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Why did our German-Russian ancestors come to America during the later decades of the 19th 
through the mid-20th centuries, most arriving between the years 1885-1910?  Freedom, 
certainly: freedom from ever increasing persecuIons and to maintain their ethnic heritage, 
language and culture; freedom to worship as they pleased; freedom from military conscripIon; 
and freedom to prosper and thrive through unknown opportuniIes afforded by a naIon that 
was rapidly expanding and sought for seNlers to tame its vast fronIer.  A naIon that offered 
free land to immigrants and seNlers so that they could build and develop farms and a means to 
provide for their families turned out to be a major draw to our people as they sensed and felt 
the coming oppression that was rapidly becoming a repressive autocraIc Russian government 
and a future Soviet Communist state. 

The Homestead Act of 1862 was the vehicle that proved an enIcing prospect and surely an 
answer to much prayer for most of the ethnically German folk then living in Russia who were 
seeking a new homeland where they could raise their families in freedom, and prosper through 
hard work and strong-willed persistence.  Here was not only an opportunity, but also a 
beginning stake that the new country was offering in its invitaIon for immigrants to seNle the 
land. 

Most of these ancestors who came to the United States seNled in the Dakotas, Nebraska, and 
Kansas; and as families grew and farming and economic condiIons changed through Ime, 
younger generaIons moved elsewhere in this immense country, with a noteworthy number 
coming to California.  It is fair to say that sociologically, most of our people three and four 
generaIons past, arrived in their new home on the prairie dirt poor, but with a healthy 
determinaIon to succeed, in the middle of nowhere.  To a land where crippling heat in the 1

summer simmered across the loneliness of the prairie, and where during the winter, snow and 
ice paralyzed life, to eventually be part of a thriving middle class within a country that would, in 
a few short years, become the most powerful and well-developed in the world.  2

When I was a lad growing up in north-central South Dakota (Artas, Eureka, Aberdeen areas) in 
the 1950’s, my father would o_en take me out to the porIon of farmland that he retained from 
the out-growth of the original homestead when his grandfather brought the family to America 
from Russia in 1901.    At the Ime that land meant nothing to me; but my father – even though 3 4

he no longer farmed - cherished that property and the crops it grew, and delighted in si_ing a 
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head of wheat in his hand to determine the potenIal yield in the upcoming harvest.  A half-
century later, I would begin to appreciate that land and the stories it held, as the property 
eventually came into my possession upon my father’s passing in 2008.  One could say that my 
father (born in South Dakota in 1916) had the land in his blood. 

The author, a city lad, on his father’s tractor, c.1950 

In total, my father had inherited two quarters (a half-secIon, 320 acres) of the 720-acre 
farmstead the family had developed upon the original homestead .  Neither the farm house nor 5

the outbuildings were located on these quarters, as dad’s older brother received that seNled 
land so that he could conInue to farm the property a_er the parents reIred from farming and 
moved into town.  Dad wasn’t really interested in farming anyway, preferring to live a more 
urbane lifestyle; and work a_er living in Niagara Falls, New York (Bell Aircra_) during the War 
had spoiled the ‘farmer’ in him.   And even though we moved to Aberdeen, later to Ellendale, 6

and finally Eureka, he wanted to keep the land as it seems that farming – tending the land to 
produce food – at some level, had a hold on him. 
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A_er the War, dad and mom did farm for a few years, and it was during that Ime that I was 
born (1945).  But we moved to the city of Aberdeen when I was three years old, so the only real 
exposure I had to farm life was when visiIng relaIves who conInued to farm in the area.  
However, as o_en as he could, we’d drive the hundred miles from Aberdeen back to Artas to 
visit relaIves, and so dad could check on his land in the country as we drove by. 

