Detroit archdiocese says
missing church found

under Lake St. Clair

DETROIT (AP) — The cemetery of a Catholic mis-
sion church that was swallowed up about 140 years ago
by the advancing Lake St. Clair has been found under
10 feet of water, the Archdiocese of Detroit said Thurs-
day.

The archdiocese is confident future underwater explo-
rations will locate the mission building itself near the
two-acre cemetery, found about 2,000 feet offshore near
the border of St. Clair Shores and Macomb County's
Harrison Township.

“Just like ¢Weryone else, 1 thought the church was
lost for goud," said Cardinal Adam Maida, **This is a
great, wonderful' find,'*

The whereabouts of St. Felicity Church, which wus
built by a French missionary in 1826, has been the sub-
ject of much speculation and had inspired local myths
and legends,

The church was last noted in historical documents in
1855, sad the Rev. Michoel Ruthenberg, associate pas-
tor of St. Gertrude Church in St. Clair Shores, the suc-
cessor 1o St. Felicily, Sometime thal summer or nexl,
there was catastrophic flooding throughout the  entire
Great Lokes region,

Lake St. Clair swelled, burying over 2,000 feet of
shomehine.

An intense search for St, Felicity began abowt 15
years ago with the Rev. Stanley Ulman. But when Ulman
sent scubit divers into Lake St. Clair in 1976 to look
for the church, he missed the right area by just n few
hundred feet.

**] thought they stopped using the church when the
flooding hit in '36," said Ulman, now pastor of St.
Ladistaus Church in Hamiramek. **1 thought they moved
inland. That was my mistake."”

Ruthenberg began his own research eight ycars ago.
A Domunican priest, he became interested because St
Felicity was dedicated in 1529 by a bishop he smd was

credited with bringing the Dominican order to the Unit-
ed Stales.

The breakthrough came when Ruthenberg found the
will of a farmer who had donated his properly lo the
church. He got the deed from the county, which enabled
him to plot the estimated location of the church.

On Ocl, 12, he saw one zebra mussel-covered tomb-
sione from a boal.

Ruthenberg took his findings to the Dossin Great
Lakes Museum, which confirmed he seemgd 10 be on
the right track, and the archdiocese hired a team of
divers.

When they went to the arca on Sunday, the divers
spotted five tombstones and a pile of stones believed
used 10 mark the northeast boundary of the property

The water is too cold for more dives before nexi
spring. Ruthenberg hopes to be certified 1o dive by then
so he can join the team, °

“Ii's been underwater for 150 years. Another six
months isn't going to make a difference,”” he said. ~*This
will be a real time capsule.”

But though he can hardly wait to look for the church
building, Ruthenberg smd he is overjoyed at what has
been found,

“I'm so excited for our parish,”” he said. ~*This con-
firms our parish is 170 years old. My people were
telling the truth. Now we can reclaim our stories. I'm
like o kid st Chrisimas right now.”

The state has just begun to work with the archdio-
cese and federal authorities to establish a historical pre-
serve al the site, Ruthenberg smid.

“If true, this is on interesting find and any future
development would have to be mindiul of that,"* said
Tom Graf of the Michigan Depariment of Environmen-
tal Qualuy.

“That is still holy ground," stressed Ruthenberg,




