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MR FERRIS AND
HIS WHEEL: THE
DARING VISION
THAT DEFINED THE
CHICAGO WORLD’S
FAIR

In the grand landscape
of  human  invention,
there  are  moments
when  a  single  idea
seems to defy the very
laws of  possibility.  Mr
Ferris And His Wheel
represent one of those
rare,  transformative
c h a p t e r s  i n
engineering  history.  It
is a story of audacity,
perseverance,  and  a
structure so bold that it
reshaped the skyline of

an  entire  world’s  fair
a n d ,  i n  d o i n g  s o ,
created a global icon of
a m u s e m e n t  a n d
wonder.  The  narrative
of  George Washington
Gale  Ferris  Jr.  is  not
m e r e l y  a b o u t  a
m e c h a n i c a l
contraption; it is about
the indomitable human
spirit that dares to look
u p  a n d  i m a g i n e
something  that  has
never  existed  before.
To  understand  the
m o n u m e n t a l
achievement  of  Mr
F e r r i s  A n d  H i s
Wheel,  one  must  first
travel back to the early
1890s.  The world  was
prepar ing  fo r  the
World’s  Columbian
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Exposition  in  Chicago,
a  celebration  of  the
400th  anniversary  of
C h r i s t o p h e r
Columbus’s  arrival  in
the New World. It was
a chance for the United
States to prove it was a
c u l t u r a l  a n d
technological  equal  to
the  great  capitals  of
Europe. Architects and
engineers  from across
t h e  g l o b e  w e r e
dreaming of something
spectacular,  but  the
fair’s  organizers  knew
t h e y  n e e d e d  a
centerpiece that would
rival  the  Eiffel  Tower,
which  had  dazzled
visitors  at  the  Paris
Exposition  of  1889.
That challenge fell to a
young  engineer  from
Pittsburgh,  and  his
answer  would  change
the  face  o f  pub l i c
entertainment forever.

THE MAN BEHIND

THE MARVEL: WHO
WAS GEORGE
WASHINGTON
GALE FERRIS JR.?

George  Washington
Gale Ferris Jr. was born
in Galesburg, Illinois, in
1859.  He  grew  up  in
Nevada,  where  he
deve loped  a  keen
interest in engineering
while  observing  the
m a s s i v e  m i n i n g
operations in the area.
After  graduating  from
Rensselaer  Polytechnic
Institute  in  Troy,  New
York, Ferris went on to
work  in  the  railroad
industry,  eventually
establishing  his  own
firm  specializing  in  the
testing  of  metals  and
railroad structures.  He
was a pragmatic man,
known  for  his  sharp
mind and a reputation
for integrity. But deep
inside,  Ferris  was also
a dreamer. He saw the
World’s  Columbian
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Exposition not just as a
display  of  current
progress,  but  as  an
opportunity to push the
boundaries  of  what
people  thought  was
possible.
When he first proposed
h i s  i d e a ,  m a n y
laughed.  The  concept
of  a  vertical  revolving
wheel,  standing  264
fee t  t a l l ,  w i t h  36
wooden cars capable of
ca r ry ing  up  to  60
people  each,  seemed
like  the  fantasy  of  a
madman. Critics called
it "Ferris’s Folly" and "a
monstrous,  dangerous
t o y . "  T h e  f a i r ’ s
d i r e c t o r s  w e r e
skeptical,  concerned
about safety, cost, and
aesthetics.  Yet  Ferris
persisted. He used his
own  money  to  fund
initial studies and even
h i red  a  renowned
architect  to  help  refine
t h e  d e s i g n .  H i s
unwavering  confidence

i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l
integrity  of  steel,  a
material  that  was  still
relatively new to large-
scale construction, was
the cornerstone of  his
a r g u m e n t .  H e
understood  that  steel
c o u l d  b e a r  t h e
i m m e n s e  l o a d s
required,  and  he  was
will ing  to  stake  his
entire  professional
reputation  on  that
belief.

