Airguide Compass 1

Airguide Compass

Downloaded from
old.setefer.com by

Airguide Compass Savanah Nathen

NAVIGATING WITH PRECISION:
THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE
AIRGUIDE COMPASS

In an age dominated by GPS satellites
and smartphone navigation apps, the art
of traditional navigation remains a skill
cherished by sailors, hikers, and outdoor
enthusiasts. At the heart of this timeless
practice lies a piece of equipment that
has guided explorers for decades: the
Airguide Compass. More than just a
needle pointing north, the Airguide
brand represents a legacy of precision
engineering, reliability, and classic
design. Whether you are an experienced
mariner charting a course across open
water or a weekend camper finding your
way through a forest trail, understanding
the value of an Airguide compass can
deepen your appreciation for the tools
that keep us oriented.

The Airguide Instrument Company,
founded in Chicago in the early 20th
century, quickly became a household
name for producing high-quality
compasses and weather instruments.
While modern technology has
transformed how we navigate, the
Airguide compass endures as a symbol
of dependable craftsmanship. This
article explores the history, functionality,
types, and practical uses of the Airguide
compass, offering a comprehensive
guide for anyone looking to integrate
this classic instrument into their
adventures.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF AIRGUIDE
INSTRUMENT COMPANY

To fully appreciate the Airguide
compass, it helps to understand the
company behind the name. The Airguide
Instrument Company was established in
1921 in Chicago, lllinois. Initially known
for manufacturing automotive
accessories, the company quickly
pivoted to precision instruments,
including compasses, barometers, and
thermometers. By the 1930s and 1940s,
Airguide had become a leading supplier
of compasses for the booming
automotive and marine industries.

During World War IlI, the company
shifted its focus to producing
instruments for the military, further
refining its manufacturing processes and
quality control standards. This wartime
production cemented Airguide's
reputation for durability and accuracy.
After the war, the company returned to
consumer markets, producing iconic
dashboard-mounted compasses for cars
and boats, as well as portable units for
outdoor use.

Today, vintage Airguide compasses are
highly sought after by collectors and
restorers of classic cars and boats.
However, the brand remains relevant
through modern production that honors
its heritage. Whether you encounter a
vintage model or a contemporary unit,
an Airguide compass offers a tangible
connection to a time when navigation
required skill, patience, and trust in a
finely crafted instrument.
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HOW AN AIRGUIDE COMPASS
WORKS

While the underlying technology is
simple, the execution in an Airguide
compass is a matter of precision
engineering. At its core, a compass uses
a magnetized needle that aligns with the
Earth's magnetic field, pointing toward
magnetic north. Airguide compasses
typically employ a liquid-filled capsule
that dampens the movement of the
needle, providing stability even in rough
conditions.

The liquid inside the compass capsule
serves several crucial purposes:

e Dampening vibration: The
viscous silicone or mineral oil fluid
prevents the needle from
oscillating wildly, allowing for a
steady reading even on a moving
boat or vehicle.

¢ Reducing friction: The liquid
supports the needle and reduces
wear on the pivot point, prolonging
the life of the compass.

e Expansion compensation:
Premium Airguide models include
a flexible membrane or bellows
that allows the fluid to expand and
contract with temperature
changes, preventing air bubbles
from forming.

Many Airguide compasses also feature a
built-in compensator system. This
allows the user to adjust for deviation
caused by nearby metal objects or
magnetic interference in a vehicle or
vessel. By turning small screws on the
compass housing, you can align the
north-seeking arrow with true magnetic
north, ensuring accurate readings in
your specific environment.

TYPES OF AIRGUIDE COMPASSES

Airguide produced a wide range of
compass models to suit different
applications. Understanding the distinct
types can help you choose the right one
for your needs or identify a vintage
model you might encounter.

Marine
Compasses

Perhaps the most iconic category,
Airguide marine compasses are designed
for use on sailboats and powerboats.
These compasses feature a gimbal
mount that keeps the compass card
level even when the boat heels or
pitches. The card is typically marked
with degrees and cardinal points, and
many models include a built-in light for
nighttime navigation.

Popular marine models include the
Airguide #88 and #66 series, which are
known for their large, easy-to-read cards
and robust construction. Collectors often
seek out these compasses for restoring
vintage boats, as they match the
aesthetic of mid-century marine design.

Automotive
Compasses

Before GPS became standard in vehicles,
an Airguide compass was a common
accessory in cars, trucks, and even
aircraft. These compasses were often
mounted on the dashboard or
windshield. Automotive models typically
feature a rectangular or round housing
with a luminous dial for nighttime
visibility. The Airguide Auto Compass
was famous for its reliability and stylish
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design that complemented the interiors
of classic cars from the 1940s through
the 1970s.

Portable and
Handheld
Compasses

Airguide also produced handheld
compasses for hiking, hunting, and
general outdoor use. These portable
units are more compact and rugged,
often featuring a protective metal or
plastic casing, a lanyard for carrying,
and a sighting mechanism for taking
bearings on distant landmarks. While
less famous than the marine and
automotive models, these compasses
were built to the same high standards of
accuracy and durability.

Dashboard and
Deck Mount
Models

In addition to the distinct categories
above, Airguide offered versatile
mounting solutions. Some compasses
could be flush-mounted into a dashboard
or deck, while others came with a
bracket mount for flexible positioning.
The Airguide #97 series, for example,
is a popular flush-mount marine
compass that fits neatly into a pre-cut
hole in a boat's helm station.

