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Interviewer, Interviewer 2, Vlass Shabolin

Vlass Shabolin:
My name is Vlass Shabolin.  And I was born on St. Paul Island in 1937, October, 1937.  And I’ve been here on St. Paul Island and I went out and during grade school, I finished, well, they took me out after I graduated from 8th grade.  The government employee super, island manager took me out to help so I can help my dad and support the family.  
At that time the grade school was limited for our education by the government.  It, it was like when my dad was going to school, he was only taught to sign his name and sort of like this to say, yes, sir and no, sir.  And he couldn't talk back to the government employees or anything.  
The Government furnished the homes for the people that did the fur seal hunt for them in the early 1920s and 30s.  My dad came from Alaska to do the fur seal trade here with the government after the Russians left, after the Russians sold Alaska to United States.  So when the government took over, my father and my uncles were working for the government.  Not for the money, but for their food, groceries and ammunition to go hunt seals and sea lions during the wintertime.  So everything was limited in them years for the elderlies that worked here.  
The majority of them were here for the fur seal hunt, but some, some of the elders were brought from the Aleutian chain.  Like my father, he was brought here from Alaska to do the first seal hunt when he was a young man, maybe 18, 19.  And when he got over here, they, my grandparents liked my dad, I guess for the way he was working.  And they told him that he would, he was going to marry my mother.  In them days they just used to tell the people to, that they were going to marry this woman here or she was going to marry this man from Alaska or Atka, Akutan or Nikolski, wherever.  So they didn't have no choice of what love was, they just got married, that's it, and had a family.  
And then as they got, when they got married, people named, by the name of Krukoff, used to have my house, in this house here.  And they, they moved out since they were elderlies and they couldn't have any more children, they moved out to a single, single home where couples could live as a, for themselves as they grow older.  And gave this house to my dad, the government gave this house to my dad.  And so they, so they can raise a family here and be comfortable.  Used to be a 2 bedroom house then.  And then later years, my dad had the government people put bedrooms upstairs and downstairs.  
And early years, people didn’t have no say to the government when they were working.  My dad would be afraid to say anything  to the government.  Even the fur seal was only hunted during summer season and during fall season you were not allowed to do any fur seal hunt.  So my dad would sneak out to the rookery and get a seal pup or 2 just to feed the family, because in them days we had electricity here until 12 midnight and then the power was turned off and we didn’t have no, no refrigerators, no refrigeration in the homes and no electric stove or any kind.  We had a coal stove to keep the house warm in them early days.  So my dad used to sometimes chop wood and then the coal would, given by the government.   
See, if you worked for the government they gave it to you.  But I know that in early years even widowers were, were not allowed to get any coal in the days for their homes.  So the people in the tribal, tribal government here helped the, the elderlies and then had, and the government gave them some coal to keep their house warm during winter time.  
Course, your water was supplied by the household.  We had to go out and pack water in order to have water in the house.  We didn’t have no showers, no running water in them days, so my mom would heat up the water on the stove and put it in the big tub on the floor and gave us kids a bath one at a time in the round tub before we head for school.  
And my mom would have to keep the house clean in order to live in it, or we live in it.  The government employees, the doctor and the island manager used to work every Thursdays and inspect the houses.  So if whenever a house was dirty, they’d make a mark that these folks are not keeping their house clean.  And then there was some folks that they were, they moved out of their homes and put them in a little house, like in laundry house, which behind our house there’s a little shack.  And they used to let them live in there with their kids.  It’s one bedroom.  I mean, 1, 2, 2 room house, but it was small.  
And then if they couldn’t keep those clean, they moved them out of the village and I remember there were folks, a couple of folks there what their family were moved out to Maroonic and they lived out of town, about 5 miles out of town.  And the government gave them that as a punishment to teach them to keep a house clean.  If they kept the house clean out, out in the cap house, they’d bring them back in the village and let them live in town.  Give them a house again and let them live in town, which was hard.  That was cruelty far as I’m concerned.  

