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R A R E  C E L E S T I A L 
O C C U R R E N C E

“Once-in-a-lifetime experience,” “amazing”, “awesome”, 
were just some of the expressions awe-struck people used 
after witnessing the solar eclipse on March 9, 2016. 

The last total solar eclipse before this took place on 
March 20, 2015, but it could be seen only from near the 
North Pole.

This time, it was visible to millions of people.
Much of Indonesia and the Central Pacific were treated 

to a rare total solar eclipse, while other parts of Asia 
and northern Australia, including Singapore, witnessed a 
substantial partial eclipse.

No matter where one was on March 9, the eclipse 
enthralled an audience that gathered in open spaces such 
as parks, beaches, fields, or on rooftops and observatories,  
with a stunning show. The watchers responded, capturing 
the beautiful phenomenon on their phones and cameras.

Read on to relive the magic of the rare celestial event. ●
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A  B R E AT H T A K I N G  S I G H T 
T O  B E H O L D

Thousands of people in Singapore and the region 
were transfixed as they watched a solar eclipse 
sweep across the vast morning sky.
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On the morning of March 9, thousands of pairs 
of eyes in Singapore gazed upwards at a sight so 
riveting it demanded their total attention. 

And time appeared almost to stand still as 
the Moon shifted slowly to hide a large part of 
the Sun from view, turning day into gold-tinted 
dusk and creating a breathtaking bright orange 
crescent in the sky. 

“Daddy, is that magic?” Daniel Tan asked as he 
stood rooted, clutching his father’s hand, outside 
the Science Centre Singapore. 

All around the four-year-old, more than 3,000 
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Eager skywatchers at the 
Science Centre Singapore 

gaze up at the Sun.
ST PHOTO: ALPHONSUS CHERN
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people - their eyes well shielded 
by special solar glasses – were 
similarly transfixed. 

When it was all over, some 
clapped quietly, others chattered 
excitedly among themselves. But a 
few remained where they were, in 
a vain attempt to process the awe-
inspiring spectacle they had just 
witnessed. 

“It gives you a sense of 
consciousness, that out there is a 
Moon, and we’re beings on Earth,” 
mused university student Qori 
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TAP TO WATCH VIDEO: Enthusiasts in Singapore gathered at 
different vantage points across the island.
(Available only on desktop and Apple devices)

Qurrota Aini, 21. 
Across Singapore, skywatchers 

had clustered at parks and 
open fields for a chance to view 
the partial solar eclipse, which 
obscured 87 per cent of the Sun. 

More than 200 enthusiasts 
turned up at Labrador Park to join 
the snaking queue for a chance to 
view the phenomenon through one 
of the solar-filtered telescopes set 
up by the Astronomical Society of 
Singapore. 

Eclipse aficionados like retiree 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IldIcM-wsFU
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Ow Ah Kit, 81, brought their own 
equipment to record the event, 
while parents with children in tow 
were eager for a rare educational 
opportunity. 

“I wanted to let them see it 
for themselves, rather than just 
learning about it in textbooks,” 
explained financial controller Eliza 
Tay, 49, who woke up at 4am to 
prepare for the eclipse with her 
husband Mr Ting Yeh, 39, and 
two children, son Ryan, 19, and 
2½-month-old daughter Rebecca. 

Over at Paya Lebar Methodist 
Girls’ School (Secondary), more 
than 300 excited students and 
staff led by vice-principal and 
amateur astronomer Alfred Tan, 55, 
observed the spectacle through 
solar telescopes in the school’s sky 
garden. 

“Oohs”, “aahs” and “wows” 
filled the air as the eclipse unfolded 
before their eyes. 

At the National University of 
Singapore, nearly 3,000 faculty 
members, staff, students and 

People wait their turn to view the solar eclipse 
through a telescope with solar filters, which was 
set up by the Astronomical Society of Singapore 

at Labrador Park. ST PHOTO: RACHEL CHIA
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visitors gathered to view the 
eclipse.

Dr Cindy Ng, a senior lecturer 
at the university’s physics 
department, revealed that the last 
time such an extensive eclipse 
could be seen in Singapore was 
in 1998, with the next one – an 
annular eclipse – due in December 
2019. 

