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What follows is the transcript of an interview with “Rocky” Masiu Taumoepeau, which took place on 

the afternoon of Monday, June 21, 2010, at Rocky’s Personalized Training & Wellness Center, in 

Boardman, Ohio.  During the interview, Rocky discussed his upbringing in the Kingdom of Tonga, and 

the tragic circumstances that surrounded his immigration to the United States. He noted that, several 

days before his departure, his mother was killed in an airplane accident; and within four days of his 

arrival in the San Francisco area, his father, a U.S. resident, was murdered by unknown assailants 

during a burglary.  Pressured by surviving relatives to adapt to American culture and secure 

employment, Rocky learned to drive one harrowing evening on San Francisco’s roadways.  A talented 

singer and musician, he subsequently joined a band called “The South Pacific Review,” and during 

what was supposed to be a two-week engagement at the Southern Park Mall, in Boardman, Ohio, he 

met the woman who became his first wife.  The marriage ended in divorce, but Rocky remained devoted 

to his young daughter and struggled to provide for her.  He initially worked as a laborer, but also 

gained valuable experience and training as a professional body builder and trainer at health clubs in 

Florida and Ohio.  In the late 1970s and 1980s, many local civic leaders hired Rocky as a personal 

trainer, and in 1989, he established his own business.  He eventually married a woman from Tonga, 

and the couple had a son, Tim, who became an outstanding athlete at Boardman High School and 

Youngstown State University.  Over the years, Rocky established himself as a world-class professional 

trainer.  Athletes that he trained have included Dan Herron, Mario Manningham, Tim Manoa, Kelly 

Pavlik, and Mike Zordich.   In 2008, he launched the “Steel Valley Classic,” a natural bodybuilding 

and figure/fitness championship that draws participants from the northeastern United States.  A 

devoted member of the Church of Jesus Christ and Latter Day Saints (Mormons), Rocky indicated that 

his religious faith has helped him to overcome great challenges.  Rocky is part of a small local 

Polynesian community, which includes two families from Samoa.  He said that he is the only native of 

Tonga to ever reside in the Youngstown-Warren area.  –T.G.W.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Hello, my name is Tom Welsh, and I‘m interviewing Rocky Masiu 

Taumoepeau…who is a personalized trainer here in Boardman, Ohio.  He is the only resident that he 

knows of from Tonga living in the Mahoning Valley, and…he is a pioneer of personal training in the 

Youngstown-Warren area.  Rocky was going to talk to me a little bit about his…formative experiences in 

Tonga, his…immigration to the United States, and some of the challenges and…rewards of his 

longstanding residence here in the United States.  Rocky…you were telling me earlier that Tonga is the 

last monarchy in the South Pacific.  Is that correct? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  It‘s the last kingdom [in the South Pacific]. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And you were explaining in to me how it was divided into…  It was a collection of 

islands divided into administrative districts.  Did you want to describe that in a little more detail? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes…it‘s a group of islands that‘s spread all over, divided—water‘s between.  And 

Tonga is…divided into these groups of islands; and each group of islands represent their own, on behalf 

of the Kingdom [of] Tonga.
1
 

                                                           
1
 Rocky later explained that the Kingdom of Tonga comprises 186 separate islands.  –T.G.W. 
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: And you lived in the capital?  You were born in the capital of one of those 

administrative districts? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And that was called Ha‘apai?  Am I correct? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Ha‘apai…born in Pangai, Ha‘apai Group.  Pangai is the capital of Ha‘apai. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Can you describe the city…when you were growing up? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: They were not exactly commercial like [unintelligible].   They‘re not like that.  

Electricity was the issue.  Everybody had their own…fireplaces to cook their food, and they used gasoline 

lamps…specific entertainment at night, where…people helping people with the drums, guitar, 

banjo…brought by the [Christian] missionaries—some of them from Tennessee, and most of the music 

has…words and beat [that are] country.
2
   

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Really? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Really.  Before, music [was] a part of the literature of the Tongan people, with the 

two different tenses, and different…formation dance and also a wedding, a funeral for their dead people, 

dancing for the fishes and…pulling fishes [with nets] from the ocean.  The palm trees…the wave of the 

palm trees shows emotion through their fingers.
3
 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And you were telling me a little bit about the language itself….  And…can you—

because I know that your full name is not ―Rocky‖ Masiu Taumoepeau—give us your full name? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: My name is Afuhia‘IMasilamea Masiu Taumoepeau. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And you were describing to me the meaning of your given name.   Can you…? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes…most of my ancestors, way back, they were all buried in the back of the 

island [Pangai, Ha‘apai], on the shore, where the waves would come and smash the rocks and splash; and 

my ancestors who passed away, we can say they are kind of….   

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Refreshed? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Refreshed—something like that. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, that‘s what your name means, actually—―the place where the…waves hit the 

rocks and splash your ancestors to refresh them‖—more or less? 

                                                           
2
 Tongan popular music has been deeply influenced by U.S. Country and Western music, some of which arrived 

with missionaries who hailed from the American South. –T.G.W. 

3
 Traditional Tongan dancing, Rocky noted, is often a form of storytelling, and it is sometimes accompanied by the 

ritual drinking of kava, a powdered root mixed with water that has an intoxicating effect. –T.G.W. 
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Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  And…the graveyard is a cemetery to all the Taumoepeau‘s anywhere in the 

Kingdom of Tonga.   

Dr. Thomas Welsh: The warriors, anywhere from the kingdom? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  You can be buried there, if you want to.  There are others, but this is the 

specific one. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, you were telling me about your family‘s past, and you had…indicated that 

your ancestors, and some of your relatives….played important roles in Tonga‘s history.  Do you want to 

talk a little bit about that? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  My great-great-great grandfather was alive in the time…probably in the 

sixteenth, seventeenth century.  And my king wanted to bring out the most intelligent, the strongest men, 

as a warrior in the Kingdom of Tonga.  So what they do, they build a big canoe; and after they build the 

big canoe, they put all these men into it, and they sail to see the world.  They wanted to see the world, and 

the man who was behind the boat was my great-great-great grandfather….   He counted the stars and 

counted the waves, and turned the boat, and ended up on the island of Fiji. And what they did, they 

captured Fiji.  They fight, and they…conquer Fiji; and they wanted to move on to the island of Samoa, 

and they came into Samoa and beat Samoa. And what happened, wherever they go, they sleep with these 

women, and most of these people become part Tongan and part Fijian and part Samoan….  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, this was a strategy to dominate them? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes…to dominate them.  And they wanted to come to Hawaii and beat the 

Hawaiians, and most of them were very, very homesick.  They wanted to come back home and see their 

family.  But history was, when they went back, the King Tupou Taufa‘a Hau the First…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And you can spell that for me later? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yeah…he ran into my great-great-great grandfather, Tamoepeau. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Maybe we‘d better spell that now. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: T-a-u –m-o-e –p-e-a-u.  And the meaning of Taumoepeau is, ―war with waves.‖ 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And, again, Rocky, what was the name of the king who gave this name to your 

family?  

Rocky Taumoepeau: King Tupou Taufa‘a Hau the First. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, your ancestor was the navigator of (and one of the chief warriors of) this party 

that conquered Fiji and then moved on to Samoa, but then returned to Tonga because of homesickness. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  In that time—I‘m talking about history now—in that time, there were…a few 

doctors who come from England to educate the Tongan people.  And his name was Dr. Morton…and he 

put a school on the island—the first school of the natives.  After he was done, he told the king he was 

going back home: ―I‘m retired.  I‘m going to go back home.‖  And the king…asked him, ―Who of these 
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people, these natives, are capable of continuing my first college in Tonga?‖  And he pointed right to my 

great-great-great-grandfather, and he took over the college.  It is called Atele College, and when you go 

now to the college, there‘re monuments at the door (right when you walk in), and my last name is right 

there: Taumoepeau.  And his name is, S-i-l-i-v-e-n-u-s-i.  Silivenusi.
4
 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, your family was very prominent? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: My family was a family who built my country.
5
 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now….piggy backing on your comment about Dr. Morton, describe the atmosphere 

of your city.  You mentioned [that] a lot of missionaries came to Tonga. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: A lot of missionaries come to Tonga.  Some are Methodists, some are Wesleyan, 

some were Catholic; and the king has his own church, too.  It‘s called the…Church of Tonga.  And later 

on…many came in, but right now, they used to [have] everyone belong to these churches.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, was the Church of Tonga affiliated with the Anglican Church? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: There is a Church of England. Mostly, the basic one is Catholic, in one area; 

Methodists in one area; and there are a few teachers who came in later years.  One of them was the 

Mormon Church.  It‘s called the Church of Jesus Christ and Latter Day Saints. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, many missionaries came to Tonga? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Some, yes.  But this particular church I‘m talking about, there were not a lot to 

come in.  They kicked them out.  So, they left to the island of Samoa, and the Samoan chief accepted 

them, and they put a school there.  Five years later, they came in.  They didn‘t go to the mainland.  They 

went to another group of islands in Tonga [called Ha‘alaufuli, Vava‘u], and they put up schools and 

educated the people; and [in] later years it grows, more and more.  Now, there are more and more…more 

than half of the country…in Tonga. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Okay, but, initially, they were marginalized….  So, what role did religion play in 

your household, growing up? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: There were morals in almost every home in our family, even other families—

morals.  There, they were covered.  Women were covered; they were not naked.  And there are some 

ceremonies, certain things we do, to show our respect to our family.  We don‘t talk back to our mom and 

dad and our sisters.  We respect our sisters, and if someone says something about our sisters, watch out—

they‘re coming.
6
 

                                                           
4
 Rocky later added that Silivenusi Taumoepeau was the first native tutor appointed at Atele College. –T.G.W.  

5
 After the interview, Rocky emphasized that many families participated in the development of Tonga, but he added 

that his family played a very significant role.  –T.G.W.  

