BINOCULAR MIRROR MOUNT

By Al Canarelli

Using binoculars to scan the night sky has always held a special attraction for me.  The wide field images and the natural effect of viewing with both eyes is a freedom that is not generally found using telescopes.  My first attempt at using binoculars to view celestial objects started years ago with an inexpensive pair of 7x30’s, which my father used at football games.  That cheap pair of binoculars and my budding interest in astronomy allowed me to open a door and step into a whole new world.  I quickly learned the night sky and a few years later, purchased my first telescope.  This was the beginning of a passion that started more than 40 years ago.  

I have owned many binoculars since that first pair but as my binoculars grew in size, weight and magnification, I sadly found that comfort and ease of viewing issues diminished my enthusiasm for using them.  I recognized very early that I needed more than just a solid tripod if I was going to continue using and enjoying binoculars.  

While tripods helped to make the binocular viewing experience more tolerable, they were far from the complete answer.  I soon purchased a popular and relatively expensive counter weighted binocular mount, which I believed would be the panacea I was seeking.  As I recall, that mount was considerably more expensive than the binocular I used with it.  This mount was billed as the best available…if this didn’t do the trick, I thought, nothing would.  I found the mount to be very steady…easily pointing the binocular to any position in the sky.   I also found that the viewing experience was a bit more comfortable but it still fell far short of the panacea I expected.  Viewing, even with this mount, required me to contort my body into some very athletic and painful positions…particularly when viewing directly overhead.  Any extended period of binocular viewing required the traditional 2 days of rest and recuperation from back and neck pains.

About 3 years ago, I stumbled on a unique binocular mount concept which promised exactly what I needed.  I believe I first saw a write up of this type of mount in SKY AND TELESCOPE and later found an enterprising amateur astronomer who makes and sells them.  The mirror mount attacks the traditional comfort issues of viewing with binoculars in an entirely different manner.  Instead of employing heavy, bulky and expensive mechanical contraptions to solve the comfort problems, the mirror mount (as the name implies) uses mirrors as a very simple but elegant solution.  

The mount is constructed of  ¼” aluminum flat stock with an upright post to which the binocular is fastened. Only one screw is used and a tripod adapter is not required.  The actual position of the post on the mount is determined by the size of the binocular which is intended for use with the mount.  The binocular objective lenses are trained on that portion of the mount which hold 2 first surface mirrors at an angle of about 45 degrees relative the objectives. One of the mirrors is adjustable for collimation.  The mount does exactly the same for the binocular that the diagonal does for the telescope.  The only difference is that the direction of the light path is changed at the aperture end rather than at the eyepiece end.  The results are outstanding!

Performance

The very first time I used the mount, I immediately identified two important benefits.  The mount weighs only 3 pounds and sets up in minutes.  It quickly attaches to any tripod using a ¼ x 20 mounting screw.  No need to carry a heavy, awkward and cumbersome parallelogram arm…no need for counter weights!  The only requirement is a reasonably solid photography type tripod with a pan head.   

Prior to viewing, it is necessary to collimate the mount mirrors for optimal performance.  This is easily accomplished using built in collimation knobs, which minutely adjusts the plane of one of the mirrors.  In practice, you simply point the binocular towards a streetlight or bright star and adjust the collimation knobs until the images through the binocular merge.  I found this process to be natural, easy and is accomplished in a minute or less.

One of my chief concerns with this mount was the possibility of light loss and/or optical aberrations resulting from the introduction of mirrors in the binoculars light path.  My first glance proved my suspicions to be completely unfounded.  Images are totally unaffected.  There is no light loss and there are no distortions…viewing through the mirrors is essentially the same as viewing without them. 

Actual viewing with the mirror mount was truly a delight!  For the very first time, I was able to view objects almost directly overhead in an unstressed and comfortable position…this was truly a first.  The actual position of the binocular is almost parallel with the ground when viewing objects directly overhead.  This allows you to view in standing or seated position without the need of bending your neck.  That first viewing session was almost 4 hours in duration and I suffered none of the customary ill effects as had been the case in the past.  The mirror mount is a definite “keeper.”

Perhaps the only caveat surrounding the mirror mount is the difficulty in pointing.  Remember, when the binocular is pointing towards the horizon, the optical axis is actually trained on a point near the zenith.  Pointing was awkward in the beginning but I found that I quickly developed a knack for the new task and almost automatically made mental adjustments to put any desired target in or very close to the field of view.  With time and some practice, the new task of pointing becomes perfunctory. 

If you are literally exhausted after a binocular viewing session…if you reject the idea of spending more for a binocular mount than for the binocular, the mirror mount may be just what you need.
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