An annular eclipse means that 
the Sun and the Moon will be 
completely in line with each other, 
creating a glowing ring around the 
Moon known commonly as the 
“ring of fire”. 

A total of 146 eclipses have 
been or will be seen in Singapore 
between the year 1700 and 2100. 

Meanwhile, a total solar eclipse 
was casting its shadow on 12 
of Indonesia’s 34 provinces as 
mosques across the country 
hosted scores of Muslims kneeling 
in prayer. 

On the island of Belitung off the 
east coast of Sumatra, thousands 
of locals and foreign tourists 
gathered on Tanjung Kelayang 
beach to watch the Moon entirely 
block the Sun, resulting in a ring 
of light likened to the image of a 
diamond ring. 

“Nothing exciting ever happens 
in Belitung. And certainly nothing 
as extraordinary and beautiful as 
this. I was so emotional I cried,” 
42-year-old housewife Sina said. 

While some were reduced to 
tears, others were at a loss of 
words to describe the surge of 
emotions from witnessing such a 
wondrous event. 

“It’s like National Geographic 
come alive,” gushed production 
supervisor Irene Simatupang, 
24, taking a few moments after 
the eclipse was over to calm her 
nerves. “My father and I yelled 



TAP TO WATCH VIDEO: 
Skygazers at Indonesia’s Belitung island.
(Available only on desktop and Apple devices)
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out loud especially when the sky 
turned black. Because it was just 
so awesome.”

The whole eclipse lasted 
around three hours in Indonesia, 
but the total eclipse was visible 
for between just 1½ and three 
minutes, depending on location. 

Indonesia spared no effort in 
turning the spectacle into the 
country’s biggest tourism highlight 
of the year, pumping in 15 billion 
rupiah (S$1.58 million) to promote 
the 12 provinces since a year ago. 

About 100,000 foreign tourists 
flocked to Indonesia this week, 
and early government estimates 
put tourism receipts, from 
hotels, retailers and travel 
agencies, at nearly 200 
billion rupiah.

Substantial partial 
eclipses also wowed 
stargazers in other parts of 
South-east Asia. 

In the Malaysian capital 
of Kuala Lumpur, 1,000 
school students witnessed 
the eclipse at the national 
planetarium and in the 

Passengers gather to watch the total eclipse 
on board the Indonesian cruise ship KM 
Kelud near the island of Belitung. PHOTO: AFP

http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/spectacle-a-huge-tourism-event-for-indonesia?movideo_m=1471123


Indonesians watch the total eclipse on a bridge in 
Palu, Central Sulawesi. PHOTO: AFP
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Philippine capital Manila, dozens 
of people carrying telescopes 
jostled for space on the roof 
deck of the country’s only space 
observatory. 

Hordes of astronomical 
enthusiasts gathered all over 
Thailand to catch a glimpse 
of the partial solar eclipse. 
Over in Bangkok, the National 
Astronomical Research Institute 

of Thailand (Narit) handed out 
free eclipse glasses and goodie 
bags by Benjakitti Park in the 
city centre, as about 100 people 
gathered by its lake for the rare 
occurrence.

Narit organised similar 
viewings in Chiang Mai, 
Songkhla, Chachoengsao and 
Nakhon Ratchasima provinces.

And a rare few were fortunate 



TAP TO WATCH VIDEO: 
The view from Alaska Airlines flight 870.
(Available only on desktop and Apple devices)

VIDEO: MIKE KENTRIANAKIS
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enough to snag front-row seats 
to the eclipse – at about 11,000m 
in the air.

