
BRASS CASED NAVIGATORS LODESTONE WITH RING HANDLE
A VERY RARE BRASS CASED NAVIGATORS LODESTONE WITH RING HANDLE 

INCISED N & S FOR NORTH & SOUTH, ENGLISH
17TH CENTURY

SIZE: 9CM HIGH, 5CM WIDE, 5.5CM DEEP – 3½ INS HIGH, 2 INS WIDE, 2¼ INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

A LODESTONE CONSISTS OF A BLACK MINERAL FORM OF IRON OXIDE CALLED MAGNETITE. IT IS STRONGLY MAGNETIC
AND THESE NATURAL MAGNETS BECAME KNOWN AS LODESTONES AND WERE USED AS COMPASSES IN THE ANCIENT

WORLD. THE BEGINNINGS OF THE NAUTICAL COMPASS ARE UNCERTAIN BUT ITS USE IN EUROPE IS GENERALLY DATED
TO AT LEAST THE 12TH CENTURY WITH A STILL EARLIER TRADITION IN CHINA. THE STORY BEGINS WITH THE FABLED AND

MAGICAL POWER OF THE LODESTONE WHOSE NAME ‘LEADING STONE’ INDICATED ITS DIRECTIVE PROPERTIES. ITS
EARLIEST NAUTICAL APPLICATION PROBABLY INVOLVED FLOATING A SMALL LODESTONE ON A PIECE OF WOOD IN A BOWL

OF WATER WITH AN IRON NEEDLE THAT WAS MAGNETISED BY MOVING THE LODESTONE, FOLLOWED BY THE NEEDLE,
EVER FASTER ROUND THE BOWL BEFORE SUDDENLY DRAWING THE STONE AWAY. THE NEEDLE WEAKLY MAGNETISED

WOULD COME TO REST POINTING TO THE POLE STAR OR ‘LODESTAR’.
IRON COMPASS NEEDLES IN THE 16TH AND 17TH CENTURIES DID NOT RETAIN THEIR MAGNETISM FOR VERY LONG AND
HAD OFTEN TO BE 'RETOUCHED' DURING THE COURSE OF A VOYAGE. A LODESTONE WAS THEREFORE AN ESSENTIAL

PART OF A NAVIGATOR'S EQUIPMENT UNTIL THE MID 18TH CENTURY WHEN ARTIFICIAL MAGNETS BEGAN TO BE
MANUFACTURED.

 


