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Front Cover

This photograph was likely taken in February 1918 either
as a wedding portrait or at the time of the Buckingham
Palace award ceremonies. ( Original owned by Angus Mac-
Kay, Scourie)

There are two Gaelic phrases on the cover. “Fear a Ca-
taibh” means “A Sutherland Man”. “Nar Cuimhne” can be
translated as “In Our Memory” or “Always Remembered”.
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Introduction

This is the story of a man who rose from the
humblest of circumstances to lead a most ex-
traordinary life. Robert Gordon McBeath was
born in 1897 in Fraserburgh, a fishing village
in the northeast of Scotland. His birth name
was Robert Shepherd. His mother, Williamina
Shepherd was a local woman who was sepa-
rated from her husband. His father is un-

known but his last name was likely McBeath,

As a very young boy, Robert was brought to
Kinlochbervie by Barbara MacKenzie, an un-
married local woman in her 30s. He grew up
speaking Gaelic and considered Kinlochbervie

his home.

At the outbreak of World War One, Robert
lied about his age and enlisted. He was
awarded the Victoria Cross for his courageous
actions during the Battle of Cambrai in 1917.
He was 19 years old.

After the war, Robert and his new wife Barba-
ra emigrated to Canada. In 1921, he joined the
Vancouver Police Department and one year
later was fatally shot whilst on duty. His fu-
neral was the largest ever held in Vancouver

up to that time. Robert was 24 years old.

Upon being awarded the Victoria Cross, the
local newspaper, the Northern Times, report-
ed that “the daring deeds that gained for him
the V.C. are just in keeping with the daring

spirit he has shown all through his life”. His
friends were not surprised and remarked “So
like Bob”.

When asked in Kinlochbervie about his heroic
acts, he is reported to have replied: “It is only
a fool like myself that would do what I did”.

Fig. 1. Robert McBeath in uniform

probably early 1918
(Source: Highlander Museum,
Fort George near Inverness)



The Very Early Years

In Kinlochbervie, it is said that Robert
McBeath was brought back from the East
Coast by Barbara MacKenzie, an unmarried
local woman in her 30s.
the time, Barbara worked on the East Coast
during the herring season as a gutter and pack-
er “in the fishing”. It was there that she met
Robert’s mother —also a herring worker. Una-
ble to care for her young son, Robert’s mother
gave him to Barbara in an informal adoption.
Robert grew up in Kinlochbervie; he spoke
Gaelic and English, attended Inshegra School
and enlisted in World War 1 at the earliest op-

As was common at

portunity.

Although the details of Robert’s birth eluded
researchers for many years, the publication of
the 1911 census made it possible to narrow the
quest. The puzzle was finally solved when
death registrations were published online by
the British Columbia Archives.

Robert Gordon McBeath was born in the
Scottish fishing village of Fraserburgh on 5 De-
cember 1897. His birth name was Robert
McBeath Gordon Murison OR Shepherd. His
mother was Williamina Shepherd (maiden sur-
name Murison). The name of Robert’s father
was not recorded. Williamina declared that
her husband Robert George Shepherd, a tin
case maker, “is not the father of the child” and
“that she has not been living with her husband
for several years”.

Using Scottish birth and census records, it is
possible to identify eight children that were
born to Williamina Shepherd. Robert was the
second-youngest.

In the 1891 census, Williamina and her hus-
band were living together in Fraserburgh
with their four children. A few years later,
the couple separated and her husband moved
to Dundee with the children.
stayed in Fraserburgh where she had four
more children between 1894 and 1904. There
are no fathers recorded on any of the certifi-
cates and Williamina declared that her hus-
band was not the father.

Williamina

In the 1901 census, three-year old Robert
Shepherd is listed as a “boarder” in Strichen
(8 miles south-west of Fraserburgh) in a
household headed by widow Isabella Mutch.
His mother Williamina is living alone in Fra-
serburgh and is employed as a herring and
whitefish worker.

Robert came to Kinlochbervie some time be-
tween 1901 (when he was in Strichen) and
around 1905 (when his mother Williamina
moved to Dundee). In the 1911 census, Rob-
ert was living in Kinlochbervie as the
“adopted son” of Barbara MacKenzie.

Figs 2, 3 and 4 show Robert’s birth certificate
and the 1901 census entries for Robert Shep-
herd and his mother Williamina Shepherd.

More deetailed information about Robert’s
birth family may be found in the Appendix.



1!49/ BIRTIHS in l]u

L}

——

S l Wien oot Where Bhr,

(54 l: feecion i FLth

lage ‘ ,
A__,, x/z,{,!/ . A,._Adqf' [___lll the _ . //Z‘[Z/Zé/ O)f_ _t

/.'n-{ \/t.u‘ m 1

Fig. 2. Birth Certificate

%j.’ //lIIAALf.//L/ALA“(ﬂ\l fﬂt"

o die clocdis tar st sanl e flabbst o
\ezil 7, al/ﬁuﬁz/d:ﬁu ot Ky

r_/.dad,f/fl_/Jm/é/ . ‘fg/p' . ,7|//- e — l/i[u.amuu— /1Ty ‘
/a&én /Izzu/u - &Lﬁwi,.?lf" L l.__L_&M/lééLA._mi
Giderd | SN N fitteina Jrscs, uuum/l_ - j/z%(?f .
AR / S L{/{L}WL-_,L///(IZI#_ a:/__,f,zW{&L,AfJJ 78 R R

Fraserburgh

Srchalle Ovudehe | Head A iidin B iy (5 vvinpensns I W

Qeammee nulehs | Say Viis J o )
N Uennio- A H-nadeh | 177 . ‘ PAl r i
| | Jiree X s VAN R -

Ao Mophed | Birpvider 8 i

7 = s 7 . P B N v ] ] R ) .l

Fig. 3. 1901 Census—Robert Shepherd
Strichen—38 miles south-west of Fraserburgh
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1901 Census—Williamina Shepherd
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Source of images: Scotland’s People website—htttp://www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk



Growing Up in Kinlochbervie

Robert McBeath was a very young boy
(perhaps only 3 or 4 years old) when he came
to live in Kinlochbervie. His adoptive mother,
Barbara MacKenzie, had been born into a fami-
ly of fishermen and crofters. At the time of
Robert’s adoption, she lived with her widowed

mother and her brother Robert—a fisherman.

Robert was known locally as Bobby Dodie and
then simply as Bob. He grew up in Dog Street
in the centre of the village and later moved to
Burnside. In 1912, his adoptive mother mar-

ried Hugh McIntosh, the local postman.

Many people today can still remember Barbara
(Babac Rhuadh), Barbara’s brother Robert (Rob
Rhuadh) husband Hugh
(Hoodle).  (Figs. 6—9) The trio lived in two

houses in Burnside—Barbara and her brother

and Barbara’s

Robert in one and her husband Hugh in the
other.  (Figs. 10 and 11) By all accounts,
Hoodle took great interest in his postman job
and was the news centre of Kinlochbervie.

(Fig. 12)

Morrison of Kinlochbervie has related a story
where Robert put a bucket on the horns of a
bull. He and his friends then watched as the
bull went mad trying to get the bucket off.
When the fun was over, it was Robert who
dared go back to the bull and remove the
bucket.

At the time of winning the Victoria Cross, the
Northern Times reported that Robert had al-
ways had a “daring spirit”. He was seen as a
“quiet and true comrade, until he is roused”.
As an example of one of his youthful deeds,
the newspaper spoke of an incident where
Robert and some of his friends intended to
blow something up with gunpowder that they
had acquired. The scheme literally backfired
and they very nearly blew themselves up, sus-

taining facial injuries.

