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NONINO: « GRAPPA, MY PASSPORT» 
 
The lady of the famous distillery and the literary prize that anticipates the Nobel Prizes tells her 
magic formula for traveling the world and rediscovering Italy 
 
Interview by Silvestro Serra 
 
She has brought the world to Percoto, attracting to her small village in the province of Udine the 
great names of literature, science and culture, from Brazil to India, from Guatemala to China, 
from Great Britain to Sweden. The Nonino Prize, established exactly 50 years ago to give value to 
the rural civilization, has in fact been awarded to six "Masters of our Time" who only later 
received the Nobel Prize. 
But Giannola Nonino, a lively and irrepressible "trentottina" (with her husband Benito, who 
recently passed away, and her daughters, Cristina, Antonella and Elisabetta), besides being the 
owner of a very famous distillery, was and continues to be a tireless traveler. 
 
«My life is a journey. It all started when I was a young girl. My parents, my mother, a teacher, and 
my father, an entrepreneur, gave us the first important instructions. «Remember! You are neither 
girls nor boys, you are thinking individuals. You have to aim far to get at least close with respect 
for those around you. But never give up». My father, a Friulian emigrant born in Rosario di Santa 
Fe in Argentina at the end of the 19th century, who returned to Italy and enlisted in the First 
World War as one of the Boys of 1899, had a special attachment to his land. So every Saturday 
afternoon he loaded us into the car and wanted us to know Friuli, our territory, the habits, 
customs, traditions, food, people, and the values of our land. «And don't let this heritage be lost, 
or you will lose your identity!», he warned us. Only later I discovered Milan, Rome, the 
mountains and the sea. But the real journey of my life was my honeymoon. Benito and I went to 
Barcelona, to the Balearics and I still have an unforgettable memory of it. I had never been on a 
plane and I was terrified, in fact I remember the flight as a nightmare. Then by boat we visited 
Mallorca, Menorca, Formentera which at the time was wild and deserted and I was in my seventh 
heaven! 
The second time I got on a plane was for the inauguration of the first Italian wine shop in New 
York. As soon as I heard the door close I fainted. But then the city captivated me, fascinated me 
and I wandered around the streets and avenues alone and even though I didn't speak English (I 
had been enrolled in languages at Ca' Foscari in Venice but had to interrupt my studies due to 
family problems) I really enjoyed it. On that occasion in New York every entrepreneur had to tell 
his story in English. I wanted to make a good impression, so I learned the whole speech in 
English by heart, repeating it several times in front of the mirror, and I made a great impression! 
My husband Benito was open-minded, although we lived in an era of very narrow gender 
education in which the advice given by the archbishop n dialect to new brides was in force: « La 
donna che la tasa, che la piasa e che la staga a casa (the woman must be quiet, please [her husband] 
and stay at home)». For my husband, no: the woman or the man were on the same level. The 
problem, if anything, was that he was not used to going on vacation, he was always busy running 
and managing the distillery. 
 
