
 
 

English Translation Below 
 

LIA TOLAINI 
LEADERSHIP IS PASSION PLUS VISION 
 
Lia Tolaini is a leader, the daughter 
of a man who achieved the 
'American dream', and a product of 
both the Old and New World. 
Pierluigi Tolaini left Italy at a young 
age to seek his fortune in Canada 
and he succeeded, creating a 

pathway for Lia, but she also had to earn her way to the place that she has arrived to today. 
Today Lia is an importer of wine and spirits (Banville Wine Merchants) and a producer in Chianti 
Classico of the same name – Tolaini. At Luxury we reached out to Lia to discover more about 
how the dream came true and also about how to get to the top, you need to have grit and 
determination and clear ideas. 
 
Question: Your father embodied the American dream, to go to America, make a fortune and 
go 'home'. What did he tell you about this American dream? 
“He always told us that if he hadn't been poor, he wouldn't have gone away. It takes courage to 
leave with a one-way ticket, and I think a person does it only if they have little to lose. At the 
end of his life (Pierluigi Tolaini passed away in 2020) he felt Canadian, he always thanked 
Canada for all the opportunities it had given him. It is also true that he knew how to seize these 
opportunities: he was a guy with a Grade 10 education and to make his fortune, if there hadn't 
been growth opportunities, he would never have been able to build TransX into the greatest 
private transport company in Canada. He sold it a year before he passed away to the Canadian 
National Railway. This way his company still exists. If you want to work hard, America and 
Canada are countries that offer many opportunities”. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lia then became part of this American dream, as a daughter and partner, but we know that 
there was nothing obvious and simple in this journey... 
“It always struck me that he didn't want to spend more time in Italy. He came on vacation but 
left after a few days. I instead never wanted to leave and as soon as I could, in 1986, I moved to 
Italy. I lived three years in Florence and during that time my appreciation for Italy grew; the 
sense of family, the home/table and conviviality, which did not exist in Canada in the same way. 
Wine, eating and the importance of staying at the table to chat, and before getting up, it was 
important to schedule the next dinner or lunch. It was crazy, but I liked it. I liked to cook and I 
also began to appreciate wine. In Canada, families sat for a short time to eat (at times not even 
sitting at the table) and they did not drink wine. For families in Italy, on the other hand, it was 
normal to have bread and wine at the table. Eating and drinking is an art in Italy”. 
 
The love for the “Bel Paese” is important for Lia, but sometimes life has other plans. “Then I 
met my husband and went back to Canada and I opened a wine shop with my sister. In this way, 
I combined my passion for wine with work that brought me back to Italy. Shortly after this, my 
father came back to Italy to establish our winery in Chianti Classico. I quit my Canadian business 
with the idea of assisting my father in this new endeavor. In 2004 we founded a wine import 
company in the USA (Banville Wine Merchants). I sometimes think that my father invented that 
job in order to keep me out of his business! Initially, we had a manager and a couple of 
employees and salespeople. My father’s idea was for me to work supported by a manager. 
Being a woman with three children and a husband, he was always concerned about how much 



time I devoted to work. After three months I fired the manager, and I realized that I knew much 
more than I thought. I worked twenty-hour days for years, going back and forth from Canada on 
weekends to be with my family. I don't know how I did it, I was always on a plane. Today at 
Banville Wine Merchants we have 70 employees and we import 70 major wineries, mainly from 
Italy and France". 
 
Today we are interviewing Lia as an entrepreneur because after traveling this demanding 
path, she has 'won'. Below Lia talks about the key moments where she started 'at a 
disadvantage' but in the end, prevailed.  
“A big disadvantage at the beginning was that I was one of the very few women in the 
American wine and spirits industry, typically a space dominated by men. I was an importer, a 
woman, young, inexperienced, working as an Italian-Canadian in the USA… a bit of an anomaly. 
I don't know if there were other women who started a wine import company alone, managing 
to make it grow, but I remember many wine producers who put their hand on my shoulder, and 
with a smile, they decided not to import their wine to America with Banville Wine Merchants. It 
was a fact: they didn't believe in me. But I didn't think much about it, actually almost never. The 
success that I achieved years later, in cooperation with supplier partners who grew up with us, 
was my satisfaction at that point.” 
 