THE GRAND
CHALLENGE:
ANSWERING THE
EIFFEL TOWER

The World’s Columbian
E x p o s i t i o n  w a s  a
competition of national
pride.  The  Eiffel  Tower
had set a new standard
for what a world’s fair
could  achieve.  The
architects  in  Chicago,
led by Daniel Burnham,
were  determined  to
create  something  that
was not  only  taller  or
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l a r g e r ,  b u t  a l s o
distinctly  American.
The theme of  the fair
was  "progress,"  and
Fer r i s ’ s  p roposa l
embodied  that  ideal
perfectly. However, the
path to approval was a
arduous one. The fair’s
organizing  committee
rejected  several  early
proposals,  including  a
massive  tower  that
w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n
supported by a central
mast.  Ferris’s  wheel
concept  was  initially
rejected  for  being  too
radical and unproven.
But Ferris did not give
u p .  H e  g a t h e r e d
influence  from
prominent  friends  and
eng ineers ,  and  in
November  1892,  with
the fair’s opening only
months  away,  the
committee  finally
relented. They granted
h im  a  cond i t iona l
permit, but imposed a
strict  deadline  and

required  that  he  bear
all  the  financial  risk.
Ferris,  along  with  a
group  of  investors,
formed  a  company  to
build  the  wheel.  The
financial  pressure  was
immense,  and  the
t i m e l i n e  w a s
impossibly  tight.  Yet,
as history would show,
Mr  Ferris  And  His
Wheel  were  about  to
prove  the  skeptics
wrong  in  the  most
spectacular  fashion.
The challenge was not
just  one  of  financing,
but of engineering on a
scale  that  had  never
b e e n  a t t e m p t e d
before.

The
Mathema
tics of a
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Dream:
Engineeri
ng the
First
Ferris

Wheel
T h e  e n g i n e e r i n g
required  to  build  the
first  Ferris  Wheel  was
n o t h i n g  s h o r t  o f
revolutionary.  The
central  axle  was  the
largest single piece of
forged steel ever made
at that time, weighing
an  astonishing  89,320
pounds.  The  two  legs
of the tower, each 140
feet  long,  were  built
from steel girders and
were  sunk  deep  into
the  Chicago  soil  on
mass ive  concrete
foundations. The wheel

itself was composed of
36 wooden cars,  each
designed to look like a
small  train  carriage,
fitted  with  large
windows and revolving
doors.  Each  car  could
h o l d  4 0  s e a t e d
passengers  and  20
standing, meaning the
total  capacity  of  the
wheel was a staggering
2 ,160  peop le  pe r
revolution.
The  power  fo r  the
wheel  came from two
1 , 0 0 0 - h o r s e p o w e r
s t e a m  e n g i n e s .
However,  a  standout
innovation  was  the
safety braking system.
Fer r i s  des igned  a
system that could stop
the  wheel  smoothly
even  i f  the  power
failed, and he included
a  redundant  ring  of
b rakes  t o  ensu re
absolute  safety.  The
wheel  rotated  twice
per revolution: once for
loading  and  once  for
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v iew ing .  A  s ing le
r o t a t i o n  t o o k  2 0
m i n u t e s ,  g i v i n g
p a s s e n g e r s  a n
unparalleled  view  of
the  entire  Exposition
grounds,  the  Chicago
skyline, and on a clear
day,  Lake  Michigan
s t re t ch ing  to  the
horizon.  The  precision
required  to  weld  and
a s s e m b l e  s u c h  a
massive  structure
w i t h o u t  m o d e r n
computer  modeling
was  a  testament  to
F e r r i s ’ s  d e e p
knowledge of  material
stress  and  structural
dynamics.

