
ingenio.auckland.ac.nz | 41

Fay Abdul Ghani
Jacksonville, Florida, US

From the University of Auckland to the Kennedy 
Space Center at Cape Canaveral, Fay Abdul Ghani 
is shooting for the stars with her biomedical 
science career.

Based in Florida, Fay is a research technologist 
at the Mayo Clinic’s Center for Regenerative Biotherapeutics. 
Her lab works closely with NASA to investigate stem-cell 
biology and cellular therapeutics in space.

“We’re studying stem cells and trying to understand how 
they expand, how they self-renew and how they turn into 
more specialised cell types in microgravity conditions.”

Fay, who was born in New Zealand to Iraqi parents, 
moved to the US three years ago after earning a Bachelor of 
Biomedical Science (Honours) in Auckland. 

Now, by looking at the effect of microgravity on stem cells 
in space, Fay and her team hope to one day help people who 
require stem-cell therapies.

“By possibly having stem cells grow better in space, we 
could tap into those benefits and produce clinical-grade stem 
cells in space and then use them in patients in the future.”

To conduct their experiments, Fay’s team collaborates with 
NASA and astronauts aboard the International Space Station. 
Her work also makes her a regular visitor to the Kennedy 
Space Center at Cape Canaveral. And while seeing a rocket 
blast off carrying her team’s work never gets old, she says the 
first time it happened was definitely a “pinch-me moment”.

“I was like, oh my God, I’m a NASA-invited guest – this is 
crazy. How is this happening?”

The 26-year-old is also passionate about science 
communication and has received multiple accolades for both 
her research and outreach work, including the prestigious 
International Astronautical Federation’s Emerging Space 
Leader award.

Further down the road, Fay would like to do a PhD and 
eventually be in charge of her own lab. With commercial 
space travel on the horizon, she also dreams of one day 
visiting space.

“What if in the future we could have a specialised stem-cell 
lab in space, where as a scientist you could go and visit? It 
sounds crazy, but it seems to me that this is the direction we 
are heading.”

Cameron Diver
Nouméa, New Caledonia

After following his then-girlfriend (now wife) 
to New Caledonia more than two decades ago, 
Cameron Diver is still living on the island he 
arrived at almost by chance. 

Today, as chief conservation officer at 
global NGO Island Conservation, he’s protecting the fragile 
ecosystems of islands around the world.

“Going to New Caledonia was a real voyage of discovery 
for me. It’s been a place where I’ve had some wonderful 
opportunities, and it’s been great for my family.”

Born in Cambridge and raised in the King Country, Cameron 
graduated from the University of Auckland in 2000 with a 
conjoint Bachelor of Arts and Bachelor of Laws. He describes 
his time at the University as foundational.

“I think that what I did at the University of Auckland gave 
me the tools I needed to evolve,” he says. “I wouldn’t have been 
able to do that without the quality of tertiary education and the 
subjects that I took.”

That experience laid the platform for a career spanning law, 
diplomacy and international conservation. After also earning 
a Master of Public Law and a Master of International Relations 
from the University of New Caledonia, Cameron worked in the 
New Caledonian government’s legal department and with the 
Pacific Community (SPC), an intergovernmental organisation 
supporting sustainable development in the Pacific. He also 
served as a Special Envoy for Small Island Developing States 
on an initiative to establish the International Platform for 
Ocean Sustainability, among other roles.

He credits his French studies at the University of Auckland 
with opening the door to the Francophone world. Today, the 
language is second nature to him, and his two teenage children 
have been raised bilingual. He describes their household as a 
“joyous melting pot of languages”.

A life spent between Aotearoa and New Caledonia has also 
influenced his worldview.

“It’s made me realise how valuable it is to have an island 
perspective on the world and on life, rather than only a 
continental one,” he says. 

“Islands like New Caledonia are not only vulnerable, 
they’re also catalysts for solutions that can be scaled up and 
shared elsewhere.” 



42 | Ingenio magazine

How many of us reading War 
and Peace, for example, think 
of the original Russian text 
and admire the mammoth task 
of its English translators?

The art of a literary translator is, in many 
ways, not to call attention to their craft; 
instead, it’s to create a seamless experience 
from one language to another.

What they do have to be good at, says 
Ruth Diver, literary translator, alumna and 
former University staffer, is recreating the 
music of the original text and its effect on the reader.

“Does it convey the same sort of emotion or surprise?”
You must also be a very good reader of the source language – 

in Ruth’s case, French (she’s also fluent in German and Russian) 
– and have excellent writing skills in the target language.

