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As best I can determine, my German-Russian ancestors were only schooled through 
the first few years of elementary grades at best in the ‘old country,’ with some barely 
having as much as four or five years of study in the “three R’s”: Readin’, wRitein,’ and 
aRithmatic.  As third-generation Americans, my father completed eight years of school, 
while mother accomplished the tenth-grade.  In those early years of the twentieth-1

century, schooling was not considered essential for one to be successful in an agrarian 
economy.


Since my father, as a young man, had the opportunity during the Depression years to 
attend a technical school for training in aircraft construction and maintenance in 
Omaha, Nebraska just prior to World War II; and then later, when mother and he were 
called to work in Niagara Falls, New York at Bell Aircraft, he had an appreciation for 
education and training, and saw at least high school graduation, and perhaps some 
college for his son as something important. He first encouraged, and then, after 
graduating from high school, assisted me to continue my schooling at a four-year 
college.


Because my parents and I moved frequently during my youth, by the time I was in 
eighth-grade I had attended seven different schools while living in the Dakotas.  The 
consequence of these frequent moves had an impact on my academic ways to the 
extent that by the time we moved to California, I entered high school with meager 
study skills at best.


Even though I entered high school ill-prepared, and the 
grades I earned were mediocre, the school environment did afford 
other opportunities for me even beyond the typical and important 
youth social interactions of the academic setting. The most note-
worthy and far-reaching of these prospects revolved around areas 
of music. This in turn allowed me to experience some interesting 
and wonderful life experiences that went on to play an important 
part in my life.


In junior high school I had taken up playing the trumpet, and I was a member of the 
school band. I enjoyed playing the trumpet (and later the tuba), while at the same time I 
also sang in the church youth and adult choirs.  Band and chorus became extra-
curricular opportunities, as well as eventually becoming elective subjects in high school 
which helped to offset some of my dismal grades in the academic subjects.  

 My mother tells me that her father (my grandfather, Henry Knoepfle) was not able to read nor write, and could 1

only sign his name. And I recently learned that my grandmother Schweigerdt had no formal schooling. 
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So it was, that during my final year in 
high school, the choral director asked 
me to consider joining the school choir 
since the senior class was going to 
perform Meredith Wilson’s The Music 
Man musical as its class play for that 
year. I was already in band and music 
theory classes, and the school policy at 
the time would only allow a student to 
have two elective classes each 
semester. 


However, Mr. Johnson needed 
someone who could sing the first-tenor 
part for the barbershop quartet in the 
musical and none of the fellows in the 
choir could – or would – take on the 
challenge of learning the falsetto technique to sing the male high voice part; so he 
managed to persuade the administration to make an exception in my case so that I 
could be in band, music theory, and choir during the final semester.  Needless to say, 
things went more smoothly for me during my last year of high school. And performing 
in The Music Man production was a truly delightful and unforgettable experience. 
2



Three years later, during my junior year at 
Sioux Falls College (South Dakota), the 
acapella choir received an invitation from 
the Swedish Baptist Convention to perform 
a singing tour of ten European countries 
during August of the summer break. 
Auditions were subsequently conducted 
for Symphonic Choir members who 
wanted to participate in this select group.  
This was in 1966 and it was not common 
for college choirs to make international 
tours. The chance to tour Europe for a 
month, and perform twenty-two concerts 

with all expenses paid, was just too good to pass up.   3

 One of my daughters went on to earn music degrees (BA, MA), and teaches music today. It goes without saying, 2

that I appreciate what she does for her students in a uniquely personal way.  