 
 



What does Banville Wine Merchants do? 
“We are a national importer of fine wine. We sell wine in 48 states with a team of 10 managers. 
The Head Office is in New York, a three-story Brownstone, with one floor as a classroom to host 
wine seminars and promote wine knowledge among accounts and customers. For us, the 
definition of Fine Wine is important because in the USA it is important to distinguish between 
wine as a beverage and the latter. There are commercial wines that do not have a family history 
of winemaking behind them or a link with the terroir of the region. Instead, the companies that 
we represent at Banville Wine Merchants are only wine producers. We tell their stories, we talk 
about the region, the specific characteristics of a certain place, and most importantly the 
people behind the wines who cultivate their vineyards.” 
 
There are myths about America too as consumers of wine: little attention to the palate but 
engaged by ostentatious packaging. What is true and what is not true? 
“The myth of Americans not understanding wine is finished, and anyone who believes this is 
very wrong. The Anglo-Saxon world is far ahead in the culture of wine in terms of the type of 
glass, service temperature, and knowledge of regions and wine styles. In the USA, many people 
who work in hospitality are certified by the CMS (Court of Master Sommeliers) and WSET (Wine 
and Spirit Education Trust). It is difficult to go to a top restaurant in the USA and not find at 
least one or two certified sommeliers or wine professionals of either the CMS or WSET.” 
 
Wine has become fashionable and many brand names have exploded on the market. Is there 
room for everyone or are there business models that you think will not survive? 

“The public is always looking for more authenticity in drinking wine of a certain level. If they 
want to spend a little, then commercial wine can be fine. For those who appreciate fine wine, 
the story of the provenance of the wine and who makes it and how they make it is increasingly 
important.”  

 

How do you see the future of your two businesses? 

“Italy is growing a lot and will continue to do so; no other country has as many native grape 
varieties. The world of wine enthusiasts is full of onlookers and Italy offers many quality 
products at reasonable prices. It will be interesting to see with climate change how countries 
will adapt. Water will be increasingly important and places where grapes can be grown today, 
may not be the same in 20 years. For example, in the south of England one of our producers 
makes sparkling wine that has similar characteristics to Champagne, the terroir is similar, but 
cooler." 

 

 



 

What is your mantra as a wine producer and business woman? 

“It is vital to have a team of experienced and competent people who think in a similar, dynamic 
way, with a passion for work and leadership. Being a leader means having a vision and 
motivating others to believe in and achieve that goal.” 

We started the interview by quoting this passage, because when we went to visit Lia in Chianti 
Classic, what was immediately obvious was the leadership traits of this Italian-American 
entrepreneur. To be able to welcome and put those who visit her home at ease, to be ready to 
empower her team by placing trust and expressing appreciation for the work done so far and 
the adventure ahead. At the end of our interview, we are exploring two topics: Made in USA 
and Made in Luxury: the American dream and luxury. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

In times of globalization is the American Dream still relevant? And especially, is it still worth a 
try to achieve it? 

“Yes, it's still worth trying to have a global experience. I have two Italians who work with me in 
the USA, and I thought they would only stay in the country for a little bit. But instead, they say 
they won’t ever leave. If one wants to work, America is a rewarding country. Always". 

We are a luxury magazine, therefore this is a necessary question is: what kind of luxury does 
Lia Tolaini enjoy? 

“My father left me his G150 aircraft: at first, I wanted to sell it, but we were in a full pandemic, 
traveling was difficult, so I kept it. And maybe I'll keep it a year or maybe two more… it’s 
difficult now traveling in economy!” 


