
 The Night Sky in March, 2018 

 

The good news this month is that British Summer Time begins on March 25th! We also have two full 

moons this month. The first one is on March 2nd and the second is on March 31st. The second one, of 

course, will be a blue moon. They seem to be happening more than once in a blue moon at the 

moment!! However, the last time there was a blue moon in both January and March was in 1999 and 

this only occurs approximately four times a century. There will be a new moon on March 17th and so 

the middle of the month will be the best time for stargazing. 

 

February is the month when we usually attend the Astrofest conference. Astrofest is held every year 

on a Friday and Saturday in February at the Kensington Conference Centre in London. An exhibition 

runs for the two days and there are four sessions of talks. You can buy tickets for just the exhibition 

or for a few sessions of talks or for all of them. This year we attended the Friday afternoon and 

Saturday morning sessions and they were as good as ever. The highlight of this conference for us is 

always that some talks are presented by senior people from NASA who work on space missions. It is 

fascinating to hear the inside stories from people who have first-hand experience.  

 

This year we enjoyed a talk from Alice Bowman who is the Missions Operations Manager for the 

New Horizons spacecraft that was sent to Pluto. Note that a lot of the senior managers at NASA are 

now women! New Horizons is currently on its way to the Kuiper belt for a date with the object 

(486958) 2014 MU69 and it is expected to arrive there on January 1st, 2019. When they meet up with 

each other, this object will be given a more memorable name depending on what it looks like. 

 

It was also a privilege to hear Professor Sir Martin Reese, the Astronomer Royal who gave his views 

on the future of human settlements on the planets. He thought that terra forming Mars was very 

difficult and even if achieved, masses of people wouldn’t want to live there anymore than they live 

in Antarctica or on the top of Everest. He thought that the most likely future would be that humans 

would evolve into a different species that could survive on places like Mars. An interesting thought. 

 

Another fascinating talk was from Jack Connery who is the Deputy Principal Investigator for the 

Juno mission to Jupiter. Little is known about the internal structure of Jupiter because of the dense 

clouds of gas surrounding it. In mythology Jupiter drew clouds around himself to hide his mischief. 

It was only his wife, Juno who was able to peer through these clouds and find out Jupiter’s true 

nature. Hence the name of the spacecraft. 

 

Juno was launched from Cape Canaveral on August 5th, 2011 and arrived at Jupiter on July 5th, 2016. 

It immediately went into orbit around the poles. This is the first time that the north and south poles 

of Jupiter have been seen. We are used to seeing the equatorial regions and the Great Red Spot of 

Jupiter but not the poles. The main scientific objectives of the mission are to map the gravitational 

and magnetic fields of the planet, to determine more about the mass of its central core and to study 

the atmospheric structure. Juno also has on board a small camera (JunoCam) to take images of the 

planet for use in public education and outreach projects. It was expected that the camera would only 

survive for about 8 orbits because of Jupiter’s intense radiation. In fact, it is still operational and has 

taken so many images that a citizen science project has been set up to help process these. One of the 

highlights of Jack Connery’s talks was to see some of these images and video clips of the poles. The 

following images show some of the cloud formations in the northern hemisphere and an amazing 

image of the Great Red Spot. If you would like to get involved in processing these images, then you 

can download the raw images from www.missionsjuno.swri.edu/junocam and away you go! 

http://www.missionsjuno.swri.edu/junocam


             
 

 
 

What can we expect to see in our night sky during March? The only planets visible in the evenings 

will be Venus and Mercury. The star chart below shows the sky in the West at 19:00 on March 17th. 

You can see that Venus is a very bright object low on the horizon and is just about to set in the West. 

It is in the constellation of Capricorn. Above it is Mercury and above that is Uranus both in the 

constellation of Pisces. Venus is a very bright object (magnitude -3.8), Mercury is much smaller and 

less bright (magnitude -1.1). Uranus is starting to lose its visibility for us and will shine at magnitude 

+5.9. A magnitude of an object is the brightness it appears to be to us and the magnitude scale works 

rather like the golf handicap system. The smaller the number and the more negative it is, the brighter 

the object. It is useful to know what your limiting magnitude is from your usual viewing location. 

We can see objects at magnitude +3 from our location but not any objects dimmer than that. 

 

 



 

Note that in the sky chart above, the Great Square of Pegasus is just setting. Above it is the 

Andromeda constellation. If you wait another hour for the sky to darken, you will be able to get a 

glimpse of the Andromeda galaxy just before it sets. If you look in the West on the following day 

(March 18th) at 19:00, you will be able to see a very thin crescent moon just below Venus. The 

moon’s disc will be only 1% lit. A lovely sight! 

  

If you would like to see Jupiter, Mars and Saturn this month then the best time will be around 4 to 

5am at the end of the month. The star chart below shows the sky in the south at 04:00 on March 31st. 

