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When she saw the huge, murky 
Musi River with yellow mud banks 
in Palembang, Indonesia, Madam 
Susan Chee knew at that point 
that “he was gone”.

Her husband, Tan Choon Yeow, 46, a financial 
controller, was one of 104 people on board SilkAir 
MI 185, which crashed into the river days earlier, on 
Dec 19, 1997.

No bodies were ever recovered and what caused 
the crash remains a mystery.

Madam Chee, 55, tells The New Paper on Sun-
day: “There wasn’t any evidence of a crash in that 
river. But that was when I realised it was all real.

“And I felt strangely calm when I stood there. I 
felt like God was telling me that my husband was 
at peace.”

Peace had been elusive barely 48 hours earlier.
She had been at her Seletar Hills home, getting 

the children – then six, five and one – into bed 
when she kept getting phone calls.

His colleagues, one after another, were calling 
to ask her which flight was her husband taking and 
what time he was expected home.

She recounts: “I was getting irritated and finally, 
I asked one of them what was wrong. He told me, 
‘Honestly, there’s a plane miss-
ing’.”

Madam Chee, who works as a 
general manager in Wicare, a 
support group for widows and 
the fatherless (see report next 
page), describes her feelings 
then: “My heart was beating so 
fast. Time came to a standstill. 

She recalls vague details of 
what happened later: Calling her 
sister and sister-in-law, having 
“people, mostly friends I think, 
coming into my house”, and lat-
er, heading to the airport.

She says: “Everything was in black and white. It 
was like I was watching a movie, people were talk-
ing, but their voices sounded hollow. I felt as if I 
had an out-of-body experience, like I was above the 
entire scene, moving in slow motion, just watching 
other people.

“I later found out that there were ministers, of-
ficials, next-of-kin, the media – there were so many 
people there in the family briefing room at Changi 

Helping others   
gave me 
strength

She lost her husband in the 1997 SilkAir MI 185 crash. Susan Chee, 
now a general manager for a support group for widows, says:

FAMILY PHOTO:  Madam Susan Chee with 
husband Tan Choon Yeow and their three kids.

FIndIng sTrengTH:  (Above) Madam Susan Chee today. (Below)  
Indonesian coastguards with wreckage from the ill-fated plane in 1997.

Airport.”
The victims’ next-of-kin were told to return 

home to pack before being taken to the crash site.
Madam Chee pauses for several seconds as tears 

fill her eyes, then says in a broken voice: “I remem-
ber packing his clothes – a shirt, a pair of trousers 
and underwear. That was how I clung on to the 
hope that he’d be found.”

She struggles to contain her 
tears, then adds: “All I had in the 
end were the charred remnants of 
his passport and some cards.”

Madam Chee is una-
bashed about her grief 
– a message she wants 
to share with the wid-
ows especially today, 
International Widows’ 
Day.

She says: “Take all the time you 
need to grieve. I used to ask, 

‘When does the grieving end?’
“But the truth is, it doesn’t. Widows should not 

feel guilty. You cry because there was love.”
And one can cry over the slightest thing. Like at a 

wedding when you see happy couples.
“For me, the challenge was attending parent-

teacher meetings, I’d see the couples and I would 
feel so alone,” she says.
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