6
 He later indicated that the success of Christian missionaries in Tonga owed much to the fact that strict ―family 

values‖ were already embedded in the culture. –T.G.W.  
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: So a lot of tight family units? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Very, very tight.  They still have that today. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right.  And…talk a little bit about the atmosphere of the household.  You 

mentioned that there was no electricity….   How would you describe the house you grew up in? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Where I grew up, in my island, my grandfather‘s was the only house that was 

wooden.  And mostly everyone was in a grass house with coconut leaves on top.  But they were soft.  

They were good—no air conditioning, still very cool at night. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, these houses were actually ecologically sound. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Very, very good….  But my grandparents were lucky they had a wooden house.  It 

was the biggest house in the island when I grew up, and they had all the land; and they gave that land to 

the Mormon Church to build in my [grandparents‘ land chapels and schools].  We were the headquarters 

of the Mormon Church in Ha‘apai Group. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Wow.  So, [in] your family, religion obviously played a big role. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: We had my dad‘s side, and we had my mom‘s side. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And what was the difference?  Was there a religious difference? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: There were two: My great-great-great grandfather‘s (my dad‘s side), and my 

mother‘s, where I grew up…is where they heeded the Mormons.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right. So your mother‘s family was very connected to the Mormon Church? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  They were pioneers.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And your father‘s family…? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …was Methodist. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And we already discussed some of the lore that was part of your family‘s collective 

memory.  Now, do you have any other stories about your family that were passed on…that kind of gave 

you a sense of identity as a member of this family.  You told some pretty dramatic ones. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  One time…the…king and queen, they come through the Ha‘apai Group, and 

somehow, the waves…crack[ed] the canoe, a big crack.  And when they happen to come into the shore, 

here comes my great-great-great grandfather.  He lifts the canoe with one shoulder, and they cover up the 

crack and everything; and he holds it for hours and hours.  That‘s how strong of a man he was….  So, 

we—as Taumoepeau—are very strong people.  And poor me (I hate to say it), but it shows me to coming 

here to Youngstown. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Your line of work was appropriate, given your family tradition? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Right. 
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: It sounds like it….  Now…you had the only wooden house…in your neighborhood, 

or your grandparents did.   And you grew up in that house? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I was born there. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You were born there, and everyone else…lived in…grass huts with coconut leaf 

roofs…?  How did you socialize when growing up…?  Do you remember any particular games that you 

played with kids in the neighborhood? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: The ocean was my ―toys.‖  I swim every day, and I used to run away from school 

and swim all day; and I learned how to fish, and I‘m a good fisherman.
7
 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Do you still fish? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I don‘t fish here in the lake, but I love [the] ocean.  They have monsters there…. 

The biggest fish I ever seen was a whale.  It was 176-feet long…with babies.   And my uncle stayed [out] 

for weeks and weeks and fish, and we had to stand on the beach and look.  If there was a black flag, we 

know there‘s a whale.  And finally, they come in, and everybody go and tell everybody about them 

arriving off the shore. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, your uncle signaled the people on shore, with his black flag, of a whale. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  And everybody run from every corner of the islands to stand on the shore, 

hundreds and thousands of them.  Some of them dig hole and try to have an underground oven, heat up 

those lava rocks….  When they come in, they [are] going to cook all this meat in there.  And here come 

the whale.  The whale was so big—it was high tide—and [they] drag into the shore, and all of a 

sudden…the low tide comes in, and there lies the monster, right on the beach.  I signaled my uncle to 

come in and cut the body of the fish, and I realized over a foot of fat covered the body; and I realized the 

skin is about a few inches—very thick skin.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You said ―like a tire.‖ 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  And before they dig into the side of the body, where the meat is....  It‘s so 

beautiful how they cut the meat, pieces by pieces, and I see some of my people, in their underground 

oven, cook it for hours and hours.  And…after they finish taking all the stuff, they use the fat for cooking 

big cakes and stuff.  They use it for all their cooking.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, they used almost all the whale? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Almost.  They take the fat and cook it for hours, and there become a lot of oil in 

there.  They use it for cooking, and…they use it for different fishes…..  But the meat is cooked, and it will 

last for weeks and weeks, because all the juice comes off, and it‘s just the meat, itself. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, you described the meat as very gamey, if I‘m correct? 

                                                           
7
 Rocky later recalled that he played rugby with his friends, in high school and along the beach.  In addition, he was 

fond of scuba diving and enjoyed wrestling with friends on the wharf during rainy days. –T.G.W.   
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Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  They have a real strong smell.  It‘s very gamey…and you had to put all kind 

of flavor and seasoning into it.  But it‘s a lot of protein in that thing.  My people eat anything on the shore 

or on the beach, and that‘s why, if you see any islanders, they‘re big and strong like a bull.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Sure.  Now, how long would this—in the case of that whale, that large whale that 

your uncles brought in—for how…[many] weeks or months did this feed the village?  

Rocky Taumoepeau: They....  It [will] be there for a week, and they drag the bone out, out of nowhere, 

and…they feed....  Almost everybody ate the meat for a month….  Okay, and they use a different 

seasoning, how they cook, it and they cover it with…palm leaves.  It all green—okay?—and it will store 

for a while.
8
 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right.  So, that kept the meat fresh?  You wrap it in leaves…?  So, as far as games 

went, the ocean was your ―toys,‖ as you put it. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I swim.  I swim, and I fish.  I know every [place] in…the island where the fish are. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, you were describing school—actually, you were describing avoiding school—

but talk a little bit about the environment of the school you attended. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: The school was run by…a British system, very strict. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And was it taught in English? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: In English.  Basically, you‘re speaking Tongan.  You know, you go to a small 

school, elementary school. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, all the teachers spoke the Tongan language? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, and they speak….  And the way we have music, we right the notes as ―do, re, 

mi fa ,so, la, ti, do,‖ like…number 2, 3, 4, ,5 ,6, 7, 8, 9. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, they didn‘t actually teach you notes? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: No.  They translated your notes into the system in…the tone, like ―do, re, me, fa, 

so, la, ti, do.‖ Okay?  And…they write notes different from your notes, but they translate it, transfer your 

notes to [the] Tongan system.  I don‘t know how it happened, but that‘s how it goes. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And that‘s how they taught music.  And…you said it was modeled on the British 

system.  Was it a very strict system? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Very strict….  I got beat up many times, and I get hit…with something, a stick on 

my head. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Do you remember some of the incidents that led to being punished? 

                                                           
8
 Rocky noted that almost every part of a whale‘s carcass was put to use, in one way or another.  Even the bones 

were used to fashion knives, spears, and items of jewelry. –T.G.W.  
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Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, because I didn‘t sing the right notes. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, not being a trouble maker, just making a mistake? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Just making a mistake.  You got beat up.  And we wear [a] uniform in school.  We 

had inspection of our finger nails when we come in, and…they spank me with a ruler if my fingers were 

like that.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, they make you clasp your fingers together and smack on the ends? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  And they hit on top because my nails were dirty.  And they [made us] show 

our teeth, if we clean our teeth, and our hair would be combed or cut—toenails, too.  . 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, they were very thorough. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  The British were very strict, you know.  I was beat up a few times. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Is there a teacher who made an impression on you during these years, someone that 

you respected? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Some of my uncles were teachers.  My mom was a teacher.  She was a principal.  

My sister was a principal....  My uncle was a superintendent.  My ancestors were educated people. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, many of them were even part of the school system? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: The school....  They were known, were proud [for] people to know that we were 

educated.  Even when someone emerged…to something fantastic, they all say, ―Wow, that‘s 

Taumoepeau….‖  We had some reputation. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Some high profile? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: High profile.  And everybody want[ed] to marry us, because we are high people.  

Women like to marry us….  The…ambassador of my country is my cousin.  He‘s in New York. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: The ambassador? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: The ambassador.  Okay?  His name is, Tu'akinamolahi Taumoepeau.  You can look 

at the website.  Ambassador Taumoepeau is my cousin.  We have the same last name.   He‘s in New 

York, representing my country. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: …So, a very prominent family.  Now, tell me about your family life.  How many 

siblings did you have? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: This is what happened: My mom was married and had my older sister.  She had a 

boy and a girl, twins.  Then, I have another brother who came and went to Vietnam and fight in the 

Seventies.  Okay?  And my mom got [a] divorce from her husband, and she remarried; and…somehow, 

before she married, she was kind of lost, and my dad comes around and takes my mom, and she was 

pregnant and got me.  



