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That silent revolution from the dish to champagne 
 
This is not the month of gender quotas 
 
Let's focus on March 8th, but not with the recipe for the "mimosa cake": let's do it with a look at 
equal opportunities in the food and wine and agri-food sectors. 
 
In the issue you have in your hands, we meet two women who did not wait for anyone to give them 
space: Giannola Nonino, who transformed a product considered minor into a distillate of identity, 
culture, and internationality. 
 

Women, do not give up 
 
When, to enhance our grappa, I went to winemakers to ask for the best pomace, they refused to give 
it to me. So, I turned to their wives, I made an alliance with them, and it worked. If you really love 
what you do, you find strength 
 
by Lara Loreti 
 
One day my husband Benito involved me in his work as a distiller and told me: go to the 
winemakers and negotiate to get the best pomace, even from those who don't give it to us yet". 
It was the 1960s. Giannola Nonino, the queen of grappa in her kingdom in Pavia di Udine, Friuli, 
and Cavaliere del Lavoro, worked together with her husband in the historic family distillery. 
Grappa was considered a distillate to be drunk in taverns, and when we were invited to dinner in 
the city, we brought it as a gift with great pride, but it was never offered together with whisky or 
cognac. It was kept in the kitchen to be offered to those who did heavy work like carrying firewood 
- the entrepreneur explains. My husband Benito and I then decided to elevate our product to the 
same nobility as other international spirits. After trials and experiments, on December 1, 1973, 
differently from tradition, which required grappa to be distilled from a mixture of white and red 
pomace that had been stored for a long time, we decided to distill the pomace of Picolit grapes 
separately from all the others. The aim was to obtain grappa that preserved the aromas and flavors 
of the original vine variety in the distillate", she explains. A revolutionary idea that changed the 
history of grappa in Italy and around the world. Giannola takes the list of companies from the 
Chamber of Commerce and sets out to find the best vineyards in the Colli Orientali del Friuli. "I 
went to the winemakers and asked for something very simple: when you vinify Picolit, keep the 
pomace separate. I need it fresh, not mixed." The response was almost always the same: "You're 
crazy, madam. I won't do it; I don't have time". 
But Giannola does not give up. She thinks about it over and over again. Then suddenly she 
remembers a sentence she had heard at the hairdresser. A peasant woman said: "If I didn't have 
chickens and eggs to sell, I wouldn't have the money to buy socks for my children, sheer stockings 
for myself, and to go to the hairdresser". That reflection opens a glimmer of opportunity and makes 
her think of a strategy: perhaps the key to obtaining that pomace is women. "Then I understood. I 
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went to the wives." No sooner said than done. Nonino introduces herself; she explains the plan. 
The women hesitate: "If my husband doesn't want...". Giannola insists: "What if I paid you a lot 
more for it? And if I reimbursed you for their phone calls, brought you the bags, and came to pick 
them up myself?" 
It is the turning point. The pomace arrives, splendid, separated, and fragrant.  
"On December 1, 1973, in the presence of many important guests, we started the Nonino Grappa 
revolution. I had invited the wives to participate in that beautiful and important ritual. Only the 
husbands arrived. But without those women, we would have never made it". 
The role of women is crucial but not always recognized. "I was a lucky woman. I had open-minded 
parents, who never told me, 'You're a woman and you have to stay in your place'. This shows that 
the key to equality is education." Her husband too made no difference. "Benito joined the distillery 
at the age of eight. The business was run by his mother - Nonino continues - for him, boys and girls 
were equal." However, the context was anything but simple. 
"At the Chamber of Commerce meetings, I was the only woman. Only men. At the opening of the 
first Italian wine shop in the United States on Park Avenue in New York, in the early 1980s, among 
all the major wine producers, there was only one distiller: Nonino, and the only woman was me". 
Women in this sector did not appear publicly. "Over the years, I never gave up. Even when there 
was a problem and I had to go to the Ministry, I managed to make myself heard. Men respected 
me; if you really love what you do, you find strength". 
Working for quality, with passion, is the driving force that helps you overcome even seemingly 
insurmountable difficulties. "During the harvest, we distill with 66 artisanal batch stills, operating 
three shifts a day, seven days a week, to distill the freshest pomace and bring the aromas of the 
grapes into grappa," explains the producer. But the Nonino revolution was not just technical. It 
was also cultural. And the Nonino Prize is an integral part of the project. "With our Prize, created 
to save Friulian native vine varieties at risk of extinction and obtain the authorization for their 
replanting, expanded to include the literary section in 1978, we anticipated six Nobel Prize 
winners, many of whom later became friends of the family. Today, the saved native vine varieties 
are a flagship of the territory". 
"Never give up," this is the Nonino's admonition to women. And not only that. "Today, this is a 
society undergoing enormous transformation and a crisis of values. You never know what is going 
to happen. But I say to young people: respect your professionalism, love and believe in the value of 
what you do: your work, which must also be your hobby!" A lesson that today vibrates in the eyes 
and hands of her daughters Cristina, Antonella, and Elisabetta, who manage the company, and of 
Giannola's granddaughters, including Francesca, who is already working in the company. 
Nonino is a female-led company (with 68% of its employees are women), where being a woman is 
not an advantage or an opportunity to claim something, but a fact and an added value. This is the 
result of education on equal basis that has given results. And it all began with the involvement of 
winemakers' wives. 
 


