
7. �Fastest airliner 
Concorde engine 
Flight, third floor

Concorde was the first commercial aircraft to fly  
faster than sound, whisking passengers from London  
to New York in about three hours. Each Concorde had 
four Rolls Royce/Snecma Olympus 593 turbojet engines 
like this one, which used afterburners to boost the plane 
to supersonic speeds. 

Many people loved Concorde’s delta-wing design and 
glamorous image. But it had often been deemed too 
expensive to run and not long after a devastating crash 
in 2000 the Concorde era came to an end. Will new technology 
ever give us the chance of supersonic flight again?

6. �Moving model  
Orrery 
Science in the 18th Century, third floor

From twinkling stars to mysterious comets, people 
have gazed at the skies for centuries and tried to 
explain what they saw. Beautiful mechanical models 
like this orrery were made to demonstrate how 
heavenly bodies are related to each other. 

The fourth Earl of Orrery in Ireland commissioned this 
mechanical model of the Sun, Earth and Moon in 1712, 
and similar machines soon became known by his name. 
The heavenly bodies moved correctly in their 
orbits when the handle turned – although not on a 
realistic scale of size or distance.

5. �Biggest calculator  
Difference Engine No. 2 
Computing, second floor

Inventor Charles Babbage drew detailed designs for 
this huge machine over 150 years ago. It’s an 
enormous calculator that also prints out its 
results and Babbage called it a ‘difference engine’.

Babbage made only a small part of his incredible 
calculator in his lifetime, and you can see it in the  
Making the Modern World gallery on the ground floor.  
But in the 1990s, a team here at the Science Museum 
built Difference Engine No. 2 to Babbage’s original 
design, and proved that it would have worked  
just like Babbage said it would. 

The eighth scientific wonder of the world? Is there an invention that has changed  
your life, or a scientific advance you think has transformed the world for good or bad? 
What would you choose to be an eighth wonder of the scientific world? Do we have an 
example of your idea here in the Science Museum? 

world wonders trail

DID YOU KNOW?  
You have to turn the handle four times for each 
calculation using the Difference Engine, so one 

result takes about six seconds. 

DID YOU KNOW?  
Many orreries show Saturn and Uranus,  

but very few reach as far as Pluto because it 
wasn’t discovered until 1930. 

DID YOU KNOW?  
Cruising twice as high as an ordinary airliner, 
Concorde gave passengers a clear view of the 

curvature of the Earth.



The Science Museum is home to some of the world’s most amazing inventions and discoveries. Follow our trail  
to see seven top scientific and engineering wonders that have changed the way we live. From supersonic flight  
to toilet technology, space travel to steam power, you’ll find some amazing stories of ground-breaking science.

2. �Oldest engine 
Puffing Billy 
Making the Modern World, ground floor

Puffing Billy is the world’s oldest surviving steam 
locomotive. Nearly 200 years ago, this engine pulled 
trucks from a coal mine in Northumberland to the  
River Tyne.

The mine’s owner, Christopher Blackett, wanted  
to speed up delivery of coal to the waiting ships. He  
knew machines would beat horses for pulling power,  
and could burn coal instead of eating pricey oats.  
His engineers came up with Puffing Billy – part of a 
transport revolution that soon saw steam railways 
criss-crossing the country. 

1. �Flushing toilet 
Crapper’s Valveless Waste Preventer, No. 814 
The Secret Life of the Home, basement

Thomas Crapper didn’t actually invent the flushing WC, 
but he has become the most famous promoter of the 
modern toilet. Perhaps it’s because of his name...

Before proper toilets, the killer disease cholera was a 
constant threat as sewage seeped through to drinking- 
water supplies. Eventually the government required 
every house to have a much safer flushing toilet,  
and started building proper sewers under London.

3. �Life-giving code 
DNA model 
Making the Modern World, ground floor

Two young research scientists made this model of  
DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) in 1953. Francis Crick and 
James Watson won a Nobel Prize for working out 
that the molecule has a double-helix structure, like a 
twisted ladder, with pairs of chemicals as the rungs. 

When cells divide as organisms grow, the two strands 
of the helix separate and form the basis of two new 
strands. The order of the chemical rungs is the way  
in which DNA carries its code to tell the new cells 
what to do.

4. �Furthest adventure 
Apollo 10 
Making the Modern World, ground floor

Nearly 40 years ago, three astronauts orbited the 
Moon in this cramped capsule before re-entering 
Earth’s atmosphere at scorching speed. Just a few  
weeks after this lunar dress rehearsal, Apollo 11  
made its historic landing on the Moon. 

We may soon return to the Moon. Should we shoot  
for Mars? Several probes have landed on Mars and 
explored its rocky surface. But sending humans to 
survive there would need completely new technology, 
new materials and new thinking.

DID YOU KNOW?  
The Romans used sponges, Henry VIII  

used a flannel and ordinary people used old 
newspapers or hay to wipe their bottoms. 

DID YOU KNOW?  
Puffing Billy’s top speed was only  

about six miles per hour, but he hauled seven 
times more coal than a horse. 

DID YOU KNOW?  
The first satellite was launched in 1957.  
See a model of Sputnik in the Exploring  

Space gallery.

DID YOU KNOW?  
Crick and Watson’s discovery led to  

amazing developments, from new medicines 
to forensic science. 