And so grappa became my greatest ally, in particular the shared desire to transform it from 
Cinderella to a Queen of spirits stimulated my desire to travel: to take inspiration and to develop 
those innovations that would make it an icon among international spirits. 
With this target, after years of research and travel, on December 1, 1973, Grappa Monovitigno 
Picolit Nonino was born, the first grappa obtained from the distillation of a single vine variety, 
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distilled in purity. The Nonino innovation determined a real revolution in the world of distillation 
that has been recognized internationally for years and that led to the elevation of the status of 
Italian grappa in Italy and throughout the world, inaugurating a new era for the Italian flagship 
distillate. Always with this intent, having discovered that some of the most prestigious native 
Friulian vine varieties were in danger of extinction - since the region prohibited their cultivation -
, with the aim of having them officially recognized and preserving biodiversity of the territory we 
established the Nonino Risit D'Aur Prize, to be reserved for those who had planted one or more 
of those varieties that had become illegal. One million lire in 1975 was a lot of money! At the 
beginning it was a technical-scientific prize which in 1977, after obtaining the authorization to 
cultivate and recommend the native Friulian vine varieties including Pignolo, Schioppettino and 
Tazzelenghe, was then enriched with the literary section. At this point it was necessary to have a 
jury composed of intellectuals and we asked Mario Soldati to become its president. I called him 
on the phone and initially with his thundering voice he answered me: «Percoto? Friuli? But 
where is this Percoto? Where is this Friuli!?» It was 1978 but evidently our land was known by 
few people!!! However he accepted, as long as his health allowed him.  
In short, our trips always started from the needs of work and then became real discoveries. Like 
when we went to Scotland, to visit the whisky distilleries, including Laphroaig, on the island of 
Islay, in the Hebrides archipelago. And there too I understood how the roots of the land are 
universal! During our travels Benito and I cultivated our passions: in particular becoming 
acquainted with the identity of the territory, habits, customs and traditions. 
 In Vienna the greatest pleasure was returning to the Café of the Hotel Sacher, to delight 
ourselves with their unsurpassable chocolate cake! 
Did curiosity and the desire to make your products known open many doors for you?  
Of course, if we went to Bordeaux for Vinexpo, the wine and spirits fair, we took the opportunity 
to visit cognac distilleries and to start making ourselves known in restaurants. But they were also 
opportunities to discover the city and its historical, architectural and gastronomic treasures. We 
have always enjoyed discovering authentic local dishes. On one of my first trips to Paris, I tasted 
Moroccan couscous for the first time in the Belleville neighborhood. I can still see myself sitting 
with Benito at that table, enchanted by unknown flavors. 
Grappa, then, I can say has always been my passport to the world. We took all our trips around 
Europe by car, Holland, France, Germany, unforgettable the island of Sylt. Going by car allowed 
us to visit the prestigious local distilleries, in particular in Cognac and Armagnac, and at the same 
time to attend bars and restaurants to make our grappa known! 
I also really enjoyed visiting Russia. But I always made the mistake of not bringing my camera 
with me. The train ride across Karelia from St. Petersburg to Moscow through endless rows of 
birch trees was unforgettable. Once, when we arrived in the Red Square in front of the Kremlin, 
we were greeted by a window display entirely dedicated to Nonino: what a thrill! We went from 
night to day, from one time zone to another, from Hungary to choose the apricots to distill, to the 
United States (my sister has lived in North Carolina for years). Once she joined me in Jamaica, 
another dream place: sea, palm trees, beaches, it seemed that just by stretching out our hand we 
could pick mangoes and bananas from the trees. It's a shame I didn't take pictures, but maybe 
nothing is more beautiful than the memory of scents, emotions, and colors imprinted in the mind 
that suddenly return, like a flash: they are the certainty of being able to relive those sensations as 
in a dream, remembering the most beautiful moments.  
Was also the Prize an opportunity to visit new places in the world? 
In the statute of the Prize, the winner is required to be present at the award ceremony in Percoto. 
In 1983 we wanted to award Leonardo Sciascia but the publishing house warned us: Sciascia 
refused prizes. I contacted him anyway and on the phone when I presented him the Nonino Prize 
created to "underline the permanent relevance of the rural civilization respecting the land and the 
man"; he immediately accepted and came to Percoto. From that moment a beautiful friendship 
was born. So much so that the following year, at his invitation, we all went to Sicily for the first 