“A lot of what makes literature interesting is the way 
authors play with the language, so you need to understand 
what they’re doing to start with,” she says.

Ruth, who has translated more than a dozen works of French 
literature into English, has recently gained international 
attention as the co-translator of the high-profile Gisèle Pelicot 
memoir A Hymn to Life: Shame has to Change Sides (Et la joie de 
vivre), co-written by French author Judith Perrignon.

The book was concurrently translated into 22 languages 
and is topping bestseller lists globally.

“It starts with Gisèle’s discovery of the horrific abuse she 
endured at the hands of her husband, who drugged and raped 
her over the course of a decade and invited countless [at least 
80] other men to do the same,” says Ruth.

“But it goes all the way back to her childhood and is  
really the story of how she found the strength to face an 

open trial and build a new life for herself.”
Both Ruth and co-translator Natasha 

Lehrer found the work intense.
“Natasha and I were doing a tag team effort 

to meet a tight deadline, she in France, me 
in New Zealand. She would translate around 
1,500 words a day, then send the document 
to me to edit, and I would do the same and 
send it back to her – so much discussion in the 
comment boxes!”

They were grateful to share the load.
“We were constantly on the phone to each 

other. Sometimes she would be in tears, 
sometimes I would be, but we had signed 
a non-disclosure agreement and couldn’t 
involve anyone else. I don’t think we realised 
how big the book would be.”

She says that really hit home at the launch 
of the English edition at Royal Festival Hall 
in London.

“There were Natasha and I, sitting in the 
middle of the stalls, watching our words 
being read on stage by Juliet Stevenson, 
Kristin Scott-Thomas and Kate Winslet, 
national treasures of stage and screen.”

Ruth was also in London to receive the 
prestigious Scott Moncrieff Prize from the 
UK Society of Authors, an annual award for 
translations into English of high-quality, 
full-length French works.

The winning work, The Convoy by Rwandan French author 
Beata Umubyeyi Mairesse, is the author’s account of being a 
15-year-old Tutsi girl who narrowly escapes being murdered 
during the 1994 Rwandan genocide.

Ruth is clearly not afraid of tackling hard subjects.
“Well, I certainly find them satisfying to work on, and it’s 

so important to treat that sort of text with great care.”
Her “outrageously international” background includes doing 

all her schooling in French (her father’s UNESCO job was Paris 
based), a first degree in Russian in the US, and living in Austria 
and Germany, where she learnt German and had two children.

She completed a masters and PhD in comparative 
literature, co-registered between the University of Paris 8 
and Auckland, later becoming head of comparative literature 
at the latter. Then a literary translation course came up in 
London and all the pieces fell into place.

“But I would never have dreamed when I resigned from 
the University that, within a few years, I’d be translating 
a phenomenal bestseller and winning the most coveted 
prize in the industry,” she says. “It’s clearly never too late to 
reinvent yourself!” 

Ruth Diver is 
experiencing 
wild success 
as a literary 
translator, 

including co-
translating the 
English version 

of the bestselling 
Gisèle Pelicot 

memoir. By 
Julianne Evans

A life in 
translation

A LU M N I PR OF I L E

Ruth Diver with 
Gisèle Pelicot 
and co-translator 
Natasha Lehrer 
following the launch  
of A Hymn to Life.
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F R OM T H E C OL L E C T ION

Artcollection.auckland.ac.nz

Jandals, commonly worn across Oceania, tread a path along this panel of ‘Siu I Moana’ 
(2011) by artists Dame Robin White, a Distinguished Alumna, and Ruha Fifita.

Meaning ‘reaching across the ocean’, ‘Siu I Moana’ consists of three panels, which 
explore threads of connection and exchange between Aotearoa New Zealand and 
Tonga. Dame Robin (Ngāti Awa, Pākehā) and Ruha (Vava’u, Tonga, Palangi) created 

the work in collaboration with the women of Haveluloto, Tonga, and with the blessing and 
guidance of Dowager Lady Tunakaimanu  Fielakepa – an authority on the handmade textiles 
produced by women in Tonga.

Each part of the triptych of ngatu fuatanga (marked barkcloth) measures approximately 
six-by-four metres. Running through this panel, called ‘Tonga to New Zealand’, is the 
halakafa – a central band that serves as both a symbolic pathway and as a practical space for 
fastening the cloth with rope when it is worn or wrapped. Here, it also signifies the volcanic 
ridge that runs between the two nations.

Along either side are depictions of sea-life – migratory eels, flying fish and the Tongan 
grouper – interwoven with symbols of human migration: the ‘umu pack’ – commonly used to 
send food items from Tonga to family in New Zealand – and the logo of Tonga’s rugby team. 

