
PROLOGUE

VIKA 

I am a pain in the arse to be around on show day. I am quiet, 
moody, snappy, tense, nervous, sick and excited! The show 
consumes my every thought from the moment I wake up. I check 
my voice (Can I sing a high note? Yes, phew!) and then I won’t talk 
much, keeping my utterances to a dull growl until around 4pm.

I need to exercise, stay on the move. Motion is lotion and 
the old body ain’t what it used to be. I like a long sound check 
because it makes the gig better. After sound check, I duck back to 
the hotel for a little power nap before gathering my thoughts and 
trying to figure out what the fuck I am going to wear. This usually 
involves about fifteen texts back and forth with Linda discussing 
colour options – until I give up and let her decide. Not too much 
makeup these days because it seems to make me look older so 
just the bare minimum, and anyway, I don’t know how to put that 
gunk on. 

I’ll arrive at the gig about forty-five minutes before a show 
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and sit in the dressing room with the band, shooting the breeze. 
Musicians are very funny people and I try not to wet my pants.

LINDA 

I used to get really nervous before I sang and had a routine to calm 
my nerves: ciggie, beer, a shot of Drambuie, a nervous wee and 
then walk on stage and hope for the best.

I’m much better prepared these days. I make sure I’m properly 
hydrated and physically fit. I’ll do a vocal warm up with Vik and 
I definitely won’t smoke anything, but I might have half a glass 
of wine or a sip of beer beforehand. I still have a nervous wee 
and  it drives Vik crazy because I have to take my costume off five 
minutes before we walk on. It stresses her out. But we are always 
together, and it soothes me to have her close by (unless she’s really 
tense, and then I’ll keep my distance). 

The same things always go through my mind moments before 
stepping out in front of a crowd, so mental preparation is key. It’s 
not the big stuff like the actual singing that bothers me – I have 
trust in myself and Vik. It’s other things: How did I get here? What 
might go wrong? Have I worn the right thing? Am I going to be able 
to hear myself? But if you let those things get to you, they can 
really throw you off. 

Side stage, I’ll look Vik in the eye. We always give each other 
a nod or a little hand squeeze. It’s a private moment, tight and 
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quiet. We have never said it aloud to each other, but I reckon we’re 
both reaching for the same thing: the sound that comes when we 
get it right, the one that only rises from blood harmony, the sound 
we get from singing together since we were little kids.

It’s the sound that takes me back to family holidays spent 
practicing in the back of the car with Mum as our coach, the sound 
that’s in our bones from sitting in the church pew and listening to 
the Tongan choir, the sound of our favourite singers – who we 
mimicked as kids, the sound we got from belting over the shitty 
PA systems in the pub rock scene in the 80s and the technique 
we’ve honed from over thirty years of being tutored as backing 
singers by the greats. We both know it instantly when it works and 
that’s what I strive for every night at every show. That we get to 
share it with an audience makes me smile.

VIKA

Last minute checks are done. Flies? Teeth? Hair? Check! We 
say ‘Cheers!’ to each other and add ‘Mistakes are great!’ – just 
to ease our nerves.

One last sip, one last shot.
It’s SHOWTIME!



MY SISTER

VIKA

Linda and I were opposites from the start. She’s always been a 
daddy’s girl, but I clung to Mum. Linda is feminine and I’m more 
masculine. She is stubborn as a mule, while I’m more likely to go 
with the flow. I was a prem baby, who Mum said was ‘no bigger 
than a pound of butter’. Linda came out seventeen months later, 
nine pounds, breech, nearly killing our mum. 

My sister and I were chalk and cheese in most ways, including 
how we went to sleep at night. We’d always shared a room, and 
after we graduated from cots to beds, Linda’s bedtime routine 
became such a drawn-out affair that it drove me wild. Every night, 
the two of us would kneel beside our respective matching single 
Queen Anne beds and say our prayers, like Mum taught us. After 
‘Amen’, I’d jump straight into bed, bunker down and wait for The 
Linda Show to begin. 

The first act started when Linda finished her prayers. She’d 
stand up, reach for her dressing-gown, and put it on over her 
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pyjamas. Then, she’d make her way around the bed, tucking in 
every inch of the sheet until it was so tight I wondered how the hell 
she was gonna get into it. That was the second act. The third and 
final act was when Linda slid her body into her bed, super slowly 
and super carefully so she wouldn’t upset the sheet and bedclothes 
(a process that took about five minutes), then she’d lie completely 
still, staring up at the ceiling, and say another prayer. Out loud. 

‘For goodness SAKES, Lulu!’ I’d yell. ‘You already said your 
prayers!’

