


the heart of this pricey optic is a first-
plane illuminated reticle with MOA refer-
ences. It’s designed to be used by a spotter 
acquiring targets for his partner, who fires 
at those targets through a riflescope sport-
ing an identical reticle. It’s a niche optic— 
designed for shooting rather than game 
viewing —and while the reticle is invisible 
when the illumination is turned off, the extra 
lenses required for the sighting system helps 
explain why the normally high-performing 
Swaro turned in middling optics scores.

Hits included the excellent hinged lens cap 
and wonderfully adjustable illumination.

s w a r o v s k i 

STR-80 (25–50X80)

score: 73.45 price: $4,542
upshot: hot precision rifle spotter

another high-value, high-performance 
spotter from Alpen, the Rainier turned in a 
great resolution score and very good field im-
ages, and was in a tight race for our Great Buy 
award. At 4 ½ pounds, this is a big optic, but 
its 85mm objective is slightly smaller than the 
previous iteration of the model.

The spotter features a pebbled magne-
sium body, a 45-degree angled eyepiece, 
center focus, and rubbery covers that work 
quite well to keep the dust off the well-
coated lenses. It lost points on the subjective 
considerations of durability, versatility, and 
ergonomics.

a l p e n 

RAINIER EDHD (20–60X85)

score: 80.5 price: $1,100
upshot: great value in bright scope

the michigan company better known for 
its tritium-powered riflescope illumination 
system is now in the spotting scope busi-
ness with this very good full-size unit. The 
angled HD scope scored near the top of 
both the resolution and low-light testing, 
and testers liked the two-speed focus sys-
tem that allows viewers to sharpen images 
with just a small amount of fingertip pres-
sure on the controls. Panelists grouped the 
Trijicon, Nightforce, and Minox into a subset 
of the spotting scope category, and while 
glassing bull elk on a distant mountain, the 
Trijicon provided the brightest image.

t r i j i c o n 

TSS-01 (20-60X82)

score: 77.75 price: $1,900
upshot: great fingertip controls

a big 88mm optic, the German-made Minox 
is designed so smartly that the lens doesn’t 
appear as large as it is. The lustrous black 
body features an angled 20X–60X eyepiece, 
a well-engineered mid-barrel two-speed fo-
cus control, and a bayonet mount that ac-
commodates most digital camera bodies, 
to enable the spotter to be used as a tele-
photo lens.

We expected the outsize objective lens to 
deliver more light, but the Minox 88 turned in 
only average low-light scores. And our sample 
exhibited surprisingly significant internal 
marring and dust.

m i n o x 

88 W APO (20–60X88)

score: 76.65 price: $1,800
upshot: big, elegant, but rather dim

this cool little unit fits in the palm of 
your hand, and when its onboard gyroscope 
is powered on, it stabilizes the shakes and 
sharpens the blurs of any image. In that 
way, it’s the full expression of SIG Sauer’s 
“electro- optics” brand promise. But the 
spotter isn’t really configured for sports-
men. Its magnification makes it a short- to 
middle-distance spotter at best. Is it de-
signed for use at a shooting range? Maybe, 
but because there is no way to mount it on 
tripod, you’re forced to hand-hold the Os-
car3, limiting its utility, no matter what you 
might want to use it for.

s i g  s a u e r 

OSCAR3 (10–20X30)

score: 70.25 price: $600
upshot: image stabilizer is cool

o u t d o o r  l i f e
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at h l o n 

CRONUS ED (20–60X86)
it’s fair to say this was 
the surprise of the spot-
ting scope category. 
Based on its ostenta-
tious logos and derivation, 
many on the test team dis-
missed this new brand as 
just another forgettable 
made-in-China optic. Then 
they glassed distant elk 
with it. The Athlon is very 
sharp, and we loved its 
tight, positive controls.

Our only ding is that the 
image is slightly darker 
than that delivered by 
its peers in this full-size 
class. That’s not a big con-
sideration if you’re glass-
ing in the middle of the 
day, but it was notice-
able at twilight and during 
our low-light test, where 
the Athlon was one of 
the lower-scoring optics. 
Try as we might, we were 

unable to detect flaring or 
peripheral distortion.

