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MARCH 2018 
 
 

1. SKY CHARTS 
 
EVENING SKY MID M ARCH a t  21 h 00 (NORTH DOWN) 

 

 
 
 
EVENING SKY MID M ARCH a t  21 h 00 (SOUTH DOWN) 
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PLEASE NOTE: All events predicted below are as observed from Hermanus, Western Cape, South 

Africa 

2. THE SOLAR SYSTEM 

 

Notes to the table above on the following page ... 
  

PLANET VISIBILITY 

 
Mercury Low in the west before sunset but moving too close to the sun 
Venus the “Evening Star” 
Mars Before sunrise 
Jupiter Morning 
Saturn Morning 
Uranus Evening 
Neptune Initially too close to the Sun becoming visible in the east before sunrise 
Pluto Morning 

Sun & Planets MARCH  2018  1st  31st    

Sun 
Constellation  
Length of day  

 
Aquarius to Pisces 
12h49 to 11h45 

Rises: 06h31 06h55 

Transits: 12h56 12h47 

Sets: 19h20 18h40 

Mercury     
phase   
Constellation           
Magnitude 

Φ  5” to 11” 
92% to 1% 
Aquarius to Pisces 

 -1.3 to +5.0 

Rises: 07h20 07h12 

Transits: 13h35 12h51 

Sets: 19h49 18h31 

Venus      
phase  
Constellation 
Magnitude            

Φ  10” to 11” 
98% to 94% 
Aquarius to Aries 
-3.9 
 

Rises: 07h29 08h29 

Transits: 13h43 14h02 

Sets: 19h57 19h34 

Mars         
phase  
Constellation 
Magnitude      

Φ  7” to 8” 
89% to 88% 
Ophiuchus to Sagittarius 
 +0.8 to +0.3 

Rises: 00h17 23h29 

Transits: 07h26 06h42 

Sets:   

Jupiter    
Constellation  
Magnitude  
 

Φ  39” to 43” 
Libra 
-2.2 to -2.4 

Rises: 23h27 20h37 

Transits: 05h32 03h31 

Sets: 12h23 10h22 

Saturn  
Constellation   
Magnitude  
 

Φ  16” to 17” 
Sagittarius 
+0.6 to +0.5 

Rises: 01h32 23h37 

Transits: 08h39 06h48 

Sets: 15h46 13h54 

Uranus  
Constellation 
Magnitude 

3” 
Pisces    
+5.9 

Rises: 10h07 08h17 

Transits: 115h43 13h51 

Sets: 21h19 19h25 

Neptune          
Constellation 
Magnitude  

Φ  2”  
Aquarius 
+8.0 

Rises: 06h47 04h54 

Transits: 13h08 11h14 

Sets: 19h30 17h35 

Pluto     
Constellation    
Magnitude            

 
Sagittarius  
+ 14.3” 

Rises: 02h32 00h36 

Transits: 09h36 07h40 

Sets: 
 

16h40 14h44 
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Phase: In a telescope, the inner planets (Mercury, Venus and Mars) appear to us in phases, depending on 
the angle of the Sun’s illumination, as does the Moon. The angular diameter (φ) is given in arc seconds (“). 
This is the apparent size of the object as we see it from Earth. To illustrate this point, consider the average 
binoculars through which we see about 7º of sky. Therefore, for example, Mars at 19” on 1st May would cover 
approximately 1/1300th of the field of view. 
 
Magnitude: we are accustomed to hearing stars described in terms of ‘magnitude’, for example Antares (in 
Scorpius) at +1.05 and the planet Jupiter, at magnitude -1.9. The latter is considerably brighter than Antares 
as the scale is ‘inverse’; the brighter the object, the lower the number. A ‘good’ human eye on a clear night 
can see down to a magnitude of about +6. 
 
Transit: When an object crosses the local meridian it is said to ‘transit’. The local meridian is an imaginary 
line from the horizon directly north passing overhead to the horizon directly south.                                                                                                                             

THE MOON 

Lunar Highlight (information from the 2018 Sky Guide 
Africa South):  

Mare Nectaris (the Sea of Nectar) 

Type: A dark basaltic plain formed by massive volcanic 

eruptions. 

