
 
 

 
 

Dry Dock – Explorers Under the Glass Sea 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  

1.Feel the air coming out of 
the pipes under the ship, 
what is it like? 
 

2.Can you spot the 
screw propellor? 
 

3.Look for holes in the SS 
Great Britain. What 
might have caused them? 

5.Can you find 
the ship’s 
anchor? 

4.What shapes can you see on 
the hull of the SS Great 
Britain?  
 

7.Estimate how many 
rivets you would need to 
build the SS Great Britain. 

Start here 

Bow Stern 

Welcome to the Dry Dock, this is where the SS Great Britain was built and where it is now being looked 
after. Explore under the glass sea to see what you can discover, but take care on the slippery, uneven floor, 
it was built in 1839! 

6.How do 
you think the 
ship left the 
Dry Dock? 



 
 

 
 

1. Feel the air coming out of the pipes under the ship, what is it like? 
A machine called a dehumidifier blows warm, dry air around the ship’s hull to stop it rusting further. It helps to make the Dry 
Dock as dry as a desert.  
There are two dehumidifiers, one in the Dry Dock and one on the ship. 

 
2. Can you spot the screw propellor? 

Designed by Isambard Kingdom Brunel it helped to make the SS Great Britain one of the fastest ships in the world.  
This one is a replica of the six-bladed screw propellor that Brunel designed for the SS Great Britain. Behind the propellor is the 
balanced rudder which was turned by the ship’s wheel to make the ship change direction. 

 
3. Look for holes in the SS Great Britain. What might have caused them? 

The ship is made from iron. When you leave iron in water for a long period of time it goes rusty and starts forming holes.  
 

4. What shapes can you see on the hull of the SS Great Britain?  
Alongside the rectangular iron plates, the small circles visible on the hull are made by rivets (similar to bolts) which hold the 
plates together. 
Cranes on the dockside would have lowered the large iron plates into the dry dock and there would have been small furnaces 
around the dock to heat up the rivets for the ship’s construction.  

 
 

5. Can you find the ship’s anchor? 
This is one of the ship’s original anchors from 1852. It would have been one of up to three the ship carried.  

 
6. Estimate how many rivets you would need to build the SS Great Britain. 

It took at least 100,000 rivets; we don’t know the exact number because no-one kept count when they were building! 
There are also approximately 1000 iron plates. 

 
7. How do you think the ship left the Dry Dock? 

At one end of the Dry Dock is the caisson, this is a metal barrier that separates it from Bristol Harbour. Before the launch, the 
caisson was slowly removed, and the dock was flooded with water to float the ship. Once this had happened, they could pull the 
floating ship out.  
There would have also been pumps on the side of the dock to pump water into the Dry Dock as well to pump the water back 
out. 

 


