
 
 

John George Pattison VC:  
AN ORDINARY PERSON DOING THE EXTRAORDINARY 
 

 

 

  

 Objectives: 
 

Our Intention is to educate 
Canadian Citizens so that they: 
 

 Appreciate the role of our 
military heritage in 
protecting Canadian 
interests, values and 
beliefs. 
 

 Understand the role our 
military history has had in 
shaping our country and 
the world. 

 
 Are inspired to be engaged 

and well-informed 
participatory citizens of 
Canada. 

 

 

  
 

 

 

* Activity can easily be modified 

for earlier grades by focusing on 

the headstone activity only, or for 

later grades by emphasizing 

primary document use. 

 
 
 
RESOURCES REQUIRED: 
 

▪ Monumental Canadians John 
George Pattison Video Clip: 
https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=jaecyHYmgXI (6 
minutes) 
 

▪ Activity Sheet & Primary 
Source Documents:  
▪ At least one colour 

printed copy (optional) 
▪ A copy for each group or 

student completing the 
activity 

 
▪ Commonwealth War Grave 

Headstone template sheet 
▪ Pencil crayons 

LESSON OUTCOMES: 
▪ Understand that an ordinary person can make a difference to 

others 
▪ Engage in creative thinking 
▪ Increase students’ comfort in working with primary documents 

ACTIVITY: 
In a large group or small groups, read over the activity sheet below. 

1. Watch the Monumental Canadians John George Pattison video 
clip with students.  Stop the video as needed to address difficult 
vocabulary, concepts and answer questions.  Consider watching 
it through uninterrupted afterwards. 

2. Discuss what a primary source is and why the study of primary 
sources is critical to the discipline of history. 

3. Let students explore the primary documents related to John 
George Pattison.  If possible, print at least one copy of these 
documents on a colour printer so that students get a feel for 
what an authentic primary source document looks like.  
Documents could also be projected onto a screen for all to see 
in enlarged format. As a class or in small groups, have students 
circle or highlight on their copy of the primary source documents 
any information they think is interesting or relevant to the story 
of John George Pattison.  Students may also enter this 
information into a chart like the one modeled on the assignment 
sheet to help organize their thinking. 

4. Have students address one or more of the discussion questions 
verbally in a large or small group setting, or in writing. 

5. Have students come up with an epitaph for Pattison’s headstone 
that reflects their understanding of him as a person and his story 
during the War. Students can colour and add their epitaph onto 
a copy of the Commonwealth War Grave Headstone template. 

 

Intended Student Body:   
 Intermediate Grades   
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John George Pattison VC: An Ordinary Person Doing the Extraordinary 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2) Primary Sources 

 

 

 

 

 

Why do historians use primary sources to explore the past? 
________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3) Highlight or circle any information in the primary sources about Pattison below that you feel are 

relevant to his story.  Enter your information into a table like the one modeled below. 

 

Source Description/Document Name Information about J.G. Pattison 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

1)   View Valour Canada’s Monumental 

Canadians John George Pattison Video Clip: 
http://valourcanada.ca/video-documentaries/john-
george-pattison-vc/   
 
Notes about the video clip: 
_____________________________________

_____________________________________

_____________________________________

_____________________________________ 

ACTIVITY SHEET & PRIMARY DOCUMENTS 
 

A primary source is what historians use to figure out what happened in the 

past.  Primary sources are usually from the time period being studied and 

include interviews, artifacts, eye witness accounts, pieces of art, diary 

entries, letters, recordings, images, etc.  A secondary source interprets, 

describes and comments on primary sources.  Books about history are 

secondary sources. 

Name:_______________

___ 
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4) .Discuss or reflect on the following questions: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

5) Epitaph Assignment 

John George Pattison is buried at La Chaudiere Military Cemetery near Vimy, France. Like all First World War 

Commonwealth soldiers with a known grave, Pattison’s headstone is white stone and is maintained by the 

Commonwealth War Graves Commission, an organization that cares for the graves and memorials of 1.7 

million people who died in the First and Second World Wars.  His is unlike most because it bears an image of 

the Victoria Cross that he earned in battle.  Canadian family members of the deceased were able to have a 

short epitaph engraved onto the headstones of their loved ones, courtesy of the Canadian government – other 

Commonwealth countries charged for this service or did not allow engraving at all. 