When we moved to California in 1959, my mother was finished with South Dakota; or she 
thought she was done with those foreboding prairies.  She had no desire to see that forsaken 
country again; however, my father had that ever-present longing to go back and see his land.  As 
a result, for most of the years following the move, dad would drive mom the eighteen hundred 
miles back to South Dakota to visit, and while there, he would walk through his fields of golden 
grains. 

At first my mother’s father farmed the land (dad owned the tractor and implements) unIl he 
was no longer able to do so.  One of my cousins, who was the last person le_ to farm his 
family’s acreage, share-cropped with my father, so the land conInued to produce wheat, barley, 
flax, and occasionally corn.  When this cousin reIred there were no more kin to farm the 
Schweigerdt land, so my father chose to lease the land to the government as a part of the 
ConservaIon Reserve Program (CRP). 

I have tried to pass along the family’s land tradiIon to my four children, but it doesn’t register 
with them as it does with me, and even more so as it did with my father.  I did make it a point to 
take the kids back to South Dakota when they were youngsters, and they were able to 
experience something of farm life when we stayed on the cousin’s farm for a few days as we 
traveled through and visited the area. 

City dwellers (including my children) have no idea the dimensions of a quarter (or acre, or 
secIon) of land.  The locaIon of our house in Lodi, CA is ideally suited to sharing comparaIve 
sizes, since the community is laid out (as are many zoned communiIes) in a grid fashion, in 
secIon (square mile) proporIons.  In Lodi, most family dwellings sit on a lot that is about a fi_h 
of an acre in size.  But if you go to a corner of one of the main streets that run through the 
community you can mentally lay out a grid that will scale a quarter, a half-secIon (two 
quarters), and a full secIon of land.  (And if you are up for some exercise, you can actually walk 
the 2-4 mile perimeter.) 

Since my house is close to the middle of an area of a secIon in size, it is fairly easy to consider 
and visualize these dimensions.  As an example, the area encompassing Lodi Avenue to 
KeNleman Lane down Ham Lane (south one mile), then west to Lower Sacramento Road (one 
mile), north to Lodi Avenue (1 mile), and east back to Ham Lane (1 mile), is one secIon of land, 

 3



or one square mile (four miles square).  And while standing in one of these urbanized and 
developed secIons and sensing the squared paNern, one can begin to see the vast amount of 
land that a secIon, or half-secIon, or even a quarter of a secIon represents.  Recall that the 
Homestead Act granted 160 acres (one quarter of a secIon) of unappropriated public lands to 
anyone who paid a small filing fee ($10-$18 plus $2 commission and $6 final payment) and 
agreed to work on the land and improve it, including building a residence, over a five-year 
period. We can be sure that our seNler grandparents knew exactly what an acre, a quarter, and 
a secIon of land represented. 

It is even easier to demonstrate a half-secIon (two quarters, which I now own in South Dakota), 
and easier to lay out a half-secIon from where my house sits on Mills avenue.  When city-
dwellers view the dimensions in this fashion, they are usually impressed by the vast size that a 
quarter of land represents.  And when one considers that in a community like Lodi most housing 
units occupy a fi_h of an acre, and that a quarter (160 acres) will hold 750 dwellings, and a half-
secIon 1,500, the full perspecIve becomes even more impressive. 

Were you to board a helicopter on our family’s north quarter near Artas; and ascend a thousand 
feet, while hovering and circling in the same spot, you could see the four family immigrant 
homestead plots of all of my immigrant ancestors within a ten mile radius (The Schweigerdt,  7

