
History of the Wheel
What seems like a simple idea was a long time in development. Humans had 

most likely build Stonehenge and pyramids using logs to roll the heavy stone 
block from one place to another. The wheel had been used for pottery, irrigation 
and milling farm crops. The first pottery wheel was found in the area that is 
today called Slovenia, around 3500 BC. The oldest chariot was found in Poland, 
and there is evidence that the origin comes from the Ukraine since the word 
wheel is derived from their language.

The chariot, iron horseshoe and stirrup most likely originated with nomadic 
people who were herders and not farmers. The chariot shows up in the Fertile 
Crescent of Mesopotamia and Egypt, also around 3500 BC. This new invention 
was made possible by the development of the axle. The wheel became a weapon 
of war, overshadowing its other applications. The Celtic tribes introduce an 
iron-rim wheel with spokes around 1000 BC. This did not change for several 
hundred years.

The wheelbarrow first appeared in Greece and then moved to China. It was a 
labor-saving device. Irrigation was accomplished by a wheel turned by humans 
or animals to raise water for that purpose. Then, during the medieval period, 
the water wheel was turned upside down to harness the wind. The wheel also 
became a source of collecting confessions by torture.

Becoming a Big Wheel
R.W. Thompson was issued a patent for a pneumatic wheel in 1845. The 

timing was not right, and it failed to take hold in the marketplace. In 1844, B.F. 
Goodrich patented a process called vulcanizing, which involved adding carbon 
to rubber. This changed the wheel in time. John Dunlop took out a patent for a 
pneumatic, or air-filled, wheel in 1888.

It was at this time that the wheel was in completion with the new steel 
process. Gustave Elfie built his tower for the Paris World Fair in 1889 out of 
steel. Then George Washington Gale Ferris built his Wheel for the Chicago 
World’s Fair in 1893. And the wheel has become more than transportation. It 
has entered our language with the term like fifth wheel.

Not all cultures saw the value of the wheel. Early American societies knew of 
the wheel they used then in rolling toys for children to play yet saw no value in 
the workload that wheels would replace.
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