Touring  May 2025 

time. Sciascia and his wife Maria guided us all over the island, from Trapani to Mazara del Vallo 
to admire the Dancing Satyr, to the ancient tuna fisheries and then to the mosaics of Piazza 
Armerina... We discovered a fantastic island. In Noto Benito fell in love with the cannoli of 
Corrado Assenza at Caffé Sicilia and of the Cathedral of S. Nicolò, the Greek Theater of 
Syracuse, Taormina, the Valley of the Temples of Agrigento and the small inland villages like 
Racalmuto, Sciascia's birthplace. I remember with emotion that in 1988, having learned that the 
Agrigento area was under an unbearable heat and had run out of water, we invited Leonardo and 
his whole family to Percoto. He came for one evening (he had booked in Alto Adige) and stayed 
for over two months. He had not written novels for over a year. In Percoto he started again and 
so The Knight and Death was born, with a wonderful dedication: "To Benito and Giannola, to 
whose serene hospitality this not serene story is due". 
In 1984 (the year of the innovation of the Grape Distillate authorized following a request by the 
Noninos) the International section was added to the Nonino Technical Literary Prize and we 
decided to inaugurate it by awarding the Brazilian writer Jorge Amado. His publishing house told 
us in advance that bringing him to Friuli would be impossible. He refused to get on the plane. 
But I, accustomed to never giving up, insisted on having the contact. Amado reminded me of the 
lands of my father, who emigrated to South America. So I called him on the phone: I speak 
Italian and a little French, but I thought that the Venetian dialect sounded a little more like 
Brazilian. So I dialed the number, heard a woman's voice and introduced myself, telling in one 
breath the reason for the call. When I finished, to my great surprise and immense joy, I heard the 
answer: «And I am Zelia Gattai. I am from Pieve de Cadore and I am Jorge's wife. I tell you right 
away that Jorge will come to collect the prize in Friuli with me, Paloma and Joào, our children!». A 
beautiful friendship was born also with Jorge and his family, perhaps because they felt the 
authenticity and affection that bound us to them. They often invited us to Bahia, his beloved city 
that was the background to many of his extraordinary novels, but unfortunately we never went 
there due to work needs and even today this is a great regret for me. Instead, we met often in 
Paris where (after overcoming his fear of flying) he spent a few months of the year.  
Paris is a city where I feel at home and I have wonderful memories of it. It was in Paris that the 
Jury decided to award the Nonino Prize to a Master of our Time to Claude Lévi-Strauss. I had the 
privilege of meeting there the greatest anthropologist of the twentieth century (his best-known 
book is Tristes Tropiques, about the Amazon). Once again the publisher told me that they had not 
been able to get in touch with him for a long time. With the help of my dear friend Mara, 
Brazilian, Checco Altan’s wife, we discovered that Claude Lévi-Strauss had just returned from the 
Amazon. Incredibly, we managed to make an appointment and Mara and I went to his house. 
Monique, his refined and hospitable wife, invited us to lunch; seated under a wonderful mobile 
sculpture by Alexander Calder, in my middle-school French I explained the prize and the 
invitation to Percoto: «Mais oui madame, avec plaisir». I stood up and rushed to hug him. And so 
the Nonino Prize was awarded to one of the "Immortals" (the members of the Académie 
Française). 
Excited, we decided to go to the theater and discovered that Ugo Tognazzi was performing at the 
Theater of Europe. As a gourmet and supporter of Nonino, Tognazzi was often our guest. The 
seats were sold out, but we decided to try anyway. We showed up in the foyer and who did I see? 
Marcello Mastroianni, who was living in Paris at the time, with Ettore Scola. I said: «Excuse me, 
Mr. Mastroianni. I am Giannola Nonino, a great admirer of yours, I would like to shake hands 
with you!» «Nonino grappa?» «Yes». «Madam, it is I who kneel before you!» And so there was a 
new admirer of our work and a friend who, from that day on, came to visit us whenever he passed 
through the area. My daughters Antonella and Elisabetta studied at the Sorbonne and had the 
opportunity to meet such extraordinary people. They were often guests for lunch at Mastroianni, 
Claude and Monique Lévi-Strauss and Jorge Amado. Until they found a house, Antonella and 
Betty were guests in the apartment that Jorge had bought, and who asked them to call him uncle. 
Besides Paris, is there any other city that has remained in your heart? 
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The Spanish ones: Barcelona, Madrid, Seville, Jerez de la Frontera where we discovered the ex-
sherry barriques to age grappa but also the true flamenco. In my family, music and dance are our 
universal language, they have always allowed us to share and nurture relationships and 
friendships and wherever we are they make us feel immediately at home. Salzburg for example 
reminds me of Maestro Claudio Abbado who became part of the family of the Prize; he wanted 
the Nonino jury to select the candidate for the coveted Salzburg Easter Festival Literary Prize. For 
