
U
nless you’ve been living 
under a bush these past 
few decades, you can’t 
have missed Sir Graeme 
Avery’s unstoppable force. 

Medical publishing, winemaking, tourism 
and the wider field of sport are areas he 
has built to world class standard. Passion, 
vision and courage drive him. Plus 
perhaps a good gene pool.

Sir Graeme hails from Lower Hutt and 
was educated at Hutt Valley High School. 
His parents were Kiwis – father from 
Wellington, mother a Seton from Hastings 
– so consequently, many school holidays 
were spent in Hawke’s Bay. 

simply the best
WORDS Michal McKay

What makes a magnate? Is it risk-taking, cool confidence, inherited wealth, an 
elite education? Meet Sir Graeme Avery, whose very name defines successful 

entrepreneurship. He’ll soon put you straight. And it’s none of the above.

His uncle Jack Seton was a 
district councillor, deputy 
mayor and chair of the original 
Milk Board. His grandfather, 
Brigadier Avery and a 1910 All 
Black, fought with Field Marshal 
Montgomery at Gallipoli: 
“He managed the supply train.” 

The family business was Avery Motors in 
Wellington. As he puts it, “You could say 
I inherited some organisational abilities.” 
At school he played rugby and became an 
outstanding schoolboy athlete. And it was 
sport, an inherent family interest, that was 
to become the very core of his raison d’être.
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Such factors may have helped lead him on an 
unquestionably powerful path to success, one that has 
garnered him recognition with multiple accolades and 
awards. Amongst them an Honorary Doctorate in 2006 
from AUT for his contributions to health publishing 
and elite and developmental sport in New Zealand; a 
New Zealand Order of Merit for services to business and 
sport in 2007; the inaugural award from Hawke’s Bay 
Tourism for an outstanding contribution to tourism in 
2013; an induction into the New Zealand Business Hall 
of Fame for services to business, food and wine, sport 
and philanthropy in 2014; the International Society of 
Biomechanics in Sport Conference Honour Award last 
year; and possibly the highest of them all, a Knighthood 
(KNZM) for services to business, sport and philanthropy 
in 2014.

From a young age he realised two things drove him: the 
ability to predict trends, with a consummate interest 
in creating the future, and to encourage those around 
him to be the best they could be whether in business, by 
fostering staff individuals, or spotting talent in sport. 

“As a kid – even in primary school – 
projects were my passion. I remember 
one about New Zealand Forest Products. 
I was fascinated by the research as well 
as the writing.” 

It was an indication of what was to come. “I didn’t want 
to go to University just for the sake of it; I needed a reason 
for getting the degree. I liked business and pharmacology 
– not the hospital side, more the scientific – and just by 
accident, as a second-year sixth former, I attended and 
had an introduction to business by Unilever in Petone. I 
was hooked: Rinso, Lux, Sir Selwyn Toogood (of It’s In the 
Bag fame),” he laughs. 

He studied Latin at school, did well, but substituted 
it for art at School Certificate stage, he smiles wryly: 
art was easier. However it provided a platform for the 
future. Having gone through an aptitude test under the 
auspices of the school career advisor – “I was a good 
scholar academically” – his results showed a definitive 
unsuitability for University. 

“So instead I went to pharmacy school, where I learnt 
to appreciate theory; you virtually taught yourself.” 
He took the top student award; the prize was to go to 
Parke Davis in Sydney. “I relieved at the children’s 
hospital pharmacy and found by chance New Ethicals, 
a publication produced for doctors, which focussed on 
10–20 new pharmaceutical products a month.” He saw 
the possibilities. “Here was an opportunity to review 
the science behind the claims.” And the publishers took 
him on. That was in 1963. “I convinced them to do a 

From top: The NSBAAH Club Rooms opening in 1983; 
Sir Graeme giving a speech at the club rooms opening;  
the Club Overseas Tour in the 1980s; IAAF visit to Millen-
nium Institute in 2003



New Zealand edition, but some companies didn’t like 
an independent impartial point of view from a rather 
rambunctious 22-year-old. So I got fired.”

