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Isambard Kingdom Brunel was a Victorian engineer, well-known for building bridges, tunnels, railways, docks and ships.

Isambard Kingdom Brunel was born in 1806 in Portsmouth, England. His father, Mark was a French engineer who had left France during the revolution and married an Englishwoman. Isambard Brunel was lucky to go to school because many children at the time had to work in mines and factories. He was a clever boy, who was especially good at maths.
His father had a factory, where they made wooden parts for ships. But when the factory burned down, the family had money problems. In 1821 Mr and Mrs Brunel were sent to prison for 88 days, because they owed money.

In 1822, when the parents had left the prison, Brunel went to work for his father. They had a big job: to dig a tunnel under the River Thames. Digging the Thames Tunnel was very dangerous, because the tunnel sometimes collapsed, water rushed in, and workers had to run for their lives. On one occasion, Brunel himself rescued a man. There were so many accidents that work stopped on the tunnel for 8 years, and the Thames Tunnel was opened in 1843.
In 1831 Brunel was chosen to build the Clifton Bridge over the River Avon at Bristol. It was a suspension bridge, and very high so ships could sail under it. Although construction began the same year, it was not completed until 1864. Sadly, Brunel died before he could see the completion of the bridge.
In 1833 Brunel was made chief engineer for the new Great Western Railway, which linked London to Bristol. Brunel built all the stations, tunnels and bridges too. His Box Tunnel was the longest railway tunnel in the world at that time at almost 2.9 kilometres. Construction began in 1836, and the tunnel opened in 1841. In those five years, the lives of more than 100 workers were lost. Working from both directions, Brunel’s calculations were so accurate that when the two ends of the tunnel were joined underground, there was less than 5 cm error at the meeting point. It is so straight that the rising sun shines directly through it.
Brunel was responsible for the design of several famous ships as well. He believed that steamships were the future, not sailing ships. Steamships had engines that burned coal and were faster than sailing ships. After designing two big steamships, he wanted to build the world's biggest ship, to go from Britain to Australia. This giant ship was the Great Eastern, completed in 1859. It was 211 metres long and 19,000 tons. It had room for 4000 passengers. It was the biggest ship ever built up to that time, but it was not successful. It never sailed to Australia, and it was too expensive, and too big for most harbours.
Brunel was married and had three children, a daughter and two sons, one of whom became an engineer, like his father.
Brunel worked very hard, and tried to do every job himself. Some nights he slept in a chair, and often got up at 3 to start work. He lived above his London office. His friend Robert Stephenson, the railway engineer, George Stephenson’s son lived next door.
Brunel made himself ill with work and worry. In September 1859, he watched Great Eastern go to sea, had his photo taken, and then he collapsed. He died a week later at the age of 53.
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