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CEREMONY FOR A HERO – Above, Pat Ross plays the closing hymns behind James Mark Rowan’s new
gravestone. _Below, Renee Rowan talks about the effort to bring more recognition to the service of her
great grandfather, and observers listen to Judge H. Russel Holland talk about the importance of the
U.S. Marshal’s Service. Photos by Jeff Brady

James Mark Rowan: A hero gets his tribute
By JEFF BRADY

Growing up in California, Renee Rowan had heard about her
great-grandfather dying in Alaska during the Klondike Gold
Rush, but until two years ago, when she started researching
his brief time in Skagway, she never really knew what
happened.
Now, through her efforts, James Mark Rowan, a Deputy U.S.
Marshal killed in the line of duty, has a dignified memorial
over his grave in Skagway’s historic Gold Rush Cemetery.
Rowan’s story is well-known in Skagway: it is told every night
during the Days of ’98 Show. Just a few hours before he was
killed on January 31, 1898, Rowan was with his wife, Beryl,
who was giving birth to their first child, James Mark Rowan
Jr.
Across the street, an incident was developing upstairs at the
People’s Theatre bar. A bartender there allegedly had short-
changed local resident Andy McGrath. Unsatisfied, McGrath
sought out Rowan and asked to borrow his gun, according to
The Skaguay News. Rowan refused, patted his wife’s hand,
and said he would go with McGrath and see what the trouble
was about.
“As they entered the People’s Theatre two shots were fired,”
reported the News, “McGrath dropping to the floor and dying
in a few minutes. Rowan was also shot, but managed to go to
Dr. Moore’s office where he soon expired.”
A vigilante committee soon formed to roust out Ed Fay, the



alleged assailant, but legendary con man and gang leader Soapy Smith intervened and shouted down
mob rule and prevented a lynching. He also started a fund for Mrs. Rowan and her baby. Fay, who was
believed to be under Smith’s employ in some capacity, was sent to a jail in Sitka and subsequently
charged with murder by a grand jury in May 1898. But the incident, and Soapy’s control of the
situation, eventually led to the con man’s own violent demise on July 8, 1898.
Rowan was buried in the Gold Rush Cemetery on Feb. 4, 1898. A small wooden marker was placed
above his grave. It listed his age, 33, and date of death, nothing more. Beryl remained in Skagway at
least through the 1900 census, but had moved to Seattle by the 1910 census.
Renee began her search on the Internet two years ago. As a young girl she had remembered her
mother telling her that her grandpa, “Pom Pom”, was a musician, but that his dad was killed while on
“shore patrol” in Alaska. Through her research, she found out that her great grandfather was indeed a
Deputy U.S. Marshal killed on duty. Her efforts now have placed the name of Mark James Rowan on
the National Law Enforcement Memorial in Washington, D.C., and, working with the U.S. Marshal’s
Service in Alaska, a new memorial stone has replaced the old wooden marker in Skagway.
“The more I started to dig, the more I decided I knew who I was,” Renee Rowan said, adding that as
an educator she conveys the importance of law, patriotism and honor. “I’m proud to say my great
grandfather served with the U.S. Marshal’s Service.”
Renee and her
husband Gary Moe
came to Skagway
for the 4th of July
and to
commemorate the
new marker. From
Anchorage, U.S.
District Judge H.
Russel Holland and
Alaska Chief Deputy
Marshal Marc Otte
also came to
Skagway for the
ceremony, as well
as Sgt. John
Sutherland of the
Royal Canadian
Mounted Police’s M
Division in
Whitehorse.
Skagway law
enforcement was
represented by
Police Chief Ray
Leggett and U.S. Customs and Border Protection Port Director Boyd Worley. After a brief reception at
AB Hall hosted by Buckwheat Donahue of the Skagway Convention and Visitors Bureau, about 20
people drove out to the cemetery.
The new marker is stone, and small enough to fit where the old one was. But it tells so much more
about the man, giving dignity to one who gave his life in the service of his country.
At the gravesite, Otte spoke of the importance of deputy marshals, and read an inscription from
Proverbs 28:1 on one of the cornerstones of the memorial in the nation’s capital: “The wicked flee
when no man pursueth: but the righteous are bold as a lion.”
Above the inscription is a sculpture of a lion, and Otte said Deputy Marshal Rowan “did his duty and
paid the price.”
Judge Holland said the U.S. Marshal’s Service is the oldest federal military unit, dating back to the
1790s, and that they are known as the “protectors.”
Renee spoke again, thanking the people of Skagway.
“The warmth I’ve felt being here to get people to work with me has been wonderful,” she said. “I really
appreciate the acts of kindness.”
Pat Ross, of the Midnight Sun Pipe Band from Whitehorse, then stood behind the grave and played
“Amazing Grace.” Everyone in the cemetery paused to remember “A Hero Not Forgotten.”


