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 UNIVERSITY TUTOR AND COMPUTER SCIENTIST’ DANIEL PLAYNE 

 IS ONE BUSY TWENTY-YEAR-OLD
  WITH A PHD IN HIS SIGHTS AND AN AIMES AWARD FOR INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY’ SCIENCE AND INNOVATION.

Daniel Playne
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HELIUM-3 (or He-3) is a potent 
isotope of helium and 

supposedly the super-fuelled fusion 
future of nuclear power generation. It’s 
comparatively safe, environmentally 
friendly and more than three times more 
effi cient as current methods of nuclear 
power generation. Thing is, to mine He-3 
you’ve got to pay a visit to the moon. Once 
you’ve done that though, say three or four 
times, and brought back a space shuttle 
load each time, you’ll have enough to meet 
the earth’s energy supply for more than 
8,000 years. This is what happens when 
you hang out with a scientist, you learn 
fascinating stuff about stuff. 

Daniel Playne, all of 20 years-old, and 
something of a polymath (someone with 
a lot of knowledge about a lot of things), 
is the recent winner of the AIMES 
Information Technology, Science and 
Innovation award. A computer scientist 
with a PhD in sight, Daniel is also an actor 
(who contends you can perform Hamlet in 
one minute), a University tutor, a youth-
group leader at Windsor Park Baptist 
church and, until recently, part of a guitar-
focused band that once played alongside 
Jordan Luck at a charity gig.  

He’s also the one who introduced me 
to He-3 and the notion we might one day 
mine the moon for energy. 

At 15 years old, when for many of us 
science meant creating the perfect rocket 
fuel, Daniel decided he wanted to be a 
nuclear physicist (it “appeared to be the 
most interesting subject”). This decision 
was swiftly followed by the realisation he 
didn’t want anything to do with being in 
the fi rst year of students to sit NCEA. 

“I pretty much decided I didn’t want 
to get stuck in NCEA so I did Bursary two 
years early and skipped ahead. I did it 
with the correspondence school because 
that’s the only way you could do the 
offi cial course. My parents didn’t really 
want me to do it but apparently I went 
around and just told everyone ‘I’m doing 
Bursary next year.” 

After a year at university Daniel 
realised it wasn’t really possible to 

become a nuclear physicist in New 
Zealand; the opportunities for learning and 
employment were just too small. Sure, he 
could have moved overseas but (1) he was 
too young and (2) he strongly believed, 
indeed still believes, New Zealand is the 
best place in the world to live. 

“When I fi rst started Massey University 
I was 16 years-old so I was in no way 
ready to go to university overseas, plus it’s 
a really limited fi eld to go into. You could 
go to the US, Canada, the UK and South 
Africa. But it’s really limited in what they 
teach someone from overseas.” 

So the next best thing? To become 
a computer scientist who specialises 
in nuclear physics. He says in his fi rst 
year at university, when he was a fresh 
faced 16-year-old, the age gap between 
him and his peers was noticeable. It 
wasn’t that he felt excluded but more 
that there were some fundamental, age-
related factors he couldn’t do anything 
about — such as not being allowed into 
the pub for Friday drinks. 

However, by second year Daniel says 
there was such a diverse range of people 
and ages in his classes the three-year-gap 
was no longer signifi cant. 

One of his BSc undergraduate projects 
involved writing a new robot soccer 
vision system for an existing robot soccer 
team. The soccer fi eld is a three-meter 
board with cameras mounted above it. 
The cameras monitor the robots, the ball 
and which robot kicks what where. The 
game, the robots and their responses are 
all computer controlled; all us humans 
have to do is just sit and watch. While 
the game had been around for awhile 
Daniel found that there was certainly 
room for improvement. 

“Each camera has to recognise what 
colour each pixel is. So say it will look for 
yellow on a robot but [to do that] it has to 
have a way of defi ning what the colour 
yellow is. And the problem is, if you take 
the system here (outside), where there is 
lots of natural light compared to inside, 
yellow looks different.” 

The solution? They wrote a “little” 

algorithm that taught the program the 
many colours of yellow. Daniel co-wrote a 
paper on what they’d achieved and then, 
with thanks to his “no-strings attached” 
AIMES award, he and his co-author (a 
Professor at Massey University) presented 
it at the International Conference 
on Neural Information Processing in 
Kitakyyushu, Japan. “There were several 
thousand people there. Our work was well 
received and people gave us some ideas 
about how to turn it into a commercial 
program but we don’t really have the time 
for it at the moment.” 

After the conference Daniel fl ew to 
Shenzhen, China, to visit his girlfriend 
who was working in China at the time. He 
found the bigness of the city, with its 25 
million people and its forest of towering 
apartment blocks, “mind-boggling”. 

It’s a very curious word for Daniel 
to use, mind-boggling, given that he’s 
planning to do his PhD on simulations 
of complex numbers which others have 
found so mind-boggling they’ve left the 
area well alone. Having said that though, 
Daniel says he’s extremely lucky to be 
working alongside a Massey University 
Professor considered to be one of the best 
in the fi eld. 