The story of Adis International Medical Publishing 
Group’s development and Sir Graeme’s drive to make 
it a success would fill a book in itself. Suffice to say he 
swiftly returned to the medical publishing business and 
battled through many barriers, much in the vein of his 
grandfather. In latter years, he introduced topics such 
as the economic benefits of new, albeit more expensive, 
pharmaceuticals which would lead to socioeconomic 
gains by postponing the onset of chronic diseases. 

While publishing over 230 international review journals, 
newsletters and knowledge systems, it was his interest 
in sport which led to a new direction: commentary on 
sports medicine and the medical science behind sports 
performance. “In the 1960s, New Zealand was drained of 
pharmacists who could write. So I trained them myself.” 
Sports Medicine, along with others in the Adis stable, 
became the leading review journal in its field throughout 
the world. 

In 1976 he wrote the medical bestseller 
Avery’s Drug Treatment: Principles and 
Practice of Clinical Pharmacology and 
Therapeutics, a major new text on the use 
of drugs in disease management. It was 
translated into Italian and Spanish and sold 
20,000 copies. 

“It was obvious clinical research directors at 
pharmaceutical companies were also needing better 
scientifically validated info from an independent source.” 
Digital was the next step. This led to the Literature 
Monitoring Service on evaluated therapeutic studies of 
pharmaceuticals – an advanced digital database system 
for production of products in print and multiple electronic 
format followed. 

Adis International was by now the world authority on 
prescription drugs and their use in disease management, 
with ten offices throughout the globe and more than 400 
employees. Sir Graeme’s own path had gone from being, 
in 1963, the editor (along with tutoring in pharmaceutics 
at the New Zealand School of Pharmacy) to ultimately 
president (CEO) and publisher of Adis International from 
1966 until late 1996. During this period he also gained 
a Diploma in Pharmacy and was made a Fellow of the 
Pharmaceutical Society of New Zealand. 

However, Sir Graeme’s partner wanted to retire, so 
they sold. He then bought it back, but eventually sold 
it again. “I miss Adis though – being at the cutting edge 
of knowledge creation. But I did teach myself enough to 
learn how health worked.” So speaks Professor Avery.
“The point is though, even if I had been advised to go to 
university, I carved out a genuine career by learning on 
the job. And from that I developed a deep understanding 
of the business of healthcare as well as self-health, 
nutrition and exercise. And that’s what got me to my 
vision for AUT Millennium.”

AUT 15 Year Celebration: Sir Graeme receiving a gift 
from  Mike Stanley of a signed photo by Eliza McCartney 
of her record set at AUTM

The Adis magazine stable cornered the world 
market in technical medical literature



Small sidestep here before embarking on his ultimate 
passion: using sport to motivate young talent to success. 

He and his wife, Gabrielle, Lady Avery, during their visits 
to the Old World wine regions of Italy, France and Spain, 
had developed a fascination for wine and food. A move 
to Hawke’s Bay was the result. 

Sir Graeme, through his years of familiarity 
with Hawke’s Bay, knew New Zealand’s oldest 
wine region had, with its brilliant viticultural 
climate, the potential to produce an 
extraordinary variety of wines. He partnered 
with winemaker Grant Edmonds and set up 
Sileni Winery. 

In 1998 they had the first vintage. The varietals 
they produce today, both at their own vineyards 
and in collaboration with other local growers in the 
Marlborough region, number over a dozen. Many of 
them are award winners, with medals and trophies from 
all the major global wine competitions. And they sell to 
over 60 countries. 

The Sileni vineyard, winery, epicurean centre and cellar 
in Hastings is where his family have made their base. 
It was sold last year, but Sir Graeme is still actively 
involved and remains a director. Son Nigel (Olympian, 
accomplished and multi-faceted sportsman and 
accountant) “runs the business” and son Simon (a 
former professional surfer), who lives in Pauanui, is “the 
Asian expert.” 