Robert grew up speaking Gaelic and attended
Badcall Inchard School (Fig.13). By the time
he was 13, his attendance was less regular and

he went to work at Duartbeg Farm near

) Scourie.
Robert has been described as a fearless dare-
devil who was always up to tricks. Cathel
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Fig. 5. Excerpt from 1911 Census Kinlochbervie

(Source: http:/lwww.scotlandspeople gov.uk)
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Kinlochbervie in the Early 20th Century

Fig. 6. The Burnside area of Kinlochbervie.
McBeath’s house is in the picture.

Fig. 7. Badcall Inchard near Kinlochbervie.

McBeath attended school nearby.
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Burnside and Dog Street—where Robert lived

Fig. 8. Kinlochbervie—Burnside
Late 19th Century

Fig. 9. Kinlochbervie—Early 20th Century

Dog Street in foreground, Burnside at rear
6



Burnside Houses Today

Fig. 10. Robert McBeath lived in this house in Burnside
with his adoptive mother Barbara MacKenzie and her brother Robert.
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Fig. I'l. Hugh MciIntosh’ house

Barbara McKenzie and Hugh Mclntosh were married inl1912
but maintained separate houses next door to each other.
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Hugh Mclintosh and Inshegra School

HUGH MACINTOSH, PO‘STMAN FOR ACHRIESGILL,
Fig. 12. Hugh Mclntosh (known as Hoodle)
delivering the post in the 1940s
(Source: Achriesgill—A Story of Real People, date unknown)

Fig. 13. Badcall Inchard School which Robert attended
(now OlId School House Rooms and Restaurant)
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World War One

In 1914, Robert was working on Duartbeg
Farm near Scourie. As soon as war broke out,
he and his friend Alex MacDonald from Scour-
ie travelled to Golspie to join up and enlisted
in the 5th Battalion of the Seaforth Highlanders
on 12 August 1914.

McBeath said he was 19 years old instead of
his true age of 16. He gave his occupation as
shepherd.

The battalion left almost immediately to train
in Bedford, England along with a massive con-
tingent of 20,000 Highland men.
sent to France in May 1915.

They were

McBeath received a gun shot wound in No-
vember 1916 at the Battle of Ancre Heights
(part of the Battle of the Somme). After four
months recovering in England, he returned to
the Western Front. He was promoted to Lance
Corporal on 24 July 1917.

McBeath earned the Victoria Cross for his ac-
tions on 20 November 1917 —the first day of
the Battle of Cambrai. The battle began at 6.20
a.m. MocBeath’s battalion (1/5 Seaforth High-
landers) was part of the 51st (Highland) Divi-
sion. The Seaforths met with early success and
were able to penetrate part of the Hindenburg
Line. (See Fig. 15 for map of Battle of Cambrai).

When approaching the day’s final objective
(the capture of the village of Ribecourt), the
company encountered a pocket of enemy ma-
chine gun fire. Robert answered the call for
volunteers and set off alone towards the ene-
my dugout armed with a Lewis Gun and a re-
volver and supported by a tank. His actions
were pivotal in the capture of Ribecourt.

According to the War Diary entry for that
day, “the situation in the village of RI-
BECOURT was not entirely cleared up and a
patrol under L/Cpl. R. MACBEATH which
was sent out to reconnoitre captured 5 Ma-
chine Guns, killing and capturing 30 of the
enemy, including 2 Officers”. (Fig. 17)

As a result of his heroic actions, Robert was
The official an-
nouncement was made in the London Gazette
on 11 January 1918. He was the youngest
Scottish Victoria Cross recipient during World
War 1 and the only one from Sutherland.

awarded the Victoria Cross.

The citation (Fig. 16), describing his actions,
reads:

“For most conspicuous bravery when with his
company in attack and approaching the final objec-
tive, a nest of enemy machine-guns in the western
outskirts of a village opened fire both on his own
unit and on the unit on the right. The advance
was checked and heavy casualties resulted.

“When a Lewis gun was called for to deal with
these machine—guns, L./Cpl. McBeath volunteered
for the duty, and immediately moved off alone with
a Lewis gun and his revolver. He located one of
the machine-guns in action, and worked his way
towards it, shooting the gunner with his revolver.

“Finding several other hostile machine-guns in
action, he, with the assistance of a Tank, attacked
them and drove the gunners to ground in a deep
dug-out. L/Cpl. McBeath, regardless of all danger,
rushed in after them, shot an enemy who opposed
him on the steps, and drove the remainder of the
garrison out of the dug-out, capturing three offic-
ers and thirty men.



“There were in all five machine-guns mounted
round the dug-out and by putting them out of ac-
tion he cleared the way for the advance of both
units.

“The conduct of L./Cpl. McBeath throughout three
days of severe fighting was beyond praise”.

Following the announcement, Robert was
granted leave and returned to the UK. The
Northern Times gave a glowing account of
Robert’s actions at the Battle of Cambrai. Rob-
ert told the newspaper when he stopped off in
Golspie on his way to Kinlochbervie that he
had been armed with a Lewis gun, a revolver
and an apron with a “capacious” pouch full of
bullets. A tank followed behind.

The newspaper went on to say that he moved
“by devious ways — twistings, crawlings and
turnings” towards the dugout. He entered an
opening, killed a German soldier just inside
the opening and caught the other Germans by
surprise. They surrendered and left via a sec-
ond opening in the dugout — where the British
tank was waiting. (Northern Times, 24 Janu-
ary 1918).

(See Fig. 16 for an extract of the battalion’s War
Diary for 20 November 1917 and Fig. 17 for the
full citation as announced in the London Gazette)

Fig. 14. Cap badge of the Seaforth Highlanders.
The motto translates as “Without Fear”.



The Battle of Cambrai
November—December 1917
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Excerpt from War Diary
1/5 Btn Seaforth Highlanders
20 November 1917

ACCOUNT of OPERATIOND

on

th Naovember, 1917.

ABSEMBLY, At 11 a.m. 19th Rovember, 1917, two
¥latoonan emch of "A", "C" and "D® Coys. moved into
assembdly positions and by 12 midnight had filled in
three places in the BRITISH FRONT LINE and three
places in STAFFORD SUPPORY to allow a free passage
for the TANKS. At the reguest of the TANK COY.
Commander, thres pasanges were made scross STAFFORD
RESERVE, it being feared that the H6th GORLOE NIGHLANDEHS
would not have time to do the work. All gaps were
reported very satisfactory by the Tank Commander,
Baesides this, six gaps were cut in ocur own wire to
facilitate pasrage of Infantry.

At 12 midnight, 19th/20th November {¥/2 Hignt)
the Battalion lees the sbove mix ¥latoons, moved into
assembly position via WINCHESTER VALLRY and SHAFTERSBURY
AVERUR.

The Battalion was reported in position by
3¢25 2.ms 20th Hovember.

There were no casualties during the Asgembly.

Agt@%c& ZERO hour was 6.20 a.m. ”nd our guna
opened out promptly at that hour; n; the same time

the two sections for the OERMAY OUTPOST LINE advanced
behind the TANKS which were then about 100 yards in
advance of the BRITISH FRONT LINE. The sbove two
Bections captured their objective without resistance,

At ZERO + 15 minutes, "C* and "D* Coys. advanced
behind the TANKS which were thaen about 300 yards ahead
amnd with practically no epposition gaptured the
GERNAN FRONT LINE, TRIANGLE SUPPORT, and ¥OLE TRSNCH by
ZERO & 2 houra, 35 mins. Touch was malntained with
the 1st LEICESTERIHIRR REGT, on the RICHT and the B¢h
ARGYIL & SUTHRRLAND HIGHLANDERE on the LRFT in sach of
the above objeotives, @C® gnd »pe Coys. eaptured

4 Maohine Ouns and 220 Priscners, 12 of whom were
Officera.

Pluces where TANKS had crosmed the GENMAN trenches
were at once filled in, wire cut, and pasasges for

all arms wero mada, tha men working with extraordinary
vigour.

At ZERO & ) hour, "A® Coy. left STAYFORD SUPPORT
in artillery formatiosn., A few light shells were
falling in No Man's Land but no casualties ware
sustained here.




