
Week 2
Welcome to the Great Exhibition at Home Challenge. 
Inspired by the Great Exhibition of 1851, we are exploring 
how engineers can help protect the planet. 
This is week 2 of The Great Exhibition at Home challenge! Remember you 
can keep all the exhibits that you create in the first 6 weeks to display in 
your Great Exhibition at Home in week 7. 

Use the worksheets provided to learn about this week’s 1851 der, the 
Leech Barometer and inspiring engineer, Milly Hennayake. Then take part 
in this week’s engineering challenges and bring the wonder of the Great 
Exhibition into your own home! 

at home The Great Exhibition



1851der Worksheet 2: 
Tempest Prognosticator or Leech Barometer
This invention exhibited at The Great Exhibition by George 
Merryweather used live leeches to predict the weather.
It worked by keeping twelve leeches inside twelve small bottles inside the device. When 
the leeches became agitated by an approaching storm they would attempt to wriggle up 
and out of the bottles, dislodging a piece of whalebone and triggering a small hammer to 
strike a bell. The likelihood of a storm could then be predicted by how many times the bell 
was heard. 

We may not use leeches in this way in the 21st Century, but predicting weather is just 
as important today. Engineers are working hard to find solutions to the complicated 
problems that extreme weather, caused by Climate Change brings to our communities. 
Learn about an inspiring engineer who is doing just that on the next page...

Take up the challenge! 
Engineers are curious about the world around them. They make observations 
and use them to design innovative systems to solve problems. Think about 
George Merryweather:

1. He observed that leeches appear to become agitated before a storm 
2. He tested his theory by observing and recording the leeches behaviour 
3. He engineered a contraption which could utilise his observation 
4. He built the leech barometer

Follow these 4 steps to design your own invention: 

1. Make an observation
2. Test your theory 
3. Design a contraption
4. Draw or build a model



Milly Hennayake
Milly is a civil engineer who is 
passionate about using her skills to 
keep communities safe. Milly grew up 
living in Sri Lanka and the UK before 
going on to study Civil Engineering 
at the Unversity of Cambridge. She 
is now a civil engineer in the water 
engineering team at Arup.

What does Milly do as a civil engineer?
Milly works with other experts to manage flood 
risk to communities. As part of this, she designs 
drainage systems to stop water from building 
up, keeping people’s houses safe and dry even 
after big storms. While doing this she ensures 
that her designs leave a minimal impact on the 
environment. In fact, Milly works with nature: 
from rivers and lakes, to trees protecting river 
banks to manage rainwater in storms. 

Why did Milly get into civil engineering?
Milly didn’t always know she wanted to be an 
engineer. Growing up she considered going into 
medicine like her parents, however, she decided 
to pursue civil engineering when she realised 
that she would be able to make real impact on 
people’s lives and the world around her. 
Milly began by volunteering for a charity called 
Engineers Without Borders UK. It was here she 
discovered the ways in which engineers work in 
developing countries to help people access clean 
water and improve health with safe sanitation 
and drains, among many other things. 
 

Now it’s your turn
Can you design and/or create a 
flood proof house? Think about 

the land around it, the material it’s 
built from and how you can use 

nature to help you. You may even 
want to create a model and test 

it in your bath or sink!

Why is Milly’s work important for the planet?
With extreme weather conditions worsening 
around the world, it is so important that engineers 
work together to keep our homes safe. As global 
warming causes ice caps to melt, our sea levels 
are rising meaning the risks of flooding are 
higher and Milly’s work is becoming ever more 
important. Finding clever ways to work with 
nature and live alongside this weather without 
disruption will help us all live comfortably.

Learn more from Milly at bit.ly/2ThzK76

Get ready for week 3, where you can discover a 

comical invention, a new inspiring engineer, and 

exciting challenges!


