
236402

Clear Sky Chart (CSC) Toronto

Toronto
Weather 
by Env Can

This Week's
Sky
from Sky &
Tel

Make a
Donation

Index 
 

 What's Up!
 

 Contact Us!
 

 Community
 

 Observing

 Solar, City & Dark Sky

 Public Star Parties

 The Sky This Month

 Asteroid Occultations

 Certificate Programs

 Variable Stars
 

 Programs
 

 Carr Observatory
 

 David Dunlap
Observatory

 

 Membership
 

 National News
 

 Web Links
 

 About Us

Search

Advanced Search

  Please Donate

  to the Centre

OBSERVING : THE SKY THIS
MONTH

Last Updated: Jul 20th, 2013 -
12:18:16

The Sky This Month - Mar 2012
Contributed by Blake Nancarrow
Mar 8, 2012, 14:06

Email this article
 Printer friendly page

The Sky This Month: Mar 2012

Blake delivered The Sky This Month presentation at the 7 Mar 2012 Recreational
Astronomy Night meeting at the Ontario Science Centre. The handout provided included
a calendar for the subsequent 4 weeks (to early April) and some descriptive notes. The
presentation notes have been reproduced here. You may view or download and print the
calendar  PDF file (375 KB).

 

preamble

March 2012 is a very interesting month for solar system watching. The brightest planets
are putting on a stunning show. Comet Garradd is making fantastic photos. And there
are a few interesting birthdays and anniversaries, including Titan's (discovery) birthday!

This article and the associated materials have been prepared so to included the first
couple of days of April, up to the next Recreational Astronomy Night meeting, on Apr 4.
Right at the beginning of April an interesting thing happens: Venus gets very close to the
Pleiades! Enjoy.

 

Sun

Activity continues to increase on the Sun. On Mar 6, Nicole noted a big X-class flare. It
might produce good aurora here on Earth. Certainly if you've not seen the aurora
borealis before, the next few years will provide many opportunities.

the Sun nears the "magic point," crossing the equator north-ward

 

The Sun reaches the vernal equinox "magic point" on Mar 20. This is where the Sun,
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travelling along the ecliptic (the path that the Sun and planets seem to follow across the
sky), crosses the celestial equator, which is an extension of the Earth's equator out into
space. That's good news for us, in Canada. Assuming you like summer and hate winter.

 

Moon events

full Moon - May 8
3rd quarter - May 14
new Moon - May 22
1st quarter - May 30

The Moon joins Venus, Jupiter, and Pleiades through Mar 24 to 28. That will be an
excellent chance for pretty photographs, no matter the type of camera you have. Mount
on a tripod and shoot away.

If you have a point-and-shoot, try the longer exposure modes (e.g. fireworks) if possible.
And use your a remote shutter release or timer.

There is a Lunar X, near the Werner crater, opportunity on Mar 29. Remember: it is a
four-hour event.

The next night, Mar 30, the lunar Straight Wall should be easy to spot. The fault line is in
Mare Nubium, just a little about crater Tycho.

Use the Moon on Mar 26 to find Venus in day.

 

conjunctions

There are a couple of very intriguing
grouping of planets happening in March.

1: Mercury, Venus, and Jupiter are all
visible now, till Mar 10, after sunset.
However Mercury is very low, very tiny,
and very faint (when compared to
Venus).

The two bright planets draw close
together on Mar 13, to 3°, which will fit
nicely in binoculars. Try a photo with a
telephoto or zoom lens.

2: Venus and Jupiter remain close
through the month. Venus, having
passed Jupiter, nears the Pleiades,
Messier 45. Then the Moon joins party
on Mar 24. Another great photo op.

 

Mercury

Mercury was at greatest eastern
elongation on Mar 5. That means it is
near its greatest angular separation from
the Sun. And it's left of the Sun. In other
words, visible after the Sun sets in the
evening.

Given the season and that the ecliptic is
at a very steep angle to the horizon,
almost vertical, this month represents the
best time for 2012 to see the inner most
planet.