But it didn’t matter how much I shouted, or how many times 
I called her ‘Miss Perfect’, my sister continued to carry out this 
infuriating routine every single night. I’d lie on my side, staring 
at my sister, wide-eyed and in total bewilderment, until I finally 
drifted off to sleep. When I woke the next morning, Linda would 
be in the same position she was in when I fell asleep the night 
before. Weird.

One area where we were 100 per cent aligned was in the 
identical outfits Mum made for us, a feature of the seventies for 
many young siblings. I couldn’t have cared less what I wore or how 
I looked, but Linda was very particular about her appearance. 

I was happy getting around in my jeans and gumboots 
ensemble, but Linda always roped me into her madcap fashion 
adventures, like the ‘Heidi’ phase. The Bulls were big fans of 
Shirley Temple, the pint-sized Hollywood superstar of the 1930s, 
and our whole family would gather around the TV to watch her 
movies. We’d usually end up bawling our eyes out, including Dad. 
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Inspired, Linda asked Mum to make us ‘Heidi’ outfits, which, of 
course, she  did. It must have been quite the sight to see two young 
brown chicks walking around Doncaster Shoppingtown dressed 
like they were about to go and tend to a pack of goats in the Swiss 
Alps.

You name it, Mum and Linda designed it, and their attention 
to detail was second to none. Mum was a proud Tongan woman 
who always looked beautiful, and she wanted the same for her 
girls.

One day, when Linda and I were about seven and playing out 
in the street, one of the mums in our neighbourhood invited a 
gang of us to come over for cake for her kid’s last-minute birthday 
party. I heard the word ‘cake’ so was ready to run straight there, 
but Linda insisted we go home first and change into our party 
dresses. 

‘It’s only cake!’ I pleaded, salivating.
‘No, it’s a special event,’ she told me. ‘I want to look good.’
Even Mum said a full outfit change to eat cake and sing happy 

birthday was unnecessary, but Linda wouldn’t be swayed and so 
we both had to dress up just to shove cake in our faces. 

To this day, nothing has changed. 

LINDA

We had no other siblings, so Vika has been my most constant 
companion from the moment I entered this world. When she was 
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a baby, she got hit with the triple whammy of chicken pox, mumps 
and measles, all back-to-back, whereas I had much better health 
because of my robust size. I think kids who get sick at a young age 
end up fighting harder for everything in life, and this is definitely 
true of Vika. She’s always been the tiny fighter in our family. When 
I was a kid, I remember feeling guilty that Vika had taken one for 
the team because it seemed like her early exposure to all those 
bugs helped my immunity. 

We spent our first few years in a glorious bubble, the four of 
us usually at home, and Vika and I would always play together and 
rarely fought. It’s amazing that Vika and I got along as well as we 
did as kids because we’ve always been such opposites. While Vika 
is impulsive, I’m careful. I’m into details and she is not. Where 
she’s fiery, I’m peaceful. Vika has a sweet tooth, while I’m savoury 
all the way. She’s a great driver and I’m woeful. Vika sings high, 
while I sing low. 

But we shared some interests too, especially when we were 
kids. We both liked nature, animals, the water, sport, eating, 
television and, of course, music. Mum says Vika came out kicking 
and singing when she was born, and I can believe it. Vika constantly 
hummed and sang everywhere she went, and I mean everywhere! 
The sandpit, the toilet, the breakfast table. I don’t think she even 
realised she was doing it. I used to love listening to my big sister 
singing her little tunes around the house, because she always had 
such a beautiful voice, even when she was very young. 

 Like the angels would sound, I remember thinking to myself. 
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Sometimes I tried to sing along, or find a harmony to 
accompany her, but for the most part Vika was the singer and I 
was the talker. This didn’t always work out well for me because 
when I was up for a chat (which was most of the time) my sister 
usually wasn’t. 

The two of us shared a bedroom that was right beside Mum 
and Dad’s. My bedtime routine drove Vika bananas, and I’d wake 
every morning still and calm as an Egyptian mummy while it 
looked like Cyclone Tracy had whipped through Vik’s side of the 
room overnight. My sister thought she was teasing when she called 
me ‘Miss Perfect’, but I liked it; the name had a nice ring to it.

Let’s get this straight right now. Vika was (and still is) The 
Boss. If we played shops, she was the shopkeeper and I was the 
customer. If we played kings and queens, she was the king and I 
was the princess. If we put on shows for Mum and Dad, Vika was 
the director and/or the lead role, while my job was to design the 
show and give out tickets. It wasn’t until we were a bit older and 
started mimicking our favourite bands that I started to kick up a 
stink. That’s when we’d fight. I wanted to be Cher, so wanted her to 
be Sonny, and if I wanted to be Agnetha, I insisted she be Frida. If 
she was Donny Osmond, then I wanted to be Marie. As it turned 
out, I was a little bit country and she was a little bit rock’n’roll, so 
we actually got that one correct from the start. 

