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Many of you will have received our earlier Brooks family printed book “Norman Dearest” 
about our parents’ courtship in post-WWII London as told through our mother’s letters that 

started two weeks after our parents met.

Now, we have found amazing early-20th century family photos and documents covering the life 
of our paternal grandfather, Thomas Brooks, who served in WWI in North Africa.

The central 26 photos come from a photo album Thomas received from a fellow British Army 
Officer in 1919 and, with detailed captions, form the heart of this eBook.

Thomas’ life story continues into his courtship and into his subsequent marriage to a much 
younger school teacher.

It’s our pleasure to tell his story in a digital format ~100 years after the period where these 
family events took place...

Preface
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Early Life
Thomas Brooks was born on May 29, 1883 in Bridge of Weir (pop 5,000) a 
“dormitory settlement” west of Glasgow. He was the second oldest of 
eleven children & educated at the local village school in a neighbouring 
village, Kilmalcolm.

After his “elementary education” he passed the Civil Service entry exam and 
worked in local government offices in London until WWI.
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Members of the 
 Brooks Family

1899
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Thomas Brooks was 
working as a civil servant 
when he was called up to 
the British army in 1916 
in the Land Forces of the 
Army Service Corps.

He was assigned to the 
North African war theatre.

On Feb 5 1917, Thomas 
was appointed as a 2nd 
Lieutenant Officer in a 
commission confirmed on 
March 20, 1917.

World 
War I
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WWI Officer’s Regalia

Upon his commission, Thomas was issued standard Officer’s regalia. Thomas’ 
sword and dagger, pictured here, have remained in the Brooks family for over 
100 years.
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Thomas was assigned to “C” Company of the Egyptian Camel 
Transport Corps – a British Army Service Corps organization 
that employed 170,000 British soldiers and Egyptian camel 
drivers who rode 72,500 camels between 1917 – 1919.

The Corps was active primarily in the Sinai desert (Egypt and 
Palestine during WWI – now Egypt, Southern Israel and the 
Gaza Strip). Transport via vehicle was impractical so camels 
and horses were widely used. Non-Arabs were found to be 
poor camel riders so large numbers of Egyptians were paid to 
ride and care for the animals.

The North African Theatre in WWI
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WWI Era MAP of 
Northern Egypt & 

Palestine
Shows locations featured in 

Thomas Brooks’ photos
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The images on the 
next 26 pages were 
discovered in this roll 
top desk at Thomas’ 
Edinburgh house. This 
photo album was a gift 
from his close WWI 
friend, Capt. Hyatt.
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The original photo album 
from the roll top desk.

Despite being over 100 
years old, the pages 
and photos were well 
preserved.
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To

T. Brooks

In pleasant recollection 
of many happy hours, 
many weary treks and 
many intimate chats 
while together in “C” 
Company, Egyptian 
Camel Transport Corps. 
1917-1919. Egypt, Sinai, 
Palestine, Syria.

E.G. Hyatt 
Capt

Rafa, Palestine

May, 1919
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Built in 1841, Shepheard’s 
Hotel was the leading hotel 
in Cairo and one of the most 
celebrated hotels in the world 
until it burned down in 1952 in 
the Cairo Fire that led to the 
Egyptian Revolution. Started 
by Samuel Shepheard, “an 
undistinguished apprentice 
pastry cook”, Shepheard was 
a successful entrepreneur 
who once followed soldiers 
to Crimea to secure a large 
hotel payment. Frequented 
by the Allies in WWI, the 
hotel created the “Suffering 
Bastard” cocktail as a joke 
due to the legendary wait for 
drinks at the “Long Bar”. The 
“Long” also related to the 
waiting time. Part of “The 
English Patient” was set here 
but the scenes were actually 
filmed in Venice.

Shepheard's 
Hotel
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The Mahmoudiyah Canal 
moves fresh water, food etc. 
along a 45 mile (70 km) length 
from the port of Mahmoudiyah 
on the River Nile west to 
Alexandria and then to the 
Mediterranean Sea. The canal 
was ordered built by Viceroy 
Mohammed Ali and finished 
in 1820.