If it's not on your life list, get out the
binoculars and look for it at dusk. It's
tricky; it's not nearly as bright as Venus.
It's very low. But use astronomy software
or a web site to get the compass bearing and elevation. And use the imaginary line
hinted at by the Sun, Venus, and Jupiter. Good luck!

Mercury will be stationary on Mar 11. Afterwards, it starts "falling" into the Sun rapidly
after Mar 11. If you don't spot it, check out the MESSENGER web site for some of the 80
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000 images. This space probe's primary mission is wrapping up.

http://messenger.jhuapl.edu/index.php

Mickey pointed out to Blake at the pub (the meeting after the meeting) that
MESSENGER did not launch last year; it arrived at Mercury then! Of course, it had been
launched a long time ago, in a carefully orchestrated flight plan with a small fuel tank and
taking advantage of clever orbital mechanics.

 

Venus

The second planet is up high in the west, very bright, and climbing. Venus is heading to
greatest elongation on Mar 27. Along the way, it's going to have some fun! For the next
week, it is getting closer to Jupiter. On Mar 13, they will be 3 degrees apart. Perfect in
binoculars or a telescope at low power.

The Moon will join the two planets for a spectacular conjunction beginning on Mar 24.
Have the camera and tripod ready!

During the day time, on the 26th, if the sky is clear, use your binoculars to spot Venus
near the Moon.

Then, finally, a week later, in the first week of April, Venus will skirt the Pleiades. That will
be amazing in binoculars, telescope, and astroimages.

You should be able to see Venus's "first quarter" phase with magnification. Wow.

 

Mars

Mars is very good right now. It was at opposition (opposite the Sun from the Earth) on
Mar 3. So, it is bright and large now. But we're pulling away now, on our inner track. It
will dip below magnitude -1.0 (the "inverted" brightness scale that stars are measured
against) on Mar 19. Every clear night you get, observe and image the 4th planet. If
you're lucky and you get excellent seeing conditions, you should be able to easily see
light and dark regions and the ice cap. Images should show more detail and perhaps
dust storms.

Mars will split some Virgo galaxies (including M95, M96, NGC 3384, and M105) on Mar
16-17.

Summer begins in the northern hemisphere, for the red planet, on Mar 30.

Try for the moons of Mars! As of Mar 9, Deimos is magnitude 13.1 and Phobos is a bit
brighter at magnitude 12.1.

 

Jupiter

The Jovian world is slipping down, closer to the Sun. These might be the last good times
to view the gas giant, the Great Red Spot, its bright moons, the inky black shadows they
sometimes make. Have you ever seen Amalthea? It's a magnitude 14 inner fast-moving
moon. A challenge.
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Ganymede, left, casting a shadow; can you see Io?

Here are some of the "busy" nights where more than one thing is happening at Jupiter:

Mar 15 - dual moon shadows; Amalthea at maximum elongation
Mar 22 - dual moon transits and shadows
Mar 25 - one moon shadow; the Great Red Spot; Amalthea at max. elong.

Remember to check your Observer's Handbook and RASC Calendar.

 

Saturn

Saturn returns to the evening sky. Welcome back! Visible at a reasonable hour, in the
eastern night sky, you'll find the ring plane tilted at 15 degrees, yielding the "classic"
text-book view for the sixth planet. Keep an eye out for bright Titan, discovered 360
years ago this month by Huygens. Saturn will be at opposition in late April. It's gonna be
great this summer!

 

Pluto

Poor Pluto. Kicked out of the solar system. Not considered an asteroid. Not a planet.
Bashed. "Planet-Like Ugly Thing in Orbit." No respect. The minor planet will occult at
mag 16.6 star on Mar 27, visible across a wide area of Ontario. Unlike asteroid
occultations, this will be minutes long. Some details according to the Occult Watcher
software:

target star: RIO 183928.6-191345
event time: 6:50 AM
error in time: 3 minutes
max. duration: 5.6 min
Pluto's magnitude: 14.0
combined mag: 14.0
magnitude drop: 0.1
star altitude: 25 degrees
Sun altitude: -4 degrees!
Moon: below the horizon

Get out the video recording kit. And good luck.

