



Binoculars and Apps
Last week I wrote about birding books you might consider as Christmas gifts to your birding friends. The other “necessity” for birders is a good pair of binoculars to allow them to see all of the detail in a bird’s plumage necessary for a positive identification. In the world of high tech cell phones, myriads of applications have been created that work on your phones. I would like to suggest one application most birders would enjoy owning.

Buying binoculars is much like buying a car. You must consider quality, accessories, utility, and most importantly, cost. As with cars, quality equates with money. On the low end of quality, binoculars can be purchased for less than $100, while the high quality products sell for several thousands of dollars. I have encouraged new birders to start somewhere on the low end, apprapo to the birders budget. As you build interest in birding, you may want to invest in higher quality optics. 
Buying binoculars must start with knowing two numbers – lens power and size of the aperture. Common binocular numbers are 7x35, 8x42 and 10x50. The first number is the power of the lens and the second is the width of the aperture in millimeters. The power of magnification is important, but not critical. I find ten power binoculars require a steady hand in holding the image still; however, this problem has been rectified by image stabilization technology, but at a much higher cost. Eight-power binoculars are the most common choice among birders.

The width of the aperture is important because it regulates the amount of light allowed into your binoculars, larger apertures allow for more light. Forty to 42 millimeters again is the popular choice. Higher aperture numbers add to the weight of the binoculars, making holding the binoculars tiring over a period of time. Light entering the binoculars passes through prisms before entering your eye. Binoculars come in two designs – straight barrel or off-set barrel. The latter design has two prisms. Both are effective and a matter of choice to the buyer – I prefer the straight barrel.
Viewing butterflies and dragonflies is now popular with many birders; a pair of short focusing binoculars is a necessity to enjoy the insects at close range. Binoculars that focus on a target five feet away are excellent for viewing the colorful insects. Field of view is also important in selecting binoculars – the wider field of view is preferable. The measurement determines the width of the view a distance of 1,000 feet. Some binoculars are marketed as wide-angled view.

Back to the quality of the optics, the best buy is to find the highest quality optics for the lowest cost. If you purchase Zeiss, Leica, Nikon or Swarovski binoculars, you can be assured of high quality optics. These brands will be on the higher end of pricing. These brands are always good, if you can afford them. There are a number of new brands which have good to excellent optics, but do not carry the high cost of well-known brand names. I chose a brand called Vortex, which I found to have the good optics and at a price I can afford. The price of the Vortex Viper is around $500, which is on the lower end of pricing for optics of their quality.
As with buying cars, it is necessary to test drive a model to get the feel and quality of the product. I know that Wild Birds Unlimited in Kerrville carries a good variety of binoculars. Kevin and Linda can give you the plusses and minuses for each quality range of binoculars they have in stock. Consider the focus range, weight, different magnification powers and aperture widths, and designs to find the pair most suitable for your needs and price range.
I have an iPhone and really enjoy a birding application called “iBird.” I can select from a list of over 800 species of birds to hear songs and calls of a specific species. The app also allows me to look at drawings and photos of the bird, brief descriptions, and range maps. This information is handy to have your fingertips when in the field. I caution not to play any bird voices in a bird’s habitat during the breeding season. Using the app to play a bird’s voice to draw it to you, may disturb birds feeding their young, a no-no regarding birding ethics. Playing the song is permissible in the non-breeding seasons, if practiced judiciously.
I hope that you will benefit from the information I have provided here. Please keep in mind that space is not available here to go into great detail, but at a minimum you will now know what questions to ask when choosing a pair of binoculars. 