                                                                                                  Steel Valley Voices/ ―Rocky‖ Masiu Taumoepeau   11 

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, your father was your mother‘s first husband? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: No.  They didn‘t marry.  They were dating. After the first husband had those kids 

[with her] and my mom [was] kind of lost…and dated my dad, and my dad make my mom pregnant, and 

she had me.  And she wanted to go make things right.  She preferred to be married.  She marries this guy, 

and this guy…was not too good to me and my brother, the one who went to Vietnam….  I was a boy, and 

we left.  I don‘t remember anything, and my mom came and found out, and she left him…with pregnancy.  

She got pregnant to the guy—to the husband, the second husband—and she divorced and [went with] that 

girl that was in her stomach, with me together, in my grandparent‘s house.   And one of my dad‘s cousins 

led me to their graveyard.
9
 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And this [was] your biological dad? 

Rocky Taumoepeau:  Yes. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you took your biological father‘s name? 

Rocky Taumoepeau:  Yes, my dad.  And later, we went to him, and we [were] all leaving to go to school 

on the mainland, so all the Tongans know who I am. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you [were] embraced by that part of the family…?  But your relationship with 

your mother‘s second husband was not good. 

Rocky Taumoepeau:  He was not good.  That‘s the reason why my mom left him.  And…her first 

husband came back and dated my mom for my young baby sister, Amelia.  Probably, he wanted the kid—

all the kids—to himself.  But…I‘m okay. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Your allegiance was to your biological father? 

Rocky Taumoepeau:  My dad.  Yes. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Okay.  So…when did you start thinking about the possibility of living abroad, 

because you had told me that you never…?  When you came to the United States, that was the first time 

you‘d ever been abroad?  Describe some of the things that led to that decision. 

                                                           
9
 Rocky‘s biological father, Teritavay Taumoepeau, began to see his mother, Alisi Misiu, sometime after her first 

husband had divorced her and abandoned their four children.  Teritavay Taumoepeau was already married, so there 

was no possibility of marrying Alisi Misiu, even though she was carrying his child.  Alisa Misiu later married 

another man, who beat two of her sons, prompting them to flee the island and take shelter at their grandparents‘ 

home.  After learning about the incident, Alisi Misiu divorced her second husband and moved in with her parents. 

The family‘s situation was complicated further when Alisi Misiu‘s first husband reconnected with her and 

deliberately impregnated her, in an attempt to jeopardize her teaching position and take custody of the children.  (He 

had remarried since abandoning her.)   Although Rocky‘s mother kept custody of all her children, she lost her 

teaching position, which increased the family‘s hardships.  She chose not to remarry.  –T.G.W.     
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Rocky Taumoepeau:  What really happened….  My mom was 50 years old, and [it] was her birthday.  

My older brother was in the United States, working for the American Airlines; and my other brother went 

to Vietnam.  And I‘m going to be in America, anytime my mom came… 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, just back up a little bit.  Did Tonga make an agreement with the United States 

to provide troops for the Americans in Vietnam? 

Rocky Taumoepeau:  No.  My brother went to Vietnam, and my other brother, he came to school in 

Hawaii. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Oh, I see.  So, they were American citizens? 

Rocky Taumoepeau:  Yes.  They came to school in Hawaii.  And…Vuna gave up on school and married 

and came to the United States, the mainland.
10

  So, my brother [Alani] signed to go to Vietnam, and the 

other one married and work for the airline.  So, my mother was 50.  My younger brother was safe.  He 

didn‘t die.  He was okay.  It was not [the] same after he came from Vietnam.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Very, very difficult experiences? 

Rocky Taumoepeau:  Yes.  It was more….  It was always tough, and everybody scared of him. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, he came back a very different person? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Different person, after that.  But, anyway, [to] make it short, my mom got on a 

plane [and] came to the United States.  My older brother took her to Europe tour for her birthday….  On 

the way back, on the island of Samoa, she changed planes to go to New Zealand to visit her grandkids, 

[children] of … my sister, twin sister.  (She died a year ago, of breast cancer.)  So, she went there to give 

a little gift, turn around, and come back to…Samoa, to come back home.  There was a little hurricane get 

the plane, and [it] hit the mountain.  And the plane came down, and [it] plowed every coconut tree, every 

banana tree, and explode [on] one side.  And everyone was dead….  But, anyway, they took everything to 

New York and took some preparation, all because casket came to the island in the few months after that.  

So, the thing happened in December, Christmastime; and then, in March, my older brother and my other 

brother bring the casket in the plane.  We went to pick it up, and we buried our mom.  And, I mean, after 

all these years, I just found out the real story.  My mom was not there. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Not in the coffin? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: It was a dummy that was in there.  They never found my mom, and I don‘t know 

why my brother never opened the casket.  After my mom was buried, I had to be in America in the 

following week, if I won‘t be in Hawaii.  Then, I will have to wait another 10 years to come….   So…I 

get all my stuff, after I buried my mom.  I had to be in Hawaii on Saturday.  If not, I‘m in trouble.  So, I 

go to Hawaii, and it was the first time I went on the airplane in my life.  I was 24 years old. 

                                                           
10

 Rocky later qualified this statement.  He explained that his older brother, Vuna, relocated to the U.S. mainland 

after attending Brigham Young University-Hawaii.  Vuna did not marry until he was already living in the United 

States.  –T.G.W.  
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right.  And you…had reasons to fear flying. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I was stiff asleep at that time.  The plane came from Tonga to Western Samoa, and 

I wait a few hours, and I leave from there at midnight to Hawaii.  When I get to Hawaii, [I] changed plane 

right away to come to San Francisco, non-stop.  And the reason why they do that is, my brother [Vuna 

was] scared my other cousin [was] going [to] keep [me] in Hawaii, and I would never end up in the 

United States.  I would be a native in Hawaii for the rest of my life, because all my schoolmates are there.  

Everybody knows me….  I would never end up in San Francisco.  So, this is why they make the flight 

non-stop, because if those people in Hawaii caught [me], they would never let me go.  I would stay there 

until now. I would be performing in hotels, or whatever. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Performing in hotels? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  I can sing. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Oh….  Did you ever do that? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: That‘s how I did.  I traveled all over the Unites States and sing.  And I end up 

performing here in a mall, Southern Park Mall.  That‘s how I end up here.  I was in Florida… 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Well, let‘s back up a little bit….  Now, when you went to San Francisco, you 

had…some relatives living in the San Francisco area.  Is that right? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Most of them, all of them, live there.  My brother who worked for the airline lived 

there, and his wife. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, there was another family tragedy that… 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  My dad passed away in the same week.  I ended up in California on a 

Monday.  Remember, you come from Tonga; they are one day ahead than the United States.  So, I 

leave…Monday in Tonga and end up in America on Monday.  So—Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday—my 

dad pass away on Thursday.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, your parents died within a week of each other—well, not a week, a little more 

than a week. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes. My dad was killed….  He was working with some cousins of ours.  They do 

yard work.  He‘s retired, and he do it just for fun.  And he slept in the garage, and the house was burned, 

and everyone took their car out and left my dad there.  The doctors say that there was a crack on his head.  

So, my dad was half burned; and my older brother said he used to street fight, but there was nothing like 

that.  So, we want to go through the whole court system…but we can‘t bring our dad back: ―Let‘s forget 

it, and leave it alone.‖
11

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So you wanted to pursue an investigation, and you decided that it wasn‘t going to 

change anything? 

                                                           
11

 Rocky noted that he was planning to visit his father on the very day that he learned of his murder. –T.G.W.  
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Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So…if I understand correctly, he was sleeping in the garage, because he was there 

temporarily… 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …[with] our relatives. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: He was staying with relatives, but he was sleeping in the garage, and somebody 

robbed the house and the garage—is that correct?—and then, obviously, struck your father and then set 

the place on fire. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: They say it‘s not one person who did that.  It had to be more than one. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Because your father was physically strong? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  My dad was a beast, a strong man.  It would take a lot of people to take him 

down. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right.  So, this was again another big transition, moving to a new country, and 

losing both parents within 10 days of each other….   

Rocky Taumoepeau: The next step I did in California [was] to get a driver‘s license.  It is important to 

say that I didn‘t speak English really good.  I didn‘t know how to drive.  I never drove a car in my life….  

I never watched TV in my life.  I never, drove a car in my life, and I never sleep with a woman in my life. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So you were totally innocent? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: All new to me—and I never date anyone as a teenager, you know. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: It‘s a very conservative culture? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: So, we went to church one day and everybody…had things to do and left me there. 