That was, my father, when my father and the elders that worked here, early years in 1920s, 30s, even in 40s, they were treated as slaves.  They did not work for any money, they worked for the food.  And then they would not talk back to any visitor from off the island where, like the Coast Guard cutter would be here and they were not allowed to talk to any white man beside the island manager.  And if you did, they'd ask you why, what you said and everything.  And be punished if you did, didn't do what the government said.

And to live in this house, my dad would have a family from Alaska and then once a month, once a year they'd try to go to Alaska and visit their families.  So they gave them something like two weeks between, the boat would run between Alaska and St. Paul transporting the local people and people from down the chain to do the fur seal hunt.  
And when they’d, for the fur seal hunt they’d be here they could stay in the bunkhouse and we'd have the local boys do the cooking for them for the summertime while they were here for three months.  And while they were here for three months, they used to save some seal meat and brine it in a barrel, what we call a 30 gallon sealskin barrel.  And take it from here to Nikolski, Alaska and Atka and Akutan for the winter supply for their food.  
But, cause the fur seal moved out of here during winter time and we’d only have stellar sea lions around here with harbor seal.  So we hunt sea lion during fall season, winter season, because we didn’t have no refrigeration, my dad would hunt it for the day that, for next 3 days that we, we’d need meat in the house.  For the holidays we’d store some.  
And since we didn’t have no refrigeration, what meat you had left on the carcass of the stellar sea lion out on the beach there, they’d dig some rocks, dig some rocks, dig a hole and put the carcass in, by the shoreline, into the, in the hole they dug and they'd cover it with rocks and keep it fresh for one week in case they didn't kill no sea lion.  We’d go out there and dig the seal carcass out and they'd take the meat, bring it home then we'd have something to, so we could have something to eat.

And the government in 1940s, they had, we had, 1930s and 40s they had the dairy cows up here.  And then my dad and two of the local people used to take care, take the dairy cows year-round.  And then when my, when my dad used to milk the cows and make 50 gallons of milk, they delivered to the government employees only.  School teachers and doctors and the island manager and whoever worked for the government.  And they would never allow my father to bring a quart of milk to my house or whatever.  

So government supplied the families with canned milk once a week, depending upon how many children was in the family.  And same thing with food.  10 pounds of potatoes and maybe 3, 5 pounds of onions to last you 1 week.  And 3 pounds of rice and canned, a bunch of canned food, like 4 cans of corned beef, 2 cans of fruit, 1 can of jam per house or something like that.  And then sometimes my mom would save the fruits for the holidays to make some pies.  
But during summertime my mom would take the whole family and go out, go out of town and pick moss berries and bring it home and save it in something like coffee cans or number 10 cans and put them in a bag.  Sometimes they saved seal meat, dried seal meat inside of a, they, my dad would blow up a seal’s gut, a stomach and then they’d put the seal, dried seal meat inside the seal’s stomach and keep it there all summer.  And that was our beef jerky for the winter and whenever we had a family gathering, we’d take some out and then have a dinner with the family.
And my dad had to do everything what the government said.  As I grew up, I, like I said earlier, I was taken out of school when I turned 16 and helped my dad support the family.  And from there I went to work for the government for a whole season as a laborer.  And after summer time comes, I went to, went out to the rookery, did seal hunt with, with my dad and everybody else.  I didn’t like the idea, so I just did my fur seal hunt 2 years, 16 and 17.  
And then at 17½ I went off the island and joined the Marines.  I had to take a boat from here to southeastern Alaska.  And from southeastern, from Sitka, I had to take a ferry to Juneau.  From Juneau, I flew to Anchorage.  From Anchorage, I took my physical and my exam to join the military.
Interviewer: 
[Phone ringing.]  If you can pause there.  Okay.

Vlass Shabolin:
Whenever you’re ready.

Interviewer:
Yeah.  So, you were finishing up your kind of history of going in the Marines.

Vlass Shabolin:
Huh uh.

Interviewer:
After you went in the Marines, what happened to you?

