BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY: Keoni Ka‘apuni

Keoni Ka‘apuni, known professionally as Gregory O is a well-known performer originally from
Wai‘anae. He worked as a dancer in Hawai‘i, eventually moving to New York City where they
appeared in Broadway shows and later worked as a producer and performer in New York City
and Las Vegas, traveling the world with their own cabaret-style show. Ka‘apuni moved home in
2020 and has started painting. He lives with his partner in Waikiki.
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Honolulu, Hawai‘i
June 28, 2022
BY: Lani Teves (LT), Maluhia Low (ML)

Okay well, good morning, it’s June 28th, we’re here at the Kapi‘olani Hotel and can you
start by stating your name?

My name is Keoni Ka‘apuni, and that’s the name I go by. My legal name is Gregory
Oliver.

Okay, where did you grow up?

I was born and raised in Wai‘anae and then up until I was a kid and then we moved to
Makakilo and then Halawa Heights.

Halawa Heights?

Yeah in my teen years. But my grandparents lived in ‘Ewa. My grandfather was a
paniolo, he would ranch. So every weekend in the summer I would live with them, ‘cause
they are Hawaiian.

And what was it like, so like Wai‘anae and then ‘Ewa?

It was the same to me because it was a Hawaiian family so it was all the same to me you
know what I mean? Hawaiian, Hawaiian, Hawaiian, you know what [ mean? You know
the country, nobody was rich so it was all the same. It really changed when we moved to
Makakilo and Halawa Heights and then we, you know we were around more like...less
Hawaiians, more like Asian people and Haole people and stuff like that. So it was pretty
much the same up until then.

So you say you grew up with your grandpa?

No my parents but on the weekends and in the summer, my brother and I stayed with my
grandparents. ‘Cause you know the Hawaiian tradition, the oldest son, usually the
grandparents hanai the oldest son, raise them. But my parents, my Dad was very modern
and was like no! But you can have us on the weekends. And because my brother and I
was so close in age, I went with them too.

Yeah so you’re the oldest?

I’m the second one. My brother is the eldest.
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Oh I see, of how many?
Five.
And where is your family from before ‘Ewa?

Originally my grandparents, my Mom’s side from the Big Island and Moloka‘i as well.
Because a lot of...Puna and her family is all from Moloka‘i...so it is like my Uncle and a
lot of them live on Moloka“i right now. But on my Dad’s side of the family, I don’t even
know. I know my grandparents came from the Philippines. She worked for the military,
she was a civilian but she worked for the military. She ran, in the 2nd World War she was
in charge of all the laundering and she was the personal seamstress for the general...he
ran the Navy. So my grandfather I have no idea what he did for a living. I wasn’t really
close with them, I wasn’t really raised around them.

And so, let me think...feel free to jump in any time. So ‘Ewa and Wai‘anae at that time,
what decade would that have been, you think?

The 60s and 70s.

Was that Vietnam going on yet?

Vietnam was...I wasn’t aware because I was a child but I think it was coming to a close.
My Dad was in the military but he wasn’t in the military at that time, he had gotten out
before Vietnam. But when did Vietnam end?

Early 70s.

Yeah so it was winding down and as a child, I don’t really remember?

Yeah. And so what did you guys do when you were young? What did you do for fun,
what was life like?

Just like any other kids, you know go beach all the time. My parents are very...my Dad is
very outdoorsy and my grandpa was a paniolo so we were always...I had my own horse,
so I worked on the ranch with him sometimes. Go fish, throw net, you know all that
classic, old Hawaiian stuff. Pick guava, go in the mountains pick guava, go hunting.

What did you hunt?

Pig. I mean my Dad did, I was a kid, but my brother and I went everywhere with him, so
did all that kind of stuff, what boys do with their dads.

So growing up, having to do typical boy things, did you feel not interested in them or
what point did...
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I never...I was always fine with it. My dad was a boxer too and so we boxed, which I
loved doing but... I loved the skill of it and the artistry of it but I wasn’t really into
beating up people. It wasn’t really a big deal for me anyway, I did that anyway when we
would fight in school but I wasn’t really I competitive kid. And sports, I did a lot of
sports but it wasn’t like...well the reason was because I loved it, I didn’t want to
compete. That whole machismo attitude, it didn’t really, that wasn’t really my personality.
So I identify as mahii more than anything else now so it’s like I can understand why I was
like that, when I reflect back...oh I understand that now.

Because I always wanted to do other things like I would love helping my mom, my
grandmother and doing anything with the girls, things girls would do. But I could do
both. So it was very frustrating for my dad ‘cause I was so good at all the boys stuff but I
was always interested in all the girls stuff and I was good at the girls’ stuff. So I would be
doing both all the time. So he would get really frustrated... “doesn’t he like this? He’s so
good at this but he’s always doing”... I was always drawing, painting, creating stuff,
music, and all that stuff and eventually, it like became my career, but he wanted me to be
a boxer but I was like nah I can’t do that. Beat up people for a living, wasn’t my thing.

So then, so you bring up being mahii but like when you were young was there an
awareness of that? How did people talk about it?

No. Mostly because of colonialism and white supremacy, the whole stigma, that word,
even Hawaiian people were trained to look at that as a bad thing. Although growing up
when I heard the word and I knew it was a negative thing, I knew it was bad, for me it
didn’t feel bad. It’s something about the word, I think it’s just because I felt connected to
it in some way, I couldn’t explain it, ‘cause your a child and can’t really articulate what
you’re feeling but I was like I don’t think that word is that bad, it’s the feeling I got. And
of course, as I got older, as I learned more and I experienced the world more I was like,
“Yeah I’'m mahd, that’s right baby!” Full on and now it’s like can’t stop it. But now it’s
changing, people now...heads are turning around and starting to realize that it wasn’t a
bad thing, it was actually a really positive thing, part of our culture.

And growing up did you have any uncles, aunties, family friends that were mahi that you
know of?

