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The Inventor of the Compass

This chapter will be a completely inconclusive report on
the history of the compass. This “fouled up,”’ indefinite,
hazy concept is in reality an accurate description of the
early compass. It is the theme of the invention. We like
to think of invention in terms of a struggling but suc-
cessful inventor, who discovers or invents a new product.
This mythical inventor will sell his invention to a manu-
facturer at a specific date for a given amount of money.
Unfortunately, this kind of information is not available
about the compass. It is not very likely that this infor-
mation will ever become available. Nevertheless, there
is much to be said about the beginnings of the compass.
It started with the discovery of the lodestone. The
10d§st0ne is an ugly brown stone that contains an oxide
of iron. Geologists call it magnetite, and it is found
magnetized in.its natural state. L.odestones are not found
;riag;reaF quantities, but they do crop up at many different
4 es in the world, generally where a good grade of
on ore is found.

an}[r‘littlt'ﬁzh about lodestones is that they found man
ticular mar (tfpos;te. Some people be11eV'e that the par-
little broyy, stf)}-r Om}lld was a camel driver. The ugly
Iton nails in his E:S tl’at hfound hup were stuck to the
€0us indignation bme s shoe. Nothing can express right-
sticking tg e o tetter than a camel with .llttle stones
1 N0 uncertyin : anc} the camel let his driver know it
€T us assume thatet;ms. For the purpose of this story,
e stones stuck just to one shoe of one
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camel and not to every shoe of the one-hundred-camel
caravan. The camel driver attributed this entire episode
to too much fermented camel milk whijle driving in the
hot sun. Nevertheless, he slipped the little brown stones
into his pocket. He would certainly need proof for this
story! His favorite pastime was to spin yarns about the
fantastic encounters of a camel driver. No one would
believe this one either!

This tale illustrates how easy it is to be discovered
by a lodestone. Any time one drives a mule with iron
shoes, or digs with an iron shovel, near the rich iron
deposits of Turkey, Sweden, Spain, Peru, or Arkansas,
one is likely to find a lodestone. The magnets cling to
iron objects like leeches.

We will never know what crimes were committed or
what con games were played over the possession of the
little brown stones. We shall never know, either, how
many years lie between the discovery of the lodestone
and the invention of the compass. Historians make such
a statement as “At a very early time, the Chinese kne\:&’f
that a lodestone freely suspended would point north.
There may have been 2 period of one thousand to five
thousand years in which the lodestone was used for noth-
glg €Xcept to entertain the kids inside the house on rainy

ays.

Since lodestones are so widely scattered over the
€arth, we cannot trace their origin through known min-
eral deposits, If lodestones were found at one or just
2 few places, we could make archeological studies thadt
Might give ys some background on the lodestone an

- .vention of the compass. Unfortunately, this is not
Possib]e,

Of’lt‘lllle IChinese often receive credit for the dlszov‘%z

mighte bodestone and the invention of the compasu A

the C . has.ty in drawing this conclusion beca ;1 o
hinese did invent the compass, they failed to m
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full use of it. Never prominent in transportation, they
really didn’t need a compass. Foreign traders who wanteg
Chinese silk, tea, and spices came to get them. This made
it unnecessary for the Chinese to ship their products
Their junks followed the coast. Inland commerce was
carried by caravan. The caravan followed the lead camel,
which went from one water hole to the next. It is al.
most impossible to get a lead camel to do anything else.
In this type of travel, navigation is unnecessary, the
compass adds nothing.

There is one important discovery that might have
been made by the Chinese. Someone, and we don’t know
who, gave us the concept of north and south as well as
the language to describe it. This may not seem impor-
tant, but with no concept of how the compass needle
fits into the pattern of terrestrial magnetism, we have
nothing but a toy.

Europeans lacked this concept. They thought the
compass needle pointed toward a mountain or a star—
they weren’t sure what. They believed that terrestrial
magnetism was just a local condition. With this belief
they could not adopt the compass as a navigational in-
strument that could be used anywhere.

The Greeks also had trouble. They expressed a direc-
tion as being that of one of “the eight winds.” Here
again values were used that did not necessarily apply
outside of a particular area.

The Chinese said that the compass pointed south
Whlgh is relatively true. The magnetic needle swings of
a pivot. Onp end of the needle points south, the other
north. N.aVIgators all over the world have develope
the practice of reading the compass from the north en
qf the needle. It is possible, however, to navigate wit
the south end.
Regardless of who invented the compass, the sailors

of the Mediterranean eventually came up with a muc
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better instrument than the one used by the Chinese.
This judgment is made solely on the basis of the west-
erners superior feats of navigation. Their compass was
probably made of better material. If you assume this
fact, you leave the door open for those who argue that
the compass was discovered independently by more than
one person or group of persons.

While examining popular concepts, we should take a
look at the early compass. Here and there we can find
pictures of the original concept. They show a stone float-
ing on a chip of wood. The whole “assembly” is floating
in a soup bowl. One assumes it is a ceramic or wooden
bowl. These illustrations suggest that the lodestone
floating on the chip is freely suspended, will immediately
pop in to life and point unerringly toward the magnetic
north pole.

You should take a soup bowl down from the shelf and
float a lodestone on it. You will find that this concept
can be eliminated as a stage in the development of the
compass. First, you will observe the great size of the
f)olfl‘;estOf wood necessary to float the heavy stone. The
i ;):e will sink the chip unless it is rather large. It
line. A Ciﬁng', since its weight centers above the water-
you ﬁndyyou ane]u(slt weights and floats to practlcal. sizes,
and 2 blovk of e (ail \lf]ess?l about the size of a dishpan
still is no; solx‘:a(()io pf e size of a brick. But the problem
the magnetic fon. . clily movement or swirl overcomes
the magnetis fore amf makes the compass erratic. Also,
floating object g ce of the lodestone draws the entire
It cannot rOtategéll‘r;f't the north side of the bowl, where
that you mugt p| is compass is such a delicate thing
living room ﬂograce It on something stationary like your
8¢t a fy]] night's Oi' the beach. Set it up in the evening,
Morning._; ¢ th sleep, and then read it the following

A Somewhg ¢ ¢ wind isn’t blowing.

Similar and usefuyl experiment along this
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The lodestone was suspended freely and in
d or a piece of bark.

man . .
(phgf;’ bW hen it was floated on a piece of W00
y Markow, Phoenix, Avizona)

lin
We:ezisalfgngu‘{ted in a bar. The experimenters, who
in 2 mart] € Pllot§ al,rld navigators, floated an 1ce cube
ice cube é“-hA .Chlld s bar magnet was placed on the
cube CaP‘Sizea&C time the magnet was placed on 1t, the
glass, The dropping the magnet to the bottom of the
two corks anagpet was finally floated successfully on
al hands aving proudly completed the t,ssembly,
tion. The %atheyed around to watch the compass func-
Stead of xperiment worked, but not as expected. In-
pointing to magnetic north, the needle pointe






