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Anver Classens Transcript – Interview recorded July 28, 2010 

CPCC Harper Campus, Charlotte, NC 

Transcribed and edited by Mark Coltrain 

Coltrain: Alright, it's rolling. This is July the twenty-eighth, I believe, and we're Anver Classens office in 

Harper Campus at CPCC. I hope I'm saying your name right. 

Classens: It's Anver Classens. 

Coltrain: Well, I guess I'll get started. What's your name and when and where were you born? 

Classens: My name's Anver Classens and I was born in South Africa. I was born in a town called Benoni, 

which is just outside of Johannesburg, and I spent most of my youth in that country. 

Coltrain: And is that where you grew up--in that town? Or did you grow up in other parts of South 

Africa? 

Classens: Well, most--well, I was born there and my parents moved to another country in Africa, which 

is called Swaziland which is not far from, is bordered by South Africa. And that's where I actually 

attended school. I started in the third grade and went all the way through high school and most of my 

experiences with education was in boarding school. It's kind of not like the boarding schools that people 

think of in this country but that was the only way you could get an education, you had to leave home 

because, it was such a rural environment that you had no choice but to go to boarding school--if you 

wanted an education. 

Coltrain: Ok. And about how big was the school? 

Classens: We had approximately two hundred and fifty, maybe three hundred students. It was actually a 

mission school. It was started by missionaries from the United States and most of--and that's probably 

one reason why I'm here is because of the missionaries. But the school had dormitories for girls as well 

as for boys and it was just activities all the time. So and, and, it was a year round school except that you 

know, we took, there was holidays so we went home on holidays. 

Coltrain: Ok. Where else have you lived in your life? 

Classens: It's there and here and when I came to this country, which was at an early age, I've lived in 

Texas, where I went to school. I've lived in Ohio and West Virginia and North Carolina. Those are the 

places. That's actually my travels. 

Coltrain: Ok, how long have you been in North Carolina? 

Classens: Since 1986 it was, so we looking about twenty four years in North Carolina. 

Coltrain: Ok. What jobs have you had over your lifetime? 
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Classens: I started out, I attended a college for my Bachelor's in Texas, Longview Texas, at LeTourneau 

University and I earned a Bachelor of Science degree in Welding Engineering Technology so my job was, 

has been with construction, primarily components related to nuclear plants. And I was a welding 

engineer for, throughout, you know, until I came to CPCC. Started out working for a company in Ohio, 

Trudeau Corporation, which primarily focused on manufacturing piping systems for the power plants. 

And then I went to work for Columbia Gas Transmission in West Virginia, which is gas pipelines and 

transmission of gas, you know to the customers in the area. And then to G.E. G.E. I worked in 

Wilmington, North Carolina and basically what I did there was, again, welding engineering, and those 

were components in a power plant, in a nuclear power plant. After that, moved to Charlotte, worked for 

a company that manufactures products for the military, so, a lot of my work experience has been in 

codes and specifications, you know, meeting government codes, standards, so that's primarily in the 

focus. 

Coltrain: Sounds, sounds very complex. 

Classens: Well, it is. I mean I have a lot of work experience in that area so--and I've cone some 

consulting work. 

Coltrain: Well, describe what you do now. 

4:57 

Classens: Right now I'm the division director for Applied Technologies which involves four programs: 

graphic arts, graphic design, welding and non-destructive examinations, so those are the four programs. 

But I was a faculty member, as well, so I came in to CPCC as a faculty member. In fact, I came in as 

program chair and worked for a number of years there and moved up. 

Coltrain: Ok. 

Classens: To the position I'm at now. 

Coltrain: You mentioned that you came to the United States in 1986? Why did you come? 

Classens: Well, I was always intrigued by the ingenuity of Americans and having grown up in a school, a 

boarding school that was run by missionaries, I was always in, you know pretty much had no choice but 

hear the propa--I don't know if you want to call it propaganda--we heard so much about America that I 

became fascinated by it. And one of my fascinations was the moonwalk. I mean, I thought that was just 

a tremendous feat in engineering and I had an interest in engineering but I also had an interest in the 

medical field--I wanted to be surgeon so, looking at those two possibilities of careers, I ended up getting 

a scholarship to come to the United States to study engineering because that was more affordable than 

getting into the medical field since it was so long. And I attended the university in Texas because that's 

all i knew. So basically what happened was, I went to a missionary teacher that I knew and said, "look, I 

want to go to college in the United States, do you have any, any suggestions?" And he gave me this 

magazine that had a list of colleges and since it was a mission school, you know it was only the Christian 

school--the private schools that I was able to contact. I wrote a letter to the college, LeTourneu College, 
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and I said, "Listen, I'm interested in engineering." And they sent me an application form, I filled it out 

and the next thing I knew I was accepted. Now the question came, how was i going to get the money, 

so, I was able to find a scholarship and traveled all the way over here to-to study engineering. 

Coltrain: Ok, and what, what possessions--do you remember what you brought with you when you 

came over? 

I had a suitcase and the suitcase wasn't very heavy so you know there wasn't much in it. I had some 

clothes, my parents gave me two hundred and fifty dollars and I thought I was rich. I mean, because I 

had never seen that much money. And that was after the currency exchange. And at that time the South 

African currency was pretty on target with the U.S. dollar so it was one-to-one so it wasn't too bad. 

Came with very little and I remember vividly getting onto the plane, I'd never been on a plane before, 

and sat in the back of the plane because that was the only seat available and then you know flew to the 

United States and there was so many experiences, just entering the United States that would just amaze 

you. 

Coltrain: Yeah, do you remember your very first day, whole day here? 

Classens: Yeah, I do, as a matter of fact. I remember flying into New York and a helicopter transferred 

me from JFK to LaGuardia because that's where my connecting flight was out of and I got there and I 

looked at my ticket, I said I'm going to Texas. And I saw a sign that says, "Dallas," because that's where I 

was--so I got on the plane. Well, halfway on the flight, I realized after talking to somebody that sat next 

to me, am I on the right plane? They said, No, you're on the wrong plane. So I was on American Airlines 

or something like that, I was supposed to be on Braniff Airlines--now Braniff no longer exists but--so I 

was panicking and this lady that say next to me said, "Well, I'll help you out. I'll take you to the terminal. 