Even with all this complex science and 
computer technology in his life, Daniel 
is not your archetypal geek. While he 
did enjoy taking computers apart and 
putting them back together again as a 
kid, he doesn’t wear thick glasses, he 
doesn’t spend countless hours playing 
World of Warcraft and he doesn’t talk a 
compu-geek language I don’t understand 
(although I did have to get him to spell a 
few things for me). What’s more he has 
a girlfriend. And no, she’s not one of the 
robot soccer players; she’s a real person 
and she’s studying speech and language 
therapy at Massey University’s Albany 
campus. “She talks about the anatomy of 
people’s throats and I say ‘oh, yeah.’” 

Daniel says his department is also 
socially proactive, which helps. Once or 
twice a week all the PhD students and 
a few of the lecturers get together over 

a coffee to talk about ideas, books and 
research papers. “It’s a really good way 
to spread information and make use of 
everyone’s expertise.” 

“One of the fi rst things a lecturer 
said was ‘go to all your lectures, study 
hard, but make sure you have a life.’ 
He said, it doesn’t matter if you’re the 
best programmer in the world, if you 
can’t work with people and you’re not 
an interesting person, no one will want 
to work with you… see, if you want to 
write a big piece of software you’ll never 
write it on your own, you’ll always work 
with a group of say ten people. So if 
you don’t work well with other people 
you’ll never get anywhere. It’s the same 
with lecturing; you have to be good at 
communicating.” 

Daniel tells the story of a Korean 
genetics researcher who worked alone 
for 20 years without telling anyone, or 
publishing anything, about his work. 
When he retired he fi nally published his 
work which “changed everybody’s view of 
genetics, but” says Daniel “if he’d actually 
told people about what he was doing as he 
went, we’d be so much further ahead.” 

But aren’t scientists highly 
competitive? Don’t they want to keep 
everything they’re doing a secret from 
everyone? Not so, says Daniel. The lines 
are pretty clearly drawn; if you discover or 
publish something it’s yours. If someone 
then develops or explores some tangent of 
that idea then that’s theirs. Simple.

As with the soccer playing robots, 
another project with commercial 
potential is the programme Daniel wrote 
to solve “fi endishly hard” Sudoku puzzles 
in 0.1 of a second. 

Of course now that he’s identifi ed 
all Sudoku’s logic rules he’s no longer 
interested. “Once you work out what the 
rule is it just becomes a matter of applying 
the rule… and that’s boring.” 

Hopefully nuclear fusion, moon mining 
and simulations of complex numbers will 
prove a little harder to solve. Otherwise he 
may fi nd himself taking a greater interest 
in the anatomy of people’s throats. 



Ananth Gopal / Tanya Cooling / Steven Smith / Jo Aleh

ACTOR Ananth Gopal; actor, Ananth Gopal; actor, 
linguist, massive linguist, massive 

Shakespeare fan and ex-student Shakespeare fan and ex-student 
of Kristin School, is fi zzing with of Kristin School, is fi zzing with 
enthusiasm and ideas about theatre enthusiasm and ideas about theatre 
and culture. The two-time AIMES and culture. The two-time AIMES 
winner is currently soaking up the winner is currently soaking up the 
rich cultural life of Melbourne while rich cultural life of Melbourne while 
he studies Geography, Spanish and he studies Geography, Spanish and 
English Literature there, and he has English Literature there, and he has 
plenty to say about the differences plenty to say about the differences 
between Melbourne and Auckland.between Melbourne and Auckland.

“In terms of tangible evidence of “In terms of tangible evidence of 
public support for art and artistic public support for art and artistic 
expression there is  no comparison. expression there is  no comparison. 
However the North Shore is an However the North Shore is an 
amazing place to grow up, the fl avour amazing place to grow up, the fl avour 
of life leaves time to think, dream, and of life leaves time to think, dream, and 
look at the sea. I chose Melbourne not look at the sea. I chose Melbourne not 
to watch waves but because of its to watch waves but because of its 
accessible approach to art and living. accessible approach to art and living. 
I fi gured Melbourne would be a place I fi gured Melbourne would be a place 
where the challenges are huge but where the challenges are huge but 
not totally daunting.”not totally daunting.”

