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Background information sheet

Isambard Kingdom Brunel was a famous engineer who lived in Victorian times. Ask the children if anyone knows what an engineer does – a person who has been trained to understand how to design and build things like bridges, engines, machines and ships. He was born on April 9, in 1806. When he was a little boy he was very good at drawing and loved music. When he was 14 he went to school in France and then learned to make watches and scientific instruments. His father was an engineer so when he was 16 he decided to work with his father and learn more about engineering. He helped his father to build one of the first tunnels under a river. He even held a big party for his father in the tunnel they were building. Unluckily one day the tunnel they were working on flooded and he was injured. He was a very good engineer and he won a competition to build a bridge over the River Avon. This bridge became the Clifton Suspension bridge. 

He then became an engineer for the Great Western Railway.

He found this work very interesting and he worked on building the line that went from London to Bristol. He built over 25 railway lines and 100 bridges and helped with building tunnels and stations. There is a story that he designed one of the tunnels on the railway so that the sun would shine all the way through on his birthday. People were very interested in the work that he did and Brunel soon became one of the most famous people in Britain.

At this time he married and had three children. He loved putting on magic shows for them. 

Brunel then became very interested in steam ships. He persuaded the railway to let him build the biggest steam ship in the world at the time. This ship was designed to travel from Bristol in England to New York in America. It was called the Great Western. It took 15 days to make the journey, which was faster than it had ever been done before. He was so pleased with this boat he worked at building another ship called the SS Great Britain. She was the largest iron ship that had ever been built and the very first to be driven by a propellor. 

The last ship that he ever built was the very largest and was designed to carry 4,000 passengers. There were many problems with the building of this ship because it was so huge. Isambard used to go down to the docks and watch the building going on. One day when the ship was almost finished he became very ill and a few days later he died.

In the year 2000 there was a competition to find out the greatest Briton of all time. Isambard Kingdom Brunel came second in the competition.
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