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About the book

Book Review: "They Called Me Number One" by Bev Sellars

Bev Sellars powerful memoair, "They Called Me Number One," offers araw
and honest exploration of the dark legacy of Canada's residential school
system, drawing heavily from her personal experiences. Asthe chief of the
Xat’sull (Soda Creek) First Nation, Sellars skillfully articul ates the profound
effects of cultural destruction, systemic abuse, and family breakdown that

these institutions imposed on Indigenous peoples.

This book serves as both a deeply personal narrative and afierce
condemnation of the injustices faced by First Nations. Sellars' storytelling
reveals not only her own resilience and strength but also the collective
struggle of Indigenous communities to confront painful histories and reclaim

their identities.

Ultimately, this compelling account challenges readers to engage with this
significant part of history and to understand the ongoing battles for justice

and healing within Indigenous societies.
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About the author

Profile: Bev Sellars

Name: Bev Sdllars
Affiliation: Xat'sull (Soda Creek) First Nation, British Columbia, Canada

Overview:

Bev Sellarsis a prominent Indigenous leader and advocate renowned for her
profound contributions to the advancement of Indigenous rights and
education.

Roles:
- Former Chief of the Xat'sull First Nation

- Community Councillor

Education:
- Degreesin History and Law

Contributions;
Sellarsis a passionate advocate for the reclamation and preservation of
Indigenous culture and languages. Her advocacy is enriched by her academic

background, which informs her powerful storytelling.
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Key Publication:

"They Called Me Number One"

In this landmark work, Sellars shares her personal experiences alongside
those of her peers who endured the Canadian residential school system.
Through her narrative, she highlights the long-lasting effects of these

institutions on Indigenous communities and families.

Legacy:
Sellars remains a vital voice for justice and healing, using her writing and

leadership to uplift Indigenous peoples and foster awareness about their

struggles and resilience.
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They Called Me Number One Summary
Chapter List

1. Exploring the Impact of Residential Schools on Indigenous Children

2. A Personal Journey Through Loss, |dentity and Resilience

3. Unpacking Systematic Racism and Its Ongoing Effects on First Nations
4. The Road to Healing: Stories of Strength and Community

5. Reflecting on the Future: Education, Reconciliation, and Hope for

Indigenous Peoples
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1. Exploring the Impact of Residential Schools
on Indigenous Children

In her poignant memoir "They Called Me Number One," Bev Sellars delves
into the deep scars left by the residential school system on Indigenous
children in Canada. These schools were established in an effort to assimilate
Indigenous populations into Euro-Canadian culture, resulting in significant
trauma that has permeated generations. Sellars' narrative illustrates how the
residential school experience strips away cultural identity, inflicts emotional
trauma, and disrupts familial bonds, leading to a debilitating cycle of loss

and identity crisis for Indigenous youth.

The residential school system aimed to eradicate Indigenous languages,
traditions, and beliefs. Children were often forcibly removed from their
families and communities, placed in environments that violated their basic
rights and subjected them to harsh discipline, neglect, and, in many cases,
physical and sexual abuse. Sellars personally recounts her experiences,
revealing the chilling reality of being labeled with numbers rather than
names, an act that stripped her of her identity and humanity. This
dehumanization was a systematic approach that not only targeted children

but sought to erase entire cultures.

For many Indigenous children, the psychological toll of attending residential

schools was profound. As Sellars notes, the loss of family connections
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during formative years created a void that led to feelings of abandonment
and unworthiness. The emotional and psychological scars were further
compounded by the cultural dislocation experienced upon returning home.
The children, now products of aforeign education system, often found it
challenging to reintegrate into their communities. Language loss and shame
surrounding their cultural heritage created barriers that facilitated further

alienation.

The impact did not end with the individual. Whole communities felt the
reverberations of these schools. When children returned home, they often
lacked the cultural knowledge and social skills necessary for sharing
traditions and languages. This breakdown in cultural transmission created a
ripple effect, leading to a generational gap in cultural practices and
understanding. Many Indigenous communities still grapple with thisloss

today, impacting their resilience and ability to heal.

To illustrate the long-term consequences, consider the case of the Tsilhgot'in
Nation, whose children were forcibly taken from their homes and sent to
residential schools. The Nation witnessed a decline in fluent speakers of the
Tsilhgot'in language and a loss of traditional practices as children returned
without the knowledge passed down from their elders. The repercussions of
this disrupted cultural transmission led to a struggle to reclaim language and

culture in the subsequent decades.
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However, amidst this deeply ingrained trauma, Sellars also emphasizes a
narrative of resilience and survival. The strength of Indigenous children and
their communitiesis profound, as they endeavor to recover from the legacies
of pain inflicted upon them. Their stories are filled with moments of
resistance, where connections to culture and identity are fiercely defended
and rebuilt. The processis not easy and is fraught with the remnants of
systematic racism and personal loss, yet there exist powerful examples of

healing through community and connection.

