
Comet Finder: Dr. William R. Brooks 

Asteroid, comet, or meteor? 

An asteroid is made of minerals 
and orbits the sun, usually between 
the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. 

A comet is composed of ice and 
dust and orbits the sun. A comet’s 
tail appears when the Sun vaporizes 
part of the comet. 

A meteoroid is a small piece of 
asteroid or a comet. It becomes a 
meteor when it enters the Earth’s 
atmosphere. If it lands on the 
Earth’s surface, it is called a 
meteorite. 

The 19th century was a time of scientific invention and discovery. Astronomers, both 

professional and amateur, expanded our knowledge of the universe. Until the 

invention and improvement of photography, observations had been limited to 

drawings. Long exposure times of photographic plates captured planets, stars, and 

galaxies. 
 

With fewer credentials than academic astronomers and homemade equipment, 

William R. Brooks (1844-1921) discovered 27 comets. Brooks was second in comet 

discoveries only to Frenchman Jean-Louis Pons who found 37 comets between 1801 and 

1827. He advanced the use of photography in astronomy, and readily shared his 

discoveries across the United States. From 1900 until his death, Brooks was professor 

of astronomy at Hobart College, and later at William Smith College.  

Despite no college 

education, Brooks received 

an honorary Master of Arts 

degree from Hobart College 

(1891) and an honorary 

doctorate from Hamilton 

College (1893).   

In Bellamy Partridge’s story about 

Phelps, New York, Brooks was thinly 

disguised as Billy Bob Rivers, a shy 

photographer. “Rivers” ground his own 

camera lenses and began building 

telescopes to scan the night sky.   

Brooks printed this photograph of himself 

and Louise Newton in his observatory, 

using only light from Venus.   



Stardust: Red House Observatory 

While earning a living as a photographer, Brooks continued to build telescopes. He 

made a grinder and polisher to make parabolic mirrors for reflecting telescopes, 

which were more advanced than his first efforts.  
 

In 1874 Brooks completed the Red House Observatory next to his home outside the 

village. It was an open-air platform to which he carried his telescope each night. On 

October 3, 1881 he discovered his first comet. Over the next seven years he 

documented 10 more comets. Brooks also photographed his observations and shared 

his findings with the public. 
 

“While his regular vocation has been that of draughtsman and photographer, 

astronomy has been the absorbing study of his life.”  

  Boston Evening Transcript, 1883 

Although the Brooks house and observatory, left, are gone, local groups have placed and refreshed a marker at 
the location on Lester Road southeast of Phelps. 

Broadside advertising an astronomy lecture, 
February 8, 1878 

Red House Observatory with 
the largest telescope Brooks 
built, 1882.  

Brooks drew the position of an 1882 
comet in relation to the moon and 
other objects as he observed it. 

“The Half Moon,” 1899 