My cousin say, ―Take the car and drive.‖  So, I look at one of his little brothers (he‘s dead now): ―Teach 

me how to drive.‖  So, right there, he goes: ―See this car?  There are things in there on the wheel.  ‗P‘ 

means ‗Park.‘  ‗R‘ means ‗Reverse,‘ go back.  ‗D‘ means ‗Drive.‘  And when you do that, there‘s a left 

and right.  See, this is the blinker.  When you go like this, you go to the left.  You hit it to the right.  You 

go to the right, left and right.  The lane will be like this.  Don‘t go over the yellow line—right in there, 

white and white.  If it‘s two lanes, make sure you follow to the right-hand lane.‖ 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, did he get in the car with you? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: No. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You drove alone? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Alone. These are the information he give me….   ―First of all, look at the two 

pedals.  There‘s one for gas, and one for park.  Put in park most of the time, for a little bit.‖  He 

demonstrated to me about a half-an-hour, and I put the park slowly back, with a little gas, and put in 
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drive.  And I go make a right turn and drove all the way to the house where we lived, and it was 9 o‘clock 

in the evening, dark in San Francisco. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Yes, it‘s not a small town. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: And it‘s dark, and you see cars coming from the other direction.  I was so scared. 

All I could think in my mind was: ―I don‘t want to go put my body in a casket, and fly me back home.  I 

don‘t want to die!  I want to live!   I want to live!  I want to live!  I want to live in America!‖  I drove all 

the way there and park the car.  Yes!  I did it!  Second, I want to go get a driver license.  I went with my 

cousin.  We went up to the driver license place, driver license bureau.  We walk in there, and the test they 

give you….   I didn‘t know nothing!   And I give it to the counter person, and the person says: ―You 

flunk!  Where are you from?‖  And I said, ―I‘m from Tonga.‖  And he goes, ―Your birthday?‖  Wow!  Do 

you know I never met anyone who had the same birthday—same date and same day….  I never met 

anyone, and he goes: ―I went to Vietnam.  I‘m a cop right now, and I never met anyone in my life who 

had the same birthday as myself.  I‘ll tell you what.  Did you just get to America?‖  I said, ―Yes, I do.‖  

He says: ―I‘m going to give you a driver‘s license.  Welcome to America!‖  He got up and gave me a 

driver‘s license.  I was so lucky.  That‘s my story.  My kids are probably dying, hearing this story. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: (laughs) So, welcome to America! 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I watched TV.  I would stay on TV, day and night.  It was so exciting, a 24-year-

old looking at the movies, the cowboy movies.  I used to go pay to go to watch a movie back home.  I 

used to walk miles and miles, just to watch the movie—miles in the middle of the night, and dog bites 

everywhere, just because I want to see a movie.  See the scars here?  Dog bites, all over my butt.
12

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Because you were walking home from a movie and a dog attacked you? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …There must have been 50 dogs, 40 dogs. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, this is not uncommon—people to be [bitten] by dogs? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Oh, if I go back again, I will carry a gun! 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, literally, [you] had to confront a pack of dogs just to see a movie? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Oh, a baseball bat would be good enough! 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, this was a big change, having the ability to watch all these movies on television.  

Now, how long did you stay in San Francisco? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Not long, maybe a year. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And then, you became, well, you were part of an extended family, because you had 

relatives there…?  Did they help you out very much? 

                                                           
12

 After the interview, Rocky explained that this epidemic of ―wild‖ dogs owed much to the Tongan habit of putting 

out leftover food for feral dogs. –T.G.W. 
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Rocky Taumoepeau: Kind of.  My dad‘s side….  He was married and [had] a brother, a son, two sons, 

and daughter.  And she died (the wife died), and he played around.  That‘s how he got me and few others.  

So, between my mom and my dad, I have probably 18…half-brothers and half-sisters.  So, I‘m big. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You‘ve got a big family? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Huge. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Many of them are half-brothers and half-sisters? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: That‘s why I have the Facebook.  They come from everywhere in the world.  I‘ve 

never met their kids.  I‘ve never seen their kids. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Wow, that‘s something!  Now, were you part of…a Tongan subculture there?  Were 

there a lot of people from Tonga in San Francisco? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: San Francisco and all over the West.  They all live in the West.  None come around 

here.  I‘m the only…fool who comes around here. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: The only person from Tonga in Youngstown?  Aren‘t you lucky?  And what led you 

to move from San Francisco? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I didn‘t get along with my brother‘s wife.  She was talking about my sister (my 

older sister), and when you‘re talking about my family, you‘re talking about my life. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you were very, very offended by that? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I got offended. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: What were you doing in San Francisco at that time? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I was playing in a band.  I played trumpet. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: When did you…?  Where did you decide to go when you…? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Well, my brother came out and told me, ―I want to send you to Salt Lake City, 

Utah, to ‗the marine‘‖—ex-marine, my other brother [Alani] who went to Vietnam.  ―I want to send you 

over there.‖  ―What you trying to do, straighten me up?‖  ―No, no.‖  So, he gave me a hug and kiss…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Did he think Utah would be a good choice because of your family‘s Mormon 

background, or your connections to the Mormon Church…? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I think he just dumped me to let me go. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Anywhere? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Anywhere.  I go because our relationship is not that good now, because I was mad 

[at] his wife, and I left.  And he dropped me at the airport on the way.  So, when I went up there to Utah, 

[my other brother] was waiting there for me.  And we stayed there for about a week or two, until the other 
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wife called the other wife, and she came up, approached me, and said: ―You‘ve got to move.  Get a job, 

and move out of here.‖  She kicked me out, and I got out with my bag.  It was snow outside, and I walked 

down the street.  I went to my uncle—my dad‘s brother‘s side and his wife—and I stayed there and lived 

there.  He‘s another Taumoepeau.  Okay?  And I walked in the snow in the middle of the night, and my 

brother didn‘t know about it.  I walked out, and he was somewhere [else].  Later, he found out…I  left.  I 

went up there.  I didn‘t want to ruin their marriage, so I went and stayed with my first cousin…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And this was in Utah? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Utah.  And then, another cousin of mine came and got me a job, and I work.  My 

first job was a dishwasher.  Welcome to America!  I was the best dishwasher they ever had.  They gave 

me a raise for 10 cents; it was $2.50 an hour.  This was in 1975.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, that was not bad? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Not bad, starting.  But then, another cousin of mine said: ―Hey, you want to work?  

We‘ll teach you how.‖  This is one of the biggest jewelry shops in the country called O.C. Tanner, right in 

the middle of…Salt Lake City.  And I got a job there.  I was setting diamonds. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Wow.  So, from… 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …dishwasher to diamond setter.  So, I worked there for awhile, and…I end up in 

Florida…to start my entertainment—end up with my uncle, who was best guitarist in the South Pacific.
13

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, when you performed—you performed with your uncle—did you play…? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I played horn. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: But, I mean, did you play…Tongan music or pop, mainstream popular music? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: All of the above—everything.  I had to learn all the songs and everything, and he 

organized my…voice professionally, so when I sing, they feel it.  And we performed every day on the 

beach.  Then, we‘d entertain at night.  So, I become the fame, and a cousin of mine [said]: ―I want Rocky 

to come with me.  We‘re going to go to Ohio.‖  And I‘d been to West Virginia, Houston, performing— 

[Six Flags] AstroWorld, Sea World.  I performed there.  And I came to the southern Park Mall [in 

Boardman, Ohio].  That‘s how it started.  And I performed there for two weeks, starting at 12 o‘clock.  It 

was probably some kind of…advertising or marketing. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And what did your group call itself? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: It was called, ―South Pacific Review.‖ 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: South Pacific Review.  So, you played a mixture of Western music and…traditional 

Tongan music? 

                                                           
13

 Rocky‘s uncle through marriage was Fijian-born musician named Mitchell Evans, whose father was a native of 

Scotland. –T.G.W. 
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Rocky Taumoepeau: …We done entertainment for different dances, different cultures, and we 

do…some kind of a Las Vegas show, imitation and stuff…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: …Very eclectic.  And you were here in Youngstown for two weeks?  What led you 

to stay? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: There was a woman.  Every day, I‘d see she‘s sitting there, watching me, and I 

finally….  She followed me everywhere….  You know…I‘d turn around, and she‘s about to hit my back.   