Knoepfle, Fischer, and Schmidt families).  These were the original plots of land seNled between 
1884 (Schmidt) to 1901 (Schweigerdt),  as these families emigrated from south Russia (Odessa 8

area – now in Ukraine) to the United States.   9

Of note:  As we hover over the area, the Artas cemetery, located just below us and within the 
ten-mile radius, holds the remains of twelve of my immigrant ancestors, each born in Russia 
(Odessa area):  [SCHWEIGERDT] ChrisIan Jr. and Regina (nee Fischer) Schweigerdt; [KNOEPFLE] 
Jacob and Magdelina (nee Ammon) Knoepfle; Johnnes and Kathrina (nee Ehret) Knoepfle; Henry 
and Kathrine (Schmidt) Knoepfle; [SCHMIDT] Peter and Magdalena (nee Bossert) Schmidt; and 
[FISHER] George Jr. and Rosina (nee Fischer [3rd cousins]) Fischer.  However, my great 
grandfather and great grandmother, ChrisIan (Sr) and Elizabeth Schweigerdt are buried in the 
city cemetery in Plevna, Montana, since they were living there with one of their daughters and 
her family at the Ime of their passing in 1934-35 (In the 1930’s there were no senior living 
faciliIes as we have today).  These were the great-grandparents who originally homesteaded 
the land, and built the farmstead, a porIon of which I own today.  10

In my quest to learn more about my heritage, I focused first on the Schweigerdts, my paternal 
namesake family.  I never met either ChrisIan (Sr.) or Elizabeth, nor their third child (of five), 
ChrisIan (Jr), my grandfather, as they died prior to my birth.  I did grow to love my grandmother 
Schweigerdt (Regina Fischer), though she spoke only German, and I spoke only English.  We 
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communicated primarily through hand gestures, as well as that unique heart communicaIon so 
much to be cherished.  11

I was closer to my grandfather and grandmother Henry and KaIe Knoeple, and visited with 
them in town on frequent occasions.  My grandfather was Artas town marshal, and on occasions 
when I would visit them in the summer months, he would take me with him on Saturday nights 
so I could see him ‘enforce the law’ as all the farm families in the area came to town for 
groceries and supplies, and most of the men would frequent the bars while the women and 
children shopped and socialized in a more civilized fashion.  In essence, his role in this small 
farming village was that of roving bouncer between the two liquor establishments in town, at 
Imes needing to use his billy-club in order to maintain order for the night (there was never a 
town jail in Artas with a populaIon of 300). 

If you visit north-central South Dakota today, in the area around Eureka (the village of Artas has 
all but vanished), you will find but a handful of the original farm families that conInue to tend 
the land that their families homesteaded.  Those farms that remain are generally large, 
exceeding 2,000 acres – roughly three secIons of land.  These operaIng farms struggle to 
maintain a foreseeable future where their offspring will conInue to farm the land.  Most young 
people, as they grow and leave the home for schooling, or to work in more urban areas, don’t 
have the desire to return to the isolated lifestyle of farming out on the prairies.  Once the 
parents reIre or are no longer able to farm the land, if the children don’t carry on the tradiIon, 
then the farmstead (the house and out-buildings) is eventually abandoned, while the farm 
acreage is sold or leased to either remaining farmers in the area, or large farming corporaIons. 

There is one interesIng  maNer relaIng to corporaIons, however, that pertains to the future of 
farming in the Dakotas, and that relates to the HuNerite farm colonies.  These folks are of the 
religious AnabapIst tradiIon of German descent, and are dedicated to farming; and they have 
large enough families with youth, many of whom will stay on the land when adults.  The 
HuNerites are colonies of communal family farmers, so they prefer to acquire large plots of 
acreage, generally 10,000 acres or more.  They live together in an area in individual houses, with 
a common kitchen and out-buildings, and share most possessions in a joint arrangement.  
Because of their large families they conInually need to expand and acquire land to 
accommodate their growing populaIons. 

There are also Amish and Amish-Mennonite farmers of German descent moving largely from 
Ohio and Indiana into the Dakotas, and although the land is of a poorer quality then they find 
east of the prairies, with their conservaIve lifestyle and innovaIve methods of farming they just 
might be able to make a go of farming in the area.  And since they tend to have large families 
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also, they are always looking for farm land to acquire.  These are some developments which will 
be interesIng to observe for the future. 