Mainly, we liked the 
Cronus’ price. It’s a big 
(4.2-pound) spotter built 
around a sharp-looking peb-
bled magnesium chassis. 
The two-speed focus is easy 
to use and the fine focus is 
very precise. In all, it’s a ton 
of value in an optic that will 
be a worthy addition to your 
field or range kit.

score: 81.25   price: $1,500
upshot: a tight and functional newcomer to the spotting scope galaxy
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B U Y

n i g h t f o r c e 

TS-80 HI-DEF (20–60X80)
an aggressively styled spotting 
scope from a company that built 
its reputation on battle-hardy rifle-
scopes, this optic—the sophomore 
spotter from Nightforce—delivers 
middle-of-the-road performance 
in a tight, field-worthy chassis. The 
team had mixed feelings about the 
tactical look and feel of the magni-
fication and focus controls (“Over-
wrought,” said one; “Tacti-cool,” 
wrote another), but agreed that 
the highly textured and immensely 
grippable controls were easy to 
use. Optically, the scope is fine, 
though the image was slightly milky 
at higher powers.

score: 73.25  price: $1,547
upshot: focus strays

m av e n 

S.1A (25–50X80)
maven, the wyoming-based com-
pany that pioneered the direct-to-
consumer sales model with binoc-
ulars last year, adds this spotting 
scope to its lineup for 2016. The 
same excellent optics, tight controls, 
and customizable exterior that de-
fined Maven’s freshman effort all 
characterize the spotting scope.

It should be noted that the unit we 
tested is a prototype, and it looks 
pretty generic. Buyers will be able 
to dress up their S.1A by picking ele-
ments from an online menu that 
include camouflage patterns, col-
ored focus rings, and eyecups.

score: 84.7  price: $2,100
upshot: very bright at 50x

clarity at an affordable price.

Athlon provided great optical 

This spotter from newcomer 
 INNOVATIONS

IT’S HARD TO IMPROVE the basics of a 
sporting optic. Certain attributes—such as 
magnification, field-worthiness, and por-
tability—can be tweaked, but not entirely 
redesigned without losing the functional-
ity of the product, whether it’s a riflescope 
or a spotting scope.

But one of the most significant inno-
vations in this year’s field of optics is a 
new type of lens coating on Leupold’s 
VX-3i riflescope. Called the Twilight Max 
Light Management System, the proprie-
tary coatings are designed to reduce glare, 
boost the transmission of 
light on the edges of the vis-
ible spectrum, and increase 
low-light contrast.

We didn’t document 
significantly better low-
light resolution, but we 
did notice very good con-
trast and image separation 
with the new system. Most 
important for hunters, we 
noticed that the crosshair 
is highly visible in dim light.
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RIFLESCOPES

performance design
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SPOTTING SCOPES

performance design
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EDITOR’S CHOICE
GREAT BUY

burris  
veracity 86 3–15 

X50 7 8.5 8 8.5 9 8.75 9 8.5 8.75 $700 
/ 10

first-plane reticle is as at home 
hunting as it is ranging targets. 
choice of two turrets in a tight, ver-
satile scope. one helluva bargain.

tract  
toric  

ultra hd 85.25 3–15 
X50 9 8.5 9 8.5 8 8.25 8.75 8.25 8.25 $724 

/ 8.75

freshman effort by new optic 
manufacturer features sharp glass, 
positive controls, and direct-to-you 
distribution.

swarovski  
x5i 85 3.5–18 

X50 7 9.5 8.75 8.5 8 9.25 8.75 8.25 8.25 $3,432 
/ 8.75

huge turrets drive home the point: 
this is an “on the knobs” scope for 
long-distance shooters with time to 
range targets and dial in their shot.

sig sauer  
tango6 81.8 5–30 

X56 7 8.8 8 9 9 9 8 8 8 $2,400 
/ 7

a do-everything optic. pick between 
mil- and moa-based reticle, first or 
second plane, mount on an ar or a 
bolt gun. this scope doesn’t care.

nightforce  
atacr 81.5 4–16 

X50 7 7.0 7.5 9.25 8.5 8.75 8 9 8.75 $2,200 
/ 7.75

the latest in line of battle-hardened 
optics, this is the best configuration 
yet for nightforce. we love the tur-
rets, illumination, and moar reticle.

leica  
er lrs 81 6.5–26 

X56 6 10.0 8.75 8.75 7.75 7.75 8.75 8.5 7.5 $2,200 
/ 7.25

a “judgemental scope,” one tester 
said, because while configured for 
distance shooting, controls limit 
utility to about 600 meters.

minox zx5 79 5–25 
X56 10 9.2 8.5 7.5 6.75 7 7.75 7.5 7.25 $750 

/ 7.5

lovely lines and fine optics, but 
the ultra-fine reticle disappeared 
against cluttered backgrounds and 
at twilight.

