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C
heaper, faster, smaller: That’s the well-known challenge 
for the engineer. Over the past two decades, we’ve 
watched as computers shrank from desktop to laptop 

to tablet to smartphone to wristwatch; they’ve gotten faster, 
too, of course, and the price has come down. Will this quest 
for speed, miniaturization, and economy spill over into our 
birding optics?

I’m going to focus in particular on the third part of the 
equation: smaller. Lighter binoculars, scopes, and tripods 
would reduce the kinks in our necks and the weight on our 
collarbones—and lighten our luggage. Celestron is betting 
on this trend, announcing its first “micro” spotting scope. 

Celestron Hummingbird
Celestron recently launched the Hummingbird series 
of scopes: the 50ED and 56ED (tinyurl.com/celestron- 
hummingbird). The 7–22x50mm ED has, as its specs imply, 
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a 7x to 22x zoom eyepiece and a 50 mm objective lens, and 
it retails for $320. The 9–27x56mm ED has a bit more zoom 
(9x to 27x), a slightly larger objective lens (56 mm), and a 
slightly higher price ($360).

The 50ED weighs 19 ounces, the 56ED weighs two ounc-
es more, and both are only about eight inches long. These 
metrics don’t necessarily communicate the minuteness of 
these scopes. The 50ED weighs less than eight Clif Bars® 
in your travel luggage. This is a scope that fits in the palm 
of your hand. This is the derringer of spotting scopes. It 
fits in your purse, coat pocket, backpack bottle holder, or 
car glove compartment. And it can also fit in most birders’ 
budgets.

The design is clean and modern: black with an orange 
metallic ring. But the additional small hummingbird icon 
on the scope is a bit too similar to another manufacturer’s 
logo (Swarovski’s) for my taste. Celestron can be proud of 

Celestron chose the name Hummingbird for a new micro-scope to convey the instrument’s 

lightweight build, small size, and mobility—and especially its ability to travel. This four-inch 

Rufous Hummingbird, weighing barely a tenth of an ounce, can migrate nearly 4,000 miles 

from Alaska to Mexico. Rufous Hummingbird photo by © Matthew Studebaker.

CONGRATULATIONS
to Marsha Camblin of Denver, 

Colorado, who won a Celestron Hum-

mingbird Micro ED spotting scope for 

the April Big Year Membership Drive! 

To learn more about this contest—

and the upcoming monthly prizes—

visit aba.org/bigyear16.

http://aba.org/bigyear16
mailto:diana@birdingaboard.org
http://aba.org/bigyear16
http://tinyurl.com/celestronhummingbird
http://tinyurl.com/celestronhummingbird
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its time-honored reputation in the 
optics business, and should empha-
size its well-respected brand, adding 
only its logo to the scope and travel-friendly carrying case 
(included).

In the Field
Imagine a spotting scope that weighs less than your bin-
oculars. My tripod, an older-model non-carbon Manfrotto, 
completely dominates the rig. It feels as if there were noth-
ing attached on the head.

The Hummingbird scope is best paired with a lightweight 
carbon tripod. For the latest comparison of tripod models, 
see Bill Schmoker’s “Propping It All Up” in the November 
2015 issue of the ABA’s Birder’s Guide to Gear.

What about a monopod, even lighter than a tripod? Not 
a wise tradeoff in my opinion. For one thing, the Hum-
mingbird’s focus wheel is stiff. I adapted to its stiffness, 
and I appreciate the advantage that it doesn’t slip. But be-
cause the focus wheel is stiff, it’s best to have the coun-
ter-force of a three-legged tripod rather than a wobblier 
monopod. And of course there is always the matter of the 
wind. I tested the Hummingbird in the wind, anticipating 
a ridiculous amount of lens movement, but I was wrong. 
The smaller scope was just as stable as a full-size model. So 
don’t worry about using such a tiny scope in the wind—if 
your tripod is good.

The biggest design hiccup of this first-generation product 
is the fit of the case with the tripod connector plate. The 
tripod plate cannot be left on the scope while the scope is 
zipped into its too-snug padded soft case. The case is so 
tightly tailored that the plate must be removed each time, 
to be carried in your pocket at risk of loss or damage. If the 
tripod plate is left on the scope, then you forfeit properly 
zipped case protection. I couldn’t figure out a way to alter 
the case myself, but this is such a trivial change, simply by 
allowing more fabric at the bottom seam, that I hope Cele-
stron promptly redesigns the case.

Lens Quality
I’ve peered into quite a few poor-quality scopes, the 
ones that make you feel like you’re looking through 
a Coke bottle, wondering why someone spent the 
money. Why bother lugging along a spotting scope 
that doesn’t add value?

Celestron touts the Hummingbird lenses as fully 
multi-coated and nitrogen-purged, with extra-low 
dispersion (“ED”) glass for bright, clear views. With 
such a mite of a scope, I didn’t know what to expect. 
When I took my first look, I was surprised. In addi-
tion to being incredibly small and light, the Hum-
mingbird is, as advertised, bright and clear.