I don’t know. I’m sure I did but I wasn’t aware of it. You know I was a really sheltered,
naive child, all that kind of stuff I wasn’t really... also there never really was.... I was so
self-absorbed in my art, my drawing, my little world. I spent a lot of time by myself,
making up stories, writing drawing, creating things, I was really introverted. I’m still
introverted, it’s just when I’m, not introverted is when I’'m working, but when I’'m not
working I’'m very much don’t want to talk to people, just want to be by myself, be with
my family, my husband, kind of private.

Did you guys go to church growing up? No?
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I mean I was baptized Catholic whatever that means, but I have a real disdain for that,
naturally, I had a natural compulsion towards that. I didn’t understand it, didn’t like it.
Although everything I knew about Hawai‘i I liked, I understood. Anything that had to do
with my culture, our ‘aumakua, and all that kind of stuff, I completely related to and got
it. The thing about the God thing, I was like that’s so strange to me! Wait you do this and
that happens? I didn’t understand.

Okay so let’s jump forward now to like high school time. So what was high school like
for you?

Oh it was really amazingly horrible. I hated it!
Yes [laughs]

Hated it. Hated it so much it was just... the thing is I was a really great student when |
was younger, | loved school, but then I had this traumatic experience with a teacher that
physically abused me in front of everybody, and that trauma changed me to hate school,
didn’t like teachers, didn’t like authority. It was horrible, this experience. I remember the
name Mrs. Ruth, this haole woman, she was horrible, such a racist.

What school is this?
This school, that school was Makakilo, Makakilo yeah.
Guess you could still beat kids back then.

Yeabh, it was a horrible experience. And it just got worst. Up until then, I was a straight-A
student, a great student, and then after that experience, I became the trouble maker, would
argue with the teachers, I was really anti-establishment...that’s not fair. I was a little
activist. Ohhhh lots of trouble. Not trouble as in crime trouble but ethically. Luckily I was
akamai, [ was a very smart kid so I was also very well-read I read everything, and I paid
attention a lot. I would argue all the time with the principal, the teacher, I was almost
expelled twice.

You’re like questioning the authority...

Oh yeah and things that they’re doing that were wrong. And my mom supported me, my
dad was like ugh. But my mom was like, he’s right, can’t argue with him. So luckily my
parents supported me with everything so...

And then did you finish high school?

Mmm hmmm barely. Straight D student, it was so bad, so bad. But yeah I finished, you

know I told myself I gotta ‘cause if I didn’t I would have to repeat it right? So I was like I
gotta get out of here I don’t want to do another year, so I got out.
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Were you still doing sports or anything?

In school? Yeah, I started in the beginning and then I stopped. I was on the track and field
team first, which I love but then it became the whole competitive thing I did not like,
especially with your own team, so I stopped doing sports in school and I would do sports
outside of school. I would do martial arts and swimming, and I eventually stopped that
because the way the kids, the other teams were, so like competitive and aggressive and |
wasn’t interested. I was just interested in having fun, I mean I was good, I was
competitive, I was good. It really didn’t appeal to me to do that kind. I was, was never a
competitive person, I kind of just do what I do and that’s about it. So only in the
beginning part I started and by the time I was in the Junior year I just didn’t play sports at
all.

What did teenagers do for entertainment?
I listened to music and I...
Yeah what kind of music were you into?

That’s what I did, I don’t know what anybody else did. Get pregnant, smoke marijuana. I
mean it was Campbell High School so it was very violent school, it still is. And between
them and Wai‘anae it was competition, every year Campbell would win the most violent
school, and they kind of like was very proud of it. There were always fights, I mean I
never got into any. Not in high school. I was lucky because my brother was in high
school with me and everybody was terrified.

They knew you guys could box.

Yeah they were terrified of him, my brother would kill you. So I never really had
problems in school as far as like... I mean I would have people calling me names and
stuff like that, but I was so clueless, somebody could be calling me a name and I wouldn’t
even know, because I wasn’t really paying attention, I’d be focused on something else
and somebody would say, “Hey that guy is calling you maha.” I was like, “So what?!”
You know what I mean, that kind of thing. So I was so clueless about that kind of stuff,
you know it wasn’t even on my radar, I was focused on other things.

What kind of music were you listening to?

Same as I do now, Jazz, and Blues, Rock, Classical music. I mean I was such a weird kid,
I studied classical voice when I was in high school. And our choir teacher, she meant to
Juliard, she was Samoan, she was the first Samoan woman to ever go to Juliard. And she
sang opera and when I found out she sang opera I told her that I really want to take voice
from her and it was opera. And it was weird in Hawai‘i right?!

At Campbell?
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At James Campbell, how’s that?! Anyway, I’d be singing, doing like Aria. And in
Hawai‘i, that kind of singing is very unusual. Then I was doing that outside of school, I
was doing theater, so I kept myself occupied with that sort of thing.

And so what did you do after high school?
I moved to New York.
Yes, so tell the story.

Well I was dancing in a dance company here, I had my own company at the Hyatt, and
this club called Spats and there was a dance company called Passion Dancers and that
was my company. | was seventeen and I had my own little dance company.

How do you have your own dance company at seventeen?

I was working in, I was dancing for another company, a modern dance company and then
I was doing gigs around Waikiki, little thing here and there, and I was doing musical
shows, singing in bands so I was getting a reputation in town, as a young kid that
performs and does all this kind stuff. And then I was at a club and some guy came up to
me and asked me if I was interested in, I was staff actually, so I was eighteen at the time.
They came up to me and asked me if [ would be interested in putting something together
for the night club, like a show. So I said I could do a dance, like a dance routine. So at
one point in the night, they would cue up the dance floor and all of us would come out
and do all of these dance routines. Yeah, it was really cool.

What kind of club was Spats?

It was like a disco.

Just a disco.

Just a disco.

Where?

There is a Chinese restaurant how there, it’s, you go downstairs. You go to the Hyatt...
The Hyatt over here?