‘Siu I Moana’ is displayed in the atrium of the Science Centre on the University’s City Campus. 

Ocean alleys

ROBIN WHITE AND RUHA FIFITA. TONGA TO NEW ZEALAND (2011).  
FROM THE SIU I MOANA SERIES. UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND ART COLLECTION
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B O OK S & P OD C A ST S

Journalist-turned-
novelist Karen 
Holdom created 
her first work of 
fiction grounded 
in truth. By Denise 
Montgomery

A tale 
of many 
truths

Karen Holdom first 
encountered Edmund 
Baton’s name on a 
Normandy hilltop.

Around a decade ago, while 
reading soldiers’ names at 
the German War Cemetery at 
Mont-de-Huisnes, she noticed 
it wasn’t just men buried there, 
but also women, teenage boys 
and children.

Later, she read a pamphlet of soldiers’ stories, 
which included a few lines about Edmund, a 14-year-
old who died at La Chauvinerie civilian internment 
camp in France. He was among thousands of German 
civilians cleared from Alsace-Lorraine by Western 
Allied troops as they passed into Germany in 1945.

“Edmund had journeyed 500km across his war-
torn homeland in a bid to get home. At the time, he 
was around the same age as the eldest of my three 
sons, and the thought of a kid my son’s age, in that 
landscape, was hard to comprehend.”

The atrocious conditions and death rate at La 
Chauvinerie later triggered a national scandal. 
Edmund, and what his life might have been, stayed 
with Karen until she began writing her first novel, in 
which he is renamed Max Bernot.

“I didn’t plan to investigate or research his story,” 
says Karen, who has 30 years’ experience as a 
journalist. “But that’s what I ended up doing. My 
journalistic instincts forced me to check things out, 
do a little bit of digging.”

She sent off a few email enquiries to Germany, 
and within days received a reply from Joseph Baton, 
Edmund’s 85-year-old French cousin and childhood 
friend. Soon after, Joseph and his cousin Elisabeth 
Paulus (known as Lilli), who was Edmund’s German 
sister, invited Karen to meet them in France.

A few weeks later, she was sitting in Joseph’s home 
in Saint-Avold, Moselle, poring over fragile letters, 
documents, postcards and photographs.

“They opened their doors and their hearts to a 
stranger from the other end of the planet.” 

That generosity shaped The End and the Beginning 
(Simon & Schuster), which began as a manuscript 
developed while Karen completed a Master of 
Creative Writing at the University of Auckland 
in 2019. The book was completed following five 
subsequent years of research and drafting.

Karen retraced Edmund’s journey through France 
and Germany, returning to the family and listening 
as long-silent, sometimes contradictory, memories 
surfaced. A friend offered an early anchor: the idea of 
multiple truths, all shifting over time.

“I trusted what people were saying because they 
were telling me their truth,” she says. “Those truths 
can contradict each other.”

La Chauvinerie was not a death camp, but it was 
marked by corruption, starvation and neglect. 

“The overall death rate at La Chauvinerie was 
seven times higher than at other internment 

camps in France. It was a drop in the ocean 
compared to the lives lost in the Nazi death 

camps, but it was a terrible scandal because 
the Republic of France provided money to 

feed these people properly. The camp 
director didn’t do that. He even sold the 

babies’ milk on the black market. Not 
one baby born in the camp survived.”

Most important to Karen were 
the letters Edmund wrote from 
La Chauvinerie. They begin 
with hope, but soon describe 
starvation, diarrhoea and 
disease. Days later, he was dead 
of ‘dysentery and weakness of the 
heart’, according to camp records.

Karen’s most significant 
archival discovery came in the 
French National Archives, where 
she found a carbon copy of the 
Inspector General’s post-war 
investigation. “It showed in 
devastating detail how prisoners 
suffered.”

In the novel, the setting – 
including troop movements, 
dates, weather and geography – is 
factual. Around that framework, 
Karen allowed herself to imagine.

Her research later informed a 
small exhibition at the German 
cemetery in Normandy. While 
Karen had shared all her 
significant research with the 
family, the final step was showing 
them photos of the exhibition, 
which she says “just felt right”.

“The thing about history is that 
small, ordinary people’s stories 
often get forgotten.”

She says Edmund’s family is 
happy with the book.

“I kept stressing it was going 
to be a work of fiction. You can’t 
come into these people’s lives 
and then go off and write a novel 
without being clear that you’ll be 
inventing things.

“But they never had a problem 
with it. They understood it 
completely.”  

Win a copy 
of The End 
and the 
Beginning 
Email ingenio@
auckland.
ac.nz with the 
book title in 
the subject line and your 
details in the email.