So, I was not raised as a farm boy.  I was fully urbanized from my early youth and never 
considered farming as a living.  A_er high school in California, it was off to college, then into the 
professions of social work, and later teaching.   

As I look back (at age 75) at my professional life I can say that it worked well for me and my 
family.  When my father moved us to California in 1959, he went to work for the United States 
Air Force at McClelland AFB as a civilian aircra_ mechanic, and eventually reIred from that 
profession.  He would surely say that was a good move for him, even though he sIll had farming 
in his blood – and he kept his land. 

When I graduated with a major in Sociology from California State University, Sacramento, in 
1968, I not only had that earned degree in my hand, but I also now had a wife, having married 
my high school sweetheart during our senior year at university.   We both earned Sociology 12

degrees and were equipped to go to work as social workers for the local county government. 

My wife le_ work four years later to stay home with a growing family of four children when our 
first son was born, and remained a homemaker and stay-at-home mom through their growing 
years.  I conInued working for San Joaquin County Children’s Services unIl 1977, when I le_ 
county service to begin a counseling ministry for a group of local churches (The Lodi Family 
Guidance Center).  A_er five years and further educaIon (MPA - administraIon, and MA – 
Psychology) I turned the Center over to my colleagues, and took the family on a year-long RV 
adventure touring the lower 48 states, including the family farm land in South Dakota.  Upon 
our return, I earned a teaching credenIal and entered the field of public educaIon from which I 
eventually reIred. 

I reIred from teaching in Lodi Unified School District at the end of 2006, and have enjoyed the 
’care-free’ life style over the past several years.  For the first nine years following reIrement my 
wife and I enjoyed RV traveling as o_en as possible.  My father passed away in 2008 at age 92, 
and as I write this in 2020, mother is 98 years old.  In April of 2016 my wife was involved in a 
fatal bicycle accident and I have remained alone since that Ime, traveling and keeping acIve in 
other ways. 

I can’t conclude this overview of my life without sharing how good God has been to me and my 
loved ones over the years.  There have been trials and sufferings to be sure, but looking back 
from today’s perspecIve, we are blessed in so many ways.  First and foremost is the knowledge 

 6



that my life is secured eternally and that I will again be with those I love at some future Ime.  
Then I think of my four children, their spouses, and my two beauIful granddaughters. 

I will always cherish having been married to my beloved wife for 49 years.  We had many 
wonderful years together and were able to live the dreams that most folks hope to have.  Of 
course, I grieve the loss of my wife (and the children their mother) but from her tesImony we 
are assured that she is now with our Savior where we will join her one day. 

I conInue to live in the house on Mills Avenue that we had built shortly a_er our marriage for a 
life-Ime together, and although it is not the same without her here with me, I have grown to 
appreciate the pleasant memories of this place.  I’m not sure what the future holds (I do know 
Who holds my future!), but I am so blessed to have this comfortable place in which to reside. 

Finally, I am blessed by those who came before me, and who had the foresight to pick up and 
leave their homes in that far-off land (Russia/Ukraine) and follow the opportuniIes and 
freedoms provided by the United States of America.  Not only did they find an earthly paradise 
(eventually), but they were given land on which to build farms and raise their families in a 
country that afforded them all the freedoms that anyone could hope to receive.  And today, I 
am able to retain a small porIon of the farm they built as a legacy passed down to me, and 
hopefully, to pass on to my posterity. 