zeiss  
victory v8 78.2 1.8–14 

X50 7 8.7 8.75 8.5 7.5 7 9.25 8.25 7 $3,200 
/ 6.25

a huge scope that doesn’t feel that 
big, the complicated turret and 
close-enough controls limit its util-
ity as a precision optic.

cabela’s   
instinct cus- 

tom turret 78 4.5–14 
X50 9 8.7 8.25 7.5 7.25 7.25 7.5 7 8 $800 

/ 7.5

buy this scope and cabela’s will 
send you free custom turrets for 
life. each will be color-coded to a 
specific caliber. gimmicky, but cool.

vortex  
razor hd lh 77.75 3–15 

X42 10 6.0 7.75 7.75 8.25 7.5 7.5 8 7.5 $1,100 
/ 7.5

a light, bright, do-everything scope, 
we especially liked the innovative 
reticle, useful for a wide variety of 
hunting and shooting situations.

trijicon  
accupower 78.5 4–16 

X50 9 8.5 7.75 8.5 7.75 7.25 7.25 7.75 7.25 $1,000 
/ 7.5

a solid, no-frills (and non-tritium-
illuminated) scope especially 
configured for moving game in low-
light situations.

nikon  
monarch 5 76.4 3.5–14 

X50 7 6.9 8.25 7.75 8 8 8 7.75 7.25 $600 
/ 7.5

the latest in the family of monarch 
riflescopes, this features nikon’s 
distinctive stacked-circle reticle, 
only with windage references.

meopta  
meostar r2 77.2 8X56 6 9.7 8.25 7.5 7 7 8.5 8.25 8 $1,495 

/ 7

bright and elegant, this fixed 8x is 
intended for low-light hunting. the 
center-point illumination is wonder-
fully subtle.

leupold  
vx-3i 74.7 4.5–14 

X50 7 6.7 8.25 6.75 7.5 7.25 8 8.25 7.5 $800 
/ 7.5

new twilight-maximized coatings 
should make this a low-light 
all-star. we found good, but not 
game-changing, performance.

EDITOR’S  
CHOICE

GREAT 
BUY

meopta  
meopro 80 hd 87 20–60 

X80 8.5 9.3 9.75 8.75 8.75 9 9 8 8 $1,500 
/ 8

light, bright, and durable, this 
is a raging bargain in a full-size 
spotter. we like the fixed variable 
eyepiece and the elegant lines.

maven 
s.1a 84.7 25–50 

X80 7 8.4 9.75 8.75 8.75 9 8.5 8.75 8.75 $2,100 
/ 7

the optics are so good on this new 
brand that we wanted the magnifi-
cation to top out at 60x instead of 
50x. dress this up with custom bling.

athlon  
cronos ed 81.25 20–60 

X86 8 8 8.75 8.5 8 8.25 7.5 7.5 7.75 $1,500 
/ 9

possibly the best-performing fresh-
man submission to our spotting 
scope test, this full-size spotter is 
sharp and tough.

alpen 
rainier  

edhd 80.5 20–60 
X85 7 9 9.5 8.5 7.75 7.75 7.75 8.25 7.75 $1,100 

/ 7.25

a perennial contender for our 
great buy award, the alpen features 
great glass with sharp edge clarity 
at a very accessible price. a bargain.

trijicon 
tss-01 77.75 20–60 

X82 7.25 8.5 7.5 7.5 7.75 8.5 7.5 8 7.75 $1,900 
/ 7.5

the first spotter from a company 
better known for riflescopes, 
the trijicon is tight, but testers 
thought it a bit overpriced.

minox  
md88 w apo 76.65 20–60 

X88 7.5 7 7.91 7.5 7.5 8 7.5 8 7.5 $1,800 
/ 8.25

one of the largest spotters we’ve 
ever tested, this big 88mm scope 
didn’t deliver the low-light perfor-
mance we expected.

swarovski 
str 80 73.45 25–50 

X80 6.25 6 7.20 7.5 8 7.75 8.5 7.25 7 $4,542 
/ 8

this investment-grade optic 
features an illuminated first-plane 
reticle and is designed as a tool for 
spotters to assist shooters.

nightforce 
ts-80 hd 73.25 20–60 

X80 6.75 7 8.74 6 7.25 8.5 7.5 7 7.5 $1,547 
/ 7

we expected the image that this big, 
tough-looking scope delivered to be 
a little better. at low powers, it’s 
fine, but it darkens as it magnifies.

sig sauer 
oscar3 70.25 10–20 

X30 6.75 7 6.00 7 6.5 6.75 8.25 7.75 6.75 $600 
/ 7.5

this little hand-held spotter 
features an image-stabilizing 
gyroscope. we found its utility to 
be pretty limited.