 Even though room, board, and traveling expenses in Europe were paid for, each choir member had to pay for 3

round-trip air flight from Minneapolis, to Heathrow in London. The cost for round-trip fare on Caledonian Airlines 
charter (turbo-jet) was $400. 
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The author, first on left in quartet 
The Music Man - 1963

The author, end third row 
Sioux Falls College Choir - 1966



However, as I was mid-way in my audition session for the touring choir, the director 
interrupted to inform me that there were already too many accomplished tenors to 
choose from in the Symphonic choir and that I would not be selected: but he went on 
to say that if I would be willing to sing the bass part instead, then I would be chosen for 
this select choir. That was fine with me, and this turned out to be a most memorable 
experience, and proved to have a great impact on my life. 
4

After I graduated with a degree (BA) in Sociology from California State University, 
Sacramento, in 1967, I honestly thought that I was finished with formal education. 
However, six years later I was afforded the opportunity to obtain a master’s degree in 
public administration (MPA), and later an MA in Psychology from the same university. 
After earning both those degrees, I then gave serious consideration to pursuing a 
doctorate in Psychology, however could not find a program that met the criteria I had 
established for my own professional interests. 
5

After fifteen years in the fields of social work and marriage/family counseling, it was 
time for a career change. Although I struggled academically through my pre-graduate 
coursework (I finished with high honors in graduate studies, however), I had always felt 
that at some point I would enjoy being a professional educator. The opportunity was 
now afforded me to obtain a secondary (and later a multi-subject) teaching credential 
through California State University (Stanislaus), and with that certificate in hand I taught 
in public education for twenty years before retiring from Lodi Unified School District.


If I add up the number of years of formal education that I have attained, it would be on 
the order of twenty-one years, not counting the innumerable hours of in-service and 
on-the-job training over the years in the fields of social work, counseling, and 
education. If someone had suggested that this would happen back when I was 
struggling through high school, I would have considered such a thought to be absurd. 
But when opportunities like these are made available, it would have been a shame if I 
had not taken advantage of them.


As a sophomore in high school, I was told by my counselor that I would never go to 
college because of my mediocre grades, and the fact that I had failed the geometry 
class that year. The next year, another counselor informed me that I might find a private 

 During one of the dress rehearsals the week before the choir leT for Europe, I was allowed to record this choir on 4

a real-to-real recorder that I had brought from home to school. As it turned out, this would be the only recording of 
the choir that was made. Later I converted the tape real to a casseUe tape, and eventually to a CD-ROM, which I 
then copied and gave to those members aUending the 50th Reunion at the University in October, 2016. I have 
selected a few numbers from that recording which can be heard here: 

 ATer visi[ng twenty different schools around the country, I did apply for the PhD. Program in Psychology at the 5

University of Denver Iliff School of Theology (Methodist); however, being a small program (12 students), admi_ng 
but three new students per year, I was not selected. 

 3



school that would accept me, but because I failed geometry, that I would never be able 
to attend a California state university. So, how is it that I obtained a bachelors degree, 
two masters degrees, and a teaching credential all from the California State University 
system?


I actually think (and know) that it has much – if not most – to do with God’s Providential 
guidance. As I look back, the story is rather amazing, with even a bit of humor involved. 
It is worthy to consider something like this anytime one thinks that all hope is lost; and 
it is my intent that some readers of this story will find a like lesson to apply to their 
lives.


When I was attending the third (junior) year at Sioux Falls College (now Sioux Falls 
University) and planning (hoping) to transfer to California State, Sacramento for my 
senior year, and graduate from that institution, of course my application – as my high 
school counselors had told me - was rejected because I had failed high school 
geometry. So, Lord, how do we resolve that problem?

 

As it turned out, Sioux Falls College was trying to build up its football program to more 
effectively compete in their collegiate athletic conference; and in so doing they had 
recruited (with scholarships) some strong players from the east coast. The problem 
was, that these fellows were majoring in physical education which was a “science” 
degree (BS), and required some level of advanced math skills. Turns out that some of 
these players were as bad in math as I was, and that this, in turn, put the school’s 
football program in jeopardy.


The solution was for the College to contract with the Sioux Falls School District to offer 
a high school geometry course to these players, to be held at the college campus. The 
instructor was actually an advanced math student in his final year at the College, and a 
nominal friend of mine. Knowing my predicament, he requested of the administration 
that I be allowed to enroll in the class as well.


Don Madison turned out to be an excellent math teacher (and subsequently made that 
his career), and he took a special interest in me to such an extent that I actually earned 
an ‘A’ for the class; and at the time, I knew geometry well. After completing the course, 
I had the transcript sent to California State, and was accepted into the University for 
my senior year.