Gaps in the wire were essily found and crossed,
and having passed over the GERMAN FRONT LINRE, TRIAXGLE
SUPPORT and MOLE TRENCH, “A” Coy. made a short
psuse nt the GRAND RAVIKE to allow the TANKS to get
aherd. At this point the sbove Company was slightly
troubled with rifle and Wachine Gun fire but the
enemy shelling was very 1light.

The GRAND HAVIKE wam easily orossed and from this
time onwards, "A" Coy. advanced in extendsd order.
A Machine Oun firing from K.30.b.5.3+ threatened
to be troublesome but it was effectively dealt with
by the RIGHT Platoon of “A" Company.

"A" Coy's objective, THR RAILWAY,.vns reported
taken at ZERO e 2 hours, 50 mins.

At this time, the situation in the village of
RIBRCOURT was not entirely cleared up sand s patrol
under L/Cpl. R. MACBEATH which was sent cut to
ragonnoitre .oaptured 5 Machine Guns, killing 3 and
eaptyring 30 of the enemy, including 2 Officers. Touch
was gained with the lat Pn. LEICRSTERSHIRE REGIMEET
on the RIOGHT at RIBECOURT STATION and with the 8th
ARGYLL & SUTHRRLAND HIGHLANDRRS on the LRFr, Over 30

TANKS were secn to have orossed the 1line of tha
n&il"w . .

Shortly afterwards, an enemy aeéroplane flew very
low over the RAILWAY EMBANKMENT and "A™ Company = wha had
dug in, in dapth « withdrew their front, two platoons
from the RAILYAY to a line 200 yards in rear whers

. Shortly
they dug in with the other two P;atoonu 3
af&ﬁrwagda. the line ¢f the RAILPAY was shelled.

Hattallion Hesdquartsrs moved forward to VOLE
PTRENCH at ZERD + 4 hours, 15 mins, and %alephonic
communiontion was establiched with Brignde Headquarters
and Companlias.

ine was then reorgzanised and the dispositions
were ggeftllows:- »a® and “B® {(ompanies ;n depth
behind the RAILYAY, "O* Company in ¥OLE TRENCH, and
DY Compuny in TRIANGLE SUPPORT.

HIRS. Gfficers. Killed. Nil.
JOTAL CASUALEINS Wounded. 1.
Hissing. Til.

O.Ranks. Killed. 4a
Woundaed, 20+
#issing. Nil.

TOTAL PRISONERS . Offiﬂe;s. l4.
Other Ranka. 250.

Fig. 16. Account of Operations 20 November 1917
(Source: Highlander Museum,
Fort George near Inverness)




Award of Victoria Cross
London Gazette || January 1918

Fig. 7. Award of the Victoria Cross to Robert McBeath
London Gazette || January 1918

(Source: Online records at http://www.ancestry.co.uk)



Photographs from 20 November 1917

The photographs in the next several pages are part of the collection held by the Imperial War Mu-
seum (IWM) in London. Figs. 18 to 24 were taken on 20 November 1917 in the vicinity of Ri-
becourt and show the 51st (Highland) Division. Fig. 25 was taken three days later in the village
of Flesquieres which is about one mile from Ribecourt; it is a posed photograph of men shaving
but displays a calm that is in contrast to the earlier photographs. Finally, Fig. 26 was actually tak-
en during the Battle of the Somme but was chosen for inclusion here because it depicts a Lewis

gun in use.

w

A R Tvog,
Fig. 18. Troops of the 4th Battalion, Gordon Highlanders (51st Division) crossing a trench.
Ribecourt, 20 November 1917. (Source: IWM, Q6278)



20 November 1917—On Way to Front Line

Fig. 19. Men of the 51st (Highland) Division crossing a captured German
communication trench near Ribecourt on their way to the front line,
20 November 1917. (Source: IWM, Q6287)

Fig. 20. A British tank of the type which supported McBeath
crossing a trench on its way to take part in the
Battle of Cambrai, November 1917. (Source: IWM, Q6285)
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20 November 1917- Ribecourt and Prisoners

Fig. 21. Ribecourt immediately after capture.
20 November 1917. (Source: IWM, Q6272)

T e aes
Fig. 22. German prisoners captured by the 51st (Highland) Division.
Near Ribecourt. 20 November 1917. (Source: IWM, Q6289)



20 November 1917- German Prisoners

Fig. 23. Wounded German prisoners, captured by the 51st Division,
as well as British wounded. Near Trescault —just over 2 miles
from Ribecourt. 20 November 1917. (Source: IWM, Q6281)

Fig. 24. Troops of the 51st (Highland) Division with German prisoners
close to the former German front line in the Cantaing-Flesquieres area.
20 November 1917. (Source: IWM, Q6276)
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Men Shaving Three Days Later and Lewis Gun In Action

e y : T ‘.'. 2 - ~ »-.“‘ .l. e
V\ o . s /'/" g 2 'f. Y i gy \ .

B SR

Fig. 25. Three Days Later: Men of the 51st (Highland) Division in
Flesquieres . 23 November 1917. (Source: IWM, Q6324)

Z . }
NV, ;
Fig. 26. A Lewis machine gun in action. This photo was taken during the

Battle of the Somme but is the type of gun carried by McBeath dur-
ing his action at the Battle of Cambrai. (Source: IWM Q3987)
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Return and Celebration

Following the announcement in the London
Gazette, Robert was immediately given a
month’s leave. This was extended several
times and eventually he was released from ac-
tive service on 26 February 1918. Although
Robert remained in the military until 1919, he
never returned to the Front. His life, however,
changed dramatically.

The Northern Times (17 January 1918) printed
the citation from the London Gazette in full
(Fig. 16) under the headline:

Victoria Cross for Sutherland Man
Conspicuous Bravery Recognised

At the same time, two Golspie women, Jean
MacDonald of the Sutherland Arms Hotel and
Helen Macaulay of Bank House, started a cam-
paign to raise funds to honour McBeath. They
argued that “such bravery should not be al-
lowed to pass into the region of memory only,
without suitable recognition of his indomitable
pluck and disregard of personal danger, which
resulted single-handed in the breaking up of a
particularly strong and dangerous enemy post,
and the capture of 3 enemy officers and 30 men
besides numerous guns”. (Northern Times, 17
January 1918)

Heading home from France in January 1918,
Robert made short stops in London (where he
had been invited to the house of the Duke and
Duchess of Sutherland) and also in Edinburgh
(where he met members of the Highland Socie-
ties of Edinburgh). But heavy snows through-
out the north meant that he had to abandon the
last leg of his journey —the part between Lairg
and Kinlochbervie. Instead, he chose to contin-
ue on the train to Golspie where the headquar-

20

ters of his battalion was located.

The headline in the Northern Times (24 Janu-
ary 1918) read:

Sutherland V.C. in Golspie
His Hopes of Reaching Home Not Realised
Roads All Snowblocked

Jean MacDonald and Helen Macaulay made
sure he had a hero’s welcome. He was met by
a piper from the Seaforth Highlanders and a
car to take him to the Sutherland Arms Hotel.
He spent a few days visiting various dignitar-
ies and being shown around the area includ-
ing a visit to Golspie High School and the
offices of the Northern Times.

Under the sub-heading “Always a Daring
Spirit”, much of the article was devoted to a de-
scription of McBeath’s character and personal-
ity. The newspaper reported that “those who
knew the V.C. intimately say that the daring
deeds that gained for him the V.C. are just in
keeping with the daring spirit he has shown
all through his life. ‘Bob’, as he is familiarly
called by his intimates, was up to all sorts of
pranks in his young days. He was the leader
in every ploy”.

The newspaper concluded that “the daring
temperament that the V.C. has shown all
through his military career is but a develop-
ment of his youthful exhibited daring.

