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William Whewell, Master of Trinity College Cambridge and Queen Victoria's "favourite preacher" was born
in Lancaster on24thMay 1794, the oldest of the seven children of John Whewell and his wife Elizabeth (n6e
Bennison). His father was a Master Carpenter and his mother, a "woman of superior talents" and considerable
culture, was something of a local poetess.

The family home was in Lucy Street (between George and Brock Streets). After attending the Bluecoat
School William was intended to be apprenticed to his father. A chance meeting however between father and
son, and the Rev Joseph Rowley, while repairing the fence between the Owen and Rowley houses, led to a
change of plan. The Rev Rowley who was both Curate at the Priory Church and Headmaster of the Free
Grammar School was so impressed with William's intelligence that he offered to educate him free of charge at
the Grammar School and provide all of the books he would need there. After a week's hesitation, his father
agreed to William attending the Grammar School. Here he rapidly showed great ability and energy, mastering
English grammar and Latin at a great pace and being moved up within ayear to a class of older boys. In the
new class was the elder brother of Richard Owen, who was also at the school and with whom he remained
close friends for the rest of his life. His enthusiasm and unremitting hard work did not endear him to the other
boys and as a result they ganged up on him in order to "wallop him". William now rapidly developed his
pugilistic skills so as to defend himself and became such a good fighter that it was later said that he could have
been a professional boxer. In time the other boys ceased to pick on him and he became an accepted member of
the school, but not before it had been decreed that only two boys at a time could fight him!

He received a good training from Rowley in "arithmetic, geometry and mensuration" and in 1809 was
Mr Hudson from T who ied that he would be amongst the top six

Wranglers. In 1810 he was therefore sent to
Heversham Grammar School. This school had a
scholarship worth f50 per annum to Trinity
College funded by the Wilson family of Dallam
Tower. In the absence of other more local
candidates

Whewell obtained the scholarship in l8ll on
the condition that he would spend two
years at the school. This he did, acting
time as Master in charge before his departure
for Cambridge in 1812. Before finally leaving
Heversham he had some additional lessons
from John Gough (1757-1857), the famous
blind mathematician of Kendal, in o'algebra,

trigonometry, conic sections, calculus and
mechanics".

From his arrival in Cambridge in l812 as an l8-
year-old, until his death in 1866 as the Master of
Trinity and one of the most important

academics in the country, his life was one of great distinction and his career a glittering one. At no time
however did he seek to sever his connections with his native town, frequently visiting his sisters and friends
and in 1824 along with Richard Owen being given a Civic dinner by the Mayor and Corporation. Until
Rowley's death he kept up a correspondence with him, saying that he was "one of the main considerations of
his being sent to college and all his subsequent successes".
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During his undergraduate years Whewell made friends with many men of academic distinction including
Charles Babbage and John Herschel, son of the Astronomer Royal. He did well academically, in College in
1813 obtaining a Declamation Prize for an essay on "Brutus and Caesar" while in 1814 he won the
Chancellor's Gold Medal for a poem on Boadicea. In 1816 he graduated in the Mathematics Tripos as Second
Wrangler. This meant that he had obtained the second highest marks amongst those graduating in
Mathematics that year. In the same year his father died and, in order to support himself, he took private pupils
and led reading parties in the Long Vacation. Elected to a Fellowship at Trinity in 1817 he was appointed
assistant tutor the following year. In 1818 he was a founder member of the university Philosophical Society,
and (quickly mastering German) was soon conversant with the works of Kant which he later translated. The
year I 8l 9 saw the publication of his book on Mechanics and in 1 820 he was appointed Mathematical Lecturer
at Trinity. By this time he was researching into the tides and on the strength of this was elected a Fellow of the
Royal Society in 1820. In 1837 he received their Gold Medal for this work.

By 1823 and by now college Tutor for the Science side of the Tripos he found time to embark with Thomas
Rickman (1776-1841) upon a tour of churches in Normandy, Picardy and Germany. This led to the
publication of his book, Architectural Notes, in 1830. He was elected Professor of Mineralogy in 1828 (he
resigned in 1832) which entailed a visit to Germany for instruction in the subject.

From 1831 Whewell was much involved with the British Association and he coined the term "scientist" for
the Cambridge meeting of 1833. In 1837 he succeeded Lyell as President of the Geological Society. By this
time he was apparently bored with the life of a Don to the extent that, having been a priest since 1828, he
considered leaving the University and taking up the vacant parish of Masham.