So I didn't know really, so she looked at the ticket, said, well, you're going to have to go get your luggage 

because you're on this side and Dallas is a big airport, even in early 70s, it was a large airport, so when I 

got there she took me to her car and I mean this lady trusted me and I trusted her, you know, I had no 

clue where I was going. And she could've kidnapped me, you know, but anyway, she got into this big 

Lincoln Continental. I mean that thing was so big, and I was amazed, I had never seen power windows 

before. [phone rings] 

Coltrain: Of course. 

[Classens picks up receiver and hangs up] 

Classens: And so anyway, the car was really huge.  

Coltrain: If you need to answer it, I can pause this. At any rate--Power windows. 

Classens: Yeah, power windows. I was amazed by that and air conditioning, I'd never seen air 

conditioning in a car so, a lot of things started to really amaze me. And she took me over to the other 

end and--of the airport--and come to find out, that wasn't where I was supposed to go and she had left. 

So I asked somebody, and for some reason, I felt comfortable asking a janitor that was working there for 

directions. I didn't feel comfortable asking anybody because South Africa, at the time, had the apartheid 
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policies and it was kind of unusual to certain people without getting in trouble, you know, for invading 

their time and space and things like that. So, he directed me back to the other end of the airport and 

finally I found my luggage. Connected to on a flight to, to my college destination and got into Longview, 

managed to get to the dorm because the school came and picked me up at the airport and went to 

sleep. And I slept so hard, I was so tired, that I was supposed to take the SAT exams the next day and I 

had no clock, I had no sheets, I just slept on the mattress all night and I woke up maybe about ten-

fifteen minutes before my SAT was supposed to start. Because we didn't have SAT sites, where you 

could take the SAT exams, so I just brushed my teeth, did what I had to do real quickly, and on the way--

acted like I was changing on the way to the test site. And took the test and that was my first day. 

Coltrain: Wow. 

Classens: And then I started to realize, you know, I'm in a different country and I'm saying, I wonder 

what I'm going to do.  

Coltrain: And did you ever come up with an answer to that? "What are you going to do?" 

Classens: Well, I learned the hard way. I learned from ask--I soon found out, you have to ask people and 

even if it's a stupid question. For example, I had no clue about the currency, so the U.S. dollar was 

strange to me. And I didn't understand the value. So with me having two hundred and fifty dollars in my 

name, I was obviously not sure you know how to--what's a good deal and what's not a good deal. And 

because I had no clothes--well, I had very little clothes, I had no sheets, bed sheets, towels, all those 

things that you would need. I went back to the college, student life, and I ask them, you know, 

somebody can help me go buy stuff. There was a volunteer student that volunteered to help me out. So 

I went across the street, there was a shopping K-mart kind of place. It wasn't K-mart, I remember that 

much, but the guy started telling me this is what I'll need because he was showing me all the clothes I 

would need, I mean, sheets, and what size sheets - I didn't even know there was a size sheet. And finally, 

when I went to check out, my two-hundred and fifty dollars was gone. I said, wait a minute, this is 

supposed to last me a whole year, you know? And because that's what it would've done had I been in 

Africa, you know, I could've bought so many things. So I started to panic because I said I can't just not 

have any money, I mean I've got to have some money. So I went to the dean of the student--the student 

dean, I said, look, and the college had a policy that freshman couldn't work. So I was in a bind there. And 

I knew that. So I went to him and I said, look, what am I going to do? You know, all i have is my tuition is 

paid for and that's it! I have no other means. So, he picked up the phone, called somebody on the 

grounds crew so I was cut--mowing grass on campus. So that was my first job-- 

Coltrain: Wow. 

Classens: Mowing grass, pulling weeds, cutting bushes, and I enjoyed doing it because I was used to that 

kind of work so it worked out! 

Coltrain: Good. Did, at that time, I don't really know much about Longview, is that a smaller town in 

Texas? 
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Classens: Yeah, Longview had a population at the time about seventy-five thousand people. It was, I 

don't know what was so significant about Longview, but actually LeTourneau University was started by a 

gentleman who was a pretty wealthy businessman. He manufactured some pretty large equipment--tree 

crushers, would clear forests in South America, that kind of stuff. He was a very entrepreneurial type 

person. So he started--he bought what was once an army base and the army barracks was actually what 

was converted into dormitories and the college now is a major college, I mean, you know, for 

engineering. It's very--it's an outstanding school. 

Coltrain: Well, one of the things that you were talking about was all these first experiences in the U.S. 

Were there any other students like yourself, that you met, that were maybe not from the U.S. originally-

-immigrants or international students? Or were you pretty much alone? 

Classens: Well, actually there were others. There weren't many but quite a number of the students that 

were in my situation were also missionary students. These were American missionary students. They felt 

very out of place, so we kind of banded together-- it's like ‘Band of Brothers’ kind of thing. We got 

together and we shared problems we were having, we became good friends. In fact, I still have a friend 

who was actually from Cameroon and he has finally moved to South Carolina and I haven't hooked up 

with him yet but I think eventually I will. And we became pretty good friends and it was all about helping 

each other out, you know, and sharing information, knowing where to go, where to get your hair cut, 

you know, those things, because a lot of the, what I considered the wealthier students. I mean they had 

their own cars, they came with the fancy cars and stereo systems--back then everybody had to have a 

stereo system, I don't know if you remember that kind of stuff. It was hard because we looked at all 

these, these students and they were so well-connected, I mean they had so much money, they didn't 

have to work, they studied. You know, we had to work and we had to try and scrape up money to to to 

make it through but I think those were experiences that were really that helped me to grow. 

Coltrain: Good. Well, do you--did you have any traditions or customs that you sort of made an effort to 

preserve once you got here? 

Classens: Well, I attempted to but I--that's one thing that couldn't happen. In my country, in Swaziland, 

you know, it's polygamist society, you know, a man can have more than one wife, so, I tried to convince 

my wife that I needed to take another wife and she just told me that if I did, she'll, she'll, I may not be 

living after that. But that's just a joking part of it, but no actually, it was, you know, it was more like you--

what you had to give up and things, you had to learn very quickly what is the norm here and adapt to 

the norm because you needed to make some changes. Now, they one thing that I miss so much about 

home was the news—even if it was radio. So what I did was I bought a short wave radio and I figured 

well, at least I can listen to the news. And I was not able to pick up any stations from around the world. 

