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Maxwell’s Home Preserved, 
His Statue Unveiled, 
but the Final Word Is 
from a Child

hen James was a little boy 
of two years and a half old, 

I had given him a new tin 
plate to play with. It was a bright sunny 
day; he held it to the sun, and the refl ec-
tion went round and round the room. 
He said ‘Do look, Maggy, and go for 
papa and mamma.’ I told them both 
to come, and as they went in James 
sent the refl ection across their faces. 
It was delightful to see his papa; he 
was delighted. He asked him, ‘What is 
this you are about, my boy?’ He said, ‘It 
is the sun, papa; I got it in with the tin 
plate.’ His papa told him when he was 
a little older he would let him see the 
moon and stars, and so he did.”

This is a recollection about the 
 youthful James Clerk Maxwell reported 
by Maxwell’s biographer, Lewis Camp-
bell [1] from a servant, Meg, of the 
 Maxwell household. Maxwell was 
always exploring his universe, encour-
aged by his parents and often with 

his beloved dog, “a terrier of the mus-
tard kind,” as described by Campbell. 
 Maxwell’s youthful environment at 
his home in the country, Glenlair, and 
in  Edinburgh (pronounced, “Ed-in-burr-
ah”) with  relatives was critical in guiding 
“Jamsie” along the path that would 
change the world.

Although not widely recognized 
among the general population, Max-
well is well known among scientists 
and engineers. Maxwell’s equations, 

just one of his many accomplish-
ments, are where I have personally 
spent my professional career. About 
20 years ago I started wondering just 
who Maxwell was. I started taking 
occasional day trips, as a tourist, into 
the field of history. I found an abso-
lutely amazing story, a story that just 
had to be told. So, I started telling it. I 
had help along the way, most notably 
from the IEEE Microwave Theory and 
Techniques Society (MTT-S) Distin-
guished Microwave Lecturer (DML) 
program. In fact, with in and in 
addition to the DML program I have 
given a lecture on the life of James 
Clerk Maxwell almost 100 times all 
over the world. It has been an amaz-
ing ride, especially seeing so many 
others who share such strong interest 
in Maxwell.

Maxwell’s life was full of hap-
piness…and tragedy. One tragedy 
occurred after Maxwell’s lifetime. His 
home, Glenlair, where he had played 
with the “new tin plate,” caught fire in 
1929. The firemen came but they had no 
water. All they could do was help carry 
things out of the house. Figure 1 shows 
Glenlair the first time I saw it, in July 
2005. The large, left portion was built 
by Maxwell and the right portion by 
Maxwell’s father. The last remaining 
roof is threatening to  collapse. Grass 
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and small trees are grow-
ing on top of walls. Mortar 
holding stones in place is 
washing away.

Maxwell is considered 
to be one of the three 
most important physicists 
of all time, along with 
Newton and  Einstein. He 
deserves better than this. 
At the June 2007 meeting 
of the MTT-S AdCom, I 
proposed that the MTT-S 
and I split the cost. They 
agreed. Actually, they 
did more than just agree, they agreed 
unanimously, an amazing consensus for 
a group as intelligent and as diverse as 
AdCom! Significant funding was also 
provided by the European Microwave 
Association (EuMA), and by the IEEE 
Antennas and Propagation (AP) Soci-
ety. With transfer of U.S. funds to Scot-
land handled by the IEEE Foundation, 
we were on our way.

The preservation is being overseen 
by the most recent owner of Glenlair 
(Glenlair is now owned by the Maxwell 
at Glenlair Trust [2]), Captain (Royal 
Navy, retired) Duncan Ferguson, Fig-
ure 2. We are most fortunate to have 
 Duncan’s skilled services available. He 
has substantial experience managing 
large projects in the Navy and he is also 
trained as an electrical engineer. In fact, 
as a young boy he did not fully real-
ize the importance of Maxwell until, 
during college, he was introduced to 
 Maxwell’s equations. After class he told 
his disbelieving professor 
that he lived on Maxwell’s 
estate (in the restored for-
mer farmer’s cottage) next 
to the Glenlair mansion 
itself. It is here at Glenlair 
that Maxwell wrote his 
Treatise on Electricity and 
Magnetism, the founding 
document of our field. 
Of all the students that 
have ever been taught 
Maxwell’s equations, the 
future Capt. Ferguson is 
unique!

Unknown to me until 
recently was work by a 
dedicated group in the 

United Kingdom lead by Sir Michael 
Atiyah, president of the Royal Society 
of Edinburgh (now immediate past 
president) to erect the first major public 
statue honoring Maxwell. I was most 
honored to be invited to attend the 
statue unveiling. Sir Michael is also a 
past president of the Royal Society in 
London. Having been president of both 
Societies is a feat previously achieved 
(to my knowledge) only by Lord Kelvin. 
Sir Michael is a world class researcher 
in mathematics and nuclear physics. 
He is exceptionally modest (like Max-
well himself), and even insisted that no 
special mention of his efforts be indi-
cated on the statue. However, I am very 
pleased to make special mention of his 
efforts here. 

To make it possible for Americans to 
attend, the statue unveiling was moved 
up to two days prior to a major U.S. 
holiday (Thanksgiving), near the end 
of November. That did make things a 

bit tight (the statue itself 
was not in place until two 
days before its unveiling), 
but everything went very 
smoothly. This special con-
sideration by the Scots to 
allow us to attend required 
considerable effort and was 
most appreciated.