 
Size: 360 km. 
 
Notes: Named by Italian astronomer Giovanni Riccioli (1651). 

Contains prominent crater Rosse, named after William Parsons, 

3
rd

 Earl of Rosse. 

 
Best seen: five days after New Moon and four days after 
Full Moon. 
 

Age: greater than 3.8 billion years 

 
Location: eastward of the centre of the moon. 

 
 
 
 
Eclipses (visible from Southern Africa):  

No eclipses, solar or lunar, are predicted for this month.  

 

 

METEOR SHOWERS 

  

Name 

 

Date & Time  

of Max 
Duration 

 

Radiant 

 

 ZHR     velocity 
Observing 

Prospect 

γ Normids 13 March 

00h00 to 04h30 

25 February 

to 22 March 

Constellation Norma 

(Very close to horizon) 
8 56 Good 
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3. HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE SKY GUIDE (viewed from Hermanus) 

D a t e  T i m e I t e m 

2 02h51 Full Moon 

4  Venus near Mercury 

  Neptune at conjunction 

7 to 8  SAAO History Symposium 
1 

9 to 11  11th ASSA Symposium 
2 

 13h20 Last quarter Moon 

  Jupiter stationary 

10  Moon near Mars 

  Mercury at perihelion 

11  Moon near Saturn 

 11h15 Moon at apogee (404 681 km) 

  Moon furthest south (-20.1º) 

13  γ Normid meteor shower at maximum 

14 to 19  15th SOUTHERN STAR PARTY 
3 

15  Mercury at greatest elongation (18º) 

16  Moon near Neptune 

17 15h12 New Moon 

  Jupiter multi-moon event (see SGAS p. 19 for details) 

18  Moon near Venus 

19 
Mercury 

 Venus near Mercury 

  Moon near Uranus 

20 18h15 Equinox 

  Mercury at greatest latitude north 

22  Mercury stationary 

23  World Meteorological Day 

 02h00 Moon to Aldebaran 1º 17’ 

24  EARTH HOUR 

 17h35 First Quarter Moon 

25  Moon furthest north 

26 19h19 Moon at perigee (369 103 km) 

29 02h43 Venus near Uranus (4.1’) 

31 14h37 Full Moon 

1
 The Astronomical History Symposium 2018, hosted by the South African Astronomical Observatory in Cape Town 

on 7 and 8 March 2018, serves as a precursor for the anniversary celebration. It aims not only to look back in time but 
also to assess the role of astronomical history for today and the future and to discuss ways of preserving the rich oral 
history in South Africa. 

2 The Astronomical Society of Southern Africa will hold its 11
th
 ASSA Symposium in Cape Town from Friday, March 

09 to Sunday March 11, 2018. The programme has been announced and registration is now closed. For late 
registration please contact Case Rijsdijk (particles@mweb.co.za). 

3 This promises a wonderful star gazing gathering from March 14 to 19!  A "Do It Yourself Star Party" at Night Sky 

Caravan Farm, Bonnievale. No fees but registration is essential asap. Please use the form attached to the Skynotes 

e-mail. 
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4. STARGAZING 

 SUGGESTED OBSERVATION DAYS FOR MARCH: 

Unless specifically targeting the moon, I suggest the most convenient dates to plan evening 
stargazing in March are 7th (moonrise 22h53) to 21st (moonset 21h40). 

The next club stargazing evening is 
planned for 24th March to celebrate 
“Earth Hour”. 

The venue will be Davies Pool, Onrus. 
Commencement time will be advised in due 
course. 

http://www.hermanusastronomy.co.za  
 

 NO ‘SCOPE REQUIRED’ (or Getting to Know The Constellations ) 

I offer  here some more tips for the less experienced enthusiast on getting started with 
recognising constellations and identifying some of the lesser-known features of the night sky.  

