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Interview Summary: 

In this interview, James Sheriff, an ex-FBI agent, recounts his time spent in Mr. Edward K.T. 
Chen’s Chinese class in the FBI Language School. He speaks with Mr. Chen’s son, Edward 
C.M. Chen, about his memories of Mr. Chen, his classes, his personal life, and his health. Mr. 
Sheriff also recounts some more general opinions of the FBI’s relation with the Chinese and Mr. 
Hoover’s interest and respect towards them. 

[0:00:07.5] EC: This is a oral history tape taken on July 26, 1982. A discussion between Edward C. M. 

Chen and Mr. James E. Sheriff concerning the activities in the FBI Language school, where Mr. Edward K. 

T. Chen was the instructor. 

JS: I made up a résumé one time when I was gonna apply for a position to security officer that her sister 

knew about in Alabama, and I didn’t push it because I hadn’t quite retired from the FBI and I wasn’t, you 

know, I wasn’t quite ready to go. But I have all the dates. This is all the dates. You can have that if you 

want. It does show you about the, of course it’s more about me. 

EC: Well I would really of course, especially you and the rest of the people who were students were 

carrying on the activity so, after he passed away, and so in a way it’s him too because whatever, as I 

know now, whatever a teacher leaves with the student that’s what gets carried on and gets 

progressively utilized and brought on. So I really would be very interested if you have an extra copy. I 

would like to have an extra copy. 

EC: I know that he was working with the FBI back in 1953 or 4. I remember I used to take him down to 

the office and drop him off after he got off from school and we got our first car in 1951, so I didn’t learn 

how to drive until about 53, so I’m sure it was right around that period of time that he first started his 

activities, but I don’t really know how they really were started. 

JS: This has really not much, just give me the date here. The FBI organized a class to teach Chinese. They 

were interested in teaching Cantonese Chinese and something of Toi Shon dialect Chinese to a number 

of agents who would then be able to help with Chinese work in the Chinese community. And this was 

because of an increasing interest in the activities of the Chinese Communist government in Peking and 



its relationship with activities in the United States. And what the United States had, and the FBI in 

particular, had taken an interest in the activities of the Chinese Communist government toward the 

United States ever since the Korean War when the communist government in China became enemies for 

a while of the United States forces fighting as United Nations troops there. So they decided that it would 

be a good idea to have people who could understand Chinese and deal with Chinese people. So they had 

a school started, which was to start in July of 1965. 

EC: I see. 1955 it must be. It must be 55. 

JS: Yea, ’56. I’m sorry it’s a misprint of my notes here. July of 1956. And it ran for a year and a half ’56 to 

’57 and some months, just in to January ’58. It was exactly a year and a half’s worth of time. 

EC: I see, I see. 

[0:04:25.2] JS: And to teach this class they wanted someone who was well trusted by the FBI. Mr. 

Hoover liked to stay within his own organization and Dr. Chen, Mr. Chen from Houston had been 

assisting the FBI with translation work for a period of years. I know that even from San Francisco, the 

San Francisco office and New York office would send items to the Houston office for translation by Mr. 

Chen. So they had a scholarly man, and someone that they could trust and so they asked Mr. Chen if he 

could teach such a class, if he could actually start it from scratch. Build the lessons, build the lesson 

plans and set the whole thing up as a school and teach it. And he said that he could. So they proceeded 

to select, the FBI canvassed the field as to who would be interested in going to such a class and then 

they checked over the personnel records of the persons who did answer that they were interested, and 

they picked out eight persons to take the class. Later one of the agents who was taking that class 

dropped out, but seven, including myself, did complete it. And Mr. Edward Chen came from Houston to 

work with the class. He had written up one or two lessons of course before he came and he was writing 

them right along so he was proceeding to teach the class, to organize lesson plans, and to write the 

lessons. The book, actually, from which we did our studies, he did all of this at the same time. 

[0:06:21.3] EC: So these are actually written on, what, mimeograph sheets? 

JS: He wrote them on a mimeograph sheet and they were run off then. 

EC: Oh I see. 

JS: That’s his own writing. 

EC: I see, so that is definitely his writing. I was wondering whether it was his or it was someone else. 

