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HERE’S HOW GRAPPA, THE 

CINDERELLA OF SPIRITS, 

BECAME A QUEEN 

 

By Eleonora Cozzella 

 

 

IT WAS CONSIDERED NOTHING MORE THAN A REUTILIZATION PRODUCT, 

USEFUL BUT CERTAINLY NOT PRECIOUS. UNTIL THE IDEA OF GIVING VALUE 

TO THE PRIMARY PRODUCT THANKS TO FARSIGHTED PRODUCERS LIKE 

NONINO. FOLLOW US ALSO ON FACEBOOK. 

DECEMBER 4TH, 2020 

A MEDICINE FOR THE FARMERS OF THE NORTH. THIS WAS GRAPPA UNTIL THE 

EARLY 1970S, A PRODUCT OF LITTLE VALUE, EXCLUDED FROM GOURMET TABLES. 

BUT THANKS TO THE COMMITMENT OF A FAMILY OF DISTILLERS, THINGS BEGAN 

TO CHANGE IN 1973 WHEN THE "MONOVITIGNO" WAS BORN, THE FIRST GRAPPA 

OBTAINED FROM A SINGLE VINE VARIETY, THE NATIVE PICOLIT, ACCORDING TO A 

TRADITIONAL METHOD, IN BATCH DISTILLATION. 

AND IT IS A FASCINATING STORY MADE OF RESPECT FOR TRADITION, AND YET 

CONTINUOUS RESEARCH FOR INNOVATION, WHICH LEADS THROUGH THE 

DECADES TO PERFECTING THE ART OF DISTILLATION MORE AND MORE UNTIL 

TAKING THE NONINOS TO THE PRIZE FOR THE BEST WINE&SPIRIT IN THE WORLD 

LAST JANUARY, CROWNED AT THE WINE STAR AWARDS BY WINE ENTHUSIAST IN 

SAN FRANCISCO. 

FOR THE FIRST TIME THE GOLD MEDAL IS AWARDED TO GRAPPA. 

THE MOTIVATION? “FOR THE VISION TO REDESIGN A TRADITIONAL DISTILLATE 

FOR THE MODERN ERA”. BECAUSE IT WAS THE NONINOS WHO STARTED THE 

RENAISSANCE OF ITALY'S OLDEST DISTILLATE, WHICH FROM A CINDERELLA OF 

SPIRITS BECAME A QUEEN, TO USE THE METAPHOR OF THE LONDON SCHOOL OF 

ECONOMICS, WHERE THE COMPANY WAS STUDIED AS A CASE HISTORY. 
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BUT THIS PATH HAS EVEN MORE DISTANT ROOTS AND DATES BACK TO ORAZIO 

NONINO, WHO AT THE END OF THE 19TH CENTURY WENT FROM HOUSE TO HOUSE 

TO DISTIL THE BY-PRODUCTS OF WINEMAKING (SKINS, SEEDS AND STALKS) MADE 

BY FARMERS. AT THAT TIME THIS DOOR-TO-DOOR WAS QUITE COMMON AND IN 

FACT HE WAS EQUIPPED WITH A CLASSIC MOBILE STILL. IN THE END, IN 1897, HE 

DECIDED TO MAKE THE ACTIVITY PERMANENT, FOUNDING THE FIRST BRICK AND 

MORTAR DISTILLERY IN FRIULI. BUT ORAZIO WAS CERTAINLY THE ONLY ONE TO 

FOLLOW THE CHANGE. HIS NEPHEW BENITO AND HIS WIFE GIANNOLA, WORKED 

FOR A REAL REVOLUTION IN THE SECTOR. 

 

TO UNDERSTAND ITS SIGNIFICANCE, JUST CONSIDER THAT THE ITALIAN LAW 

ALLOWS THE DISTILLATION OF POMACE FROM THE BEGINNING OF THE HARVEST, 

IN AUGUST, UNTIL THE END OF JUNE OF THE FOLLOWING YEAR. IT IS OBVIOUS 
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THAT IF THE POMACE IS STORED FOR A LONG TIME IT BEGINS TO DETERIORATE, 

WITH THE RESULT OF TRANSMITTING UNPLEASANT FLAVORS TO THE DISTILLATE. 