THE MOMENT OF
TRUTH: THE 1893
WORLD’S
COLUMBIAN
EXPOSITION

The fair opened in May
1893,  but  the  wheel
was  not  yet  finished.
Delays in construction,
exacerbated  by  a

harsh  Chicago  winter
a n d  t h e  s h e e r
complex i ty  o f  the
project, meant that the
wheel  did  not  begin
operation until June 21,
1893. By that time, the
public’s  anticipation
had  reached  a  fever
pitch. On opening day,
a  crowd  of  thousands
gathered  to  witness
the first  official  ascent.
There were whispers of
doubt,  but  as  the  first
cars rose smoothly into
the  air,  the  gasps  of
awe  from  the  crowd
quickly  replaced  the
murmurs  of  fear.
The  whee l  was  an
instant  tr iumph.  It
b e c a m e  t h e
undisputed star of the
White City, as the fair
was  called.  Visitors
flocked  from  all  over
t h e  w o r l d  t o
experience the gentle,
towering ride. The cost
o f  a  t i cket  was  50
cents,  a  significant
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sum  at  the  time,  yet
the  wheel  car r ied
38,000  passengers  in
its  first  week.  Over the
course  o f  the  s ix -
month fair,  Mr Ferris
A n d  H i s  W h e e l
carried more than 1.4
million people. It was a
financial  success  for
F e r r i s  a n d  h i s
i n v e s t o r s ,  a n d  i t
earned him the respect
of  the  engineering
community. The wheel
had not only answered
the  challenge  of  the
Eiffel  Tower  but  had
done so in a way that
w a s  u n i q u e l y
interactive  and  joyful.
It  was a machine that
did not just stand as a
m o n u m e n t  b u t
engaged the public in a
shared  experience  of
elevation  and  wonder.

The

Legacy of
the First
Ferris
Wheel
Despite  its  triumphant
debut, the story of Mr
Ferris And His Wheel
has  a  b i t tersweet
end ing .  A f te r  the
exposition  closed,  the
wheel was operated for
a short time in Chicago
b e f o r e  b e i n g
dismantled and moved
to  St.  Louis  for  the
1 9 0 4  L o u i s i a n a
Purchase  Exposition.
However,  financial
disputes  and  legal
battles over debts and
salvage rights plagued
Ferris and his partners.
Tragically,  George
Washington Gale Ferris
Jr. died in 1896 at the
age of 37, from typhoid
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fever.  He  never  saw
the  full  realization  of
his  invention’s  lasting
impact.  The  original
wheel  was  eventually
demolished  in  1906,
bu t  i t s  sp i r i t  was
a l r e a d y  b e i n g
recreated  across  the
United States,  Europe,
and Asia.
The legacy of the Ferris
W h e e l ,  h o w e v e r ,
extends far beyond the
original  structure.  It
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e
a m u s e m e n t  p a r k
industry’s  fascination
w i t h  v e r t i c a l
transportation  and
observation  wheels.
From  the  London  Eye
to the Singapore Flyer,
e v e r y  m o d e r n
observation  wheel
owes a direct  debt  to
Ferris’s original design.
His wheel also changed
t h e  w a y  p e o p l e
thought  about  public
events. It proved that a
temporary  exhibition

c o u l d  h o s t  a
permanent  piece  of
engineering art. It also
demonstrated  the
power  of  using a  ride
to tell  a story—in this
case, a story of human
amb i t i on  and  the
abi l i ty  to  v iew  the
wor ld  f rom  a  new,
higher  perspective.

WHY "MR FERRIS
AND HIS WHEEL"
STILL CAPTURES
OUR IMAGINATION

More  than  a  century
later,  the  phrase  Mr
Ferris And His Wheel
evokes more than just
historical  curiosity;  it
serves as a parable of
innovation.  The  wheel
represents  the  idea
t h a t  t h e  m o s t
outlandish  ideas  are
sometimes  the  ones
that endure. In an era
of  rapid  technological
change,  the  Ferr is
W h e e l  r e m a i n s  a
simple,  elegant  piece
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of  engineering.  It  is  a
machine that relies on
gravity,  balance,  and
brute  force,  yet  i t
produces  a  feeling  of
weightless  grace.  It  is
b o t h  a  p i e c e  o f
machinery and a piece
of sculpture.
Moreover, the story of
F e r r i s  r e s o n a t e s
because  it  is  about  a
person who refused to
a c c e p t  t h e
c o n v e n t i o n a l
limitations of his time.
He  bel ieved  in  the
potential  of  steel,  in
t h e  p o w e r  o f
partnership, and in the
audacity  of  showing
the world a new way to
see .  The  f a i r  was
designed  to  showcase
human  progress,  and
in Mr Ferris And His
Wheel,  that  progress
was  embodied  in  the
most literal sense. The
wheel  carried  people
u p w a r d ,  n o t  j u s t
p h y s i c a l l y ,  b u t