JS: It’s his writing. He wrote the book up. And then the lessons were mimeographed from his writing, 

from the Chinese characters that he wrote. And he proceeded then to try to teach the Chinese 

Cantonese language from these lessons to the agents. And I found that a number of the agents who 

were taking this had had some interest in religious activities before. I don’t know whether this meant 

anything or not. I myself had studied for a short time for the Methodist ministry and two of the other 

agents had been studying for the Catholic priesthood. 



EC: Or really? Amazing. 

JS: And one of the others had worked into the Catholic church quite a ways. So there was an interest on 

the part of several. In the case of some of the others, like Agent Craddy, Bob Craddy had married a 

Chinese and he had an interest for that reason in the language. The hopes of Mr. Chen in teaching the 

class at a rather rapid rate were dashed by the fact that most of had had practically no experience with 

an Oriental language before, so we had to start learning the tones and learning everything from scratch. 

And he had to abandon some of the tonal activities because he was trying to teach us to read, speak, 

and understand. All at once, read, write, speak, and understand. Which was a pretty tall order for one 

man to teach to Caucasian people who had never been acquainted with the language. We began to fall 

behind his lesson schedule, some, because instead of being able to take one lesson every two or three 

days it sometimes took a week for one lesson. To really learn to read it and write it and understand it 

and speak. So he expected us to start out slow with one lesson, but then he expected us to move up to 

maybe a lesson every day or two. And we didn’t quite make that schedule, because for one thing, most 

of the agents taking the course were older agents. I mean, since we were in our, around 30’s like that, 

which meant that we had families and other things on our minds besides the lesson. Secondly we were 

living with our families in our own homes and speaking English at home with the wife and children, and 

we were not in a Chinese atmosphere to learn so we just didn’t learn as fast as Mr. Chen had hoped. But 

he did a very good job of giving us not only a feeling for the Chinese language but a feeling for Chinese 

culture. Because he was a type of person who was warm in his relationship with students and other 

people and he made you feel like you wanted to learn because of his personality and he made you feel 

that you wanted to learn more about the culture from which he originally came. 

EC: I see. 

[0:10:32.6] JS: And Mr. Chen was a very, very loyal American, and at the same time he was quite steeped 

in Chinese culture. And his lessons were not only lessons that were good to learn the Chinese language 

but they were also designed to teach us something of Chinese culture at the same time, and to give us 

an understanding for the wide picture of Chinese in the world, really.  

This class went for a period of a year and a half and Mr. Chen worked very hard at it with us. Now some 

of the time when a class was working, Mr. Chen was busily working writing up lessons ahead, when we 

were studying on our own. And some of the time he would also do some extra translation work for the 

FBI translation section. And because of his good nature he was given more, and more, and more of this 

translation work to do, which meant that he had to take some of it home with him to his apartment, he 

had to spend more and more time on this translation and less of his time on his own work with the 

lessons and his own time for rest and, hopefully a little recreation. And he was also interested in the 

Chinese community in Washington D.C. and he became active with a association there. Becoming active 

in the association he naturally took responsibility to do some of the work for the association. And he 

proceeded to overwork himself. He’s one of the people who doesn’t like to say, “No, I just can’t do 

that.” He would always try to do it, anything that he was asked to do, that he thought should be done 

was something worthwhile to do. So he was doing all this translation, he was working with the Chinese 

Association, he was trying to write up lessons, he was trying to teach a class of Caucasians to speak 



Chinese, to read Chinese, to write Chinese, and to understand the spoken word, and it was quite an 

undertaking.  

[0:13:36.1] He was also wanting to work with us on Toi Shon and he was trying to write these lessons 

into Toi Shon at the same time, into the Toi Shon vernacular. And he found that this was almost more 

than could be done. At the same time he was working on his own advanced degrees at the university, 

and he had, really, little time to study and to give to his work on a degree. So he worked himself up into 

such a position that he began to develop stomach ulcers. And he didn’t take care of himself physically as 

he should, he just worked harder and harder and he collapsed. And he was taken to the hospital. And I 

visited Mr. Chen in the hospital, and I was astounded at his appearance because his skin was as white as 

milk. He had lost all of his blood from his system and his skin, he was, he looked like parchment, like 

paper his skin. And luckily they were able to give him transfusions, his wife came from Houston to care 

for him too, and he recovered, and he came back to teach the class again.  

