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WHO INVENTED THE FIRST FERRIS WHEEL? THE VISIONARY BEHIND AN ENDURING ICON

When you step into a gondola at a fairground or amusement park and slowly rise above the crowd, you are participating in a piece of engineering
history that dates back more than 130 years. The Ferris wheel has become a universal symbol of leisure, wonder, and skyline-defining architecture.
But few people pause to ask the obvious question: Who invented the first Ferris wheel? The answer lies in the ambition of a single American
engineer, the demands of a world’s fair, and a race against time that produced one of the most recognizable structures ever built. This article
explores the full story behind that invention, the challenges its creator faced, and the legacy that continues to turn today.

THE MAN BEHIND THE SPIN: GEORGE WASHINGTON GALE FERRIS JR.

The person who invented the first Ferris wheel was a civil engineer named George Washington Gale Ferris Jr. Born on February 14, 1859, in
Galesburg, lllinois, Ferris grew up in Nevada before attending Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in New York, where he earned a degree in civil
engineering. He later built a successful career in bridge building, tunneling, and railroad construction. His expertise in steel structures—particularly
his work on bridges and foundations—was vital to the creation of his namesake invention. It was this background that allowed him to dream on a
scale that others dismissed as impossible.

Understanding who invented the first Ferris wheel means recognizing that Ferris was not a carnival showman but a serious structural engineer.
He operated his own firm, G.W.G. Ferris & Company, in Pittsburgh, where he specialized in testing metals and inspecting large-scale construction
projects. This technical grounding gave him the credibility he needed to pitch a wild idea to the organizers of the 1893 World’'s Columbian Exposition
in Chicago.

THE CHALLENGE: A RIVAL TO THE EIFFEL TOWER

The World’s Columbian Exposition was a monumental event celebrating the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s arrival in the Americas.
Organizers wanted a centerpiece that could rival the Eiffel Tower, which had dazzled the world at the Paris Exposition of 1889. As the planning
committee reviewed proposals, none of the submitted designs seemed grand or original enough. Architects and engineers across the country were
invited to submit ideas, but the fair’s directors remained unimpressed. It was in this atmosphere of creative urgency that Ferris conceived his answer.

Legend holds that Ferris was dining at a Chicago club when he sketched his idea on a napkin: a giant, rotating steel wheel with passenger cars
suspended between two towering legs. The concept was simple in theory but breathtaking in ambition. When the fair’s directors asked who invented
the first Ferris wheel and saw Ferris’s proposal, they were intrigued but skeptical. Could such a structure be built safely? Would it be ready in time?
Would anyone trust it enough to ride?

Why a Wheel? The Inspiration Behind the Design

Ferris drew inspiration from the simple observation of water wheels and the principles of rotational mechanics he understood from bridge
engineering. He envisioned a structure that could lift passengers high above the fairgrounds, offering a panoramic view of the exposition and the city
of Chicago. Unlike static observation towers, a rotating wheel could continuously load and unload passengers, making it both an attraction and an
efficient transport system. The idea was elegant: use the wheel’s rotation to lift gondolas while a central axle supported the entire load. This was not
merely a carnival ride; it was an engineering statement.

THE DESIGN AND ENGINEERING OF THE FIRST FERRIS WHEEL

Ferris’s original design was staggering for its time. The wheel measured 264 feet (80.4 meters) in diameter, making it the largest structure of its
kind ever attempted. The axle alone weighed 89,320 pounds and was forged from steel—the largest single piece of steel ever shaped at that time.
The wheel was supported by two massive steel towers, each standing 140 feet tall and anchored to concrete foundations that extended 30 feet into
the ground. Thirty-six wooden passenger cars were attached to the rim, each capable of holding up to 60 people. In total, the wheel could carry over
2,000 passengers at once.

Key Technical Specifications

Diameter: 264 feet

Height: 264 feet (equivalent to a 26-story building)
Axle Weight: 89,320 pounds

Number of Gondolas: 36

e Capacity per Gondola: Up to 60 passengers

» Total Passenger Capacity: Approximately 2,160

e Construction Time: 20 weeks (assembled on-site)

e Cost: Approximately $385,000 (equivalent to over $11 million today)

This was not a simple carnival wheel. It was a feat of civil engineering that required precision in metallurgy, stress analysis, and structural assembly.
When people ask who invented the first Ferris wheel, they often forget that the answer involves not just a creative spark but years of technical
expertise. Ferris had to design custom bearings, braking systems, and a loading mechanism that allowed passengers to board without stopping the
wheel—a concept that predated modern continuous-loading systems.

OVERCOMING SKEPTICISM AND THE RACE TO COMPLETE

Despite the brilliance of the design, Ferris faced fierce opposition. Many fair organizers doubted the wheel could be built safely or on time. Some
called it a death trap. Insurance companies refused to cover it. To prove his concept, Ferris built a small-scale model and conducted load tests on his
axle. He also raised his own funding—about $400,000—by forming a separate company to build and operate the wheel independently of the fair.