Vika might have been a quiet and gentle little kid when we were 
around other people, but she was way more outgoing in private. 
My sister had a hot Tongan temper, and as we got older there were 
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days when the two of us would end up in loud screaming matches 
at home. But we were always on our best behaviour in public. Our 
parents taught us to be dutiful and quiet when we were out and 
told us that speaking over adults was very bad manners. Vika and 
I were both shit-scared of our mum, so did what we were told. 

We both loved the outdoors and being Dad’s helpers, but I 
also enjoyed being inside drawing and playing dress-ups with 
my dolls. I loved dressing up and designing outfits for us to wear, 
which Mum then made on her Husqvarna sewing machine. My 
first design, at three, was a flannelette dress with long sleeves. I 
drew it on a piece of paper and explained to Mum that it had to be 
made from the same fabric as Dad’s flannel work shirts. I planned 
to wear it on weekends while helping Dad  in the garden. 

Vika didn’t share my love of fashion and would go silent 
whenever she could see that I was hatching an idea for a new outfit. 
I think she hoped I’d give up, but once I got fashion inspiration 
that was it, and she knew it. So, she’d grimace and wear it. I was 
always happy to be measured and sized up by Mum, but Vika 
hated the whole process and how long it took. The only time I can 
remember her being a huge pain in the arse about it was on the 
day of our Aunty Moana’s wedding, when we were her flower girls. 
Vik hated the pink floral dress she had to wear, and boy, did we 
hear about it. I’d helped design it so was a bit hurt that she hated 
it so much. I didn’t see her problem. The dresses were a beautiful 
pink floral chiffon, with Singapore sleeves and a bow at the back. 
What’s not to love? I’d never heard Vika whinge so much, and 
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there were even tears, but Mum wasn’t going to let her sister down 
so Vik had to do as she was told. Vik isn’t smiling in a single photo 
from that day. The grumpy flower girl, that was her. There’s one in 
every family. 

I had an outfit for every occasion, and it used to drive Vika 
bonkers, but she’s accepted that’s just how it is. Even now, she texts 
me before every gig:

‘What colour are we wearing tonight?’
I usually respond with a range of options. Red, blue, white, 

or black on black on black? It takes about ten texts back and forth 
before we settle on a colour, which is when Vika signs off with an 
‘okay’. 

But I know she’s screaming into her pillow in the hotel room. 



ROOTS

VIKA

Our mother, Siniva, was born in Tonga and came to Australia as 
a nursing student in 1959. At that time, immigration to Australia 
was strictly limited to Europeans under the White Australia 
policy, which prohibited ‘alien-coloured immigrants’, and Mum 
had to get special permission from the Australian and Tongan 
authorities to come here and study. Mum planned to finish her 
nursing qualification and head back to Tonga to work, but that 
plan was dropped when she met Dad at the Sandringham Yacht 
Club in 1965.

Mum and her best friend were there on a group blind date, 
but Mum’s friend soon abandoned her. Dad spotted Mum and 
could see this young woman was out of her depth. He offered to 
drive her home, and on the way asked if she’d mind if they stopped 
to look at the sea. How could an island girl resist a man like that? 
She couldn’t and married Austen  ‘Aussie’ Bull three months later. 

Mixed-race couples like our parents were not the norm in the 
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60s so Mum and Dad had to deal with a lot of racism when they 
were out in public in the early days of their marriage. But none 
of it ever made them doubt or question their love for each other. 
They’ve now been married fifty-eight years and are still going 
strong.

After living in a few flats, Mum and Dad bought their first 
house in Ayr Street, Doncaster. Linda and I are fourth generation 
Donnie chicks and feel a real connection to the suburb. It’s the land 
our grandparents lived and worked on as orchardists when they 
first came to Australia from England, before my dad was born, 
and we still feel that connection today, even though we moved 
out of the suburb many years ago. My memories of Ayr Street are 
vague, but I do remember being concerned about Mum’s safety. 

She worked nights at Donvale Private Hospital, which was a 
geriatric hospital back then. Mum used to say that the only people 
she liked on this earth were babies and old people, and she loved 
her job. But I was always worried when Mum worked night shifts, 
scared that she’d be killed in a car crash on her way home. Not 
just because she’d be tired, but also because she was such a terrible 
driver. Every Saturday and Sunday morning after Mum had done 
a night shift, Linda and I would wake early and rush outside to 
wait anxiously for her to get home. There we’d sit, side by side on 
our Laserlite veranda, starting every time we heard a car in the 
distance, and then finally relaxing when we saw our Austin A40 
turn in and roll down the driveway. 