WHY CHOOSE AN AIRGUIDE
COMPASS TODAY?

In a world where your phone can give
you turn-by-turn directions, why would

anyone choose an Airguide compass?
The answer lies in several compelling
advantages that this classic instrument
offers over its electronic counterparts.

Reliability
Without Power

Electronic devices are dependent on
batteries, solar charging, or a vehicle's
electrical system. An Airguide compass
requires no power source whatsoever. It
works every time, in any weather, for as
long as the mechanism remains intact.
For long-distance sailors, remote hikers,
and off-road drivers, this independence
from electricity is a critical safety
feature.

Durability and
Longevity

Airguide compasses were built to last for
decades. The liquid-filled capsules, metal
housings, and precision-machined
components can withstand shock,
vibration, temperature extremes, and
exposure to saltwater. Many vintage
Airguide compasses from the 1950s are
still in use today, functioning as
accurately as the day they were
manufactured.

No Signal, No
Problem

GPS signals can be blocked by dense
forest canyons, heavy cloud cover, or
electronic interference. In the event of a
solar flare or a grid failure, GPS could
become unavailable entirely. An



Airguide compass relies solely on the
Earth's magnetic field, making it an
unfailing backup that every prudent
navigator should carry.

Educational
Value

Using a traditional compass encourages
a deeper understanding of navigation.
Instead of passively following a digital
prompt, you learn to read a map, take
bearings, and compensate for
declination. Using an Airguide compass
connects you with the fundamental
principles of wayfinding and builds
confidence in your navigational abilities.

HOW TO USE AN AIRGUIDE
COMPASS EFFECTIVELY

Owning an Airguide compass is only
half the story; knowing how to use it
properly is essential for safe navigation.
Here is a step-by-step guide to getting
the most out of your instrument.

Setting Up and
Calibrating

If you have a marine or automotive
Airguide compass, calibration is the first
step. Follow these steps for optimal
accuracy:

1. Mount the compass securely in
a location where it has a clear view
of the horizon and is at least 12
inches away from any large metal
objects or electronic devices.

2. Find a known heading, such as
a north-south aligned dock or a
runway. Alternatively, use a GPS to
confirm your direction.

3. Turn the compensator screws
(usually located on the bottom or
back of the compass) using a non-
magnetic screwdriver. Adjust
slowly until the compass card
shows the correct heading.

4. Repeat the process from a
different heading (e.g., east-west)
to verify the adjustment. Fine-tune
until the compass reads
consistently in all directions.

Taking a Bearing

For handheld Airguide compasses, taking
a bearing involves aligning the compass
with a landmark and reading the degree
marking:

e Hold the compass level in front of
you, pointing the direction-of-
travel arrow at the landmark.

e Rotate the bezel (if equipped) until
the north-seeking needle aligns
with the north marker.

* Read the bearing indicated at the
index line. This number is your
bearing in degrees.

e Write down the bearing and
transfer it to your map for
navigation.

Maintenance
Tips

To keep your Airguide compass in top
condition:

e Store it in a dry, temperature-
stable environment away from
direct sunlight.

e Check for air bubbles in the liquid
capsule. If you see a small bubble,
it may be harmless, but larger
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bubbles indicate a leak and require
professional service or
replacement.

e Clean the housing with a soft,
damp cloth. Avoid using solvents
or abrasive cleaners.

 Periodically re-calibrate the

compass, especially if you move it
CON(’E!TQ%W ent vehicle or vessel.

COLLECTING VINTAGE AIRGUIDE
COMPASSES

For enthusiasts and collectors, finding a
vintage Airguide compass can be a
rewarding pursuit. These instruments
are not only functional but also pieces of
design history. Models from the 1930s
through the 1960s are particularly prized
for their art deco styling and robust
construction.

When shopping for a vintage Airguide
compass, look for:

 Intact liquid capsule: A clear
fluid without major air bubbles is a
good sign.

e Uncracked glass or acrylic
lens: Scratches can be polished
out, but cracks are permanent.

* Readable compass card: The
markings should be legible and the
card should rotate freely.

e Complete mounting hardware:
Original brackets, screws, and
gimbals add to the value.

Popular vintage models to watch for
include the Airguide #77, #99, and the
Airguide Auto Compass series. These
often appear at flea markets, online
auctions, and estate sales. With a little
patience, you can find a working piece of
navigational history at a modest price.

The Airguide compass is far more than
a relic of a bygone era. It is a testament
to the enduring value of precision,
reliability, and thoughtful design.
Whether you are navigating coastal
waters, cruising in a classic car, or
simply exploring the woods, an Airguide
compass offers a dependable alternative
to battery-powered electronics. Its
simplicity is its strength, and its
accuracy has been trusted by
generations of navigators.

In a world that increasingly relies on
digital solutions, taking the time to learn
and use a traditional compass can be a
deeply satisfying experience. It connects
you with the timeless principles of
direction and discovery. So whether you
are a seasoned sailor, a collector of
vintage instruments, or a curious
beginner, an Airguide compass is a
worthy companion on any journey. Trust
the needle, keep your bearings, and
enjoy the confidence that comes with
knowing exactly where you are headed.



