measures an 

intelligence that finds hard to travel. When Veronelli, Soldati or Brera discussed about food they 

knew exactly what the roots were, but the tree was their fantasy, their language, their way of 

thinking of what they ate and drank». 

Talking about the language, Brera was the most imaginative. 

«Veronelli introduced him to me. I asked him to become a member of the jury and he wrote me 

a highly imaginative letter in which he defined us as Furlàn, the heirs of Longobard Fathers. Gianni 

was a friend and a precious adviser and he will always be in my heart. I really think I’ve been a 

lucky woman because life has given me the privilege of frequenting unique, irreplaceable and 

unforgettable people». 

Another personality with these characteristics was Ermanno Olmi. 



 
 

 
 

«He was the ideal father of the prize. I often went to Asiago, where he lived, to collect his 

suggestions. He was a part of us and we of him». 

You often speak about your family, which is its role? 

«I would give my life for my family. This statement may seem emphatic. But this is how I feel 

towards Benito, my husband, our three daughters who carry on the work with devotion, their 

husbands and the grandchildren who have been born in these years. But I also know that living 

with me is complicated». 

Why? 

«Surely I’m not defectless. I speak too much, I know it. Sometimes I stun the others with chats. I 

don’t keep in mind the advice my father used to give me: count to twenty before answering. 

Nothing to do. I cannot. Then sometimes I repent because I say something I shouldn’t. Besides I 

am tough. But the border between toughness and breaking other people’s balls is thin. Finally I 

am also very jealous». 

You don’t give this idea. 

«It’s a feeling I try to control». 

Who are you jealous of? 

«Of my daughters. I fancied special marriages. And they, very serenely, married very normal 

people. And I used to tell myself: why do they do this to me? The truth is they were right and I 

was wrong. Nobody must be up to someone else’s expectations, just because this someone 

wants it. We have one only life, it is right to live it as we like. In the end I told myself: Giannola, 

you should simply have minded your own business!». 

In the end you are able to acknowledge your limits. 

«Sometimes I think about it at night. Quick notes in the copy-book of a woman who suffers for 

insomnia. I wake up and I brood. I think of friends who have crossed my life and who are no more 

here: Claudio Abbado with whom I had a special understanding or Father Turoldo who helped 

me grow spiritually. And then there are those who resist. And it requires great effort, thinking 

about these terribly complicated times». 

How complicated? 

«When I think about my grandchildren I wonder what I’ll leave them, which values I still can 

transmit. I’d like them to have today the chances I had when I was young. You may even aim far 

but there must be a blazing light that calls you. And if this light is missing or is too dim you risk 

groping or worse getting lost». 

Is this your thought about old age? 

«I don’t feel an eighty year old woman at all. At most I am a trentottina (born in 1938), the year 

I was born. I still keep time under control thinking, making projects, working. My dream would 

be making a trip round the world to thank all those who have allowed us to let people know a 



 
 

 
 

humble and extraordinary product like grappa. Maybe with Benito and I will set to travel sooner 

or later. Not as tourists. But two people who have distilled their time with sacrifices and love». 

At lunch with Levi-Strauss. And then Olmi, Naipaul and Sciascia (and his caponata). How could 

Lady Grappa surround herself with such myths? The border between toughness and breaking 

other people’s balls is faint”. 

Identity card 

Entrepreneur and patron, Giannola Bulfoni Nonino was born in Percoto, Pavia di Udine, in 1938. 

The wife of Benito Nonino, with whom she had three daughters, leads a company specialized in 

the distillation of quality grappa. And who also gives the name to a literary prize with a prestigious 

roll of gold. 

The steps 

01 The beginnings 

She was born eighty years ago, her mother was a teacher and her father, Argentinean by origin, 

was the owner of a small company producing ploughs. The turning point of her life, both personal 

and professional, came in 1962, when she married Benito Nonino. 

02 The success 

Inspired also by the ideas of Luigi Veronelli, she decides to turn the family’s distillation activity 

into the production company of a precious drink: “Drop by drop – she says – we made grappa 

from the Picolit vine variety”. 

03 The prize 

From the great success of the Nonino Distillatori comes also a literary prize which has brought 

and brings to the small Percoto Nobel laureates and other great names of culture, as jury 

members or prize winners. It is awarded every year, in January. 