The chart below depicts the eastern sky at 21h00 in mid-March. 

 
 

Low on the eastern horizon, VIRGO is modestly beginning to show herself. At +0.95 
magnitude, the variable star Spica (α Vir) is easily identified. Follow the gentle curve up to 
the left through Regulus (mag +1.35) in LEO, to GEMINI with the prominent twins Pollux and 
Castor. I always try to remember that ‘C’ is before ‘P’ in the alphabet and therefore closer to 
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north! Up to the right through ORION’s little dog CANIS MINOR (Procyon) and a sharp turn 
left takes us to the huge red Betelgeuse, ORION’s right shoulder. Sweeping right, our eyes 
can’t miss Sirius in CANIS MAJOR and finally rest on Canopus in CARINA, the keel of the 
great ship Argo Navis. 

From Ian Ridpath’s “Star Tales” 

 

Genitive:Geminorum   
Abbreviation:Gem   
Size ranking:30th   
Origin:One of the 48 Greek constellations listed by Ptolemy in the  
Almagest 

Greek name: ∆ίδυµοι (Didymoi)  

Gemini represents the mythical Greek twins Kastor (Κάστωρ) and Polydeukes (Πολυδεύκης). The 

Latinized forms of their names are Castor and Pollux (sometimes Polydeuces), by which they are now 

generally known. The Greeks referred to them jointly as the Dioskouroi (Dioscuri in Latin), literally 

meaning ‘sons of Zeus’. However, mythologists disputed whether both really were sons of Zeus, 

because of the unusual circumstances of their birth.  

Their mother was Leda, Queen of Sparta, whom Zeus visited one day in the form of a swan (now 

represented by the constellation Cygnus). That same night she also slept with her husband, King 

Tyndareus. Both unions were fruitful, for Leda subsequently gave birth to four children. In the most 

commonly accepted version, Pollux and Helen (later to become famous as Helen of Troy) were children 

of Zeus, and hence immortal, while Castor and Clytemnestra were fathered by Tyndareus, and hence 

were mortal.  

Castor and Pollux grew up the closest of friends, never quarrelling or acting without consulting each 

other. They were said to look alike and even to dress alike, as identical twins often do. Castor was a 

famed horseman and warrior who taught Heracles to fence, while Pollux was a champion boxer.  

The inseparable twins joined the expedition of Jason and the Argonauts in search of the golden fleece. 

The boxing skills of Pollux came in use when the Argonauts landed in a region of Asia Minor ruled by 

Amycus, a son of Poseidon. Amycus, the world’s greatest bully, would not allow visitors to leave until 

they had fought him in a boxing match, which he invariably won. He stamped down to the shore where 

the Argo lay and challenged the crew to put up a man against him. Pollux, stirred by the man’s 

arrogance, accepted at once and the two pulled on leather gloves. Pollux easily avoided the rushes of his 

opponent, like a matador side-stepping a charging bull, and felled Amycus with a blow to the head that 

splintered his skull.  

On the Argonauts’ homeward trip with the golden fleece Castor and Pollux were of further value to the 

crew. Apollonius Rhodius tells us briefly that during the voyage from the mouth of the Rhone to the 

Stoechades Islands (the present-day Iles d’Hyères off Toulon) the Argonauts owed their safety to Castor 

and Pollux. Presumably a storm was involved, but he does not elaborate on the circumstances. Ever 

since this episode, says Apollonius – and he assures us there were other voyages on which they were 

saviours – the twins have been the patron saints of sailors. Hyginus said that the twins were given the 

power to save shipwrecked sailors by Poseidon, the sea god, who also presented them with the white 

horses that they often rode.  

Mariners believed that during storms at sea the twins appeared in a ship’s rigging in the form of the 

electrical phenomenon known as St Elmo’s fire, as described by Pliny, the Roman writer of the first 

century AD, in his book Natural History: 
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On a voyage stars alight on the yards and other parts of the ship. If there are two of them, they denote 

safety and portend a successful voyage. For this reason they are called Castor and Pollux, and people 

pray to them as gods for aid at sea. A single glow was called Helena and was considered a sign of 

disaster.  