‘So like Bob’, his friends remarked, when they
read the official account of his daring”.
(Northern Times, 24 January 1918)



On Saturday 12 February 1918, there was a cel-
ebration for Robert McBeath in Golspie. The
evening began with speeches and telegrams
and then moved on to a musical programme
and dance. (Northern Times, 14 February

1918)

One of the evening’s speakers called Robert a
“Gaelic speaking man and a genuine High-
lander”.
man, a quiet and true comrade, until he is
roused, when he seems fit to carry out any
deed of derring do”.

Another said that “he is a young

Jean MacDonald and Helen MacAulay of Gol-
spie had worked hard in the preceding weeks
to raise funds to honour Robert McBeath. On
this evening, he was presented with a gold
watch and chain as well as war bonds totalling
a value of £367.

In giving thanks for the presentation, Robert
said that “whatever I have done to have the
V.C. given to me, thousands of men in the
British Army have done, and are doing every
day”. He thanked the people of Golspie for
the kindness they had shown not just to him
but “to all soldiers who have the luck to come
north again”.

An interesting footnote is that £18 was collect-
ed on the night to help meet the costs of sol-
diers travelling from Lairg to the north and
west coasts.

Andrew Lindsay, the Convenor of Sutherland,
called it a “disgrace” that “men had to tramp
away for distances of 50 or 60 miles after trav-
elling night and day from the fighting lines”.
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The gold watch (Fig. 32) was engraved as fol-
lows:

PRESENTED
WITH WAR STOCK CERTIFICATE
BY
THE PEOPLE OF SUTHERLAND
TO
LANCE CORPORAL R. MCBEATH
5TH SEAFORTH HIGHLANDERS
IN RECOGNITION OF
THE GALLANTRY AND HEROISM
WHICH WON HIM
THE COVETED V.C.
JANUARY 1918



Ceremony at Buckingham Palace

After the event in Golspie, Robert returned to
London where four days later, on 16 February
1918, he received his Victoria Cross at Bucking-
ham Palace from King George V. The award
was widely reported in various national pa-
pers. The Scotsman newspaper gave a particu-
larly succinct account of McBeath’s actions.

“The Victoria Cross was conferred upon Rob-
ert McBeath, Seaforth Highlanders. McBeath
located a nest of enemy machine guns and
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attacked them, single-handed at first, and then
with the assistance of a Tank crew, and was
instrumental in the capture of some 33 German
officers and men”. (The Scotsman, 18 February
1918)

The Victoria Cross was ultimately bequeathed
to a family member and donated to the High-
lander Museum at Fort George near Inverness.
(Fig. 28)

Fig. 28. Victoria Cross awarded to Robert McBeath

(Source: Highlander Museum, Fort George near Inverness)
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Marriage to Barbara MacKay

On 19 February 1918, only three days after the
investiture at Buckingham Palace, Robert mar-
ried Barbara MacKay of Drumnaguie at the

Palace Hotel on Princes Street in Edinburgh.
(See Figs. 29 and 30)

On their marriage certificate (Fig. 31), Robert
gave his age as 20 and his usual residence as
Burnside, Kinlochbervie. He was on active ser-
vice as a Lance Corporal of the 1/5 Seaforth
Highlanders. The space for his parents was
blank.

Barbara MacKay gave her age as 18 and her
usual residence as Drumnaguie, Kinlochbervie.
Her parents were listed as John MacKay
(deceased) and Williamina Morrison.

Fig. 29. Robert McBeath’s wife, Barbara MacKay,
was born in this house

in Drumnaguie near Kinlochbervie.
(Source: Kinlochbervie High School)
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Barbara’s father John was a fisherman who
had drowned off Sheigra in 1900 leaving a
very young family. Barbara’s mother Wil-
liamina remarried and had several more
children with her second husband, Hugh
MacLeod. The family eventually settled in
Badcall near Scourie.

Fig. 30. Barbara MacKay at the time of her mar-
riage to Robert McBeath. (Source: Photo-
graph loaned by Angus MacKay, Scourie)
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Fig. 31. Entry in Register of Marriages for Robert McBeath and Barbara MacKay

Did Robert know his birth name?

The column for parents’” names on the mar-
riage certificate is blank. But there is a hint
that he may have known his original name.
The first line for the groom’s name says
“Robert McBeath” and the second line says
“Shepherd”. Does this mean that his name
was “Robert McBeath Shepherd” or that his
occupation was a shepherd? Both state-
ments are accurate but it is impossible to
determine the truth as there is no consisten-
cy in the way the Registrar recorded infor-
mation on the marriage certificates.
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Robert’s death registration certificate in 1922,
however, shows that he knew his birth name
and his mother’s name.
know? Or did he find out at some point in
his life?

Did he always

Robert was the second-youngest of Wil-
liamina’s eight children. It is likely that the
older ones knew about Robert while he may
have known nothing of them. When he re-
ceived the Victoria Cross, it may be that one
or more of his siblings contacted him. This
seems the likely answer but we will proba-
bly never know.



Return to Kinlochbervie

It had been a busy few days for Robert
McBeath. He was celebrated at a ceremony in
Golspie on 12th February, awarded the Victo-
ria Cross in London on 16th February and got
married in Edinburgh on 19th February. Im-
mediately after the wedding, Robert and Bar-
bara McBeath returned home to Kinlochbervie
where a celebration was held on 23 February —
only four days after the pair had married.

On 7 March 1918, the Northern Times reported
the evening’s event in full under the headline:

The Kinlochbervie Hero:
Presentation by Parish of Eddrachilles

Over £60 had been raised in Eddrachilles —the
largest sum ever for a single cause. On the
night, the McBeaths were presented with £50
and a promise that the balance would be used
to purchase a silver tea set that would be in-
scribed to commemorate their marriage. (Fig.

33)

The presentation was made by Robert’s old
schoolmaster Alexander Macrae who joked
about his lively ways. “He is still in appear-
ance what he was — a quiet and unassuming
young man, but beneath his calm exterior
when once aggravated there is a veritable Vol-
canic ‘Stroke’.

“Little did I think when Bobbie McBeath was
sitting in the lower benches of my school mak-
ing Scotch love to my assistant teacher in my
absence that I would have to look up to him
this evening and salute him. We are proud of
him as a man. We are proud of him as a sol-
dier. We are proud of him as a Highlander
and we are proud of him as our own Kinlo-
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chbervie hero — Our Own V.C. who has
brought renown not only to himself, his regi-
ment, to the county of Sutherland, to the High-
lands in general but to far away and unknown
Kinlochbervie”.

Back in Golspie, the Sutherland V.C. Fund con-
tinued to collect donations during February
and March. Eventually the fund set up by the
two women from Golspie (Jean MacDonald
and Helen MacAulay) raised over £600 with
more than 1,200 individual contributions—
mainly from communities throughout the
whole of Sutherland. The vast support given
to the Fund demonstrates how proud the peo-
ple of Sutherland were of their “own V.C.”



Woatch and Silver Tea Set

Fig. 32. Gold watch presented to Robert McBeath in Golspie in Febru-
ary 1918 using money contributed to the Sutherland V.C. Hero

Fund. (Source: Vancouver Police Department)

Fig. 33. Silver Tea Set presented by the people of Eddrachilles Parish to
Robert and Barbara McBeath to commemorate their marriage.
(Source: Bequeathed to family member and loaned by Angus Mclntosh
of Portskerra to Kinlochbervie High School for exhibition in 2009.)
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Demobilisation 1919

After winning the Victoria Cross, Robert re-
mained in the Seaforth Highlanders but never
returned to France. He was promoted to
Lance/Sergeant in November 1918 and demobi-
lised in March 1919. His service records show
a Vancouver home address at the time of de-
mobilisation—a clear indication that he already

intended to move to Canada.

