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SPIRITS 

Grappa, the Story of a True Passion 

In 1897, a man named Orazio Nonino started his own distilleria in Ronchi di Percoto, in the northern 
Italian region of Friuli. For years, he produced artisanal grappa in the traditional way. Then, in 1973, 
Benito Nonino had a brilliant idea: to distill grappa from just one grape variety. A revolution in the 
world of spirits. Today, Benito’s daughters—Cristina, Elisabetta, and Antonella—run the successful 
company. Granddaughter Francesca is already securing its future. 

This famous Italian distillery is just shy of 130 years old. You’ll find it in the heart of Friuli, a region 
in northeastern Italy, near the borders with Austria, Slovenia, and the Adriatic Sea. In the late 19th 
century, Orazio Nonino traveled around with his mobile distilling cart. Everyone recognized the 
rattling wheels as he made his way through the narrow streets of Ronchi di Percoto. It was 1897 
when Orazio decided to start his own business: the Distilleria Nonino. 

Back then, grappa was a product made by winemakers who didn’t want to waste the leftovers from 
their pressed wines—the pulp and surplus grapes. The drink has existed since time immemorial. 
Each winemaker had their own artisanal methods, carefully passing down their knowledge to the 
next generation. Orazio did the same—until Benito Nonino entered the scene, supported by a 
strong woman, as is often the case: Giannola Nonino, also known as the Queen of Grappa. 

Benito and Giannola pushed the boundaries of traditional grappa distillation dramatically. They 
were the first ever to create a grappa distilled from a single grape variety. For this mono-varietal 
grappa, which they named Monovitigno Nonino®, they used the ancient, regional Picolit grape—a 
grape they elevated from Cinderella to Princess. The entire grappa world was turned upside down. 
The Noninos had indeed set a new standard by which all future grappas would be measured. 

Of course, their idea was later adopted by others: Poli, Sibona, Mazzetti d’Altavilla, and several 
other Italian and international distillers also entered the market with their own grappa. But no one 
can take away the Noninos’ honor of being the first to produce a masterful single-varietal grappa. 

Since 1928, the distillery has been prominently located in Percoto. Under one roof, there are five 
artisanal distilleries with a total of 12 discontinuous steam stills—one for each family member, plus 
six for the grandchildren. This underscores the family’s commitment to preserving the continuity 
of the distilling craft. 

Soul Sisters 

Benito and Giannola had three daughters: Cristina, Antonella, and Elisabetta. From their parents, 
they inherited creativity, entrepreneurial spirit, and a love for distilling. For the three sisters, grappa 
became an inseparable part of their lives—so much so that grappa, we exaggerate only slightly, has 
become like a fourth sister in the family. Together, and of course following in the brilliant footsteps 
of Benito and Giannola, they managed to transform a spirit that had long been dismissed as a rough, 
poor man’s product into a distillate that is now appreciated worldwide and represents the 
excellence of what Italy has to offer.  
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“And what we’re especially proud of,” says an enthusiastic Antonella Nonino, “is that the three of 
us have paved, since 2007, the way for a new future for Italian spirits: grappa in cocktails!” 
“Actually, the four of us,” she adds mischievously, “because in the meantime, our niece Francesca—
Cristina’s daughter and for several years now our ultimate ‘grappa influencer’—has joined the 
dance. Together, in 2018, we modernized the old recipe of our grandmother and great-grandmother 
Silvia: we infused her Aperitivo Bianco Nonino with botanicals, herbs, flowers, fruits, berries, roots, 
and ÙE® Monovitigno® Fragolino from the Nonino vineyard in Buttrio. This gave birth to the 
Aperitivo Nonino Botanical Drink, the first completely natural and vegan aperitif.” 

“And that wasn’t our first experiment!” she continues. “Earlier, after years of study, research, and 
experimentation, Cristina managed to create a pure ginger distillate. Italy gained a new, pure 
product, which was named Nonino Ginger Spirit. For the first time in our distilling family’s history, 
she also signed the bottle as Master Distiller.” 

A long journey has been made since Orazio founded the company, Benito and Giannola launched 
the Monovitigno®, and the sisters successfully left their personal mark in the 2000s. 
“Today, Elisabetta is our CEO,” Antonella continues, “and Cristina, as expected, oversees all 
distillation and the Italian market. I myself lead part of the export department, of the 
communication and promote certain new distillates in more than 85 countries.” 