THE MANTRA OF THE NONINOS, ON THE CONTRARY, IS THE RESPECT FOR THE 

PRIMARY PRODUCT, WHICH REQUIRES PROMPTNESS: "THE POMACE MUST ARRIVE 

FROM THE WINERY AT LESS THAN TWO HOURS BY CAR", EXPLAINS FRANCESCA, 

GIANNOLA'S GRAND-DAUGHTER, THE SIXTH GENERATION OF DISTILLERS AND 

BRAND-AMBASSADOR. 

 

AND IN FACT, IN ORDER TO COPE WITH THE INCOMING OF GRAPE POMACE DURING 

THE HARVEST PERIOD, IN THE NONINO HOUSE THEY WORK AT A FAST PACE SO AS 

NOT TO LEAVE THE BASIC MATERIAL STORED. IT IS NO COINCIDENCE THAT THE 

COMPANY IS EQUIPPED WITH 66 ARTISAN STILLS "BATCH STEAM MADE OF COPPER, 

THE BEST CONDUCTOR", COMPARED TO THE 6-12 STILLS OF SIMILAR SIZE 

DISTILLERIES. 

AS EXPLAINED BY ANTONELLA, WHO GREW UP LIKE HER SISTERS AMONG STILLS 

AND BARRELS, “EACH MEMBER OF THE FAMILY PRESIDES OVER ONE OF THE FIVE 

STATIONS AND TAKES SHIFTS TO COVER THE 24 HOURS OF WORK DURING THE 

HARVEST, FIRST OF WHITE GRAPES AND LATER RED ONES. THE POMACE MUST BE 

TREATED VERY FRESH AND IN ORDER NOT TO LOSE ITS FRESHNESS WE HAVE 

ASKED THE POLICE PERMISSION FROM TO LET THE TRUCKS ARRIVE ON WEEKENDS 

AS WELL”. 

MAINTAINING THE EMPHASIS ON QUALITY ALSO MEANS WORKING EXCLUSIVELY 

WITH QUALITY WINE PRODUCERS, IN ADDITION TO SOURCING FROM THEIR OWN 

VINEYARD, ALSO BECAUSE YOU CAN BE SURE THAT THE GRAPES ARE NOT 

PRESSED TOO MUCH, SO THE REMAINING SKINS CONTAIN MORE JUICE AND RETAIN 

MORE FLAVORS. 
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AND THEN THE MOST SIGNIFICANT INNOVATION, THE DECISION TO FOCUS ON 

SINGLE-VARIETY GRAPPAS. THIS HAD NEVER BEEN DONE BEFORE ON A LARGE 

COMMERCIAL SCALE, AS PRODUCERS TRADITIONALLY COLLECTED ALL THE 

POMACE FROM DIFFERENT WINERIES BEFORE DISTILLATION. TO HAVE AN EVEN 

GREATER IMPACT, BENITO AND GIANNOLA CHOSE TO START WITH PICOLIT, AN 

AUTOCHTHONOUS GRAPE VARIETY, AND ASKED THEIR SUPPLIER WINEMAKERS TO 

SEPARATE IT FROM THE REST OF THE GRAPES. AT FIRST THEY WERE FACED WITH 

SOME RESISTANCE, AS THIS REQUIRED ADDITIONAL WORK AND SPACE. BUT 

GIANNOLA - IT IS NO COINCIDENCE THAT GIANNI BRERA CALLED HER "OUR LADY 

OF THE " - WAS PERSISTENT AND TURNED TO WINEMAKERS’ WIVES FOR SUPPORT, 

OBTAINING A COMMENDABLE COLLABORATION AMONG WOMEN. 