Well, I could pick up BBC but it was very vague at--you couldn't hear it very well and only at certain 

times. Well, what I did was, on my own accord, I rigged up this antenna on the roof of the dormitory--it 

was a four-storey building. And I had all wires, you know, somebody would've certainly called Homeland 

Security to find what all these wires were, you know. In those days, of course, that wasn't an issue. But I 

was able to listen to some of the South African stations as a result of that but I missed that. I missed 

hearing about what's happening in my country and if you look at the news, American news is such that 
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you don't see what's really happening around the world. It's only what pertains to or what's of interest 

to Americans and to be honest, Africa is not of much interest a lot of Americans because that's an area--

there is a lot of interest but it's not the same kind of interest that I would've had so  you missed, I missed 

the news. I missed the, what was happening in the--at that time, the--the, what was going on with 

Nelson Mandela, the ANC, those were things I wanted to hear about but I couldn't hear about them. so 

as far as traditions goes, I’ll be honest with you, i had nobody to share those traditions with anyway 

because I was the only one from my part of the country at the college and so I just went with the flow of 

things.  

Coltrain: And even as you've gotten older, has that pretty much stayed the same? Or, as you've gotten 

married--you mentioned your wife and had a family--have you been able to share some of the traditions 

you grew up with with your family now? 

22:03 

Classens: Oh absolutely! In fact, I've taught my kids and they somewhat understood what I meant and 

I've taken them back to my hometown and they've shared laughs with me about the things we used to 

do. But one of the things I always used to talk about is the boarding school concept and here I found out 

very quickly that the boarding schools were-- 

[phone rings] 

Coltrain: Yeah, that's fine we can pause it again if you'd like. 

Classens: Yeah, if you don't mind. 

Coltrain: Okay, we're rolling again. 

Classens: Alright so, where was I--I was talking about the boarding schools and you know my kids were 

kind of under the impression that boarding schools were things that you send kids that have problems 

to, you know, problem students. And I had to tell them no, that's not the case. In my situation was--

that's the only way you could get an education because we didn't have enough kids in our neighborhood 

to be able to say we're going to establish a school there. So if you wanted a good education you had to 

travel to South Africa or you had to travel to a boarding school. And the missionary school was one 

where I was to go to so I actually have created so much interest in Swaziland with my wife that she and I 

are actually planning on conducting a tour next year on behalf UNCC's doctoral program and we're 

taking thirty students and to immerse them into the educational system of South Africa and Swaziland. 

And I think my wife has picked that up, as part of her culture so to speak, she's tired to learn words in 

our language, the Swazi language. And she likes some of the foods that we eat so and I--oh, going back 

to that first question you had about the culture--one of the things that I missed was food that i used ot 

eat and we ate a lot of Indian food because the Indian culture was pretty predominant in South Africa so 

that was one of the foods that I was used to. and in Texas at that time you couldn’t find an Indian 

restaurant for nothing so I ended up just out of memory, watching my mother, her cooking,  i said, well,  

you put this and that into the dish and I started to just invent it, reinvent it in my mind and I was able to 
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create some of those foods. And I remember one time I was cooking this curry and everybody came out 

of the dorm and said, "What is that smell?!" You know I was kind of acting like I didn't know what--I had 

a little pot on a little plug in stove and I was cooking the stuff and some of the people were offended by 

it but some of the people said that smells good, let's sample it. so the next thing, we were eating, so i 

think in my country eating is quite a big deal of the festivities type things so I’ve--that is something I've 

tried to bring to my family. Ultimately I've become the cook of the family. And I'm always experimenting 

on new stuff. The younger ones like to experiment with me, my wife's not too adventurous though so 

she doesn't like to try some of the foods. 

Coltrain: Now are the ingredients in certain types of foods, I know we were talking about globalization 

with that a lot more different international-type markets, I've been to several Indian markets myself, so 

is it easier to find ingredients or spices here now? 

Classens: Now it is, in the earlier times, I mean I'd go to the grocery store and get what I could and every 

once in awhile you'd find, like if you were in the big city like Dallas, you could find a store that had the 

ingredients you wanted. Here in Charlotte we have a South African shop, you know, where you can buy 

things from South Africa, you know, they actually import the products. If I need to create a dish that is 

uniquely South African, I can pretty much do that. 

Coltrain: How did you find out about that? 

Classens: Oh well, I just, I drove past it. Well, I saw the South African flag on it and I knew this is it. 

Coltrain: Do you remember when you first went into the shop? 

Classens: Oh yeah, I was excited because you know, there were things that I grew up eating you know 

and on the shelf and I was able to pick what I wanted and took it home and fixed it and of course my 

liked--my wife was kind of standoffish but for the most part, I used them quite frequently. There’s one 

thing they have over there, it's called biltong, it's something that's tradition to South Africa--basically, it's 

beef jerky. But it's the South African style of making it. It's not like here where we smoke the meat--

there the meat's not smoked, it's just air dried. And it may sound kind of not so good but it's actually 

good. And it was actually something that was traditional because when they didn't have any 

refrigeration, they'd take the meat and they'll salt the meat and the salt was the preservative and was 

able to dry the meat out and of course it was hung up and could go for days, weeks and not spoil. And so 

it was a form of--that's-that's how the old South African hunters and the people that roamed the areas 

would travel, they'd travel with that meat. And they wouldn't have to kill animals everywhere they go. 

Coltrain: They had a supply. 

Classens: They had a supply, yeah. 

Coltrain: Well cool. you mentioned your wife, so tell me about her and as far as how y'all met and how 

long have y'all been together. 
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Classens: Well, we just celebrated our twenty-fifth anniversary and I met her in West Virginia. She's an 

old West Virginia--she's not a mountain girl now. She’s from Charleston area and actually she's from 

Saint Albans, just outside of Charleston, West Virginia and I was working up there. And she worked in 

the same building that I worked in and she had been a secretary and beside a secretary work was not as 

lucrative so she got on the janitorial staff and the janitorial staff, I guess they were semi-unionized so 

they had a pretty good salary, and they made pretty good money, so she got on that and besides she 

was, she started to go to school, university, and taking college classes and she wanted to do that during 

the day so she needed to have a job that worked at  night so she took on the job and there's a lady that 

worked in our department, our secretary our office secretary, she couldn't stand the fact that i was 

single, so she was trying to match make everyday so she told me, oh , you got to meet this one girl, man, 

she's pretty, she's going to school, she's got everything going, you know, and i said, well, you been 

telling me that for months now. and everybody that comes around here I’ve got no interest in. so one 

day my wife decided, my present wife decided to come by and meet me before i met her, so she wanted 

to not be embarrassed, you know, because she hadn't seen me or anything like that because this lady, 

Gloria, was working on her, too. And I didn't realize that, trying to get us put together. Well, we went 

out on a date or two, and the next thing I know; here I was getting married so that's how we met. We 

met on the job. 

