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Family Stories 

Nonino 

It’s all a matter of spirit 

 

Awarded as the best distillery in the world by Wine Enthusiast, in Nonino there are three 

generations joined by the passion for the product. 

By Marco Barlassina 

 

It’s all a matter of spirit 
 

Entering the Nonino world means being instantly enveloped by energy. You can feel it 

immediately: there is a lot of pride, a sense of belonging and a good dose of healthy genuineness in 

the people who populate and animate the offices, the distillery and the ageing cellars of Ronchi di 

Percoto. Here, in the province of Udine, a few kilometers from the border with Slovenia, Orazio 

Nonino established the headquarters of his distillery in 1897, which until then had existed in the 

form of an itinerant still assembled on wheels.  

Then in 1973 the turning point, when Benito Nonino and his wife Giannola revolutionized the way 

of producing and presenting grappa in Italy and in the world. They create the single grape variety 

grappa, Monovitigno® Nonino, distilling separately the pomace of Picolit grapes. It is the Nonino 

revolution that has allowed them to transform “what for decades had been little more than a pocket-

sized form of warming for the farmers of northern Italy”, using the words of R.W. Apple Jr. of the 

New York Times, into a distillate capable of competing with other “national spirits” such as whisky 

and cognac.  

 

International Recognition  

This was later acknowledged even by the prestigious London School of Economics Business 

Review in the Nonino case study “from Cinderella to a Queen of the market” underlining that 

thanks to the Friulian family “Italian grappa managed to achieve the unbelievable passage from the 

bottom to the top of the status scale”. Until the night of January 27th, when in San Francisco the 

awards of the 20th edition of the Wine Enthusiast Wine Star Awards, the most important 

international Wine&Spirits prize in the world in the wine and spirits sector, were awarded. The 

Nonino Distillery became the first Italian distillery and the first grappa brand to be awarded in 

twenty years in the section “Spirit Brand / Distiller of the Year 2019” - Best Distillery in the World. 

What does all this have to do with energy? It does, a lot. And you can understand it meeting the 

three generations of women who together lead the company today. There is Giannola Nonino, 

president and charismatic leader of the company, her daughters Cristina, responsible for sales and 

marketing for the Italian market and distillation; Antonella, responsible for the markets of Germany 

(second after Italy) and Austria, as well as responsible for institutional communication and the 
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Nonino Prize; Elisabetta, responsible for administration, organization, staff and two very important 

markets such as North America and Russia. But there is also Francesca, Giannola’s granddaughter, 

responsible for Web and digital communication, who also supports Elisabetta on the markets of the 

USA and Russia. If you think of a dynasty comfortably resting on its achievements, you are making 

a huge mistake. Here no one thinks of retreating even one millimeter, the contrary. We live for the 

product; we enthusiastically explain the production techniques and the characteristics that make it 

unique. “We have never betrayed the tradition and craftsmanship of our work,” explains Cristina. 

“Even the Wine Enthusiast award can be understood as the crowning achievement of a lifetime of 

commitment, which touches everyone: our father produces the best grappa in the world, but only 

our mother would have been able to create authentic marketing like the one that characterizes us. 

Both of them taught us to live in a state of attention”. Even in the year of Pandemic, which 

threatened to be very dark. “At the end of February 2020, we started to see in what areas we could 

contain costs without compromising the quality of the product. So at the end of the year we were 

also able to allocate a bonus to all the staff. The fact that my mother and father have always 

reinvested profits in the company has allowed us to have all the conditions to guarantee the 

company's operations, the maximum healthiness for our employees and to guarantee our agents the 

availability to advance commissions in case of need”.  

 

“We have never betrayed the tradition and craftsmanship of our work”. 

 

Present and future  

Also thanks to these interventions, 2020 closed with only a small contraction in turnover (to about 

13 million Euro), despite the fact that the Horeca channel (the one linked to the hotel sector and 

catering) obviously recorded a setback, balanced by the explosion of the spirits sector in large-scale 

distribution, e-commerce and thanks to foreign sales. “But what matters most,” says Cristina again, 

“are the good signals we are getting for 2021.” In the meantime, we are looking ahead, with the 

enrichment of the product range while maintaining the identity of the brand: the best mixologists in 

the world have been creating cocktails with Nonino distillates for years, with Amaro Nonino 

Quintessentia which has gained its own slice of the market, as well as Aperitivo Nonino 

BotanicalDrink, and the use of grappa with desserts or in other combinations is opening up. And 

there is also Nonino GingerSpirit, pure ginger, distilled for the first time by Cristina herself. 

Because in the family nobody stays idle and the passage from the desk to the traditional activity of 

artisanal distillation is experienced as a return to the origins. 

“We are experiencing the generational transition now, because the world is changing and because 

our parents were used to manage everything personally and we daughters felt the need to give the 

company a better organizational structure. Each of us sisters has specific roles (the role of managing 

director is given in rotation and in this moment it is covered by Elisabetta) as well as our 

collaborators, there are procedures that avoid the repetition of the same operations by more people 

and also communication has been enriched with new modalities besides the Nonino Prize, with 

tastings, advertising and digital, because the brand is well known but it needed to reach the 

appraisers even more”. Also in this way, on the other hand, the family's commitment to make 

tradition current is perpetuated. With vision. With the Nonino spirit. 
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Photo legends: 

 

Family stories 

In the nearby page, Antonella, Elisabetta and Cristina Nonino. In these photos, some images of the 

distillery and the cellar. 

 

The Nonino family, from left: Benito, Francesca Bardelli Nonino, Elisabetta, Giannola, Antonella 

and Cristina. 
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