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PEMBINA MÉTIS CEMETERY       
In March of this year, a mysterious, but intriguing letter, arrived from Winnipeg, Manitoba.  
It commented on a North Dakota cemetery I had seen in the summer of 2001, and a 
subsequent article that I had published in Chez Nous, then the newsletter of La Société 
Canadienne-Française du Minnesota. 

The letter referenced successful but incomplete efforts which began in the 1990s. (The 
current and continuing frustration is access to the cemetery, and upkeep.)  Those efforts 
were related in a 1999 article in the Plains Anthropologist, “The History of the Pembina 
Metis Cemetery: Inter-Ethnic Perspectives on a Sacred Site,” by Ruth Swan and Edward A. 
Jerome.  With permission from the authors, the Swan/Jerome article is printed in its 
entirety beginning below on page 7.   

For the 2001 Chez Nous newsletter, scroll down to page 23 of this article to read: "A 
Summer Trip to Winnipeg," by Dick Bernard to learn more about the cemetery. 
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     Pembina Métis Cemetery 
Photo courtesy of Dick Bernard
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Below is a photo taken by Edward A. Jerome, as the cemetery appeared on July 22, 2021. 
Please read the articles first. Following here, I have added a few concluding comments. 
I’m a North Dakotan, and French-Canadian, and knew of Pembina’s existence for many 
years, but not until Dr. Ruth Swan’s letter, and the Swan/Jerome article had I ever paid 
much attention to the tiny place or the historical significance of the cemetery. 

It is easy to visualize the geographic 
place. The cemetery is perhaps one-half 
mile south of the Canadian border, and 
less than a quarter mile west of the Red 
River. It is within sight of Interstate 29, as 
can be seen on the Google map to the 
right. 
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Location of Pembina Métis Cemetery 
Google Maps
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     Pembina Métis Cemetery - July 2021 
Photo courtesy of Edward A. Jerome



There are endless questions about such an ancient place, some never answerable. The 
North Dakota ground on which the cemetery sets was first Indigenous, and part of 
Quebec; then as part of United States just south of the Canada-U.S. border in 1818; 
followed by becoming part of the Minnesota Territory, and part of the fourth parish of the 
St. Paul Catholic Diocese. 

In 1858, Minnesota became a state and, in 1861, the Dakota Territory was formed. In the 
intervening three years, Pembina, and basically all of what was to become eastern North 
Dakota and South Dakota, were essentially without status, probably more by accident than 
by design. The legendary French missionary, Reverend Father Joseph Goiffon, who first 
visited there in 1858 as a young priest, described the town of St. Joseph (later renamed 
Walhalla) as the “capital city of Dakota.” Along the way, this Catholic parish was part of St. 
Boniface, then St. Paul, and later what became the Diocese of Fargo. 
 
This story is included in the Swan/Jerome article. I am also including Fr. Goiffon’s 
memories of Pembina which became his parish in the year 1858. Scroll to the end of this 
article to page 27 to read the memories. 

Editor’s Note: Dick Bernard is a French-American Heritage Foundation board member, and 
previously the editor of Chez Nous, the publication of La Société Canadienne-Française du 
Minnesota. If you wish to directly communicate with Dr. Swan or Mr. Jerome (whose 
ancestors are buried at the cemetery) send an e-mail to dick.bernard@icloud.com, and he 
will accommodate your request. 
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Article Extra - Peter Rindisbacher

Peter Rindisbacher 1806-1834 
Oil Painting by George Markham, 1830 

Missouri History Museum 

Peter Rindisbacher is the artist of the Pembina watercolor depicted on the cover page of our 
August-September article. This artist, who died at a very young age, made sketches and 
watercolors of his family's journey from Europe to western Canada, life and company officials in 
the Red River Colony, and Indians and animals in west-central Canada and the midwestern 
United States, including the Chippewa and Métis living along the Red River Trails.  1

To learn more about the life of this remarkable pioneer, here is a link to his biography: http://
www.biographi.ca/en/bio/rindisbacher_peter_6E.html 

 Wikipedia, Peter Rindisbacher1
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Article Extra - History of the Pembina Métis Cemetery

The following PDF article is reproduced here per the courtesy of Dr. Ruth Swan and Mr. Edward 
A. Jerome.  
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Articles Extra - Summer Trip to Winnipeg, by Dick 
Bernard & Pembina Memories of Fall, 1858, by Fr.     
Joseph Goiffon
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