 

AND TODAY THE FACE OF THE COMPANY IS TOTALLY FEMALE: WITH GIANNOLA 

WORK HER DAUGHTERS ELISABETTA, ANTONELLA AND CRISTINA AND HER 

GRANDDAUGHTER FRANCESCA, ALL INCLUDED IN THE RECENT LIST OF THE 100 

TOP LADIES OF WINE BY CAPITAL. 

TODAY, EACH BOTTLE ALSO COMES WITH AN IDENTITY CARD THAT SHOWS THE 

VINTAGE, THE BOTTLE NUMBER AND THE BOTTLING DATE TOGETHER WITH THE 

SIGNATURE OF GIANNOLA, APPOINTED CAVALIERE DEL LAVORO IN 1998. 
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OVER THE YEARS, INNOVATIONS HAVE FOLLOWED ONE ANOTHER: BOTH IN TERMS 

OF PRACTICES FOR THE PROTECTION OF TRADITION AND THE ENVIRONMENT, AND 

FOR THE DEFENSE OF THE VALUES OF RURAL CIVILIZATION, FOR WHICH THEY 

CREATED THE NONINO PRIZE IN 1976. 

 

AND IT IS ALMOST DIFFICULT TO COUNT THE CREATION OF NEW SPIRITS AND 

LIQUEURS: GIOIELLO, THE “DISTILLATE OF PURITY”, THE BRANDY OBTAINED 

FROM THE DISTILLATION OF ONLY HONEY; ÙE, “RISERVA DEI CENT’ANNI” THAT 

JOINS GREAT COGNAC, RUM AND ARMAGNAC FOR QUALITY AND PLEASURE; 

NONINO GINGER SPIRIT, DISTILLATE OF PURE ITALIAN GINGER; THE NONINO 

BOTANICAL DRINK, A CONTEMPORARY REWORKING OF THE ANCIENT RECIPE FOR 

APERITIVO BIANCO BY GRANDMOTHER/GREAT-GRANDMOTHER SILVIA, JUST TO 

NAME A FEW, ALL RIGOROUSLY IN DESIGNER PACKAGING, ALL ENHANCED BY 

COLLABORATIVE RELATIONSHIPS WITH BARMEN'S ASSOCIATIONS IN VIEW OF A 

MIXOLOGY THAT IS MORE AND MORE IN LINE WITH THE ITALIAN STYLE. 

“IT IS 15 YEARS NOW SINCE WE HAVE UNDERSTOOD - CONFIRMS ANTONELLA - THE 

POTENTIAL OF USING GRAPPA IN MIXING AND WITH THE LATEST CAMPAIGN 'BE 

BRAVE MIX GRAPPA', WE HAVE EXPLAINED THE DIFFERENCE OF A COCKTAIL WITH 

EXCELLENT OR BAD GRAPPA”. TO RELATE IT, HERE IS THE SUCCESS ON LAST 

NOVEMBER 24TH OF THE FIRST FREE ONLINE MASTERCLASS TO SUPPORT ITALIAN 

CATERING, WITH RESTAURATEURS, BARMEN AND CHEFS FROM ALL OVER ITALY 

GATHERED ON ZOOM TO LEARN ITS SECRETS OR DEDICATED COCKTAILS, SUCH AS 

THE BRAND NEW MANDI SOUR (BASED ON MONOVITIGNO CHARDONNAY IN 

BARRIQUES) CREATED BY THE IBA PRESIDENT GIORGIO FADDA AND SHARED ON 

SOCIAL NETWORKS. 
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AND SPEAKING OF SOCIAL NETWORKS, SHARING IS ALSO ONE OF THE FOUNDING 

VALUES, TO SPREAD THE BOND WITH THE TERRITORY, ITSELF A DISTILLATE IN 

THE STILLS, BECAUSE, AS GRANDFATHER TOLD FRANCESCA, “YOU HAVE TO BE 

ABLE TO PUT THE ESSENCE AND SOUL OF THE VINEYARD IN THE GLASS OR YOU 

HAVE TO CHANGE YOUR JOB”. 

ELEONORA COZZELLA 
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