Yeah and that was Spats. You went downstairs, it was pretty cool. Yeah and it was really
crazy and fun, I was doing that for a while. I did a movie, a television movie and made
some money, so I bought a ticket for New York and I left. Well that’s not true, I bought a
ticket for my best friend, cause we were going to move together and then I didn’t have

any money for my ticket, so I entered a dance contest and the prize was a trip to New
York and I won. That’s how I got to New York, I won a dance contest.
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How did you get trained to dance?

I studied dance here, I studied with Nolan Goodman, who was a ballet teacher here. And I
also studied with James Dell he was, she studied, she danced at the Royal Ballet and she
also had her own company, I was in her dance company here. And Mercello, who teaches
at McKinley? Was at one of those high schools, I danced with him. And Simeon Dan, I
would come and teach at their class, I would play music, I would teach at their studios.

So yeah I was, started my dance pretty old, 13 or 14 and I paid for it myself ‘cause my
parents wouldn’t pay for it. So when I did a movie I made all this money, so I was able to
pay for my dance. And after that when I was taking class I never paid because I was
given scholarships for it.

So your family did not support you, with learning dance?
They didn’t not support me but they...
But they weren’t going to pay for it?

My parents were like the, “okay next year parents,” which is worse you can say no or yes,
right? But “okay next year,” you’re waiting but then the next year comes and nothing
happens. So you get used to this idea of things, people not coming through. When your
parents don’t come through as a child, you grow up thinking, okay this is not going to
happen; because you get used to that pattern of behavior right, so you kind of expect
things to fall through. So I learned at a young age, because for two years they kept saying
“next year,” then they didn’t do it.

So I said, “you know what I’'m going to pay for this myself.” So got a movie and I bought
the dance classes, cause they were furious. But I gave them half my pay and the other
half I bought dance classes, so it’s not like they could argue with me. They got their cut!
Pay the bills. So I basically funded all my work and my whole career by myself.

Did they come to shows or anything?
Did they ever see it?

Actually this past Saturday when I did my show, outside of my baby sister none of my
siblings ever saw me perform, not once. So my parents never saw me. No that’s not true,
my mom saw me once. [ was in New York for five years and I went home to visit and
then Simeon, this dance company, had a concert and they asked me if I would dance and
choreograph, cause I was teaching at the studio. So I did, and my mom came to that and it
actually was a really great experience cause she got very emotional cause she had never
come, she would never go to any of my musicals and such, she never went. So when she
finally went she was like “Oh I had no idea you could do that.” I was like...whatever.
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Where there other places around town or Waikiki that you were performing at before you
went to New York?

I did stuff at the theater, you know that theater on, what’s that called? They changed the
name now...I think it’s called the Hawai‘i Theater, or the Hawai‘i State Theater?

Diamond Head Theater? Not Diamond Head Theater?

Oh yeah Diamond Head...they call it Diamond Head Theater now

By KCC [Kapi‘olani Community College]?

Yeah, yeah, by KCC. I was, I did shows for them. Chaminade University, I did stuff for
them. I did a show for UH, I did a musical for UH and then I left. They were doing a
production on Man of La Mancha and 1 did stuff for Windward Community College and
stuff like that and yeah it was great, industrial, commercials, and stuff like that.

But were you attending those schools or were you...?

No.

Just known around town?

Yeah I would get a phone call and show up. I didn’t go to the school.

What was the nightlife? Were you involved in like the nightlife at that time around town?
Yeah I did a lot of, actually the first regular paying job, outside of the dance show I used
to work at the Jazz Cellar... I don’t know if you guys remember that, you may be too
young.

I think I remember it.

Jazz Cellar and this other place, I want to say it was called Silly’s, it was disco but I was
in the male review, strip for women, like Chip ‘n’ Dales, and I was the young teenage
boy, and all the other guys were all the men right. But all the ladies were like, the
cougars.

The younger, oh that’s so funny.

Yeah so, I was like for the cougars. I would come out and they’re all, “oooohhhhhh.” So I
did that for the longest until I left I was a stripper. So crazy that I did that for a long time.

Were the strippers gay? Some of them?

Some were.
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I’'m just curious this has nothing to do with anything.
And some weren’t. Some of the guys were gay for pay.
Sure.

I mean I did walk in, this one guy was supposedly straight, these two guys that were
supposedly straight, I walk in and they were having sex in the dressing room. I was like
that’s not straight! So yeah... as far as I’'m concerned. You know honestly, I was so not
even... I didn’t really care, whatever people were I would just support.

Yeah, yeah, yeah. So, were you...oh go ahead.
No I was just wondering if you had any relationships before you left?

No, not serious relationships. I was in love with a lot of people but I was so naive that I
didn’t know how...oh no... oh yeah... in high school I had my first boyfriend in high
school but that wasn’t a relationship. It was more like him manipulating and taking
advantage of me, he was a horrible person; horrible, horrible. And I was never in a
relationship and he knew that I was mahii, he knew that I was gay, so he would
manipulate...cause he was a foster child from home to home to home, so was really used
to hustling people and getting stuff out of him and so he smelled that coffee-like, how
nice [ was...and he took advantage of me and it was horrible. So outside of that, no.

Were you like out...or like was that...?

No not really, I wasn’t really like out because I was never really like in, I just did my
thing, so I didn’t identify as a gay person, I was just like me. Later when I was in New
York it became very kind of, almost you had to kind of like say what you are so you can
find your tribe right? So, although even that I felt very like disassociated from gay
because I found them to be incredibly racist first of all; the gay community, incredibly
racist; and that’s just the white cis in general. And also not that many people know
anything about Hawai‘i, most people don’t know about Hawai‘i, they don’t know about
Hawaiians, you get that really ignorant kind of pre-designed image, where people assume
when you’re Hawaiian. It was strange so I was kind of like...I mean I was kind of always
like my own person. Although I was involved activist things and stuff like that.

So yeah like you get to New York, what do you do?

Me, I was homeless ‘cause the place I was supposed to stay, neglected to tell me that
when I got there, although they knew months in advance that they couldn’t have me stay
there ‘cause the building was co-opted, only the owners could stay in the building. So |
literally was in the streets, in New York in the middle of winter, I’ve never seen snow,
and so the first, all the 80s. I got there in ‘82 or ‘83, I was on the streets sleeping on the
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streets. And when I could find a place I would find a place but most of the time I was
homeless.