Karen 
Holdom, 

who writes 
as K.J. 

Holdom
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All In
Subtitled ‘a mother’s 
journey through autism’, 
this memoir by FMHS 
alumna and 40 Under 
40 awardee Karina 
McHardy shares her 
experiences supporting 
her son ‘Max’ (a 
pseudonym) following 
his autism diagnosis. 
The book also shines a 
light on problems with 
New Zealand’s support 
systems for families.
Karina McHardy, 
Bateman Books, $45

Claude Megson, 
Architect
As a teacher, New 
Zealand architect Claude 
Megson influenced 
generations of architects 
who studied at the 
University of Auckland’s 
School of Architecture. 
These included architect 
Giles Reid, who has co-
produced this book with 
photographer Jackie 
Meiring recognising 
Megson’s legacy.
Giles Reid and Jackie 
Meiring, Massey 
University Press, $75

Tuhoe: Children  
of the Mist
During the early 
twentieth century, 
ethnologist Elsdon Best 
lived in the Urewera 
region, recording the 
culture, beliefs, customs 
and whakapapa of the 
Ngāi Tūhoe people. This 
two-volume work has 
come back into print 
100 years later with the 
guidance of sociology 
alumnus Dr Rāpata 
Wiri (Ngāi Tūhoe, Ngāti 
Ruapani). 
Elsdon Best, preface 
by Rāpata Wiri; Oratia 
Books; $100
 
 

The Emotion Dealer
Master of Creative 
Writing alumnus 
Jack Remiel Cottrell’s 
second book of short 
fiction is described 
as a kaleidoscopic 
exploration of 
technology, art, cities, 
capitalism, loneliness 
and greed. It includes 
tales of heartbreak, 
betrayal and technology 
gone awry.
Jack Remiel Cottrell, 
Canterbury University 
Press, $30

Between
Arts alumna Sue 
Fitchett’s latest poetry 
collection is themed 
around the boundaries 
of what is certain and 
what is not. It also 
examines the space 
that exists between, 
described as ‘where 
it’s possible to pause a 
while and consider what 
it is we are doing on this 
planet of ours and who it 
is we are’.
Sue Fitchett, The Cuba 
Press, $30

Twice Torpedoed
Law alumnus Colin 
Carruthers shares this 
story of his uncle and 
namesake, Colin Watt – 
one of 140 New Zealand 
merchant seamen 
who were killed in the 
Second World War. Colin 
produced this account 
over a decade, drawing 
in part on his uncle’s 
own letters, accounts 
and photographs sent 
home to family.
Colin Carruthers, Ugly 
Hill Press, $50  

What podcast are you currently listening to? 
I’m on a bit of an intelligence kick and listening 
to The Rest Is Classified, a brilliantly written 
podcast hosted by a former CIA analyst and 
a long-serving BBC intelligence journalist. 
Long-form podcasts on intelligence stories from 
around the world make for listening that’s fun, 
fascinating and sometimes eerily relevant.

What’s next on your episode list?
I’m going to wrap up the series on Yevgeny 
Prigozhin, Wagner and Putin’s Russia – an 
amazing saga that unites so many threads of 
contemporary global security. 

What’s your favourite podcast or podcaster, 
and why? 
I’m a huge fan of The Rest Is Politics: two guys 
from opposite sides of the political spectrum 
with vastly different life experiences come 
together to ‘disagree agreeably’ on a huge range 
of questions relating to politics and society. It’s 
never been more necessary than now. 

Do you have a comfort podcast? 
Ed Gamble and James Acaster’s Off Menu podcast is 
a go-to for absolutely hilarious chat in the world of 
celebrities and food. Anything ice-hockey related 
is always great too – 32 Thoughts is great! As a 
French-Canadian, I try to listen to as many French 
podcasts as I can from RFI and Radio-Canada. 

Are there any podcasts in your area of 
expertise that you would recommend 
to others?
Empire hosted by William Dalrymple and Anita 
Anand is beautifully presented and covers a 
whole range of the ancient world. The Classics 
Podcast from the UK Classical Association is 
also a great platform for anyone wanting to learn 
more about the ancient world!  

Links to the above podcasts can be found in the 
story online at auckland.ac.nz/ingenio

Dr Alex McAuley is 
a senior lecturer in 

classics and an expert 
in ancient Greek history 

and language in the School 
of Humanities, as well as a 

Fellow of the Royal Historical Society. He 
shares his podcast picks with Nikki Addison.