Alaska Airlines flight 870, 
travelling from Anchorage to 
Honolulu, was redirected briefly 
to intersect with the path of 

the total eclipse, affording the 
163 passengers on board – 
including a dozen astronomers 
and veteran “eclipse chasers” – 
a spectacular vision they would 
not forget for the rest of their 
lives.●  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YBoa81xEvNA


Indonesians watch the spectacle outside the Jakarta 
Planetarium and Observatory. PHOTO: REUTERS



Two Malaysian school girls sharing eclipse glasses look up at the 
Sun outside the Planetarium Negara in Kuala Lumpur. PHOTO: EPA



Singaporeans outside the Science Centre take in the view 
of the partial solar eclipse. ST PHOTO: ALPHONSUS CHERN



TAP TO WATCH VIDEO: 
A 36-second time-lapse video by the Singapore 
Police Force shows the partial eclipse. 
VIDEO: SINGAPORE POLICE FORCE
(Available only on desktop and Apple devices)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ohH1GycHlbI


A L L  Y O U  N E E D  T O  K N O W 
A B O U T  A  S O L A R  E C L I P S E

Here’s a quick guide on the phenomenon.

By Lee Min Kok, Ng Keng Gene
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What is a solar eclipse?
An eclipse of the Sun occurs when the Moon 
moves between the Sun and the Earth, blocking 
sunlight from reaching the Earth and forming a 
shadow on the Earth’s surface.  

How often does a solar eclipse occur?
According to the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (Nasa), it 
happens once every 18 months. 

The thing about each solar eclipse is that it can be viewed only from a
specific region on Earth – and only for a few minutes – due to the small size 
of the shadow formed by the eclipse.

A solar eclipse casts two shadows on Earth – an umbra, which gets 
smaller as it reaches Earth, and the penumbra, which does the opposite. 
Those in the umbra will get to see a total solar eclipse, while those in the 
penumbra only see a partial solar eclipse. 

Types of solar eclipses

Partial solar eclipse – This happens when the Sun, Moon and Earth are not 
exactly lined up, and the Sun is only partially obscured. The Sun appears to 
have a dark shadow on only a small part of its surface. 
Total solar eclipse – This is only visible from a small area on Earth. The 
people who are able to witness a total solar eclipse are in the centre of the 
Moon’s shadow when it hits Earth. The Sun, Moon and Earth must be in a 
direct line for a total solar eclipse to take place.
Annular solar eclipse – This happens when the Moon is farthest from 
Earth, and appears smaller. It is thus not able to block out the entire Sun 
when the two planets align, with the Sun appearing as a bright ring-like disk 
– known as the “ring of fire” – surrounding the dark disk of the Moon.

solar eclipse
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How do you view a solar eclipse? 
Anyone keen on observing the solar eclipse is 
advised to do so with extreme caution using 
proper equipment such as a pinhole camera 
and solar filters or glasses. 

Serious and permanent eye damage may 
occur otherwise. Those who stare at the Sun 
long enough could have their retinas literally 
burnt off, a condition known as eclipse or 
solar retinopathy.

They could experience blurred or distorted 
vision, dark spots, or changes in the way they 
perceive colour. There is no pain as the retina 
has no pain receptors.
The same applies to devices used to take 
photographs of the solar eclipse, as focused 
sunlight may potentially heat up and crack 
the optics of cameras.

Here is a non-exhaustive list 
of unsafe methods to view 
the eclipse:

1. Both polarised and 
non-polarised sunglasses

2. Solar film used in cars and 
household windows

3. Tinted glass, such as 
brown and green coloured 
beer bottles

4. Photographic negatives

5. X-ray film

6. CDs/DVDs

7. Photographic filters

8. Looking at the reflection 
of the eclipse through a bowl 
of water or a mirror

9. Welding glasses which do 
not block out ultraviolet and 
infared light
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Note: This graphic appeared in the print edition of The Straits Times 
on March 4, 2016. The text has been updated for the e-book.



What were some 
notable recent solar 
eclipses? 
The total solar eclipse on 
March 20 last year was 
only visible to people in 
the Faroe Islands and in 
Svalbard, Norway. 

The next total solar 
eclipse is due on Aug 21, 
2017, and will be visible 
from a narrow corridor 
through the United States.

Myths associated with the eclipse
Eclipses – both solar and lunar – were 
associated with bad omens in ancient 
times. Before the science of astronomy 
emerged, they were commonly interpreted as 
supernatural phenomena across both Eastern 
and Western cultures. 

The disappearance of the Sun – the primary 
source of life – in those times commonly 
caused panic, with a common interpretation 
involving animals or demons devouring it. 

