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L I T E R A C Y  R E S O U R C E

Weel-kent fur:

• makkin the absolute temperature 
scale, noo cried the ‘Kelvin Scale’

• devisin the seicont law o 
thermodynamics

• warkin tae instaw telegraph cables 
unner the Atlantic

Lord Kelvin (William Thomson) wis a kenspeckle physicist wi aw kynds o interests an 
enthusiasms.
Mindit fur bein skeelie wi theoretical mathematics, he hid a practical abeelity fur 
reddin up problems forby.  
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Lord Kelvin (1824-1907)

Bairnheid an learnin

William Thomson wis born at 21-25 College Square East in Belfast in 1824.  This location wis later 
hame tae the first pictur hoose in Belfast – ‘the Kelvin’.

Lord Kelvin’s faither becam Professor o Mathematics at Glesca Univeristy.  Kelvin went tae university 
lecturs fae the age o 10.  He scrieved his first scientific paper, uisin the pseudonym ‘PQR’, when he wis 
jist 16 year auld.

A lad o pairts, Kelvin learnt French weel enuch tae read the wark o faur-kent French mathematician 
Jean Baptiste Joseph Fourier.  Philip Kelland, Professor o Mathematics at Edinburgh University, hid 
been creetical o Fourier’s wark on the theory o heat.  The gallus Kelvin set oot that Kelland wis wrang 
– an later scientists agreed wi him.

Fae 1841 tae 1845 Kelvin went tae Cambridge University.  He wis a rare scholar – awbeit his faither  
wis stamagastert when he bocht a boat wi his allowance.

Professorship at Glesca University

Efter graduating, Kelvin warked in a Paris laboratory wi physics professor Victor Regnault.
Kelvin wis moyent by the mathematical thochts o George Grenn, a miller’s son fae Nottingham who 
hid  taucht himsel.

He brocht an essay o Green’s tae the notice o ither mathematicians an physicists by republishing it in a 
respectit scientific jurnal.

In 1846, at the grand auld age o 22, Kelvin went back tae Glesca University tae become Professor o 
Natural Philosophy.  He bade in this poseetion fur 53 year.  Kelvin wis gleg tae hae students tak pairt in 
practical experiments, sae he estaiblisht the first university physics laboratory.

Kelvin scale an thermodynamics

Kelvin keepit studying the naitur o heat.  He kent that it wid be yuisfae tae be able tae preceese 
meisur unco law temperaturs.  In 1848 he proponed a fair temperatur scale, noo cried ‘the Kelvin 
scale’.

Efter mair resairch, Kelvin thocht on the saicont law o thermodynamics, which states that heat willna 
flowe fae a caulder tae a hetter boadie.
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Did you know?

Charles Darwin descrived Lord Kelvin as bein ‘like an odious spectre’.

Kelvin wis agin Darwin’s thochts on naitural walin, on the grunds that the Earth wisnae auld enuch fur 
natural walin tae hae occurred.

Atlantic telegraph

Kelvin wis  interestit in the transmission o electricity, an he wis appyntit as Director o the Atlantic 
Telegraph Company in 1856.  The company wis tae instaw a telegraph cable unner the Atlantic Ocean.  

Atlantic Cable Expeditions in 1857, 1858 an 1865  misgaed, hooivver traffeck by cable wan throu at 
lang last in 1866.

Kelvin wis knighted fur his wark on this project.

Kelvin at sea

Fae 1870 Kelvin spent mony’s a summer on his yacht ‘Lalla Rookh’, an cleckit a fair few marine gear 
tae better navigation an sauftie.

He introduced a mair perqueer mariner’s compass, an a machine tae predeect tide levels warldwide.

International celebrity

In 1884 Kelvin traivelt tae the United States tae gie a series o lecturs.  The Americans fair enjoyed 
them, an were setten furth in 1904 as the ‘Baltimore Lectures’.

Kelvin becam a Lord in 1892 an he teuk the name Kelvin acause o his Glesca connections.  By the time 
he dee’d in 1907 he wis weel kent an widely respectit internaitionally.

Taken from the National Library of Scotland’s Science Hall of Fame
http://digital.nls.uk/scientists/biographies/index.html
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