―Hi…how are you doing?‖  ―Fine.‖  After a while, you know, we talked.  We started there.  We start 

dating and a family.  That was my daughter‘s mother. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, that was your first wife. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  I marry her after a year.  I‘d go and come back, go and come back. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And she lived here in Boardman? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: She lived here in Austintown—good woman.  And we married in…1979.  Married 

in 1979, ‘80, ‘81….  Things doesn‘t go right.  We used to go perform in Minnesota—all over the States 

performing.  And I took her with me, and we‘d come back, and things doesn‘t go right. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, things didn‘t go right, but you have a child together. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I have a child in 1982, and I didn‘t leave the town…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: …Right, but you did…work for a time outside of the area.  Talk about that. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I…went [to] Florida, performing—Minnesota…West Virginia, North Carolina, 

Cleveland…Pittsburgh, performing five, six nights a week.  And…things don‘t go right, and I thought we 

done, and I just hang around.  I didn‘t leave town.   And the reasons why: I won‘t be happy….  Why?  I 

could be anywhere in the West, where we were, [or] back home, but I didn‘t leave, because I want to see 

my daughter grow.  And then…what really happened after all this time….  I was single for a while, and I 

thought I‘d remarry again.  So, I remarried to a girl from Tonga. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right.  And she lived here? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: We were living here 18 years.  We were married; and four years ago, she left.  She 

left me and my son.  I have a son named Tim. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you have two children now? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I have two kids. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And…talk a little bit about….  I know you weren‘t initially involved in personalized 

training.  How did that happen? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Well…when I came back…for my ex-wife (the divorce and stuff), she wanted me 

to leave the town, and [I] didn‘t feel good about leaving.  I could if I want to.  So, I hung around.  So, I 
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had started body building already, but not hot like I wanted to be.  So, I went to Scandinavian [Health 

Spa, in Boardman, Ohio].  They hire me.  I was the best they had, from training to sales.
14

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You actually….  Did you compete?  Because I‘ve seen pictures; you were quite a 

body builder, yourself. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I compete for 10 years, and…I become very good at my sport in the state 

and…even in the area here—so all these things happening for a reason.  So…it happens…that way….  

So, I stayed.  I didn‘t leave the town. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: When did…?  What were the circumstances that led you…?  You had indicated to 

me earlier that, at Scandinavian Health Spa, you felt that you were securing a lot of their clients, but you 

weren‘t really getting the kind of position you wanted.  So, when did you decide to strike out on your 

own? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: First of all, I was a trainer.  And I see everybody who is training with me.  They‘re 

college students.  They have a family?  They married?  And I‘m the one who‘s married.  So, I asked the 

manager, ―Would you please let me sell memberships, so I can have a few bucks to feed my kid?‖  [He] 

left with, ―I‘ll let you know.‖  Then, another friend of mine came and told me he was making fun of me. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Because you were an immigrant? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, because I don‘t speak English, and nobody‘s going to understand what I‘m 

saying.  I had to learn the whole pitch of…how to…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, he wanted you to promote the business? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: No one would understand my presentation.  That‘s what they was concerned about. 

They make fun of me because I don‘t speak English, and nobody going to understand me.  When I get 

angry, I quit my job, and I left to Florida.  When I left to Florida, I went and I work construction.  That 

time, between Sarasota and St. Petersburg, the bridge fell apart, hit by boat.  So, they were hiring people. 

So, I went there and work 6 o‘clock, and I come out at 11 o‘clock at night.  They put me under the ocean 

and drained the water out from this big….   You clean the area before you pour the cement.  Okay?  So I 

worked there, and I got scars on my eyes….
15

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: This was from? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Rocks. 

                                                           
14

 Rocky noted that the Scandinavian Health Spa in Boardman was initially considered state-of-the-art.  The facility 

had an inside running track, skating rink, swimming pool, and beauty salon. –T.G.W. 

15
 During this period, Rocky explained, he worked in an area about 500 feet below sea level.  His primary job was to 

―clean up‖ an area where concrete would eventually be poured for the pilings of a new bridge.   Meanwhile, he 

sprayed chemicals in other areas where concrete was to be poured—a position that often required him to climb a 

1,000-foot crane.   This was not the kind of work he preferred.  His main goal in traveling to Florida was to secure 

employment at one of the local health clubs. –T.G.W.  
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: Oh, grinding rocks with a jackhammer? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I used a hammer; and I worked, mailed money here for my baby, you know, and I 

try.  Finally, I went to this health club.  I went there for three months, almost every day.  ―When you 

going to give me a chance to work in the health club?‖  And I think because I‘m well-built…he got 

intimated by [me]—the manager.  He was scared of his job, insecure.  I‘m the best they going to get.  So, 

all this time, I heard about a name of the area director, and I found out he was sitting in there working out.  

I walk in and say, ―Are you the general director?‖  ―Yes, I am.‖  ―Are you Stu?‖  ―Yes.‖  ―Can you have a 

minute with me?‖  ―Yes.‖  We go in the office two seconds.  He yelled to the manager to put me on the 

payroll.  I work.  I was the best they have….  What really happened after all these things happened, my 

―ex‖ told me they‘re going to divorce me.  I didn‘t like that because I‘m trying to give money….  I left 

and came back here because of these things happening. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Because she filed for a divorce? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  She wanted a divorce.  And I came back, and I was not allowed to come to 

the house.  I have no place to stay.  And I came back to Scandinavian, and I put my suitcase there.  And a 

friend of mine…he saw me a week [later].  He flew on his airplane to come to see me.  So, he saw me a 

week after, here, and he goes, ―Do you have a place to stay?‖ ―No, I don‘t have a place to stay.‖
16

  And 

so, a manager (another, different manager) hired me.  Okay?   I was training in Tampa, from St. 

Petersburg, how to sell membership.
17

  I was the best they had when I came back [to Ohio]. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, when you came back, it was a very different situation.  You knew how to 

present it. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I know how to make cash flow.  When I leave the room, I come back with a 

thousand dollars in my hand.  I know what I was doing, and I was the best in the whole crew.  ―How does 

a guy who doesn‘t speak English come out with cash money in his hand?‖  ―Why don‘t you people do 

what he do?‖  The manager was mad because I‘m the only one who knows how to [bring] cash in.  So, 

what happened is, I teach how to sell at Scandinavian.  But I didn‘t know how to read on the computer, 

when my check comes.  So, after years went by, they used to make fun of me over this.  And they used to 

steal…my money. 

 Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you weren‘t getting your full salary? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: No.  Some of them stole my money because I don‘t know how to read a report on a 

computer.  So, they fool me, and they ―scammed‖ my deals and took my money.  And I didn‘t know until 

I left and went to Gold‘s Gym.  And I was running in the park, and a guy came out [and] said: ―I just 

came from Scandinavian, and they were talking about your name.  They used to steal your money out 

from your check, by taking your deals that you signed people up.‖ 

                                                           
16

 Rocky later confirmed that his friend had allowed him to stay with him while he re-established himself in the 

Youngstown area. –T.G.W.   

17
 After securing employment from the general manager of a health club in St. Petersburg, he traveled back and forth 

from St. Petersburg to Tampa for training. –T.G.W. 
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: In other words, they were taking credit for deals that you made, for contracts you 

had secured? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes. These are all true stories, because what really happened, years later, 

Scandinavian collapsed.  They closed. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right….  So…then, you went on to Gold‘s Gym? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: The owner came out and asked me if I could leave and come over there to start 

Gold‘s.  So, a couple people left for a week or two, and then I came.  Gold‘s Gym was the best—the best 

Gold‘s Gym and the biggest Gold‘s Gym in the United States.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Where was this space—in Youngstown? 

Rocky Taumoepeau:  Right at the Eastwood Mall, right inside.  And it was only a short time they were 

the biggest, because everybody flew from everywhere in the country to come to see, and they left to build 

20 times bigger than ours. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, in other words, this became a model for growth for the country.  Now, how long 

were you at Gold‘s Gym? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I was there in ‘81, ‘82, ‘83, ‘84, ‘85.   Then, I left, came back to Gold‘s Gym to 

Scandinavia.  Then, I went to Cleveland, came back and forth.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And when you went back to the Scandinavian Health Spa, you made sure…. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  This [isn‘t] the time.  I didn‘t know nothing.  I start to learn…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, what events led you to start thinking in terms of starting your own business? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Well, it happened with doctors and lawyers and a lot of unhealthy people, because 

I used to do everything for free:  ―Let me help you.  Let me help you.‖  And people liked me, because I 

put in all my time, and I was sincere.  And people go to their home, to their dinner table, and they talk 

about my name, and it goes on for years and years.  Okay?  Finally, a doctor drove all the way to Gold‘s 

Gym in Niles, made a special time to sit down [at] table and talk with me.  He goes: ―I want to pay you, 

and I want you to be my trainer.  Okay?  I want to pay you.‖  And he took me.  And I drove all over here 

and trained him in Club South, and the Club South owner came out and said to the guy, ―Why don‘t you 

buy a membership for Rocky?‖  ‘Cause I‘m coming there, I‘m training, and…I  go.  And that‘s the first 

time I see $6,000 on my hand, five grand in my hand, and people start doing that to me.
18

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You‘re talking about $5,000 a session? 
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to be somewhat informal.  –T.G.W.  
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Rocky Taumoepeau: No…for four months or six months, like that:  ―I want to own you Rocky.  I want 

you to chisel my body up.  I want you to make and change my body.‖  And I did, and I got hired for 

different power people.  I won‘t mention any names. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Well, you did, over the years…talk about…how you came to work with many local 

prominent athletes….  How did that happen—maybe contacts you made through Club South? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: No.  Just because they see me competing, and I am the only person who can lift 

weights in that time—tons of weights. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you were not just a trainer?  You were also a competitor? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I was competing as a body builder.  And I‘d like to say, people think body builders 

are weak.  Wrong.  Body builders are the strongest people in the world.  Okay?  And I show them to these 

people.  I was a body builder, and I lift heavier than anyone had ever seen.  Okay?  The bar bent, and 

nobody moves.  They see with their own eyes, and people in Warren, Niles, Sharon, who come to watch 

me over here at this time, they still talk about it.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now…let‘s talk about some of the specific people you worked with, because you‘ve 

worked with some of the biggest athletic names in the community….Kelly Pavlik, for instance.  Do you 

have any stories about…some of the people you‘ve worked with, and your impact on them? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I left to Gold‘s Gym, and I came out in 1989 with ―Rocky‘s.‖  It was behind this 

building, and I signed a contract for three years, for ‘89, ‘90, ‘91.  In ‘93, my lease was over, and I moved 

to the front.
19

  When I moved to the front, people started [to] recognize I‘m there.  I was very successful. 

