
JUDY WEE, 51
Assistant manager at the Muscular Dystrophy Association and
vice-president of the Disabled People’s Association

Ms Wee was born with deformities in her four limbs, which she
believes may have resulted from her mother taking the drug thalidomide
during pregnancy.

But that did not hold her back. She began swimming from a young age,
and realised that she had a passion for it when she reached her 20s.

“On land, you have lots of obstacles,” she said. “But once you’re in the
water, you’re really free.”

She has since competed in events such as the Far East South Pacific
Games for the Disabled and the Malaysian Paralympic Games.

She has also set up her own consultancy, Level Field Consultants,
which works with architects and developers to improve accessibility.

“Your idea of accessibility and my idea of accessibility is entirely
different,” she said.

DESMOND HO, 36
Partner at Allen & Gledhill

Although he has a congenital
medical condition which requires
him to use a wheelchair, that did
not stop Mr Ho from striving for
success.

He set his sights on becoming a
lawyer after concluding that his
disability would preclude his partici-
pation in the more practical
elements of medicine and
computer science.

“I had to study towards a
qualification that didn’t require as
much physical dexterity,” he said.
“For instance, I studied computer
science in junior college, but I
was not able to keep up with the
typing speed of the other
computer programmers.”

After entering the Gifted
Education Programme and
studying at Raffles Institution and
Raffles Junior College, he was
accepted to read law at
Cambridge University.

After graduating, he joined law
firm Allen & Gledhill as a pupil in
1999, before being called to the
Bar the following year.

He is now a partner at the firm
and specialises in commercial
litigation and dispute resolution,
as well as corporate restructuring
and insolvency.

SHARIFF
ABDULLAH,
43

Motivational
speaker

Despite being
born without a left
leg, Mr Shariff
managed to
complete both the
gruelling Sundown
ultramarathon last
year and the Men’s
Health Urbanathlon
in February.

His mantra:
“Nothing is impos-
sible, impossible is
nothing.”

He hopes to
inspire others to
challenge them-
selves.

LIM KOON HENG, 46
IT-support assistant at the Society for the Physically Disabled

Mr Lim was left paraplegic following a motorcycle accident in 1989. For 10 years, he was
confined to his parents’ home in Pasir Ris. He lived on the 12th floor, but the lift reached only
the 11th.

“I couldn’t accept my disability,” he recalled of the initial three years of his disability. “I
didn’t know how to manage as a disabled person. During those three years, I was totally
preoccupied with what I couldn’t do.”

However, salvation came when he saw an advertisement for a computer. He bought his
first computer in 1993, and it has been his passion ever since. Slowly, he discovered that he
was not as helpless as he had thought. From 2003 to 2007, he was trained in Web design at
the Society for the Physically Disabled, and has been an IT-support assistant there since 2007.

YEO SZE LING, 35
Research scientist at the Agency for Science, Technology and Research

Despite losing her sight to glaucoma at the age of four, Dr Yeo was still able to maintain
an excellent academic record. Her passion for mathematics drove her to pursue the subject
all the way up to the doctorate level, despite the added challenge of requiring materials and
having to transcribe lectures in Braille.

“The world is largely operated by sight so, without it, I don’t think it’s fair for me to say that
everything’s the same,” she said.

“But I’ve learnt over time that, given support, accommodation, help and, with the correct
mindset, I can find alternative strategies and coping solutions.”

In June, she was awarded the prestigious Singapore Youth Award for her achievements
as a research scientist and for her volunteer work at the Society for the Physically Disabled.

ABDUL ALIM, 38
Logistics clerk

Despite losing his right leg when a lorry crashed into his
motorcycle at a traffic junction 10 years ago, Mr Alim leads
an active lifestyle. With a special prosthetic leg, he was able
to run in a triathlon (200m swim, 10km cycle, 2.4km run) last
month.

JOVIN
TAN, 25
Sailor

Mr Tan, who
suffers from cerebral
palsy, picked up
sailing at the age of
15.

He represented
Singapore at the
Paralympics in 2004,
2008 and this year.
He was awarded the
Singapore Youth
Award in June.

“I was born with
this disability, and
there is nothing I can
do to change it,” he
told my paper in
June. “But I want to
do something
meaningful with my
life.”

CHARMAINE TAN, 17
Student and author

Charmaine began to lose her sight due to Retinitis pigmen-
tosa at the age of two, and her kidneys failed when she was
13. Last April, her vision deteriorated to just 5 per cent of
normal vision. Still, she has won scholarships and had her
writing published. She hopes to become a literature teacher.

