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The redemption of Grappa a 25-year journey 

by Vladimiro Tulisso 

 

In the early nineteenth century, the redemption of a life of humiliation and hardship began to go 
along the streets of rural Friuli in the guise of a still assembled on wheels that moved from farm to 
farm. It was the working tool of the sgnapins, some of the unbranded artisans who at that time – 
as Chino Ermacora wrote – used to tread the roads incessantly from village to village "working in 
the courtyards where children and bipeds snore together”. Home distillation had great social 
significance because it managed to guarantee even the poorest people a supply of alcohol, which 
was made from what the landowners abandoned: the pomace. After the grape harvest, the owners 
kept the wine for themselves, which they also partly distilled, obtaining the aqua vitae. The grape 
skins - considered waste - remained for the peasants. From the trape, as the pomace is called in the 
Friulian language, the peasants regained wine by washing them with water and then - thanks to the 
still that arrived in the yard - they produced grappa. It was the alcohol of the poor: in its way, the 
symbol of the redemption of much mortification. . The concession of Empress Maria Theresa and 
the Lombard-Venetian legislation favored the production of grappa at that time: the amount that 
could be made in 24 hours of distillation was tax-free and work was feverish. Grappa was many 
things: a digestive, a medicine for headache and toothache, useful for correcting wines that were 
too light. In 1871, five years after the annexation of most of Friuli to the Reign of Italy, Habsburg 
concessions were cancelled and the industry was not only regulated but also the target of national 
and local taxes. Family distillation continued, but it became clandestine. People distilled secretly, 
and the still - disassembled into pieces - traveled along different routes and out of the way so as to 
pass eventual controls. Everyone knew, but no one wanted to know. The sgnapins were thus faced 
with a crossroads: continue to support an irregular activity or take a path of legality. Among those 
who moved across Friuli along with their stills was Orazio Nonino. 

He also had to choose and decided to stop. The still took root in Ronchi di Percoto, a group of 
little houses grown in the shadow of a manor house. That was 1897, one hundred and twenty-five 
years ago. Since then the Noninos - Orazio was followed by his son Luigi, to continue with Antonio 
and on to Benito - have often been called upon to make choices. And many times the decisions 
were difficult because they were far from the most obvious paths. As when Antonio, in 1929, 
decided to move the distillery from Ronchi to Percoto where it remained for decades before 
retracing its steps enhanced in facilities and solid in traditions. Difficult choices like the one Benito 
made in the early 1960s when Italy's vision was clouded by the excitement created by the economic 
boom. At that time grappa consumption exploded and distillers did not take too long to opt for 
the quantity guaranteed by the continuous still.  

The Noninos reconfirmed batch distillation, firm in the groove of tradition. A loyalty that never 
failed indeed preserved even when everything would have suggested looking elsewhere: numbers, 
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marketing, market demands. In 1973 the definitive turning point with the search for the highest 
quality, which for the distillery became the only rule: thus single-varietal grappa was born. These 
were years of battles, including legal ones - with Giannola and Benito that never gave up - who put 
the respect for nature, the work of the man and his traditions at the forefront. It took the strength 
of a Prize - the Nonino Risit d'Aur - to succeed in reviving several ancient native Friulian vines 
varieties otherwise doomed to extinction. The vines were saved and now their wines brighten our 
toasts. The trape, the pomace distilled in purity gives high quality products so that in 2020 the 
distillery was awarded as the Best in the World. For values such as the dignity of work and tradition: 
a definitive redemption. 
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