And one day, a former fighter…came and asked me if I can change his body, and I did.  It was…Brian 

Zordich.  Brian is probably in the best shape he ever been.  I mean, he start eating the way you‘re suppose 

to eat and he went down to Kelly Pavlik‘s sparring [weight].  And they saw his body all tight, veins pop 

on the forehead, really pop, ‘cause his six-pack shows. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, Brian Zordich—really quickly—he‘s the brother of… 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …of Mike. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Mike Zordich—he‘s the professional football player. Okay, I‘m sorry Rocky.  Go 

ahead. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I become good friend with this guy.  Okay?  And now, the trainer and…Kelly‘s 

father….  All the sudden, I see them walk into the door with Brian, and that‘s how I know Kelly, because 

of Brian.  Nobody wants to talk about this part.  Okay?  Brian‘s a good man, no matter what, because of 

his sense of humor.  So they come in and ask me if this little skinny kid can hang around with me.  He 

had a problem.  His problem: big men throw him around in the ring.  
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right.  And this is Kelly Pavlik? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Kelly Pavlik.  I look at this skinny little thing like that: ―Okay?  I can handle that.‖  

I trained Kelly Pavlik in that time.  Since then, he knocked people out in the sixth round, all the way to 

the championship fight.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right.  So you really helped to give him the strength. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: We had other things beside that.  Okay?  [Pavlik had] a great trainer….  And his 

dream is so deep.  The [willpower] is there.  I knew he‘d get the title.  After the title…he came to me, and 

he won title defense, one and two.  He knocked those guys two, three rounds, from England.  The last six 

fights, I didn‘t train him.
20

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: The last six fights? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I didn‘t train Kelly Pavlik.  Okay?  And when all these things happening, I didn‘t 

train him—so my record for Kelly is all undefeated.  HBO come here.  ESPN come here.  Sports Time 

Ohio come here.  Jim Rome come from L.A., Los Angeles.  They all flew here. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you‘ve been interviewed by all these people? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: They all come here and interview me, so I‘m in the documentary of Kelly Pavlik. 

I‘m one of the best trainers in the world‘s history. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, you also worked with….  You mentioned the names, and these were, of 

course….  Who did Mike Zordich play for, again? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Philadelphia and Arizona. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And…you mentioned…Herron…? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …Danny Herron—they call him ―Boomer‖—who is the fullback for Ohio State 

[University] right now….  He graduated from…Warren Harding High School.  I trained Warren Harding 

High School, the whole team, for three years.
21

  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: …and…Maurice Clarett, someone who‘s making a comeback now.  

Rocky Taumoepeau: Maurice Clarett was a friend of Kelly Pavlik, and he used to bring him here. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you‘ve worked with some really big names, and I wanted to….  Since the 

purpose of this interview is to…talk a little bit about ethnic identity, I wanted you to…reflect on how 
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your…native culture, how your upbringing—your values, really—kind of informed…the way you dealt 

with some of the challenges you‘ve faced.  And you‘ve dealt with a lot of challenges.  You lost your 

parents within a very short period of time…just as you making another big change, moving to a 

completely different country…in which you…had an unfamiliar culture.  You were struggling with the 

language.  How did your values—the values…that were instilled in you in Tonga—how did they help you 

with these challenges? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I believe.  I believe in God. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, it‘s your religious faith that helped you? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: All these things happening in my life, it‘s in God‘s hands.  I‘m nothing.  He helped 

me, took me up from my people, [and] brought me here for a purpose. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you feel you‘re here for a reason, and all these things happened for a reason? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  There‘s a reason why Rocky is in this town. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And you think this is something that, if…I were to talk to any of your family, [do] 

you think that most members of your family feel the same way?  They think that…we‘re here for a 

reason? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  There‘s a reason why I come here, to this life.  There‘s a reason I swim so far 

away my country, and…I swim from the West, and I come out here to Youngstown. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, you were telling me something, too, about growing up in Tonga….  I have the 

impression that people really tried to help each other, and there was a strong sense of community, a strong 

sense of family.  Talk about some of the things you do outside of your business, because you‘re not 

just….  We‘ll talk a little more about your business, because you have done things that are not just 

altruistic, working with people that nobody would work with because of physical disabilities.  But, first, 

let‘s talk about the charity work you do through your church.  Did you want to talk about that? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, I…started a community.  I do a lot with the [American] Cancer Society, Relay 

for Life…and…every year I do that. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: I‘m also aware that you volunteer time at soup kitchens. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, I go feed the hungry…every month. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Is this at the Rescue Mission, downtown? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, and I go….  Some of the people from my church go there.  I feel good doing 

something to people. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Well, also…from earlier conversations, I gather that, while you work with some 

extraordinary athletes, you also work with people that have overwhelming disabilities.  And there‘s one 

case, in particular, that I‘m thinking of.  And…was that a gentleman who was almost a paraplegic?  Is that 

correct? 
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Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes…there were people who used to work for me, and there are people….  I help 

people most of the time—do personalized training down the street, off [U.S. Route] 224.  They used to 

work for me once, all of them.  They work for me.  I helped them out, and now they‘re shy…..  They will 

remember Rocky for the rest of their lives.  And…there are people who work for me, and they become 

happy again, and…I help them for years.
22

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, with rehabilitation, not just training? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, I help them.  Now, they move.  They do their own thing.  They realize they 

are handicapped, but they….  So, I am not really happy.  I‘m not done yet. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And you‘re one of the few personal trainers that work with a whole variety of 

people—including people that are never going to be professional athletes?  They‘re never going to be 

body builders, but they have challenges to overcome. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I trained the whole football team of Boardman [High School].  Canfield [High 

School].  They come out here, Mooney and Fitch [high schools].  And I work outside of school.  They 

come in the off-season, some from Columbiana [County], Salem.  They come from everywhere.  Usually, 

they come from West Virginia, just for training, and…it‘s just….  I‘m not unique.  I‘m just like anybody 

else.  But if we put our mind to make things happen, it will happen.  And if we….  I‘m more humble, 

coming to and live in Youngstown.  All the things happen in my life, and everything happen to me, it 

bring me here.  Chills!  I feel it.  I can‘t explain it.  But we walk among people and talk to people, and 

that‘s the most precious thing in the world.  People!  Without people, I wouldn‘t be here.  People make 

me to stay in this business for all 20 years. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you‘ve been a personalized trainer for 20 years? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: It‘s more than that—30 [years].  I bought the business, but before that, I did it in 

different areas, in homes.  But I come to this, over here, this trainer….  I don‘t advertise no more.  People 

come, because they know they‘re going to get results. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, it‘s all word of mouth now. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: All word of mouth. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now you have recently initiated, over the past couple of years….  Was it the fourth 

annual…body-building event here in the area?  Did you want to talk a little about that? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, I ….  Since I was a body-builder competitor for 10 years, I always dreamed to 

have a gym.  I always dreamed to own my own show.  And I‘m so glad that I started my own show—

started from the scratch.  My show was never started by someone.  It was tough, though.  My first three 

years, I didn‘t make any money.  I lost money.  And then, finally…this year I make a little bit and even 
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out.  That‘s the beginning.   But I can see people come out and compete with the same caliber of physique 

that can compete at higher level. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So…do have any long-term plans for this competition? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  This show is going to be big, and I want to bring the world and compete in 

Youngstown.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You want this to be a national, or international, event? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  I want my show to be well recognized—okay?—my show. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, at this point, you‘re drawing people from the Youngstown-Warren area? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Northeastern of the United States. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Wow.  So, it‘s already regional…?  That‘s great….  Hey, I was going to ask you….  

