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EDITORIAL 

Hopefully the recent heavy snow did not impact 
people to much. I understand that many people had a 
very good observing month in February with many clear 
nights. With the Spring Star party season about to start I 
expect the weather to start to get poor for observing 
again. 

 Unfortunately after almost 20 years Bob Dryden 
is going to step down from writing the Night Sky column 
so we are looking for someone to take this on.  

Despite the poor weather forecasts (which 
thankfully turned out to be wrong)  the society had an  
excellent day at the ATOM Science festival in Abingdon, 
mostly trying to stop small children swinging off 
telescopes 😊😊. Although these do not do much for 
recruitment they do help in the raising of awareness of 
astronomy and the societies profile.  

 
As usual we are also short of after tea talks so if 

you have anything that you would like to talk about or an 
observing programme you are working on then please see 
Chairman Clifford. Although it may seem like a worn 
record without participation in these then meetings may 
well start to end early. I guess I can stop putting this in 
when people start to come forward.  
 

 
 
NGC 2242 by Ian Smith 

 
THE NIGHT SKY THIS MONTH 

by Bob Dryden 
 

Earth & Sun:  We reach the spring equinox on 20th 
March at 16.16 UT at which time the Sun moves 
back in to the celestial northern hemisphere. 
 
Mercury:  Having just passed greatest eastern 
elongation Mercury spends the rest of March moving 
back towards the Sun. It is still easily visible in the 
evening sky shining at -0.7 magnitude at a height of 
16° as the Sun sets. You have about 90 minutes in 
which to find it before it reaches the horizon. 
However, it is fading quickly and dropping ever 
lower. By 23rd March it has decreased to +1.5 
magnitude although the planet is still fairly high at 
15° at sunset. Five days later it will be almost 
impossible to see as its sunset altitude is just 7° and it 
is shining at a feeble +3.4 magnitude. 
Mercury goes through Inferior Conjunction on 1st 
April and will reappear in the morning sky in the 
second part of April. 
Between 12th and 22nd March Mercury is within 3° of 
Venus. While on the evening of 18th March the thin 
crescent Moon will be just below Venus and 
Mercury with the three of them forming a near 
straight line. 
 
Venus: At -3.9 magnitude it is very easy now to see 
Venus shining in the evening sky and the situation 
improves as this session goes on. 
In mid-March the planet is 12° above the horizon at 
sunset and you have an hour to see it. By mid-April 
the sunset altitude has increased to 18° and you have 
a good two hours before Venus reaches the horizon.  
In a telescope though, the view is somewhat 
disappointing as the phase is around 90% (or a big 
fat gibbous shape if you prefer) which is usually 
visually bland. 
 
Mars:  While Mars may be low in the sky, it is 
slowly getting brighter. It starts at +0.6 magnitude 
and by April it has increased to +0.1 magnitude. 
However, the planet is now in Sagittarius which 
means views will not be great despite the apparent 
disc diameter reaching 9 arc minutes. 
Mars is a morning object, rising around 03.00 UT in 
March and 02.00 UT by April. In mid-March it 
culminates at a lowly 15° near sunrise, which is 



06.30 UT. By mid-April it is still culminating at sunrise, 
but sunrise now occurs at 05.30 UT. 
On the morning of 7th April the crescent Moon forms a 
line with Mars and Saturn (they are all within 6° of one 
another). The following morning the Moon is the other 
side of the two planets by about 5°. 
 
Jupiter:  Jupiter is in Libra and, consequently, also fairly 
low down in the sky. It is very bright however, shining at 
-2.3 magnitude so you will have no difficulty finding it.  
During March it rises about midnight and culminates at a 
height of 21° near 04.00 UT. By sunrise the planet is 15° 
high in the south west. By mid-April these times have 
moved forward by approximately two hours and Jupiter 
is just 10° high in the south west at sunrise. 
On the 3rd and 4th April the waning gibbous Moon is 
around 6° away from Jupiter. 
 
Saturn:  With the rings wide open at 25.5° Saturn is a 
fine sight in a telescope albeit low in the sky. It is just 
15° above the horizon at best when in the south so 
telescopic views might be a bit blurry. However, shining 
at +0.5 magnitude in Sagittarius, Saturn is an easy naked 
eye object although you will have to be up just before 
dawn as it does not rise until 03.30 UT in mid-March and 
by 01.30 UT by mid-April. 
Between 24th March and 9th April Saturn and Mars are 
within 5° of each other. They are closest together on 1st 
and 2nd April when there will be less than 1° between 
them. 
 
Uranus & Neptune:  Uranus is coming to the end of this 
apparition and by the end of March it will be too close to 
the Sun to be seen. Before that, you can spot it low in the 
south west in Pisces using binoculars. Shining at +5.7 
magnitude, the planet is 28° high at sunset on 12th March 
and sets 3 hours after the Sun. By 26th March you will 
have barely an hour to find it before it is lost in the 
horizon murk. 
 
