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Henry Cheung started learn-
ing English two years before
immigrating from Hong Kong
to Bourbonnais during high
school.

Now he's returning to Kanka-
kee County to help others who
may know as little — or even
less — English than he did
more than 15 years ago.

Cheung, 32, is a Cantonese
interpreter now, working in
courtrooms, hospitals and cor-
porate boardrooms to translate
between English and Can-
tonese. He also jets to the East
Coast and some southern
states.

"I used to work for a Fortune
500 company, but now I think
this is my career," Cheung said
from his home in Minooka. "I
love my job. I love getting up
and going to work. Every day is
different."

He returns to Kankakee
County July 27 to serve as a
court interpreter in a drug pos-
session case at the Kankakee
bounty Courthouse.

Adrianne Haley, administra-
te assistant to the chief judge,
said Cheung has been added to
;he list of qualified court inter-
preters in Kankakee County. He
s the sole Cantonese interpreter.

Born in Hong Kong, his
mtive language is Cantonese.
Jut he wasn't destined to
•emain in his homeland.

"My parents wanted me to
;et a better education," Cheung
:xplained. "Now I know why
hey did it. They wanted a bet-
er life for me."

So they sent their only child,
hen 14 years old, to a board-
ng school in England for his
reshman and sophomore years
a high school. But he didn't
are for life in England, he said.
Tie weather was too cold. An
incle lived in Bourbonnais, so
ie moved in 1995 and attend-
d Grace Baptist Academy in

The Daily Journal/Nicholas Holstein

Henry Cheung, of Minooka, a Cantonese court interpreter,
stands outside the Kankakee County Courthouse. Cheung, who
went to Grace Baptist Academy, is already an interpreter for
Cook, DuPage, and Will counties, and soon in Kankakee County.

Kankakee during his junior and
senior years. There he joined
the soccer team.

"I was the first and only
international student at Grace
Baptist," Cheung said. "When I
came here, my English wasn't
too good. I was struggling with
the language. (But) everybody
was open arms."

"I would always see people
whispering and saying 'who is
that Asian guy?' Nothing
racist," Cheung said with a
laugh, adding they just wanted
to talk to him. "The first ques-
tion they ask me is 'do you
know kung fu?' Then, 'are you
good in math?' They think all
Asian people good in math."

He credits the school with
enabling him to learn much
more English.

"Nobody was laughing at me.
People were helping me out. I
tell them 'you help me in Eng-
lish, I help you in math,'" he
said with a laugh.

He graduated in 1997, Che-

ung said, and then attended
Northern Illinois University in
DeKalb, graduating with a
bachelors degree in business.
From 2002 through 2008, Che-
ung worked for Samsung and
Caterpillar.

But on the side, he worked as
an "over-the-phone" inter-
preter. He would receive a
phone call, and be switched to
a three-way conversation. He
said he could be asked to trans-
late 911 calls, medical requests
for appointments or counseling
or help someone trying to book
a hotel room. He then expand-
ed to handle medical transla-
tion in doctors' offices and hos-
pitals.

In 2009, he applied to
become a Cantonese interpreter
in Cook County Circuit Court.
About six months later, he was
in. Cheung now also works at
the Will and DuPage county
courthouses.

According to the Cook County
Circuit Court's Office of Inter-
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preter Services, Spanish, Polish
and sign language interpreters
are the most frequently request-
ed in Cook County's court system.
The next most popular are Russ-
ian, Korean and Arabic. In
Kankakee County, Spanish is the
most requested.

Cheung said he loves the
Kankakee area and is looking
forward to interpreting cases
here.

He is also a certified Can-
tonese interpreter for immigra-
tion courts, operated by the
Executive Office for Immigra-
tion Review through the U.S.
Department of Justice. Of the
59 immigration courts nation-
wide, one is in Chicago, accord-
ing to the Justice Department.

Cheung said he also works
with the FBI, U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement and
the Drug Enforcement Admin-
istration. He may be called in
to translate a phone wire tap
one day, he said, or interviews
the next.

"... You get into this job and
you realize you're normal," Che-
ung said. "I told my wife 'at
least you married a normal guy.
You know I'm not crazy.' She
laugh at me."

Cheung has been married for
10 years to Kristin, whom he
met in college after she gradu-
ated from Bradley-Bourbonnais
Community High School. They
live in Minooka with their chil-
dren, Adriana, 11; Landon, 5;
and "princess" Gabriella, 20
months old. His in-laws still
live in Bradley.

"I teach my kids Chinese.
They may not speak fluently,
but they know the basics," Che-
ung said — although they may
not always want to. "I asked the
same question when I was lit-
tle: Why do I want to learn
English? ... It's good to learn.
It's good to have a foreign lan-
guage background. ... It's better
for yourself in the job market.
Otherwise I'd be stuck in the
office. I just cannot sit in front
of the computer for eight
hours."