Meanwhile another translation employee of the FBI, Mr. Isaac C. K. Hoo filled in and taught the class 

while Mr. Chen was in the hospital. Mr. Chen took back over the class, and he was supposed to have 

assistance from Mr. Hould also so that he wouldn’t overwork. And it went along pretty well, except that 

again, they began to say, “Well, Mr. Chen, could you do this little bit of translation for us? Or that little 

bit more?” And more, and more, so they first thing you knew he was working too hard again. And then 

the FBI very often had inspections of various departments to make sure that they’re working efficiently. 

And we had such an inspection. Meanwhile, because of the fact that Mr. Chen’s hopes for the progress 

of the class were not realized in the actual progress of the class. We were falling behind the lesson 

schedule that he had set up because they had asked him to set up a schedule of what lesson they would 

be on on which date. [0:16:42.5] Mr. Chen, either just before or just after, I think it was just before he 

went to the hospital the first time, had talked with the administrator of the program there as to what he 

should do. He said, “I’d better put down that we’re falling behind the lessons.” Because every week he 

had to show progress of the class, and where we were and what we were doing. This was an additional 

bureaucratic thing that he had to keep up with. And he was told by the administrator, that’s the 

gentleman whose picture is right there, that he should just leave it the way it was, just show that they 

were keeping up at the right spots, and eventually he would catch up. Then of course, he fell ill and was 

gone. The class was in a little bit of a disarray on that account, and the lessons got farther behind. And 

then he returned to work with the class, and of course we are several weeks behind the schedule that 

he had set up for us originally. And again, he talked with them about, “We better revise the schedule.” 

And he was told, “No, no, just keep it the same and you’ll catch up eventually and don’t rock the boat. 

Just leave it the way it is and we won’t say that we’re not able to do what we started out to do.”  

[0:18:16.3] So when the inspectors came, they went around to check on the different things, where 

everything was in its order, and they came to look at Mr. Chen’s work with the class and they said, 

“Now, I think you’re on lesson so and so.” 

 Mr. Chen said “Oh no. We haven’t been able to keep up because of this problem with that. So we’re 

behind. We’re back here on lesson so and so. But we hope to catch up.”  

And the inspector said, “Well your progress reports show that you’re up here on lesson so and so. Why 

are you on a much earlier lesson, and then the progress report shows that you’re up here on this other 



lesson?”  

And Mr. Chen said, “Well, I was told by the administrator to just keep it the same and it would all work 

out eventually and we do that.” 

“Well that’s not right. It shouldn’t be done that right…way” It really was a minor thing, but to Mr. Chen it 

was most important because he felt that he was losing face. So when the inspecting report was written 

up, they went of course back to the administrator and the administrator backed away and denied ever 

having said this, because he wanted to protect his own position. This was most upsetting to Mr. Chen, 

because he was a very honest and straightforward and upright person and he expected anybody else 

who he worked with to be the same way. So Mr. Chen, when the inspection report came out Mr. Chen 

was, not blamed exactly, but it was brought out that his reports did not fit exactly where the lessons 

were, and this wasn’t right. Because inspectors, whenever they have an inspection, they like to find 

something wrong that they can write down, “This should be taken care of.” 

EC: Yea, I understand. 

[0:20:16.0] JS: But it was really a very minor thing, but to Mr. Chen it was something most important, 

and in my personal opinion that is the trigger that caused him to collapse again and go to the hospital. 

He was downhearted about it and he didn’t have the feeling that he must get back to the class and take 

of it that he had before. And I think that it was a triggering factor in his… 

EC: His not recovering. 

JS: His not recovering. Although I think the hospital is also to blame, for it’s my understanding that his 

ulcer was, he was in the hospital under care, and his ulcer bled to such an extent that he lost too much 

blood without anybody paying attention to it.  

EC: Sure, but of course if they didn’t have a monitor on him directly then that’s a problem. 

[0:21:15.3] JS: Then, when Mr. Chen was gone the class was continued. Mr. Chen’s lessons were there 

for us to have, and we were able to continue with that. It was a sad situation because here is a man that 

had undoubtedly devoted more of his life and attention to the welfare of his country and he…actually I 

feel that he, he gave his life for his country, in trying to teach us Chinese. 

EC: That’s a very comforting thought to me, I mean that you would feel like that. Can you tell me 

something about how the individual classes were? For instance, would he just come in and give you the 

lessons and go through the vocabulary and then, how would that go? 

