       Russian binoculars from the origins to the 1917 revolution

                               by  Giuseppe Finizio
The first known document about interest of the Czar in optical devices is dated 1658 and entrusts the commissioner Gebdon to import optical devices to Russia “from the German lands”. He was particularly interested in “little viewing tubes like the Spaniards look through and you clutch it in the hand”. But only at the times of the  Peter I optics underwent a great development to satisfy the need of the new navy and army .Upon his return from his long tour in Europe he ordered a workshop to be opened for the production of telescopes and other optical instruments. During the 18th century  scientist V.M. Lomonosov tried to organize the fabrication of optical glass in Russia but after his death any further work ceased. In 1809 the Maritime Dept of St Petersburg built the Panoptic Institute with the task to prepare the production of optical machines but the institute was destroyed by a great fire in 1818.In 1850 the Votkaya workshop was created  in St Petersburg to produce Galilean binoculars for the army  and in 1877 appeared the Ulaub Optical Factory  which assembled optical devices from parts imported mainly from Germany .The domestic production of optical devices was not adequate to equip  scientists, navigators and the military and at the time of the famous battle of Tsushima (1905) the Japanese navy  guns optical sights and rangefinders demonstrated their superiority over the Russian ones. In that same year Ya. Perepelkin ,an artillery officer, was ordered to open an optical workshop at the Obukhov Works ,a major metallurgical and heavy machine-building plant in St Petersburg founded in 1863 which has since been a major producer of artillery. The optical shop had 150 workers in 1912 and 700 by 1917. The Russian Minister of War in the period 1905-1909 wrote that : “I learned from the head of Obukhov Factory,General Meller,that the processing of optical glasses had been set up at the factory,but that the factory was hampered  in obtaining optical glass, since the factory that made such glass in Jena (the Schott Glaswerk ,ndr) had been transformed in ownership to the German Syndicate Zeiss”. Infact in 1907/1908 Russia was the third best importer of  Zeiss products  in the world after Austria-Hungary and Great Britain. Consequently  Zeiss created a branch sales in St Petersburg in October 1903 and a subsidiary factory in Riga in 1908.Also Goerz founded a sales branch  in St Petersburg (1905) and a factory in Riga. On 4 Feb 1914 the constituent general assembly of the shareholders of the Russian Joint-Stock Company of Optical and Mechanical Production (RAOOMP) was held in St Petersburg. They decided to create a factory in the city “to fabricate as required all the devices included in the area of optical and precision-mechanical production, under the management of Russian specialists, with Russian workers, using insofar as possible Russian materials”. On 30 July the commander of the Imperial Central Artillery Directorate (GAU)  wrote  a letter to General A.L. Korolkov of the Mikhailovskii Artillery Academy to discuss the question of the possibility of replacing foreign optical glass with indigenous material. A commission was created  to study methods of producing optical glass in Russia. The final report by A.L. Gershun,director of RAOOMP, emphasized that it was sufficient to have six or seven types of glasses for military optics and ,in the extreme case, three were sufficient. At the time Russia imported optical glass mainly from Schott (Germany),Chance Brothers (Great Britain) and Parra-Mantois (France).The domestic production (around 500 kg) came from Obukhov Works and factories in Riga and Moscow .As the war broke out Gen Korolkov transferred the Riga Zeiss and Goerz  (renamed OPT Zhavod Goerz) factories into the jurisdiction of GAU and entrusted  the  Imperial Porcelain and Glass Factories to start up a domestic optical glass production. In May 1916 I.V. Grebenshchikov,head of the factory’s laboratory, left for Birmingham to study the methods of optical glass production at Chance Brothers. As a result from May to Dec 1916 was produced 3 tons of optical glass. The revolution of Feb 1917 interrupted the work. The three production centers of military optical devices, located at Riga (former Goerz and Zeiss) and St Petersburg (Obukhov) ,produced rangefinders, sights and binoculars based on Goerz and Zeiss models .The known 8x20 Obukhov binoculars have known serial numbers from 359 (1904) to 3665 (1916) which suggests a limited production and have a much simplified construction. On the left prism cover they are marked M.M. Obukhovskiy Staleliteyniy  Zhavod (= Obukhov Steel-Works) and in the lower left corner are often the Cyrillic equivalents of C and Z and a O, between them, with an anchor inscribed .The right prism cover plate bears the magnification  and the serial number .All these markings are engraved with a silver solder  .There is a graticule in the left ocular with horizontal and vertical divisions. The weight of the pictured sample is 470 g. Goerz 6x30 and 8x20  models are marked K.P. Goerz Petersburg Wojskow Mod. (=military model)  or OPT Zhavod Goerz Riga. The 6x30 Carl Zeiss binoculars have the Zeiss logo with Carl Zeiss S.Petersburg in Cyrillic on the left and two crossed rifles above the lens with D.F. 6x on the right.
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