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History of Barbed Wire  

Have you ever stopped to think about how certain products were invented and wondered who 
came up with them? I know I have. Recently, we marked the birthday of an individual who 
revolutionized agriculture with his invention. Joseph F. Glidden, born on January 18th, 1813, is 
the inventor of barbed wire. His invention changed farming by eliminating open grazing, 
minimizing the need for extensive cattle drives, and offering a method to protect property and 
livestock. Before barbed wire, there were limited options for containing cattle. Single-wire 
fences were ineffective and couldn’t withstand the weight of the animals, while wooden fences 
were expensive and difficult to install. 

Before Glidden's invention, some farmers were using a single-wire design by Michael Kelly, but 
it was far from ideal. Between 1873 and 1874, many inventors worked on improving Kelly’s 
design. Glidden’s creation stood out. On October 27, 1873, he filed for a patent for his version of 
barbed wire, which was granted on November 24, 1874. Glidden’s barbed wire, with its locking 
barbs on a double-strand wire, revolutionized not just agriculture but various industries. The 
military even adopted it for defensive purposes, and during the Spanish-American War in 1898, 
Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders used it to protect themselves. 

Glidden’s successful design led him to partner with local rancher Isaac L. Ellwood to form the 
“Barb Fence Company,” which later became the “American Steel and Wire Company.” Their 
company dominated the barbed wire market, and in 1901, it was acquired by U.S. Steel.  

As with many new innovations, there was initial resistance to Glidden’s design. He faced legal 
obstacles from other inventors. Some producers, who were used to open land for grazing, were 
upset by the new fencing system. Long cattle drives to slaughterhouses became more difficult as 
property lines with barbed wire were established. Despite this, barbed wire became widely 
adopted for a variety of uses, from prisons to military installations to protecting private property. 
Nearly 100 years after his death, he was inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame in 
2006. Today, barbed wire is still utilized in grazing programs, helping to split pastures into 
paddocks, which can improve forage quality and benefit livestock. This practice may even 
reduce the need for additional supplementation, which will allow more money in the producer’s 
pocket! 
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