Dad stuck to Mum’s parenting rules when she was around but 
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relaxed them a little when she was at work. He always had one 
eye on us and one eye on his hobbies, which included gardening, 
building a wooden catamaran and, like many true seventies Aussie 
Dads, creating a unique crazy-paving patio. 

Dad worked for the Department of Agriculture, which 
involved testing cows for brucellosis in the Yarra Valley. Standing 
in cold paddocks, testing, tagging and caring for animals all day 
must have been hard work in winter, but Dad has always been an 
outdoors man and wouldn’t have coped with a desk job. Sometimes 
we’d accompany Dad to those beautiful Yarra Valley farms while 
he worked. It’s a stunning part of the country, with fog rolling off 
the hills and cattle as far as you can see. He would take us to the 
local bakery for a meat pie and a chocolate milk, then we’d all have 
a little nap before heading to the next farm. If we were extra lucky, 
the farmer’s wife would offer us fresh scones with jam and cream 
and a cup of tea. Heaven!

My very first school was Doncaster Park Primary School. It 
was about a 1 kilometre walk from our Ayr Street home, and I 
walked it there and home alone at four years of age. I was excited 
about starting school, but it wasn’t long before I experienced 
racism for the first time. I didn’t understand why I was being 
teased because of the colour of my skin. I had a lovely teacher 
at that school, and I remember her clear as day even now. Mrs 
Gorski was pregnant and would come looking for me at recess 
and lunchtimes and plonk me on her lap. I think she knew I was 
copping it and was trying to protect me. I was her favourite. 
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One day, on the walk home after school, I was followed by a 
couple of horrible little boys not much older than me. They teased 
me all the way home because I was dark. I was crying my eyes out, 
trying to hide the snot that was pouring out of my nose and onto 
my raincoat. 

When I finally arrived at our driveway, Dad was there waiting 
for me. I was relieved. Thank God, I thought. Now these stupid 
boys are gonna get it! 

But Dad didn’t say a word to them. 
‘Don’t worry about those boys,’ he said, wiping my snot and 

tears away. 
I was so pissed off! I’d wanted my dad to beat the crap out of 

them, but I should have known that wasn’t my dad’s way at all. I 
could tell he was upset for me, but our father is a peacemaker. 

When I told Mum, she said, ‘Boys who say stuff like that are 
bloody stupid!’ 

 I was only at Doncaster Park for a year when Ayr Street 
Primary, a brand-new school, opened on our street. Mum and Dad 
moved me there because it was closer. I was happy to be moving 
away from a school where the kids were so mean to me, thinking 
the new school would be better. But the kids at Ayr Street Primary 
were the same, and again I was teased for being dark. 

Here we go again, I thought.
Before I started school, I didn’t know I was different from the 

other kids in our neighbourhood. I thought I was the same. No one 
had ever called me names before. No one had ever called me black! 
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Once I went to primary school, though,  I spent most of my time 
trying to convince the kids in Ayr Street that I wasn’t a ‘darkie’.  
That was until my Tongan grandparents  arrived in town for their 
very first visit. 

Mum’s parents  had never met their granddaughters, or their 
son-in-law. The only communication with Dad had been the 
letter my father wrote my grandfather asking for Mum’s hand in 
marriage. Mum insisted he do this out of love and respect for her 
father, and of course Dad was happy to oblige. A few years later, 
my grandparents finally travelled all the way to Doncaster to meet 
their daughter’s husband and children, and to stay with us for 
three months. 

My grandmother was a beautiful, elegant, half-French, half-
Tongan woman who was very quiet and didn’t speak much English. 
Before our grandparents arrived, Mum told us how Grandma 
had constantly scolded her when she was a little girl and made 
her do the washing on an old-fashioned washboard until her 
fingers bled. Linda and I decided to ignore our grandmother as 
much as possible, as punishment for her being so horrible to our 
beloved mum. It wasn’t until we were older that we thought about 
the reality of the situation in those days, when our grandma was 
constantly pregnant  and having to deal with a rebellious daughter 
(aka Mum) and that the poor woman was probably stressed and 
exhausted from having all those babies. My mother says she is 
sure her mum had undiagnosed post-natal depression.

On one particular day soon after they arrived, my grandfather 
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decided to pick me up and walk me home from school. A nice 
surprise, he thought. That day, I walked out of the school gate to 
see him standing there in all his Tongan splendour, waving and 
smiling at me. 

