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My Life in Four Cultures

Tupou Hopoate Pau‘u

My name is Tupou Hopoate Pau‘u and I am Tongan. However, I
have lived in a lot of places where cultural differences and tradi-
tions have overshadowed my own Tongan identity. I have lived in
New Zealand, Australia, Tonga, and now the United States.

I am the oldest of eight children. I was born and raised in
Tonga until the age of four years, in my mother’s village of Toko-
mololo. Religious obligations caused my family’s migration to
New Zealand just after my fourth birthday. My family received
permanent residency in New Zealand not long after our migration
there, and it became my home for the next seven years. We spoke
only the Tongan language at home so, that when I started primary
school at Te Papa Elementary, my English vocabulary consisted of
only four words: “Yes,” “No,” “Hello,” and “Goodbye.” I still re-
member distinctly my first day at school and the humiliation that
awaited me on that day. For the first time in my life, I experienced
feelings of rejection; of being afraid of the white man and insecuri-
ty about my new surroundings, culture, place of residence, and the
people that inhabited my new world.

It was lunch time, and my teacher asked a White girl named
Kerry to befriend me. Kerry invited me to eat lunch with her and
with her friends, who were also white. I unwrapped my lunch
slowly. From the corner of my eye, I could see the people sur-
rounding me, smiling, and pointing in my direction. I did not have
to speak English to know that behind the smiles that they were try-
ing to hold back were fits of laughter directed towards me. I felt
my face growing hot and I wanted, but could not, cry. Suddenly,
there came the most deafening laughter. I looked toward the direc-
tion the laughter was coming from, only to meet the mocking
glares of strange faces. There above the stares, pointing down at
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