Private Fred Curson
Regimental number: 150347
16th Canadian Infantry Battalion, Manitoba Regiment

born: 13 November 18911 - died: 10 March 1918

Fred Curson was just three years old when his mother Betsy died in 1894.2 He would probably not
have remembered her.

His father, John Curson (b. 1844)3, married his mother, the former Betsy Grindrod, (b. 1851)4in
December 1876 in Norden, near Rochdale, Lancashire.5 John was 28 and Betsy 24.6 Their first son,
James Henry, was born six months later in the summer of 1877.7 In all, John and Betsy went on to
have ten more children, eight of whom survived to be included in the 1911 Census.8 Fred was the
youngest of the family. His siblings were: James Henry (b. 1877), George (b. 1878),° William (b.
1881),10 Mary Alice (b. 1883),!1 Arthur (b. 1885),12 John and Thomas (b. 1886),13 Mary Ann (b.
1887),14 Mabel (b. 1889)15 and Sydney (b. 1889).16

When Betsy died in July 1894, John was left to raise his children alone. Mary Ann was the only
daughter still living by the time of the 1911 census. According to the documents located, the family
always resided in Rochdale, Lancashire and, by the time of the 1891 Census, the three oldest boys
still living at home were all working.1” John was employed as a carter; his sons, either in the mines
or the cotton mills. The remaining children were all under ten years of age.18

[t must have been difficult for Fred’s father John to raise his family alone, but he appears to have
done so. The family was still intact at the time of the 1901 Census.!® The 1901 Census shows Mary,
the only daughter, living in a household of men.

By the age of 20, Fred, like his brothers, was working in the cotton mills, while his father was
retired and his sister Mary was keeping house for her father and the three brothers who still
remained at home.2? Fred’s older brothers, James Henry, George, William and Arthur had married
and moved to their own homes. James Henry, George and Arthur remained nearby, while William
had relocated to London.?! Fred’s brother Arthur married Alice Bell in 190922 and was working as a
Cloth Stretcher in the 1911 Census?23

In the 1901 Census Fred’s older brothers were all working either as carters or in the wool industry.
By 1911 two of them, James Henry and William, had changed careers. James was employed as an
insurance agent, while William was working as a police constable. In the summer of 1913, Fred
alone sailed to Quebec on the SS Teutonic to seek a new life and work. He indicated on the
passenger list that his ultimate destination in Canada was not known.24

Two years later, in 1915, Fred was working as a farmer in Dunrea, Manitoba.?s On 14 November
1915, he enlisted in the 79th Overseas Battalion, Manitoba Regiment.26 He was described as 24
years old, 5 feet 9 inches tall, with a ruddy complexion, grey eyes and dark hair, streaked with grey.
He listed his religion as Methodist and his next of kin as his sister, Mary Ann, living at 9 Grimes
Cottages in Rochdale, Lancashire. Fred’s father John had died nearly two years earlier, in 1914.

Just one week after his enlistment, Fred came down with a case of mumps and spent the next 16
days in hospital in Brandon, Manitoba.



On 24 April 1916, Fred and the rest of his company embarked in Halifax for England, on the RMS
Lapland. They arrived on 4 May 1916 and, like many other Canadian soldiers, were dispatched for
training in East Sandling. In late June, the 79th Battalion was transferred to the 16th Canadian
Infantry Battalion and shipped to the field in France.2? By the middle of July, they were part of the
Battle of the Somme. This battle continued from the beginning of July through to 11 November
1916 and encompassed a number of smaller campaigns or battles. On 4 September 1916, when
Fred was injured for the first time, the 16th Canadian Infantry Battalion was fighting alongside the
Australian forces in one of those engagements—the battle for Poziéres Ridge.28

Fred was buried in a shell explosion at the Front and hit by either a bullet or shrapnel in the back of
the neck. His fellow soldiers must have dug him out, because he was quickly evacuated to No. 11
General Hospital at Camiers, where his wound was diagnosed as severe. He was treated there and
shipped on to Queen Mary’s Military Hospital in Whalley, Lancashire. Fred spent the next 32 days in
hospital, with his first 10 days restricted to bed rest. His wound healed well and he was then sent to
the King’s Canadian Red Cross Convalescent Hospital in Bushey Park, where he stayed for seven
more days.?° Finally, he was transferred back to the army, where he remained in England until May
1917 before returning to his battalion in France.30

Norden Rochdale War Memorial
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Once back in the field, Fred successfully remained uninjured until late February 1918. Shortly after
returning from 14 days leave, he was admitted to No. 1 Canadian Casualty Clearing Station on 1
March 1918, suffering from dangerous shrapnel wounds to his back, chest, right leg and left foot.
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The wound to Fred’s back perforated to his left chest and he was in critical condition. He lingered
for 18 days and died on 19 March 1918.31

He was buried the next day in Plot 2, Row E, Grave 23 of the the Barlin Communal Cemetery
Extension, 2%, miles southwest of Noeux-les-Mines, France.32 Barlin is a village south-west of
Bethune between the Bethune-Arras and Bethune-St. Pol roads. The Communal Cemetery and
Extension lies to the north of the village on the road to Houchin. The extension was designed by Sir
Edwin Lutyens and contains 1095 Commonwealth, 63 French and 13 German burials from the First
World War.33

Chaplain R. K. Lambert sent a letter to Fred’s sister Mary Ann, who was still living at 9 Grimes
Cottages in Rochdale, Lancashire, England.34 By the time she received his medals and decorations in
the early 1920s, Mary Ann had emigrated to Ninette, Manitoba, and was married to R. L.
Hutchinson.35 Fred’s brother James H. Curson was living in Kidderminster, England, and received
Fred’s scroll and plaque.3¢

Fred’s brother Sydney, who had enrolled in the Royal Army Medical Corps, was killed in Greece on 2
January 1919. He is buried in the Mikra British Cemetery in Salonica.3” Both Fred and Sydney are

remembered on the war memorial in Norden, Rochdale, Lancashire.38
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