Your assignment is to create an epitaph (inscription on a headstone) for Private Pattison that reflects your 

understanding of him as a person and of his story during the War. Consider ways you could make his epitaph 

poignant, personal and memorable. First World War epitaphs had to be no more 66 characters.  For this 

assignment, don’t limit yourself to only 66 characters, but keep it brief and aim to capture the essence of who 

Pattison was and what we, as Canadians living more than a century after his death, can gain from his story.   

Use the headstone template on the next page to write your epitaph.  Colour the template. Just as 

Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemeteries are nicely manicured and well taken care of, your sheet 

of paper should be neat and demonstrate thought, care and effort.  Below are sample epitaphs from 

Commonwealth War Graves Commission First World War cemeteries: 

• Spirit in heaven, body in France, memory in Canada 

• Oh Bertie darling / How we miss you 

• An only son / 'To what purpose / Is this waste?’  

• Only one in thousands / But all the world to us. 

• Tread softly o’er/ my darling son’s grace/for a mother’s 
love lies here 

• All our beauty and hope and joy we owe to lads like you 

• His last message “I would not have missed it for anything” 

• As brave as a lion & worked to his last ounce in the cause 
of his wounded comrades 

• He joined the forces at 15 ½ years and did his duty till 
death 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“THEIR NAME LIVETH FOR EVERMORE”  
 

 -Rudyard Kipling, engraved on the Stone of Remembrance in war cemeteries and memorials commemorating First World War dead  
 

▪ What does the story of John George Pattison tell us about the First World War? 

▪ Potential leads:  

▪ The violent nature of Pattison’s actions that earned him a Victoria Cross 

▪ The change in height requirements in 1915 that allowed Pattison to go overseas to fight 

▪ What does the story of John George Pattison tell us about human nature? 

▪ Potential leads:  

▪ Fatherly love 

▪ Ability of all people to do extraordinary 
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SELECTED PRIMARY SOURCES RELATING TO JOHN GEORGE PATTISON 

*Using primary sources can be frustrating!  Sometimes they are difficult to read and understand.  Don’t give up! 

Think of these documents like clues that will help you piece together a fuller story about Private Pattison. 

Organize the information you gather into a table like the one modelled in part 3 of your activity sheet and use it 

to help write an epitaph for Private Pattison. 

Excerpts from Pattison’s Personnel File:  
(http://central.bac-lac.gc.ca/.item/?op=pdf&app=CEF&id=7654-41) 
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Canadian Virtual War Memorial  
(http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-
memorial/detail/80814?John%20George%20Pattison) 
The original grave marker of Private Pattison, Glenbow Museum, Alberta.  

 

  

10 

http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-memorial/detail/80814?John%20George%20Pattison
http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-memorial/detail/80814?John%20George%20Pattison


Will 
(http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-
memorial/detail/80814?John%20George%20Pattison)  

 

  

11 

http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-memorial/detail/80814?John%20George%20Pattison
http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-memorial/detail/80814?John%20George%20Pattison


Personal Information Sheet 
(http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-
memorial/detail/80814?John%20George%20Pattison) 
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Commonwealth War Graves Registers 
(https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/mass-digitized-archives/commonwealth-war-graves-
registers/Pages/item.aspx?PageId=129798)  
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Grave Registration Report 
(https://www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead/casualty/80814/pattison,-john-george/#&gid=null&pid=2) 

 

 
Circumstances of Death Registers, First World War 
(https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/mass-digitized-archives/circumstances-death-
registers/Pages/item.aspx?PageID=77309) MIKAN 46246 
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Headstone Inscription  
(https://www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead/casualty/80814/pattison,-john-george/#&gid=null&pid=2) 
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When he died in 1917, Private Pattison’s family created an epitaph for him that is engraved on his 

headstone below the Victoria Cross, but it has been removed from this image.  Write the epitaph you 

created for Pattison at the bottom of his headstone. 