Ananth, 20, has already Ananth, 20, has already 
experienced the pressures and experienced the pressures and 
rewards of the international stage: as a rewards of the international stage: as a 
gap year student in 2006, he performed gap year student in 2006, he performed 
in the Edinburgh Festival show in the Edinburgh Festival show The The 
AssassinsAssassins, receiving a four-star review , receiving a four-star review 
in The Scotsman. Nerves weren’t a in The Scotsman. Nerves weren’t a 
problem for the young actor though, problem for the young actor though, 
“nerves are meant to be wracked; “nerves are meant to be wracked; 
otherwise they get bored, forget what otherwise they get bored, forget what 
they are for and end up numb.” After they are for and end up numb.” After 
Edinburgh, Ananth spent six months Edinburgh, Ananth spent six months 
assisting David Kenworthy of the assisting David Kenworthy of the 
Royal National Studio and Neutral Royal National Studio and Neutral 
Space in London. This July, he’ll be Space in London. This July, he’ll be 
using his 2007 AIMES scholarship using his 2007 AIMES scholarship 
to return to work with Kenworthy to return to work with Kenworthy 
on a programme at Eton which will on a programme at Eton which will 
help underprivileged kids from inner help underprivileged kids from inner 
city London put on a production of city London put on a production of 
Macbeth in less than ten days.Macbeth in less than ten days.

Ananth is passionate about the Ananth is passionate about the 
power of theatre and performance, power of theatre and performance, 
“Acting and performance is the “Acting and performance is the 
simple (sometimes complicated) act simple (sometimes complicated) act 
of listening to or telling a story… of listening to or telling a story… 
using our most basic communication using our most basic communication 
tools: body and voice. Acting has tools: body and voice. Acting has 
put me expressly in touch with those put me expressly in touch with those 
tools.” Performance itself “grounds tools.” Performance itself “grounds 
me, teaches me to chill out and get me, teaches me to chill out and get 
back in touch with the fundamentals back in touch with the fundamentals 
of who I am, a body with voice, of who I am, a body with voice, 
breath and consciousness.”breath and consciousness.”

A supportive family, school and A supportive family, school and 
community environment allowed community environment allowed 
Ananth to foster his thespian talents Ananth to foster his thespian talents 
as a teenager. “My family especially as a teenager. “My family especially 
encouraged me to fi nd ways to encouraged me to fi nd ways to 
incorporate theatre into everything incorporate theatre into everything 
and everything into theatre. My and everything into theatre. My 
interest was matched and exceeded interest was matched and exceeded 
by my peers and teachers.” by my peers and teachers.” 

“Teaching through inspiration is “Teaching through inspiration is 
such an incalculably important thing. such an incalculably important thing. 
We really need to celebrate the good We really need to celebrate the good 
teachers in our society who help to teachers in our society who help to 
shape us, thus making it attractive, shape us, thus making it attractive, 
cool, and great to get into teaching. I cool, and great to get into teaching. I 
would love to teach in New Zealand. would love to teach in New Zealand. 
That’s where I feel I can give back as That’s where I feel I can give back as 
people give to me now.” people give to me now.” 

Experiencing the benefi ts of Experiencing the benefi ts of 
theatre, and initiatives like the annual theatre, and initiatives like the annual 
Shakespeare Festival has sparked Shakespeare Festival has sparked 
a passion in Ananth to pass on his a passion in Ananth to pass on his 
learning to others. He’s keen to get learning to others. He’s keen to get 
Kiwi youth fi red up about challenging Kiwi youth fi red up about challenging 
“accepted norms of practice” and to “accepted norms of practice” and to 
legitimise “giving a shit”.legitimise “giving a shit”.

“Weekends can be reclaimed as not “Weekends can be reclaimed as not 
just a time to get smashed, but also just a time to get smashed, but also 
get together as groups of motivated get together as groups of motivated 
individuals and work to tell our stories. individuals and work to tell our stories. 
We have so many cultural roots to tap We have so many cultural roots to tap 
into and as young people and a young into and as young people and a young 
nation have a chance to create our nation have a chance to create our 
own mythology, not merely Ancient own mythology, not merely Ancient 
and Classical but contemporary, and Classical but contemporary, 
urban, coastal. Complete with post-urban, coastal. Complete with post-
modern asymmetrical haircuts and modern asymmetrical haircuts and 
gender queer protagonists!”gender queer protagonists!” 
Sally ConorSally Conor

SINGER Many people would Many people would 
expect that the expect that the 

experience of moving to London, experience of moving to London, 
attending a world-famous music attending a world-famous music 
school, performing in operas like school, performing in operas like 
Sweeney ToddSweeney Todd and singing at the  and singing at the 
wedding of Ralph Fiennes and wedding of Ralph Fiennes and 
Keira Knightley would give them Keira Knightley would give them 
a diva disorder. However AIMES a diva disorder. However AIMES 
scholar Tanya Cooling describes the scholar Tanya Cooling describes the 
experience as being “like fi nding the experience as being “like fi nding the 
perfect pair of trousers”. perfect pair of trousers”. 

