30/ 06/ 1998
Goodbye Subang airport, hello KLIA

Car ol yn Hong

I TS grey concrete exterior may not be eye-catching but to many Mal aysi ans,
the glinpse of the Sultan Abdul Aziz Shah International Airport fromthe
aeroplane is a signal that they're finally hone.

This ranks it among the nost wel comed of sights, especially after along
journey cranped i nto unconfortabl e seats.

Better known as the Subang airport, this patched-up set of buildings has
| ong been the point to begin and end j ourneys, whether a routine trip or
an enotional |l y-charged one

For those departing on along trip away froml oved ones, the airport is
t he venue for w enchi ng goodbyes and a | ast glinpse of hone. On a happi er
note, the airport is also the place where joyful reunions take pl ace.

The si ght of tearful goodbyes and equally tearful wel comes are pl ayed
out daily at the airport departure and arrival halls, a rather bare
setting for such enotional scenes.

Not all journeys are enotionally charged, of course. Routine business
trips see crisp departures and arrivals, with speed being the only thought
in mnd.

The battered and worn-out airport has seen many dramatic and
mel odramatic nonents inits relatively short history, since it opened on
Aug 30, 1965.

Costing RMb2 million, it was built on 535 hectares after the Governnent
deci ded in 1960 that the country needed a new airport.

The ol d one at Sungai Besi which received international status in 1956,
ni ne years after operations began, was just too cranped. A Bristo
Britannia aircraft had been the first aeroplane to fly fromKual a Lunmpur
to Europe in 1956, but soon thousands nore were doi ng t he sane.

Air links with other countries becane nore i nportant as Mal aysi a grew
rapidly after i ndependence.

Thus, a new Kual a Lunpur international airport had to be built in
Subang, 19kmfromthe city, and was officially opened by the then Yang di -
Pert uan Agong, Tuanku Syed Putra | bni al Marhum Syed Hassan Jamal ul | ai |

The opening was witnessed by nore than 1,500 guests.

This "new' airport has now becone the "ol d* one, succeeded by the grand
Kual a Lunpur I nternational Airport in Sepang opened by the Ki ng, Tuanku
Ja' af ar, on Saturday.

The Subang airport has | ong aged, and not very gracefully. It has been
repai red and nended so many tinmes that it | ooks permanent!y di shevel |l ed,
every touch-up obviously just a new patch on an ol d dress.

But it wasn't always atired airport. Wien it opened, recalled its first
ai rport manager, J.D. Desnond Lee, now 75, it was very nodern and wel | -

pl anned.
Its 3,474-nmetre runway was t hen the | ongest in Sout heast Asia.
"I't was a beautiful building, |ots of open space around it. | renenber

there weren't any street lights onthe road | eading to the airport and it
was very dark at night," he said.

Subang was then on the outskirts of the city, and it would certainly
have been dark with plantations closing in on the narrowroad. But the
pl ant ati ons have | ong di sappeared and the road was well-lit sone years
later.

There wasn't nmuch air traffic then, Desnond Lee said, but the nmonentum
grew and by the late 1960s, the airport was bustling.



It soon becane i nadequate. A decade |later, there were plans to expand a
choked Terminal One and in 1980, work begun. The work initially went
rather slowy, nmuch to the annoyance of Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad.

To speed things up, he directed that Term nal Two be extended to cope
with the entire airport operations, |eaving Term nal One conpletely free
for renovati on worKks.

The spanki ng new Ter mi nal One, spanni ng nore than 823m opened agai n on
June 1, 1983, and was greeted with as much excitenment as that which
| aunched t he KLIA.

Prai ses were heaped on this newtermnal for its "ultra-nmodern" features
whi ch are now taken for granted - a baggage trolley conveyor, nose-in
parking apron for aircraft, 12 aerobridges, duty-free shops and
wal kal at ors.

The aerobridges were sonmething to be proud of. Gone were the days
passengers had to brave the el enents and cl anber up stairs into the
aeropl anes but with this, also went the cherished tradition of waving the
travel ler off fromthe waving gallery.

The waving gallery itself was seal ed off sone years later for "security
reasons", and any wavi ng had to be done behi nd doubl e-gl azed gl ass.

The gallery used to be a hit with fanilies who wanted to showtheir
children the aeropl anes. Desnond Lee said it was common to see fam lies
making a trip to the airport for a | ook-around and a neal .

In fact, the new y-opened Subang airport used to attract many non-
travel l ers, just as sightseers nowflock to the KLIA

A Mal aysi an, then a 14-year-old boy, renmenbers a famly trip to witness
the first day of Subang's operations. They ran into a huge traffic jam of
people with the sanme i dea, an unheard-of experience for relatively car-
free 1965.

Term nal Two took over all domestic flights on Dec 1, 1989, a job which
later went to Terminal Three on Dec 16, 1993.

Over its last 33 years, the Subang airport had served many travellers,

i ncluding VIPs and cel ebrities.

Desnmond Lee renenbers the excitement of the arrival of heads of state,
when t he airport woul d be cl osed for 45 mi nutes for a wel coni ng cerenony
to be held on the parking apron. "It was very colourful, and | enjoyed it
hugel y," he said.

The | ess pl easant nonents i nclude three fires, several security breaches
and a gold heist, as well as a Malaysia Airlines flight gliding off the
runway into a swanp i n 1983.

But these days, both good and bad, are now just nenories as Subang shuts
down for the last time tonight, and hands over the job to KLIA
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