Thereis agrowing movement among Indigenous peoples to reclaim their
educational narratives and cultural practices, facilitating healing within
families and communities. Grassroots initiatives focusing on language
revitalization and cultural education symbolize a reclamation of identity—an
effort rooted deeply in strength and resilience. They aim not just to heal the
wounds of the past but to educate future generations, ensuring that

Indigenous culture, languages, and identities flourish once more.

In conclusion, exploring the impact of residential schools shinesalight on
the complex layers of loss, identity, and resilience faced by Indigenous
children. Bev Sellars' journey reveals the nuances of this suffering while
showcasing the potential for healing through commitment to cultural

reclamation and community support. The collective efforts of Indigenous
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peoples towards education, reconciliation, and healing serve as a beacon of
hope, not just for themselves but for the future of Indigenous cultures

throughout Canada.
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2. A Personal Journey Through L oss, |dentity
and Resllience

In her poignant memoir, "They Called Me Number One", Bev Sellars takes
readers through her deeply personal journey that intertwines themes of |oss,
identity, and resilience, profoundly shaped by her experiences as a First

Nations woman in Canada.

Sdllars reflects vividly on her childhood in the aftermath of the residential
school system, where Indigenous children were forcibly removed from their
families and communities. This system was designed to eradicate Indigenous
cultures, languages, and identities. For Sellars, being one of those children,
her memories are painted with the colors of grief and dislocation. The
enforced separation from her family severed ties to her heritage and
nurturing, leading to a sense of profound loss that marked her early life. She
recalls the painful absence of her community's wisdom and the warmth of
familial love, as she was stripped of her cultural identity, assigned the

number one in a sequence of dehumanization.

Personal loss extends beyond familial separation for Sellars; the experiences
of trauma inflicted upon her and her peers echoed within their spirits. At
residential school, the children faced not only cultural erasure but also
emotional and physical abuse. Sellars shares harrowing accounts of the

environment that stifled her childhood joys, as the laughter of children gave
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way to fear and helplessness. This traumatic backdrop laid the groundwork
for an identity struggle that many Indigenous people share—a struggle to
reconcile one’s cultural roots with the imposed narratives of shame and

inferiority.

Despite these odds, Sellars' narrative unfolds into a powerful testament of
resilience. She writes about her journey towards reclaiming her identity and
embracing her roots. The adversity she faced became a catalyst for her
determination to break the cycle of pain and disconnection. Through
education, both formal and informal, she began to explore her heritage,
diving into the rich history of her ancestors. This ambitious quest for
knowledge was not merely academic but deeply personal. Sellars recognized

that reclaiming her identity wasintrinsic to her healing process.

As she recounts her journey, she also emphasi zes the significance of
community—how collective experiences, shared histories, and communal
healing can pave the way for personal recovery. Sellars narrativeis
interwoven with the stories of other survivors, showcasing the strength and
resilience across generations. She illustrates how, through storytelling, often
regarded as a sacred Indigenous tradition, both individuals and communities
can find healing. These voices bring forth not only individual stories of

struggle but also a shared narrative of survival and resurgence.
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The theme of resiliencein Sellars' life is further evident as she becomes a
source of inspiration for others. Her challenges transformed her into a vocal
advocate for Indigenous rights, emphasizing the importance of education
and cultural recognition. By sharing her personal narrative, she hoped to
empower other Indigenous individuals navigating similar struggles,
encouraging them to reclaim their narratives and find strength in their

identities,

Selling her experiences posits a broader message about the broader systemic
issues affecting Indigenous communities today. The scars of the residential
school system, as highlighted in her memoir, demonstrate that these
traumatic legacies often hinder the growth and flourishing of Indigenous
populations. Her journey articulates the pressing need for societal
acknowledgment of these injustices, paving the way for healing not just at an

individual level, but collectively among First Nations.

In summary, "They Called Me Number One" encapsulates Bev Sellars
personal journey through loss and identity, emblematic of the struggles faced
by Indigenous peoples following traumatic historical events. Y et, through
her narrative, it becomes clear that resilience is a powerful force, enabling
individuals to not only survive but thrive despite the weighted past. Her
memoir illustrates that reclaiming one’ s identity is not a solitary act but a

communal endeavor, one that fosters hope for a brighter future anchored in
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understanding, recognition, and respect for diversity.
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3. Unpacking Systematic Racism and Its
Ongoing Effectson First Nations

In "They Caled Me Number One," Bev Sellars delves into the pervasive and
systematic racism faced by First Nations peoplesin Canada, detailing how
colonia policies and societal attitudes have perpetuated a cycle of
marginalization and discrimination that continues to affect these
communities in profound and damaging ways. Systematic racism is not just
an issue of individual prejudice; rather, it is embedded in the structures and
institutions of society. Thisreality manifestsitself in various forms,
including socio-economic disparities, cultural erosion, and the ongoing

impacts of policies such asthe Indian Act.

