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Kowa invited me to test a pair
of their BD 8x42 binoculars
this fall and I was happy to

comply. That combination of power
and light gathering ability is a good
match for a bowhunter and I was
interested to see how the Kowa glass-
es would compare to two other
brands I own.

Minnesota has had what I’ve
described to friends and business
contacts as a “good old-fashioned
winter” this year. I had the Kowas out
half a dozen times while hunting
after the snow came and during one
night when the mercury fell below
minus 20 I intentionally left them
hanging outside, uncased. The next
morning I brought them in and hung
them above our humidifier. There
was no fogging on interior lenses
even in that extreme test.

I don’t have access to sophisti-
cated test gear but I did print out the
Air Force optical test target that’s
often used in comparing optical
quality. The resolution of the Kowa
binoculars matched that of my
Carson XM-HD binoculars in the
same 8x42 size. If you’ve seen the ads
from Carson you know the XM-HD
beat five other models in low light
performance. Kowa was not one of
the brands tested by the indepen-
dent lab hired by Carson Optical. 

The Kowa’s resolving power was
one step better than the Bushnell
Legend 8x32s I put them up against
in my resolution test. You’d expect
8x42s to outperform 8x32s in low

light, but even in the daylight tests
the Kowa binoculars had the
Bushnell’s beat. 

I like the fact that the Kowa BD
8x42 measures just 5-1/4 inches
long, an inch shorter than the
Carson binoculars of the same
power and objective lens size. That
made them easier to fit into my com-
pact chest pack. I like the finger
groove under the barrel that makes it
easier to grip them with one hand. I
also thought the green rubber armor
on the Kowa binoculars was easier to
grip when wet; it felt slightly tacky,
not slick. 

One of the best things about the
Kowa optics, in my opinion, is where
they’re built. Japan is an important
ally to the United States and when I
can’t buy American-made I like to
support a country that is supporting
us. That may be very important to

your next optics customer or not
important at all. I know when I was
shopping for cookwear as a
Christmas present the fellow in the
aisle next to me grumbled about how
busy the Chinese had been this past
year. I pointed out I’d found a cook-
wear brand made in Italy and was
purchasing that. He went ahead and
bought the lower-cost unit from
China.

A year ago I hadn’t heard of this
optics brand. Once I did some
research I discovered the company
was founded in 1894 and is one of
the largest privately held companies
in Japan. The company has a phar-
maceutical division, a textile divi-
sion, a general merchandise division
and then the Electronics & Optics
division that concerns us. Three dif-
ferent Kowa factories support that
division, and they build more than

The green-clad BD 8x42 binoculars
I used while hunting this fall are at
left. Below, the same Japanese firm
is a major producer of eye-testing
equipment and lenses for closed-cir-
cuit television systems. At right, one
of the company’s many spotting
scopes is this TSN-883 model with
huge 88mm objective lens.
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sporting optics. There’s a good
chance that your optometrist is
using precision Kowa instruments to
see inside your eyes and that Kowa-
built closed circuit TV cameras have
recorded some of your buying and
banking transactions. 

Kowa has been a major producer
of spotting scopes since the mid-60s
and has been successfully promot-
ing them to competitive shooters on
the gun side of things. They make
both straight and angled lens scopes,
in sizes all the way up to 88mm. You
can get them with conventional glass
or the costly fluorite crystal lenses,
along with camera adapters so cus-
tomers can get involved with digis-
coping. The company says its spot-
ting scopes and binoculars are now
standard issue for United Nations
peace keeping forces and are the
optics of choice for many U.S.
Special Forces missions.

Now Kowa wants a chunk of the
larger U.S. market in premium
binoculars, so they’ve introduced a
line of waterproof, armored binocu-
lars and have begun advertising to
both bird watchers and firearms
hunters. Their color ads are appear-
ing in Birders, Wild Bird and Birder’s
World. Hunters are seeing them in
American Hunter, Bowhunting
World and Gray’s Sporting Journal.
Kowa Optimed, the American sales
division, is taking aim at higher
priced European optics with the
headline, “Warning: The biggest
German fairy tale is that they still
make the finest sporting optics.”

These Kowa binoculars are
nitrogen purged and waterproof,
something we’ve now come to

expect in any
mid-level or pre-
mium binocular
for bowhunters.
They’ve got the
twist-up eye caps
and long eye
relief that eye-
glass wearers like
myself need. The
model I carried
this fall focuses
down to 6 feet,
which along with
good color trans-

mission is something bird watching
enthusiasts look for. Beyond that,
I’ve learned that what often differen-
tiates good, better and best in the
binocular world is the care that goes
into manufacturing them, the quali-
ty of their prisms and lenses and the
quality of the coatings that are
applied to them.

According to Kowa’s web site,
“Kowa’s roof prism binoculars use
the Schmidt-Pechan prism. One sur-
face of the Pechan prism does not
provide total reflection, so we have
applied a highly reflective multi-
coating of dielectrics. This C3 coat-
ing allows for a much higher reflec-
tivity than with coatings of either sil-
ver or optically-enhanced alu-
minum, offering a reflectance of 99
percent or higher across the entire
visible spectrum (400 to 700mm) Not
only does this provide bright and
sharp images, but accurate color
reproduction is also achieved.
Furthermore, the roof surface of the
prism is phase coated (phase correc-
tion coated) to prevent the loss of
contrast and image resolution.”

I can’t claim to understand all
the technical details, but I know
Kowa backs up the BD series with a
lifetime warranty and that they’re
now available in Realtree camo fin-
ishes as well as solid colors. If you’re
looking to carry a mid-priced line
that rivals and possibly exceeds the
European brands in optical quality,
you owe it to your store to look over
what Kowa Optimed has to offer. You
can reach the U.S. sales office at
(310) 327-1913, or find out more at
www.kowa-usa.com. 

Tim Dehn
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Circle 119 on Response Card

The camo version of the 8x42
is at left, the 8x32 is above.
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