Is it equivalent to a $3K+ lens bundle? No. But the Ce-
lestron Hummingbird is impressive at $350. In low light 
conditions it has a subtle cataract effect, a hint of hazing 
on the edges, but nothing troublesome. The Hummingbird 

It’s a love–hate relationship with our 

spotting scopes: heavy and awkward, 

but necessary. One option is a scope 

backpack (see sidebar, p. 60), such as 

the Cley Spy Mulepack, modeled here 

by ABA member Buddy Campbell as he 

hikes out to Harbor Island, South Caro-

lina, to survey shorebirds. Another op-

tion is an ultra-lightweight scope, such 

as the new Celestron Hummingbird.

The Hummingbird scope is not much bigger than the head of a 

tripod, about the size of a pair of binoculars. Combine it with a 

lightweight carbon tripod and you can literally shed pounds.

http://PUBLICATIONS.ABA.ORG
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does not attempt the edge-to-edge sharpness of the highest-
priced premium scopes. The focus tapers off a bit at the far 
edges of the viewing circle, but its sweet spot for sharpness 
is large. In addition, as with any zoom lens, reducing the 

magnification a smidgen below the 22x or 27x maximum 
settings yields the sharpest high-magnification view. 

And that was the “Aha!” moment for me, that instant of 
insight into the quality of this scope for under $400. This 

micro-scope zooms up to 22x or 27x, depending 
on the model, rather than the 50x, or even 70x, 
magnification of a traditional, larger, zoom scope. 
So if you’re going to purchase a scope in the $350 
range, you have yet another tradeoff to consider. 
You can opt for lower-quality glass with relatively 
high magnification, or you can forego the extend-
ed viewing reach for “only” 27x magnification but 
a better image.

There’s a well-known birding maxim: Buy the 
best glass you can afford. I can think of a cor-
ollary: Why see farther if you can’t see well? I 
wonder if Celestron has chosen a do-less-but-do-
it-better strategy for this product, opting for less 
magnification with higher lens quality.

In many situations, 27x is good enough—and 
it’s about three times the magnification of an 8x 

Cley Spy Mulepack  • If you’re carrying a traditional-sized scope, you can take 

some weight off your shoulder by using a scope backpack. The Cley Spy Mulepack (cleyspy.

co.uk/accessories/mulepack.html) is an outstanding choice. You may find that “the Mule” 

makes the difference in being able to carry your scope-and-tripod rig for long distances.

The best part of the Mulepack is that it’s designed to stay on your tripod, although it’s also 

easy to remove and set up. Leave it on the tripod legs with its Velcro® tabs, then sling it on your 

back when you’re ready to go. When you come to a viewpoint, spread the tripod legs and slip 

it off your back. Backpacks are traditionally designed for men, but the Mulepack works fine for 

women, with the typical wider hips and smaller shoulders not a problem with the pack’s tripod 

placement and cross-sternum strap.

The Mulepack is built with strong stitching and with quality zippers and fabrics, and it comes 

in a field-friendly muted color. The pockets are extremely practical, including designated places 

for a water bottle, cell phone, and field guide, plus a hidden pocket along your back for credit 

card or passport. With its detachable field bag and many pockets, the Mulepack substitutes for 

a large fanny pack or small day pack.

A tripod/scope backpack not only puts the weight where it is more comfortable, but it also 

keeps your scope in a ready-to-go position while leaving your hands free for binoculars or open-

ing trail gates. Hands-free tripod carrying means if you fall, you’re more likely to catch yourself 

and consequently less likely to be injured. There’s another benefit: The Mulepack makes our 

birding companions safer! If you’ve been birding enough, you’ve either been impaled by, or 

you’ve impaled someone with, an errant swing of a tripod held on the shoulder, ski-pole style.

A big advantage of the Mulepack is that 

it can be left on your tripod, replacing the 

need for an additional pack to carry your 

water bottle, lunch, and insect repellent.

ConservationConnection
Celestron and Cley Spy each have a special marsh as their company birding patch: 

Madrona Marsh for Celestron and the Cley Marshes for Cley Spy.

Just a short walk from Celestron headquarters in Torrance, California, is Ma-

drona Marsh Preserve and Nature Center, the last remaining freshwater marsh in Los 

Angeles County. Celestron is a long-time sponsor of Madrona Marsh, helping reclaim the 

area as a healthy wetland with native plants and more than 300 species of migratory birds. Celestron pro-

vides microscopes, binoculars, telescopes, and spotting scopes for the Nature Center’s labs and classrooms, 

and Celestron employees enjoy their local birding patch during lunch breaks.