Vlass Shabolin:
I went to Korean War for awhile and then I, then I came back 1960 after serving 4 years in the Marine.  Then I started working for the government.  I worked for the government as a laborer for first 3 months after I got here.  Then the tribal government, they needed a police officer up here, so I got into police, became a police officer for the tribal government for the first year I was here.  And then the city, they transferred me to the city police department.  So I became a city police officer here in 1962.
Interviewer:
How was life different on the island from then to before, in the 1930s and 40s when you were a kid out here?  Had things changed in the way the government was treating people?

Vlass Shabolin:
Oh, a lot of changes was to being done then.  Of course, I couldn’t say anything when I was growing up.  I was always, I turned 16, I couldn’t talk back to the government agency here or talk, talk to, I wouldn’t, I wouldn’t even badmouth the schoolteacher or anybody.  If I did, I would be punished by the island manager.  So my freedom was limited when I was growing up.  

But after I got back from the Marine Corp, it changed.  After 4 years, it changed a lot.  The tribal government people got together with the, with the government and started working together.  So the, our tribal council started enforcing the law here, took over the law from the government, cause my dad was the government agency’s police officer here.  Sometimes when he had to lock someone up, a local person up for getting in trouble.  And then from there it changed a lot.

Interviewer:
And during the time prior to that, when you were a kid, you said that you did something like that, you’d be punished by the island manager.  How would they punish you?  What would they do?  What kind of punishments would they give?

Vlass Shabolin:
Oh, they’d take me, if I was, if I broke the government house window or did something like, if I threw rocks at the island manager, then they’d take my dad into the office and they’d talk to my dad.  And then my dad would have to get me from school and take me to the island manager’s office.  And in front of the island managers, my, I would be paddled by my dad.  And then after I was paddled, then I was to stick to the house where I wouldn’t be playing out.  My dad would take my shoes and then put it in a footlocker and lock it up during the day if I didn’t go to school.  But after school, I would be home and I would be punished to the house.  I wouldn’t even leave, my mom would let, wouldn’t let me leave the house.  That would be something like for 1, 1 month, 30 days of punishment.
Interviewer:
Okay.

Vlass Shabolin:
After the tribal government and the city manager, or city police officer, in 1968 I became a state trooper constable.  I went to Saltonjak and got educated.  My education, where all my education was from the military.  
And right now there, when I came back Etchicon was open freely for the children, because the airline was taking them down instead of the boat.  So from Etchicon the children came here, worked for the government and the government improved quite a bit to what the local people here, we, they started to educating people to be a mechanic, carpenter.  They start teaching the young ones here while they were learning something in school.   And when the government was phasing out, they, the government was teaching some of our young ones, like myself or guys at my age were being taught how to be a carpenter, a mechanic, power plant operator and whatever in case.  
The TDX Corporation took over the island in 1968, I think, and self-governing ourself was a big step.  We had our ups and downs for awhile for past, for maybe past 5 years.  And then we caught on after that.  So the self-governing, the TDX Corporation taking over the island, changed a lot.  And made a big move for the future of St. Paul.  
St. Paul Island itself, right now, is run by 3 organizations.  That’s City of St. Paul and tribal government and TDX Corporation.  And they have their own operation going on right now, like teaching, TDX Corporation’s got a contract all over United States now where they’re teaching the young people to learn some trades on the outside.  We have some people that’s interested in being a biologist.   Some young ones are going into scientific program, some engineering, so our young generation has got the future in their hands right now to better St. Paul Island’s living.  And the people I see right now are, they’re, CEOs from all organizations are teaching the young ones how to supervise St. Paul Island.  
The school itself has a young student council that goes to the council meetings and all the activities that the City and TDX and tribal government come together and have their meetings, general meetings.  
Or either they, they allow, send some young people out to low 48’s to educate themselves little further, see what the lifestyle is on the outside and they’d bring it home and they give the differences, like in the reservation or even in the big city like Seattle, San Francisco, anyplace in California.  We even had some young ones down in Hawaii, in Colorado, teaching, learning how to do trades.
And then they bring it up to, they bring it up to the islands and they get together and educate one another.  So there is a big step right now, I see it in the future of St. Paul that we’re self-governing ourself in the long run to see that the future of St. Paul will live forever.  And with the government phase out, we haven’t had any problems since 1968.   We’ve self-governed ourselves and we have few government employees come around and see how we’re handling the fur seal hunt for our subsistence.  
So I can say from my time to this day, at 2005, that the future has moved up in the long run for St. Paul Island between the elderlies and the young together.  So St. Paul Island has been very successful and we work together with St. George Island.  So both islands, if both islands work together and the people are united, there’s nobody leaves anybody behind.  
Our fishermen and our seal hunters, that people that harvest stellar seals get together and get supply for the elderlies before the, we feed ourselves first.  We give them halibut for their freezers and during the winters, fall season, winter season, we go duck hunting.  We make sure they get some ducks for the winter supply.  And the City of St. Paul is taking care of the, their elderlies and everything.  So we’re united just like any place else United States.
Interviewer:
Good.  That’s very good.  Just one quick kind of off the cuff question.  I don’t know if you have a feeling about this or not, it’s kind of a weird situation that they let you have a subsistent seal harvest, but they don’t let you do anything with the pelts.  There’s lots of people that would love to have those pelts.
Vlass Shabolin:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
And what, why is that?  Why does that have to be?  It seems really wasteful to me to skin all those seals and then throw the pelts in the dump.
Vlass Shabolin:
They’re afraid that I might take 10 hides and clean them up, clean them up and sell them, sell them on the outside on the market to someone, someone else, like the fur traders in Seattle or somebody.