JS: The lessons were written on the board,  we were asked questions to fill out. I have my handwritten 

Chinese characters answers to questions and things. I kept those. I still have them somewhere in a… We 

had something to bring back to class each day. And then we would write those Chinese characters on 

the board and he would correct them, both the way we were writing and  whether we had used a 

proper construction of Chinese in our writing. And really, we could have learned to speak much quicker 

if we weren’t learning to write at the same time. But we were learning to read, write, and speak, and 

understand all at once. However, we learned it much better because of that. And I found, when I went 



to San Francisco and was working in the Chinese field, and other agents that had studied in Monterrey 

and different places were also working with Chinese. I was able to translate Chinese characters for 

them, or to see how somebody had written in grass script almost, say “Oh that should be such and such 

a character,” and write it out in long form because of the thoroughness with which Mr. Chen had taught 

us. 

EC: How did the timeframe work? He would get to class and then… 

JS: It’s hard to remember after many years just how the timeframe was, but Mr. Chen tried to speak to 

us in Chinese only. 

EC: I see. It was sort of an immersion type thing, once you finally got to it. 

JS: Right. He tried to give us the feeling for Chinese, as though we were in a Chinese atmosphere. If we 

couldn’t understand Chinese he would move over to English to let us know what he was saying. He 

would try to greet us and call roll and all in Chinese. And then he would call on us one after another to 

write these on the board. 

EC: And he was the only one in the classroom. The only instructor? 

JS: He was the only instructor we had. Later after he became ill, Isaac Cole took over to help as his 

assistant. And then Isaac Cole continued after. And then we had another Chinese translator, Mr. C. K. 

Cong who, after the death of Mr. Chen, came in to be also a teacher. 

[0:25:28.0] EC: Because I’m going through it now and it seems like to me that it’s very difficult to even 

get through one lesson. I’ve gone through about ten of them with my wife in about a month and I 

figured that I was going at a much slower pace that you all were going. I really wondered. 

JS: After we had been with the class a little while, then he began to bring newspaper articles. He would 

read the Chinese newspaper himself, pick out an article that he thought was interesting and suitable for 

us to try to translate. And then we would work on translating the article. We first would use our Chinese 

Matthew’s Dictionary and look up the characters with the CTC, with the Chinese Telegraphic Code book 

which we were each issued. We would try to translate the article for a while. And then he would come 

around and we would ask him questions. “What is this character? What is that?” And he would assist us 

with it. At the same time he is up front, Mr. Chen is there working on making lessons. That is one reason 

I think he brought the newspaper articles was so that we would have something to do while he was 

doing translating and writing lessons. 

EC: I see. *laugh* 

JS: And then we were also creating a dictionary. A Cantonese language dictionary. 

EC: Did it ever get finished? 



JS: Each one of us for ourselves on index cards. I still have mine. When we would find a new character, 

of course we took the characters he gave us as new characters with the lessons. But we also then later 

added in the characters that we’d run across in the newspaper. 

EC: I see what you did now. 

JS: Because he said they’re basic newspaper characters, they don’t use all of them like in literature. So 

we would put the newspaper character down and then we would have another card with that character. 

And then under that we would put different phrases or words that had used that character. So we had 

the basic character and then under that a group of words that we had run across in our lessons, or in the 

newspapers. Then from time to time he would give us a little lecture on something of interest that was 

of the day, and he’d write a few characters on the board and talk about those. He would usually give us 

a few phrases that went with the new characters that were from the lesson so we could add those to 

our dictionary. Let me see if I can find a dictionary I’ll be right back. [0:28:15.4] 

EC: Ok, fine. 

JS: The card index dictionary that we made, mine filled two small drawers by the time I finished the 

class. Filled two small drawers about, a little over a foot long I guess of cards. So it would be about two 

and a half feet of cards maybe altogether. And then I continued that after I came to San Francisco 

whenever I’d run across words I would study with that, and it was an invaluable thing to use with 

translating a little article. Or with writing something in Chinese, I actually have once or twice done for 

things. I could make use of my own, personal dictionary that I had created myself under Mr. Chen’s 

instruction. I doubt if any of the other people who were in the class would still have those. I know that 

one person did throw his away when he went to do something other kind of work, but I kept mine and I 

haven’t used it for quite a while because I haven’t been doing any reading or writing in Chinese. 