The photo mentions the Suez 
Canal being in the background 
– but that’s unlikely as it’s 
>100 miles (150 km) to the 
east. If the photo was taken 
near Mahmoudiyah, it’s likely 
to be the River Nile in the 
background.

Mahmoudiyah 
Canal
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This train station, located by 
the El Ferdan Railway Bridge, 
was built at the same time as 
the El Ferdan bridge (over the 
Suez Canal) in 1918. As it was 
a hindrance to shipping it was 
dismantled a few years later. 
Rebuilt in 1942 as a swing bridge 
it was damaged by a steamship 
and removed again. Built once 
again in 1954 as a double swing 
bridge it was destroyed in the 
Anglo-French-Israeli War of 
1956 (known as the Suez Crisis 
in the UK). Rebuilt in 1963 it 
was destroyed in the Six Day 
War of 1967. Finally rebuilt 
in 2001 it is now the longest 
double swing bridge in the 
world (1,100 feet, 340 meters).

El Ferdan 
(Suez Canal) 

Railway Station
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Suez Port is an Egyptian 
Port located at the southern 
end of the Suez Canal. 
It now comprises an enlarged 
area including additional 
smaller product and petroleum 
shipping/receiving ports.

Near 
Suez Port
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Tel el Kebir literally means 
“the great mound”. The nearby 
city “On”, now Matariyah, is 
mentioned in Genesis 41:45 and 
is reputed to be the first village 
where cotton was grown. The 
town is also famous for the 
battle of Tel el Kebir (1882) 
where the British prevailed 
over the Egyptians. During 
WWI, Tel el Kebir was a major 
training centre for Australian 
troops who lived in a small tent 
city 6-miles long. A military 
railway was constructed to 
transport the soldiers to troop 
ships, in 1916, to Alexandria 
for embarkation to Gallipoli 
(now in Turkey). Tel el Kebir 
was initially described by an 
Australian soldier in 1916 as 
“a very dirty little place with a 
few dirty shops in it”.

Poison gas (Chlorine) was 
first used in WWI at Ypres, 
Belgium in 1915. Initially, 
the gas was released directly 
from the storage cylinders 
but the winds could change. 
Therefore, by 1916, artillery 
shells were used for direct and 
long distance delivery of the 
poison gas. As a terror weapon, 
phosgene (the most used gas) 
was extremely effective. Initial 
counter-measures included face 
masks of fabric impregnated 
with Bicarbonate of Soda. By 
1918, charcoal filter gas masks 
were the standard. Treatment 
for the terrible effects of poison 
gas was simply bed rest and 
oxygen. There are no dates on 
these 2 photos which seem to 
show gas masks from the latter 
part of WWI.

"Gas Over" 
Box Respirator 

"Cam" Milne

Gas school 
Tel el Kebir 

Reg AInsworth
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The Egyptian Labour Corps 
(ELC) was a group of Egyptian 
labourers who worked for 
the British Army in Egypt 
during the Sinai and Palestine 
Campaign. At the beginning 
of WWI, Britain set up the 
Protectorate of Egypt and 
imposed martial law, whilst 
giving a solemn pledge to 
defend Egypt and not call on 
the Egyptian people to aid in 
the conflict. However, due to 
need, this promise was quickly 
broken. The ELC was formed 
in 1916. By 1917 there were 
55,000 labourers in service. 
In that year a British officer 
mentioned in a dispatch to 
London “the great value and 
importance of their service, 
their steadiness under fire and 
devotion to duty under difficult 
conditions”.

Egyptian 
Labour Corps, 

Romani 
August 1916
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The Battle of Romani was 
the last ground attack on the 
Suez Canal in WWI and 
was fought in early August 
1916. The British and Anzac 
troops prevailed over the joint 
German-Ottoman (Turkish) 
forces which had previously 
marched across the Sinai desert. 
This was the first British 
victory of WWI against the 
Ottoman Empire and ensured 
protection of the ports at the 
north end of the Suez Canal. 
The Anzac mounted troops 
pursued the Ottomans until 
August 12 during which time 
thousands of prisoners were 
taken. This was a turning 
point in WWI after the British 
Allies had been defeated at 
Katia three months earlier.