I am interested to learn of other German-Russian immigrant descendants who have had passed 
to them land (even farmsteads) from the original homesteads of their ancestors.  I suspect that 
this might be a relaIvely scant number.  Currently my Campbell County,  South Dakota 13

property is leased to a family who farm in the area, and are themselves direct descendants of 
German-Russian heritage.  This family has two young sons in their thirIes who are conInuing 
the farming lifestyle for their generaIon and that of their posterity.  14

It should also be noted that farmland has become a valuable asset in recent years.  I’m sure that 
our forefathers would be shocked to realize that even the land of the open prairies that was 
either free or that cost but a few dollars for a quarter of land at the turn of the 19th century 
today sells for between two to three thousand dollars and more per acre.  Where originally the 
land was a blessing so that a farmer could provide for his family, today that same land feeds the 
country and the world as well, and has done so for more than a century.  And for descendants 
who are blessed to hold such land but have never been farmers, such a valuable (and profitable) 
asset provides a supplemental income stream to the family budget that has been passed down 
from generaIons past.  It even can give reason for such a person to maintain a healthy interest 
in the innovaIve farming methods employed today that conInue to make the Dakotas the 
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Bread Basket of the World!  And that just sort-of Ies the whole story together for me and my 
extended families, before and a_er.  15

1 Father once told me that when his father (my grandfather Schweigerdt) died in 1937, that the only 
assets he had were the farmstead and $700 which was used for his burial in the Artas Cemetery.  Even 
this was no small feat, as this was during the height of the Great Depression, and a significant number of 
farm families lost their farms to foreclosure (including my maternal grandparents, the Henry Knoepfles).

2 Was this a land forgoNen by God and the world at the edge of civilizaIon?  In the 1980s I interviewed a 
distant relaIve by the name of Jacob Schweigert who told me that upon their arrival on the prairies in 
1907 they would sit on a rock pile and cry for the rich farmland they had le_ behind in Russia.  Because 
they had come to America relaIvely late, they had to seNle (purchase) land on the Standing Rock Indian 
ReservaIon west of Campbell County and the Missouri River, near the town of McIntosh.

3 My father told me that his grandfather actually purchased his ‘homestead’ quarter since all land in the 
Artas/Eureka area had already been acquired (but apparently not ‘seNled’) by the Ime they arrived in 
1901.  County records, however, show ‘ChrisIan Schweigerdt’ as the person who homesteaded 
(‘paNened’) the original quarter.  In correspondence with the county registrar, it appears that the original 
‘squaNer’ on the land never actually met homesteading requirements nor legally acquired the 160 acres, 
but was able to sell rights to the land to someone else, and thus my great-grandfather was able to 
purchase it

 As one immigrant recalled in his laNer years, ‘All of them Russian German people were land people. 4

They wanted land, land, and they had a chance to get a homestead.’

 The original inheritance was 320 acres, however father sold one quarter to his brother so the later 5

could conInue to work the farm with sufficient land resources.  Later, during the war, in 1943, when he 
and mother returned to the area, he purchased another quarter from money saved while working at Bell 
Aircra_ In New York.  This quarter is actually two miles north of the original farmstead quarter.

 Father inherited his acreage in 1937 when his father died.  At the Ime he was 21 years old and single.  6

He and his brother (who was married) farmed together, and in April 1941 he married my mother, Lena 
(nee, Knoepfle).  By this Ime World War II had started in Europe (in September 1939) and father had 
aNended aircra_ construcIon school in Omaha, Nebraska as the US was preparing to enter the War.  
Shortly a_er they were married, he was called as a civilian to report to Bell Aircra_ in Niagara Falls, NY, 
and the US entered the war on December 7, 1941 (Pearl Harbor).

 Concerning the ‘d’ in the Schweigerdt name. It appears as if this leNer ‘d’ was added to the Schweigert 7

name someIme a_er the ChrisIan (Sr) family arrived in America (possibly at Ellis Island). All records I 
have been able to gather indicate that the family name in both Germany and Russia was spelled without 
the ‘d.’ I find it interesIng that ChrisIan (Sr) Schweigerdt had the ‘d’ in the name, while of the three 
sons, only Daniel – the oldest – dropped the leNer, while Andreas (Andrew) and ChrisIan (Jr) – my 
grandfather - chose to retain the ‘d;’ and one of the daughters, ChrisIna eliminated it, while the other, 
Margaret, kept the ‘d.’ Now since Daniel had fourteen children, with all of then spelling the name 
without the ‘d,’ and since his two brothers only had three children each (and they kept the ‘d’), it would 
be fair to encourage succeeding generaIons to drop the leNer if they so choose! 