In other tales, mischievous elements were 
supposedly trying to steal the Sun or Moon.●
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A composite of seven photos shot by ST reader Andrew Lum 
in the East Coast area, from the 20th storey of Neptune Court 
condominium between 7.20am and 8.23am. PHOTO: ANDREW LUM



P H O T O  G A L L E R Y

T H E  S U N ,  T H E  M O O N , 
A N D  A  L E N S

How many different ways can you capture a solar 
eclipse? Limitless, it seems. 

The actual duration of the solar eclipse may 
have been brief but it was enough for photo 
enthusiasts.

From shots taken by professional 
photographers to those captured and shared 
with The Straits Times by enthusiastic readers, 
each image presents a different and splendid 
view of the phenomenon.

 More than 50 photos are reproduced in this 
e-book. Swipe to see more captivating scenes 
from the morning of March 9. ●



S I N G A P O R E Skygazers woke up as early as 4am to 
position themselves for the best possible sightings. They gathered 
at the Science Centre, Labrador Park and other vantage points 
across the country. At about 8.20am, a partial eclipse cast a 
shadow over the island, momentarily turning morning to evening. ● 



The public queue for a turn to view the eclipse through telescopes set up by 
the Astronomical Society of Singapore at Labrador Park. ST PHOTO: RACHEL CHIA

1  /  1 9



Students record the eclipse through a telescope at a sports 
field at the National University of Singapore. PHOTO: AFP
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Mr Andy Goh, 43, and his four-year-old son Patrick look at the Sun 
through an X-ray film at Labrador Park. ST PHOTO: RACHEL CHIA
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Kiss92 DJs Jason Johnson and Arnold Gay test out their DIY pinhole projector on the 
rooftop of the Singapore Press Holdings building in Toa Payoh North. ST PHOTO: JAMIE KOH
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Students from Paya Lebar Methodist Girls’ School (Secondary) crowd 
around a telescope at the school’s sky garden. ST PHOTO: NG KENG GENE
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A jogger runs in the morning light a few minutes before the solar eclipse.  
ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG
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ST reader Markus Ziltener captures the start of the eclipse at Marina Bay.  
PHOTO: MARKUS ZILTENER
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An airplane flies past the Sun as it goes into 
a partial solar eclipse. PHOTO: REUTERS
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ST reader Fauzi Hasnan, who camped overnight at East Coast, took many tries before 
succeeding with this shot of a plane flying right below the eclipse. PHOTO: FAUZI HASNAN
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ST reader Edmund Loh sent in this photo taken at Hwa Chong Institution. 
PHOTO: EDMUND LOH
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ST reader Joshua Chua Ming Zheng shot this photo of clouds drifting 
past the Sun at the Marina Barrage. PHOTO: JOSHUA CHUA MING ZHENG
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Using the camera on his Samsung Galaxy Note 5, ST reader Tay Swee Peow 
took this photo at Singapore Expo. PHOTO: TAY SWEE PEOW
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The tip of the Sultan Mosque in Kampong Glam 
“touching” the eclipse at 8.19am. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI
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ST reader Cedric Ng’s impressive photo of the eclipse was 
taken at Lower Seletar Reservoir. PHOTO: CEDRIC NG
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ST reader Hendry Ong’s photo was taken from a 
car travelling along the PIE. PHOTO: HENDRY ONG
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A capsule of the Singapore Flyer is seen in the foreground as the 
Moon moves between the Earth and Sun. ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG
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The eclipse seen above cabins of the Singapore Flyer. PHOTO: EPA 
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An airplane flies below the eclipse in the Punggol area. ST PHOTO: DESMOND LIM
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ST reader Raymond Chua sent in this composite 
image showing the eclipse’s sequence, which he took 
from Upper Bukit Timah View. PHOTO: RAYMOND CHUA
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I N D O N E S I A The archipelago had the best seats for 
this dramatic show in the skies. Twelve of Indonesia’s 34 provinces 
witnessed the rare total solar eclipse, attracting tens of thousands 
of foreign and domestic tourists. The event was Indonesia’s tourism 
highlight of the year. ●