EC: What about the Cantonese vernacular you were telling me about? 

JS: The Toi Shon? 

EC: Right the Toi Shon. I noticed that on the vocabulary it says here it’s gonna be filled in by the 

Cantonese pronunciation or the Cantonese vernacular is gonna be filled in by the class. 

JS: Right, we did that when we started the Toi Shon and we would write in that spot. We went over the 

same lessons and filled in the Toi Shon terminology for it. 

EC: I see. 

JS: He also put on to tape for us to listen to. The lessons were all put on to tape. 

EC: Oh they were all on tape too? 

JS: As well. So we could listen to the sound. And then he did the same lessons in Toi Shon. 

EC: I see. All on tape? 



JS: All on tape. 

EC: Oh I wish I could possibly have had some of those. 

JS: I think I have a set. 

EC: Really? 

JS: Again, they’re on the old-fashioned brown tapes. He told us that we wouldn’t have time to study all 

of that on our own and the class, but we could study on our own later. And again, most of us didn’t 

really get the studying that we might have done because of other responsibilities and work and what 

not. But I’m pretty sure I have the set, the Toi Shon set of tapes. 

EC: You do, really? It’s for the whole lessons? 

JS: For all the lessons. 

EC: All eighty-some-odd lessons? Do you think there’s any way that I could possibly get a copy? 

JS: Well we’ll certainly try to see about it. 

EC: Because I would really, that would be something I’d really like to have. 

JS: I just have them stored away right now. 

EC: Sure, I didn’t mean now but at some time. 

JS: They’re on brown tapes. I used to have an old fashioned tape recorder. We had tape recorders at the 

office that we were able to use of course also. At one time Mr. Hoover did away with all the tape 

recorders because he was upset about, he didn’t believe in violation of anybody’s liberties of course or 

listening to people on tapes. It was something he was opposed to, but he felt it was necessary with 

espionage tendencies or, even stretching the point, for the criminal case of the kidnapping of a child or 

something like that.  

[0:32:06.6] EC: Sure, sure. 

JS: Then when the Kennedy administration came in, Mr. Hoover was ordered by Robert Kennedy to have 

the FBI put tape recordings on the mafia figures and on the teamster Jimmy Hoffa. 

EC: Do you want to take that off? 

JS: Nah, I don’t care. And, anyway, Mr. Hoover didn’t approve of that but he was forced into that. He 

also felt that if we had to do that though, I understand he said he’d put it on a few other people if we 

had to do that sort of thing like, Martin Luther King, but he was very much opposed to the idea in the 

first place. Then when Robert Kennedy was running for president at that time, there was a situation 

where some mafia figures were brought to trial for failure to pay taxes, income tax. And tape recordings 

were used which were from the FBI. So Mr. Hoover was asked about these tape recordings on mafia 



figures and he said, “Well we do what the attorney general orders us to do.” And that sort of thing. 

When Robert Kennedy was asked about this he didn’t want to get involved with it on his presidential 

campaign, as having been pushing recordings on things so he backed away from it somewhat and Mr. 

Hoover became so upset that he ordered all offices of the FBI to do away with all tapes and stop 

listening to anybody. He said he’d never approved that in the first place, not for anything. It was 

something against people’s liberties and he didn’t approve of it. [0:34:03.9] I know in the San Francisco 

office we were ordered to take off any recording devices that were anywhere. We were to dismantle 

them completely, whether they involved espionage or not. Dismantle them all. It’s my understanding 

that to some extent the number three man, William Sullivan, protected some installations that the FBI 

had on sensitive security, international security espionage things back east, but out here they were all 

taken off. Shortly thereafter I was trying to get a tape recorder to listen to some Chinese tapes so I could 

improve my Chinese, to some of the tapes that Mr. Chen had prepared, and I found that we hadn’t any. I 

was told by the people in our technical section that under Mr. Hoover’s direct orders all tape recorders 

were returned to Washington D.C. because he wanted to make sure that his orders were being followed 

out, that no recordings and tapes were being kept of anything. 

EC: Mr. Hoover’s got sort of a bad reputation of some of the sociologists as far as the Chinese. He felt 

that all of the Chinese-Americans were subject to pressure from the Communist Chinese and so on like 

that. You don’t think about that? 

