
BBC Learning English   
 

Weekender 
SS Great Britain 
 
   

 
 

Weekender © BBC Learning English 
 Page 1 of 3 

bbclearningenglish.com 
 

 
 

Hi, I’m Anna and you’re listening to Weekender. In today’s programme, we go 

back in time and far out to sea on a huge, iron, passenger ship … well, almost!  

We go to Bristol, in the west of England, to visit the SS Great Britain. When 

this great ship was first launched in 1843, it was the world’s first iron-hulled, 

steam-powered ocean-going ship! 

The hull of a ship is its body or frame, most of which goes under water.  

BBC journalist John Wilson was given a special tour of this historic ship by 

Matthew Tanner, the Director of the SS Great Britain Trust.  

As you listen to the first part of their conversation, try to catch where the SS 

Great Britain was constructed, where it was built.  

 
John Wilson: This is the original dry dock in which it was constructed, from which it was 

floated out. 

Matthew Tanner: That’s right. And it’s so exciting to have one of the most important 

historic ships in the world actually in a real context – this dry dock was built to build this ship, 

and it’s pure chance that she actually came back in here when she was salvaged in 1970. It 

just happened to be available. 

 

Anna:  So the SS Great Britain was built in a ‘dry dock’.  

A dry dock is an enclosed area of water which can be emptied of water  

and used for building or repairing ships. 

Listen again, and try to answer the question: What happened to the SS  

Great Britain in 1970? 

 

ANNA:    Did you catch it? In 1970 the SS Great Britain was taken to the dry  
 

dock in Bristol where she was built to be ‘salvaged’.  
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If you salvage something, you stop it from being damaged. 

 
The SS Great Britain is one of four ‘museums’ competing for this  
 
year’s Gulbenkian Prize. The Gulbenkian Prize is the UK’s biggest  
 
single arts prize – the winner receives £100,000 – and it’s awarded  
 
annually to a museum for the best new developments. 

 
Here’s the next part of our conversation about the SS Great Britain.  
 
Try to picture in your mind how the ship is displayed in the dry dock… 

 
 
John Wilson: It looks as if it’s floating … 

Matthew Tanner: That’s right, it’s the glass sea, the floating glass sea, with water rushing 

across the top of it. The ship appears to be ready to sail to New York!  

John Wilson: And in reality that sea is only about three inches deep … 

Matthew Tanner: That’s right, which allows visitors to go underwater and enjoy the ship 

underneath as well as above. 

 

ANNA:     So the ship looks as if it’s floating on the sea! This is because there’s a  
 

sheet of glass around the ship where the sea water would be, and on  
 
top of this sheet of glass there are about 3 inches of moving water.  

 
 
ANNA:  Next, John Wilson points out that the hull of the SS Great Britain is damaged, 

it’s ‘badly flaking and corroding’, and that the ‘dehumidifying devices’, which 

are all around the ship, are preventing further damage.  

Dehumidifying devices are machines which reduce the humidity, the amount 

of water, in the air.  

At the end of this part of the conversation, what word does Matthew Tanner 

use to describe the ship as it is now? 
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John Wilson: So we’ve come down into the dry dock and the hull is sadly and very badly 

flaking and corroding there, so it wouldn’t have lasted very long if you hadn’t have turned on 

these dehumidifying devices all around us. 

Matthew Tanner: That’s absolutely right, in that, our initial estimates were that maybe there 

was ten years life left before we had to close and maybe twenty-five before she just collapsed 

into the bottom of the dry dock. But I should correct you by saying that she’s not corroding 

anymore. Because now we’re at twenty percent humidity … 

John Wilson: Ah, you’ve stopped it. 

Matthew Tanner: …what you see is the ship preserved. 

 
 
ANNA:  Matthew Tanner says the ship is ‘preserved’ – it will remain as it is. It  

 
Will not corrode any more.And there we must leave this remarkable old lady!  

  

 


