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If you look to the west after sunset on March 1 -- around 6 p.m. -- you will just glimpse 

little Mercury in the twilight. You may need some binoculars if your eyes are not very 

good. Mercury will appear as a reddish little dot about as far east of the sun as it can get. 

After 44 more days, Mercury will have swung 180 degrees to the west and will be rising 

in the morning sky to herald sunrise. On March 31, you will see it peeking over the 

eastern horizon at about 6:30 a.m.  Mercury does this about four times a year, tethered in 

its perpetual orbit of our native star, the sun. From the Earth, Mercury shows phases, like 

the moon. 

Mercury is one of the two inferior planets (Venus is the other) of the solar system. This 

means it completes its orbit entirely within the orbit of Earth. The planet's orbit is not 

entirely circular and most of the planets' orbits are not. Mercury’s orbit gets closer to the 

sun (46 million kilometers) at times and then further away (69 million kilometers). This 

is known as an eccentric orbit that one day in the far future will probably send it into the 

sun or fling it away. Occasionally, from our point of view on Earth, Mercury transits or 

crosses in front the sun. It is very rare, but we will be treated to the event in November of 

this year and will be visible from the Quad-Cities. I will leave it to an upcoming article to 

cover this event. 

Mercury has also a unique day. For every two revolutions of the planet around the sun, 

the planet rotates three times. So, a day on Mercury is about 59 Earth days (about two-

thirds of its year). This is the result of being so close to the sun that some tidal locking 

occurs (similar to the moon). 

Mercury is a dense, rocky little world with a thin crust and a iron-silicate core that takes 

up a large amount of its interior. Its core is 42 percent of its volume while the Earth’s 

core is 17 percent. Mercury's core also generates a weak electromagnetic field that feebly 

deflects some of the sun's massive energy output. 

The little planet's surface looks very much like the moon's, including being heavily 

cratered from impacts throughout the history of the solar system. There are also some 

indications that it may have been much larger in the past with maybe a massive impact 

ripping away some of its outer layers. 

Little Mercury has one of the largest craters in the solar system called the Caloris Basin. 

It is over 1,500 kilometers in diameter (the planet's diameter is only 4,800 kilometers 



across). It has a 2-kilometer-tall concentric ring around the crater. If you go to the exact 

opposite point of the planet from the crater, you will find a weird terrain of jumbled up 

landscapes. It is thought that when an asteroid created the crater, the shock wave traveled 

around the planet and converged on this spot to release all its energy. 

Another curious feature unique to Mercury are long straight walls across the planet. The 

only thing that scientists could come up with is that the planet has slightly shrunk over 

the past ages. This is comparable to the shriveling of an apple out in the hot sun. 

Mercury is perpetually seared by the sun. The surface temperature of the day side reaches 

800 degrees Fahrenheit while the night side reaches 280 below zero. There are 

indications that the polar regions stay a comfortable minus 136 and may have deposits of 

the most unlikely substance, water ice. 

Two spacecraft have visited Mercury: Mariner 10 flew by in 1974 and 1975; and 

Messenger, launched in 2004, orbited Mercury over 4,000 times in four years before 

exhausting its fuel and crashing into the planet's surface on April 30, 2015. The 

BepoColumbo spacecraft (from the ESO) is planned to arrive at Mercury in 2025. 

So, if you are out some evening in early March or up early in late March, try to glimpse 

the tiniest planet with quite a lot to offer. 

Terry Dufek is a member of the Popular Astronomy Club. It meets the second Monday of 

each month at 7 p.m. at Butterworth Center, Moline, Illinois. The club also has night-time 

public observing sessions every third Saturday of the month, March through November, 

at Niabi Zoo, Coal Valley. 

 