 My four families immigrated to the United States in this order: Peter Schmidt family (1884), Jacob 8

Knoepfle family (1886), George (Sr.) Fischer family (1889), and ChrisIan (Sr.) Schweigerdt family (1901).
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 As it relates to the surname, ‘Knoepfle,’ my grandfather, Henry Knoepfle, once related to me that his 9

grandfather (? - Jacob) was a Mollenkopf (sp?), while his grandmother was a Knoepfle (? – not Magdelina 
Ammon).  He was not sure why the family took on the Knoepfle name rather than remain with the 
Russian, Malinkopf or Malinkov (sp?), name. On 5/23/1991:  Mrs. ChrisIne (Schweigerdt) Kautz – her 
mother was Johanna (Knoepfle) Schweigerdt (Andreas) (b 10/1887) had called Mrs. Edwin Knoepfle, 
Henry’s sister-in-law.  She says that her mother-in-law, Mrs. John (Katheryn) Knoepfle told her that 
‘grandpa’ had been a Molkopf (sp?) but changed his name to that of his wife (Knoepfle) when he came to 
this country.  Was this Jacob’s father?  Or does this refer to the move from Germany to Russia years 
before, and the story passed down?  Could a German woman (Knoepfle) have married a Russian man 
(Molotov) (sp?) and they assumed her name?  This could be possible, since in Russia the German and 
Russian communiIes were disInct and separate, with the Germans much beNer off, while the Russians 
were generally quite poor in comparison (consider the play/movie, ‘Fiddler on the Roof,’ which, by the 
way ‘occurred’ in the village of Anateta (sp?) Russia/Ukraine (c.1905), a Jewish village in a Russian land, 
not far from our ancestral homeland.  InteresIng, there is a village by a name similar to that in south 
Ukraine today, and perhaps Sholem Aleichem had that seNlement in mind when he authored Tevya’s 
Daughters.

 With help from AHSGR, and in parIcular, Curt Renz, Harvey and Gladys Schmidt, and Duane Stabler, 10

we are able to locate the towns/villages in Germany from which three of my four immigrant families that 
migrated to the Black Sea area of Russia (Ukraine) originated in the early 1800’s, and then came to 
America between 1884 and 1901: SCHMIDT (Mossingen, Germany / MarIn Schmidt, b. 1658); FISCHER 
(Gondelsheim, Germany / Christoph Michael Fischer, b. cir.1771); and SCHWEIGERDT (Erpfingen, 
Germany / Friedrich Schweigerdt, b. 1780). I am not able to do this with the KNOEPFLE family as of this 
wriIng.

 My father told me that his father – my grandfather – spoke (and I believe was literate) in English, 11

German, and Russian.

 I am the first member of my extended family to have aNended/graduated from a university. In turn, 12

each of my four children have graduated university, and two have earned advanced degrees as well.

 The current populaIon of Campbell County, SD is 1,377, and this number decreases each year.13

 Also, of some note, the locaIon of the Schweigerdt acreage in north-central South Dakota is within 14

thirty miles of a point of some historical significance.  In 1806 as the members of the Lewis and Clark 
expediIon were returning from their journey from the Mississippi to the Pacific Ocean, they set up camp 
where Spring Creek enters the Missouri River, within a ‘stones-throw’ from the property.

 As I sit in my recliner and ponder the farm lands I own in South Dakota, I can smile and consider myself 15

to be a ‘Lazy-Boy Farmer’ and read the latest ediIon of Successful Farmer magazine that someone so 
kindly subscribed for me a_er I acquired the acreage. Even though it is a free publicaIon, it is a 
wonderful and informaIve publicaIon to help keep one abreast of modern farming in America.
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