
Of  all my interviews of residents of Connor’s Creek, the one that impressed me the most took place in a graveyard shortly after World War II with Pete     
Dedenbach, a gravedigger, and caretaker of Assumption Grotto Parish. He served the parish for fifty eight years and was baptized by its first pastor, Fr. Amandus 
Vandendriessche.  Pete lived to the ripe old age of  91.  He was thin and slightly stooped,  a wizened old man with firm hands that conformed easily to the handle 
of his cane.  One glance around the cemetery was enough to start him reminiscing.  “See that elm,” he said.  “Triplets were buried there over 45 years ago. I felt 
so sorry for them. They looked cute like baby dolls.”  Dedenbach knew all the people buried here-the Kellys, Bacons, Corbys,  Tromblys, Girards, Juifs, Pfents, 
Schoenherrs, Rivards, Salters and many others. He was also friends with Felix Meier, the grave stonecutter.        
       These things always pleased Pete: the people entering and leaving church; children playing on the swings, fresh flowers on a grave and the Grotto Shrine, 
which a Detroit News Tribune reporter in 1900 referred to as “the arched rock” and  “a place for religious dreamers”  Fr. Vandendriessche built the Grotto at the 
far end of the cemetery a year after he returned from Lourdes in 1872. “There was a pretty young lady,” Pete said. “She came here on crutches making a novena. 
One day Fr. Vandendriessche preached a sermon to 200 people who were there. I can still remember them: ‘My Friends, this young  lady is going to walk away 
cured.’   She did—and her crutches are still here today.”  Dedenbach was always amused by the children who played around the church and he had quite a time 
keeping them out of the boiler room, where he fired the furnace.  “I like kids,” he said, punctuating the statement with a deep chuckle.  “You know how they 
are—just like we used to be!”  When  Dedenbach was a boy, he made a balloon out of a pigs bladder and dusted it against the flaring nostrils of his fathers pony. 
He was rewarded with a kick that bounced him against the side of the barn. Pete was not hurt but from then on no one could approach the pony.   No one, that is, 
except one person who was slightly pixilated. To Pete’s surprise, the pony stood like a lamb when the tipsy neighbor tried to harness him.    
      The most exciting experience in Pete Dedenbach’s life was the burning of the Assumption Grotto Church during 10 
o’clock Mass on New Years Day, 1907.  I was the one who burned it down,” he said.  It was he who fired the two new    
burners. The chimney could not handle the heat and the fire worked its way through a defective brick. Being outside the city 
limits, the church could not be saved by the Detroit Fire Department.   Pete stopped at another grave; hesitated, and read the 

lady’s name on the tombstone.  “She asked me to marry her,”  he said,    “ but I was too bashful.”    Before his job at the church Pete worked for Dr. John R. Jones, the 
village doctor in Leesville.  While Pete took care of the doctor’s horses, carriage and wheeled-cart,  the girl did  his housework.  One day she said , “Pete, let’s get  
married.”  Pete got out of that one quickly. “If you don’t love someone, how do you get married?”  he asked her. A year later he went to work for the church and she 
died. Pete, who never married, recalls digging her grave.  Pete lived a simple   solitary life and was often found sleeping in the morning in the church in front of the 
Blessed Mothers altar.   He was a very sensitive man who couldn’t bear to see a rough box   casket lowered into a grave half filled with water. The Grotto cemetery 
had always tended to be marshy until the city sewers arrived.  Pete, armed with a hooked branch and bucket, engaged in a never ending battle against the seeping    
water. On hot summer nights he could be heard near a fresh dug grave muttering angry sounds against the standing water within which he was trying to bail out.     
      Toward the end of his life Pete was adopted by the family of George Ertzbischoff.  Msgr. Marx gave Mrs. Ertzbischoff money for his room and board. Oddly 
enough, Pete himself is not buried in the cemetery of the church he loved and served so well.  As fate would have it,  he died in 1951, the year his sister in law, Anna 
Cottrell Dedenbach, was chosen “Queen of Roseville.”  Anne lived near Sacred Heart Church Cemetery where Pete’s parents are buried. Just before he died Pete     
fulfilled his last wish of having a new stone erected over the family plot. Pete was buried near his parents in the family plot. Today, thousands drive by the Assump-
tion Grotto Church and they are oblivious of the graveyard behind it, but the words of   Peter Dedenbach are worth reflecting upon:  “I have been too close to death all 
of my life to have any premonitions about it. To me, it’s a natural thing– a transition of life.”  Paraphrased from Spilo’s Manuscript: “ What Happened to Connor’s Creek?” 
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Steve Spilos began writing for  the Northeast Detroiter in 1947. Returning to Detroit after the war he couldn’t get over how the east side expanded. Conner's Creek where he used 
to play when he was a boy, had disappeared, buried in storm sewers.  He remembered the creek that 40 years before flowed free and majestically.  “I spent two wonderful years 
swimming and fishing for pike that spawned up the stream, catching frogs, snitching green corn along the banks and sneaking into Johnson’s Woods.”  Steve would meet Alfred 
Trombly who introduced him to many Conner Creek’s old timers: Charlie Schoenherr; the three Juif sisters, Justine, Emma and Josephine.  Their father operated a grist mill on 
Seven Mile and Gratiot before he sold the land to the Wirtz family and they built the Eight Mile house,  Mrs. Anthony Young (Euphrasie Denewith) who operated a grocery store 
across the road from Assumption Grotto Church and Pete Dedenbach. One person led to another and Steve was soon piecing together a story of  life on Conner’s Creek.   In         
September of 1955, Chrysler Magazine printed a condensed version of his articles under the title: “Land of the Forward Look.” His manuscript  was  never published.   An          
unfinished version was given to our  parish archives during the pastorate of Msgr. Marx. Finished copies of the same manuscript  can also be found in the Burton Historical      
Collection and the Bentley Historical Library, Ann Arbor.   Copies of both finished  manuscripts were obtained in 2007 for our parish archives by George Ertzbischoff and Vincent 
Rengers. Our archives also contain  numerous news articles by Spilos  published in the Northeast Detroiter beginning in 1947.   This page contains Spilos’ interview with   Pete Dedenbach  who dug over 
a thousand graves in our cemetery. Our parish owes a great debt of gratitude for the work of Steve Spilos.  His enthusiasm for the memories of his childhood led him to bring  these  memories to life 
again  with everyone he interviewed.  He  obtained  many folksy details of the lives of the residents of Connor’s Creek  and  Leesville  that would have otherwise been lost.  In the months remaining we 
hope to share more interesting details from Steve Spilo’s accounts of  Connor’s Creek pertaining to the  parishioners buried in our cemetery: “real people, who lived hard lives with a smile.”  Spilos’ 
research would prevent him from  obtaining a union post not having  time to campaign.   Later, when  Steve was asked  what  his research had  meant to him in light of the losses he suffered in bringing it 
to completion, he replied;  “My work is a  story of ordinary people just like himself, who had similiar hardships and problems,  yet, when he asked them to recall the past, all they could think of were the 
pleasant memories …seldom any tragedies.”  Steve would write again later that this was the real answer to his dream about Life on Connor’s Creek,:                                                                                                                                                                        
                                                                                                                                     “The realization  that the bad in life destroys  itself;  only the good survives and it will go on forever.” Lrd-2007�

 Pete dressed  
  for Sunday Mass 