In commemoration of his demobilisation, pop-
ular Canadian poet Robert Service presented
him with a signed copy of his book Rhymes of
a Red Cross Man. (See Fig. 34) Robert Service had
grown up in Scotland and emigrated to Canada

around the turn of the century. While he is

Fig. 34. Cover of Rhymes of a Red Cross Man

(Source: widely available on the internet)
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best known today for his poems about the Yu-
kon Gold Rush in Canada, he also wrote about
his experiences as an ambulance driver in
World War 1 where he would have faced the

same sort of conditions as McBeath.

In a signed copy of Rhymes of a Red Cross
Man that he presented to McBeath, Robert Service

wrote:

“This book The Soldier’s Immortality I present
to you Robert McBeath V.C. as a memento of
this day on your demobilisation with every
good luck. R. W. Service March 3 1919”.

There is a further inscription after the poem
entitled “Carry On”:

“To Robert McBeath may these words be your
watchword through life...”
The final stanza of the poem reads:
Carry on! Carry on!
Fight the good fight and true;

Believe in your mission, greet life with a

cheer;

There’s big work to do, and that’s why you

are here.
Carry on! Carry on!
Let the world be better for you;
And at last when you die, let this be your cry

Carry on, my soul! Carry on!



Emigration to Canada

At the time of winning the Victoria Cross, Rob-
ert stated that he intended to take up the Duke
of Sutherland’s offer of a holding in Suther-
land. (Northern Times, 31 January 1918). His
desire to emigrate, however, was confirmed
when four months after demobilisation in
March 1919, the Northern Times reported that
he hoped instead to apply for a holding on the
Duke of Sutherland’s lands in  Alberta.
(Source: Northern Times, 17 July 1919).

On 8 August 1919, Robert and Barbara sailed
from Liverpool on the SS Corinthian. They
gave their ages as 21 and 19. Robert stated
that he had been a farmer in Scotland and in-
tended to be a farmer in Canada. The couple
arrived in Montreal 11 days later where a spe-
cial CPR train met the boat to transport immi-
grants westward. Their intended destination
was Vancouver.

Upon arrival in Vancouver (Fig. 35), Robert
worked at the Caughlan Shipyards (Fig. 36)
and at various odd jobs. He also joined the
72nd Battalion of the Seaforth Highlanders in
Vancouver. (Fig. 37) There are also uncon-
firmed reports that the couple invested in a
sheep farm in Canada and lost all their mon-

ey.

Although Robert and Barbara were already
married, Robert purchased an engagement
Bar-
bara eventually bequeathed it to a family
member still in its original box. (See Fig. 38)

ring in Vancouver from Birks Jewellers.

(Sources for this section: Northern Times, Ship’s
Manifest available on findmypast.co.uk, Vancouver
City Archives, Vancouver City Directories, Census
of Canada 1921)

Fig. 35. Looking north towards downtown and the mountains 1921

Photo taken from the World Building at Pender and Beatty. (Source: City of Vancouver Archives)

Fig. 36. Coughlan Shipyards 1918

Robert worked here when he first arrived in Vancouver. (Source: City of Vancouver Archives)
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Fig. 37. Upon his arrival in Vancouver, Robert
joined the 72nd Battalion of the Seaforth High-
landers of Canada. The photo to the left is
part of a group photo taken in September 1919
of the Guard of Honour to the Prince of Wales.
Robert is standing in the centre of the front
row. (Source: City of Vancouver Archives)

Fig. 38. Engagement Ring. Although already
married, Robert purchased an engagement
ring from Birks Jewellers in Vancouver.
(Source: Bequeathed to family member and loaned
by Angus Mclntosh of Portskerra to Kinlochbervie
High School for exhibition in 2009.)



Vancouver Police Department

In August 1921, two years after arrival in Can-
ada, Robert joined the Vancouver Police De-
partment. The group photo (Fig. 41 at bottom
of page) was taken two months later. Fig. 40 (to the
right) is a close-up from the group photo. In
Fig. 39, Robert is possibly standing in front of his
house. Figs. 42 and 43 on the next page depict
Vancouver policemen of the period.

Fig. 40. Robert McBeath in the front row of the

1921 Vancouver Police Department group

Fig. 39. Robert McBeath in uniform and wearing  photo. He is wearing all his medals. (Source:

his war medals. (SO urce: Internet, undated) Vancouver Police Department)
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Fig. 41. City of Vancouver Police Department. October 1921. (Source: Vancouver Police Department)
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Vancouver Police Constables
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Fig. 42. Directing traffic on Granville Street. 1917.

(Source: City of Vancouver Archives)

Fig. 43. Vancouver Police Constables. About 1924.

(Source: City of Vancouver Archives)
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Death on Granville Street

In the early hours of 9 October 1922, Robert’s
life came to a tragic end in a manner usually
associated with crime thrillers.

Constable McBeath and Detective Richard
Quirk were at the corner of Granville and Da-
vie Streets (Figs 44a & 44b) at 2.00 am when
they noticed a car being driven erratically.
Quirk stated at the inquest (held the next day)
that “it was driven in a very erratic manner,
zigzagging from one side of the street to the
other and the horn was getting sounded as if
someone was leaning over it”.

Thinking the occupants were drunk, McBeath
ordered the driver to stop; instead, the car
turned around and started to speed away.
McBeath and Quirk jumped on the running
boards and the driver stopped a short distance
down the block.

The driver was Fred Deal —a 30-year-old black
American (Fig. 45) and his passenger was Mar-
jorie Earle—a local prostitute who was very
well known to police. (Fig. 46) Quirk reported
at the inquest that both occupants were drunk.
This was disputed, however, by some witness-
es who said that while Earle was definitely
drunk, Deal could walk a straight line.

McBeath arrested Deal and started walking
him to a nearby police call box. A struggle en-
sued and Deal opened fire, shooting McBeath
in the chest and through his heart. McBeath
loosened his grip immediately and Deal ran off
with Quirk in pursuit.

During the chase, Deal managed to shoot
Quirk through his hand and shoulder of his
coat, causing him to fall down. McBeath stag-
gered over but collapsed without speaking.
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Quirk resumed his pursuit of Deal and fired
four shots. Deal eventually escaped down a
lane and Quirk returned to McBeath. A pass-
ing taxi driver drove him to a nearby hospital
where he died 10 minutes later.

Other police constables were soon at the scene.
They chased Fred Deal up and down a series
of streets and lanes and arrested him about 30
minutes later. Deal had thrown his gun away
but it was found the next day.

Marjorie Earle was not charged but was held
as a witness. At the inquest, she said that she
had been very drunk and didn’t remember an-
ything. She did admit to ownership of both
the car and the gun.

She told the inquest that she kept the fully-
loaded gun under her mattress and didn’t
know that Deal had taken it. ~She refused to
say where she got the gun. At Deal’s trial the
following month, she testified that it was a po-
lice revolver that had been given to her by a
high-ranking officer.

Four shots were fired from Marjorie Earle’s
gun and four from Detective Quirk’s gun.
Robert McBeath’s gun had not been fired.

The post-mortem examination showed that the
bullet had passed through his heart, liver and
right kidney. Death was from haemorrhage
and shock.

(Sources: Coroner’s Report 1922; The Murder of
Constable Robert McBeath V.C. in Blue and
GoldMagazine, date unknown; and Black and
Blue,  Life Death http://
pattensvancouver.com)

and from



Granville Street 1920s

Fig. 44a. Granville Street 1920.

(Source: City of Vancouver Archives)
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Fig. 44b. Granville Street at Davie 1928

(Source: City of Vancouver Archives)
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Fred Deal and Marjorie Earle

Fred Deal (Fig. 45) was a 30-year old black American from Florida. Employed by Earle, he was
often seen in her company. Marjorie Earle (Fig. 46) operated a brothel on Granville Street and
was well known to police. On the night of McBeath’s murder, she had been drinking heavily
and claimed she remembered nothing. She was not charged but was a witness at the inquest
and at Fred Deal’s trial. The Vancouver Province referred to her as a “notorious character of the
underworld”. (Sources: Coroner’s Inquest; Vancouver Province)

Fig. 45. Fred Deal. Photo from booking sheet.