imag ina t i ve l y .  I t
allowed  them  to  see
their  city,  their  world,
and themselves from a
vantage point that had
previously  belonged
o n l y  t o  b i r d s  a n d
d r e a m e r s .  T h i s
t r a n s f o r m a t i v e
experience is  why the
wheel  is  still  beloved
today.

Safety,
Skepticis
m, and
the
Science
of the
Wheel
T h e  s u c c e s s f u l
construction  of  the
Ferris Wheel was also a
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landmark  moment  in
t h e  p u b l i c
unders tand ing  o f
safety  in  large-scale
amusement devices. At
the time, many people
were  genuinely  afraid
o f  m a c h i n e r y ,
particularly  devices
that lifted people high
into the air. There were
no  established  safety
codes for such a thing.
Fe r r i s ’ s  r i go rous
approach  to  testing
and  his  transparent
engineering  reports
helped  to  calm  these
fears.  He  personally
t e s t e d  t h e  w h e e l
multiple  times  before
the  first  public  ride,
and  he  placed  safety
above  all  else.  This
commitment  to  safety
turned  a  source  of
skept i c i sm  in to  a
source of trust,  and it
set a standard that the
amusement  industry
continues  to  follow.
The  fo l lowing  l i s t

highl ights  the  key
engineering  principles
that  made  the  first
F e r r i s  W h e e l  a
masterpiece  of  safety
and design:

Massive
Central Axle:
The single
largest piece of
forged steel at
the time,
ensuring
stability.
Redundant
Braking
System: Two
independent
systems to
guarantee safe
stopping.
Steel Girders:
Used for the legs,
providing
strength without
excessive
weight.
Deep
Foundations:
Concrete and
steel piles that
reached solid soil
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to prevent
sinking.
Open Design:
The cars were
enclosed but had
large windows,
avoiding
claustrophobia
and providing
access in
emergencies.

THE CULTURAL
IMPACT OF THE
FERRIS WHEEL

T h e  F e r r i s  W h e e l
immediately  entered
the cultural  lexicon.  It
became  a  symbol  of
modernism,  progress,
and  joy.  In  literature,
art, and film, the Ferris
Wheel often represents
a moment of reflection,
a pause in the rush of
l i f e .  I t  h a s  b e e n
featured  in  countless
stor ies  as  a  p lace
where  characters  find
perspective  or  take  a
romantic  r isk.  The
phrase  "Ferris  Wheel"

itself became a generic
trademark for a type of
ride, much like aspirins
and escalators. Yet, the
true  or ig in  of  that
generic  term  remains
tied  to  the  man  from
Galesburg  who  staked
his fortune on a wheel.
The cultural resonance
of Mr Ferris And His
Wheel  also  lies  in  its
democratic appeal. The
wheel was designed to
b e  e n j o y e d  b y
everyone. Unlike many
fair  attractions  that
were  exc lus ive  or
dangerous,  the  Ferris
Wheel  was  a  gentle,
inclusive experience. It
was  access ib le  to
children,  the  elderly,
and  families.  It  offered
a  panoramic  view  to
anyone willing to take
a ride. This egalitarian
spirit  is  perhaps  why
the wheel has survived
as  a  fixture  at  fairs,
fest ivals,  and  city
centers  around  the



12

12 Mr Ferris And His Wheel 2024-09-16

wor ld .  I t  does  not
require  athleticism  or
b r a v e r y ;  i t  o n l y
requires  a  sense  of
wonder.

CONCLUSION: THE

ENDURING SPIN OF
A GREAT IDEA

The story of Mr Ferris
And His Wheel is far
more than a historical
footnote