Turkish 
prisoners 
after the 
Battle of 

RomanI
August 1916
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In early 1916, the German-
Austrian-Ottoman troops had 
control of the Romani area. 
Through 1916, the British-
Australian-NZ troops were 
building major infrastructure 
that, critically, included railways 
and water pipelines. These 
infrastructure investments 
enabled the Allies a victory 
at the Battle of Romani. 
It’s estimated the Ottoman 
casualties were ~ 9,000 with 
1,250 being buried right after 
the battle. Additionally, ~4,000 
officers and troops were taken 
prisoner. The Allies casualties 
were much lower.

Turkish 
Officer 

Prisoners,
Romani 

August 1916

2121



Thomas Brooks served in 
the British Army’s Egyptian 
Camel Transport Corps 
(known as the CTC, Camel 
Corps or Camel Transport) 
which primarily consisted of 
Egyptian camel drivers who 
supported the British Army 
during the WWI’s Sinai and 
Palestine Campaigns. From 
Dec 1915 through 1919, the 
work done by the 170,000 men 
of the Corps helped British war 
operations in the Sinai desert, 
Palestine and Syria. The CTC 
transported supplies to the 
troops in extreme geographic 
and weather conditions by 
camel and by horse. The known 
statistics are: 222 killed, 1,458 
wounded, 4,010 died of disease, 
78 went missing and 66 were 
taken prisoner.

Camel Convoy 
Kilo 47 to Katia 
September 1916
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 Within a year of being 
formed, the CTC consisted 
of 35,000 camels organized in 
2,000 strong camel companies. 
Ultimately, 72,500 camels were 
employed. The Egyptians 
were very familiar with camel 
care as the Allied officers and 
NCOs were often sent to the 
hospital with camel bites! As 
the Allies moved forward, all 
wheeled vehicles had to be left 
at Kantara so only the CTC 
accompanied the patrols across 
the Sinai desert. A camel could 
carry 2 soldiers (or bodies) or 
140 liters of water on trips of 
up to 25 miles. Planes had to 
be transported too after being 
broken down into components.

Mascots "B" 
Company 

Egyptian Camel 
Transport 

Corps
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Camel racing has always been a 
popular sport in North Africa 
and globally. Camels can run at 
speeds up to 40 mph (65 kph) 
for short sprints. They can 
also run at 25 mph (40 kph) 
for an hour. Until recently 
child jockeys (under 15 years 
old) were popular due to their 
light weight but that practice 
is finally being discontinued.

Another WWI desert sport 
was camel wrestling (where 
2 males fight over a female in 
heat). It was popular around 
the WWI period and banned 
later in the 1920s due to animal 
cruelty.

Gymkana 
Camel Corps 

Cairo
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Betting on camel racing has 
always been part of the sport 
as seen here. Today, Australia 
hosts the 2 highest prize purse 
camel races globally. Their 
major Queensland race pays a 
prize purse of AUS$ 500,000 
(US$ 350,000).

Gymkana 
Camel Corps 

Camel Betting
Cairo
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Kantara literally means “the 
bridge”. It is an Egyptian city 
of two parts – one on each side 
of the Suez Canal connected by 
a high level fixed road bridge. 
Beginning in January 1916 a 
railway (and water pipeline) 
were constructed by the British 
Royal Engineers from Kantara 
to Romani and eastwards 
through the Sinai desert to 
El Arish and Rafa on the 
border of the Ottoman Empire 
(originally Palestine – now 
Israel). In WWI, Kantara was 
the site of the British HQ No 3 
Section, Canal Defence Forces 
which protected the Suez Canal 
in the Sinai Campaign of 1916.

Near 
Kantara
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An Ottoman force made a 
surprise attack on the Allies 
position at Katia in the Sinai 
desert on the 23rd of April 
1916 during the Defence of the 
Suez Canal Campaign. It was 
St George’s Day, a Christian 
Feast day in Britain, so the 
Allied troops were relaxed. 
British Empire reinforcements 
were sent from Romani and 
surrounding areas but they 
arrived too late to be effective. 
The huge success of the 
Ottoman Army’s operations 
in this battle were due to their 
infantry’s determination to 
march across the Sinai desert 
quickly and their unusually 
effective battle tactics.

