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n 1994, Hon. Tony N. Leung became the first

Asian-Pacific American judge in Minnesota,

serving as a district judge in Minnesota’s Fourth

Judicial District. Seventeen years later, he broke
barriers again by becoming the first Asian-Pacific
American federal judge in Minnesota. He served as a
U.S. magistrate judge for 14 years until May 4, 2025.

Judge Leung’s judicial record is immense. He has

presided over thousands of cases. He has written hun-
dreds of opinions, many of which are cited regularly
on a variety of topics. He has been a part of cases that
touched Minnesota history. But beyond the judicial
record is an equally impressive list of contributions
to his beloved Minnesota community and a strong
devotion to improving the practice of law for those
following in his footsteps.

Immigration, Hard Work, and the Promise of
America

Judge Leung, born in 1959 in Hong Kong, immigrat-
ed to the United States in 1966, living first in Aurora,
Illinois, and moving to Minneapolis one year later.

He describes his parents as exemplary role models
of hard work. His father came from a poor family in
Taishan, China, and started work on a Philippines
plantation at age 12, sending his wages back to his
family. He later moved to Hong Kong and owned a
tailoring business, specializing in Western fashion.
Looking back, Judge Leung fondly remembers first
entering the United States with his family dressed in
“Beatles” outfits with very narrow jackets, ties, and
collars.

His father gave up the successful tailoring business,
emigrated to America, and became a cook in Min-
neapolis’s Nankin Restaurant. Judge Leung’s mother
become a cook at a Polynesian restaurant in the then-
named St. Paul Hilton hotel, a mere three blocks from
where her youngest son would later sit as a federal
judge. Though his parents did not speak English, they
eventually opened their own restaurant, where they
worked tirelessly. Judge Leung remembers that in the
first five years after they opened the Canton in Burns-
ville, they took only two days off each year: Christmas
and Thanksgiving.
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His parents’ experiences shaped the values he

brought to his academic pursuits and ultimately, his
career as an attorney and judge. It’s proof, he says,
that “America’s promise can be real.” The right to
travel, find jobs, live where they chose, and free public
education allowed his parents to join the middle class
and the kids to obtain higher education and pursue
professional careers.

At the same time, however, he notes there were
and are barriers to American’s promise. He remem-
bers distinctly an experience early on at Beaupre
Elementary in Aurora,' when he had not yet learned
to speak English, Judge Leung's classmate walked him
out to his uncle, who was picking him up after school.
Later, in the car, his uncle cautioned that Judge Leung
should not interact with that classmate again. Judge
Leung asked why; his uncle explained that when his
classmate bows and says“ching-chong,” his classmate
is mocking him and his culture. Those challenges,
Judge Leung emphasizes, remain today.

Academic Success

Judge Leung flourished in the Minneapolis public
schools, graduating as his high school’s co-valedicto-
rian and student council president. His college years
at Yale were “transformative.” Because of Yale’s focus



on the undergraduate experience, he was able to take
classes from eminent scholars, including his favorite
professor, Jonathan D. Spence—a leading historian of
modern China. In college, he first learned about the so-
cial and political concept of being an “Asian American.”
He was captain of Yale’s Tae Kwon-do Club and won the
bantamweight bronze medal at the 1980 AAU Collegiate
Tae Kwon-do championships in St. Louis. When enter-
ing college, he thought he was good at math. He learned,
however, that many Yale students were “really good”

at math. Thus, he decided to pursue a career where he
could take advantage of his writing and analytical skills.
This led him to New York University School of Law, from
which he graduated in 1985.