I was working at a gay bar as a waiter. Depending on the place it was, back then it wasn’t
as expensive as now but for somebody on the streets it was and I couldn’t find an
apartment because I wasn’t white. So I would walk up to an open house and they
wouldn’t even hand me an application. They were like, “Oh you can’t afford this place.”

What did they think you were?

I don’t know, I mean I was called all kinds of things. The first time I was ever called a
black...the n-word was in a cab and somebody called me that. I was thinking, oh so you
think that I’m black well...

And I did a show once in a nightclub and the New York Times wrote a review and they
said, they called me a tall, willy, black man. I was like, oh I’'m a tall, willy, black man,
that’s hilarious; so I got mislabeled a lot. And I would go to auditions and they would
never know what [ was.

Would they ask you?

They would, they would ask, back then they could. They would say, “What are you?”
And I would say, “Hawaiian.” They would say, “What? Mmmm no, no.” And I wouldn‘t
get the job.

So how did you start performing in New York?

I just produced my own shows. I would produce my own shows because I kept getting
called back and at the final callback I wouldn’t get it, they would always give it to the
same, you know it was always the same. There’s like eight white guys, one black guy,
and maybe an Asian and then maybe me. You know what I mean? And the only people
that would get cast was the white. So I said, this is ridiculous I will never get it. But I
never got cast, but they kept calling me back. And then I got into a show, a Broadway
show and it was very exciting, I called my parents and was like, oh my god! You know I
was there for a year and I got into a Broadway show and then a week after they called me
and told me they changed their minds. And they said I wasn’t ethnic looking. You know it
was like, what?!

What show was it?

It was the La Cage aux Folles. It was the original company on Broadway, the very first
time they did it. It was after a year, they give a replacement company and they do a
touring company and it was those first replacement company that I auditioned for and got
a pass but then they changed their mind and asked somebody else to be a part of it. So
after that, I stopped, that’s when I stopped auditioning for things, I stopped going out for
anything that was commercial or status quo and I just decided to produce my own, just



LT:

LT:

LT:

LT:

13

like here. I would produce my own show and direct my own show. And eventually down
the line studios would come to me and offer me jobs and I didn’t have to audition. So I
didn’t audition.

If you asked me to audition I would say no. I would say if you want me then you can just
hire me because I’'m not auditioning. And they would hire me! They would say, okay.
Obviously, you want me, you are calling me, so hire me. If you’re not sure then don’t hire
me. But it was rough! It was rough!

So you started producing your own shows and obviously, you’ve made a name for
yourself, was there a lot of money or?

Yeah, yeah, I started making quite a lot of money. I mean I own my home here, [ own my
home in New York. Yeah, made lots of money.

Yeah good!

Yeah a lot of money. I mean it was great, you know also when you get to that point, you
learn how to do business so, you know your value, you knowl mean I wasn’t greedy
but... I was willing to walk away from a job, cause you know you don’t want to hire me
then don’t hire me. Yeah, so I made good money.

Yeah so being in New York at that time in the 80s I imagine AIDS and all kinds of
activism was going on, what was your connection to all that?

Oh I was involved in all of it. Yeah, I would travel around the country with Liz Taylor,
AMFAR, raised a lot of money with them. You know I did a lot of activist work, you
know all that kind of stuff. Very much involved in that stuff did benefits, did all that stuff.
You kind of had to.

What does that mean?

‘Cause if you didn’t then you would just be like sitting around waiting to die. You know
what I mean, you like kind of had to get active. You just sat around, I always said, if you
just sit around you’re just waiting to die so you might as well be active so you feel like
you can be of service then you can get your mind off of it. You know a lot of people died,
you know the first person that I knew that died was my manager, at my job, when I was
working at the bar.

Before my career took off I was still working at the bar, as a waiter, in one week the
manager was dead and the next week he was dead. In one week! That’s how fast we were
dying. It was crazy. And it lasted for so long. I thought it was going to eventually slowed
down but it got worse and worse and worse. It was really, really bad. It was scary too you
know because you’re like worried you’re going to catch it and stuff like that, so it was
very hard.
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Did it feel like Covid? Like similarly when Covid came around did it kind of bring you
back to that time?

Covid was not as bad as AIDS when it came to the stigma, it was worse as far as people
catching it ‘cause you can get it through breathing. Whereas AIDS it was through blood,
so it could be through drug use or sex. But the stigma of AIDS was unbelievably hard. It
was...you saw the evil in people, how people hate. Covid wasn’t, didn’t have as much
stigma. I mean it’s been politicized to the point that its ridiculous you know especially in
this country, so it actually amazing how they been able to use it as a tool to attack
minorities and disenfranchised people. I mean it’s incredible. And we all know that the
wealthy get the better treatment. That has always been the case in this country. But AIDS
was really difficult because you know you would get so much hatred because you are
queer because of AIDS. And if you traveled it was horrible, you know there was people
who didn’t want to come around and stuff like that so it was really, really bad.

Were you at that time in New York involved in any relationships, as those things were
going on?

Well no. I wasn’t in any serious relationship. But also I was, because I was so smart [
practiced safe sex... I wasn’t like “whuuuu,” I wasn’t going crazy but at diseases and
stuff, also I was paranoid. So it was like, which is good. I look back and I'm like it was
smart to be paranoid, ‘cause it kept me alive you know. Whereas a lot of my friends did
not survive. It was scary, it was a scary time.

So earlier you talked about when you got to New York and all of this started happening
and you had to start to identify because you had to find your people. So how did that
change at that time for you?

Well my first job was at a gay bar so it was very easy, the transition was easy. Because
my best friend who flew there first, he got a job there. And then he convinced them to
hire me before I get there. So they said we’ll hire him because they thought I was white.
Because my best friend he was this pretty white boy, blonde hair, blue eyes. So they
thought I was going to be another pretty white boy. And when I came in, here [ am, I'm
not that. And the owner was crazy, very racist. And the manager still hired me
because...there’s my husband.