Castor and Pollux clashed with another pair of twins, Idas and Lynceus, over two beautiful women. Idas 

and Lynceus (who were also members of the Argo’s crew) were engaged to Phoebe and Hilaira, but 

Castor and Pollux carried them off. Idas and Lynceus gave pursuit and the two sets of twins fought it 

out. Castor was run through by a sword thrust from Lynceus, whereupon Pollux killed him. Idas 

attacked Pollux but was repulsed by a thunderbolt from Zeus.  

Another story says that the two pairs of twins made up their quarrel over the women, but came to blows 

over the division of some cattle they had jointly rustled. Whatever the case, Pollux grieved for his fallen 

brother and asked Zeus that the two should share immortality. Zeus placed them both in the sky as the 

constellation Gemini, where they are seen in close embrace, inseparable to the last.  

The two brightest stars in the constellation, marking the heads of the twins, are named Castor and 

Pollux. Astronomers have found that Castor is actually a complex system of six stars linked by gravity, 

although to the eye they appear as one. Pollux is an orange giant star. Although Castor is labelled Alpha 

Geminorum, it is actually fainter than Pollux, which is Beta Geminorum. Unlike the twins that they 

represent, the stars Castor and Pollux are not related since they lie at different distances from us, 52 and 

34 light years respectively. Eta Geminorum is called Propus, from the Greek πρόπου ϛ (propous) 

meaning ‘forward foot’, a name that first appears with Eratosthenes; it arises from the star’s position in 

the left (leading) foot of the advance twin, Castor.  

Another identification – Apollo and Heracles 

Aratus referred to the constellation only as the twins (∆ίδυµοι, i.e. Didymoi), without identifying who 

they were, but a century later Eratosthenes named them as the Dioskouroi, in reference to Castor and 

Pollux. An alternative view, reported by Hyginus, says that the constellation represents Apollo and 

Heracles (i.e. Hercules), both sons of Zeus but not twins. Ptolemy called the constellation the Twins 

(∆ίδυµοι) in the Almagest, but in a later, more obscure treatise about astrology, called Tetrabiblos, he 

referred to Castor as ‘the star of Apollo’ and Pollux as ‘the star of Heracles’, supporting the 

identifications given by Hyginus.  

© Ian Ridpath. All rights reserved  

 
 

DEEP SKY HIGHLIGHT (from the Sky Guide Africa South 2018) 

The Southern Pleiades (IC2602) 

This young, open cluster and its luminary, Theta Carinae, are identified on the ‘south down’ 
chart on page 1 of this issue. IC2602, one of the southern skies’ “Big Five”, is easily visible to 
the naked eye (magnitude +1.9) particularly if averted vision is used. Binoculars show a 
delightful grouping with a distinctive W-shaped asterism on the eastern edge [right now it’s in 
the ‘M’ position!].  
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Please keep in touch... 
 
Don’t forget to have a look at our excellent website, edited by Derek Duckitt. 
http://www.hermanusastronomy.co.za/ 

Also...  

ASSA website http://assa.saao.ac.za  
ASSA Deep-Sky Section 
Whatsapp chat group: [ 074 100 7237 ] 
Official Big 5 of the African Sky web page 
Official Big 5 Facebook group 
ASSA Deep-Sky Section mailing list 
 
Contact ASSA 
Get in touch with officers of the Society - we're real people with a passion for 
astronomy, so contact us and let's talk! 
You can find us on Facebook, Twitter, the ASSA Info mailing list and the ASSA 
Discussion mailing list. 
 
Grateful thanks to the following, without whom this publication just would not be the 
same: 
 
ASSA 
Sky Guide Africa South 2018 
Stellarium 
Ian Ridpath 
 
Compiled by Peter Harvey 
e-mail:   petermh@hermanus.co.za  
Tel:   081 212 9481 
 