Private Practice
After law school, Judge Leung returned to Minneapo-
lis, where he worked at Faegre & Benson (now Faegre
Drinker), focusing on real estate and other business
transactions. One career highlight was managing all legal
matters, including naming, sponsorship, and television
rights, charitable giving, insurance, contracts, employ-
ment, and other aspects of the Burnet Senior PGA Clas-
sic, which later became the 3M Open (now a PGA Tour
event). He also handled all real estate matters for Piper
Jaffray Companies’ numerous offices across the country.
He ultimately became an equity partner of the firm.
Judge Leung describes his years at Faegre as the most
impactful of his career because he learned that success in
the law required more than brains; it required the ability
to develop relationships and earn the trust of clients,
partners, and staff. He also gained exposure to a wide
variety of legal issues that would later serve him well on
the federal and state benches. Perhaps most important-
ly, he learned the value of friends and colleagues who
celebrated his peaks and supported him in his valleys.
Lawyers like Tom Crosby and Charlie Ferrell were criti-
cal to his success.

Judicial Service

Judge Leung made history for the first time in 1994,
when Gov. Arne Carlson appointed him as a state district
court judge. Serving as a general jurisdictional trial
judge, he presided over a wide variety of matters, includ-
ing a series of lawsuits related to a 2002 train derailment
that sent clouds of toxic fertilizer over the city of Minot,
North Dakota.> Of the train derailment cases, Judge
Leung says, “I've never worked harder on nor enjoyed
cases more because of their impact on people, the
complexity of legal issues, the challenges of managing
numerous mass tort cases, and the tremendous lawyers
on both sides.” He also presided over several homicide
trials,’ a class action against Jennie-O Turkey alleging
violations of the Minnesota Fair Labor Standards Act,*a
shareholder derivative lawsuit involving the Nash Finch
Company, and a dispute between Syngenta Seeds and
Monsanto Company over use rights to the next genera-
tion of Roundup glyphosate herbicides.

In 2011, Judge Leung was appointed to fill a newly

created magistrate judge position for the District of

Minnesota. In this role, he managed hundreds of cases

from filing to dispositive motions and has had civil

consent cases that he’s both settled and tried. Sample

cases include disputes related to the intellectual property

of Minnesota music legend Prince Rogers Nelson,® a

class action brought by several Minnesota cities accusing

Procter & Gamble of marketing flushable wipes that

damaged the cities’ water treatment facilities,® and

numerous cases involving individual and class employ-

ment actions, product defects, environmental clean-up,

and IP disputes over vehicle navigation and information

displays,” 4G LTE technology,®
and cell culturing vessels.’ Judge
Leung has also been involved
in a number of high-profile
criminal cases against Danny
Heinrich,'® Derek Chauvin,'! and
the so-called Feed Our Future
COVID-19 fraud defendants."
While the nature and
number of different disputes
Judge Leung has handled is
vast, it is his role in conducting
settlement conferences that he
truly loves. Drawing on his past
life as a transactional lawyer,
Judge Leung has a unique way of
getting parties to push past their
differences and understand the
practical realities of their case.
He has described mediation
as a combination of “[f Jormal
science and [a]rt,” where effec-
tive mediators can “reduce the
parties’ passions, enhance trust,
and objectively find solutions
where both parties can accept
the outcome.”® The objective
of mediation, he postulates, is

>«

to find the parties’ “intersection
of self-interests.”"* Achieving
this objective requires extensive
preparation to understand the
applicable laws, disputed facts,
parties and their history, as well

as their respective risks should

While the nature and
number of different
disputes Judge Leung
has handled is vast, it

is his role in conducting
settlement conferences
that he truly loves.
Drawing on his past

life as a transactional
lawyer, Judge Leung has
a unique way of getting
parties to push past
their differences and
understand the practical
realities of their case. He
has described mediation
as a combination of “[f]
ormal science and [a]rt,”
where effective mediators
can “reduce the parties’
passions, enhance trust,
and objectively find
solutions where both
parties can accept the
outcome.

the case proceed to trial."” It is no surprise then that he

has settled hundreds of disputes spanning the spectrum

of cases filed in federal court,' including high-profile

cases such as the numerous excessive force claims fol-

lowing the murder of George Floyd."”

Along the way, Judge Leung has actively promoted

dialogue about the contributions of the Chinese com-

munity and Sino-U.S. relations. He provided input on

an exhibit detailing the experiences of Jewish refugees
in Shanghai during World War II. He led organization of
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a program about the uptick of racial profiling of Asian

Pacific Americans working in STEM fields after it was

reported that China was involved in 90 percent of all

economic espionage cases brought by the U.S. Depart-

ment of Justice. And he continues to speak out on the

challenges that Asian Pacific Americans face, particularly
following the COVID-19 pandemic.