So he gave me the job, the owner eventually tried to fire me but I threatened his life. The
owner, this is a great story, the owner was this guy named Louis Katz, and he was this
Jewish guy, old gay. And I was working, I was in there for couple months already, and he
would come in every once in a while, but when he came in I was never working. When
he came in one day, I was working. And everybody who works there was white, there
was a couple Hispanic guys working there but they were all passed as white, they looked
white, and they spoke really good English, when they were at work they were very
proper. And he saw me, and he’s like, “What’s that?” He said, “Who’s that?”” “Oh, he
works here.” “Fire him.”
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So the manager told me, “We have to let you go.” I said, “why?”” He was like, “The
owner doesn’t want you here.” I was like, “why?” I said, “Why?”” And he told me why
and I said “well he’s really racist.” So I got...I had never lost a job for the color of my
skin, so I got really angry. And in that moment, he walked by and I attacked him, grabbed
him by the throat and shoved him against the wall.

Oh Campbell coming out.

And I said, “You got a fucken problem with me?” Like that. And then he looked at me
and smiled and said, “I like you, you can stay.” Well fast forward a couple months and
Louis Katz was gone, no one knows where he is. Then the FBI comes in, they were
looking for him; he was a serial killer. Killed all his boyfriends, murdered all of them,
four guys. And he ran away to, eventually they caught him he was in Brazil and he was
living as a woman; he changed to hide from the authorities. He was on the show, you
know America’s Most Wanted? He was on that. He was a serial...and that’s why he liked
me because he was nuts! He was a serial killer! Isn’t that crazy?

He was like respect okay.

Yeah, respect, right?

What’s the name Leo Katz?

Louis Katz. Crazy right?

So crazy!

I was like, “What?!” Yeah, killed all his lovers.

So at this time you’re still living on the streets and...?

Pretty much, I didn’t really get a place until the 90s. In the 90s, one of my best friends,
we used to go and meet up for lunch, every once a week. And I been on the streets for so
long I had places to stay sometimes like my best friend would have a new boyfriend and
he was like “Oh he said you can stay with us.” And I would live with them for like two
months, then I would go somewhere else, then back on the street. ‘Cause it was like very
like, back then I didn’t think of myself as being homeless. First of all there wasn’t that
word, no one used that word homeless, that word came around in the 90s but in the 80s
no one said the word homeless, you know.

And so [ was didn’t, [ was just jumping around from one place. [ was sleeping on
rooftops of buildings, at piers, in the car. I would stay up all night and I would sleep
during the day because it was safer. I would go to the park and sleep on the parkbench in
New York. Then I would go to work and use the bathrooms and also I would go to the
gym, ‘cause I joined the gym and I would use the showers at the gym. So you couldn’t
tell I was homeless because I took care of myself. And all my stuff was at work, in my



ML:

LT:

16

locker, so I was living out of my locker and nobody knew cause you know it was really
kind of degrading, embarrassing.

And my best friend, one of my best friends, I went to lunch with and he asked, “where do
you stay, living now?” And there was a slight hesitation and he was kind of like, “where
are you staying?” And for some reason I just told him, I slept at the park last night. And
he freaked out and after we ate, I slept over his house that night and the next morning he
walked into the bank and...he said, “oh I have some banking to do.” I went with him and
we went to the bank and he took out all his savings and gave me all this money. Two days
later I had an apartment.

I found a friend of mine, her boyfriend needed an apartment so we got together we rented
this apartment, it was very shady, the landlord was very shady, it was all cash; two
months later I was homeless again. Because my roommate, my friend’s boyfriend, her
boyfriend was a junkie; a heroin addict and he spent all the rent money one day while I
was at work. And I lost that apartment, and I was homeless again for another couple of
years. And then another friend found me, saw me on the streets... “what are you...where
are you going?” And I told him and he was like you’re coming and you’re moving, and I
moved in with him; I stayed with him for like years. I slept on the floor.

The apartment was so small that all he had was a mattress and a sink. It was a room and
you had to take, you shared a shower, the bathroom in the hall. So I slept on the floor and
he slept on a single mattress and it was the happiest time of my life, me and my friend
Lesley, we were like really close; we had so much fun. It was just incredibly joyous and
fun, you know it was beautiful it was such a great time in my life. Yeah and then I was
never homeless after that because from there I had money. I started working a lot so I
started saving some money and then my hanai brother was in New York so [ moved in
with him and his spot after that. But that was almost ten years of homelessness.

Wow, at any time did you think of coming back to Hawai‘i?

No. I only moved back now because my husband wanted to live here. I wouldn’t be here
if it wasn’t for him. We are selling our place in New York...I can’t work because of my
degenerative bone disease so [ was forced to retire, covid kind of... because of covid I
couldn’t get treatment so it kind of progressed so bad that I’'m disabled now, so it’s really
difficult. So I moved back home.

Why didn’t you ever think of coming back before?

I didn’t want to. Yeah, I like traveling and seeing the world. Also, I like being the
Hawaiian out in the world telling people I’'m from Hawai‘i and promoting Hawai‘i and
kind of being an ambassador of Hawai‘i, I love that! And you know just to tell people
what a Hawaiian is, I still do that a lot now. My older brother said you have to come
home and heal and get better. He was right, I came home and got much better. Still not a
hundred percent, it’s fine, it is what it is.
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When you were traveling and performing did you guys ever come through Hawai‘i?

I came home a couple of times, nothing more. I would work in Japan and I would stop
off, yeah, yeah.

What did you do in Japan?

I had a show that I took to Japan every year, my cabaret and jazz show, me and another
artist.

Where else did you go? Like around the world, what places did you perform at?

London, France, Russia...where else... Germany, Canada, all over the United States.
Let’s see, China, Hong Kong, Italy, Spain, all over. I’ve been to like seven countries.

