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The interview Giannola Nonino 
 

«Sciascia, Abbado and I 
But I miss Ben so much» 
 
Enrico Ferro 
 
The extraordinary life of the grappa lady, who changed the destiny of this distillate. 
«At the age of 87, I don't feel like resting. I go on with my three daughters and now also a 
granddaughter». 
 
She toasted with Sciascia, had lunch with Claude Levi-Strauss, dined with Jorge Amado, had 
breakfast served by Claudio Abbado, and shared vacation moments with Ugo Tognazzi and 
Marcello Mastroianni. Defining Giannola Bulfoni Nonino as the queen of grappa would be 
rhetorical and, above all, reductive. «If anything, I'd like us to be remembered as those who turned 
grappa from Cinderella to a queen. Even the New York Times wrote about it, dedicating a full page 
to us», she says, always speaking in the plural. Because there is no Giannola without Benito. «I used 
to call him Ben, my Ben. He has been missing for two harvests now». Percoto, a hamlet of Pavia di 
Udine, a land of rural traditions and sloping vineyards, a land dear to the American writer Ernest 
Hemingway. This is where the spirit that conquered the world was born, and inevitably this 
exclusive product is intertwined with the biographies of those who created it. 
 
Donna Giannola, at 87, is still firmly at the helm of the company. Aren't you tired? 
«At present I am still the president, and I don't feel like resting. I go on with energy, even though 
I miss my husband so much». 
Benito died on July 8, 2024. How has your life changed?  

«During the day, I try to do what I have always done, with the same enthusiasm as always. The 
problem is in the evening, when I lie down in bed. Now, perhaps, I have found a remedy: a glass of 
our "L'Italiano" cocktail: Moscato grappa and ginger ale. It is 8.5 degrees». 
Cocktails with grappa?  

«Yes, thanks to my daughters. They were the first to imagine this innovation, with the best 
bartenders in the world». 
Of your three daughters, who is the new Giannola?  

«Benito has always shared everything with them: Cristina manages distillation and the Italian 
market, Antonella manages some foreign markets, communications, and the Prize, Elisabetta 
manages the United States and Canada, and she is the CEO. Now my grand-daughter Francesca is 
also involved, and she manages social media communications». 
The word grappa is feminine, and women seem to have always played a leading role in your 
company. First you, now your daughters and granddaughters. You fought patriarchy before 
anyone even talked about it.  
«I grew up with my father telling me: Boy or girl, it doesn't matter; remember, you are a thinking 
being. My husband, on the other hand, lost his father at the age of eight. His mother managed the 
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distillery they owned. And when our time came, she never left me alone. On the contrary. She 
always supported me, encouraged me, and made me her peer». 
Did you encounter any difficulties in such a male-dominated world? 

«A small number of distillers didn't take me seriously at first, whereas in ministries and associations, 
everyone has always been kind and helpful». 
Did you even go around the ministries?  

«No, perhaps you didn't understand how grappa was once considered». 
How?  

«We went to dinners and all I saw was Cognac and Whiskey. I brought Benito's grappa, but they 
never offered it at the end of the meal. Once I went into the kitchen to see the hostess and asked 
her explanations». 
And she?  

“She opened the drawer under the sink, the one where detergents were. They kept it there. She 
said to me: We give this to woodcutters and masons. When we left that house, I said to my husband: 
that’s enough, now the grappa revolution is going to start. And we made it». 
How did you do it? What was your secret? 

«The separate fermentation of the skins of a single vine variety, no longer mixing them as they once 
did. This is how we preserved the flavors of the territory and brought them to the world. We started 
with Picolit grapes, which my father loved so much. We paid 2,500 lire per kilo instead of per 
quintal». 
How did you make it known?  

«We knew we needed to narrate such a unique product, and we did all that we could. An example? 
I wrote to Gianni Agnelli, sending him a bottle of our Picolit grappa. Two months later, he sent his 
driver to buy 48 bottles in order to give them to friends as presents». 
And the Nonino Prize? How was it conceived, and how did you make it such a prestigious event?  

«The prize was originally intended to save the ancient native Friulian vine varieties that were on 
the verge of extinction, and rural culture, but we ended up anticipating six Nobel Prize winners 
and meeting really extraordinary people: from Gianni Brera to Leonardo Sciascia, including 
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss, physicists Giorgio Parisi and Fabiola Gianotti, and film 
director Peter Brook». 
What drove you to persevere? After all, you were already famous.  
«Our passion. We loved everything we did. And Benito loved history and culture. Meeting the 
authors of many books was an immense joy for him». 
What does the symbol next to your company name mean?  

«It is the symbol of alcohol in the Middle Ages». 
Talking about politics, which is your position? 

«I don't like politics and I'm not intrigued by it. I do love President Mattarella, that's for sure». 
Your favorite writer?  

«I think Leonardo Sciascia, for sure. He was so reserved, but he stayed with us for two and a half 
months. He wrote "The Knight and Death" and dedicated it to us. In the preface, he spoke of "the 
serene hospitality to which this not-so-serene story is owed». 
Are you worried about Trump's tariffs? 
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«More than tariffs, we are concerned about the blind fight against alcohol». 
Drinking often intersects with popular culture. 
«Drinking less but drinking better, that's the key. With respect for the consumer. In all our 
brochures it is written - drink responsibly». 
But what is grappa today? 

«Once it was a pocket warmer, the firewater that gave you the strength to endure cold and hunger. 
Today, it is a spirit appreciated worldwide, on par with cognac and whiskey. The London School 
of Economics conducted a study on how we transformed this product into a market leader. I'd say 
we have achieved our goal». 
The secret of your grappa is now clear. But what is the Nonino family's secret?  

«My Ben and I always said this to each other: a constant battle during the day, the only winner is 
sgnappa (grappa in Friulian), and loving each other in the evening». 
 


