
I see them whenever I lead bird walks—birders who cannot find the objects of their affection with their  
binoculars. When they do manage to find a bird they can’t keep it in their binocular field, can’t see field marks, 
and can’t distinguish subtle colors. Often they leave in frustration before the walk is over. These poor souls 
don’t realize that their problems are caused by the binoculars they’re using— maybe a pair that once belonged 
to their grandfather, or cheap compacts, or a pair with some ridiculous configuration, like the 16x32s I saw 
on a recent walk (more on the numbers later), which were designed to appeal to unknowledgeable buyers. 
There’s no getting around the fact that birders—even beginners—need more from their binoculars than any 
other users. “Bird-worthy” binoculars must be bright enough to show subtle features in poor light and sharp 
enough to resolve fine detail. They must focus quickly enough to “get on” a fast-moving bird. They must have 
a field of view wide enough to locate birds rapidly and follow them in flight. They must also provide accurate 
color rendition, have no observable distortion in the center of the field, and should not fog up in wet or humid 
weather. And they should work with or without eyeglasses. While our guide by no means includes 
all the best on the market, each of the recommended models will give you years of birding bliss.
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When it comes to birdwatching, what 
you choose to look through makes 
all the difference/By Wayne Mones
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