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Tech It Out

Binoculars  
What You See Is What You Get

 by Captain Chris D. Dollar

Whenever I get on someone 
else’s boat, I deploy my quick 
and highly unscientific test to 

determine whether their binoculars are 
of good quality: Can I clearly focus on a 
channel marker for 90 seconds without 
getting a headache? If the answer is no, 
it’s past time to upgrade this important 
yet sometimes overlooked navigation 
tool and vital piece of safety equipment. 
Fortunately, you can find a 
quality pair of binoculars at 
price points from $150 to 
$500 to suit both your needs 
and budget. 

Sure, you can spend more 
than a grand on binos if 
you want or need to, but for 
most recreational boaters 
and fishermen you prob-
ably really don’t need to. 
That said, almost a dozen 
years ago I did just that—I 
plunked down my hard-
earned cash, nearly two 
months’ worth, for two 
Steiner binoculars: A 7x30 
waterproof field style that I 
use on the kayak as well as to 
scout ducks and bird watch; 
and a high-end, professional-grade 7x50 
set equipped with an internal stabilized, 
illuminated compass. And while my 
more expensive pair has proven invalu-
able for those rare big-water navigation 
occurrences, by far I use the 7x30s more 
often.

Whether you’re a hard-core bluewater 
tournament angler or a casual weekend 
boater, there are certain things on which 
you’d do well not to compromise. Many 
of today’s best marine binos incorporate 
the Porro Prism System invented by the 
19th century Italian optics pioneer Ig-
nazio Porro. Buy those. Also make sure 
the binos give you a wide field of view 
and are 100 percent sealed, preferably 
with an impenetrable O-ring seal. Oh, 
and if you don’t think nitrogen purging, 
which prevents internal fogging, is a big 
deal, then you’ve never been down the 
C&D Canal in the fog with an inferior 
pair of binos. (Not mine. Long story!). 

Submersible, waterproof, and 
shockproof? Check, check, and check. 
Also, I’d strongly suggest rubberized 
coating for non-slip grip and protection 
against salt spray and rain. These are 
“must haves” for me. In short, you want 
binoculars that are specifically made for 
the marine environment, particularly if 
you own a center console. Don’t forget 
to buy a floating strap.

So that’s my two cents, and rather 
than bore you with a full history of Kep-
lerian vs. Galilean design, I’ll simply cut 
to the chase and ask other professional 
mariners for their suggestions. 

A cruising sailor with 100,000 coastal 
and offshore miles in the United States 
and northwestern Europe to her credit, 
the author of “Mariner’s Guide to Nauti-
cal Information,” and a member of the 
Chesapeake Area Professional Captain’s 
Association, Captain Priscilla Travis 
recommends you select your binoculars 
based on the kind of boating you do. 

“If your boat is relatively small and the 
binoculars are apt to get wet from spray 
or rain, look for something that is water-
resistant or waterproof. Some binoculars 
are submersible, but they’re expensive,” 
she says. “Decide what features are most 
important for you—there will always 
be a tradeoff.” She adds that if you boat 
at night, consider a pair that has large 

objective lenses, which gather more light 
than smaller lenses.

Cathie Trogdon of Weems & Plath 
in Annapolis says they manufacture their 
own line of quality binoculars. She recom-
mends that you purchase the best you can 
afford, and if possible have multiple pairs 
onboard. “Binoculars are very helpful with 
navigation, one of my favorite (naviga-
tional) tools,” she says. 

Captain Mike Henderson 
runs Dream Maker Charters out 
of his marina, Buzz’s Marina in 
St. Jerome’s Creek. He spends 
a lot of time chasing fish in 
one of the broadest parts of the 
Chesapeake. So quality binos are 
crucial. 

“If you can afford it, I love 
mine (with) stabilizers and the 
built-in compass,” he says.

Captain Rick Perri, a retired 
Naval Officer and founder of 
National Seafarers Academy 
offering USCG approved license 
courses, points out that no mat-
ter which set of binoculars you 
choose “they will only last as 
long as you take care of them. 
Standing watch on a vessel with 

multiple watchstanders is a recipe for 
broken binoculars.” 

To keep the ship’s binoculars opera-
tional, his recommendations include: 1) 
Use the neck strap that is included with 
the binoculars. Many times the movement 
of the vessel will cause you to immedi-
ately need your hands to prevent a fall. 2) 
Always use the protective lens covers and 
properly stow the binoculars in a sturdy 
holder in a convenient location when not 
in use. 3) Purchase the replacement war-
ranty coverage when buying binoculars, 
because the safety net provided by the 
replacement coverage is worth the price, 
especially if they’re going to be used by 
multiple watchstanders. 

Whether you earn your living on the 
Bay or ocean or just love to spend as much 
of your free time as possible on the water, 
avoid the headache and buy the best 
pair of binoculars you can afford from a 
respected and reputable company. #

 # The Weems & 
Plath 7x50 Classic 
Binocular is found 
on military and 
commercial ships 
as well as on 
recreational boats.


