
9257 Private Robert Harcus 
 

Robert was born at Hammar on Pharay on 8th October 1893, the 
fourth son of crofter James Harcus and Jane Harcus (née Drever).  
A few years later the Harcus family moved to Backaland Farm 
near the south end of Eday and James took on the responsibilities 
of the Subpostmaster.  He was assisted in the postal duties by his 
daughter Jane and son Robert, who made the rural deliveries after 
he left school.  His elder brother William also worked on the farm 
as a blacksmith, so Robert probably helped him at the smithy and 
became used to handling horses. 
 
Orkney had a long tradition of raising volunteer artillery 
companies.  In 1911 there were seven Territorial companies of the 
Orkney Royal Garrison Artillery scattered through the islands, 
with No 2 Company recruiting on Sanday and Stronsay.  Newly 
appointed Sergeant Major Thomas Bond travelled through the 
islands signing up recruits for the Orkney RGA and also for the 
Regular Army.  He persuaded Robert to sign up to serve in 
Scotland’s famous cavalry regiment, the Royal Scots Greys 
(officially the 2nd Dragoons of the Line).  Robert enlisted and 

passed a medical in Kirkwall on 16th October, just over a week after his eighteenth birthday.  He travelled 
to Fort George and then onwards to York to join the Royal Scots Greys there.  Robert was given Regiment 
Number 6396 and had agreed to serve 7 years with the colours and 5 years in the Reserve. 
 
Robert passed the Army School 3rd Class Certificate on 30th November 1911 and the 2nd Class Certificate 
on 20th December 1912.  Robert’s military character was assessed as Very Good and he was described as 
“sober, trustworthy, hardworking and a good groom” in Army Form B. 2066 completed on 2nd November 
1913.  However, he did not settle in peacetime Army life and on 2nd February 1914 Robert completed at 
York a Discharge by Purchase, when he agreed to pay £18 to leave the Army. 
 
Robert probably received financial assistance from his family to purchase his discharge, which meant he 
was not obliged to report for duty when war broke out six months later.  However, Robert re-enlisted in 
Dunbar and landed in France with the Royal Scots Greys on 17th August 1914, with the new service 
number 9257.  The Scots Greys dyed their horses a chestnut colour while billeted in Mauberge, before 
moving up to Mons on the right of the line as part of the independent 5th Cavalry Brigade. 
 
During the difficult retreat from Mons, 5th Brigade was in action against German 2nd Guard Dragoon 
Regiment and the Greys drove back two squadrons from the village of La Guinguette on 28th August.  
When the Allies switched to the offensive in early September, the Scots Greys advanced and took 300 
Germans prisoner on the 10th but lost heavily a few days later crossing the River Aisne.  The Greys joined 
in the BEF’s move north to the French-Belgian border and took turns as dismounted troops manning the 
improvised trench lines there that only just managed to stop the numerous heavy German attacks. 
 
During the first winter of the war, in between spells in the trenches, the Royal Scots Greys trained for both 
mounted and infantry warfare.  The regiment stood by to act in the cavalry role during the Battle of Neuve 
Chapelle in March 1915, then spent most of April in trenches with the horse-lines nearby.  The Battle of 
Loos in September and October was also disappointing, with no active mounted role for the cavalry.  
 
In November each cavalry brigade in France was instructed to provide a dismounted battalion, comprising 
a regimental headquarters (in rotation) and a “company” from each regiment.  In January 1916 the Greys’ 
Company went with 5th Dismounted Battalion into the trenches at Vermelles, a village 10 kilometres 
north-west of Lens.  Robert Harcus was one of the soldiers selected to serve dismounted and became one 
of the 66 casualties the Greys lost in two months of heavy fighting in conjunction with mining operations.   
 
Robert Harcus was killed in action on 17th January 1916, aged 22.  He is buried in Grave III.A.20 in 
Vermelles British Cemetery, one of 1,943 identified casualties there, along with nearly 200 graves of 
unidentified soldiers.  Robert Harcus was the first Eday service man to die in the Great War, was probably 
also the first to see action on any front.  It is fitting, therefore, that his name is listed at the top of the south 
face of the Eday War Memorial. 


	9257 Private Robert Harcus