So what was your show? What did...
My show?
Yeah

My show was just basically me and my musicians kind of like do songs, telling stories,
it’s all very like autobiographical and stuff, that show. But I was touring with other shows
that I was directing and performing and they were kind of like a multi-media-circus-
cabaret type, cirque de soleil type. I was in Cirque de Soleil for like three years, I would
do a show with them for a long time.

In Vegas?

In Vegas, I did that with them. Zumanity was that show. And then I worked with them
again as far as another show that we did for (inaudible) So it was a company searching
with Cirque, would search this amazing company and they hired me to be the lead in the
show they were producing and I helped write the show for them. I did that for like three
years and then I opened two venues, one in New York and one in London that is still open
called the Box. So yeah work, work, work, work.

Work, work, work. So cool!

The place I did the gig they asked me, they were so happy, would you consider doing
four nights?

Like a regular, yeah, yeah.

So I wrote them I said, “Depends on my condition if I do it I’ll do two nights.” I can’t
really do four nights, my body can’t do it.



LT:

LT:

LT:

LT:

18

That’s a lot, yeah.

I used to work seven nights a week. Now I’m like I think I can do two before my body is
like done. But even in that one show, physically I was like, its a lot of work. I don’t think
I can do four, not anymore, it’s kind of sad but you know I’m supposed to be retired.

Right.

I told them you have to pay me cash, cause I don’t want to claim this shit. I’'m like
applying for disability and if they found out I would get. I would get screwed.

When we talked before you mentioned that you were trans for a while.

Yeah for a while. I thought I was a trans woman, so for years, I was living as a woman
with my two friends who are trans women. That was an amazing time, that’s when I
really started coming into my own as far as realizing who I was and really embracing
who I was being gay. It’s my identity, I started realizing, oh ’'m mahi and that’s when it
became very real. And as soon as that happened I was like, “ahhhhh” this is perfect. But it
was really an intense time because luckily I had two trans sisters who were really, really,
intelligent and educated and really powerful. And they, you know it was a really amazing
time in my life.

And the most amazing time of my life was when I was living as a trans woman as
opposed to now. Now is incredible obviously but back then it was kind of this intense,
everything is under a microscope when you’re, at least for myself when you’re trans
everyone is looking at you and judging you. Everybody! Gay people, straight people,
every single person ‘cause you’re like this, this strange creature right? That nobody
understands, and nobody accepts, and everybody, like literally. I mean it we understand
that kind of racism, and we being women, misogynists and stuff like that.

So to be a trans woman of color, I mean you talk about hate, it’s coming from
everywhere; gay people, from women, from this color, this...everybody. And then you
have your own self-loathing, it’s just intense. But at the same time, because I had two
incredibly powerful trans women with me, you know they made me...we were all very
close you know. And you know they are incredible women. One became a veterinarian, in
the country up in Connecticut, taking care of horses and animals. The other one is a very
successful, famous, supermodel and artist.

And so how did you come to this place of being like oh well maybe I’m just mahd, you
know how did you...?

Just my own knowledge and my own culture, just being aware. Cause you know when I
was growing up there was no like Hawaiiana, they didn’t teach that. And there’s no so I
had to do everything on my own. So there is a lot of false information, you know
especially living in New York you can’t find anything, so I had to really work hard
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to...you know they didn’t even teach Hawaiian, I’'m only now learning. My grandparents
didn’t teach us it, you know they were brainwash...stigmatized to not teach the young.

You know when my grandparents were young Queen Lili‘uokalani was still the Queen,
so they had to experience that take over and that depression and that horrible being
treated, you know in losing everything. So they had to experience that and it traumatized
them and it totally generational. My mom you know she was like, my grandpa told them
do not marry a Hawaiian, stay away from Hawaiians, only marry haole or Japanese
because my mom of course married a Filipino. Although her first husband was Japanese
but he didn’t tell them that he was sterile. Because in the military he got injured and
couldn’t have kids. So you know Hawaiians, if you can not have kids he was off.

So months after they got married my mom divorced him and then met my dad; the second
wors thing, Filipinos. My grandparents were not happy, “Not Filipino!” But that stigma
was there, my grandparents didn’t teach, very hard. They would teach us littlee things
here and there, most of it was through observation, being around them as much as
possible. Although my, all like Puna and everybody they all speak Hawaiian fluently,
‘cause my mom’s brother is Punaa, hey all speak Hawaiian. ‘Cause my mom, when she
was here, and my uncle, her brother was on Moloka‘i so it was like they were separated,
the family, whatever.

It was a very interesting time so for me, it was a no-brainer, mahi. And it took that
experience of living as a trans woman to and I realized I wasn’t trans while going to the
bathroom, I was going to the bathroom, I was making shishi, I was standing up, trans
women don’t stand up when they use the bathroom, I was like and I knew. I was like why
am [ standing up? Then I had a moment of clarity, “okay you’re not trans, you’re maha,
you’re both.” That’s what I said to myself, and so you’re mahii. So I came out and told
everybody, they were very disappointed. They almost felt like it was a betrayal because
here we are the three of us. And the three of us were very powerful because we did a lot
of work together, we were like performers, the three of us, and I was kind of the bedrock,
I was the one that directed the show, choreographed it, and I was the one who organized
it, I was like the brains of everything. And then all of a sudden I was not going to be
doing that anymore. We had our own band, our little rock band, the three of us, I left, it
was a trans band and I was no longer trans, so I left the band. It was really, really,
traumatic for them, but we’re still very close friends.

What do you see the differences are between trans and maht as far as you’re own
understanding?

Well maht is very much a two-spirit person, it’s both you know what I mean? If you
know anyone who identifies as maht, Kumu Hina is a great example of that you know,
because she’s obviously female but she’s also, not obviously male, but she also
acknowledges that. I don’t know her but when I hear her speak, I watch her, she’s just
amazing. She’s like a nice, very confident in who she is. So for me, I’'m more the other
side of the spectrum, I look more male than I actually feel, but I am female, but I still
identify as both. You know so it’s kind of, whereas a trans woman is, and some of them
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are so incredibly to the point. I mean, I think, unhealthy, it’s unhealthy when they start
thinking of themselves as I am just like a woman, you know what I mean? I am a woman.
I’'m like well you’re trans woman, you’re the other gender, which is a beautiful thing and
you should embrace that.

