
    

 

  

Overview  Answers to Important Questions and Key Vocabulary 

Isambard Kingdom Brunel (1806-1859) was a famous 
19th Century engineer. 

 
He built many bridges, ships and railways stations. 

Many of these can still be seen today.  
 

He is thought of as one of the leading people in the 
Industrial Revolution. This was a time when there was 
great change in how things were made, moving from 

small shops to large factories. 
 
Brunel’s designs helped the Industrial Revolution because 

people could move things from place-to-place further 
and quicker than they could before. 

 
He died aged only 53, but had a huge influence on 

engineering, which lives on today. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

How did he 
become such a 

great 
engineer? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

-Brunel’s father was a very talented engineer, and he 
was keen to pass these skills on to his son. 

-Isambard was sent to the best schools in England 
and France to build his knowledge, before working 

alongside his father to hone his craft.  
-He also had a great deal of talent himself – he was 
able to think up ways to do things that people had 
never achieved before. Many of his new techniques 

were used in projects around the world! 

Key Vocabulary 
 

Engineer 
 

Industrial Revolution 
 

Railway 
 

Box Tunnel 
 

Suspension Bridge 
 

Great Western 
 

Viaduct 
 

Design 
 

Victorian 
 

Construction 
 

Transport 
 

Legacy 

 
What did he 

achieve in 
ship-building? 

 -His SS Great Western broke the record for the fastest 
journey between Liverpool and New York: only 13 

days! He designed a new type of iron propellor on the 
SS Great Britain (most were made of wood).  

Is it true that 
some of his 

projects were 
extremely 

dangerous? 

 -Brunel attempted many daring projects that had 
never been achieved before, for example building 

tunnels under rivers and long stretches of mountains. 
-He was a hands-on engineer, who like to get 
involved in even the dangerous construction! 

-He almost drowned when the roof of the Thames 
Tunnel collapsed, and he fell down a burning ladder 

when the SS Great Western caught fire! 

   

Times in His Life 
 

Early Life 
 

-Isambard Kingdom Brunel was born on 9th April 
1806 in Portsmouth, England, UK. 

 
-His father, Marc Brunel, was a French engineer. ‘Kingdom’ 

was his mother’s maiden name. The young Isambard attended 
boarding school in Hove, before being sent to France to learn 

more about maths and engineering. 

Early Work 
 

-Brunel joined his father’s office 
in London.  

 
-The first work that they did together was on the 

Thames Tunnel. This was dangerous, and 
Isambard almost drowned during the 

construction. He needed to rest after this. 

 

What is his 
legacy? 

 -Despite most of his projects being built over 160 
years ago, there are many that are still in fully-

working order today! The Clifton Suspension Bridge 
was only completed 5 years after his death, and 
remains one of the UK’s most famous structures. 
Many of his bridges, tunnels and railway stations 

have become major tourist attractions. 
 

     

Great Western Railway 
 

-In 1833, Isambard was made the Chief Engineer of the Great Western 
Railway – the railway line between Bristol and London. 

 
-This was an extremely challenging piece of engineering, as the route 

needed to include viaducts, tunnels and bridges in order to travel 
straight through, over, or under obstacles in the landscape. 

 
-A famous part of the line is the 2-mile-long Box Tunnel, near Bath, 

which took around 6 years to build! 

 

Top 10 Facts! 

1. He was famously short – only 5 foot tall. 
 

2. To make himself appear taller, he used to wear 
a top hat that was 8 inches in height! 
 

3. He won the chance to design the bridge for 
Clifton gorge through a competition! 

 
4. He entered the competition because he was 

resting in hospital after nearly drowning. 
 

5. He and Mary Horsley had 3 children: Isambard 
Junior, Henry Marc and Florence Mary. 

6. Brunel’s son Henry also became an engineer 
when he grew up. 
 

7. He designed the Renkioi Hospital, which could 
be taken abroad and put up easily. 
 

8. It was used to treat over 1,000 soldiers. 
 

9. He is buried at Kensal Green Cemetery in 
London. 

 
10. Brunel was voted 2nd in a BBC poll to find the 

‘100 Greatest Britons’ of all time. 

Other Works 
 

-Brunel was interested in sea travel, and made ships that could go further and faster than 
ever before. The SS Great Western and SS Great Britain were amongst his most successful. 

 
-He also designed famous bridges, for example the Clifton Suspension Bridge (Bristol). 

-He even designed the Renkioi Hospital, to help soldiers in the Crimean War.  

 

 
 

 

Isambard Kingdom Brunel Timeline 
1806: He is born in 

Portsmouth, 
England, UK. 

1836: Brunel 
marries Mary 

Horsley. 

1833: Becomes Chief 
Engineer of the Great 

Western Railway.  

 

1854: Opens 
Paddington 

Station. 

1808: Brunel’s family 
move to London. 

1820: Is sent to France 
to study maths and 

engineering. 

1825: Began work on 
the Thames Tunnel. 

A photograph of Isambard Kingdom Brunel from 1857. 

1864: The Clifton 
Suspension Bridge 

is finished. 

1838: His SS Great Western 
travels from Liverpool to 

New York in 13 days. 

1859: Brunel dies 
of a stroke in 
London, UK. 

1837: Queen 
Victoria 

coronated. 


