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William Cassie (1861-1908) was effectively 
the first Professor of Physics at Royal 
Holloway College, taking over from H L 
Callendar who resigned after only two terms.  
Cassie was born in Fraserburgh.  He had 
gained his Hons MA at King’s College in 1881 
and followed in the footsteps of able Scottish 
students before him by taking the road to 
Cambridge.  He earned his BA in 1884 as 5th 
Wrangler and from 1889 – 1893 was appointed 
as a Cambridge University Extension Lecturer, 
being the first holder of the Clerk Maxwell 
Scholarship for the advancement of 
experimental physics by original research.  He 
was also Examiner at the Universities of 
Aberdeen and Durham.   
 
Cassie became particularly interested in 
thermal properties of matter and his papers on 
the influence of temperature on dielectric 
properties and on refractive indices were 
published by the Royal Society.  He was appointed to Royal Holloway College in 1893 and 
spent much of his time establishing their teaching program, lecturing on Physics and 
Mathematics and running laboratory classes1.  His teaching load was initially 12 hours a week 
but increased in a few years to 18 hours a week.  Given that he had to set up both the lecture 
program and the laboratory teaching, this was quite substantial though not exceptional.  He 
published papers on measuring Young’s modulus (a measure of how readily a material 
stretches under load) and on novel designs for high resolution spectroscopes.  He also 
obtained a US patent in 1903 for a novel boot fastening.  Cassie died of heart failure on 
campus in 1908, a problem that had affected his forbearers.  The Cassie Prize in Physics 
awarded to the best first year student was founded after a bequest in his memory. 
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