Interviewer:
So?

Vlass Shabolin:
Or somebody, individually might want to buy a pelt or 2 and then, it’s controlled by our tribal government.  That’s all controlled by the tribal government.  Because if somebody like myself would like to get, start a business by taking all the fur seal hides and sell them, then tribal government wouldn’t have anything else to do with the fur seal hides.
Interviewer:
But now they throw them in the trash.

Vlass Shabolin:
Yeah, that’s waste.  It hurts us to see something like that be thrown away when we should keep it for ourselves and then do something with it.  We had, we had, we sell some to the Eskimo, Upik people that does the fur seal.  Or fur coats or whatever they want to do.  But that’s not, that’s not for us to do though.  I mean, that’s the way I look at it, because people would, would make use of it by selling it instead of tribal government by itself.  It’s a waste like some people say.
Interviewer:
Okay.  Good.  
Interviewer 2:
One thing that I, I think I messed with, just your, your, maybe your name and maybe your Aleutian name, if you have one.  And then your tribe.
Interviewer:
In the beginning you didn’t get that?

Interviewer 2:
I don’t think --

Interviewer:
Okay.  Can we just do that one, here at the end?  Your full name and, and the --

Vlass Shabolin:
My native name?

Interviewer:
Your native name.

Vlass Shabolin:
Okay.

Interviewer:
And, yeah, if we could just have that.   
Vlass Shabolin:
Okay.

Interviewer:
Go ahead.

Vlass Shabolin:
Okay.  My name is Vlass Shabolin.  And my Aleut name is Kuschiana Aona is the sea urchin in English.  My, Aona was given to me after my uncle Vlass Shabolin, Vlass Penkoff.  And when the people celebrated his birthday they used to come to his house wearing their suits and dried sea urchin sewn on their suit.  They pin it on their suit and they go to his house on his birthday party, because his native name was Aona.  And that’s a sea urchin.  That’s my native name also.
Interviewer:
Aona.  Mmm hmm.  Okay.  Good.  Thanks.  They put it in lower terms, they spell it right.  So if you can spell it out for us.
Vlass Shabolin:
Oh, Vlass.

Interviewer:
Yeah.

Vlass Shabolin:
Okay.  Vlass is, Vlass, my name is Vlass and my last name, the way you spell it is V-L-A-S-S.  And my last name is S-H-A-B-O-L-I-N.

Interviewer:
Okay.  And if you’re, when you’re credited in the movie, underneath your picture would it, would you rather have your Aleut name there or that name?

Vlass Shabolin:
That name would be fine, cause that’s what everybody knows --

Interviewer:
Knows you?  Okay.

Vlass Shabolin:
Who I am.
Interviewer: 
Okay.  Good.
[End of Audio]
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