This is something that…[I‘m] just curious about….  How‘d you get the nickname, Rocky? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I was in…Sarasota [Florida], and people ask me about my name—even when I was 

in the West.  And I go in, and…they see I was only…168 pounds….  And I come in there, and I do a 

hundred-pound dumbbells, bench 400 pounds…and squat so much weight—500 pound, 600 pound—with 

my little body, weight was at 165, 168 pounds.  And they ask me, ―Where you from?‖ And I said, 

―Tonga.‖  ―Is Tonga a place where fruits come out from the tree all year round?‖  ―Yes.‖  ―And you pick 

the fruit and eat it right out…?‖  ―Yes, I do.‖  And the guy goes, ―These are professional wrestlers on 

WWF.‖  And the guy goes, ―That‘s where I want to live, just like Sampson and Delilah.‖  The story 

about….  Sampson is the strongest human being living in his life.  And we talk about that, and [he] say, 

―What‘s your name, again?‖  And I said, ―Why don‘t you call me ‗Rocky?‘‖  I get Rocky from the gym, 

because I lift heavy weights. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Because you were rock hard? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I was tough.  And they say, ―Let‘s call you ‗Rocky,‘ because they weigh you, 

because you‘re built, and you‘re going to be well recognized.‖  In 1982, I went to get my citizenship in 

Cleveland.  So, I drove all the way there, and I had the chance to sit down with [the] attorney general, a 

woman.  She saw my big, long name, and she said: ―Let me give you an idea….  My father was…. We 

came from Italy.  We changed as we come, shorten it up.   [I] request and ask you to shorten your name 

down, and one day you‘re going to run a business, and you‘ll have a family, and people are going to 

recognize you by your name.  Do you have a nickname?‘  I go: ―Yes, they call me Rocky at the gym.  

Let‘s do that.‖  That‘s how I get ‗Rocky.‘ 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, Rocky‘s actually your official name.  I mean, that‘s not just your nickname.  

That‘s the name on your citizenship…? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes. 
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: Well…talking about that, what led you to finally decide to seek American 

citizenship?  Was that your intention all along? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  I… move from here with my ex- wife, the first one.  We moved to Utah, and 

we stay there, and we got a chance to ride a bus to Las Vegas.  We drive the bus there.  We sleep in a 

hotel.  We came out.  We had breakfast.  And after we done, we going to go back.  We all came down to 

the bus stop.  Somehow, she was standing at the counter, and I was standing behind.  Two guys walk in, 

with overcoats, and said: ―Don‘t move. Follow us.‖   So, I followed the two men out from the door.  They 

said: ―Where are you from?  Get into the car.‖  They put me in their car.  They make phone call.  They 

ask me how I get to America.  This is the Immigration [Department]. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: For heaven‘s sake!  I thought you were being mugged. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I looked like a criminal, right there.  And…I told him my brother went to Vietnam.  

I told him my brother worked at the airline.  I told him his name.  They called Miami, Miami to Hawaii.  

They got all the information.  I was right.  ―Where‘s your card?‖  ―My card is…my wallet is with my 

wife.  There!‖   I look at the door outside from the van.  She was crying, looking for me, and I say: 

―Could you be a little more civilized?  Go tell my wife what you guys doing….‖  She came up.  She‘s 

American, right?   American‘s say, ―I‘m going to sue you….‖  ―I‘m going to sue Immigration,‖ on and on 

and on.  ―I‘m going to tell my lawyer this [is] America!‖  So, they let me go, and they promise me: 

―…You‘ve been here eight years.  We want you to go be a citizen and vote, because if we going to catch 

you again, if we take you back, you‘d never come back again, even if you didn‘t do anything wrong.   

Okay?  You have a privilege to be a citizen and get involved with American dream.  Okay?‖  So, that‘s 

how I went to get a citizenship.  That was the end of it.
23

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now…we talked about this earlier…before the interview.  You‘re actually part of a 

very small…Polynesian community here in Youngstown.  You want to talk a little about that…?  Most 

people are from Samoa, I believe. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …Some are from Samoa, but my country‘s Tonga….  And I‘m the only Tongan 

who ever live in this community—ever.  Not even a person, ever, live here before.  Okay?  I‘m history.  

This is history.  I‘m the only Tongan—maybe a fool!—come and live in Youngstown.  Unbelievable! 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Do you have a connection with any of the other people from Polynesia, though, that 

live in the community—or, not really?  . 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …Yes, some are in the same church that we go to, and they are very close to me.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Do you see yourself as part of a community? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes….  They respect me.  I have a feeling for them, too.  I love them, and…they 

have feeling for [me], also.  We are not too many….  We are little…people, a tiny drop in a bucket, 

compared to others. 
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: How many [Polynesian] families would you say live in the Youngstown-Warren 

area? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: There are….  I know there are two families from the island of Samoa. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Those are the only two families that you know of? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  One live in Liberty [Ohio], and one live…close to McDonald [Ohio]. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, [a] very, very small community….  I know you have two children, and one of 

your children is…half Tongan, and your son is full-blooded….  Describe ways in which you‘ve 

encouraged your children to value this heritage. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …I didn‘t really…force them to, but I think they step up and learn about it.  For 

instance, my daughter went with her husband to Australia, New Zealand, and Tonga.  She came back and 

appreciate and understand more about me, and some of the stuff that she don‘t understand.  We are not 

rich, but we are not really poor—but we are okay.  And [she] understand how I handle things in my life, 

and she respect me for that.  And my son is a proud little boy—big boy.  He‘s proud to be a Tongan.  And 

I can see how we all have Facebook now, everyone….  People come from all over the world to my 

Facebook, a thousand people.  And they heard about me, or something.  I didn‘t see them.  I [had] never 

known them.  I know their parents, their grandparents.  But when you say one last name from someone 

from my island of Tonga, I know their roots, right there. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you know their family history? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Oh, I know their parents, parents‘ parents—for three generations back.  Like, I live 

in Youngstown now.  I know three generations already (you, your mom, and your grandparents)—okay?--

because I‘ve been here since 1977, ‘78, ‘79 on.  That‘s a long time. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, Facebook has been a way for you and your family to keep in touch with people 

in Tonga. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I love it, because I cry some time.  I bring my emotion, my feeling.  My people and 

I know what‘s going on over there.  No matter where we go, we are very big—one whole big family. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, you talked all about the challenges you faced in terms of…language 

difference….  You talked about problems within the extended family.  You talked about, you know, 

sometimes being taken advantage of by employers.  But one thing we didn‘t talk about that must have 

been a big challenge is the huge cultural difference.  What would you say are some of the biggest 

challenges in terms of cultural differences that you encountered, different ways of looking at life?  Can 

you think of some of those, offhand? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …There are….  We have customs, and some of those customs are Godly, 

recognize…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, much more…spiritual? 
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Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  The spiritual and the physical have to go together.  You can‘t separate the 

two.  The love, and the health, and the kind respect [for] your family, your sisters, their kids, and their 

kids.  And if I notice my cousin up to something, it‘s like that.  That‘s how we were brought up.  But it‘s 

not different from your people.  Love is [part of] every customs, every people.  Family becomes the 

number one thing in life. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Do you think that was a little stronger in Tonga than the United States? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I hope it stay that way in Tonga, you know, because you start to see kids do bad 

things, learn how to do bad things, when they come to America.  I have some people end up in jail—

gangsters and stuff like that.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: It becomes an easy way to move up. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Easy way to move up, because they‘re learning the other way.  They see on TV 

how to kill somebody.  But…where I come from, if you kill somebody today, you hang next week.  And 

before, everybody scared to kill someone.  Okay?  And when they hang, everything stop, and they count 

for 10 seconds—10, 9, 8—and they hit one of the bells.  Every corner, every village, every town they do 

that.  And the radio is coming out, and that reminded every Tongan [that] if you‘re going to do that, 

you‘re going to pay the consequences.  Well, another thing you have to know….  The guy who wrote the 

Constitution of Tonga….  The history was, the French came in on their boat, and they look at the heart of 

the capital.  There was no flag.  And those…scholars who come from England told the king, ―If you don‘t 

put a flag there, your country‘s going to belong to…French.‖  So, all the nobles get together, decide.  One 

say: ―Let‘s do a snake.  Let‘s do Adam and Eve.  Let‘s do this….‖  You know.  And then, he goes: ―Let‘s 

put a cross of Jesus, blood [red] and white.  It shows the atonement of Christ.  Show the blood [red] for all 

mankind.‖  So, we have a cross of Jesus.  Boom!  They put it up the flag, on top.  The French disappear.  

But the Constitution was written to the Ten Commandments….
24

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, not only did many people of Tonga embrace Christianity; it became a big, big 

part of the culture—Christian values. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, because they are a very small country, and the king say, ―Who are we going 

to be treaty with?‖  And he grabbed the soil from the earth, and [said the country is in] the living God‘s 

hand.  So, we are independent.  We have a treaty with England for years, so they can protect us.  People 

are more civilized now than ever.  Countries are more civilized now than ever, except Iraq and them.  But 

our land has been taken for God‘s sake. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Okay.  And are you aware of a lot of changes that have taken place in Tonga…?  I 

mean, you haven‘t visited…? 
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 Rocky Taumoepeau: That‘s why I went there.  I see…the influence of the Chinese people, and Japanese 

have come in there.  They came in and take over the businesses, small businesses…and bring all their 

business to China and Tonga. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So it‘s very different now? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: It‘s different, not because most of the hotels….  They build hotels by the Chinese 

and the Japanese.  Okay?  And the people of Tonga start to get lazy.  They don‘t go do [manufacturing] 

like they used to be.  Everybody get fat.  Now the Chinese are doing [manufacturing] now, and they bring 

and sell it to the natives, and they double and triple the prices. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, you feel like the economy is being dominated by the Chinese now? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Right, just like Hawaii.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right….  Now…I was going to ask…. In what ways do you feel that your 

experience growing up in Tonga enhanced your appreciation and understanding of the United States? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I…really appreciate the opportunity. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Can you give some examples of that? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Appreciation?  I‘m the first generation to come to America—okay?—and see my 

children grow up and go to school, go to college, have a better life.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And is there anything, in particular…?  So, opportunity is one thing.  Anything else 

about the United States you feel you appreciate more then somebody who grew up here? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Well, most of the people here don‘t really appreciate….  They want more and 

more, of course.  But they should appreciate, probably, what their forefathers done…for them.  And kids 

today should embrace them. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, they should be aware of the sacrifices….  