Katia 
September 1916
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 Between August 4 - 9, 
1916 the Anzac troops’ 
“field ambulances” (camels) 
carried the wounded to the 
trains for evacuation from 
Romani after the August 
3 - 5 battle. There were 
1,314 wounded including 
180 Ottoman soldiers. 
Transportation for the British 
troops only started on the 
evening of August 6 as 
wounded prisoners of war took 
priority! Open train trucks 
with no straw or cushioning 
were used. “Every bump in 
our ‘spring less’ journey was 
extremely painful”, a British 
medic wrote describing the 5 
hour, 25 mile journey.

Our wounded 
going to base 

Romani 
August 1916
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El Arish (literally meaning 
“palm huts”) is the capital 
and largest city of the North 
Sinai desert area lying on the 
Mediterranean Coast and 
bordering the present day Gaza 
Strip & Israel. It’s located by 
a big wadi (a valley that’s dry 
until flash floods arrive from 
the surrounding areas). Today, 
it’s a resort town with luscious 
blue water and white sand. 
In WWI the British bombed 
and destroyed a fort built 
by the Ottoman Empire in 
1560. Subsequently a hospital 
was built to treat the British 
casualties from the Palestine 
Campaign.

The Mosque 
El Arish 

December 1916
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The ELC labourers worked 
on construction of railways, 
roads and water pipelines 
as well as assisting in 
“horse and camel hospitals”. 
Once, they laid ~100 miles of 
railway, road and pipelines in 3 
weeks to aid the defence of the 
Suez Canal. They also worked 
on the Mediterranean Sea coast 
& travelled to Aqaba (the only 
coastal city in Jordan) to assist 
Lawrence (of Arabia) who was 
working for the Arab Revolt 
(against the Ottoman Empire) 
in 1916. Lawrence was a multi-
lingual archaeologist, army 
officer, diplomat and renowned 
writer throughout WWI.

E. L. C. (Egyptian 
Labour Corps) 

bathing at 
El Arish 1917
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“Taking the water jug to the 
well for water”. In the hot 
climate of the Sinai desert and 
Palestine, access to water was 
critical. One of the strong efforts 
made by the British was to 
have very effective supply lines 
and constant access to water. 
Clearly, the tens of thousands of 
Egyptian labourers in Thomas 
Brooks’ Camel Transport 
Corps were instrumental in 
supporting this effort. Besides 
the Egyptian Camel Transport 
Corps there was a parallel 
(smaller) Imperial Camel Corps 
that also started in (Dec) 1916. 
It ultimately consisted of 3,400 
men and 3,900 camels.

Taking the 
"bhalass" 

to the 
"bir" for 
"moyah" 
El Arish 

March 1917
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Mahomdiyah (present day 
Muhammadiyyah) is part of 
Damietta, a Mediterranean Sea 
port city with a stable attractive 
climate, many mosques and a 
thriving furniture industry. 
Its known history starts in the 
6th century. The area featured 
strongly in the Crusades in 
the 12th-13th centuries. When 
the British army occupied 
Egypt at the beginning of the 
20th century, Damietta was 
taking the first steps towards 
modernization. The outbreak 
of WWI slowed this growth 
which picked up rapidly after 
WWI.

Black & White 
fishing 

at Mahomdiyah
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In the Sinai desert and 
surrounding areas Desert Goats 
(also called Mountain Goats) 
are preferred by farmers over all 
other livestock (except sheep) 
due to their adaptability to the 
environment. They primarily 
provide milk and meat.

"Let Go"

Khan Junis

July 1917
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Khan Yunis has been a 
famous “way station” town 
for centuries. In WWI it was 
located in Palestine and is now 
in the Gaza Strip ~3 miles east 
of the Mediterranean sea and 
15 miles from Gaza itself. The 
British forces lost 2 battles in 
April 1917 but the town of 
Khan Yunis was not taken by 
the Ottoman troops.