 

Garradd

Comet Garradd is well-placed for Canadian observers as it moves from Ursa Minor,
through Draco, to Ursa Major.
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departing UMi, heading toward UMa

C/2009 P1 is mag 6.3. Images show it is currently casting three tails, the typical dust
trail, but seemingly two ion tails. It passes near galaxy NGC 4236 on Mar 13 and M81 on
Mar 20.

 

Zodiacal Light

Speaking of dust, try to spot zodiacal light. Get to a dark site and look west well after
sunset. It should be best from Mar 11 to 25.

 

Close Stars

You might have noticed that Sky and Telescope's web site includes a double star list for
just Orion as it is rich with fun and challenging targets, including the Trapezium, sigma,
and Rigel.

Cancer offers colourful choices plus tough Tegmen. This is also a good time to practice
naked eye splits in Pleiades and Taurus. For example, sigma Tau 1 and 2 are half the
separation of Mizar and Alcor.

Oh, and don’t forget The Winter Albireo (aka HIP 35210 or h3945) in Canis Major.
Wonderful colours but slightly different from our summer favourite. The J2000
coordinates are R.A. 07h16m36.8s by Dec. -23°18'56".

 

Wavering Stars

Betelgeuse (aka alpha Orionis) is a variable star that is believed to exhibit a 6 year cycle.
It's brightness changes by a half-magnitude. But is it the brightest star in Orion?
Generally, Rigel is regarded as the lucida. So this is one of those constellations where
the alpha, beta, gamma brightness scale is not quite correct. You might take a look at S
Canes Majoris before we lose these constellations for the season. It has a 333 day
cycle, varying from mag 7 to 13. That means it will appear to be on or off every other
winter.

 

The Marathon

March is usually considered " marathon" month. If you wanted to see all the objects in
Messier's famous catalog, you might be able to do it in one night during this season.
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Some say it is not possible in Canada. Certainly you must view them in a "special" order,
starting with M77. And you best do so around the new Moon. Have fun during your
all-nighter!

 

Globe at Night

Want to do a little citizen science? Make an assessement of the sky's brightness by
using an easy star chart. Given yourself some time to get dark adapted. Take
measurements from Mar 13 to 22

Visit http://globeatnight.org/ for more info.

 

Humans in Space

Wernher von Braun, a
father of the human
space flight program was
born on Mar 23, 1912. He
made the first spacewalk
in Mar 1965 possible. And
now, thanks to him, we
have the International
Space Station on orbit
where 3 to 6 astronauts
live and work and
conduct experiments.

The ISS will be visible in
pre-dawn skies from Mar
15.

Flyover predictions:
http://heavens-
above.com/

The next ESA Automated
Transfer Vehicle launch,
to bring supplies to the
orbiting outpost, has been
delayed to Mar 23. Space
X is delayed again. Lots
of testing and checks to
do before they make their
first attempt to visit the
ISS.

The NuSTAR X-ray telescope is due to launch on Mar 21.

NuStar mission site: http://www.nustar.caltech.edu/

The first photo of the Moon was taken by Draper in Mar 1840.

 

Final Remarks

Set the clocks ahead on Mar 11.

Don't forget to turn off the lights on Mar 31, during Earth Hour! Please! And then, do an
electrical audit. Check your home for all the vampiric equipment, AC adapters, chargers,
etc.

7 - conjunction of Mercury, Venus, Jupiter
8 - Mars still close and bright
13 - Venus very near Jupiter
17 - St Paddy’s day
22 - Jupiter moon events
24 - Moon joins Venus, Jupiter, Pleiades
29 - Lunar X
30 - Lunar Straight Wall
31 - Earth Hour
2 - Venus drifts by Pleiades

Be seeing you. We wish you dark skies.
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Blake Nancarrow
astronomy at computer hyphen ease dot com
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