LAURENTIA
TAN, 33
Para-equestrian

Cerebral palsy
failed to stop Ms Tan
from becoming the
most bemedalled
Singaporean Para-
lympian – she won
a silver (individual
freestyle test) and a
bronze (individual
test) at the recent
London Paralympics.

This brings the
total number of
medals she has won
to four, as she won
two bronze medals
in the same events
at the 2008 Beijing
Paralympics.

SHEN
SIHUI, 26
Student

Ms Shen was
left wheelchair-
bound by Transverse
myelitis, a neurolo-
gical disorder
caused by
inflammation of the
spinal cord, on her
21st birthday.

She was bed-
ridden for weeks,
but still managed
to graduate with
a Bachelor of
Mechanical
Engineering
from Nanyang
Technological
University in July.

T
HE London Paralympics
came to a close two
Sundays ago, and

Singaporean athletes were
particularly impressive at this
year’s Games.

Laurentia Tan emerged as
the only Asian to win medals in
the para-equestrian events,
while Yip Pin Xiu made it into
two swimming finals.

It was amazing to see blind
footballers playing much better
than normal men, and runners
with prosthetic legs surging
round the track at unbelievable
speeds.

The 4,000-odd Paralympic
athletes have proven that they
are not really disabled at all,
and that disability is merely a
physical obstacle that can be
overcome.

Here are 10 disabled
Singaporeans who have also
overcome the odds to excel in
their own unique way.

The world is
largely

operated by sight so,
without it, I don’t
think it’s fair for
me to say that
everything’s the
same. But I’ve
learnt over time
that, given support,
accommodation,
help and, with the
correct mindset, I
can find alternative
strategies and
coping solutions.
DR YEO SZE LING

3

I had to study
towards a

qualification that
didn’t require as
much physical
dexterity.
MR DESMOND HO, ON WHY HE
CHOSE TO STUDY LAW

On land, you
have lots of

obstacles. But once
you’re in the water,
you’re really free.
MS JUDY WEE, ON WHY
SHE TOOK TO SWIMMING
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Nothing is
impossible,

impossible is
nothing.
MR SHARIFF ABDULLAH

I was born with
this disability,

and there is
nothing I can do
to change it. But I
want to do some-
thing meaningful
with my life.
MR JOVIN TAN
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I didn’t know
how to manage

as a disabled person.
During those three
years, I was totally
preoccupied with
what I couldn’t do.
MR LIM KOON HENG
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HELPDESK
Nostalgia: 怀旧 huái jiù

Arcade game: 
电子游戏 diàn zĭ yóu xì

Vinyl records: 
黑胶唱片 hēi jiāo chàng piàn

Static noise: 
静电噪声 jìng diàn zào shēng

HELPDESK
Movie sets: 
电影布景 diàn yǐng bù jǐng 

Mountain bike: 
越野脚踏车 yuè yě jiǎo tà chē

Bike tours: 
脚踏车之旅 jiǎo tà chē zhī lǚ 

Campervan: 露营车 lù yíng chē

HELPDESK
Sneak out: 溜出去 liū chū qù

Subtext: 潜在涵义 qián zài hán yì

Got hitched: 结婚 jié hūn

Pledged: 誓约 shì yuē

HELPDESK
Sunbathing: 
晒日光浴 shài rì guāng yù

Indignant: 
感到气愤 gǎn dào qì fèn

Secluded: 僻静 pì jìng

Warriors: 武士 wǔ shì

HELPDESK
Attitude: 态度 tài dù

Hierarchy: 管理层 guǎn lǐ céng

Unsettled: 
使心绪不宁 shǐ xīn xù bù níng

Measured: 经过斟酌的 
jīng guò zhēn zhuó de

HELPDESK
Cranky: 古怪的 gǔ guài de

Long-standing: 
长期存在的  cháng qī cún zài de

Insurmountable: 
无法克服的 wú fǎ kè fú de

Secretary-general: 
秘书长 mì shū zhǎng

HELPDESK
Impressive: 给人深刻印象 
gěi rén shēn kè yìn xiàng 

Prosthetic: 假体的 jiǎ tǐ de

Obstacle: 障碍 zhàng ài

Unique: 独特的 dú tè de
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MICHAEL ALLEN pays tribute to 10 Singaporeans 
who overcame their physical disabilitieswho overcame their physical disabilities
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