The humor of it was (in hind-sight!) that this class was held at 7:00 am, during the 
months of January through March, during one of the coldest and snow-laden winters 
South Dakota had experienced in decades. I lived three blocks from campus at the 
time, so as I trudged through the drifts of snow in -40 degree temperatures, dark and 
cold, I could see ahead to Meredith Hall on a hill where the lights were shining on the 
fourth floor, knowing that the radiant heat (they used steam radiators in those days) 
was providing 80 degree comfort inside. Did I deserve that torture? Yes, I did. But I 
have been eternally grateful to the Lord for working out all of those details so that I 
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could continue on with life as it was, and learned something in the process. (And I 
suppose that God does, after all, have a sense of humor!)


While acknowledging God’s Providence in overseeing my educational pursuits, another 
seemingly inexplicable thing occurred that really caught my attention, and actually 
bolstered my faith in a dramatic way. The opportunity I had been offered to enter the 
Master in Public Administration degree program had an entirely unique matriculation 
process that did not include the normal entrance requirements: A high GPA in 
undergraduate work, and a certain (high) score on the Graduate Record Exam. 


What the program did require was at least five years of government service and the 
completion of a “screening course” with an ‘A’ or ‘B’ grade. This process was designed 
- in a rather innovative way - to allow the prospective student to experience something 
of the coursework in the program, and to sit under several of the school’s professors, 
and determine if they desired to enroll before going through all the work of the formal 
application/entry process. It also allowed the professors to evaluate the students and 
their work to determine if they were worthy to be enrolled in the program.


Even though I hated to read and write papers in school up to, and through my 
undergraduate degree, by this time – six years later – I had learned to adeptly write 
court jurisdictional and dispositional (family study) reports for my social work position 
in Children’s Services, and found that I actually enjoyed writing, and even excelled at 
this newly-acquired skill. 


As it turned out, this screening course had two basic requirements: To read fifteen 
academic works (one per week) and write an interactive paper for each; and to give a 
twenty-minute presentation (followed by a twenty-minute discussion period) on a 
student-selected topic dealing with public administration. The reading and writing part 
of the course was a breeze for me and I aced each assignment. It was the presentation 
that became the challenge.


This was occurring in the early 1970’s during the Watergate era, and I had recently 
attended a Gothard seminar dealing with ‘The Servant’s Heart’ based on the words of 
Christ as shared in the Matthew 20 account, specifically verses 25-28. Here the lesson 
is that if one is to administer over another, he must first become his servant. In other 
words, a supervisor must see himself as actually serving those over whom he is 
overseeing. Of course, this is wholly contrary to the way social institutions are 
designed to function, with a top-down hierarchal structure as the management 
paradigm. But what would happen if we actually changed things, reversed the 
structure, and employed this model instead? 


It is hard for me to convey now the inspiration I felt as I began thinking of this passage 
as the basis for my project presentation in public administration, and then actually 
accepting the challenge to take this message and share it with my fellow students in 
this secular, state university.
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This screening class was held weekly during the evening for a three-hour period. The 
commute from home to the university was an hour, and a work colleague and fellow 
student and I commuted to class each week. On the ride home the week before I was 
to do my presentation, I asked Rod if he would assist me with a small task before I 
actually began my talk: the distribution of a Bible to each of the class members. He 
was rather tentative at this suggestion, but when the time came to do so, he warily 
obliged. Rod had cautioned me about using the Bible in this course environment, but I 
was not deterred.


These Bibles were left-over small Good News for Modern Man paperback New 
Testaments that the youth group at church had been passing-out in the neighborhood 
sometime before. I had highlighted and tabbed four references in each so that the 
students would have easy access to the texts I was citing in my presentation. The 
twenty minutes of talk-time went well, and it now was the opportunity for the students 
to react/respond to the lesson for the next twenty minutes before the class break and 
the next student was to do his presentation.