Tanya, 25, was awarded her Tanya, 25, was awarded her 
second AIMES scholarship last year second AIMES scholarship last year 
after her outstanding year studying after her outstanding year studying 
at the Guildhall School of Music at the Guildhall School of Music 
and Drama in London during which and Drama in London during which 
she received countless accolades. she received countless accolades. 
However, she seems unaffected by However, she seems unaffected by 
her extraordinary success, preferring her extraordinary success, preferring 
to focus on her love for music. Tanya’s to focus on her love for music. Tanya’s 
talent as a classical soprano allowed talent as a classical soprano allowed 
her to discover a natural affi nity her to discover a natural affi nity 
for connecting with audiences but for connecting with audiences but 
she also fi nds that the energy and she also fi nds that the energy and 
experience of performing classical experience of performing classical 
music fl ows both ways. “Concerts music fl ows both ways. “Concerts 
are one of the few situations in life are one of the few situations in life 
where you get a group of people where you get a group of people 
together who all feel predisposed to together who all feel predisposed to 
like you. It allows you to like them like you. It allows you to like them 
back which is what I like best.”back which is what I like best.”

Tanya admits it’s a cheesy Tanya admits it’s a cheesy 
coincidence that her fi rst experience coincidence that her fi rst experience 
as a performer was at Kristin School as a performer was at Kristin School 
when a teacher put her forward for the when a teacher put her forward for the 
school show, school show, The Sound of MusicThe Sound of Music. “I . “I 
still have no idea how she knew I could still have no idea how she knew I could 
sing. People just had a general idea sing. People just had a general idea 
that I could… but I was often criticised that I could… but I was often criticised 
for taking music too seriously. It seems for taking music too seriously. It seems 
funny, if you know what you want at a funny, if you know what you want at a 
young age, people should be relieved! young age, people should be relieved! 
My parents were always one hundred My parents were always one hundred 
per cent behind me, it was a question per cent behind me, it was a question 
of ‘that’s what you want to do? Well, of ‘that’s what you want to do? Well, 
make it happen.’”make it happen.’”

This determination sent Tanya This determination sent Tanya 
to the Queensland Conservatorium to the Queensland Conservatorium 
at Griffi th University in Brisbane in at Griffi th University in Brisbane in 
2001, where she received awards 2001, where she received awards 
for academic excellence three for academic excellence three 
years running and won numerous years running and won numerous 
competitions and prizes. Tanya competitions and prizes. Tanya 
found Australians more open minded found Australians more open minded 
about artforms like opera, remarking about artforms like opera, remarking 
that “people are not afraid to enjoy that “people are not afraid to enjoy 
anything. There is much less feeling anything. There is much less feeling 
that opera is elite, or too intellectual.”that opera is elite, or too intellectual.”

Ultimately, Brisbane was just Ultimately, Brisbane was just 
another step towards the Guildhall. another step towards the Guildhall. 
“I always intended to study at “I always intended to study at 
Guildhall… [but] my parents weren’t Guildhall… [but] my parents weren’t 
keen to fl ing me across the other side keen to fl ing me across the other side 
of the world at 18, so Australia was of the world at 18, so Australia was 
sort of a compromise.[The Guildhall] sort of a compromise.[The Guildhall] 
wasn’t so much a dream, as a goal… wasn’t so much a dream, as a goal… 
I imagined I would be there one day I imagined I would be there one day 
and I worked until it happened.”and I worked until it happened.”

Tanya now studies under the Tanya now studies under the 
legendary Rudolf Piernay (famous for legendary Rudolf Piernay (famous for 
training Welsh opera superstar, Bryn training Welsh opera superstar, Bryn 
Terfel) and has found London and Terfel) and has found London and 
the Guildhall to be everything she the Guildhall to be everything she 
dreamed they would be. “London is dreamed they would be. “London is 
quite horrible compared to quality quite horrible compared to quality 
of life in Australia and New Zealand of life in Australia and New Zealand 
but this is outweighed by the range but this is outweighed by the range 
of opportunities and the general of opportunities and the general 
attitude of the populace to art and attitude of the populace to art and 
music. My colleagues, the musicians music. My colleagues, the musicians 
of the future, are all at such a high of the future, are all at such a high 
level — here, you have great people to level — here, you have great people to 
work for and with.”work for and with.”

In London the glamorous In London the glamorous 
opportunity arose to perform in opportunity arose to perform in 
an upcoming Hollywood fi lm an upcoming Hollywood fi lm The The 
DuchessDuchess, starring Ralph Fiennes and , starring Ralph Fiennes and 
Keira Knightley. Tanya pre-recorded Keira Knightley. Tanya pre-recorded 
two arias for the soundtrack, but on two arias for the soundtrack, but on 
the day of fi lming, was asked to sing the day of fi lming, was asked to sing 
live. Appearing alongside A-listers live. Appearing alongside A-listers 
like Fiennes and Knightley failed to like Fiennes and Knightley failed to 
daunt Tanya, who commented only daunt Tanya, who commented only 
that fi lming took place “in a beautiful that fi lming took place “in a beautiful 
chapel with a great acoustics”.chapel with a great acoustics”. 
Sally ConorSally Conor

DESIGNER Industrial design Industrial design 
is usually a is usually a 

profession associated with science, profession associated with science, 
mathematics and endless consumer mathematics and endless consumer 
testing, but for Greenhithe AIMES testing, but for Greenhithe AIMES 
scholar Stephen Smith, it’s an art form scholar Stephen Smith, it’s an art form 
like any other. “Similar to any other like any other. “Similar to any other 
creative art, I believe you require a creative art, I believe you require a 
passion and drive to design.”passion and drive to design.”