Sir Graeme is a true believer in family businesses: “They 
are tightly held and tightly run, but the kids have to be 
very good at what they do.” And he’s a maverick. “I 
don’t work by business theory – all that does is follow 
success in business. There are some roadblocks in the 
wine industry, not necessarily in the making of it, more 
in the selling of it and making a profit. That’s hard.” 

For the Avery family, sport is the lynchpin. Sir Graeme, 
an athlete of provincial standing, has gained sports 
diplomas, coached, and had been a committee member 
of the Lower Hutt Athletic Club before becoming 
president in 1977 of North Harbour Bays Athletics Inc. 
His sons were international class athletes and daughter 
Monique is a skier who resides in Wanaka. 

With over 50 years in athletics administration, event 
management and high performance achievement at 
club, regional, national and international level, it’s 
really no surprise then that his next venture focussed 
on the support of sport performance in its wider arena, 
including sports medicine, sports science and high 
performance training. 

From top: Sir Graeme receiving his Knighthood from Sir Jerry 
Mateparae; At the Sir Owen Glenn National Aquatic Centre 
dedication; Sir Graeme in the barrel room of Sileni; Children doing 
water safety in the pool at AUTM



AUT Millennium is the result of that vision. “As an 
athletics club, North Harbour Bays had a number of 
New Zealand sports representatives at Commonwealth 
Games level and at Olympic level, but very few, if any, 
were reaching the top eight. And nowhere was there a 
multiple sports training complex with sports science, 
sports medicine and other support on the same site. 
A facility that housed all these was essential if the club 
and country were to reach the goal. A real institute of 
sport in the North. 

“Two water sports groups came to see me: North Shore 
Swimming Club and North Harbour Water Polo. They 
needed a 50 metre pool. It cost $32 million, which 
has now grown to be an $85 million asset. Rangitoto 
College got behind the first stage of an athletics 
stadium using their land; it was the first in the 
country of a community group licensed to occupy 
Crown Land. We pioneered everything.” 

Sir Graeme led the fundraising with the 
support of Mike Stanley (Chair of the New 
Zealand Olympic Committee) and others. 
The aim was to establish a national high 
performance training centre.

“We started in 2000 with discussions (hence the name) 
and opened in 2002.” (Sir) Stephen Tindall is a co-
founder and partner in contributing substantially along 
with Graeme. 

“We got Derek McCormack, Vice Chancellor of AUT 
interested because we wanted AUT to locate their sports 
science team at the facility. 

The Labour government of the day contributed 
$12 million; it’s easier if you make something 
a Crown entity, so we gifted the facility to 
the country. It was first offered to Sport New 
Zealand; they weren’t interested, but AUT 
grabbed the opportunity, merging with North 
Shore Community Fitness Centre Trust. This is 
arguably one of the best examples of public and 
private sector partnerships in the country. 

“National government then 
contributed $15 million to make 
the facility the National High 
Performance Sport Training 
Centre. It’s one of the best high 
performance sports facilities in 
the world.” 
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It produces champions. Pole vaulter 
Eliza McCartney is testament to that. Sir 
Graeme was chair, but his ability to be in 
Auckland on a regular basis disappeared 
when he moved to Hawke’s Bay, “so 
Derek took over. But I am still involved.”

Enter another chapter in the Avery saga. 

“Five years ago I realised that Hawke’s 
Bay was a bed of real sports talent, but 
we also had awful health statistics. 
After many years of experience with 
AUT Millennium I knew what we had 
to do. I also knew that in the future 
New Zealand sports talent would be 
coming from the regions rather than 
the cities. But there was no support or 
system in the Bay. We didn’t have the 
specialists to develop performance.”

