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King’s College 
 

David Thomson – local educator and reformer 
 
Professor David Thomson (1817-1880) was the most 
influential academic at King’s College before the 
fusion in 1860 and continued to make his mark for the 
next two decades while the University of Aberdeen 
established itself as the city’s single University.  No 
local student from 1845 to 1880 would leave the 
University without knowing who ‘Davie’ was, even 
though they may not have been in his classes.  He was 
admired by many for his intellect and kindness and 
disliked by some for his sarcasm and influence, 
earning himself the sobriquet ‘crafty Thomson’.  It is 
a sign of the fragile appeal of many local heroes that 
his bust is now languishing in a store with its nose 
broken off.   
 
Thomson was born in Leghorn and spent his 
childhood on the continent.  He was said at one time 
to be fluent in four modern languages1.  In 1833 he 
enrolled as a student in the University of Glasgow and 
would spend the rest of his life associated with the 
Scottish Universities.  In 1845, in his late 20s, he was 
appointed Professor of Natural Philosophy at King’s College after several years acting as 
substitute professor in the University of Glasgow during the continuing illness of the 
incumbent.  At King’s College he set about raising the professionalism of the course, 
integrating mathematical and scientific knowledge.  He also firmly established a regime that 
had no room for slacking or dishonest practices.  It didn’t take long before his students 
nicknamed him ‘the fiend’.   
 
In one decade, though, four of his students went to Cambridge and emerged Senior 
Wranglers, an astonishing record.  Of course their success was due to their own hard work at 
Cambridge but the approach of Thomson and the Professor of Mathematics, Frederick Fuller, 
had shaped their knowledge, habits and enthusiasm.  One of these successes was Charles 
Niven, who would become Thomson’s successor in 1880.  [The other three Senior Wranglers 
were James Slessor, James Stirling and Thomas Barker.  Slessor and Barker became 
Professors of Mathematics, Stirling after acting as External Examiner in Mathematics and 
Natural Philosophy became Lord Justice of Appeal, later knighted].  Second Wrangler in 
1875 was George Chrystal, a student of Thomson’s who became one of Maxwell’s research 
associates in Cambridge and subsequently long serving Professor of Mathematics at the 
University of Edinburgh.  6th Wrangler in 1883 was Charles Chree, influential director of the 
Kew Observatory for 3 decades and champion of geomagnetic studies during that time.  5th 
wrangler in 1884 was William Cassie, a student in Thomson’s last 3rd year class and Niven’s 
first 4th year class.  Cassie became essentially Royal Holloway College’s first Professor of 
Physics in 1893, setting that Department on its conspicuously successful road.  Other notable 
scholars also came out of Thomson’s class but the ones mentioned ended up with significant 
careers in Physical Science. 
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Thomson was particularly conscientious in preparing his lecture demonstrations.  Optics and 
Acoustics were his favourite subjects and music an abiding interest.  The University’s historic 
scientific instrument collection contains a harmonium he used in his classes to illustrate the 
principles of acoustics.  He contributed a lengthy article on acoustics to the 9th edition of the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, the most technically advanced of all its editions.  His lecture room 
was on the top floor of the Cromwell tower and he was responsible in the 1860s for 
converting the almost moribund observatory on the roof into a working astronomical 
observatory and also establishing there a meteorological observatory that was part of the first 
national network of observing stations in Britain.  See the accompanying pieces on David Gill 
and George Aubourne Clarke.   
 
Thomson’s commanding physical presence - he was 6 feet 
6 inches (198 cm) tall and sparsely framed – would have 
enhanced his forceful demeanour.  He soon entered into 
College management and the associated politics, becoming 
Secretary to the Senatus and then Sub-Principal.  His 
mission was to modernise his adopted University and in 
truth King’s College had entered the 19th century in a 
somewhat backward state.  As one commentator put it “He 
was the strong man in Senatus from first to last.  When he 
was in his prime, no dog barked2”.  Most notably, he 
campaigned vigorously both within and outside the 
College for the amalgamation of Aberdeen’s two 
Universities, Marischal College and King’s College.   
Much of the detail of how the combined University was to 
be run came from Thomson.  His success was so complete 
that when it came to deciding who should get the single 
Chair of Natural Philosophy in the University of Aberdeen, 
the Royal Commission overseeing the fusion of the two 
universities decided it should be Thomson instead of James 
Clerk Maxwell, the Marischal College incumbent.  That decision still astonishes posterity. 
 
Thomson had married before he came to Aberdeen.  
For most of his tenure he occupied 31 College bounds 
(photo alongside).  The 1851 census records him there 
with his wife, 3 daughters and 3 servants.  He had 9 
children in total, but 5 died in infancy and his only 
adult son became Head mathematics master at 
Aldershot Army College after also gaining his Cantab 
MA.  Thomson’s health was never good and to 
modern eyes was not helped by his heavy smoking.  
He died suddenly in post in January 1880, to be 
succeeded by his protégé Charles Niven, FRS.  His 
grave is in St Machar’s churchyard. 

John S. Reid 
                                                 
1 William Leslie Low “David Thomson, M.A. Professor of Natural Philosophy in the University of Aberdeen; A 
sketch of his character and career”, D. Wylie & Son, Aberdeen (1894).  The illustrations of Thomson come 
from Low’s book. 
2 W. Keith Leask “Interamna Borealis” p 125 [The Rosemount Press, Aberdeen 1917]. 