Stephen, 24, received an AIMES Stephen, 24, received an AIMES 
scholarship after being named New scholarship after being named New 
Zealand’s top emerging product Zealand’s top emerging product 
designer in the annual Dyson Product designer in the annual Dyson Product 
Design Awards last year, for his Design Awards last year, for his 
design, Arctic Skin, a cooling vest design, Arctic Skin, a cooling vest 
designed to be worn by athletes.designed to be worn by athletes.

But Stephen hasn’t always been But Stephen hasn’t always been 
a top scholar or design obsessive, a top scholar or design obsessive, 
instead discovering his talent and instead discovering his talent and 
passion gradually, throughout his passion gradually, throughout his 
school career at Westlake Boys, and school career at Westlake Boys, and 
later as a student of design at Massey later as a student of design at Massey 
University. “I always displayed a University. “I always displayed a 
curiosity about the design process, a curiosity about the design process, a 
desire to learn about the skills, history, desire to learn about the skills, history, 
materials and processes involved. I materials and processes involved. I 
enjoy seeking new design challenges, enjoy seeking new design challenges, 
turning thoughts into actions and I turning thoughts into actions and I 
continually experiment with design, continually experiment with design, 
striving to create a better product.”striving to create a better product.”

Stephen realised his talent was Stephen realised his talent was 
of a global calibre when one of his of a global calibre when one of his 
designs was accepted into the 2007 designs was accepted into the 2007 
Milan Furniture Fair — one of the Milan Furniture Fair — one of the 
most prestigious in the world where most prestigious in the world where 
top international designers showcase top international designers showcase 
their work to over 200,000 visitors. their work to over 200,000 visitors. 
He travelled to Italy with four other He travelled to Italy with four other 
students, gaining “a lot of experience students, gaining “a lot of experience 
and positive feedback”, and was and positive feedback”, and was 
invited to return again this year. invited to return again this year. 

2007 turned out to be a big year 2007 turned out to be a big year 
for Stephen, who then won the Dyson for Stephen, who then won the Dyson 
Product Design award and became Product Design award and became 
the fi rst winner in the award’s the fi rst winner in the award’s 
eight-year history to be offered a job eight-year history to be offered a job 
at Dyson’s design headquarters in at Dyson’s design headquarters in 
London. “It is a great thing being London. “It is a great thing being 
allowed to travel and work in a new allowed to travel and work in a new 
environment. It’s just amazing being environment. It’s just amazing being 
able to work in a place where the able to work in a place where the 
focus is innovation.”focus is innovation.”

Stephen is a member of a group Stephen is a member of a group 
of designers he describes as “a fast of designers he describes as “a fast 
moving team of highly creative, self moving team of highly creative, self 
motivated individuals” responsible motivated individuals” responsible 
for the continued advancement of for the continued advancement of 
technology and innovation at the technology and innovation at the 
company. They are tasked with company. They are tasked with 
generating concepts from the very generating concepts from the very 
fi rst stage of product development and fi rst stage of product development and 
aim “to make products work better, aim “to make products work better, 
whether [by] improving our current whether [by] improving our current 
fl oor-care range or investigating new fl oor-care range or investigating new 
product marketing opportunities.”product marketing opportunities.”

Despite being headhunted by Despite being headhunted by 
Dyson and rewarded with support Dyson and rewarded with support 
from the North Harbour Club, from the North Harbour Club, 
Stephen is by no means expecting a Stephen is by no means expecting a 
free ride in the otherwise extremely free ride in the otherwise extremely 
competitive design industry. “The competitive design industry. “The 
design scene in the UK is great, and design scene in the UK is great, and 
there are amazing opportunities. there are amazing opportunities. 
But the sheer number of designers But the sheer number of designers 
is bottle-necking… and I believe the is bottle-necking… and I believe the 
same in happening in New Zealand. same in happening in New Zealand. 
Talking with a range of designers it’s Talking with a range of designers it’s 
amazing to hear the similarities in amazing to hear the similarities in 
the struggle to establish a profi le.”the struggle to establish a profi le.”