Coltrain: Ok. And you mentioned children, so tell me about them. How many do you have? And describe 

them 

31:14 

Classens: I have four children - one is biological child, one, and the two older ones were children from 

her previous marriage, and we adopted my brother's daughter and brought her to the U.S. He is in Africa 

so we were able to adopt her and all of them--the youngest one is twenty two, the adopted one is 

twenty-two. Desiree, my biological daughter, is twenty-four, and the two oldest ones are thirty-two and 

thirty-four. 

Coltrain: Ok. 

Classens: So, you know, they're all grown and they're out of the house--my wife, that's why we can't 

stop talking about traveling now is because it gives us that opportunity to do that. 

Coltrain: Right, ok. You mentioned language a little earlier, your native language. Tell me about that and 

not only about your native language but any other languages that you speak. 

Classens: Well, I'm--I've been here for many years--more than thirty years. In fact, I'm going to say close 

to thirty-five years is how long I've been here so I don't have conversation with people from my country 

on a regular basis. I mean every once in awhile I would by telephone but most of my life I spoke English. 

In fact, I went to English schools and all but I did pick up and speak siSwati, which is similar to Zulu and 

it's an African language that you can see the differences as you go from tribe to tribe but it's somewhat 

based on the Nguni which is like a Northern, almost a derivative of Swahili, but stronger, stronger 

language. And I spoke that because most of the people I grew up around spoke that language so I 
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learned that language in addition to the English language. But in addition to that I also spoke an 

Afrikaans language, similar to Dutch, and the Dutch had settled in South Africa and brought the Dutch 

language there and it was kind of altered to suit the local people as time went by so the words were 

changed slightly from Dutch. And so I speak that language--I'm more fluent in that language that I am 

with siSwati. I can speak siSwati but I have difficulty reading and writing it. Whereas Afrikaans I can read 

and write--Afrikaans. And again, to quantify that, I'm not fluent anymore but I'm--I can have 

conversation. In fact when I go back home and visit, it doesn't take me but a few days speaking around 

people that speak it all the time, I'm able to pick it up. 

Coltrain: Now how about your children, have they had any interest in learning any of those? 

Classens: Unfortunately they haven't, they've learned a few words. You know, it's again, about 

relevance. Is it relevant, is it something that they can use and if it's not something they can use because 

nobody else will understand it. 

Coltrain: True. 

Classens: Now the nice thing about knowing a language that nobody else knows is you can cuss them 

out and they won't even know the difference, so you can vent your frustrations and they'll say, "Well, 

thank you sir." You know, they have no clue about it but that's something you wouldn't do in another 

country with where the language is spoken. So, and I've said jokingly some things that my wife finally 

wanted to know, "what are you, what are you saying?" Well, what I told her what it meant, she was at 

first upset and then she started using the words herself. So that's how it works. 

Coltrain: It works out. Well, how are holidays traditionally celebrated in your family--the same as most 

any other American, Christmas, Thanksgiving, or are there other ones that you celebrate as well? 

Classens: Well, believe it or not, Christmas was quite a celebrated holiday. It wasn't celebrated like it is 

here, so very seldom do you see a lot of toys being passed out. And most of our celebration was based 

on the British celebrations. We celebrate--most of what we did, like I said is eating. You know, eating 

was our thing, the festivity of it. So we either gathered families, gathered together and had a big, big 

meal, so that was quite a celebrated event. The other celebrated event was the--if a daughter turned 

sixteen, you know the sweet sixteen, then there was also another time when they turned twenty-one, 

so that was a celebration--it didn't apply to the guys for some reason, I couldn't figure that out but the 

girls, it was part of getting close to being married. And it was advertising I guess that she's eligible to be 

married so but the guys, you know, I guess, we were the culprits, I guess. But, so that was well 

celebrated and we celebrated Easter but not in the same--I think that was more a missionary-influence 

type, type celebration. The other celebrations in Swaziland that we, as a family, did not necessarily 

participate in--one was the Guala dance, which is where the women in the country gather around and 

they have dances and they perform in front of the king. And the king selects a new maiden to become a 

wife. And the king marries many wives. And part of the culture of the country was that the king has to 

have the most wives to show prosperity because prosperity was shown by the number of children you 

have. So the more children you have, the more prosperous you are and in order to be a king, you have 

to be very prosperous. 
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Coltrain: That's right. 

Classens: So our King Sobhuza, who died in, I think it was nineteen seventy four, no eighty four, 

nineteen eighty four, he had well over a hundred wives and he had approximately six hundred kids. And 

choosing a king to replace him was significant because he had so many children. The present king 

probably has about twenty-some wives now and is moving up in the thirties forties in terms of children 

so it's a celebrat--it's a part of the culture. So those are pretty much the celebrations, now there are 

other celebrations, the Guala dance was one. Let's see the Reed dance and Guala is sort of the same 

time but there was, the Guala dance, the Guala celebration I believe is where the men would run to the 

four rivers of the country and gather water and bring water back because water is such an important 

product for the country. So that's celebrating the first fruits so to speak. That usually happens around 

December time frame when it's summertime over there. SO they do the ceremony to make sure that 

the, that the country is going to have a good crop and the farmers will be able to get rain and all that 

kind of stuff. And there's--they do some things like wrestling a bull, killing it bare hands, and 

slaughtering it and you know-- 

Coltrain: Sounds exciting. 

Classens: Yeah, it's something that is not allowed to be photographed. 

Coltrain: Ok. 

Classens: So you don't see evidence of it, you cannot photograph it, no way, but people write about it 

and they can talk about it. 

Coltrain: Ok. I'm interested--you mentioned your parents and you had a brother, so tell me, how big was 

your family growing up. I mean did you have lots of brothers and sisters? 