JS: I don’t think that’s true at all. 

EC: I didn’t think so either. 

JS: Mr. Hoover was probably a little bit pro-Chinese culture. The only hobby that he had aside from the 

FBI… 

EC: I know that was his whole life 

JS: …was the collection of Chinese artifacts and pieces and that sort of thing. 

EC: I didn’t know that at all. 

JS: He began his interest in that when he used to go to La Jolla for his annual physical at the Scripps 

Institute. He also liked to watch races so he was able to go to the Delmar race track at the same time. 

But there in La Jolla he became acquainted with a Chinese gift shop, art shop that was run by some very 

well cultured Chinese people that were well aware of the heritage of Chinese art and this sparked quite 

an interest in Chinese artifacts and he bought some there and then when it became known that he was 

interested in this people would give him a Chinese vase or this sort of thing. I was told by someone who 

used to work in his office a short time that while they were there Mr. Hoover received a Ming vase as a 

gift. So when it came to his office, the people who received it said, “This vase seems to be dull, we’d 

better get it polished.” 

EC: *laughing* 



JS: So then Mr. Hoover, after he received the vase he had a knowledgeable Chinese person check it out 

and the report that he got back was, “This appears to be a Ming vase, but someone has removed all of 

the patina and it cannot be guaranteed.” 

EC: *laughing* So you really don’t think that… 

JS: So Mr. Hoover’s got a good opinion of Chinese, there’s no doubt about that. Mr. Hoover, of course, 

was 110% American… 

EC: Obviously. Of course we all are as far as I can see. 

JS:…and he thought that anybody that had connections with any country that was opposed to the 

United States or that was Communist oriented might be under pressure and for this reason he did have 

us check out with the refugees that came and talk to them to see what they could tell us and to also 

make a personal estimation as to whether they were really genuine refugees or agents being sent here. 

And of course in almost every case they’re genuine refugees. 

[0:38:54.6] EC: I know that he wrote several letters to my dad, we still have those letters, when he was 

sick in the hospital he wrote letters saying that essentially he was grateful for the extra effort that he 

was putting in and all that, and hoped that he got well soon. So I think probably at least at that level 

they knew what my dad was doing, whether or not the intermediate, middle-level bureaucrats, whether 

they really knew what was going on or not, but as you say it probably did affect my father quite a bit. 

JS: No but Mr. Hoover definitely had a appreciation for the Chinese and Chinese culture. In fact that is 

one of the groups that he did have. You know, the fact of the matter is that he was always a protector of 

personal liberties. Now in his own organization he ran it as a tyrant, I mean he expected his men to toe 

the line, and if they didn’t, out! He wanted them to be above suspicion. So he was very strict in his own 

organization and as he got to be an older man he became more strict on little items sometimes and I do 

know that he had some agents censured just for their appearance as when they appeared in a news 

item with a bank robber they had captured because he said the bank robber looks better than the agent. 

And the reason was, of course, that the agent’s been working all night and the bank robber had been 

sleeping in his own bed. Anyways, that was something more as he was getting to be an old man and 

pushing things. He was always determined that the FBI should have a good image. He would censure 

people very badly if they would hurt the image in any way. 

EC: Well I don’t really blame him too much. 

JS: [0:40:43.2] But as far as the general public was concerned, he was a Boy Scout in his desire for 

personal liberties. He opposed the idea of interning all the Japanese that was done because he said, “We 

can’t do that. They have rights.” 

EC: That’s what’s so strange in reading some of these history books about the history of the Chinese. In 

fact this one I just got through reading by Rosela Macoon (?), Rosanne McCumm she has a statement in 

there that the director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, could possibly be responsible for having the Chinese 

Americans interned in the Korean War because they had ties possibly back to the Communists. 



JS: No, see Mr. Hoover would have opposed that on his own personal grounds of belief in liberties.  

EC: Sure, because he did that… 

JS: He opposed it on the Japanese. That’s why he said you have to go on individual cases. You can’t do it 

en masse. 

EC: Sure, sure, that’s the reason why you have an FBI. 

EC: We’re interested in trying to get together a lot of the information about the Chinese, especially in 

the Southwest area. I was a little shocked when I read those comments by this woman McCumm and 

also the other one is Latimer. 