Grandpa was a very handsome man and always impeccably 
dressed, and on this occasion he was wearing his Sunday best: a 
crisp white shirt, lovely leather sandals and a tupenu – a kind of 
sarong. Over this was a ta‘ovala , which is a woven Tongan mat, 
held in place with a kafa – a belt made from our hair that Mum 
had made especially for their arrival. A kafa is a Tongan tradition 
and is woven together with hair from a first haircut and beautiful 
pearl beads. Not exactly your standard Donnie grandpa uniform. 
Not only that, but now all the kids would know that I was indeed a 
black girl because my grandfather looked like Ray Charles. There 
I was, trying to make a new start and not wanting to be teased 
because of the colour of my skin, and now everyone knew for 
certain.

I put my head down, stomped over to him and my temper 
kicked into fourth gear.

‘How dare you!’ I screamed at him once we were far enough 
away from the school and other kids. ‘How dare you turn up here! 
I can walk home by myself!’

I cussed the poor man all the way home, walking five paces 
ahead and stopping every so often to turn and give my bewildered, 
and probably deeply hurt, grandfather a piece of my mind. As soon 
as I got home, I stormed through the front door and proceeded to 
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scream at my startled mother for allowing her father to make an 
appearance at the school gate. 

Of course, now I am horrified by my behaviour that day. My 
poor grandpa must have been so upset. My only comfort is that 
once we were home, away from other kids’ eyes, he knew how 
much I loved him, and adored sitting on his lap and playing with 
his soft earlobes.

We took our grandparents to check out Doncaster 
Shoppingtown while they were here, and it was a real eye opener 
for them. They had never seen anything like it. The escalators were 
even more mystifying. They’d never seen anything like them and 
were so scared when they first stepped onto the escalator that 
they gripped each other’s hands, turned and sat down. I clearly 
remember seeing Mum pulling them back onto their feet as 
quickly as she could, worried that her parents would scrape their 
bums when we got to the top. We still laugh, and cry, about that 
today. 

Despite our respective reservations about our grandparents 
at the start of their visit, Linda and I grew to adore them both, 
and it was very sad saying goodbye to them at the end of the three 
months. I would even miss seeing my handsome grandfather in all 
his Tongan splendour waiting for me at the school gate. 
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LINDA

Mum and Dad always felt it was important to raise us evenly 
between our two cultural backgrounds. I reckon they did a great 
job because in my heart I feel that I’m equal parts Tongan and 
Aussie. Dad feels like he’s part Tongan too, after so many years 
with Mum. For a typical Aussie bloke from Doncaster, Dad really 
embraced the Tongan’s culture, specifically their beautiful singing, 
their love of family and of course their delicious food. It was all so 
different to what he’d grown up with, especially the food. I think 
the Tongans also gave Dad something he felt had been missing in 
his Australian upbringing. Tongans are loud, they laugh a lot, eat 
heaps of food and stay up all night talking. This lifestyle was very 
different to the meat and three veg, then go to bed after dessert 
approach that Dad was brought up in. His family gave him love 
and security, but the Tongans come in such big numbers with 
such big hearts, and this was something he wasn’t accustomed to 
in his smaller and quieter family life. Dad loves the Tongan people 
as much as they love him.

For the most part, we had a pretty Aussie upbringing, but 
Sundays were always spent with the Tongans. Mum wanted us to 
be brought up the Australian way because it was our home, but she 
held onto a lot of Tongan beliefs and ways, including being strict 
about us attending church. It was a big deal for Mum and so we 
started going to Tongan church as soon as we could walk. Mum 
was a founding member of the first Tongan church in our area. 
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She got involved not only because she had such a strong faith, like 
most Tongans, but also because it was a way to stay connected to 
her community. The church was her a lifeline in a way, because 
she’d had to adjust to Australian life so quickly and would have 
missed her home much more without it. 

I think the only reason Dad came along with us every Sunday 
was because he enjoyed the singing at Tongan church so much. 
Vika and I didn’t love having to go either, but the heavenly 
harmonies made it bearable for all three of us. Dad adored 
hearing the Tongans sing. The harmonies are layered and full, and 
the Tongans can really belt it when they’re singing for Jesus. It’s 
the only time during the whole church service when Dad looked 
vaguely happy. The rest of the time he looked like he was dying of 
boredom. 

Vika and I felt the same way. We’d have to sit for hours on 
end beside our parents on the bum-numbingly hard church pews, 
pretending to listen to the sermon that was entirely in Tongan and 
most of which we didn’t understand. But the beautiful singing 
made it all worthwhile. As soon as the choir started up, all that 
pain and boredom would be forgotten. We couldn’t have known it 
then, but all those years of listening to perfect, beautiful harmonies 
was sinking into our young minds and hearts. 

