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Since the dawn of civilization humans have
harnessed the strength of large animals to
help them get around. Horses and other
“beasts of burden "are used even today to
transport people through rugged landscapes.

No one knows when people began to use tame animals to
carry things. Perhaps it was around 6000 (8C), when the first
cities were being built. It may have been in the settlements
that grew up on the fertile plains of the Middle East, where the
terrain is well-suited to animal transport. Oxen were probably
the first animals to be used, then donkeys. We know oxen were
dragging wooden sleds in Mesopotamia (part of modern Iraq)
before 3500 BC..

Animal-powered vehicles are not in common use today in most parts
of the world. However, they are sometimes used for leisure activities
such as carriage racing.

i," SOCIETY AND INVENTIONS

Lands Without the Wheel

The wheel was probably invented several times over

in different parts of the world. However, the ancient
civilizations of the Americas, such as the Maya, Aztecs, and
Incas, never used wheels. The likely reason for this is that
wheeled wagons need strong draft animals such as oxen,
good roads, and flat land. American animals, such as the
llama (below), are too small to haul large carts. Instead
these animals carry loads through mountains that are

too rugged for wheeled
vehicles to cross. In
snowbound countries,
too, wheels were useless:
in Scandinavia, reindeer
were used to pull sleds in
winter. Even in the Middle
East, where the wheel was
invented, camels were
used to make journeys
across the roadless
deserts.




A rope through a nose ring is all that is needed to lead a tame The wheel
ox. Oxen can be harnessed simply: a pair can be placed on

each side of a single shaft, with a wooden crosspiece resting as
a yoke across their shoulders. In North Africa donkeys are still
ridden without any bridle. To guide them, the rider touches

them lightly between the ears with a stick.

Oxen helped people move heavy loads. But they couldn't
move fast, and the load was limited to what could be dragged
along rough tracks. After 4000 BC. tree trunks began to be
used as rollers, making loads easier to pull. At around 3500 BC,

in Mesopotamia, wheels were added to sleds to make the first
carts.

Inventing the wheel

s A T e COMEGNERTS ) B D

Before wheels were invented, loads were moved on sleds that
ran over log rollers. A sled rolling across a log many times will
cut a groove, and this might be how the first wheels and axles

~

were invented. The narrow groove became the axle, while the
wide roller formed the wheel. The axle was then attached to
the sled, forming a simple cart. Later carts had fixed axles in
which only the wheels could turn.

/—' Roller with grooves

load

roller

Wheel has large
circumference
like roller.

Grooved section has a smaller
circumference than roller.

Wheel and axle

cart

Axle has small circumference
like groove.
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The first wheels were solid wooden disks, either cut from
a single plank or made from two or three narrower planks

fastened together with cleats (wedges of wood or metal).

The coming of the horse

Almost as important as the wheel was the discovery of how to
domesticate horses—and ride them. Riding probably began
about 5,000 years ago by nomadic herders on the steppes (flat

N

=

)
Horses evolved for life on the wide open grasslands, such as here in
Mongolia. The first domestic horses were probably tamed in this
Central Asian region.
4

The takhi, or Przewalski's horse, is a wild horse from Mongolia. It is very

rare today but is probably very similar to the ancient horses that were
first tamed by humans.

large chest with
big lungs

powerful leg
muscles

WAR CHARIOTS

Wheeled vehicles were also soon used in warfare. In
Mesopotamia both four-wheeled and two-wheeled carts
were used as mobile platforms from which soldiers could

hurl spears. Solid wooden wheels made them heavy and
cumbersome, but by 1900 BC. the Mesopotamians had
developed the spoked wheel—a circular outer ring supported
by wooden spokes radiating from its center. This resulted in
light, fast-moving vehicles that could dart about the battlefield.




ALTERNATIVES TO THE HORSE

While the horse’s combination of strength and mobility
made it perhaps the most versatile of the animals used by
people for transportation, a number of other species are also
important. In the Arctic Circle teams of dogs or reindeer are
used by Eskimo peoples to pull sleds. Extreme heat and lack
of water are lethal to horses, but camels thrive in such harsh
environments and are vital to the desert nomads (roaming
peoples) of Central Asia, North Africa, and the Middle East.

A camel can carry a heavy load for 30 miles (50 km) in a single
day, using only one sixth of the water that a horse would
consume in a similar journey.

For really heavy work, however, there is no better animal than
the elephant. In India, elephants are used to push down trees
and transport logs and other heavy loads. Elephants have
also been ridden into battle, where they inspired terror in
opposing troops and horses. Mountainous or rocky terrain,
too, can prove difficult for horses to cross, and people sought
more sure-footed alternatives. The donkey is one such animal,
but its small size limits the loads that it can carry, so mules,
produced by breeding a male donkey with a female horse
and combining the useful qualities of both animals, are often
used instead. The true mountain experts, however, are the

llamas of South America and the yaks of the Himalayas, whose
thick coats protect them from the cold at high altitude.

Camels have a store of fat in their famous humps, which allows
them to survive without eating or drinking for several days.

plains) of Central Asia. Riding horses gave people far greater
mobility, so they could make long journeys, herd animals more
easily, and tower over their enemies in battle. These early riders
probably rode bareback, gripping with their knees and just
using a simple strap to control their mounts. Riders placed
animal skins on their horses' backs to make the ride more
comfortable—so creating the first basic saddles.

Charioteers

Early domestic horses were smaller than modern breeds and
not strong enough to carry heavily armed soldiers. Horse-
drawn chariots made use of a horse's mobility but were stable
enough to transport and fire weapons. The Hyksos people used
a chariot-based army to invade the Middle East and established
the Hittite Empire. In 1286 BC. the Hyksos used 3,500 chariots to
defeat the Egyptian forces of pharaoh Ramses I.
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Western saddle

The first horse saddle was the invention of the Scythians—
a nomadic people from southern Russia who roamed
through eastern Europe and the Middle East for 300 years
after 600 BC. The Scythian saddle was made of padded
leather and felt and supported by hoops of birchwood. A
belt around the horse's belly held it in place. These saddles
gave the Scythians a much firmer seat than their bareback
contemporaries, so they could use their bows more
effectively in battle. The modern Western saddle—that
generally used in the Americas (pictured)—shares many
similarities with the Scythian design.

N

cantle supports rider's back

horn (handle) T~y

seat

pad protects
horse's back

cinch straps
saddle to horse

stirrup
supports foot

\ fender protects
horse 's flank

T ———
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Around 1300 BC. the Hyksos invented the bit, a piece of metal
placed between the horse's teeth that can be manipulated
using leather straps called reins to give commands to the horse.
This remained the standard way of controlling horses until the
fourth century BC, when the Celtic tribes of northwest Europe
introduced the curb bit. This is an H-shaped bit with a cross-
piece in the horse's mouth. It pulls the horse's head down,
giving greater control.

A new age of cavalry

Chariots were not suited for fighting in rugged terrain, so the
best armies contained cavalry, warriors that rode into battle
instead.

Horseshoes are heated so they can be bent into the right shape before

being nailed to a hoof.




