
THE elegant shapes sculpted by the grace-
ful hands of ceramic artist Wee Hong
Ling, 43, belie the life-changing turmoil
of 9/11.

After witnessing the terrorist attack
which changed the world, the then-Nasa
research fellow and geography PhD stu-
dent at Rutgers University made a change
of her own. Instead of a career in
academia, she decided to become a
full-time ceramic artist.

Seeing lives ended prematurely gave
her the impetus to live life the way she
wants.

“Because, why wait? For the people
who were going to work that morning,
they might have those same thoughts –
when I retire, I am going to do this,” she

said. “Those people never had that
chance.”

However, there was resistance from
close quarters, like her 78-year-old moth-
er who still asks her if she has found a job.

She said: “I don’t think my mother ful-
ly understands my decision. Perhaps she
thinks it is irrational because she cannot
understand why someone who has as
much education as I have would choose
to do something so physically hard.”

Indeed, she spends long hours on her
feet in a dust-strewn studio, hands caked
with mud and clay, crouching to craft and
set delicate vases.

But she says the back-breaking work is
just reward for having paid her dues.

“Especially as a Singaporean, I feel I
have already fulfilled my parents’ expecta-
tions, having gone so far in my educa-
tion,” she said.

The former Raffles Junior College and

National University of Singapore alumna
started moulding clay full time only after
completing her PhD studies.

Scholarships from ceramic art schools
helped refine her craft from that of a hob-
byist since she first touched clay in a pot-
tery class in 2000.

The year after 9/11, Dr Wee took part
in the Annual Emerging Artists Exhibition
at the HEREart Gallery in Manhattan.

This gave her a thrill far greater than

as a lab rat before.
“Even though I was good at what I did,

I never did jump out of bed every morn-
ing to get into the research lab, the way I
do to get into my studio and create ceram-
ics – it just wasn’t the same excitement,”
she said.

If she occasionally muses on the mate-
rial comforts she could otherwise have
had, she waves it away as a fine equation
in her head.

“I could be living in a nice condomini-
um, driving a big car and wearing power
suits to work every day, but that for me
would be torture,” she explained.

She added: “I have rated the opportuni-
ty cost – the sacrifice for me to not do art
is far greater than doing it.”
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Captain Felix Chen says: “No venture is 100 per cent risk-free. So yes, I worry... I am conscious that I can’t ‘drop the ball’.” ST PHOTO: NEO XIAOBIN

IT WAS hard for Captain Felix Chen not
to take it personally.

The pilot, then 32, had just flown in
from Kuala Lumpur, and was in a
post-flight briefing in Changi Airport’s
control centre when he saw the planes
crash into New York’s World Trade Cent-
er.

“I remember feeling disbelief, shock,
helplessness,” said Captain Chen, who
was then a senior first officer of a major
commercial airline.

“There was a lot of sadness for the ter-
rible loss and destruction. Worse – that it
was my vehicle of work that was used to
perpetrate such devastation.”

He added: “I went home late and
couldn’t sleep that night.”

The horror of 9/11 did more than rattle
a pilot’s nerves that day; it shook up the
aviation industry.

For many passengers, it defined a new,
hardened sensibility to air travel. For pi-
lots, the event re-defined what it meant
to do the job well; security became top
priority.

“It is now much more than just devel-
oping the competency to fly an aero-
plane,” said the pilot of 22 years.

It means having to understand all secu-
rity operations involved in flying an air-
plane – and the rationale behind them –
including its infrastructure, policies and
procedures.

Now 42 and married with three young
children, Captain Chen added that of the
post-9/11 measures, the most immediate
was the airplane’s flight deck security.

The doors that led to the flight deck –
where pilots control the aircraft – were re-
inforced. Supervised visits, typically
made by passengers, became a thing of
the past.

He said of these visits: “They brought

such joy to everyone. Kids especially, you
see their mouths open and just go wow...
Not any more.”

Sometimes, putting passenger safety
first meant not taking off at all – depend-
ing on the security issues of the day. Dif-
ferent risks, he said, come up every day –
ranging from poor visibility to excessive
snowfall.

“A terrorist threat is no different, once
you understand the nature of the threat.”

He added: “No venture is 100 per cent
risk-free. So yes, I worry... I am con-
scious that I can’t ‘drop the ball’.”

He declined to discuss what happens
when passengers misbehave but said
there are procedures to handle “passen-
ger behaviour events”.

Although airlines have thus far been
successful in preventing another 9/11, the
captain said he worried about passengers
and air crew taking airport security for
granted.

He described this as a “constant strug-
gle” – especially for pilots, who are the
air crew’s “last line of defence” in ensur-
ing flight security.

Before 9/11, he saw himself as more
like Captain Stubing of The Love Boat, an
American TV show from the 1980s,
known for being jolly and mingling with
the cruise ship’s passengers.

“Now, I feel more like Captain Picard
on Star Trek’s USS Enterprise, with a lit-
tle more emphasis on the military and se-
curity side of operations.”

But that does not mean he no longer
finds romance in flying the skies.

“I’ve stood at arrival halls at airports
around the world, watching people come
together, firm handshakes, warm em-
brace... I think of family and old friends’
reunions.

“I am in the command seat making
sure all that happens. There is a lot of joy
and pride in that.”
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New York-based Singaporean ceramic artist Wee Hong Ling, with a family portrait in the background. Her sculpture of 34 bottles in increasing sizes is also family related. ST PHOTO: NEO XIAOBIN

“For the people who were going to work that morning, they
might have had those same thoughts – when I retire, I am

going to do this – those people never had that chance.”

“We are the last
line of defence

on every flight.”
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