Cley Spy has long been associated with the Cley Marshes, a nature reserve managed by the U.K.’s Norfolk 

Wildlife Trust. Although Cley Spy is now the largest birdwatching equipment showroom in Europe, it still 

maintains a small store in the reserve’s old visitor center, answering questions about the latest local wildlife 

sightings. At the main store, the company is experimenting with a traditional hay and native wildflower 

meadow, a habitat that has declined by >90% in Britain in the past 60 years. These fields are sown with a 

seed mix that provides food and cover for finches and bunting through the winter.

http://co.uk/accessories/mulepack.html


P U B L I C A T I O N S . A B A . O R G 61

ABA Event

New Zealand
Safari

For more details and registration, go to:

events.aba.org
events@aba.org •  800.850.2473

When: January 4–15, 2017

Where: Invercargill & 

Auckland, New Zealand

Hosts: Jeff & Liz Gordon, 

Adam Riley, Forrest Rowland, 

George Armistead and others

Cost: $5020 and up

A hotbed for Polynesian Triangle endemics, New Zealand hosts 

charismatic seabirds, such as albatrosses and penguins. Famous

for the skulking Kiwi, stunning scenery, and unique landbirds,

with marvelous Maori names, like Kokako, Tui, and Takahe,

we hope you’ll join your friends at ABA for an

expedition down under. Sign up today!

Photo © Adam Riley

Photo courtesy of Heritage Expeditions

Photo © Rich Lindie
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Photo courtesy of Heritage Expeditions

http://www.alaskabirding.com
http://novagrade.com
http://www.birdersdiary.com
http://events.aba.org
http://events.aba.org
mailto:events@aba.org
http://PUBLICATIONS.ABA.ORG
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or 10x binocular, which is plenty for 
picking up field marks off ducks on a 
lake, or getting that extra bit of reach 
for a distant raptor or a passerine on 
a wire. I found that the Hummingbird 
performs fine in reasonable-distance 
shorebird flats, able to discern leg 
color on Least Sandpipers vs. Western 
Sandpipers.

However, 22x or 27x magnification 
does not give you the big reach re-
quired in such situations as seawatch-
ing. Even my 60x scope is often chal-
lenged while scanning offshore, unable 
to identify and separate distant “dark-
winged scoters” (Surf and Black). On 
the other end of the continuum, the 
Hummingbird close-focuses down to 
three meters. So it will work for but-
terflies and dragonflies, not to mention 
up-close enjoyment of backyard feeder 
birds like, say, hummingbirds.

The Competition
Celestron isn’t the first sports optics 
company to think small. There are 
other compact scopes, although none 
as diminutive as the Hummingbird.

First, let’s get a sense of compact vs. 
full size. A full-sized scope, such as the 
Kowa TSN 883 88mm or Swarovski 
ATS 80mm, weighs about 55 ounces 
and is approximately 15 inches long. 
In comparison, think 1/3 and 1/2 for the 
Celestron Hummingbird: It’s nearly 
one-third the weight and about half 

the length of these two models.
Swarovski also makes a compact 

scope intended for traveling, the ATX/
STX 25–60x65. It weighs as much as 
a full-sized scope, at about 56 ounces, 
but in an extremely compact 8-inch 
body. This model retails for $3,775, 
more than 10 times the price of the 
Hummingbird.

Minox and Vortex are competing 
with smaller scopes. The Minox MD 
16–30x50, retailing for $339, weighs 
22 ounces and is 8.4 inches, just a 
bit bigger and heavier than the Hum-
mingbird. The Vortex Razor HD 11–
33x50 is a bit bulkier, yet still in the 
lightweight class, at 25 ounces and 10 
inches, retailing for $999. Note that all 
these models retain the traditional 50x 
to 65x zoom.

Not a Toy Scope
Everyone and everything seems to 
be downsizing, so why not spotting 
scopes? Celestron has demonstrated 
proof-of-concept with its Humming-
bird ED. This is no toy scope. It’s real 
optics, and it’s frankly better than a lot 
of “full-size” scopes I’ve peered through 
when offered a look in the field.

This scope would work well set up 
at home for feeders, or for local field 
trips if you want your own scope but 
are unwilling or unable to carry the 
usual full weight.

The Hummingbird’s true calling is 
travel. I recently took an international 
trip where my scope and tripod—a 
combined 12 pounds—were reluctant-
ly left at home to rely instead on the 
guide’s scope. That was a mistake. I 
missed not having my own rig to in-
dependently scan and search. But my 
scope and tripod were simply too bulky 
and heavy. If I had the Hummingbird, I 
wouldn’t have thought twice about the 
added space and weight in my luggage. 
I would have gladly forfeited the eight 
Clif Bars®.

http://sanjorgeecolodges.com
http://www.florafaunafieldtours.com
http://www.southwestnewmexico.org
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http://wildernessbirding.com
http://wildsidenaturetours.com
http://wildsidenaturetours.com
http://www.pngtours.com
http://www.seabirding.com
http://www.yellowbilledtours.com
http://www.wrybill-tours.com
http://PUBLICATIONS.ABA.ORG
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