(Source: Vancouver Police Department)
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e Earle. Photo from booking sheet.

Source: Vancouver Police Department)
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Fig. 46. Marjori
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Coroner’s Inquest
Into the Death of Robert Gordon McBeath

The inquest into Robert McBeath’s death was
held the following day (10 October 1922). Tes-
timony was heard from a variety of witnesses,
including Detective Richard Quirk who had
been with McBeath, Marjorie Earle, the doctor
who had attended to him at the hospital, the
doctor who performed the post-mortem and
the police officers who had been involved in
the eventual arrest of Fred Deal and the dis-
covery of the gun that he had thrown away.
The verdict of the inquest was that Robert
McBeath “came to his death between 2:20 and
3:00 o’clock on October 9th, 1922, in St. Paul’s
Hospital, Vancouver, B.C., as the result of a

bullet wound”.
Below is part of Detective Quick’s testimony:

“I threw my left hand out and caught the gun, the
muzzle of the gun in my hand and we struggled for
control of the gun. At the end, of course, I received
a shot and one or two more after. In the struggle I
fell on the ground; I was stung by the bullet and on
recovering 1 saw Constable McBeath coming to-
wards me and he fell right across my body. I lifted
him off me and 1 said, “ Are you hurt, Mac?” And
his lips just moved, then he coughed”.
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“I believe the first shot got Constable McBeath for
he released his grip, but he sure done his very best.
I have got to admire him for that; he kept on his feet
and I believe that he was just conscious enough
coming towards me to know that I was put out, to
come and help me, when he gave in. He was shot
right through the chest, around the heart, I be-

lieve”.

Fig. 47. Detective Richard Quirk

(Source: Vancouver Police Department)



Newspaper Report

On the day that Robert died, the Vancouver
Province published an extensive story. The
headlines were:

BRAVE SCOT IS
MURDERED ON
STREET

Constable Robert McBeath
Shot Down on Davie Street
Early This Morning

Fred Deal, Negro, Identified
And Charged with Crime —
Remand Ordered

Detective Quirk— Wounded
Twice in Struggle With
Crazed Chauffeur

Slain Constable Won Victoria
Cross in France by Deed
of Great Heroism

The story included this poignant description
about Robert’s personal life:

“The neat home of the McBeaths contains
many trophies of the military and athletic his-
tory of the constable. His war medals consist
of the Victoria Cross, Mons Medal and two ser-
vice medals. On the mantelpiece stands a
handsome silver cup won by McBeath at the
Seattle police sports for the half-mile race. One
of the most treasured things in the home is a
silver tea service presented to Mr. and Mrs.
McBeath on the occasion of their marriage in

Scotland by their friends. The officer carried a
gold watch and chain which, with £367, was
given him by the citizens of Golspie, Suther-
landshire”.

An old friend, Mr. C. Skinner, said of Robert
McBeath:

“He was one of the bravest, best-natured chaps
I ever knew. He would share his last dollar
with a friend. He knew no fear, and I readily
understand how he would be a mark for the
gun of a criminal. As his friends knew him, he
was just a big, good-hearted boy, full of high
spirits, generous, and one who always looked
on the bright side of life”.
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Fig. 48. Robert McBeath’s War Medals
photographed shortly after his death

(Source: Vancouver Police Department)



Death Registration

Fig. 49 is the death registration for Robert McBeath. His father is “McBeath” and his mother is “Mina
Shepherd”. His date of birth is 5 December 1897. These facts confirm that Robert McBeath was
born as Robert McBeath Gordon Shepherd and that he knew his birth name.
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Funeral

On 12 October 1922, in the largest funeral held
up to that date in Vancouver, Robert McBeath
was buried with full civic and military hon-
ours. Many stores and offices closed and thou-
sands lined the route of the procession. As he
was buried, the Police Pipe Band played the
lament Lochaber No More.

Robert belonged to the Freemasons, having
joined in Inverness on 12 July 1919, a month
before emigrating to Canada. His funeral was
held in the Masonic Temple.

Fig. 50 below is the death notice and Fig. 51 in the
right column is an obituary which has been
published on the website of the Grand Lodge
of British Columbia and Yukon. It contains a
detailed description of the very large funeral
procession. Figs. 52-54 are from a Vancouver Po-
lice Department film.

FUNERAL NOTICES

\

N EMERGENT COMMUNICATION OF MOUNT

HERMAN LODGE NO. 7, A. F. & A M., will
be held in the Masomse Temple, Scymomr and
Georgia Street, Vancouver, oa Thursday aftemoon
neat s 130 o'ckiek, for the purpene of condistang
the funeral of cur late brother, Robent G. McBeath,
Members of other Jodpes cordially invited
364.2.167 signed DONALD MacKAY, WM.

Fig. 50. Death Notice

(Source: Vancouver Province)

Robert Gordon McBeath
Died October 9th, 1922, aged 23

Robert Gordon McBeath was awarded the
Victoria Cross for single handedly capturing
an emplacement of five machine guns during

the battle of the Somme, in Cambrai France,
on November 20, 1917.

He joined the Vancouver Police Force on Au-
gust 12, 1921, and little more than a year later,
at 2:30 in the morning of October 9th, 1922, he
was shot at close range while apprehending
one Fred Deal of Florida at the corner of Da-
vie and Granville Streets, dying shortly after
being admitted to Saint Paul’s Hospital.

Constable McBeath's
attended by thousands, was one of the largest
ever held in Vancouver. Led by Vancouver
Police Inspector George Hood on horse back
and two other mounted policemen, the pro-
cession included the Vancouver Police Pipe
Band, his widow Barbara in a hearse, the
mayor and council members, 377 freemasons,
eighty members of the Vancouver Police led
by Chief Constable James Anderson, one hun-
dred members of the Vancouver Fire Depart-
ment, twelve members of the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police in scarlet uniform, fifty mem-
bers of the Seaforth Highlanders Regiment
Vancouver, a contingent from the Irish Fusi-
liers of Canada, several hundred World War
One veterans, forty members of the BC Elec-
tric Railway, twelve members of the Canadian
Pacific Police, several hundred members of
the Foresters, St. Andrews, and Caledonia So-
cieties and also several hundred members of
the public.

funeral procession,
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Fig. 51. Obituary as published on website: http://
freemasonry.bey.ca/biography/mcbeath_r/mcbeath.html




Fig. 52. Funeral Procession. Screen-
shot from film. (Source: Vancou-

ver Police Department)

Fig. 53. Funeral Procession. Screen-

shot from film. (Source: Vancou-

ver Police Department)

Fig. 54. Crowds at funeral proces-
sion. Screenshot from film.
(Source: Vancouver Police Depart-

ment)



Grave

Robert McBeath was buried in Mountain View Cemetery in Vancouver (Fig. 55).

Fig. 55. Grave of Robert McBeath, Vancouver. (Source: Kinlochbervie High School)
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Fred Deal Sentenced to Death

Fred Deal was tried in November less than a month after McBeath’s murder. He claimed that
both McBeath and Quirk had beaten him while police witnesses claimed that he had been beaten
whilst in custody.