Neptune is still too close to the Sun to be seen. 
 
Occultations: There are two lunar occultations of bright 
stars this session. 
The first occurs on 22nd March at 23.38 UT when the 
+0.9 magnitude star Aldebaran is occulted. It will 
disappear behind the dark limb of the First Quarter Moon 
which will be 7° high in the west at the time. 
The second occultation is of +2.9 magnitude Pi 
Sagittarius. The star reappears from behind the dark limb 
of the Last Quarter Moon at 03.22 UT on 8th April. The 
Moon will be in the south east, 8° above the horizon. 
 
Dwarf Planets & Asteroids:  1 Ceres continues to fade 
reaching +8.0 magnitude by mid-April after starting at 
+7.6 mag. Ceres is found in Cancer 

4 Vesta starts at +7.3 magnitude in the constellation 
of Ophiuchus, moves in to Sagittarius on 20th March 
where it ends this session shining at +6.9 magnitude. 
7 Iris is only visible in Taurus until the end of March 
after which it will be too close to the Sun to be seen. 
It will be a difficult object even before then however 
as it is only around +9.8 to +10.0 magnitude. 
 

LAST MONTHS TALK 
 

by Gwyneth Hueter 
 

Last month’s talk:  Dr Chris Pearson is an 
astrophysicist at RAL Space, and gave us a talk on 
‘Galaxies and Cosmology’, an overview of 
everything. 

This talk was to not too heavy on the brain but with 
some excellent graphics. 

Snippets of interest: 

• Kuiper Belt objects are at 30-50 AU 
from the Sun.  Pluto is a KB object.  
The Oort Cloud is at least 100,000 
AU away, out almost to the nearest 
stars.  The KB is flat; the Oort Cloud 
is a shell round the solar system. 

• One star is smaller than Jupiter, VY 
Ursae Majoris is the biggest star we 
know.   

• We are made of nuclear waste, not 
we are made of stardust. 

• The Herschel infra-red scope reveals 
a huge IR complex round the 
Horsehead nebula travelling out 
from the Orion arm to 100,000 light 
years. 

• Our Milky Way Galaxy is a part of a 
local supercluster of galaxies about 
100 million light years across. 

• The universe is about 90 billion light 
years across.  We are not able to see 
to the edges. 

Using M31 as an example, optical views give us the 
present, IR gives us the past, the dust before star 
formation, and X-rays give us the future, the 
remnants of stars’ final moments (hence the ‘nuclear 
waste’ bit.  Dr Pearson gave us a nice simulation of 
the Milky Way and M31 colliding and the ultimate 
merging of the two galactic nuclei.   

He draws his conclusions into a cosmic wheel and 
drifted into philosophical thoughts at the end.  He 
assumes that planets will be ten a penny, and that 
how stars form effects planet formation.  We will 
need to know more about how planets form and that 



will give us clues as to how life forms in the universe. 

 

 
 
 
NGC 2683 – The UFO Galaxy by Steve Creasey 
 
 

 
 
NGC 2359 – Thor’s Helmet – Steve Creasey 
 
 

 
 
Leo triplet (M65, M66 and NGC 3628) 
 
 

FURTHER DISCUSSION 
 
If you are not already on our internet mailing list, 
then why not log on to YahooGroups. The list is 
called 'abingdonas'. Members use the list to alert 
each other about celestial events and to chat about 
amateur astronomy. The list is quite active, with 
several messages most weeks. To read through 
previous messages click on: 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/abingdonas/ . 
To join the abingdonas list, please go to 
http://www.yahoogroups.com . You can also 
unsubscribe from the list here. 
 
To post messages to the list, please send them to 
abingdonas@yahoogroups.com . Please note that 
you will need to sign up with a YahooID if you 
do not already have one. You can do this on 
the above page. 
 
Further information about the mailing list can be 
found on the abingdonas webpage at : 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/abingdonas/ . 
 
More information on society activities can 
also be found on the Facebook page - 
https://www.facebook.com/AbingdonAstroSoc/  
Although confusingly we seem to have two 
groups on Facebook. 
 
 

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 
 
26th March  8pm Beginners’ Meeting in the 
Main Hall., talks to include Radio 
Astronomy, Near Earth Objects and 
What’s Up.  (although subject to change) 
 
Observing evening:  There will be an 
Observing evening on the FCN 19th-21st 
March 2018 at Frilford Heath Golf driving 
range. Contact Trevor Pitt or Steve 
Creasey for details. 
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STAR CHART 
The night sky at 10 pm (GMT) Thursday 15th March 2018 

 
 

 
 
 

 MOON PHASES: 
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