
Dawn: Early Life 

Born in Maidstone, England in 1844, William Brooks had numerous interests from childhood. He experimented with steam engines, 

optical lenses, and photography. Astronomy caught his attention on a voyage to Australia, watching the ship captain charting the 

stars with a sextant. The family emigrated to Darien, New York in 1857. With an interest in mechanics and drawing, Brooks began 

working as a draftsman at foundries and steam engine works. In 1868 he married Mary Smith, and moved to Phelps in 1870. 

Mary Brooks (1838-1912) assisted her 

husband with his observations. She was 

on the Women’s Board of Managers that 

founded and operated Geneva City 

Hospital, and was active at the First 

Baptist Church.   

Reverend William Brooks was a Baptist 

minister in Darien. His son gave his first 

astronomy lecture at age 17 in the Darien 

Baptist Church.   

Brooks made his first telescope at the age of 14. A simple 

tube with two lenses, it was similar to the telescope built 

by Galileo Galilei in 1610 (above). 

Tintype of William Brooks as a young man   

Brooks “Red House” on Lester Road, Phelps, circa 1880 

Return address stamp for the Red House Observatory   



Sky Full of Stars: Smith Observatory 

Although he had little formal education, nurseryman William Smith (1818-1912) had a lifelong interest in learning. In 1887 he visited 

Brooks in Phelps to see his work. Smith offered Brooks a house and a professional observatory at 620 Castle Street if he moved to 

Geneva. Brooks became director of the Smith Observatory and discovered another 16 comets. In addition to his own work, he 

welcomed residents to stop by and look through the telescope when he was in the observatory. Brooks also lectured and published 

astronomy pamphlets in Geneva.  

“[Brooks’] lectures are made so plain that he who runs may read, and are so scientifically correct that the scholar as well as the novice 
may be benefitted thereby.”    

  Geneva Daily Times, May 29, 1900 

In 1889 Brooks discovered a multiple comet. The 

head broke into several pieces, the largest part being 

the only one to survive over time.    William Smith was interested in 

astronomy prior to inviting Brooks to 

Geneva. In 1882, he had a small, 

enclosed observatory built at his 

Castle Street home.   
Throughout his career, Brooks worked year-round in 

unheated conditions. This rare photo shows him in heavy 

winter clothes in the observatory.   

New York State historical marker, 620 Castle Street   

William Smith’s home, right, and the Brooks house and 

observatory were on the edge of Smith’s Park. In the 1950s, 

the property was subdivided.   

 

Smith’s Park, Castle Street, circa 1905 



Twilight: Later Life   

In 1900, Hobart College hired Brooks as a professor of astronomy. That year, the campus observatory was demolished for new 

construction. The Smith Observatory became the college telescope. In 1906 this was formalized when Smith gifted his property, 

including the observatory, for the creation of William Smith College.  
 

After William Smith’s death in 1912, there was a question of Brooks’ future in Geneva. Smith’s will did not specify money for Brooks 

or maintenance of his house and observatory, but Hobart and William Smith Colleges confirmed that Brooks would stay. Brooks 

maintained a busy schedule until the end of his life, teaching during the day and working in the observatory most of the night.  

“[Brooks] was a most excellent citizen, calm of temperament and courtly of manner, 

was well liked by everybody and possessed of all those attributes that go to make a 

gentleman of the ‘old school.’” 

  Geneva Daily Times, May 4, 1921 

Above: Some of the medals awarded to Brooks for his discoveries 

Below: Brooks’ many achievements and memberships were listed in 

the 1917 Hobart College yearbook, The Echo. 

1956) taught 

Brooks family headstone in Glenwood Cemetery, Geneva 
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Richard S. Perkin Observatory. Courtesy of Hobart & William Smith Colleges. 