Tongan isn’t a difficult language to pick up, and I learned a lot 
of words and phrases from the Tongans when they all poured into 
our house in Botanic Drive after church on Sundays. But it was 
Grandpa who taught me my first swear word. ‘Ta’e’ means shit but 
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there were other phrases I loved, like: ‘Si’i me’a fakahela mo’oni’ , 
which sounds a lot like: ‘Shit, fucking hell, I’m horny’ . But the best 
one in my opinion is: ‘Faka’ofa’ofa’ . When pronounced  in English, 
this sounds like: ‘Fucka offa offa’, when it actually means beautiful. 
I loved it because it sounded naughty. 

Tongans are islanders, so are never in a hurry. ‘Tongan time, 
anytime’ or ‘Island time’ were phrases we’d all grown accustomed 
to hearing over the years. Every Sunday, Dad would wait patiently 
after church for hours and hours, while Vika and I learned different 
dancing styles from all the Pacific Nations. This weekly routine 
started when we were four or five. It involved all the half, as well as 
full, Tongan kids dribbling into our Aunty Kalo and Uncle Doug’s 
living room in Blackburn, where there was lots of giggling and 
games of Scarecrow Tiggy until it was time to dance. 

Pesi, a beautiful Tongan dancer, taught us all the cultural 
dances of Tahiti, Tonga, Samoa, New Zealand and Rarotonga. She 
showed Vika and me how to perfect the graceful hand movements 
that we would later come to rely on in our singing performances. 
We still use them.

We had all the costumes to go with the dances that we learned 
too, and all of them were handmade by the mums in their spare 
time. Mum made ours on her trusty Husqvarna sewing machine, 
and I can still remember how skilfully she sewed shells onto our 
grass skirts and made dresses from her rare Tongan fabrics. That 
was the first time I realised that Mum had an artistic side. She 
has great creative vision and can make any outfit she sees from 
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scratch without using a pattern. Mum is a perfectionist, so she’d 
unpick and re-sew our outfits until they fit us like gloves. I was 
always amazed at her refusal to quit, even when her eyes were 
hanging out of her head and she was completely exhausted. She’d 
keep sewing, for hours and hours. I used to try and stay up with 
her, to keep her company, mainly because I was worried she’d fall 
asleep and sew her hand to the dress. 

Mum was also competitive, so it was important that her 
daughters look the best. (Vika and I are both competitive, like our 
mother, but only I am a perfectionist and it does Vika’s head in.)  
There was more than a little healthy competition across the board 
between all the mums, but it was all for a good cause – the yearly 
Tongan dinner dance.

The Tongan dinner dances were designed to raise money for 
the church as well as to bring the Tongan–Australian communities 
together. They were held in the Tongan church hall, which would 
be filled with big round tables of ten or so, covered in white 
tablecloths. Food was laid out on long banquet tables. Loads of 
families from the community would attend and there was an 
abundance of kava – a drink made from the ground roots of the 
kava plants, which has the same effect as weed and tastes awful – 
and delicious Tongan food to feast on, followed by dancing and 
entertainment. That was where we came in.

 The kids were the entertainment, and the Tongan dinner 
dance was where we got the chance to bust out our best cultural 
dance moves, in our best handmade outfits. The Tongan band 
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would play, and we would all file out and perform as a group to 
the music. The band consisted of a bread box bass player, a guitar 
player, a ukulele, a cheesy keyboard, Lali drummers and singers. 
We all looked beautiful, but if you were shy like I was you could 
hide behind one of the bigger, more outgoing, kids.

The audience showed their appreciation for our brilliant 
performance by approaching us with fistfuls of dollars and sticking 
them on us. Yes, sticking them on us. Our skin had been heavily 
oiled in coconut before the performance, not only to make us 
glisten and shine, but to make it easier for the notes to stick. This 
was one of the fundraising elements of the evening, and I always 
found this custom a little peculiar and confronting. 

When the dance was over, the aunties would pick the money 
off our bodies and the ground, and hand it over to the church. 
If you were lucky, and nobody was looking, you could sneak a 
wayward fiver down your top or inside your grass skirt, which 
was an upside to the whole weird tradition. I did it loads of times 
and never got caught, figuring it was my pay for all the practice I’d 
done. Five bucks would go a long way at my local milk bar. It could 
buy me lots of five cent bags of my favourite lollies – Eucalyptus 
Drops and Redskins. Anyway, why should the church get it all? I 
knew Jesus wouldn’t mind.



GROWING UP IN DONCASTER

LINDA 

I’ve always thought Vik is pretty, much prettier than me. My 
sister has finer bones, lighter skin, bigger eyes, beautiful hair 
and a good set of pins, while I was always called the ‘Heiferlump’ 
when we were young kids. I didn’t mind Dad’s nickname for me 
because I knew I was chunkier than most kids, and I was happy 
to be chunky. 