Rocky Taumoepeau: …sacrifices they‘ve done for them, because in…generations from me, they‘re 

going to see and know: ―Yes, your great-great-grandfather was Rocky.‖  And…what I say now they‘re 

going to read it and understand—what I say, way back I‘m gone.  ―Oh, yeah…he came and spent his life 

here, more than half of his life in Youngstown.  And then…he had a daughter and son.  Look at them.  

They married and have grand kids now.‖  I‘ll be gone by then. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Well, Rocky, this is kind of a related question.  As someone who has lived in 

Youngstown for some time, do you see any signs of hope in the community? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Youngstown is great, what they are now.  This is a great place to raise your family, 

from the economy, way of life, the morals.  Youngstown in is the best place to be.  They don‘t work too 

fast.  They slow-paced.  You can live in Youngstown if you don‘t have a job.  You don‘t have a job in 

California, you dead.  And this is all families.  Youngstown‘s filled up by families.  They go down the 

line.  When they say a name like…‖Saadi‖….  
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Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right, I know a hundred Saadi‘s….  [My] parents went to school with them. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: There you go.  When you say a name it‘s close [connection].   So, a few years from 

now, I won‘t be around.  But my children will grow in Youngstown, and they will say: ―Yes, I remember.  

I remember Rocky.  We remember your great-great grandfather came to Youngstown.  He had nothing.  

He didn‘t have any money.‖  I still have no money, but I live in Youngstown, though…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And you made a lot of contributions. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Well, I have a lot of friends in Youngstown—and I want to ask for more.  Friends 

are more important to me.  People know me, wherever I go.  To a football game, they all come in with 

hugging, you know, shaking hands and hugging, pat my shoulder.   I have done to their kids, his 

kids…his grand kids. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: They‘ve all been in this gym. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: They have all come.   [Everyone‘s] footprint has been in this place, ―Rocky‘s,‖ in 

and out, in and out.  And maybe that‘s reason why I‘m still around, because people can remember. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Well, Rocky, is there anything else you‘d like to add that we didn‘t cover in this 

interview? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I don‘t know…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Any last thoughts? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …Maybe. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You can even go back, maybe talk about….  Is there an experience related to your 

childhood that we didn‘t really talk about, that you might want to mention? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: I went to high school.  I didn‘t talk about my high school days.  I went to a school 

called Lia Hona High School, and I probably learned and prepared myself to come to America, because 

most of my teachers were American….  And [one] of them, I just met [him] a year ago…over here [in] 

Youngstown. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: How‘d he get here? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: My teacher?  Well, some move from the West here, and they live here as friend of 

mine….  And I go to church, and I saw him, and he saw me, and he start crying and give me a hug.  He 

was my teacher in body shop.  He knew my mom.  He knew my sisters, you know, when my mom pass 

away.  He knew my grandma.
25

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And never expected to see you here? 
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 The teacher in question turned out to be the father-in-law of one of Rocky‘s friends, a man who also attends his 

church. –T.G.W.  
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Rocky Taumoepeau: Never expect!  [He] come out on a long, long journey to meet me here.  And I went 

to Lia Hona High School—and what a great experience!  What I learned in high school is what I have 

today.   If I got here in college, probably I learn more.  My friends, they are doctors now.  They used to 

work for me in here.  They‘re doctors, now.  They want me to be a doctor.  ―Why I can‘t be a doctor,‖ 

they say.  ―You‘re smarter than us.  Why don‘t you do this?‖  I went and tried.  I learned a hundred 

vocabulary [words] at night at YSU.  Tomorrow morning comes, I forgot.  After 40 years later, the mind‘s 

not good, you know.  But…in high school I learned to live….  We worked in the plantation for two hours, 

every student to be healthy.  I milked cows.  I milked the cattle every morning at 5 o‘ clock….about 50 

cows.  And we bring the milk to the cafeteria to feed the kids. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, this high school was self-sufficient? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  It was run by the Mormons. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: The church you go to now is Mormon? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  But that was my biggest influence…my doctrine…who teach me this and 

that…my doctrine, who brought me…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: The religious doctrine, you mean? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, to learn the notice of God, who can talk to me every day….  Without that, I‘m 

lost….  But I‘m thankful that I go to the high school and learn farm and animal life, and I have the 

chance, the opportunity, to come to America.  And wherever I will be, people recognize that…even the 

church over here, all my friends.  And as you can mature, they recognize that.  They might not be here, 

but my people know I live in Ohio.  More people come on my Facebook now [and] realize I live here.  

They know about my son.  My son‘s going to influence where he can go.  He‘s a great wrestler, a great 

football player.  He‘s at YSU.  Now, YSU is going to learn more about him, not too long from now.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Sure—and that‘s Tim? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Tim. And…he do Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu now.  All those people who do that kind of 

sport in town, they know my son. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: So, this could be a legacy?  I mean, he could move on to have the same kind of 

business you have? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: He wants to be a doctor, a chiropractor, and minor in sports science.  And I told 

him: ―You can be anything you want to be in this country.  I wish I had opportunity, young, like you do.  I 

would be something, and nobody‘s going to point fingers at me, anymore.  But now, you‘ve got to carry 

on. You‘ve got to do better things to people in return.  You‘re going to be with a nice bunch of people like 

that.  People want to be like you.  People want to speak like you…and be like you.‖  I become one….  I‘m 

proud of myself.  Every person I‘ve trained up there, they want to talk like Rocky….  They want to do 

things like Rocky.  They want to dress like Rocky.  They want to be like me.  That‘s my influence.  

People come from everywhere.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right.  And you want to see your son…. 
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Rocky Taumoepeau: …do things like that.  I came out, and I do what I can do, you know.  Maybe see 

what I do, and every day leads to a better one.  And I‘ll be remembered in this town forever and ever…. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And that‘s more important, maybe, than material…? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  Material stuff will decay, but you going to be remembered.  Remember 

people, remember things, and become one—like people remember George Washington or [Barack] 

Obama, first African [American U.S. President]….  How can you not?  You can be anything you want.  I 

hope I say the right thing. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: No, this was good.  I was going to say, if there‘s anything else you want to add….  I 

think we‘ve covered almost everything….  I‘m glad we revisited the time in Tonga, because your 

secondary school experience was important.  And there was a connection, again, to one of those teachers, 

later on.  But is there anything else you wanted to add? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, I went on a mission of my choice, for two years.
26

 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Where‘d you go? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Back home….  I was on a mission for two years.  We don‘t get paid. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Now, how did you support yourself? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Now, in America, you had to put funds.… 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: You had to finance it yourself? 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes, yourself.  You go for two years, and you don‘t get paid. So, you see a lot of 

young men walk around with time.  They don‘t get paid.  It‘s all free will, go talk about Jesus and do 

these things, make better man—help this rotten world.  I…did that for two years….  And there‘s another 

influence of my character, what I do today.  Have faith…and it‘s hard to let things bury me alive….  I 

struggle, but know how [to] overcome by His help, and everything. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: Right….  Well, Rocky, this has been great, and…I‘m so glad we had a chance to 

talk….  I think we‘ve covered everything pretty well: your experiences in Tonga, your transition to the 

U.S., your professional career, and also how your heritage has remained meaningful to you and also to 

your children.  And…I think an interesting little tidbit is…the role that Facebook has played in 

reconnecting you with your family in Tonga.  Thanks so much, Rocky.  And like I said before, I‘ll get 

you a copy of the transcript, so you can review it for accuracy. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Yes.  We can go over it, again. 

Dr. Thomas Welsh: And if there‘s anything that is… 
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 Rocky embarked on his two-year mission after graduating from Lia Hona High School.  During this period, he 

traveled throughout the Tongan islands. –T.G.W. 



                                                                                                  Steel Valley Voices/ ―Rocky‖ Masiu Taumoepeau   34 

 

Rocky Taumoepeau: …that I can remember, or even…you can ask me, and I can remember, because, 

you know, it‘s been a long time.  I live in this town for a long time.  

Dr. Thomas Welsh: But I‘m thinking, if anything comes to mind, we can add it in an addendum, or in 

footnotes.  So, don‘t worry if something doesn‘t come up in the interview.  We‘ll make sure it gets into 

the transcript.  And, Rocky, thanks, again—and I will consult you about spelling….  This has been great.  

Thanks so much. 

Rocky Taumoepeau: Thank you. 

 

 

       

 


