




For the Elders who have always shown us the way
— SFD & RD

To the matriarchs that speak to me most loudly when I’m standing alone on the shore  
breathing in the fresh ocean air…Jenny St. Clair, Margarite Hamilton, Helen Rustanius Todd, 

and my beautiful mom, Newborn Eagle Woman: Guud Jaada, Jackie Tyson
— JG
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My tsinii always knows when the weather is right for halibut 
jigging. He watches the ocean, and the sky, and the winds, 
and when it is right, he says, “We’ll go out in the morning.”



When morning comes, we push off the beach  
in a dinghy that he built, and row into the inlet. 
We always row with the tide.

Tsinii sits on a board across the gunnel and  
rows forward in the way of the Elders. I sit 
facing him on the bench and row backward,  
my back toward the bow of the boat.



My hands grip the wooden oars that he made, 
and we make our way down the inlet. 

The wood knocks gently against the metal 
locks in a steady rhythm.

We row for an hour 
or so in silence.



My tsinii’s eyes are old, and he cannot see as well as he used to, 
but he carefully watches the land. The rise of Tow Hill and the 
rocks of Wiia Point guide him to the halibut bank, better than 
my young eyes can.



Eventually, Tsinii stops rowing and says, 
“Okay, we’ll fish here.” He does not  
speak much English, so I know this 
means to put the anchor down. 

I lift it up and heave it over  
the edge of the boat.



About this story 
This story is based on real people and events. Sara and Robert talked about Robert’s childhood 
memories of his tsinii. Sara used the information to create an imagined day of her father  
and his tsinii jigging for halibut. 

Robert Davidson Sr.
gannyaa  
1880–1969

The tsinii (grandfather) in this story is Robert Davidson Sr. He was a respected man of the  
Ts’aahl (Eagle) Clan in Old Massett. He was a skilled carpenter and helped build the local  
Anglican Church in 1919, designed and built his own houses, and was commissioned to build  
two traditional Haida canoes with his brother. He also built wooden seine boats including one 
called Davidson Girl. He was also a commercial fisherman, and he took up argillite carving in his 
later years. In 1969, he helped guide his grandson, Robert Davidson Jr. (author) on his pole raising 
in Old Massett. Robert Davidson Sr. was also was considered a keeper of the songs and shared 
much of this knowledge with Elders and community members in preparation for the pole raising. 
He was married to Florence Edenshaw Davidson, and they had 14 children together. Today, there 
are over 100 people from the village of Old Massett who are their direct descendants.







Learn about the cultural significance 

of the Haida potlatch through the 

sights, sounds, and dances of this 

once-banned ceremony.

The invitations are sent. The food is prepared. 
The decorations are hung. And now the day of 
the potlatch has finally arrived! Guests from 

all over come to witness this joyful celebration of 
Haida culture and community.

In this tender picture book, Sara Florence 
Davidson transports readers to the excitement of a 
potlatch in Hydaburg, Alaska—her last memory of 
dancing with her late brother.

Sk'ad'a Stories series
Jigging for Halibut With Tsinii
Learning to Carve Argillite
Returning to the Yakoun River
Dancing With Our Ancestors

A teacher guide and pronunciation video  are available at 
www.highwaterpress.com
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Dancing 
with Our
Ancestors
SARA FLORENCE DAVIDSON  
ROBERT DAVIDSON
ILLUSTRATED BY JANINE GIBBONS

$21.95

Sara Florence Davidson (she/her/hers) is a 
Haida/Settler Assistant Professor in the Faculty of 
Education at Simon Fraser University. Previously, 
she was an educator working with adolescents in 
the K–12 system in British Columbia and Yukon 
Territory. Sara is the co-author of Potlatch as 
Pedagogy: Learning Through Ceremony, which she 
wrote with her father, and Magical Beings of Haida 
Gwaii, which she wrote with her stepmother, Terri-
Lynn Williams-Davidson. When she is not reading 
or writing, Sara can be found walking with her 
dogs, drinking tea, or listening to stories and learn-
ing something new.

Robert Davidson is one of the most respected 
and important contemporary artists in Canada.  
A Northwest Coast native of Haida descent, he  
is a master carver of totem poles and masks and 
works in a variety of other media as a printmaker, 
painter, and jeweller. A leading figure in the renais-
sance of Haida art and culture, Robert is best 
known as an impeccable craftsman whose creative 
and personal interpretation of traditional Haida 
form is unparalleled. 

Janine Gibbons, a Haida Raven of the Double-
Fin Killer Whale Clan, Brown Bear House, is a 
multi-disciplinary artist and award-winning illus-
trator. Janine’s works are inspired by the waters and 
lands of the Pacific Northwest and their myriad 
colours, energies, and languages. Janine gradu-
ated from the Art Institute of Seattle and Fort 
Lewis College in Durango, Colorado. Janine has 
illustrated four books in the Sealaska Heritage’s 
Baby Raven Reads series, including Raven Makes 
the Aleutians, an AIYLA Honor Book, and most 
recently, Nang Jáadaa Sgáana ‘Láanaa aa Isdáayaan 
(The Woman Carried Away by Killer Whales), which 
is entirely in the Haida language Xaad Kíl.

Praise for the Skka,d,a Stories series
Educator Sara Florence Davidson and artists Robert Davidson 
and Janine Gibbons have given young readers a story about a 
special relationship but, by basing it in the Haida traditions  
and the distinction of the West Coast, [it] becomes more  
than a lovely story. It becomes an important  
one that honours the people and the  
teachings that prevail.
—Canlit for Little Canadians

Among CBC Books Best  Children’s Books of 2021

Among The Globe and Mail’s   
100 Books We Loved in 2021
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