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James Thomson (1786-1849)  
at a glance 
• 1786 born 13th November, near Ballynahinch 
• 1810 enters Glasgow University  
• 1812 graduates MA 
• 1814 begins teaching at Belfast Academical Institution 

    (Inst.) 
• 1815 appointed professor of mathematics in the  

    college department of Inst. 
• 1829 awarded honorary LLD by Glasgow 
• 1832 commences as professor of mathematics at    

    Glasgow 
• 1849 dies January 12th aged 62 



A Ballynahinch boy 

It is yet told in the neighbourhood, that one morning his father 
sent him out to clean the byre, and passing soon after, and finding 
the place not cleaned, and James making diagrams on the floor, 
he gave him a good scolding, and said he would never be fit for anything. 
 
WJ Patton, Three Ballynahinch Boys, 1880 

There was a sundial in front of the house which excited my  
father’s interest when a boy. He made one as like it as he could, 
and set it up; but to his mortification it did not show the time 
correctly. He would not be baffled, however, but set himself to 
search the cause of his failure… at last one very hot summer night… 
the theory of dialling dawned on his mind …he was able to make  
sundials to be placed horizontally, perpendicularly, or at any angle 
whatever. 
 
Elizabeth King, Lord Kelvin’s Early Home, 1909 
 



A Glasgow student  

There were no steamers or passenger vessels plying between Belfast and Glasgow 
in those days, and the voyage was a formidable and tedious affair, so much so that 
on one occasion my father and some other students begged the captain to put 
them ashore on the coast of Ayrshire that they might save time by walking thence to  
Glasgow, and he complied with their request. 

Elizabeth King, Lord Kelvin’s Early Home, 1909 





Belfast Academical Institution  

The grounds the building, and all the surroundings which the boys beheld were 
dreary looking. The ground was wet and swampy; there was no iron railing at the  
entrance, no Victoria Street or College Square, no meeting-house nor church, but 
grassy land on all sides. 

George Benn, one of the first pupils 



‘Mr. Thomson The Mathematician’ 

‘Be so good as to desire the Board to take into their consideration the state of my 
class-room. I may also observe that I have the largest classes in the smallest room. The 
room is scarcely capable of accommodating sixty boys at once; but, at present, at one 
period of the day, it contains no fewer than ninety six. A highly unpleasant and 
unwholesome heat is thus generated in the room; and it is of consequence 
uncomfortable and unwholesome for the teachers and the pupils. Besides it is almost 
impossible to preserve proper order….It may be asked what remedy I would propose. I 
know of none but to take seven or eight feet in length from Mr. Spence’s room…the 
credit of the teacher, of the department & of the Institution is at stake….I need 
scarcely mention that in case of the room’s being enlarged, additional desks and forms 
will be needed. 
I am, &c.  Jas’ Thomson 
[P.S.] It will oblige one to be informed what determination 
 the Board may come to on this matter. 

James Thomson,  
7th February 1815 to Robert Simms,  

Assistant Secretary to the Board of Managers  
of the Belfast Academical Institution 

 



Thomson family home, 29 College Sqr East 



Home and family 

Elizabeth (1818-1896) 

Anna (1820-1857) 

James (1822-1892) 

William (1824-1907) 

John (1826-1847) 

Margaret (1827-31) 

Robert (1829-1905) 



Teaching and writing 

1819 A treatise on arithmetic, in theory and practice (‘Key’ 
published 1825) 
1825 Elements of plane and spherical trigonometry, with the 
first principles of analytic geometry 
1827 An introduction to modern geography , with an appendix 
containing an outline of astronomy and the use of globes 
(Companion atlas published in 1828) 
1831 An introduction to the differential and integral calculus 
1834The first six and eleventh and twelfth books of Euclid 
with elements of plane trigonometry 
1844 An elementary treatise on algebra theoretical and 
practical (‘Key’ published, 1847) 
 



Arithmetic (1819) 



Arithmetic (1819): Reviews 

‘A much higher degree of consideration is undoubtedly due to 
this work than to the general order of treatises on 
Arithmetic….The questions, moreover, are so contrived that 
while they swerve all the purposes of Arithmetical lessons to 
the Student, they give him information of many important 
facts in Commerce, Geography, Astronomy, Chronology, 
Chemistry, and other branches of knowledge: a plan which 
cannot but be attended with very considerable advantage.’ 

 

London Monthly Review, August 1821  



Arithmetic (1819): Advertisement 

Describing the exercises 
 ‘some are proposed in purely abstract terms …[t]o these are 
subjoined, in those parts of the work which it could 
conveniently be done, other questions which will not only 
serve as exercises on several rules, but will also furnish the 
pupil with useful information…In the formation of questions 
of this latter class, recourse has been made to a great number 
of works and authentic documents …and it is hoped that what 
is thus presented may tend to excite in the learner a desire to 
acquire further information on the subjects which will thus be 
introduced to his notice’ 
 

A Treatise on Arithmetic in Theory & Practice, page 2 



John Bonnycastle (1751-1821) 
 & John Gough (?-?) 

First published 1780, 
18th ed. 1851 

First published 1758,  
?th ed. 1834 



Comparing ‘simple division’ 

Author Pages of text  No. of questions  Of which practical 

Bonnycastle  6 27 0 

Gough 6 61 0 

Thomson 6 69 8 



Comparing ‘compound addition’ 

Author Pages of text No. of questions Of which practical 

Bonnycastle 18 47 0 

Gough 5 25 0 

Thomson 5 18 3 



College textbooks 



College examinations, April 1825 



Senior Mathematical Course  



Leaving Belfast 



‘Old Dr. James was one of the best of Irishmen, a good mathematician, an 
enthusiastic and successful teacher, the author of several valuable school 
books, a friend of my father’s, and himself the father of a large family, the 
members of which have been prosperous in the world.’ 

John Nichol, childhood friend of the Thomson children &   

son of JP Nichol, Prof of Astronomy at Glasgow (1836-59) 

 



Further Reading 

• J. Jamieson, The History of the Royal Belfast 
Academical Institution 1810-1960 (Mullan & Son, 
1959) 

• S.A. Royle, Portrait of an Industrial City: ‘Clanging 
Belfast’, 1750-1914 (Belfast Natural History & 
Philosophical Society, 2011) 

• C. Smith & N Wise, Energy & Empire: A Biographical 
Study of Lord Kelvin (C.U.P., 1989) 
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