Youths watch the solar eclipse with self-made solar filters at the beach 
on Ternate island, in eastern Indonesia. PHOTO: REUTERS
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People watch the show at Belitung, off the 
east coast of Sumatra. ST PHOTO: ARLINA ARSHAD
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Muslims pray at Istiqal mosque in Jakarta during the eclipse. The celestial show 
was marked by special prayers, tribal rituals and observation parties. PHOTO: EPA
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Indonesians take pictures with various devices 
during the eclipse in Jakarta. PHOTO: EPA
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Children watch the total solar eclipse on 
Ternate island, in eastern Indonesia. PHOTO: AFP
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A woman uses an X-ray film to observe the solar 
eclipse in Padang, West Sumatra. PHOTO: EPA
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Click here to read why it is 
important to view a solar eclipse 

with proper protection
(Available only on desktop and Apple devices)

http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/stare-for-minutes-at-solar-eclipse-without-proper-protection-and-risk-burning-your-eyes
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Passengers on board the Indonesian cruise ship KM Kelud near 
Belitung gather to watch the rare total solar eclipse. PHOTO: AFP



Cameras come out at the beach on Ternate 
island, in eastern Indonesia.  PHOTO: REUTERS
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Dancers in Matantimali, Central Sulawesi, perform as the morning 
turns into night. The celestial show was marked across Indonesia by 
special prayers, tribal rituals and observation parties. PHOTO: AFP
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A reflection of the Sun is seen on the sunglasses worn 
by an Indonesian skygazer in Banda Aceh. PHOTO: EPA
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Jakarta witnessed a partial solar eclipse. PHOTO: EPA
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Cloudy conditions in Palembang did not deter people from 
gathering to catch a glimpse of the phenomenon. PHOTO: AFP
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The view of the eclipse in Banda Aceh. PHOTO: AFP
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An observer catches a reflection of the eclipse from a telescope 
on her palm in Palembang, South Sumatra. PHOTO: REUTERS
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The eclipse as seen over the Hindu Prambanan 
temple in Sleman, Central Java. PHOTO: AFP
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The total solar eclipse plunged parts of the Indonesia archipelago into eerie 
day-time darkness. This photo was taken from Ternate island. PHOTO: EPA
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Skygazers in Banda Aceh watch the Moon 
obscuring the Sun. PHOTO: AFP
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O T H E R  C O U N T R I E S People in Malaysia, 
Myanmar, China, Cambodia, the Philippines, Thailand, India, 
Nepal and Australia, witnessed a partial solar eclipse. ●



Malaysian school children wearing glasses with special filters gaze 
skywards outside the Planetarium Negara in Kuala Lumpur. PHOTO: AFP
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A man uses a telescope to look at the eclipse outside 
Kuala Lumpur’s Planetarium Negara. PHOTO: EPA
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Members of the Astronomical League of the Philippines on the 
rooftop of a parking lot in Taguig, Metro Manila. PHOTO: EPA
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Thai students wearing handmade eclipse glasses 
look up at the Sun in the island of Phuket. PHOTO: EPA
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A Malaysian school girl watches the eclipse outside the 
Planetarium Negara in Kuala Lumpur. PHOTO: REUTERS
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A bird flies over the Sun near a monument in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, 
where the partial eclipse was about 50 per cent. PHOTO: EPA
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Labourers work at a construction site in Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia, during the eclipse. PHOTO: REUTERS
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The eclipse is seen above the iconic Independence 
Monument in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. PHOTO: EPA
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The eclipse framed behind a star and crescent symbol 
atop a mosque in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. PHOTO: AFP
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The eclipse is seen next to a building in 
Bangkok, Thailand. PHOTO: EPA



The eclipse appears above a ferris 
wheel in Kathmandu, Nepal. PHOTO: AFP
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Appearing low in the sky, the eclipse is seen behind the Wilayah Mosque, 
or Federal Territory Mosque, in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. PHOTO: AFP
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The eclipse seen in Bhopal, India. PHOTO: EPA
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A pigeon is silhouetted as the Sun goes into a 
partial eclipse in Kathmandu, Nepal. PHOTO: REUTERS
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