Sdllarsillustrates how the legacy of residential schools remains a haunting
gpecter in the lives of First Nations peoples. These institutions were
designed to assimilate Indigenous children, stripped of their languages,
cultures, and family connections. The psychological and emotional toll of
this experience is profound, creating a disconnection not just from cultural
identities but also from family bonds. This form of enforced cultural
genocide didn't just end with the closure of these schools; the effects
reverberated through generations, contributing to higher rates of mental
health issues, substance abuse, and familial instability among Indigenous

communities.
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The impact of systematic racism on the educational system also deserves
attention. Sellars notes how Indigenous students frequently encounter an
education system that fails to recognize their unique histories and
perspectives. Textbooks often overlook or misrepresent Indigenous
experiences, creating an environment where students feel marginalized and
disenfranchised. This disconnect can discourage First Nations youth from
pursuing education, perpetuating a cycle of disadvantage. For instance, in
many regions, Indigenous students face a starkly different educational
environment compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts, often lacking
access to the same resources, extracurricular opportunities, and support

structures.

Further complicating matters, Sellars reflects on the economic ramifications
of systematic racism. Indigenous communities often face barriersin
accessing employment and fair wages, contributing to poverty and
disinvestment. The consequences are seen in poorer health outcomes, lower
life expectancy, and limited access to necessary services. The perpetuation
of stereotypes—where First Nations individuals are regarded with suspicion
or as less capable—fuels economic disparities, limiting opportunities and

reinforcing systemic barriers.

Another critical component of systematic racism is the lack of proper

representation and voice within political systems. Often, decisions impacting
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| ndigenous communities are made without adequate consultation, further
marginalizing these groups. This governance gap leads to policies that
neglect the needs and rights of First Nations peoples, as traditional
knowledge and community perspectives are undervalued in the

decision-making process.

Sellars also emphasi zes the importance of understanding the ongoing effects
of colonialism. The traumainflicted by colonization and the historical
injustices endured by First Nations peoples have compounded over time,
contributing to a complex tapestry of grievances that affect community
cohesion and individual well-being. Acknowledging this history is essential
for understanding the current realities faced by First Nations communities,

fostering a degper sense of empathy and urgency for change.

To combat this systemic racism, Sellars advocates for a recognition of the
rights and dignity of First Nations peoples, emphasizing the need for
reconciliation processes that are not just performative but seek to address
historical wrongs substantively. Transformative change requires a
commitment from all Canadians to educate themselves about I ndigenous
histories and cultures, to stand in solidarity against prejudice, and to support

policies that promote equity and justice.

In"They Called Me Number One," Sellars ultimately challenges readers to
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confront these uncomfortable truths about systematic racism and its ongoing
impacts on First Nations, urging society to move beyond mere

acknowledgment toward actionable justice and systemic reform.
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4. The Road to Healing: Storiesof Strength and
Community

In 'They Called Me Number One', Bev Sellars poignantly shares the road to
healing for Indigenous peoples post-residential schools. Thisjourney is
deeply rooted in the embrace of community and the reclamation of cultural
identity, echoing the resilience of individuals who have endured profound

trauma.

One of theintegral themesin this section is the recognition of collective
strength. Sellarsillustrates how Indigenous communities have come together
to support each other in the aftermath of the residential schooling
experience. Through the narratives of various individuals, we see examples
of how they have channeled their pain into powerful movements for healing.
For instance, storytelling circles have become prominent within many
communities, where members gather to share their experiences, honor those
who have suffered, and foster connection through shared histories. Such
practices not only validate individual experiences but also build a sense of

solidarity around the collective trauma faced by their communities.

The concept of healing also finds expression in the reclamation of cultural
practices. Sellars recounts how many Indigenous people are engaging with
their traditions through language revitalization initiatives, traditional

ceremonies, and the arts. These acts serve not only as a means of preserving
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culture but also as pathways to personal and communal healing. For
example, aFirst Nations community may hold a potlatch ceremony, where
songs, dances, and stories are performed to reinforce cultural tiesand
promote healing among its members. This celebration acts as a reminder of
resilience and the richness of their heritage, counteracting the narratives

instilled during the residential school experience.

