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The Women Behind the World's Spirits Houses 

Spirits still carry a masculine aura. Yet some of the industry's most influential figures are women—
driving real change, not just on International Women's Day. 

By Federico Bellanca 

If you're a journalist covering spirits (or, for that matter, almost any subject), every year, sometime 
between late February and early March, an editor suddenly remembers you exist. Right on cue, a 
message pops up from a managing editor who's fallen behind on the editorial calendar: "Hey, my 
friend. Any chance you'd be up for writing something for International Women's Day? Maybe a piece 
on ten women who are revolutionising the world of spirits or cocktails—or something along those 
lines?" 

Every year, when that happens, I promise myself that sooner or later I'll find the time—preferably 
as far away as possible from that collective, calendar-driven awakening—to write honestly about 
what's really happening in the world of spirits thanks to women. Not because they're women, but 
because, in an era where true equality is still a work in progress, many of them are simply doing 
this job better than their male counterparts. That's one of the reasons why, at least in this industry, 
people are talking about them more and more. 

If I had to pick a symbolic date, it would probably be September 8th—the perfect counterpart to 
March 8th. But symbolic dates have a way of distracting us from the point. The right moment to 
talk about this, free from both allegiances and counter-allegiances, is probably today: an ordinary 
day in 2026, when hundreds, perhaps thousands, of women are working in distilleries around the 
world, exactly as they are in every other industry. 

The Nonino Family 

Perhaps this story should have begun with them—the Nonino family. Not because they are the only 
women who matter, but because without them this conversation might not even exist, at least not 
in Italy. 

When, in the 1970s, Benito Nonino and his wife Giannola decided to distil single-varietal grappa—
a grappa made exclusively from the pomace of one grape variety—at a time when grappa was still 
regarded as little more than an industrial by-product destined for farmers, they were doing what 
we would now call premium positioning. Back then, however, it was simply a cultural gamble. 

They believed grappa could be refined, distinctive and capable of expressing a clear sense of place. 
Giannola Nonino was not only a producer but also a visionary. She built around the spirit a 
powerful narrative and a system of values that fundamentally changed the way Italians perceived 
their own distilling tradition. 

Today, their daughters—Cristina, Antonella and Elisabetta—carry that legacy forward at the 
family's distillery in Percoto, in Italy's Friuli region, with a consistency and long-term vision that 
remain unmatched in the Italian spirits industry. 