Classens: I had one brother and two sisters and there's four of us in the family--I was the oldest in the 

family and the family tradition is that the oldest in the family takes the role of the important things. Like 

for instance when I was a youngster, one of the things I had to do was take care of the cars--so my job 

was making sure the cars are clean, gassed up and ready for trips whenever the trips were going. And of 

course, being the oldest, I get to drive the car and so I was driving at a pretty young age--twelve years 

old I was driving a car and could get on the road and go from point a to point b without any problems. 

And I remember one time, we were planning on a trip to Johannesburg and I was taking care of the cars 

so we had this one care that had a tendency to hum in the differential as you go down the highway. And 

it bothered me, I mean this thing just got on my nerves to no end so I told myself, I said today, before 

this trip, I am going to solve this problem. So I decided on my own, my dad didn't know I was doing this, I 

pulled the, dropped the propeller shaft out of the car--now just imagine, this is morning I get up, I have 

this thing in my mind, I'm going to do this-- 

Coltrain: And how old were you? 

Classens: I was about fourteen at that time, maybe fourteen, fifteen. So I dropped the whole propeller 

shaft and you know this thing comes out you know and, so, I know it has something--in my mind I 
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thought the bearing, there's something wrong with the bearing, you know the shaft bearing. So I had to 

take it out and I couldn't, I didn't have the tools so I took a piece of wood and I tapped it out with a piece 

of wood. Well, after I tapped it out, all the bearings, which were long bearings, fell out on the floor--fell 

out on the ground, in the sand. and I found all of them but one and I put them back, you know, and I was 

panicking, I couldn't find this thing, and I looked everywhere, I took the dirt and I moved it all around. So 

I decided well, we're going on a trip the next day and I better have some solution so I took a walk up to 

this garage that did a lot of work around you know, farm implements and stuff and I found a piece of 

welding wire, pretty much similar to this one here. See this piece of wire? And I cut a piece of that wire 

off and I filed it to repre--to replicate exactly what it was, and I imagined a bearing is supposed to be 

really hard material, right? And I had no clue about hardness of material at that time, you know, now I 

could probably tell you, this is stupid thing that I did but I shaped it and made it look exactly with the 

file, you know, got it right, put that into replace the other bearing. Put everything back together and my 

dad came home and says, "Are we ready on the trip?" And I said, "Oh, yeah! The car's in good shape. I've 

checked the oil; I've done all these things." Now I just barely got the car back together by the time he 

got home. All the way up to Johannesburg, which is about two hundred fifty, maybe three hundred fifty 

miles, I was thinking this car is going to break down. You know, that car never broke down and my dad 

sold the car and never knew about it. I never told him because he would've really, really punished me 

for that. And eventually I told him, you know, after I'd already--and he said, "You did that?!" And he was 

like angry and I said, "Dad, it's a long time past!" you know, you shouldn't be doing those things. So that 

was kind of a story I tell all the time. And I’ve told my kids that story, too. 

Coltrain: What did your dad do for a living? 

Classens: My dad was a book keeper, an accountant, we call them book keepers. He wasn't the 

accountant per se but he did all the paperwork and did all the invoicing and ordering, purchase, 

requisitions, all that kind of stuff. He worked for a company that owned by a Norwegian, I think it was a 

Danish firm and what they did was they grew citrus--oranges, grapefruits and exported those to 

Denmark because in Denmark they can't grow. So they bought a farm and they had cattle on the farm, it 

was a large farm, so there's major, major operation. So my dad was kind of, he was working in the 

accounting area and so, but after that, and I think it's because we were promised--my parents were 

promised that the company would pay for our tuition to go to college. 

Coltrain: Ok. 

Classens: So when I started to think about going to college coming here, they said, "Oh no, you going to 

have to go and become an agriculturist. But they never told us that, so my dad was kind of upset about 

that so he quit the job and went into his own business. So he started a grocery store and from then on 

they had that kind of a business. 

Coltrain: And your mother, I guess, worked with him in the grocery store? 

Classens: Yes. 

Coltrain: And what about your brothers and sisters? Are they all still over in South Africa? Or Swaziland? 
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Classens: Yeah, they are. My brother is a, well he came to this country and he went to Ohio University 

and, not Ohio State but Ohio U, and learned to be a, or studied to be a commercial pilot. 

Coltrain: Oh wow. 

Classens: And when he went back there he couldn't get a job so ended up becoming a diesel mechanic, 

self-taught. He can fix anything diesel engine. He can rebuild it, he can fix it, he can--he is really sharp 

with doing that. My other sisters, one went to law school in Swaziland but didn't practice law, she--she's 

more into financial, accounting role, insurance-related role, so she works for a company doing that. And 

then my older sister, she went to university also, in Swaziland and she now owns a motel, so she, and 

she's the strangest owner of a motel. She doesn't like to advertise, she doesn't like to have too many 

customers, she just wants it--it's a bed and breakfast kind of, but it has like eleven, twelve rooms and it's 

real cozy because I’ve stayed at the hotel. It's really nice. 

Coltrain: Are you close with your brother and sisters? 

Classens: You know, the fact that I've lived here so long, it's hard. I-I think I'm closer to my brother than 

anything else. He came here so he has had experiences with us, with what's happened here but I try to 

maintain a relationship with them as best I can. And when I go there, I spend a lot of time with them so I 

would say that, I'm fairly close and as the, as my parents have stayed in, what do you call it? In probate 

or something like that, we're still trying to figure out--there are certain things that my parents had--

there was a conflict in the way the wills were written that forced the legal system to oversee the will 

until we solve it. Hopefully we'll solve that soon, so, so I have--I'm the one that's kind of charge because 

I'm the oldest, so the legal system only looks at me and only I can make changes so it's kind of strange 

situation because-- 

Coltrain: And I'm sure that's more difficult that you're over here in the States rather than there. 

Classens: Exactly. Yeah, so I have to communicate--and just recently our attorney died. 

Coltrain: Oh wow. 

Classens: So now, now, we've got to find a new at--we don't know what's going to happen or how the 

records are going to be transferred so I have some folks looking out to see, make sure everything 

happens. 

Coltrain: Well describe for me the place, just like the physical, the geography, the buildings, the place 

that you grew up in, the town, the neighborhood or just the area. 