Podcast 
Picks
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Connection Points

TACKLE

Sustainability problems
A collaboration between Newsroom and the University of 
Auckland’s Sustainability Hub, ‘Planetary Solutions’ connects world-
class academic expertise with real-world action – empowering 
communities, decision makers and changemakers to respond to the 
defining challenges of our time. Dive deep into the climate crisis, 
sustainability, innovation and systems change, and explore the ideas, 
science and leadership shaping our planet’s future. 

newsroom.co.nz/category/planetary-solutions/

G I V E 
B AC K

While 
gaining strategic 
insights 
Did you know you can connect with our 
talented postgraduate business students for 
research and analysis to help address your 
business challenges? And it’s completely free. 
Access university-standard research and 
evidence-based recommendations across ten 
disciplines, while supporting emerging talent. 
Semester Two projects start in July and you can 
express your interest now: auckland.ac.nz/
projects-business-society

TO U R

Hiwa Recreation Centre
The state-of-the-art City Campus recreation centre, Hiwa, is open to the 
community and offers a wide range of facilities, including sports halls and 
courts, fitness studios, pools and a rooftop turf. Want to check it out? Sign 
up below and take a tour with a member of the Alumni Relations team. 

tinyurl.com/uoa-hiwa-tour

JO I N

The Chinese Alumni Club
Stay connected with fellow Chinese graduates 
through the University of Auckland Chinese 
Alumni Club. The club hosts regular events 
for networking, socialising and celebrating the 
achievements of Chinese alumni and provides 
mentorship to support current students. Join 
the group by contacting president Rachel Yang 
to be added to the WeChat community.  
email: uoa.chinese.alumni@gmail.com



B E I NS PI R ED

By next-
generation 
research leaders
Join us for this year’s University 
of Auckland Three Minute 
Thesis (3MT) final, where 
top doctoral researchers 
present their groundbreaking work in just three minutes. Part of a 
global competition held at more than 900 universities across 85 
countries, 3MT celebrates the excellence, passion and impact of 
emerging scholars. Register to attend this event, held on 17 July:  
auckland.ac.nz/3mt

TAKE 10

With our Scientists
This ongoing series allows readers to dive into the 
fascinating world of discovery at the University of 
Auckland’s Faculty of Science. From mind-blowing 
breakthroughs to everyday science explained 
simply, our researchers share big ideas in bite-sized, 
ten-minute talks designed to spark curiosity and 
conversation. Take 10 with our Scientists makes it 
easy to connect with the people and innovations 
shaping our future: auckland.ac.nz/take-10

SU PPO RT

Student well-being
As winter approaches, many students 
face rising living costs and unexpected 
financial pressure. A gift to the Student 
Emergency and Well-being Fund 
helps provide immediate support for 
those experiencing hardship, covering 
essentials like food, accommodation 
and well-being services when they 
are needed most. Your generosity 
can make a real difference, helping 
students stay safe, supported and 
focused on their studies. 

donate.auckland.ac.nz/student-
emergency-and-wellbeing-fund 

I M M ERS E YOU RS ELF

In the world of jazz
Free and open to the public, the University’s 
weekly jazz forums are where soulful 
improvisations, infectious rhythms and 
innovative harmonies come alive. Form 
the audience for our students as they 
share and develop their creative practice, 
on Wednesdays during semester time, 
4-6pm, Studio One, Kenneth Myers Centre, 
74 Shortland Street, Auckland City. 

auckland.ac.nz/jazz-forums

SAV E

On travel
Make the most of your 
next trip by booking 
with House of Travel 
Auckland City and 
get an exclusive five 
percent stackable discount on select Contiki, Trafalgar, Insight 
and Costsaver itineraries. Terms and conditions apply. Check 
out this deal and other alumni benefits now: auckland.ac.nz/en/
alumni/what-we-offer-you/alumni-benefits

PHOTOS: DEAN CARRUTHERS, CHRISTINE HANSEN



What career 
advice would you 
give your younger 
self?
We’re looking for alumni to 
help students take the next 
step in their career through 
our Alumni Connect informal 
mentoring programme.

By 30 March 2026 we had a total of 3,976 
Alumni Connect participants, including 1,831 
alumni and 2,145 students

15 MINUTES IS ALL IT TAKES. 
As a mentor, you’ll get to choose how much time you put in.

IT’S EASY. 
Nearly 4,000 alumni and students are already using Alumni 
Connect. Will you join them? 

“As an alumnus, it’s a great feeling to give back and engage with 
talented students and new graduates seeking practical advice and 
feedback on career opportunities.”

AARON ROSS
MBA 2017

SIGN UP 
ONLINE
connect.auckland.ac.nz