In 2015, Marcus Agnew, in charge of 
Bio Mechanics at EIT Health and Sport, 
suggested the idea of a Sports Hub to 
Sir Graeme. “It was obvious what we 
had generated in the North was vital to 
the growth of Hawke’s Bay, and it had 
to happen fast.”

The Hawke’s Bay Community Fitness Centre Trust 
was established in June 2016. The aim? A continuum 
of programmes, with reach from grassroots sport 
talent identification to development squads, and high 
performance sports achievement. Also the creation of 
a university of sport, so to speak, to further enhance 
high performance by the provision of multi-sport 
training facilities, along with on-site sports science 
research and education. 

The creation of a multi-purpose sports and health 
facility at the Regional Sports Park, to be known as 
the EIT Institute of Sport and Health, would focus 
on sports, fitness and other community activities. 
It would promote not only physical activity but also 
healthy lifestyles, healthy eating, and physical literacy 
education programmes for schools and local sports 
groups. In other words, the complex concept would be 
a life-changer.

A life-changer which would give 
all underprivileged children, plus 
their families, a chance to become 
involved in research-led programmes 
promoting goal achievement, leading 
to enhanced self-worth as well as 
community pride and connection. 

Main photo: The Regional Sports Park
Left: Young athletes training at the same time as Dame Valerie Adams   |  Right: Youths training at the gym
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The Institute – seen as a centre of excellence in human 
performance – intends to support all age groups across the 
region. In order to achieve this, the facility will include 
an indoor community sports and recreation hall, two 
specialised gyms, a sprint track, a community fitness trail, 
wellness tutorial rooms, a sports medicine centre and an 
on-site accommodation hostel. 

“Right now we’re in our second fundraising 
campaign to add another wing on each 
side,” explains Sir Graeme. “We’ve 
discovered there’s just not enough space – 
we’ve estimated that the users will average 
out to 15% for talented sports people and 
85% for the general public, schools, club 
athletes and adults in community health 
and fitness. 

“In three to five years we’ll build our 
Aquatic Centre with a 50 metre pool and 
learners’ pool. There’s a heck of a lot of work 
currently in progress.” 

In the future, Sir Graeme wishes to establish an IP 
Innovation Centre at the Institute to mentor final-year 
secondary and tertiary students in opportunities for new 
products and services in sport and health. His vision is 
completely unlimited.

“I want to help the whole of Hawke’s Bay.” Fighting the 
rising underbelly of crime, violence, gangs and drugs, he 
believes, “has to come from educating the children on 
healthy lifestyles, life and involvement in sport or 
the arts and culture as their sense of belonging and basis 
for achievement.” 

There are many more thoughts constantly churning in 
his unstoppable brain. “Programmes for achieving and 

maintaining a healthy weight for a longer healthy life, 
soon to be piloted in selected early childhood education 
centres and primary schools in Central Hawke’s Bay, 
Hastings, Napier and Wairoa, will help combat the 
obesity epidemic. 

Another for at-risk youth, using sport to build self-
esteem through achievement, to teaching leadership 
through coaching instruction. Encouraging youth who 
may have left school at fifteen with no prospects of 
employment to become involved in vocational and 
job training.” 

One thing, though, he ascertains with certainty: “You 
can never do anything alone.” A statement clarified 
when asked what he sees for the future of Hawke’s Bay. 
The response is swift and definitive. 

“Amalgamation. I’m very strong on that. Five councils 
with a pretty smallish population just doesn’t make 
sense for more efficient and unified single direction 
focus. There is so much unrealised potential in all our 
regions – not just Hawke’s Bay. It’s not the big urban 
areas that are our future. But regions are too timid. 
Scared of big ideas. 

“We need to think BIG. What we need is another Heinz 
Wattie’s, or a factory for Ikea.” 

Operating on the premise that people will take the 
time to travel to a destination if the reward is worth 
it, such a development seems like a no-brainer. But it 
takes someone who has the foresight, like visionary Sir 
Graeme Avery, to state the case.