But Stephen is refusing to be But Stephen is refusing to be 
discouraged by the diffi culties of discouraged by the diffi culties of 
pursuing a career in the fi eld he pursuing a career in the fi eld he 
otherwise fi nds so inspiring, and is otherwise fi nds so inspiring, and is 
doing his best to enjoy his time in doing his best to enjoy his time in 
London and “experience a range of London and “experience a range of 
new innovations, views and values” new innovations, views and values” 
with the hope of eventually applying with the hope of eventually applying 
them back in New Zealand. “I’m them back in New Zealand. “I’m 
not looking too far in the future at not looking too far in the future at 
the moment, just trying to absorb the moment, just trying to absorb 
everything that’s thrown at me everything that’s thrown at me 
really. I guess the ultimate plan is really. I guess the ultimate plan is 
to return to New Zealand with good to return to New Zealand with good 
experience and maybe start my own experience and maybe start my own 
company or develop a product that I company or develop a product that I 
see potential in.”see potential in.” 
Sally ConorSally Conor

SAILOR The 1995 America’s The 1995 America’s 
Cup wasn’t only a great Cup wasn’t only a great 

moment in New Zealand sporting moment in New Zealand sporting 
history; it was also a pivotal turning history; it was also a pivotal turning 
point for the future. As a young point for the future. As a young 
girl Jo Aleh fell in love with sailing. girl Jo Aleh fell in love with sailing. 
Now she’s heading off to the 2008 Now she’s heading off to the 2008 
Olympics in Beijing, alongside some Olympics in Beijing, alongside some 
of New Zealand’s most successful of New Zealand’s most successful 
sportswomen. “It’s something you sportswomen. “It’s something you 
dream about,” says Jo, but it took a dream about,” says Jo, but it took a 
whole lot more than dreaming to get whole lot more than dreaming to get 
her to where she is today. The 21 year her to where she is today. The 21 year 
old started sailing after watching the old started sailing after watching the 
‘95 America’s Cup with her family. “I ‘95 America’s Cup with her family. “I 
remember as a kid, running around remember as a kid, running around 
seeing the sailing… I’m not sure seeing the sailing… I’m not sure 
why I liked it so much! I suppose I’ve why I liked it so much! I suppose I’ve 
always liked boats and water.”always liked boats and water.”

Her talent was fi rst pinpointed Her talent was fi rst pinpointed 
in 2002 when she became the fi rst in 2002 when she became the fi rst 
female ever to win the Tanner Cup, female ever to win the Tanner Cup, 
an award that has been in place since an award that has been in place since 
1945. From there her ambition has led 1945. From there her ambition has led 
to more success. By the end of 2002 it to more success. By the end of 2002 it 
took her to Canada for the Open Byte took her to Canada for the Open Byte 
Regatta, where she was placed fi rst.  Regatta, where she was placed fi rst.  

Sailing has defi nitely allowed Jo to Sailing has defi nitely allowed Jo to 
see the world in a way that’s different see the world in a way that’s different 
from most people her age. All of her from most people her age. All of her 
focus and energy goes into her sport, focus and energy goes into her sport, 
so whilst many others are off on their so whilst many others are off on their 
OE, Jo is doing what she loves most; OE, Jo is doing what she loves most; 
getting out there on the water. Her getting out there on the water. Her 
skills have taken her to some amazing skills have taken her to some amazing 
places; China, America, Brazil, places; China, America, Brazil, 
Poland and Italy, to name a few. “I just Poland and Italy, to name a few. “I just 
go wherever the regattas are.” go wherever the regattas are.” 

It’s hardly surprising that Jo It’s hardly surprising that Jo 
was the 2007 winner of the AIMES was the 2007 winner of the AIMES 
Sportswoman of the Year. Her Sportswoman of the Year. Her 
passion and determination is passion and determination is 
something that sets her apart from something that sets her apart from 
the rest. “…you don’t have any other the rest. “…you don’t have any other 
life apart from your sport. You can fi t life apart from your sport. You can fi t 
a bit in but it (sailing) is pretty full a bit in but it (sailing) is pretty full 
time and you don’t get paid like a time and you don’t get paid like a 
normal job so it’s not really the most normal job so it’s not really the most 
intelligent of careers.”intelligent of careers.”

The grant she received from The grant she received from 
AIMES certainly didn’t go amiss; AIMES certainly didn’t go amiss; 
she is using her winnings to further she is using her winnings to further 
her sailing success overseas, with her sailing success overseas, with 
particular intent to win a medal. particular intent to win a medal. 
“Everything I make tends to go “Everything I make tends to go 
into the sailing, helping me to get into the sailing, helping me to get 
overseas and compete.”overseas and compete.”

Winning Sportswoman of the Year Winning Sportswoman of the Year 
has opened so many doors for Jo, and has opened so many doors for Jo, and 
she emphasises how important it is she emphasises how important it is 
to believe in yourself when applying to believe in yourself when applying 
for AIMES Awards. “It’s quite hard for AIMES Awards. “It’s quite hard 
when you’re a sportsperson to when you’re a sportsperson to 
actually say what you’ve done, that actually say what you’ve done, that 
you’re so successful because we [as you’re so successful because we [as 
a country] tend not to like that. You a country] tend not to like that. You 
have to sell yourself and not be shy of have to sell yourself and not be shy of 
what you’ve achieved.”  what you’ve achieved.”  