Meanwhile, awards and golden accolades keep piling up for the Nonino clan. The company is listed 
among the 100 enterprises that bring Italy a particularly positive reputation both nationally and 
globally. Just last year, in 2024, it was invited by the Ministry of Economic Development and Made 
in Italy to be featured in Identitalia, the Iconic Italian Brand at Palazzo Piacentini on Via Veneto in 
Rome—a beautiful recognition of the work the Noninos have done as distillers. In 2020, the 
Noninos were named “Best Distillery in the World 2019” by Wine Enthusiast at the Palace of Fine 
Arts in San Francisco. And also in 2024, Elisabetta won the award for CEO of the Year of Made in 
Italy. 

More highlights in the life of the Nonino Distilleria? There are plenty. In 1984, Benito and Giannola 
created ÙE® l’Acquavite d’Uva. Based on this, the Ministry granted the company the right to 
produce grappa distillate. The distillate combined the elegance of wine distillate with the character 
of grappa. It inspired both Italian and foreign distillers to follow the Nonino model. (By the way, 
ùe means “grape” in the Friulian dialect.)   

Also fun, says Antonella, was that in 2000—the year the sisters officially joined the company—
Cristina, Antonella, and Elisabetta launched Gioiello®: produced in very limited quantities, as the 
quality of this distillate depended on the quality of the honey (in chestnut, citrus, and acacia 
flavors). The trio insisted that the honey come only from ecologically pure sources. 

In the amaro (bitter liqueur) category, the family scores just as well as in other distillates. The Amaro 
Nonino Quintessentia, invented in 1992 by Antonio Nonino—Benito’s father and husband of the 
aforementioned grandmother Silvia—was later combined with the distillery’s innovations and led 
to a series of new bitter liqueurs that are now considered among the finest aperitifs in the world. 
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We’ll refrain from listing even more distillates—for a very special reason: to honor the 
craftsmanship and tireless dedication of the mater familias: Giannoli Nonino, born Giannola 
Bulfoni. The woman who was—and still is—omnipresent. 

Grappa in Cocktails 
We already know that Giannola, together with her husband Benito, shook up the grappa world in 
1973 by being the first to produce a single-varietal grappa—distilled from the residue of just one 
grape variety. This Monovitigno® Nonino Picolit remains the benchmark for all modern grappas. 

Less well known to the public is that two years later, in 1975, Giannola with Benito established the 
Nonino Prize—an internationally recognized and renowned award granted annually to an 
individual or organization that has made a significant contribution to the promotion of rural 
culture. The Nonino Prize has anticipated six times the choice of the Nobel Laureates. Over the 
years, Giannola and Benito have done everything in their power to promote, encourage, and 
support regional produce and local producers. 

In 1998, she received the Cavaliere del Lavoro award from the President of Italy for her dedication 
and efforts in the global promotion and refinement of grappa. From that moment on, “Mama 
Nonino” began appearing regularly alongside her daughters in magazines and at international 
award ceremonies, where the Nonino Family frequently took home gold medals, prestigious 
awards, and even, in 2002, a Wine Oscar. 

In 2003, Giannola and Benito were once again received by the President, this time to accept the 
Leonardo Prize for Italian Quality. In 2009, Giannola was honored with the Premios Eva and 
named Entrepreneur of the Year. The years—and the accolades—have flown by like a rollercoaster. 
Grappa is hot, grappa is in, grappa is cool. 

In 2017, the company celebrated its 120th anniversary, received the Meininger Award, and 
launched the Grappa Nonino Riserva Aged 22 Years, released in 883 numbered bottles. How was 
your birthday? 

In 2019, at the Hofburg Palace in Vienna—transformed into the world’s largest cocktail bar—the 
Noninos received the Falstaff Award for their enormous contribution to bar culture. “The family’s 
Amaro is a game-changer in the cocktail world and inspires mixologists to explore new and exciting 
cocktail paths,” says Antonella. 

At the end of 2024, Elisabetta, Cristina, and Antonella received the 15th edition of the prestigious 
Guido Carli Award. The prize is awarded to “individuals who distinguish themselves through social 
commitment, entrepreneurial success, and the prestige that Italian talent and genius have earned 
worldwide.” The sisters were justifiably proud, happy, and enthusiastic about this recognition of a 
tradition that has now lasted 127 years, and to which they have made—and continue to make—a 
significant contribution. 

 

 