As a delegation from 
the IEEE and the IEEE 
Foundation was also 
planning on attending 
the statue unveiling and 
to visit Glenlair, they 

most kindly invited me along. In Max-
well’s youth, Edinburgh to Glenlair in 
extreme south western Scotland was 
two days by horse and carriage. For us, 
it was two hours by car. (GPS is helpful, 
even if you have a local driver!)

Figure 3 shows Glenlair during our 
visit there on Sunday, 23 November. 
Many of the walls have been repointed 
(the mortar holding the stones in place 
has been renewed) so that the walls are 
no longer in danger of collapsing. (What 
an obituary it would have been, for a sci-
entist or engineer: “Killed by a collapsing 
wall at Maxwell’s home, Glenlair!”) The 
roof over the main part of the building 
was a special problem. The framework 
supporting the slate shingles was found 
to have sagged about 20 cm. This required 
the replacement of the entire wooden 
supporting structure. All the shingles 
were removed, the framework replaced, 
and then the shingles put back in place.  
Although not easily seen in Figure 3, 

this task was performed 
with incredible skill. The 
restored roof looks as 
though it has not been dis-
turbed for the last century!

The foyer (Figure 4) on 
the side of the main build-
ing has received special 
attention. While we are 
interested in preservation 
for most of Glenlair, we 
have pursued restoration 
for the foyer. It will serve 
as a small visitor center 
for the occasional visitors 
who find their way here. 
Of special interest in the 
foyer is the beautiful tile 

Figure 2. Overseeing the Glenlair preservation is Capt. Duncan Ferguson 
(right) chatting with Bobbie and Lew Terman (2008 IEEE president).

Figure 1. Glenlair as it appeared in July 2005.
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floor (Figure 5). The tile floor might have 
been designed by Maxwell himself. 
When I first saw the floor in 2005, there 
was a considerable amount of debris. All 
I could see was tiles of white, red, green, 
and blue. With the floor now clean and 
clear, it turns out there are also two 
shades of brown, and the red (perhaps 
with age?) could also be called brown.

The question that entered my mind 
in 2005 was why would Maxwell pick 
red, green, and blue? That seems really 
odd. But then I recalled that Maxwell 
is the person who first experimentally 
determined that red, green, and blue 
are the primary colors of light. (Art-
ists and printers have a different set of 
primary colors because they work with 
subtractive colors. Red, green, and blue 
are the primary additive colors. Take, 
for example, the light coming out of 
your RGB computer monitor.)

In fact, Maxwell even did consider-
able research in color blindness. One 
approach he took was to peer into the 
eyes of dogs (he loved animals and had 
a special skill in working with them) 
and people (who might have been 
more difficult!) using a homemade 
ophthalmoscope to explore the causes 
of color blindness. He also made the 
world’s first color photograph using 
three negatives with three filters and 
projected with three projectors. The 
original  negatives, along with many 
other Maxwell artifacts, are on display 

at the James Clerk Maxwell Foundation, 
14 India Street, Edinburgh, Maxwell’s 
birthplace. Visitors are most welcome, 
but they should call ahead [3]. We do 
color imaging pretty much the same 
way today; it is just that our three pro-
jectors are all in one box. I like to think 
that Maxwell included red (?), green, 
and blue in the tile floor because of his 
work with color. 

The steps on the foyer entrance, Fig-
ure 6, have also been carefully restored. 
The top step is original. The others 
were moved here from the garden. 
Again, the restoration is incredible, the 
lichen and color look like the steps have 
always been there. Maxwell undoubt-
edly climbed these steps and passed 
through this door many times. Einstein, 
whose work was directly inspired by 
Maxwell, usually declined offers to lec-
ture. However, he made an exception 
once for the Royal Society, provided he 
would be allowed to walk on the same 
floor boards (at the Royal Society) that 
Maxwell himself had walked upon. At 
Glenlair, we can walk on the floor of 
Maxwell’s own home.

The intensity of the experience of 
visiting Glenlair is lost on those who 
have not worked with Maxwell’s equa-
tions, or some other aspect of Maxwell’s 
many contributions to physics. We real-
ize that Maxwell’s work on electricity 
and magnetism, his Treatise on Electric-
ity and Magnetism, which he wrote right 
here at Glenlair, founded our entire 
field. But, it was more than that. It was 
23 years after his initial publication of 
his electromagnetic theory before the 
rest of the world realized that Max-
well was right. When they caught up, 
everything in physics opened up. We 
were no longer bound to Newton and 
f = ma. We could set down any equa-
tions we want with no need to build a 
mechanical contraption to justify it. As 
long as the equations allow us to pre-
dict the outcome of experiments, that is 
good enough. The door was now open 
to relativity, quantum theory, and all of 
twentieth century physics. It was right 
here, at Glenlair, where 20th century 
physics started.

We hope to restore the large win-
dows (Figure 7) on the front of Glenlair 
if we can find an appropriate donor. 

Figure 3. Glenlair nearing the completion of our preservation efforts, November 2008.

Figure 4. The side foyer has been almost 
completely restored.

Figure 5. The floor of Glenlair’s foyer is 
an unusual pattern including (brownish) 
red, green, and blue tiles.
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