Events however now moved rapidly. Later in 1838 he became Knightsbridge Professor of Moral Philosophy,
and in l84l manied Cordelia Marshall (daughter of John Marshall of Leeds). He also succeeded Christopher
Wordsworth as Master of Trinity. ln 1842-3 he became Vice-Chancellor of the University and led a successful
campaign to elect the Prince Consort as Chancellor. He was again Vice-Chancellor in 1855-6 when his wife
died. He later married Lady Everina Affleck in 1858. Both of his marriages were apparently happy though
childless and after the death of his second wife in 1865 he lived alone in the Master's Lodge. His guests
regularly included his nieces, formerly Janet and Kate Marshall, now Mrs Stair Douglas and Mrs Sumner
Gilberson. Both were present when on 6th March 1866 he died after a fall from his horse. He left over
f 100,000 in his will which was used to erect two student lodgings one of which was Whewell Court. With his
second wife he also endowed a number of scholarships and a Professorship. Whewell was appropriately
buried in Trinity College chapel.

What was William Whewell like as a man, rather than as an academic of high distinction occupying "the most
illustrious lodge in the universe"? He had been a somewhat delicate child but he grew into a man of splendid
physical development. That was the result of his love of outdoor exercise especially walking and horseriding,
where he proved a very bold rider. Tall and handsome, he had twinkling eyes a keen sense of humour and was
particularly popular with children for whom he wrote poems and made up riddles. Equally, he appeared to
affract the company of women. He had extraordinary energy which enabled him to get a vast amount of work
done each day. Starting with Chapel at7am, after a full day's work he still found time to enter society, where
many people found him delightful company. He was particularly interested in politics, music and art. He also
liked nothing better than a fine dinner followed by a good bottle of port! However, he could be very dogmatic
and too fond of the sound of his own voice to be a good listener. In conversation he had a habit of taking up
someone's view and turning it into a lecture while at the same time laying the law down in a style not
conducive to a reply.

He was no respecter of persons and not always careful to observe the rules of politeness, telling one lady in
her own house, "Madam - no one but a fool would have made that observation". He did not suffer fools gladly
and his blufl down-to-earth (northern?) attitude led one colleague to say of him that he was something of a
rough diamond. At the same time, even though he was anxious to be hospitable, his sense of the dignity of his
position led to a formality which did not make the Master's Lodge a welcoming place. He had a great number
of friends however. These were from across the whole social spectrum and with whom he carried on a vast
correspondence. Although he could be awkward he was said to be magnanimous, never to cherish resentment
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and to admit defeat frankly.

After his death Whewell's reputation declined and, until recently, few outside Lancaster would even have
recognized his name. Even in his native town the only memorials are a stained glass window in the Priory
Church endowed by his sister and his inclusion on the panels of Victorian worthies below the statue of
Victoria in Dalton Square. In the late 20th century however there was a resurgence of interest in someone the
Times called a Victorian Polymath. On what then does his reputation rest? Undoubtedly he was active in
studying, researching and writing in a wide range of subjects. These ranged from mathematics, through
geology and architecture, philosophy and theology, to the history of science. In addition he found time to
translate the Dialogues of Plato, and the writings of Kant. His work on the tides is still of importance today
while he also worked with Sir George Airey (the Astronomer Royal) on the density of the Earth.

The Bridgewater Treatise he wrote in 1838 on Astronomy as it relates to Natural Theory is widely considered
to be the best in the series. In this work he argued that the laws of nature are the product of a divine
intelligence and thus showed himself a supporter of the views of Archdeacon Paley. In science, the work he
deserves to be best known for is a History of the Deductive Sciences in 1837, (the first systematic attempt at a
study of the philosophy of science). Through his popularization of science, via the British Association, he
coined the term scientist as a general term for the student ofnature, to stand alongside those people calling
themselves "artists". In addition to assisting Lyell to create geological nomenclature, in 1834 he suggested the
terms ion, anode and cathode to Faraday for his discoveries in electricity.

As a University academic, College Master and Vice-Chancellor, he seems to have been an innovator. A fine
administrator he initiated many reforms within the University, not least introducing the Moral Sciences and
Natural Sciences Tripos at Cambridge in 1848. For a man of humble origins he achieved an incredible
amount, becoming one of the leading intellectuals and academics of his day.
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