Deal was sentenced to be hanged but was granted a new trial the following January in light of
his claims of brutality and racism. At the second trial, he was convicted of manslaughter and
sentenced to life imprisonment. He is said to have been a model prisoner and was deported to
his native Florida in 1938. (Fig. 56)

Arr e . 9/22 (Sgt.:.um.ng & P.C.91) Murder. €3.9.2% ,j:f,i.';

Charted vn.th the murder of P .C .98 Robt.McBeath,V.C. whilst

being placed under arrest. s

Also charged with attempted murder of Det R.u Quirk. iy
Evidence taken as-applicable to both charges :

N Hang e fan. -zé/za: (}w;/,; ) s Kt e Didw
4 ”_M B /07 M«7¢u- (ﬂ(/o 2728)
Fonl i fEZ"‘: z.,(%cemé,,,,,,,,,,,// APRG 1923

Fig. 56. Criminal Record for Fred Deal (Source: Vancouver Police Department)
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Barbara Returns to Scotland

In December 1922, only two months after Rob-
ert’'s death, a homesick Barbara returned to
Scotland on the SS Metagama. She gave her
intended address as Badcall, Scourie. This is
where her mother lived. (Fig. 58)

Barbara remarried in 1924. Her second hus-
band, Alexander MacDonald from Scourie,
who had
worked with Robert McBeath at Duartbeg

was the same Alex MacDonald

Farm when they were teenagers and the same
Alex MacDonald who joined up with Robert in
August 1914.

|
| A Ca-fibm

Name of Ship’
Steamship Line,

SURTACR(A®
CANADIAN PACIFIC.
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2
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() & i

Port

Post
LUk NAMES OF PASSENGERS

LI Pamengen (SURNAMR FIRST) UNITED KINGDOM
0| U
Lnve been

landed

Port of Arrival OLASAONW

NAMES AND DEscripTioNs oF BRITISH passencers

FROPOSED ADDRESS IN THE

Barbara and Alec lived at “Cnochbehealich” in
While he and Barbara had no
children, they both had brothers and sisters in

Scouriemore.

Scourie and Kinlochbervie as well as many

nieces and nephews.

Barbara died in 1946 at the age of 47.

P.M. 23,
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Fig. 58. Passenger List Extract from the SS Metagama.
Arrival in Scotland is 23 December 1922.

(Source: www.findmypast.co.uk)

42



Discovery of Robert’s Watch

Among the personal possessions that Barbara
McBeath took with her when she returned to
Scotland was the Victoria Cross and other war
medals, the engagement ring and the silver tea
set. For reasons unknown, however, the watch
was left behind.

In 2013, in a lucky twist of fate, the watch
turned up in Vancouver and is now with the
Vancouver Police Department. The story is

told in a Vancouver Police press release dated
29 November 2013.

“A mixture of good timing and coincidence
has brought a fallen officer’s watch to the Van-
couver Police Department, and ultimately the
Vancouver Police Museum.

Fig. 59 . Engraved face of watch.

(Source: Vancouver Police Department)

“Constable Don Tymchyshyn was off-duty
and having a drink at a local pub when he
overheard a conversation about an antique
watch that once belonged to Vancouver Police
Constable Robert McBeath who was killed in
the line of duty in 1922.

“The constable approached the man who was
speaking. Soren Lyth told him that his father
had been a watchmaker and the watch had
been in their family for 30 years. The family
was not sure where the watch came from and
when they tried to do some research, they
didn’t find anything”.

Figs. 59 and 60 show the front and rear of the
watch; the photos were taken at Vancouver
Police Headquarters.

Fig. 60. Woatch face.
(Source: Vancouver Police Department)



Legacy of Robert McBeath—Vancouver

Robert McBeath continues to be remembered by the Vancouver Police Department. The lobby
of Police Headquarters is a tribute the force’s fallen officers. (Fig. 61)

The main patrol boat of the Police Marine Unit is called the R.G. McBeath. (Figs. 62 and 63)
Launched in 2008, it helps patrol over 100 miles of coastline.

Fig. 61. Lobby of Vancouver Police Headquarters. Robert McBeath's photois at the far left.
(Source: Kinlochbervie High School)

Fig. 62. R.G. McBeath. Fig. 63. R.G. McBeath.
(Source: Vancouver Police Department) (Source: Kinlochbervie High School)

44



Legacy of Robert McBeath—Kinlochbervie

In 1918, when Robert McBeath was honoured
by the people of Eddrachilles parish, his old
school master, Alexander Macrae told the au-

dience:

“The recommendations of his commanding
officers are well known to you all, will remain
green in your memory, and I have no doubt
will be rehearsed ad verbatim at many a fire-
side ‘Ceilidh” in the glens and corries through-
out the western Highlands, and especially in
the hamlets of our romantic parish, by genera-
tions yet unborn, when we are dead and for-

gotten”.

Sadly it was not to be the case. Over time the
memory of Robert McBeath faded until hardly

anyone in Kinlochbervie had heard of him.

The revival of Robert’s name in his home vil-
lage of Kinlochbervie came about almost by
accident. A local resident, on a visit to Cana-
da, happened to read an article about McBeath
in a police magazine and brought a copy back.
Many local people were surprised to discover
that a Victoria Cross winner had come from

their village.

In the 1990s, George Doull, who was then the
Chair of the Kinlochbervie Community Coun-
cil, began to campaign for local recognition for
Robert McBeath. When a new seven-house
development was built (about 2000), it was
named “McBeath Court”.

Since then, Kinlochbervie High School has
taken up the challenge to honour Robert
McBeath. It began in 2006 when the S3 Histo-
ry Class entered Channel 4 Television’s “Lost
The task

was to “create a short project about the lost

Generation Schools Competition”.

generation who fought in the First World
War”. About 1,000 pupils participated nation-
wide. The school’s very moving Power Point
presentation was the top Scottish entry and in
the top 5 in the UK. Fig. 64 is a photo of the
girls standing outside McBeath Court.
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Fig. 64. S3 History Class.

(Source: Power Point Presentation, 2006)

The story of the S3 History Girls was pub-
lished in the Sunday edition of a major Van-
couver newspaper under the heading “Teens
Want Cop’s Legacy to Endure”. (Vancouver Prov-
ince, 4 June 2006) This was the beginning of a

continuing link with Vancouver. Emails of



support began to arrive at the school and from
time to time, Canadian visitors came to see

Robert’s home village.

At the same time, we contacted Steve Gibson
of the Vancouver Police Department who had
been researching the life of Robert McBeath
and had published a tribute on the internet;
Mr Gibson provided us with a large number of
scanned documents relevant to Robert’s life in
Vancouver. He was also pivotal in initiating a
link between the school and the Vancouver Po-

lice Department.

The Vancouver Police Department made an
amazing video for the people of Kinlochbervie.
Narrated by Chief Constable Jim Chu, the film
told the story of Robert’s life and contained
movie clips of the funeral procession. Special
tribute was paid to the S3 History Girls” desire

to remember Robert in Kinlochbervie.

In 2009, the high school embarked on a project
to build a memorial cairn and hold an exhibi-
tion. The cairn was built by pupils under the
supervision of master drystone waller George
Gunn of Thurso. At the very top of the cairn
are three stones from Robert’s Burnside house.
Fig. 65 shows Kinlochbervie pupils building the
cairn, Fig. 66 shows the finished cairn and Fig.

67 shows the plaque .

There was a large turnout to see the unveiling

and attend the exhibition. As part of the un-

veiling ceremony, Vancouver musician Bruce
Coughlan performed his
McBeath which he had written especially to hon-

our Robert and his Kinlochbervie origins.

song Robbie

In 2010, the school installed an information
board beside the cairn which tells the story of
Robert McBeath.

was created with the help of local volunteers.

In addition, a picnic stop

Also in 2010, planning began for a school trip
to Vancouver so that pupils could learn more
about Robert’s life and death in Canada. We
received huge assistance from the Vancouver
Police Department (particularly Steve Gibson
and Jeff Campbell) and generous financial
support from the Vancouver Police Pipe Band

and others.
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Fig. 65. Kinlochbervie pupils building the cairn.

(Source: Kinlochbervie High School)



Prior to the trip, Jeff Campbell initiated a pro-
ject to build a memorial cairn in Vancouver
that would be identical to the one in Kinlo-
chbervie. Dedicated “in memory of our fallen
colleagues”, our pupils brought three stones
from Robert’s house to be built into the cairn
and were honoured to participate in the offi-

cial unveiling. (Figs. 67 and Fig. 68)

On our field trip in 2010 and again in 2014,
pupils were warmly welcomed by members
of the Police Department who organised vari-
ous activities for the group. The pupils have
been to Robert’s grave, toured the crime sce-
ne, visited the Police Tactical Training Centre,
seen the watch, rode on the RG McBeath pa-
trol boat, learned about Vancouver in the

1920s and been interviewed on the radio.