Ever since taking up the sport, Jo Ever since taking up the sport, Jo 
has been continually trying to reach has been continually trying to reach 
the next level. To be the best you can the next level. To be the best you can 
be in a chosen fi eld takes a lot of work be in a chosen fi eld takes a lot of work 
and commitment, and Jo says that and commitment, and Jo says that 
her passion for sailing as a young her passion for sailing as a young 
girl has defi nitely paid off. Obsession girl has defi nitely paid off. Obsession 
has certainly had its rewards. With has certainly had its rewards. With 
the Beijing Olympics to look forward the Beijing Olympics to look forward 
to, Jo has a lot of new and exciting to, Jo has a lot of new and exciting 
opportunities ahead of her. “I’m sure opportunities ahead of her. “I’m sure 
when it comes it’ll be pretty crazy... when it comes it’ll be pretty crazy... 
Since I was twelve I have said I Since I was twelve I have said I 
wanted to go to the Olympics so it’s wanted to go to the Olympics so it’s 
a bit weird to actually get there.” She a bit weird to actually get there.” She 
is also sponsored by TV3 and Fisher is also sponsored by TV3 and Fisher 
& Paykel, who “have been behind me & Paykel, who “have been behind me 
for nearly three years.”for nearly three years.”

The future is looking bright for The future is looking bright for 
Jo, who “doesn’t know what else Jo, who “doesn’t know what else 
she would do,” and plans to stay in she would do,” and plans to stay in 
the sport as long as she can. “You the sport as long as she can. “You 
see people like Barbara Kendall and see people like Barbara Kendall and 
she’s still going.” Perhaps in a few she’s still going.” Perhaps in a few 
years time other young girls will years time other young girls will 
grow up watching Jo sail, and form a grow up watching Jo sail, and form a 
love for it themselves? As a country, love for it themselves? As a country, 
we can only hope so.we can only hope so. 
Jess O’ConnorJess O’Connor
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 LIFE IN

FOCUS
 PHOTOGRAPHER NIC STAVELEY   
 IS PASSIONATE ABOUT HIS WORK’ WITH AN INTUITIVE SENSE 

 FOR UNDERSTATED EDGINESS
 THAT IS FAST BECOMING HIS SIGNATURE LOOK. NIC IS CONTEMPLATING ENTERING THE AIMES AWARDS FOR 2008.

Nic Staveley
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 A GOOD PHOTOGRAPHER

KNOWS HOW
 TO SPEAK TO PEOPLE.THERE IS NO POINT ME SAYING

LOOK TOUGH
 IF YOU SPENT THE MORNING 
 WRITING A BUNCH OF SONGS ABOUT RAINBOWS.’
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WHEN Nic Staveley returned from 
the UK in 2006 with his fi ne 

portfolio of photographic works the 
MORPH crew promptly snapped him up as 
chief photographer for their up and coming 
magazine. Since then Nic has worked on 
four editions of MORPH and has exhibited 
in a number of photographic shows, with 
another coming up in June at Satellite 
Gallery. Nic is only 24, but he’s had a 
passion for taking photos since he was a 
teenager. We sat on the deck with some 
beers and talked about his career to date. 

Paul Walsh: It smells good out here. 
Nic Staveley: It’s that plant there. (He 

points at a nondescript bush behind me.) 
It’s called Lady of the Night, I think. When 
it gets darker it really comes alive. 

Paul: Nice. Okay, so I’ll kick off with the 
obvious question. When did you start? 

Nic: I’ve always been into art, 
mostly painting, but hadn’t done much 
photography. Then I spent a year in 
Belgium when I was 16, my sixth form 
year, which was when I really started 
getting a love for it. I came back here 
for seventh form and ended up getting 
second in the country for Bursary 
Photography. I have to be honest, though; 
my fi rst reaction? I was gutted I didn’t get 
fi rst! Only because the person who came 
fi rst got, like, three grand, cash. All I got 
was a pat on the back. 

Paul: I thought I was special because 
I came fi rst at school in Photography, but 
there were only four people taking it. 

Nic: Haha… I got a photography award 
from the school too, a camera and fi lm. 

Paul: Was your school around here? 
Nic: No, I grew up in Christchurch 

and went to school there, that’s when I 
started getting into photography. Next 
I went to the New Zealand Film School 
in Wellington, but I was still doing 
photography. It was always in the back of 
my mind, right through this intensive nine 
to fi ve, Monday to Friday fi lm course.They 
complement each other well though, and 
those are my two main passions; fi lm — 
everything about fi lm — and photography. 
For the moment I’m pursuing the 

photography avenue, but my focus hasn’t 
really shifted over the last decade. 

Paul: Are you looking to make it into 
a full-time commercial job, or would 
you rather explore the art side of the 
medium? Because the way I understand 
it, photography is one of those forms of 
expression that almost demands you seek 
commercial work to fund it. 

Nic: For me, I’d like to get enough work 
commercially so I have the freedom to do 
the exhibitions. Essentially, though I just 
like taking photos because, well, I like 
taking photos. It’s not necessarily, “Oh, I 
like doing this work because someone’s 
paying me to do it”, or “I don’t like doing 
this work because it’s for somebody else”. 
I mean, I’d be doing it anyway, regardless. 