49:18 

Classens: Well, most of my youth and I'm talking about my earlier youth, was on the citrus farm and we-

-the farm was owned by the Danish. And the Danish provided housing so--and the housing was based on 

your status with the company. So the general manager of the farm had a very nice house, I mean he had 

this house that was on a cliff that overlooked this river and a valley of the river passing through and was 
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a beautiful house, you know, immaculate lawns, swimming pool, everything, it was just a total--and then 

as you get lower down in status, your house looks like that. So if you have a nice looking house, you're 

important. And obviously if you were white you got a very nice house, if you're non-white you didn't get 

a very nice house but ours was kind of in-between. And so we--and we lived in a separate section, we 

didn't live around the whites or we didn't--so everybody was kept separate, just part of South Africa and 

unfortunately, some of the South African policies of apartheid kind of spilled into Swaziland even though 

it wasn't legal--apartheid wasn't legal in Swaziland, it was still there. It was present and even Europeans 

were, you know, they were participating in apartheid and some of them claimed they weren't part of it 

but in essence, participation is somewhat, you know, you're confirming the policies and stuff. But so we 

lived in this area and our house was somewhat separate from everybody else's so we were kind of a 

stand alone. There were a few homes around that status, maybe about five or six homes and the people 

that lived in those homes were--became pretty close, you know, became friends. And some of the 

people I went to school with, we went to boarding school, to the same school but it was a--it was fun. 

For me as a kid, it was fun because we were able to roam around these orchards, you know, these 

orchards, I'm talking about a lot--I had a job one summer where I had to do an inventory of all the trees. 

I had to find out which trees were bad trees, which needed replacement; because the orchard was so 

big. So I had to walk through--it took me over a month to walk through each orchard and document 

each tree to see its condition. And I added them all up and it was close to five hundred thousand. Half a 

million trees and man we--I worked that summer. It was the hardest job because you walk through it 

and you can either startle a wild animal and a lot of problems with snakes, you know. You go through 

these bushes, the grass hadn't been cut in between the trees and you hear something and look and its a 

mamba or something like that, one of the deadliest snakes, or a cobra, just raising its head at you and oh 

man, i knew i was never going to live through this thing. But so there was a lot of orchards. And then the 

other thing that was nice is the hunting. As kids we did things that  was kind of fun for me at least, 

where we'd try to trap animals and we going to try to get our dogs to you know surround them and we'd 

capture this animal and we'd take it home and celebrate a victory over this animal, that kind of stuff. 

That's the kind of neighborhood I grew up--my mother had a big vegetable garden so we helped out 

whenever we felt like it. We'd help her in the garden and that's why I like gardening like I do because I 

spent so much time, my mother was always, and I'm ready to go but those were good times, those were 

good moments. 

Coltrain: Very rural-type area.  

Classens: Very rural. 

Coltrain: Do you live in a very rural area now or do you live in Charlotte-proper? 

Classens: I live in Union County but it's in a subdivision so you know I'm, I do a lot of yard work so and I 

try to grow vegetables and my homeowners association nixed that. So, they said it was obnoxious, you 

know, they sent me a citation but I just moved my plants to a place where nobody could see them so. I 

still grow my little tomatoes. 
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Coltrain: I didn't know if you tried to maintain that--that's good. Well, I want to talk a little bit about 

how you got to CPCC and your relationship with the college here. Remind me again, I think you 

mentioned it in the very beginning of our conversation but tell me the circumstances of how you arrived 

to Charlotte and CPCC. 

Classens: When I moved from Wilmington, I moved to Charlotte I got a job with a company here 

[unintelligible] Corporation, they manufacture cabinets and consoles for military computers and things 

like that. And started working here and I remember being called by Bob Wallace, who was the Program 

Chair for the welding department, asked me to serve on an advisory committee. Ok, I'll do it. So I started 

to serve on the advisory committee, met quite a few people--most of them were in the welding industry 

so I knew some of them and at some point, Wallace was telling me that there would be a job available, 

you know, a welding job. And around about that time I got laid off so I was doing some consulting work. 

I was working for a company out of Atlanta, they were doing a lot of construction and concrete work--

not really up my alley but now it was a good job, paid very well, kept the money coming in. And 

eventually, Wallace had really kept on at me; you got to apply for this job, so I applied for the job. It was 

a teaching job. And I got the job, you know, I was offered--but you know I took, I actually took a fifty-one 

percent cut in pay from what I was used to. And I said what in the world am I thinking here. But it was 

something that was unique because I had been in several jobs and most of the time my jobs were--I 

arrived on the job, there was a lot of problems with the company, manufacturing, and I would take--it 

would take me about three to four years to really clean it up and get it back so everything is a high level 

of quality, we're applying all the code requirements and all that. And then they say it's time, we don't 

need a welding engineer anymore, so they'd lay me off, so I got tired of that and I thought well, i think 

I'd like to do the teaching. And in fact I'd taught while I was an advisor, or on the advisory committee, I 

taught a blueprint reading class for here at the college--part-time in the evening and I enjoyed doing 

that. It was fun, you know, I thought that it was something that really made a lot of sense so when the 

offer of the job came, that's what encouraged me to take the job. It wasn't the money, surely enough, it 

wasn't the money. You asked earlier about what's the biggest mistake 

Coltrain: I don't know, not sure if I asked about biggest mistake-- 

Classens: Yeah, you did, or did you? 

Coltrain: I don't know about biggest mistake, I don't think so. 

Classens: Oh, you didn't ask that question. 

Coltrain: But you can tell me though, that's okay! 

Classens: Maybe my wife and I were talking yesterday about mistakes--oh, yeah, she asked me. I told 

her I really haven't made too many mistakes as far as my career and my life goes. I guess that was 

somewhat of a mistake taking that cut in pay because it set me back a couple of years but hey, you 

know, things have kind of worked out. And I've enjoyed teaching so that was the whole thing, it was 

exciting to me. I was learning new territory and you know, I'm going into my fourteenth year here so 

basically i think I've survived the layoffs and that's a good thing. And we're playing a good role now so all 
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in all it's working out. So I started out as program chair for welding, for welding technology and that was 

when we had the Davis Building and the Davis building was torn down. Now there's, I think there's some 

parking in that area now but that's where we were on Central Campus. 

Coltrain: And how long have you been out here at Harper? 

Classens: I've been here at Harper since Harper opened up. That was 2000 maybe. 

Coltrain: Before my time. 

Classens: I mean--or even earlier than that. In fact I was on the committee or the construction 

committee and as part of the construction of this campus. 

Coltrain: What do you value most about what you do here? 