That’s why I keep telling my younger trans people and they’re like well I want to be a
woman. But you are, you’re your own woman, don’t worry about those people focus on
yourself. That process is such a difficult process and you have to, you know when people
go through that process on their own, come to their own conclusions, and I’'m like it’s
nobody’s business how you identify. It’s just you support it and be kind, just support it
and understanding about it you know. I always look, I do, I personally, distinguish the
different, because I like to be trans. If somebody tells me they’re trans, if I don’t know it,
‘cause sometimes so clueless like I can’t tell anymore. If they say “oh I’m trans”
automatically in my head I understand them better. ‘Cause I understand what they went
through ‘cause I’ve gone through that.

So because I’ve lived it, okay I understand it better. Whereas if someone tells me I'm a
woman, [ don’t understand that, because I’ve never gone through that, ‘cause I’'m not a
woman. [’ve gone through the process of transition, although I don’t, I’'m not really a
trans woman, I’ve gone through that experiences, all that stuff that goes on around it. I
don’t know internally what they go through because that’s a biological, mental, spiritual
journey they’re on. But I understand a transwoman much more than I do a non-trans, cis
woman. So I look at those things very specifically. I don’t treat everybody equally ‘cause
I don’t, I treat everyone the same but not equal. That’s not the right way to say it. How
would you say it?

That’s an interesting way to say it.

I treat everyone equally but not the same, that makes more sense right?

Yeah I get what you mean.

Everybody I treat equally but not the same. ‘Cause everybody is an individual, they have
their own story, experience, and journey so you have to learn about that. Like everybody
has their own trauma. So sadly a lot of people’s trauma dictates how they move in the

world, sadly, most people.

So you mentioned talking and mentoring young trans, have you done that mentoring the
younger generations?

Oh yeah, a lot.

What does that look like? And how was that? What do you see differences of today and
before?
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Young queer, it’s trans people but it was also queer people. They are much more
educated, a little bit more aware of, much more educated. But also incredibly, luckily a
lot of them don’t have the struggles that other people have because of the battles we did,
they don’t have to deal with those battles, but they have new battles to deal with. Very
complicated, real-world battles that they have to deal with that I’'m like, “Wow! I can’t
even imagine the pressure and stress you guys are under.” That’s a lot of pressure, a lot
of peer pressure, more so because of social media. All these trans young children, they
have like two million followers, and that’s a lot of pressure for someone that young to
have, to be a leader amongst their people and they don’t even know their own body yet,
they’re still learning it.

‘Cause I always tell them, in ten years that is going to be different. Your brain is going to
be different and in twenty years, then when you hit forty, get ready, it’s going to be
different. So you better realize that they don’t. ‘Cause they’re in that beautiful stage in
their life where everything is just beautiful, there’s no negative as far as the physical,
outwardly. So I think, luckily I think because I’'m very visible as far as online to people
and a lot of kids have reached out to me and asked me, “Oh I blah, blah, blah, blah, blah,
blah, blah, blah blah... and I follow you and blah blah blah blah blah.” You know it’s
some of the most amazing things when I meet somebody and they’re like, “Oh I follow
you since I was 12 years old.” I’'m so amazed by that. I'm like “what?! You knew about
me when you were 12?” “Yeah, I got...” it’s incredible to me, so you know we have that
kind of like...when people have that kind of access to you and you’re a public image, it’s
kind of like a big responsibility, and you have to help them.

If you don’t you're kind of being like a dick, it’s not a good thing. ‘Cause you don’t want
kids to, you know hold things to themselves or to other people. So you know I had a lot
of kids I mentored, it’s nonstop. Because they’re like calling all hours, the littlest thing
bothers them, tiny little thing, minutiae, and I understand because we’ve all gone
through...you know when you’re young go, gotta talk them off the ledge and you gotta
kind of explain things to them. There’s this one trans girl who used to write, she doesn’t
write to me anymore because she is doing well. They always write to you when they’re
not doing well and when they are doing okay they don’t write to you anymore, which is
fine.

But she was having a lot of problems ‘cause she was in a bad relationship, that was
abusive. So it was very difficult trying to get here out of that relationship. But you can’t
tell someone to do something that they don’t want to do, because they’re holding on to
this false sense of love, somebody loves me but he beats me, but he loves me. Sticky,
very sticky situation, navigating that sort of stuff is hard you know. So you tell them, nah
you should consider this, consider that...and she’s doing great now, it’s good. It’s
interesting, sometimes you just want to turn the phone off but then I feel bad you know.

I wanted to like back up a little bit, so when did you get married?

Twenty years ago.
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Twenty years ago, in New York or?
Provincetown.

Oh okay. Was it legal yet?

In Provincetown it was.

Yeah, okay so then you were married. So you got married and you were just working the
whole time, performing all these years, did you keep up with things that were going on in
Hawai‘i?

No. No, I was like totally, I thought Hawai‘i was still doing good but when I came back I
was like what the fuck happened?

Yeah so what was that like coming back?

I was like shocked at how bad it was, how corporate it was. Everything was, I mean it
was not as bad then as it is now. I mean I’'m fervently disappointed. I'm really
disappointed at how fractured the Hawaiian movement has become, there are so many
fractures and just how like that whole “this is how...” Haunani Trask was one of my
heroes so I followed her when she was alive and when she would say, “I am not
American...I’m Hawaiian” that like duh right? And I would constantly tell people you
have to break that colonial conditioning and you have to, it’s very difficult. And it’s not
serving you it’s only serving them. So it’s been difficult, it’s been hard to watch and
digest. And dealing with my own issues as far as health but then I have a lot of nephews
and nieces, like Puna that are very much involved in that. My uncles were some of the
people that started all of that, sadly they’re all gone now. It’s funny some of the
leadership I find them to be incredibly corrupt, it’s like you really drank the kool-aid and
you really turned into that; everything that we were hoping that wouldn’t happen. But
you know that’s what happens you know, money, ego, power, it corrupt, it’s hard.