As I finished my talk, the professor rose to his feet and said, ‘What right do you have to 
bring a Bible into this classroom? This is a public institution and the Bible does not 
belong here!” (I had also overlooked the fact that the professor was Jewish; and this 
was a New Testament no less!) Needless to say, he was quite upset and continued to 
berate me for introducing the Bible in this public university. I felt the urge to respond to 
his assault, but found that it was as if my lips were sealed; and so, he continued. When 
professor Koehler had finished, he sat down, and there was silence in the room.


Before long, a student from the back of the room spoke up and said, “Calm down 
Cortus. Isn’t this a university, where the marketplace of ideas prevails? I’ve never heard 
anything like this before, and it sounds interesting. I, for one, would like to hear more.” 
Professor Koehler did not respond to this comment, and the remainder of the response 
time had some good questions and thoughts from the class. I then asked the students 
to bring the Bibles to the front as they were exiting the room.


As the class was leaving for the break, seven of the students approached me to ask if 
they could keep the Bibles; that they had never seen a Bible like this and they would 
appreciate a copy. I simply said, “Of course. Compliments of the youth of First Baptist 
Church, Lodi, CA” (which was stamped on the inside on the title page).


As we were driving home that evening, Rod remarked that he wondered what sort of 
grade I would receive from Dr. Koehler for my presentation; and of course, I wondered 
also. Realizing that the presentation represented 50% of the course grade, it was no 
small matter. But, alas, we had to wait until the end of the course as the presentation 
grades were not distributed until all had been completed.


Recall that a student had to receive an ‘A’ or ‘B’ grade in this screening course in order 
to be approved to enter the MPA program at the university. And as I recall, there was 
just something going on with that whole experience that was simply beyond me at the 
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time. For not only did I receive an ‘A’ in the course, I subsequently graduated with 
highest honors in the degree program; and following graduation was so honored, along 
with my wife (who did, after all, type all of my papers, including the final thesis project), 
with a fine steak dinner at the awards ceremony. 
6

As we consider the different educational experiences between my immigrant families 
and my own experience, if we look ahead to the schooling of my four children (now the 
fifth generation Germans from Russia in America) we can clearly see a trend. Each of 
the children also completed high school and university educations, with two earning 
teaching credentials, one a master’s degree, and one a law degree. It goes without 
saying, that education is certainly one area where we have been blessed beyond 
measure as we look back over the generations. 
7

It is sure that most, if not all, fourth-generation German-Russian immigrants to the 
United States completed their high school educations. There are, no doubt, a 
significant number of these descendants who hold college and advanced degrees as 
well, and who participate in most occupations and professions as the general 
population. 


I am even aware of one South Dakota farmer and fourth-generation member of the 
German-Russian immigration story who completed a PhD degree from Princeton 
University and willingly took over the family farm when his father died prematurely.  
Indeed, in the current agrarian environment, the actual term ‘farmer’ is somewhat of a 
misnomer: Those farming today could be more accurately described as 
agribusinessman.  And beyond that, there are women who carry on today in charge of 
the duties of farms in crop and livestock production, many of whom have at least a 
college education as well.


In my opinion, the opportunities afforded us as residents and citizens of the United 
States of America are an example of God’s Grace manifested through the countless 
prayers of our ancestors who saw the vision and, by faith, immigrated to these shores. 
Through the work of our GR historical associations we know what happened to those 
who remained in Russia, and were never able to enjoy life in this country.


What I have shared here shows signs of miracles that God has worked in my life, but I 
must always be aware that these were not done solely for my benefit, but rather for the 
furthering of God’s Kingdom here on earth.  At my more mature age of 75 years, I’ve 
been afforded the luxury of hindsight; to see clearly a path that I followed which was 

 I did have one other course with Dr. Koehler during the degree program in which I earned a ‘B’ grade. 6

 When I think of the State University system being a part of my life in light of what my high school counselors told 7

me about my mediocre grades and lack of high school geometry, it is amazing to realize that I earned three degrees 
and a teaching creden[al; my wife earned her degree, and each of my four children earned their degrees from the 
California State University system!
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fully guided in such a fashion that leads me to wonder how best for me to use these 
blessings as life progresses.    
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Lodi Union High School 
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50th High School Reunion
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