the entire time Claudio Abbado was director of the Berliner we had the privilege of being in 
Salzburg as guests at his house and at his concerts!  
Other trips were born just for pleasure, especially those by boat. My daughter Cristina's husband 
is a great enthusiast (and champion) of sailing and in the summer he used to leave us his boat for 
a vacation. Our favorite itinerary was the Croatian islands where not only the sea is beautiful, but 
we felt in a family environment because many of the coastal towns still maintain vestiges of Rome 
and the Republic of Venice. The most beautiful memories of Dalmatia are those linked to our 
cruises among the Kornati islands, a spectacular archipelago, truly unique! It is there that with 
Benito, in a canoe, I experienced romantic and unforgettable moments, of true intimacy and 
communion of souls and for this reason they will always be part of my life! 
So you love the sea more than the mountains? 
The sea has always given me a great sense of freedom, of energy, since I was a child. First in 
Grado, then in Lignano, where we went dancing.  
Has any destination ever disappointed you?  
No, I have always managed to find a positive side in every place, something that attracted me or 
intrigued me! 
Do you already have any new trips in mind? 
I would like to return to Japan, better I would like to travel around the world, visiting about 
seventy countries, to see and thank all those who believed in us when we were still unknown. 
The first time in Japan I was struck above all by the order and freedom with which small children 
moved in the streets. What a beautiful feeling to see them walking around alone without risks, 
without any danger. And then the motorbikes parked with the keys in the ignition! 
I remember that to give ourselves a moment as tourists in Kyoto we visited the mythical 
monasteries. We discovered the harmony, the great spirituality that they emanate, the refined and 
elegant cuisine and the care of Zen gardens. At the end of the visit they made us sit on the floor in 
a large room. All on our knees, on the sides of a platform; I discovered only later that we were 
about to experience the tea ceremony. A monk came out dressed according to the vinaya code of 
discipline, handsome and austere. I don't know what happened to me but because of the emotion 
I was overcome by an uncontrollable giggle. My daughter Elisabetta next to me kept hitting me 
from all sides but I just couldn't stop. In the end I felt very embarrassed.  
You like to travel the world, but are there also some Italian places that you love?  
Italy is my dearest destination of all: we have always taken our vacation trips with the whole 
family in Italy. When the girls were little we went around with the tent, a post-earthquake legacy, 
in campsites by the sea: we liked to alternate swimming and beaches with tours to discover the 
territory, to learn about the habits, customs and traditions of the place that hosted us. Honestly, it 
is difficult for me to choose a favorite place. Everywhere is beautiful and... delicious. 
As our grandchildren were born, the trips became shorter, and we took the opportunity to visit 
the Amalfi Coast, Positano and the Galli Island together with our clients; Puglia from the Itria 
Valley to Borgo Egnazia; the Tuscany of Cetona at Father Eligio’s and Cesare Romiti’s. Then the 
Tremiti Islands. From Venice together with VS Naipaul and Antonio Damasio to the Aeolian 
Islands, from Sardinia at Claudio Abbado’s to Sciascia's Sicily, from Rome to Florence and 
Abruzzo where I ate unforgettable dishes of amatriciana, in the greenery of the National Park. 
Italy is truly a wonderful country! 
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Her daughter Antonella also joins the conversation: «Over the years, you tend to rediscover your 
native places. Especially if someone like me was born in a small village. I feel the call of my 
Friulian origins very much. The older you get, the more it seems that certain things that are an 
integral part of your history and your past have the same charm as a trip to an exotic country... 
For example, I have always been fascinated by Paris, where I feel at home, but I have fallen in 
love again with Friuli, for example with Chiusaforte, a small village of 500 inhabitants, the home 
of the great poet Pierluigi Cappello. And it is no coincidence that all the three of us sisters 
decided to live here, between the distillery and the village of Santa Maria La Longa where the 
poet (and then soldier) Giuseppe Ungaretti wrote Mi illumino d'immenso on January 26, 1917. In 
short, there is poetry all around us». 
 
 
HOSPITALITY' 
In the photo below, from left: Maria Sciascia, Antonella Nonino, Leonardo Sciascia, Giannola 
Nonino and Sciascia's nephew during a trip to Sauris, in Friuli, in 1988. Opposite, Giannola 
Nonino today. 
 
SEA PEOPLE 
Giannola and Benito Nonino in a canoe. A shot taken during a sailing holiday among the Kornati 
Islands in Croatia, among Giannola's most beloved, in the early 2000s.  
 
«Since I was a little girl, thanks to my father, I understood the importance of the roots» 
 
Thanks to the Prize I made friends with Sciascia, Jorge Amado, and Lévi-Strauss 
 
DISCOVERING THE ISLAND 
Giannola and Benito Nonino posing in the Valley of the Temples in Agrigento, during their first 
trip to Sicily, guests of Leonardo Sciascia. 




