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Land Grab

In the eyes of many, Louis Ng Chi-sing is living the dream. In 2012 the Macao businessman purchased
the historic Chateau de Gevrey-Chambertin in Burgundy, and legendary Burgundy producer Domaine
Armand Rousseau is making the wine. Ng is referred to as Stanley Ho’s right hand man because of his
position as COO and Executive Director of SJM, Ho's Casino empire. These casinos, particularly the Hotel
Lisboa, have long been known for their wine lists, so the purchase of the Chateau in Burgundy seems like
a natural fit. The 12" century chateau is considered a vital piece of French heritage, complete with 2
hectares (ha) of vineyards producing about 1,000 cases of wine, including Gevrey-Chambertin, Lavaux
Saint-Jacques Premier Cru and a tiny amount of Charmes-Chambertin Grand Cru. The purchase initially
raised opposition in France, since the losing bidder was a local winemaker backed by a French
consortium. Ng, however, offered twice as much for the property, and the sale closed in 2012. Since
the purchase, he has taken extreme care to reassure his neighbors in Gevrey that he has their interests
at heart, that the wine would be made by French winemakers and the chateau restored by a French
architect, Christian Laporte.

The chateau’s vines are leased to Domaine Rousseau in an arrangement known in French as métayage,
or sharecropping. In a métayage contract, a local winemaker tends the vines and makes the wine and
shares half of the finished wine with the landowner. Métayage is seen by some as an easier path to
ownership in Burgundy, as few entire estates come up for sale. This is the strategy pursued by Chinese
businessman Shi Yi, who purchased two hectares of vines in 2012, including parcels of Vosne-Romanée
and Nuits-Saint-Georges, in partnership with local grower Pascal Chevigny. Shi Yi and Chevigny met
while the two were studying at the University of Dijon, where Shi Yi has studied for his masters degree in
wine marketing. Almost immediately, the duo began to ship their wine to China. In this partnership,
Chevigny tends the vines and makes the wines, with Burgundy-based Shi Yi handling sales and
marketing, largely in China.

The idea of local farmers working the land for absentee landlords is not a new concept. The practice has
roots in the practice of the church hiring laypeople to tend the vines on the wineries that they owned
throughout the region, a practice that dates to the Middle Ages. Closer to our time, many of the great
domaines were run principally through métayage contracts. One example is the Marey-Monge dynasty.
Nicolas-Joseph Marey was a politician at the time of the French Revolution. Originally a wine negociant
from Nuits, he was able to purchase a number of vineyards that had belonged to the church when they
were sold by the revolutionary government in the 1790s as the property of the state in order to raise
money. Among these were the Clos de Tart and Romanée-Saint Vivant. The former was leased to the
venerable firm of Champy until it was sold in 1932 (to Mommessin), while the latter was leased, in 1966,
to Domaine de la Romanée-Conti. The Marey-Monge line came to an end in 1976 with the passing of
Genevieve Marey-Monge.

Closer to our time, Henri Jayer built his reputation in part through his métayage contracts with Madame
Noirot-Camuzet. Her father Etienne Camuzet was, like Nicolas-Joseph Marey, a politician and a
winemaker. His political duties kept him mostly in Paris while the vineyards were worked by
sharecroppers. When he passed away, his daughter continued this tradition. She began to employ the
young Henri Jayer, recently graduated from viticultural school in Dijon, just after the Second World War.
He worked plots classed in Vosne-Romanée village, Les Brulées, Nuits-Saint-Georges Les Meurgers, and
most famously Richebourg. Madame Noirot-Camuzet was also the owner of land in the climat of Cros
Parantoux. This vineyard site, which abuts Richebourg holdings that belonged to Mme. Noirot-Camuzet,
was lying fallow after the war. HenriJayer planted it gradually in the 1950s, and with time this became



the iconic wine of his portfolio. When Mme. Noirot-Camuzet passed away in 1959, her estate passed to
her cousin, Jean Méo, and became Méo-Camuzet. Today Cros Parantoux has only two owners: Méo-
Camuzet and Emmanuel Rouget, the nephew of Henri Jayer who took over the Jayer family interests
when Henri officially retired in 1995 (and finally stopped making wine in 2001). In the 1985, Jean Méo’s
son, Jean-Nicolas, returned to Burgundy from Paris to take over the running of the domaine from his
father. Rather than continue with the métayage contracts, he decided to take on the work of tending
the vines and making the wine. The Jayer contract that began in 1945 as a ten year contract had been
gradually extended until 1987, but in 1988 Henri retired from this work and the production of those
parcels reverted to Domaine Méo-Camuzet. Thus, there was a three year “apprenticeship” of Jean-
Nicolas Méo under Henri Jayer, and now all of the land is under the direction of the domaine.

The métayage contract can be very attractive for the grower who rents the vines, as it allows him (or
her) to expand production and the size of their domaine without requiring the capital investment of land
purchases, which can soar to stratospheric prices. Grand cru property run anywhere from €2 million to
€10 million per hectare, while premier cru property will cost anywhere from €250,000 - €2.5 million,
according to French government statistics. Investors, however, are not just buying vines: they are
investing in a way of life that is truly unique, as Louis Ng Chi-sing and Shi Yi have found out.