There you can see Jupiter, shining quite brightly (magnitude -2.2) in the constellation of Libra. 

Below it to the left is the constellation of Scorpius. To the east of that you can see Mars and Saturn 

quite close together in the constellation of Sagittarius. Mars is shining at magnitude +0.5 but is 

changing as it gradually approaches earth. Saturn is shining at magnitude +1.0 and is just north of 

the teapot asterism. 

 

 
 

Remember that an asterism is a bright pattern of stars which don’t form a constellation. The most 

striking asterism is the Plough which is part of the constellation of Ursa Major (the Great Bear). 

Almost all the astronomers I have ever known, with the notable exception of Sir Patrick Moore, 

think that the constellation of Sagittarius looks like a teapot. This is shown in the image below. On 

the left you can see the stars of Sagittarius. Note that some of the larger stars look reddish and others 

look white or blue. On the right you can see the brightest stars connected to show a teapot. On the 

left is the handle, on the right is the spout and at the top is the lid. This asterism is a good way to 

identify the constellation. Sagittarius is low on the horizon for us in the northern hemisphere. We can 

see it at its best in the height of Summer but unfortunately the skies are light then and not good for 

observing. If you want to see Sagittarius and Scorpius in all their glory, there is only one option – 

you must go to the southern hemisphere! It is worth the journey from our experience! 

 



 
 

Other things to enjoy in March are the constellations of Orion and Taurus, and the Pleiades star 

cluster which are very prominent in the south. The constellations of Leo the Lion and Boötes are 

rising early in the east. A special event to look out for in March is when the crescent Moon traverses 

the Hyades cluster in Taurus on March 22nd. If you don’t know how to find the Hyades, then the star 

chart below will help. This cluster and the Pleiades cluster nearby can both be seen in binoculars. 

 

 
 

We are going to be in Majorca at the end of February/early March, running an Astronomy Theme 

Week for HPB (Holiday Property Bond). We are planning to hold two stargazing sessions – one at 

20.00 on February 27th and one at 6 am on March 1st. On the morning of March 1st, Jupiter, Mars, 

Saturn, Scorpius, Sagittarius and the teapot asterism will all be visible given clear skies. You don’t 

need to be a member of HPB to attend these weeks although it is too late for this year now. 

 

Now to the Southern Hemisphere! 
 



What’s Up in the Southern Hemisphere 2018 

 

You will also enjoy two full moons in March! On March 2nd the moon will be in the constellation of 

Leo the Lion and on the 31st it will have moved into the constellation of Virgo. This can be seen in 

the star chart below which shows the sky in the northeast over Sydney at 22:00 on March 31st. 

Notice that Leo can be identified by its head which is like an upside-down question mark and is an 

asterism called the Sickle. To the left of it is the constellation of Cancer which looks like a Y (for 

us it is an upside-down Y so for once you are seeing something the right way up)!! In Cancer you 

can find M44 – the famous beehive cluster which does look like a swarm of bees in binoculars. To 

the right of Leo is Virgo with the blue moon showing. 

 

 
 

Sadly, Venus and Mercury are not visible to you in March. But Jupiter will rise in the east around 

23:00 at the beginning of the month and will be higher in the sky by the end of the month. The star 

chart below shows the sky in the east at 23:00 on March 31st. There you can see Jupiter in the 

constellation of Libra. It will be a superb sight until dawn. Immediately below it is the constellation 

of Scorpius. Sagittarius is beginning to appear on the horizon in the southeast. 

 

 
 

If you wait until after midnight you will have the pleasure of seeing Mars and Saturn as well. The 

star chart below shows the sky in the east at 01.00 on March 31st. There you can see that Jupiter is 



high in the sky in Libra, Scorpius is below it and below that is the constellation of Sagittarius with 

the planets Mars and Saturn. Note these will continue to rise higher in the sky until dawn. You can 

also enjoy the numerous Messier objects which are in the sky around Sagittarius. The teapot asterism 

for you is upside down with its handle just above Mars. 

 

 
 

An interesting constellation for you to observe is Corvus the Crow shown in the east in the star 

chart below at 23.00 on March 1st. It is best known for two interacting galaxies called the 

“Antennae”. Note that these are not Messier objects. They are listed in the New General Catalogue 

as NGC4038 and NGC4039.  

 

 
 

The small star chart below (courtesy of ESO) shows the location of the Antennae galaxies to the 

right of the Corvus constellation. The stars shown are those that are bright enough to be seen with 

the naked eye under dark skies. These galaxies are 62 million light years away and have been 

colliding for 100 million years! This has given them their distorted shape which can be seen in the 

image below taken by the Hubble telescope. To see these yourselves you will need at least an 8inch 

diameter telescope. Maybe this will give you an incentive to put a telescope on your Christmas list! 

  



          

 

                    
 

That’s all for this month! 

 

Until next month, happy stargazing and dark skies! 

 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 