You know my husband is very involved in trying to clean up the crime, he’s very pro
Hawai‘i for Hawaiians, he’s like, “it should be its own country again.” And I was like I
wouldn’t argue, I’m not arguing with you. He’s like the haole, “get away all the white
people.” Kills me. So it was shocking to see the way it was, economically how bad it is
and it’s hard to look at. And also I feel very helpless about it because I'm limited with
what I can do, you know as far as doing stuff. As you get older it gets harder, especially
when you’re disabled.

You live in Waikiki

You know I live in Waikiki out of convenience, ‘cause I don’t drive. We don’t like to
drive and didn’t want to live far away and drive everywhere. Also he likes the Walls, so
everything is about Walls you know. So I was thinking live in Waikiki and you can just
walk to places, we don’t do anything. I don’t leave my house ‘cause I can’t walk around
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too much ‘cause of my disability, I can’t get around. So and I don’t want to live, 'm a
beach person, I love the mountains though. All my ‘ohana all live up in the mountains so
I have to go and visit them all the time. But Waikiki you can really see all that corruption
going on. He’s dealing with the government, he’s working with the city to try and fix
everything. ‘Cause we were living in, we had our home in New York and Miami, and my
husband is very much part of politics and activism and he said, “Waikiki is corrupt as
Miami Beach or New York.” Before he retired he was an investigative news reporter. So
that’s what he did, he went after criminals and corrupt politicians, that’s what he did for a
living. He’s like, “Hawai‘i’s so corrupt!” He was like shocked, he was like, “Hawai‘i is
pretty bad, it’s almost as bad as Miami if not worse in a lot of ways. Yeah I know, really
surprised, very disappointed.

Yeah, yeah. So we already taken a lot of your time, I just have one more thought, so you
come back to Hawai‘i and talked about it healing you, it healed you, what does that
mean?

Just being around family you know. It is healing to come home to Hawai‘i. As soon as I
came here I just felt like [snaps] 100x better. Because when you live in New York you
don’t, theres no ‘aina, there's no connection right. As soon as I came home its just like
everything aligned and everything was just fine. You guys understand ‘cause you guys
are you know local, you understand. Other people they don’t understand, also if they’re
haole they don’t understand because they aren’t from an Indigenous culture or tribal
culture. So I knew, whenever I would come home to visit I always felt fixed, like literally
fixed. And when we first came back it was still covid but you could still go to the ocean,
so I was in the ocean everyday but my back just got worse and then I went into treatment,
treatment didn’t work so I have another surgery in next month, so we’ll see what
happens.

It’s been good, it’s been very healing, and also you know being around my people, my
culture it’s kind of like a breath of fresh air reconnecting, re-evaluating everything and
it’s been a good thing. I still miss my old life ‘cause I was traveling so much, until I have
to get on a plane, then I’'m like I don’t miss this. I went back to New York to do some
work after Covid, that’s when I realized I could not do it any more, I thought I could still
do it. Then I was just traveling, it was like oh my goodness I can’t do this, it’s too painful.
So I told my husband and he was happy ‘cause he was done with me traveling, ‘cause all
I did was travel for work. So being home has been good and I’m painting, now I’m just
painting.

Yeah so you were just in a show and doing all these things.

Yeah I had an exhibition at Mark’s Garage, one of the Hawai‘i ArtsMmuseum, selling art.
Sold another piece yesterday.

And just self-taught?
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Nahh not self taught, I’ve been involved in the arts all my life and so I’ve worked with a
lot of artists, I’ve always painted, I’ve designed every costume on every set, every prop in
every show, that’s a lot of sets, a lot of stuff. It’s not like... art is like... most artists are
self-taught and then they go to school because you go to school to get the basics, and the
fundamentals but you don’t need to go to school for that, you can learn that on your own,
just keep practicing. I always tell young artist, you can go to school if you want but art
school is difficult because they basically try to beat the love of art out of you. They make
you do the most mundane, horrible things that you end up, most of my friends who, that
went to art school, who left, they don’t do art, they lost their love of art because it was
beaten out of them because they had to draw the same thing a 100 times. For no particular
reason.

So firstly, those kind of schools are there to just take your money and somebody is
making a lot of, huge salary at those schools. It’s terrible so you know I’ve been painting
since I was a kid but I’ve had a few art exhibitions throughout my career, I just haven’t
gone full speed into it. It’s hard to do two different things, so now it’s kind of full on with
the art.

What kind of art do you do, painting?

I paint, right now acrylic. But I’ve been doing like multimedia, using types of paint. It’s
been really good my website is up, you can actually look online it’s keonikaapuniart.com,
you can look it up. Just put it up, I’'m adding more art, I just, it’s in the early stages now, I
really can’t do much, I can’t really paint a lot, I have to paint then stop, then issues. I
started painting today but then I realized I can only paint maybe an hour or two at a time,
then I have to stop and rest. And also my husband makes me stop, ‘cause I'll get really
crazy and stuff then I won’t be able to walk for two days. He says you have to stop and
rest. You know the show was great, it was very difficult ‘cause I can’t take any painkillers
while I’'m doing the show, ‘cause if I take pain killers I feel off, I can’t sing, I can’t dance,
so [ was in a lot of pain by the time, half way through the show. Racking pain so it was
really hard that’s why I’'m like hmmmm I can do this maybe twice a week not four, make
some extra money. That’s another thing that’s difficult because I’'m no longer working
I’m not making a lot of money so it’s like, Hawai‘i’s so expensive, it’s the most
expensive place to live in the United States. I warned him, I said “you know Hawai‘i is
really expensive right?” “Not as much as New York.” I was like, “mmmmhmmmm it is,”
“No it’s not.” We get here, “Wow it’s worse than New York.” I’'m amazed.

I don’t know how people do it.

I don’t. ’m amazed.