A Commitment to Helping Those that Follow Him
Judge Leung’s impact on the federal and state courts

through his 30-plus years of judicial service is by itself

remarkable. But add to that his leadership in enhancing

opportunities for attorneys of color. In 1990, he was

a founding member of the Minnesota Chapter of the

In his post-judicial phase,
Judge Leung is providing
ADR services, drawing on
his unique combination
of transactional and
judicial experiences and
conceptual and practical
approaches to resolving
disputes. He is exploring

opportunities on non-profit

and for-profit boards. He

also has a wide variety of

travel planned in 2025,
including trips to London,
Nairobi, and Bangkok,
and, in his words, “will
fill the gaps reading as
much as possible of the
Western literary canon.”

National Asian Pacific American
Bar Association, a group working to
promote justice, equity, and oppor-
tunity for Asian Pacific Americans.
Early in his career, he was on the
founding board of the Twin Cities
Committee on Minority Lawyers in
Large Law Firms, working along-
side U.S. District Judge Jerry W.
Blackwell, former U.S. Attorney B.
Todd Jones, and others. This group
created the Minnesota Minority
Job Fair and was instrumental in
publishing data about the number
of attorneys of color who had been
hired in Minnesota’s large law firms.
Revealing this data, including for in-
house and public sector attorneys,
continues today through the Min-
nesota Coalition of Bar Associations
of Color, of which he is an advisory
council member. He was also the
first chair and a founding member
of Twin Cities Diversity in Practice,
a consortium of more than 70 law
firms and corporate legal depart-
ments that sponsors a summer

law clerk program and provides

mentorship programs for attorneys of color.

But nearly everybody who knows Judge Leung will
highlight that he has also long served the broader Min-
nesota community. For 14 years, he was on the board
of Lakewood Cemetery, generally considered one of
America’s most beautiful cemeteries, and was its board
chair in 2021 and 2022, during a period of unprecedent-
ed transformation and growth. In 2019-2020 he was
president of the Federal Bar Association Minnesota
Chapter. Since 1991, he has headed the local Yale Alumni
Schools Committee, acting as the local interface with
Yale’s Admissions Office. For 25 years, he served on the
board of Twin Cities RISE!, which provides workforce
development services to individuals impacted by racial

and socio-economic barriers. He is also a long-time

advisory board member of Wishes and More and a past
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board member of Northern Star Council, Boy Scouts of
America.

The Next Phase

In his post-judicial phase, Judge Leung is providing
ADR services, drawing on his unique combination of
transactional and judicial experiences and conceptual
and practical approaches to resolving disputes. He is
exploring opportunities on non-profit and for-profit
boards. He also has a wide variety of travel planned in
2025, including trips to London, Nairobi, and Bangkok,
and, in his words, “will fill the gaps reading as much as
possible of the Western literary canon.” His interest in
the great works of Western literature has been discrete
but discernable in his rulings, including references to the
“ineluctable modality of the visible” from James Joyce’s
Ulysses,'s “telemetry” as paean to the scion of Homer’s
Odyssey," and the “gravity of danger” extrapolated from
James Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow.”

Judge Leung remains cautiously optimistic when
asked whether he feels the same promise of America is
available today as it was when he started. It is harder to-
day, he notes, to join the middle class the way his parents
did. He also sees the increased tensions toward immi-
grants. But he is convinced that the blending of cultures
made possible through immigration leads to synergies
that make America exceptional. The opportunity to
succeed, he says, is still there if people can spend time
together, listen, and help one another.

Judge Leung is an accomplished jurist and trailblazer
as the first Asian-Pacific American judge in Minnesota.
But more importantly, he is a person committed to
serving his community and helping others actualize the
promise of America. He leaves in retirement a legacy of
compassion and optimism for how the law can improve
the lives of everyone. ®
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