Construction began in late 1892 and proceeded through a brutally cold Chicago winter. Workers assembled the steel towers, forged the massive axle,
and lifted the wheel frame into place using a combination of steam-powered cranes and sheer manpower. When the wheel finally turned for the first
time in June 1893, it did so without incident. The public was awestruck. Within months, the Ferris wheel had become the most popular attraction at
the fair, carrying more than 1.4 million passengers during the exposition.

THE DEBUT: A SENSATION AT THE 1893 WORLD'’S FAIR

The first Ferris wheel officially opened on June 21, 1893. Riders paid 50 cents for a 20-minute journey that took them through two full revolutions. The
first revolution included several stops to allow passengers to board and exit; the second was a continuous rotation with a breathtaking view. From the
top, visitors could see the entire fairgrounds, Lake Michigan, and the growing skyline of Chicago. For many, it was the first time they had ever been so
high above the ground. The experience was both thrilling and serene—a combination that became the hallmark of every Ferris wheel that followed.

The success of the wheel silenced critics and cemented Ferris’s place in history. Newspapers around the world carried stories about the "giant wheel"
and its inventor. When people asked who invented the first Ferris wheel, journalists and fairgoers alike pointed to the modest engineer from
lllinois who had dared to think big. The wheel had not only rivaled the Eiffel Tower in spectacle—it had created an entirely new category of
amusement attraction.

WHAT HAPPENED AFTER THE FAIR? THE FATES OF WHEEL AND INVENTOR

Despite its success, the first Ferris wheel did not have a happy ending for its creator. After the World’s Columbian Exposition closed, the wheel was
dismantled and moved to Chicago’s Lincoln Park neighborhood, where it operated for a few more years. It was eventually relocated to the 1904 St.
Louis World’s Fair, where it ran again before being dynamited into scrap in 1906. Ferris himself did not live to see its final fate. He died in 1896 at the
age of 37, plagued by ill health and financial troubles. His company had struggled to recoup its investment, and he was involved in legal disputes over
the wheel’s ownership. Yet his name lived on, becoming synonymous with the invention itself.

Today, when we talk about who invented the first Ferris wheel, we honor a man whose life was cut short but whose vision created a global
phenomenon. From the 443-foot London Eye to the 550-foot High Roller in Las Vegas, every modern observation wheel owes its lineage to Ferris’s
original design. The core concept—a rotating steel wheel with passenger gondolas—remains essentially unchanged, a testament to the elegance of
his engineering.

THE LEGACY AND IMPACT ON MODERN AMUSEMENT CULTURE

The invention of the Ferris wheel did more than provide a ride; it transformed how people experienced public space, height, and leisure. Before 1893,
the idea of a safe, mechanized observation platform was almost unknown. After 1893, fairgrounds, parks, and cities around the world began building
their own wheels. The design became a staple of world fairs, amusement parks, and even urban skylines. Today, Ferris wheels are built not just for
entertainment but as architectural landmarks, tourist attractions, and symbols of civic pride.

Additionally, the engineering innovations behind the first Ferris wheel influenced later developments in large-scale steel construction. The use of a
central axle, tensioned spokes, and a supporting frame can be seen in bridges, cranes, and even modern observation towers. The wheel
demonstrated that steel could be used to create dynamic, moving structures at an unprecedented scale.
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experiencing a direct descendant of his original idea. The question who invented the first Ferris wheel is therefore not just a historical

MOdern FGI’TIS WhEE'S That Ca rry H |S Na me a nd VISIOn footnote—it is a reminder of how one person’s creative courage can shape global culture for generations.

CONCLUSION: WHY THE STORY OF THE FIRST FERRIS WHEEL STILL MATTERS

1. The London Eye (443 feet) — The most popular paid tourist attraction in the United Kingdom.

2. The High Roller (550 feet) — Currently the tallest observation wheel in the world, located in Las Vegas. The story of the first Ferris wheel is more than a simple answer to a trivia question. It is a story about ambition, engineering genius, and the human
3. The Singapore Flyer (541 feet) — A giant wheel that offers views of the Marina Bay skyline. desire to see the world from a higher vantage point. George Washington Gale Ferris Jr. answered a seemingly impossible challenge with an elegant,
4. The Star of Nanchang (525 feet) — One of the tallest wheels in Asia. durable, and beautiful solution. He overcame skepticism, financial risk, and technical hurdles to create something the world had never seen. Though
5. The Moscow Sun (460 feet) — Russia’s tallest Ferris wheel, located at VDNKh. he died young and never fully profited from his invention, his name became immortal. Today, when people ask who invented the first Ferris

wheel, the answer is not just a name—it is a legacy of wonder that continues to lift passengers skyward at fairgrounds and city centers around the

Each of these giants stands on the shoulders of George Washington Gale Ferris Jr. When you ride any Ferris wheel anywhere in the world, you are ) ) : o
globe. And every time the wheel turns, history spins with it.
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