That is, until I started kindergarten and everything changed.
From day one, my kindergarten teacher made it clear that she 

didn’t like me very much. This woman was a real nasty piece of 
work and the first person in my life who made me feel like maybe 
there was something wrong with me. She didn’t muck around 
when it came to letting everyone else know I was different too. 

Everything in my life took a turn during our first show and 
tell. I was naturally very shy then, which is hard to believe now 
because I’m so outgoing, but I remember I felt nervous as I got up 
in front of the whole class. As I stood there, I remember looking at 
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the other little girls – all fair, pretty and white – sitting on the floor 
and realising for the first time how different I looked to them. 
Before kindy, I’d had no idea that I was dark skinned, or that this 
was even a point of difference, but standing there in that moment 
it was obvious to me. 

‘Tell the class about your family,’ the teacher said, with obvious 
disdain.

I took a deep breath then said the first words I ever spoke in 
front of an audience. I felt like this description of my family was a 
good way of explaining why I looked the way I did.

‘My mummy has a black bottom, and my daddy has a white 
bottom.’ 

I regretted the words the second they came out of my mouth. 
The teacher sneered and the kids rocked back and forth with 
laughter. Mum was in the kitchen out the back, helping make 
snacks, and I remember seeing her rush in with a look on her face 
like, ‘I can’t believe you said that!’ She wasn’t angry with me, but 
the teacher was. I could tell by the way she pursed her thin red lips 
that she was disgusted by what I’d said. She told me to sit down 
and as I did, I hoped the floor would open so I could sink down 
into it. 

I just couldn’t seem to do anything right. I tried so hard to 
be good, putting my hand up in question time, waiting my turn, 
not grabbing the instruments I wanted first, hanging my bag on 
the right hook and cleaning up after myself, but the more well 
behaved I was, the more horrible the teacher became. She had no 
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reason to tell me off so instead she mocked my drawings, and if 
the other kids left me out of games, she didn’t say anything and 
just let them. Hell, I think she enjoyed it. She always made me feel 
different, and not in a good way . 

Every photo I have of myself at that kindy is hard for me to 
look at, even today, because of the fake smile plastered across 
my face. I can see straight through that happy expression to the 
desperately sad little girl underneath. I hated everything about 
that place: the small chairs and tables, the miniature toilets that 
seemed ridiculous to me, the smell of the lino, our name tags, 
and those stupid hooks we had to hang our bags on. Day after 
day, every second I was at kindergarten, I couldn’t wait to get out 
of there. All I wanted was to be home with my mum. My mum 
was kind, and she didn’t treat me like an imbecile. She also smelt 
a hell of a lot nicer than my old battle-axe of a kindergarten 
teacher.

I can’t remember how long I kept going to kindergarten, but 
think I only lasted a few weeks. Mum came to pick me up one 
afternoon and I whispered in her ear, ‘Can I stay home from now 
on? I don’t want to come back here.’

I remember Mum leaning down and nodding. ‘Yes,’ she said. 
‘You can stay home.’

In that moment I felt a massive rush of love for my mother 
because I knew she was on my side. Mum had been to the kindy 
enough times to know that my teacher was a small-minded, 
sadistic racist, so her attitude was pretty much, ‘Hell yeah! I’m 
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not sending you back here!’
She grabbed my hand, walked me out, and we never returned.
Instead, I got to ride in the back seat of our car while Mum 

learned to drive. Even at that young age I could tell that she wasn’t 
the best driver because I’d be rolling all over the back seat, trying 
to sleep, as she hit the corners and kerbs of every quiet street in 
Doncaster. Still, it was a hell of a lot more fun than being made to 
stand facing the wall after I’d peed my pants , with my wet little 
legs and shoes full of urine while the whole class laughed at me. 
The humiliation and sadness I felt in that moment is still potent 
all these years later. I realise now that the effect of being made to 
feel like I wasn’t good enough was to prove to everyone that I was. 
I did this by being nice to everybody and working really hard in 
school and at everything I tried, and I was careful never ever to 
belittle or degrade others the way I had been.

Dad had no idea that any of this had happened. Mum always 
dealt with anything racism-related because she knew it would hurt 
him too much. To this day, if we accidentally let a bad memory 
slip out in front of him, he’ll say, ‘What? When did that happen? 
Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Because you didn’t need to know,’ Mum will say. ‘Don’t worry, 
I sorted it out.’ 

And she always did. As one of my daughters has always said, 
‘We’re all playing checkers, and Nan’s playing chess.’
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VIKA

New house, new school, new friends (again !)
Mum and Dad have always been great renovators, gardeners 

and home makers, and after living in Ayr Street for five years, 
they sold it for a profit and upgraded to a bigger house in Botanic 
Drive, Doncaster. We would live there for the next five years.