The emotional and psychological healing that occurs when communities
come together cannot be underestimated. Sellars reflects on various
grassroots movements aimed at addressing the lasting impacts of systematic
racism and social isolation instigated by colonial processes. Programs aimed
at providing mental health support are now covering aspects of traditional
healing practices, combining Western psychology with Indigenous
worldviews. This integrated approach has seen many individuals find peace

and understanding through practices that affirm their identity and history.

Furthermore, stories of advocacy and the fight for rights illuminate the path
toward healing. Sellars emphasi zes the importance of voices being heard, as
many Indigenous peoples have taken to legal battlesto reclaim land, rights,
and recognition. These acts not only serve justice for past grievances but
affirm the community's strength and unity in the face of ongoing challenges
from governmental policies. The case of the Tsilhgot'in Nation, who won a

landmark Supreme Court case affirming their rights over their traditional
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territory, exemplifies how asserting land rights can lead to rejuvenation for

the community and act as a source of pride and healing.

In essence, 'The Road to Healing: Stories of Strength and Community' is an
exploration of resilience manifested through communal efforts to heal from
wounds that have long been festering. The intertwining of individual and
collective experiences emphasi zes that returning to cultural roots, sharing
stories, and forging kinship bonds are vital to the healing process. As

| ndigenous communities continue to work towards reconciliation and
empowerment, Sellars reminds us of the power of community as a
formidable force in overcoming the legacies of trauma and fostering hope

for future generations.
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5. Reflecting on the Future: Education,
Reconciliation, and Hope for Indigenous
Peoples

In "They Caled Me Number One", Bev Sellars underscores the critical role
of education in fostering reconciliation and instilling hope for Indigenous
peoples. Education remains a powerful tool for transformation—a means
through which the legacy of residential schools can be countered with
understanding and respect. By re-establishing Indigenous ways of knowing
and learning, the future generation can reclaim their identity and heritage

that were systematically stripped away.

In recent years, there's been a growing recognition of the importance of
integrating Indigenous teachings into mainstream education. For instance,
universities across Canada are beginning to implement Indigenous Studies
programs, showcasing the rich culture, spirituality, and history of Indigenous
peoples. The push for curriculum reforms that include the histories and
perspectives of First Nationsis asign of progress. Schools are now including
lessons on treaties, the impact of colonization, and the true stories of
residential school survivors, al of which contribute to fostering an

understanding of the past that can lead to a more meaningful reconciliation.

The involvement of Indigenous voices in shaping educational content is

paramount. Community |eaders and elders have been increasingly consulted
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to develop educational materials that reflect Indigenous perspectives. Such
initiatives not only help non-Indigenous students learn about the histories
and cultures of Indigenous peoples but also empower Indigenous children to
connect with their roots. Programs like Coyote School, which offers an
integrative approach to teaching Indigenous cultures to children, serve as
powerful examples of how education can be employed for healing and

community strengthening.

Reconciliation is an ongoing process that requires commitment from all
sectors of society. It necessitates addressing systemic racism that has been
ingrained in Canadian institutions. The Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC) has provided aframework for restoring justice,
promoting educational opportunities, and advocating for Indigenous rights.
For instance, one of the callsto action emphasizes the need for more training
for teachers on the history and legacy of residential schools, as well as the
current realities facing Indigenous peoples. This ensures that educators can
adequately support Indigenous students and promote an inclusive classroom

environment.

Encouragingly, there are numerous examples of partnerships formed
between Indigenous communities and educational institutions aimed at
fostering reconciliation. In British Columbia, a program called "The First

Peoples Principles of Learning" focuses on Indigenous perspectives within
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various educational contexts, aiming to bridge the gap between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous learners. Through these collaborative efforts, hope
emerges that future generations will hold a deeper understanding of cultural
differences and will be better equipped to engage respectfully with one

another.

Another vital aspect of this future vision is the acknowledgment of
Indigenous sovereignty over education. Indigenous-led schools and learning
initiatives are gaining traction, where curricula are devel oped based on the
specific needs, languages, and cultural practices of |ndigenous communities.
This approach empowers Indigenous peoples to reclaim their knowledge
systems and to educate their children within their cultural contexts, fostering

asense of pride and identity.

Hope for areconciled future lies in continued dialogue, dedicated effortsin
education, and a collective acknowledgment of past injustices. Initiatives
such as the Orange Shirt Day, which raises awareness of the impact of
residential schools on Indigenous children and calls for reconciliation,

highlight that the path forward requires both understanding and action.

Ultimately, as Sellars narrative illustrates, the road towards healing is not
just one of reflection and memory but also one of proactive engagement with

education and a commitment to reconciliation. By building an inclusive
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educational landscape and fostering continuous dialogue, a brighter future
can emerge—one that honors the resilience of Indigenous peoples and

celebrates their identities.
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