Classens: I'm a visionary so to me, I always try to predict what's going to happen in the future as far as 

our programs are concerned. And I look for trends. I look for things that make sense and as a result of 

that I tend to focus on developing new programs so that we can stay current with technology and I think 

that's a very exciting thing for me. We started our NDE program which is a new program; it's the first of 

its kind in North Carolina. We're getting a lot of attention now because of the nuclear industry coming 

back possibly into play and all these new technologies so we have to make sure that the materials that 

we're using are sound, they're not going to fail and all. So it's a very good role that we're playing as far 

as making sure that students have skills necessary to get into these high paying jobs. So to me, i think 

that's what I find satisfying, is helping students who have you know reached road blocks in their lives as 

far as career goes and advising them to get into careers that really matter. in fact, a family member, or a 

friend of ours was at our house last night talking about getting into a program and we were saying well, 

the person is in high school wanting to get into a program we know, I won’t mention that program 

because that's something that i don't want to be biased against but they want to be in this particular 

field and we feel that, you know, there are careers that are going to be more profitable, more satisfying, 

more relevant to the way things are moving, so we were trying to convince her to really explore other 

opportunities first before making that decision, that final decision, because if you make that one 

decision as far as the career you chose, you know, you're stuck with that career. And changing is very 

difficult, especially if you go ten years down the road and you say it's time for me to change, you have to 

go back to the beginning and make that transition. So most people that choose a career, that's their 

lifetime thing. So you've got to make sure you choose the right decision, make the right decision, so I 

find that to be very challenging, convincing students, talking to--it's also very responsive, responsible. It 

makes--you know, you're in a very responsible positions here because you direct the lives of students. 

And I’ve heard students ask questions, "you sure Anver, this is going to be good for me?" I said, "you 

know, I'm not sure but I can tell you it's pretty good!" Because you don't want to give them nothing--

they're going to be the richest people in the world kind of thing. But you never know. I think satisfying is 

helping students into careers that have meaning. 
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Coltrain: And do you have much contact with the international population here at CPCC? I mean, you 

can't walk too far without running into someone who's not from the United States originally. I'd like to 

just get some of your perspective on-- 

Classens: Well, I've had students in my classroom from foreign countries and I tend to relate well with 

them because I can understand their plight. I've been there. I've been in that situation, I know how it is. 

And I'll tell you an example, I have, before I came here I used to try and stay in touch with the Swaziland 

embassy and I'd call the Swaziland embassy and say look, here's where I am, and I was trying to help my 

brother at the same time get some scholarship money from the Swaziland embassy. But one day they 

called me up and said, "Oh there's a few guys from Swaziland that are at Ohio State. And this is when I 

was living up in West Virginia. And I thought to myself, “Oh man, these are not too far from me." So I 

decided one day to call them--they gave me a phone number and I called these guys that were students 

at Ohio State. There was maybe about eight, ten of them, and I called them and I said, "Well," they said, 

"well." They had nothing to do so I'm coming up there; I'm coming to visit you guys. So I went and 

visited these guys and became pretty good friends with them. A couple of them I stayed in contact with 

for many years. And then when I got, when I met my wife and married her, you know, I'm still was in 

contact with these folks. Well, they all went back to the country, Swaziland, and years later, in fact it was 

when I was working on my dissertation. I think when I started it was in two thousand and five. So I was 

in South Africa and one of the guys that I had stayed in contact with called me and he had heard that I 

was there, said hey, this other guy was having a cookout and they wanted me to come to his cookout. 

And I said, “Man, I'm so busy, I got so many family members wanting me to visit them, I got a limited 

amount of time” but I agreed. I said okay, I'll come. I's in Swaziland so I had to go back to Johannesburg 

on the weekend to go to this party--cookout.  I arrived there and I was shocked--this was a a mansion 

that I'd arrived at. It turns out this man had become group CEO for one of the largest cell phone/Internet 

provider companies in South Africa, listed as the sixteenth richest man in South Africa. And I'm saying, 

the same guy that I went to visit at Ohio State and became friends with, invited to my house and stuff 

like that, as humble as that was but he always remembered me and my wife. So I was there, my wife 

wasn't with me, so when I went to his house I was shocked. I mean this guy was living a life. And to this 

day he has been very--in fact I am working on a project to try and help a school, some schools in 

Swaziland to get connected because they don't have good Internet connection. They don't have 

computers, the computers are outdated. They're struggling, the school is struggling. The country doesn't 

have money to upgrade these computers so I started thinking well, "Here's a man who is group CEO of 

this large company—they're a multi-billion dollar company. I said well, let me just check with him, so I 

asked him to introduce me to their foundation, they have a large foundation that does a lot of work, 

millions and millions of dollars into education forty-eight percent of their, you know, their foundation 

funds goes into education. So I'm telling these folks, I said look, help me get this school set up, and now 

I'm in conversation with them, now the question is, where do i take it from here? And it's scary because 

now, I'm going to have to do something. And here's a company that's willing to listen to me and do this 

kind of stuff. And now I’m able to connect. The point that I'm trying to make is that you've got to be 

careful who, who you don't get in contact with because you may be missing out on a--it's part of the way 

things just happen. And now that, going back to 1984 is when I met these guys, and now so many years 

later, the same guys are in such positions that, you know-- 
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Coltrain: You never know. 

Classens: You never know. So here it is. And when he, this guy sent, a friend of mine, sent the message 

to the foundation, he put it as high priority. So now the foundation is calling me. They want to know 

what, what I want. 

Coltrain: And so, what's the next step for you? I mean, what do you have to do now? 