Of course I would like to be successful 
in a commercial sense, because… 

Paul: …it’s a mad expensive hobby. 
Nic: Exactly. Getting loads of money 

for photography, I know that’s possible, 
because my time at the moment’s split 
between doing my own commercial 
work and doing photography assisting. 
There are a couple of guys I work with in 
Auckland, and I worked in London for a 
couple of years as an assistant. I’m looking 
at travelling again, and if I do end up back 
in London then I’ll pursue a bit more work 
as an assistant over there. It’s the best 
way to get hands-on experience, and you 
get to work in the fi eld… 

Paul: I guess that would be the really 
high end work, too. 

Nic: Yeah, totally. It’s the kind of work 
I don’t know so much about now, but it’s 
more or less where I’d like to be at. So I’ll 
be exploring and trying to fi nd a balance. 

Paul: Now, if you could make some 
massive generalisations, what are your 
favourite subjects? 

Nic: This is a diffi cult question. One I 
never know how to answer… if I had to 
nail it down I’d probably say people stuff. 
Not exactly portraiture, but… people. 

Paul: I guess if you make it as basic as 
possible, landscapes and people would be 
the two styles, the strands of photography 
that get the most recognition… 

Nic: Yeah, and the photos that I’m 
interested in would be the ones that 
have the people element. Not necessarily 
someone’s face. It might even be a 
landscape, but the focus is on people 
within the landscape. 

The work I’ve been doing recently with 
bands, CD covers and promo images, it’s 
enjoyable because there’s quite a lot of 
scope. There are so many clichés there 
too, you know, you always see the same 
photos… the band up against a brick 
wall… however because there’s such a 
cliché about it, you can use that, you can 
play with it. Sometimes the band will 
insist on a photograph in that particular 
setting though, and there’s not much you 
can do about that. 

Paul: How do you fi nd that aspect of 
a shoot? Posing people, moving a band 
around and getting them to try different 
things… Is that something you’re still 
working on? 

Nic: That’s one thing that I’ve had to 
learn, and defi nitely something I’m still 
working on. I think you can naturally be 
a talented photographer, or any type of 
artist, but I think that interacting with 
people is quite a specifi c skill within 
photography. I’m always learning about 
how to get someone to do something, or 
maybe getting them not to do something 
but asking them in the right way, 
without offending them. If they’re doing 
something and I’m thinking to myself, 
no, no, that’s completely wrong, I need to 
make sure I don’t say it out loud. Which 
I have done, in the past… they got a bit 
self-conscious after that. 

Good photographers know how to 
speak to people, how to relate to different 
people and how to get them to do different 
things. With bands, I’ll usually say, look, 
I’m not here to tell you how to act; you are 
your band and you know how you want 
to be portrayed, so there’s no point in me 
standing here saying look tough if you 
spent the morning writing songs about 
rainbows. They’re powerful images for 
bands, too. The images they use to portray 
themselves can help defi ne their audience. 

Paul: Do you pay much conscious 
attention to things like composition, lines 
and the thirds rule? 

Nic: If I do, it’s subconscious. I think 
there are some people that are just that 
way inclined visually. If they’re asked to 
photograph something, they’ll fi nd the 
symmetry, the balance. I think this sense 
of composition comes naturally to me. 
Another thing — sorry if this is a cliché — 
but I like the way a photograph captures 
a moment in time. I love looking at old 
photographs from, say, fi fty years ago… 
they do act like time capsules. That’s 
always appealed to me. 

Paul: Film versus digital. Discuss. 
Nic: I used fi lm when I started, at 

school, developing and printing stuff in 
the darkroom. I’m aware that there are 
purists who stick with fi lm, and I still like 
the idea of it, but I don’t mind one way 
or the other. Digital has the upper hand 
because it’s easier, more immediate, and 
you don’t have the ongoing cost that 
fi lm has. For me though, it’s more about 
photography being a creative outlet than 
the technical aspects of the gear involved. 
I mean, I’d be taking pictures with a 
pinhole camera, if that was all I had. 

Paul: Any photographers you’d rate 
above all others? From what I’ve seen of 
your work, I’d guess Henri Cartier-Bresson 
would be up there. 

Nic: He’s defi nitely one that comes to 
mind. I really like his humanist approach. 
To be honest though, I’d rather judge 
each individual picture on its own 
merits. Having your own distinct style is 
important, but at the same time you don’t 
want to be pigeonholed by that. 

Paul: So, where would you like to be in 
ten years time? 

Nic: I’d like to be known as a 
photographer. Not celebrity status, but I’d 
like to be introduced as, you know, “this is 
Nic, the photographer.” I mean, I do that 
now, but in a decade I think it’ll be more 
solid. Mainly though, in ten years time? 
I’d make sure I’ve done all of the things I 
wanted to do ten years ago.  
www.myspace.com/nicstaveley 
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