And what of his own future? “I’ll be 78 in June. I’ve got 
to give time to Gaby (his wife),” – said not without a 
self-deprecating smile – “I owe her so much. She’s gone 
on the journey with me. Now she needs more of my 
time as we both youthfully mature.”

The concept for the new EIT Institute of Sport and Health



the power of
H

astings Karamu Rotary’s vision is for a stronger 

Hawke’s Bay. Every year it donates more than 

$80,000 to the community through special 

initiatives, which raise funds to this end. Some 

beneficiaries include Bikes for Schools, Hawke’s Bay 

Pathways Project, Cranford Hospice and, until 2017, over 

$2 million raised over 26 years for the Hawke’s Bay Rescue 

Helicopter Trust. All need finance. And fundraising is 

something HKRotary does very well. The Cocktail Party is its 

largest event, and for over 27 years has gained significant 

support from sponsors, donors and attendees. 

Intent on improving opportunities for people in Hawke’s 

Bay, the Club has an important focus of fostering the 

achievement of children, including fighting the causes 

of obesity through fitness and health. So last year they 

decided to partner with the Hawke’s Bay Community Fitness 

Centre Trust, directing the funds from The Cocktail Party 

to this cause. Not without a lot of soul-searching. Even 

Sir Graeme admits that he was a little diffident about the 

change. He is of course delighted, but he is also a great fan 

of Rescue Helicopter. 

However, “after 26 years with the Rescue Helicopter, we 

felt we needed a new challenge,” explains President Elect, 

John Roil. “Rescue is extremely well supported and has 

been hugely successful. We have championed them for a 

long time. But we, too, were in need of a fresh approach. 

We believe children should have the chance to attend 

school, learn and challenge themselves” – a perfect fit 

with the Fitness Centre Trust philosophy. The funds will be 

used to support the user fees for the Trust programmes, 

most particularly in deciles 1 and 2 schools (although other 

schools will be considered, as Sir Graeme is keen that all 

children in need be given any opportunity available). The 

scheme stretches across the entire region, from Central 

Hawke’s Bay to Hastings and Napier and through to Wairoa. 

Naturally, such an ambitious project needs 
sponsors. Big ones like Mark Watkins, who 
has with business partner, Bevan Gully, 
(through their company Advanced Plumbing) 
invested heavily to ensure success. It was 
achieved in 2018, with $100,000 being 
raised. A record-breaker. 

partnership

On the sponsorship committee and in his fifth year with 

Rotary, he comments, “I was a strong advocate of the 

‘chopper’ – they saved my life after an accident on the 

Taupo Road. But Rescue has no shortage of supporters now. 

I’m also a huge fan of Graeme and what he represents with 

the Fitness Centre Trust. So really, this was about changing 

our perspective from rescue at the bottom of the cliff to that 

of rescue at the top. And a sports-based charity is always 

great for sponsorship.” 

Coincidentally, his company is responsible for the plumbing, 

drainage and gas facilities of the EIT Institute at the Sports 

Park. Mark’s on-the-job observation of its progress under the 

stewardship of Sir Graeme “is inspirational. He’s driven. And 

he attracts great people. He participates. Wants to be a part 

of everything. His interest in our fundraising is both physical 

and mental. His vision is extraordinary – and he’s prepared 

to put his name to the causes which he believes in.” 

With AUT Millennium as the springboard, there’s no doubt 

Sir Graeme will see the Hawke’s Bay Community Fitness 

Centre Trust-created EIT Institute of Sports and Health 

become the next milestone in a brilliant career.

Above: Hastings Karamu Rotary President, Roger Mulvay, handing 
Sir Graeme the cheque for $100,000 raised at The Cocktail Party 
in 2018

The future lies in the hands of our children. Of this, Sir Graeme Avery is certain. 
But fulfilling this goal needs partners on a similar playing field.