Fig. 68. Kinlochbervie pupil piping in Vancouver
(Source: Kinlochbervie High School)
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Fig. 66. Kinlochbervie Cairn
(Source: Kinlochbervie High School)

MEM(‘)'\:QY F
ROBERT McREATI] v.c.

1899 -1922
A BRAVE SUTHERLAND M AN

NAR CUIMHNE

Fig. 67. Plaque on Cairn
The Gaelic words “Nar Cuimhne” can be translated as
“Always Remembered”
(Source: Kinlochbervie High School)

IN MEMORY OF
UR FALLEN COLLEAGUES

Fig. 67. Vancouver Cairn

(Source: Kinlochbervie High School)



Kinlochbervie pupils have also visited a Van-
couver secondary school and were paired with

pupils
sponsored excursions. In addition to learning

Vancouver for various police-
about Robert’s life in Vancouver, the trips
have enabled young people to visit a major
city on another continent and have experiences
that are removed from the remote and rural

place where they live.

In Kinlochbervie, we continue to research the
life of Robert McBeath. The task has been
made easier by the growing amount of infor-
mation available on the internet—particularly
genealogical and other databases—and the
ease of email. We have been contacted by de-
scendants of Robert’s half-siblings and we

have been sent new information and photos.

Our links with the Vancouver Police Depart-
ment remain strong. A field trip later in 2017
will introduce another group of pupils to the
city. In addition, current and retired police of-
ficers have made visits to Kinlochbervie as
have members of the Vancouver Police Pipe
Band.

In 2009, Vancouver musician, Bruce Coughlan,
wrote a song entitled “Robbie McBeath” in
which he calls him “the bravest of Sutherland

7

men”. He pays tribute to the two main chap-
Robert’s life — a soldier in World War

1 and a police constable in Vancouver.

ters of
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The last verse links the two places and reads:

“Now the flags are half-mast in Vancouver City
A sombre procession begins
To honour their Constable Robert McBeath
They've gathered in tribute to him
As you walk down the strand at Oldshoremore
As the sun sinks in to the west
Think on the bravest of Sutherland men
And of gallant young Robbie McBeath”

(Words by Bruce Coughlan)

The pupils of Kinlochbervie High School find
it easy to identify with and be moved by Rob-
ert’s story — a spirited teenager from an isolat-
ed rural place who followed his dreams.
They are proud of him and feel a connection.
His story also touches on many educational
themes, including boy soldiers, World War 1,
life in the northwest Scotland in the early 20t

century and migration.

We hope that the real legacy of Robert
McBeath is that “his spirit lives on”.



Appendix
The Puzzle of Robert McBeath’s Birth

Robert McBeath came to Kinlochbervie as a very
young child but no one was able to say with cer-
tainty where and when he was born.
“McBeath” is a relatively common name in
north east Scotland and there were several pos-
sible candidates. It wasn’t until the publication
of the 1911 census that the search could be nar-
rowed. When the death registration became
available in an online database, his original
identity as Robert Shepherd could be confirmed.
Online databases also enabled the collection of

data about Robert’s birth family

Fig. 1 is his birth certificate, Fig. 2. is his death regis-
tration and Fig. 3. shows information about his

half-siblings.

Robert Gordon McBeath was born in the
Scottish fishing village of Fraserburgh on 5 De-
cember 1897. Robert
McBeath Gordon Murison OR Shepherd. His
mother was Williamina Shepherd (maiden sur-
The name of Robert’s father

His birth name was

name Murison).
was not recorded. Further Williamina declared
that her husband Robert George Shepherd, “is
not the father of the child” and that “she has not

been living with her husband for several years”.

Robert’s mother, Williamina Murison, was born
in Fraserburgh in 1865. Her parents were Wil-
liam, a ship’s captain and his wife Mary. Wil-
liamina married Robert George Shepherd in Fra-
serburgh in 1883. He was a tin case maker from
the east end of London. By 1891, they had four
children— Alexander (born in England) and Isa-
bella, Christina and Henry (all born in Fraser-
burgh).

Around 1893, Robert Shepherd moved to Dun-
dee taking the children with him. In the 1901
census, he was living there with the three
youngest Shepherd children.

Alexander, the eldest, was not with them in
Dundee but the 1901 census listed a 15-year old
Alexander Shepherd who was born in England
and was a “boy under detention” on the Em-
press Industrial School ship in the Firth of
Clyde near Glasgow. This was a training ship
for destitute or homeless boys and at this time
prepared them for the Merchant Navy.

Back in Fraserburgh, Williamina Shepherd had
at least four more children: James Barrie (born
1894), Robert McBeath Gordon (born 1897),
William (born 1900) and Alister Barrie (born
1904). The last names of all four children was
entered as “Murison or Shepherd”. On all of
the certificates, the space for the father’s name
was left blank. With the eldest child, however,
Williamina pursued a successful paternity ac-
tion and the father’s name (James Barrie of Fra-
serburgh) was added as a “corrected entry”.

In the 1901 census, Williamina was living alone
in Fraserburgh and was a herring and white fish
worker. The two eldest (James B. Murison and
Robert Shepherd) were living as “boarders” in
separate households in villages near Fraser-
burgh (Rathen and Strichen respectively). Her
youngest child, William Murison, was only a
few months old and had been informally
“adopted” by a childless Fraserburgh couple.

Around 1905, Williamina moved to Dundee tak-
ing her youngest son Alister with her. In the
1911 census, Williamina was a jute worker in
Dundee. Alister had died but her son James
Murison (age 16) had moved to Dundee and
was living with her.



What happened to the two boys that Williami-
na left behind (William and Robert) when she
moved to Dundee?

Although William was adopted, his adoptive
mother died the following year and attempts
to find William in the official records have not
yet been successful.

In the 1911 census, Robert McBeath Gordon
was living in Kinlochbervie as the “adopted
son” of Barbara MacKenzie. His name was
shown as Robert McK McBeath. He arrived in
Kinlochbervie sometime between 1901 and
1905.

Williamina reconnected with her husband and
other children in Dundee in the mid-1890s but
we don’t know if they ever lived together
again. Robert Shepherd died some time be-
tween 1906 and 1915.

Williamina died in 1933.

Did Robert know anything about his parents
and siblings? On his marriage certificate in
1919, the place for parents was left blank. But
on his death registration in 1922, his wife
filled in his correct birth date and named his
mother as Mina Shepherd and his father as
simply McBeath. A likely scenario may be
that members of Robert’s birth family made
contact after he won the Victoria Cross (an
event that was widely reported in the news-

papers).
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Fig. 1. Birth Certificate of Robert McBeath Gordon Murison or Shepherd

(Source: www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk)
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Fig. 2. Death Registration of Robert Gordon McBeath
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Robert Gordon McBeath and his siblings

Name Date of birth Place of birth Father
Alexander Shepherd 1885 England Robert George Shepherd
Isabella Wiseman Shepherd 1886 Fraserburgh Robert George Shepherd
Christina Cardno Shepherd 1888 Fraserburgh Robert George Shepherd
Henry Fyfe Shepherd 1891 Fraserburgh Robert George Shepherd
Father recorded as a corrected entry:
James Barrie Murison or Shepherd 1894 Fraserburgh
James Barrie
Robert McBeath Gordon Murison or 1897 Fraserburgh Father not recorded
Shepherd
William Murison or Shepherd 1900 Fraserburgh Father not recorded
Alister Barrie Murison or Shepherd 1904 Fraserburgh Father not recorded

Fig. 3. Robert Gordon McBeath and his siblings.

(Source: Compiled from information on www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk)