Linda and I were five and six when we moved into our new 
house at the end of a court at the bottom of a very steep hill. It was 
a 70s modernist-inspired Glenville dream home, with a slanted 
façade, three windows at the front, a pigeon coop out the back, 
crazy paving (of course!) and a carport. It had a heavily carved 
dark wood front door that was flanked by beer bottle-coloured 
glass panels. We loved our new home from the moment we laid 
eyes on it.

Mum had worked hard to save for the gold, velvet, three-piece 
lounge suite in our lounge room, which sat atop our red, orange 
and brown shag pile rug. In the nice room that was only used when 
we had guests we had a dark mahogany extendable dining table – 
that we still use for family dinners today  – that could seat four, 
eight, or ten at a stretch. Mum made all the curtains in our house 
from lace so they would let the light in during the day while still 
providing a bit of privacy. She also made linen black-out brocade 
curtains to keep us cool in summer. 

The move meant changing schools again. This time 
to Doncaster Primary School, the one our father and our 
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grandmother had gone to as well. The original building is still 
standing today. Dad lost his father, Claude, to liver cancer when 
he was just seven years old, so his memories of our grandfather 
are sketchy at best. Claude met a local Doncaster girl named 
Gladys Whitten, got married and four years later our father, 
Austen ‘Aussie’ Bull, was born. When Claude died, Gladys moved 
to our great grandparents’ house on Doncaster Road, where the 
shoppingtown now sits. Gladys’s parents had helped to build 
various structures in the local community, including Doncaster’s 
historic sandstone church, made famous by Scott and Charlene’s 
wedding on Neighbours many years later. 

Linda and I loved the fact that our father and grandma went 
to the same school, and Doncaster Primary is also where I met my 
best friend, Lyn Talbot. Lyn was a beautiful blonde girl, and we 
hit it off straight away. Unfortunately, I only stayed there for two 
years because, guess what? Another new school – Botanic Park 
Primary – opened and so I had to up and move again. 

Bloody hell! 
Four schools in six years  wasn’t exactly ideal, but my parents 

couldn’t do a thing because of zoning. I was sorry to leave Lyn, but 
luckily, she lived only half a kilometre’s walk from us so I continued 
to see her after school and stayed over at Lyn’s most weekends. The 
Talbots were well off and had a big house with a pool. Mum loved 
Lyn’s mother too and they were great friends. They also loved the 
fact that I dragged Lyn along to Sunday School at the Church of 
England on Doncaster Road every Sunday morning. Lyn hated 
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going but I won big brownie points with her mum for taking her 
with me. 

My fourth school, Botanic Park Primary, was newly 
constructed, and kids came from everywhere around our area. I 
didn’t know a soul there but soon became friends with a beautiful 
girl named Sally Roxon, and Linda became friends with Sally’s 
sister Nicola, who went on to become the first female Attorney-
General of Australia in 2011. 

Advance Australia Fair became our country’s new national 
anthem  while I was at Botanic Park Primary, and all of us kids 
were made to learn it by reciting it word for word in class every 
day. I thank the Lord for this because those words became part of 
my DNA, which came in handy many years later. 

I didn’t encounter much racism at all at my final primary 
school and remember all the kids in my class at Botanic Park 
Primary fondly. 



Vika and Linda Bull have been singing together 
their whole lives: in church with their mother; as 
iconic members of The Black Sorrows; on their 
own 1994 double-platinum debut, Vika and Linda, 
and on number-one albums by Paul Kelly, Kasey 
Chambers and John Farnham. Their seven studio 
albums traverse rock, country, gospel, reggae, 
R&B, soul and blues, as well as their rich Tongan 
heritage. They’ve played gigs for Nelson Mandela, 
the King of Tonga and 100,000 fans at the AFL 
Grand Final. They’ve also been nominated for five 
ARIA Awards and were inducted into the Music 
Victoria Hall of Fame in 2019.

After decades in which they were mostly known 
for backing up major Australian artists, they hit 
2020 with a bang when their career anthology, 
Akilotoa, topped Australian charts – the first by 
an Australian female duo to do so. It was quickly 
followed up by another chart-topper: Sunday 
(The Gospel According To Iso), recorded during 
the lockdowns of 2020. In 2021, they took centre 
stage with with the release of their first original 
album in 19 years – aptly titled The Wait. Not long 
after in 2022, they were awarded the medal of the 
Order of Australia (OAM). 

No Bull is their first book and will coincide with the 
release of their new album, Gee Whiz, it’s Christmas!

© Brian Purnell, Mushroom 
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