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BACKGROUND

THE OSBORNE FIREFINDER REPRODUCTION

The Osborne Firefinder, designed by W. B.
Osborne, has been used for nearly a century to
pinpoint fire locations. It is accurate, requires no
power to operate, and is a valued piece of
equipment among the firefighting community. Over
the years, misfortune and vandalism have taken
their toll on the few remaining Osborne Firefinders.
Fire lookout personnel have asked for a
replacement parts source. However, Leupold &
Stevens, Inc., the last manufacturer of the
firefinder, has not produced parts since 1975. The
company no longer has casting patterns or
production drawings.

San Dimas Technology and Development Center
(SDTDC) was contacted regarding the
deteriorating condition of the Osborne Firefinders
housed in fire lookouts throughout the United
States. SDTDC’s investigation found that the
models produced between 1920 and 1935 differed
mostly in minor modifications. Many of the parts
were interchangeable. SDTDC tried unsuccessfully
to locate a source for either new Osborne
Firefinders or replacement parts for existing units.

The following article—A Day in the Fire Lookout
Tower–A Fantasy, by volunteer Dorit Quaas—
appeared in the October 1996 Angeles [National
Forest] Volunteer News. This article relates her
experience using the Osborne Firefinder. “When I
was first introduced to the Osborne Firefinder I was
amazed how much easier it was to pinpoint the
area where I had observed some smoke. You just
line up the hair in the front sight (similar to a rifle
sight) with the base of the fire and the peephole in
the rear sight. Once the hair is properly aligned
with the smoke you take the horizontal reading in
degrees and minutes. Then you obtain the vertical
angle reading by using the measurement on the
sliding metal piece on the rear sight and estimate
the miles between the tower and the sight of the
smoke using the metal tape on the Osborne
Firefinder. After I check the map which is calibrated
to my tower’s location and affixed to the Firefinder
I can pinpoint the area of a fire very closely.”

Comments from fire lookout personnel helped
SDTDC determine which model to reproduce.
SDTDC’s reproduction is similar to the 1935 model.
Changes include a base made of aluminum, not
cast iron; and nylon set screws in the sight ring
used as adjustable bearings to minimize wear and
maximize accuracy. A set of AutoCAD drawings
documents the preferred design, and casting
patterns have been fabricated.

Figure 1—SDTDC’s prototype firefinder.
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The pilot production run of two complete units is
presently undergoing evaluation at SDTDC. One
prototype unit, constructed entirely from new
parts, was put in service at the Odell Butte
Lookout near Bend, OR, to be evaluated during
the 2003 summer fire season. Comments from one
of the most experienced lookouts in region 6 and
other visitors have been noted and will lead to
minor modifications in the design. When SDTDC
accepts the prototype units, the center will
coordinate orders for replacement parts and
replacement firefinders with the manufacturer,
Palmquist Tooling, Inc. The manufacturer is
anticipating an approximate cost of $2,400 each
based on a minimum order of 12 units. A
significant price break is also available on
replacement parts in lots of 12 or more. However,
no minimum quantity is required.
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Figure 2—Original Osborne firefinder.

For more information on the Osborne Firefinder, or
to request a copy of the firefinder instruction
manual, contact Joe Fleming, project leader, by
phone: 909–599–1267, ext. 263; by fax: 909–592–
2309; or by e-mail: jdfleming@fs.fed.us.
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