Classens: Well, I'm going to South Africa next summer and that's going to be one of the things I try and 

bring up but my next step is to come up with a plan. I know I have the opportunity to ask for funds, a 

grant, from this company. The question is, "What am I going to ask for?" So I'm looking at trying to 

figure that out. I'm talking to IBM to see if IBM would be willing to assist us in establishing what do we 

need because whatever I ask for I better ask for it one time. I won't get it again so once I know that, then 

I can approach, then start talking but, putting the money in, but my ultimate goal in doing that is to be 

able to connect with these schools in Swaziland. And I did my dissertation on this so I know everything 

about these schools, okay, I studied the--I'm probably the most up-to-date person about these schools 

in Swaziland and how they operate. And I would like to see our students and this is the model I envision, 

okay, is that our students could mentor these high school students in a particular program and the one 

that I am learning towards is graphic design because that's highly, you know, you can do things on the 

computer and that's the kind of work environment. So if I can get a handful of students in a class with an 

instructor to mentor the students over there, it'll allow our students to learn a lot about the culture of 

that country because the communications back and forth between the students is going to give them a 

really good sense of what's happening. But they will also get an opportunity at some point to visit the 

country. And I'll give them an exploration they'll never forget. Because I was immerse them into a 

culture that is totally one of the last remaining kingships in Africa and the culture is so deep and so 

unrecorded that they would experience--and in a modern day environment it's unbelievable so my goal 

is to help those schools there. I don't want any compensation for it. I just want to  know that some day 

when I pass on and people remember me, they'll remember me for having helped those people in 

Swaziland because that's very dear to my heart because I grew up there, my family still lives there. I saw 

things, I was in the boarding schools, I was in the school system over there so I know what it's like you 

know to be so far behind. And I think, I think the technology there is lagging seriously lagging. And I hate 

that. 

1:11:58 

Coltrain: Well, thank you. That’s quite a story. Keep me in the loop on that. 

Classens: Just connecting them to the rest of--because I think and I'd read this now, it may be hard to 

imagine somebody had stated that water and the computer and technology are about equally needed in 

all these African countries. And the African countries really need to have contact because they are so 

behind when it comes to technology and their skill sets are so behind that I think the by bringing 

technology to these places--that's why I'm sure you've heard of the Indian computer laptop now they're 

talking about developing or have developed that will probably run thirty five bucks and possible ten 

dollars. And of course it doesn't have all the software built in, you have to connect and you know 
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sometime you think about your role in life. Where, where are you--where do you fit into this whole plan 

that God has had for us? And when I think back over my life I think about, well, here I am. I was in Africa, 

Swaziland, small little country, less than a million people. And at that time it was even less, here's a 

small country, I come here, I connect with schools here. I get into education. That wasn't my plan. I 

wasn't planning on getting into education. Then I meet this gentleman that now becomes CEO of a 

major company in South Africa, a wealthy man, has a lot of power, can have an audience with the 

president of the country by just a mere cell phone call to him and I'm thinking, "How do I fit in here?" 

Then I start going to UNCC, I do my dissertation and it's about the schools in Swaziland. Now all of the 

sudden there's a connection because I find out that this company has a foundation and they put a lot of 

money into education. I'm working at CPCC, an institution of education, what is my role? Another thing I 

found out over the years that I've been here at CPCC is that Dr. Hagemeyer, you remember Dr. 

Hayemeyer? He was the first president of the college. 

Coltrain: His name is on the library building so--  

Classens: Right. He actually started to do what I'm doing. Can you believe that? Because he was involved 

in the vocational school over--the technical college in Swaziland. And he was helping, he was sending 

engines  he had gotten, you know, thrown out here and motors that were GM was--because he worked 

for GM before he came here and he was sending those over there to get, give students a chance to--so 

Dr. Hagemeyer actually started this thing. And it was a coincidence. And here I meet Dr. Hagemeyer and 

he tells me he's been in Swaziland working on education at Central Piedmont Community College. So, 

the point I'm trying to make is that this is a small world. And we have to start looking at that. We can’t 

say we're a community college and our community is Mecklenburg County (1:15:45). You can't do that 

anymore. If you do that you've just defeated the whole picture, I mean you've just lost the picture 

completely. And now the community is the whole world. And we have to start thinking that way. And 

our students have to start learning this. Because our competitors are no longer just around us, they're 

all over the world. They're in China, they're in India, they're everywhere. 

Coltrain: Yeah, Yeah, I think that what you're trying to do as far as bringing technology, computers, the 

Internet, the World Wide Web to people in some of the remotest parts of the world just shows what 

you're talking about right there, that people are connected by technology. It's brought everyone 

together and made the world a lot smaller place. It's flattened the world. 

Classens: Now if this company is willing to offer broadband access to each one of those schools at no 

charge, all I need to do is bring the computers in and ii can certainly make a very interesting tour of 

Swaziland for anybody wanting to volunteer to go help, okay, so you going to pay for your trip over 

there, your plane fare. I'll make sure that you're fed and I’ll make sure that you are housed. And we're 

going to work. We’re going to go do some good. If I can get a group of volunteers, faculty and students 

to go with, then we can make a difference. And when you make, it's when you've seen the hardships 

that people have, the living conditions that people are in, you gain an appreciation for how well we have 

it here. This country is, I mean when people talk about, you know our economy is bad, “you ain't seen 

nothing yet,” is what I respond. You need to go to some of these rural countries that were having 

difficulties when the United States was quite prosperous. Now they don't have the assistance they 
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United States used to give. I mean I remember in school we used to get bags of wheat from America. 

They used to cook the wheat. How do you cook wheat? I think that was just, it was total, but hey, we 

survived, we ate the stuff. We ate wheat, cooked wheat, like it's cereal. It wasn't barley, it wasn't--it was 

wheat. Now you supposed to make bread or something. Grind it up and make bread. They cooked it into 

a cereal and we ate it. But we ate it because we needed to survive. Now you can imagine how less, how 

much less aid there is to these countries. So these countries need to become more self-sufficient and 

what role do you play? United States is a Christian nation, right? In god we trust. Do we? 

Coltrain: That’s the question. 

Classens: That's the question I ask. And I mean what is our role? And that's the point I’m trying to make.  

Coltrain: Well, it makes sense. And if I can help you in anyway, I would love to. 

Classens: I appreciate it. 

Coltrain: I don't know what i could do - document it, I guess. 

Classens: There you go! Documentation's my name of the game because I did, in my dissertation, I did, I 

used interviews just like you're doing to get information and I was able to use that information and like I 

said my dissertation has been used many  times. Been downloaded and it's been listed in various, on 

various websites so I guess I must be doing some good. 

Coltrain: Yeah. 

Classens: It's a good feeling. 

Coltrain: Yeah, absolutely. 

Classens: Not a monetarily 

Coltrain: You’re not going to get rich in education! 

Classens: That’s right. But you get rich in the heart and all those things. 

Coltrain: Yeah, that's true. Well thank you so much. 

Classens: You’re welcome. 

Coltrain: This has been by far one of the best interviews I’ve had. 

Classens: Yeah, you say that to all the [cut]. 


