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Above: Crescent Moon over Belair Park, Feb. 23, 2012. 

Catch  spectacular  views  of  the  Moon 
and planets in March, 2012.

During  March  2012,  two  brilliant  planets  will  pass 
close together in the evening sky, and they will be 
an eye-catching sight for anyone who shoots a casual 
glance into the western sky not long after  sunset. 
Walkers crossing the Park in the early evening will 
have a good view of the most spectacular alignment 
of planets until  2015, as will  anyone else who can 
find a good horizon.

Day  by  day,  Venus  and  Jupiter  have  been 
approaching each other in the evening sky. In late 
February, they were joined by the crescent Moon.

Left: Photo of the western sky over the tree-lined railway 
embankment along the margin of Belair Park on Feb, 23.

Coming up in early March, there will be, weather permitting, good views of three planets in the 
evening twilight. The main show will involve Venus and Jupiter, but Mercury will be skulking low 
in the  sky, and may be spotted.

The  simulation  right  is  from  the  versatile  Stellarium 
programme. This  can be downloaded free from the internet, 
and  it  is  indispensable  for  anyone  wanting  to  follow  the 
movements of the stars and planets. It shows the evening sky 
for 6:30 pm on March 8, 2012, around the date that Mercury 
will be highest above the horizon.

Venus is a hot, waterless world, slightly smaller than 
Earth. It has a dense atmosphere with highly reflective 
clouds of sulphuric acid. Venus orbits at 0.72 AU from 
the  Sun  (an  Astronomical  Unit  is  the  mean  distance 
between  the  Earth  and  the  Sun;  149.6  million  km). 
Venus travels faster and also its orbit is smaller than 
ours,  so  Venus  regularly  overtakes  us.  It  has  swung 
around from the far side of the Sun and is presently 
catching us up. As seen from the Earth, Venus has been 
moving  outwards  from  the  Sun,  and  will  reach  its 
greatest apparent distance from the Sun on March 27.



Jupiter,  meanwhile, the largest planet in our Solar 
System, lies in the far background.  It is a huge gas 
giant  world,  about  11  times  the  diameter  of  the 
Earth,  and its  mass  is  nearly  318 times greater. It 
orbits slowly, way out at 5.2 AU from the Sun, so we 
regularly  overtake  it.  We  did  this  on  October  29, 
2011,  when the Earth passed between Jupiter  and 
the  Sun  (with  Jupiter  at  what  astronomers  call 
“opposition”).  Seen  from  Earth,  Jupiter  is  moving 
backwards in the sky and towards the Sun. On March 
13, 2012, Jupiter and Venus will appear to pass close 
to each other in the evening sky, although in reality, 
they  will  be  separated  by  a  gulf  of  hundreds  of 
millions of kilometres (about 4.8 AU). Venus will be 
decidedly the brightest of the pair – comparable to 
the lights of the large passenger aircraft that we see 
circling  our  area  in  as  they  prepare  to  land  at 
Heathrow.  The  crescent  Moon  will  pass  close  to 
Jupiter on March 25 and to Venus on March 26.

The Stellarium simulation above shows the appearance of the sky at 6:45 pm on March 13, as Venus and 
Jupiter slide past each other as seen from Earth.

Mercury is a tiny world about 4,880 km across. Closest of the major planets to the Sun, it has the 
smallest orbit and moves fastest. Its orbit is rather eccentric, but on the average, it lies just 0.39 AU 
from the Sun, and it is never seen far from the Sun, or in a darker sky. Good luck if you try to find it.  
Don't risk blinding yourself by searching for it with binoculars or a telescope while the Sun is up, 
though, and remember that it can take some patience to spot it, even though it is quite bright.  It  
will not be visible for long on any evening before it sets. Mercury has been seen and photographed 
from Belair Park, and the higher ground around the mansion is a good vantage point.

Preserving our dark skies – an environmental challenge.

The sight of a truly dark starry sky is breath-taking, and all too rare an experience for city-
dwellers. Dark skies are thought-provoking. They bring home the vastness of the universe and set 
us thinking about our place in it. Like access to wildlife habitats, they play a major role in both 
amenity and education. The most successful event ever staged by the Friends was a sky watch 
for families. The next most popular have been bat watches. The fact that tens of people turn 
out  for  safe  evening  events  that  enable  them to enjoy  the  nocturnal  settings  of  our  parks 
demonstrates the need to control light pollution (without reducing safety on our streets). Bats 
also benefit from minimal artificial lighting spilling into potential habitats, and members of the 
public armed with bat detectors can discover for themselves just how many bats exploit the dark 
tree cover beside the railway embankment. 

The parks and fields around Dulwich are relatively dark compared with the areas of dense housing 
and street lighting, although there is sufficient light for a person with dark-adapted vision to see the  
landscape  clearly.  London's  skies  are  seriously  light-polluted  compared  with  the  countryside.  A 
Campaign for Dark Skies (affiliated to the International Dark-Sky Association) was launched in 1989 by 
the  British  Astronomical  Association.  Environmentalists  have  made  a  key  contribution  and  a 
downloadable 2009/2010 report on lighting nuisance was produced in association with the Campaign 
to Protect Rural England: 

“Our survey revealed that the main culprits are road lighting, domestic security lighting, street  
lights  that  are  more  than  five  years  old,  businesses,  sports  grounds  and  supermarkets.  Light  
pollution can diminish people's view of the night sky and for many people disturb their sleep with  
stray  light  shining  through  windows.  We  want  to  see  better  planning  regulations  to  control  
lighting.”



Green Chain Walk – linking Belair Park to other green spaces.

Pippa Krishnan of the London Borough of Southwark has emailed this draft design for a notice 
board showing the location of Belair Park in relation to other local areas of interest, linked by 
the Green Chain Walk. The board would be displayed in the Park. Comments on this proposal are 
invited. They should be sent as soon as possible please to: pippa.krishnan@southwark.gov.uk, 
020 7525 5133 or PO BOX 64529, London SE1P 5LX.

Park life.

Right:  The  little  owl  (Athene  noctua)  continues  to  be 
observed by bird watchers in Belair Park. Below: buds burst 
in a willow hedgerow. Images: Feb. 24, 2012. M. J. Heath. 
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