The Belle of 
Khan Yunis 

June 1917
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“Fellaheen” (plural) are 
“farmers” or “agricultural 
labourers”. They are described 
as “the true Egyptians” as 
there is a continuity of beliefs 
and lifestyle that go back to the 
time of Ancient Egypt. When 
the Arabs conquered Egypt 
they called the indigenous 
people (Copts) Fellaheen due 
to their agricultural work. 
This contrasted with the Jews 
who were known as traders 
and the Greeks who were 
then the ruling class. Over 
time, Fellaheen came to mean 
“indigenous Egyptians”.

Fellaheen 
Khan Yunis 

July 1917

3535



Deir el Belah (“Monastery of 
the Date Palm”) is a Palestinian 
city now located in the middle 
of the Gaza Strip. It has a rich 
history dating back to the 
late Bronze Age. A Christian 
Monastery was built here in 
the 4th century. Palestine’s 
revered Saint George (Mar 
Jirjis) or al-Khidr (in Arabic), 
is traditionally believed to be 
buried in the Mosque. Deir 
el Belah was captured by the 
British Army following the 
Allies capture of Khan Yunis 
on 28 February 1917. By April 
1917 an aerodrome had been 
built to support attacks against 
the Ottoman-held areas of Gaza 
& Beer-Sheba (a large city in 
the Negev desert which is now 
in Israel).

Abdu Daim with 
"Buller" Wadi 
Deir el Belah 

May 1917
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Port Said is a city along the 
coast of the Mediterranean 
Sea at the northern end of the 
Suez Canal. It was established 
in 1859 during the building of 
the canal (which opened in 
1869). The greater area now 
comprises ~1 million residents 
extending to both the African 
and Asian sides of the Suez 
Canal. The only other city to 
span 2 continents is Istanbul 
which spans Europe and Asia. 
Traditionally, Port Said has 
always been a cosmopolitan 
and religiously tolerant city. 
The Post Office in the picture 
reminds us of a Brooks family 
story. Thomas Brooks wrote at 
length to his parents, without 
fail, every 2 weeks throughout 
WWI. Sadly, we now have 
only a single letter that Thomas 
Brooks wrote (much later 
in 1960).

Post Office 
Port Said 

 1917
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Today, Port Said is a large economic 
presence on the Mediterranean 
Sea due to fishing, chemical and 
food production and, of course, 
the movement of fine Egyptian 
cotton, rice, oil and countless 
other commodities through the 
Suez Canal. It has the world’s first 
building made of reinforced concrete 
– the Port Said Lighthouse – which 
is the only remaining building from 
the founding of the city. It was 
completed a week before the Suez 
Canal opened and is no longer on 
the coastline due to silt build up. 
The grand tall Lighthouse tower is 
now located in the middle of the 
Port Said city.

Last Glimpses 
of Port Said 

– 
Good-bye, 

Egypt
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Elsie Hamilton was born on Aug 31, 1896 in Burnbank, 12 miles southeast of Glasgow in a small village 
that was later incorporated into the larger town of Hamilton.

Elsie’s father raised 9 children on a miner’s wage. Their house was called “Ardeer” (named after a town 
on the west coast of Scotland), on Stewart Street where other relatives also lived.

Standing in front of her childhood home, Elsie (Hamilton) Brooks is in the white blouse 
on the right-side.

Elsie HAMILTON
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Elsie graduated as a primary school teacher at 
age 20. She taught a class of 50 at the nearby 
Greenbank school.

These class photos show her 1920 class 
students with the girls and boys separated 
for the pictures.

After raising her 2 children, Elsie went back to 
teaching in the 1950s responding to a national 
teacher shortage. She said the smaller class 
from the 1950s was much more difficult to 
handle than her huge 1920s classes.

SChool Teacher

Elsie HAMILTON



Courtship 1920 - 1922

Thomas was older than Elsie and a popular single man.

From the day he met Elsie, Thomas was completely smitten 
and remained so for the rest of his days.



Thomas & Elsie’s Wedding – July 1922

When Thomas’ father died in 1912, his family decided that Thomas 
should remain single in order to look after his mother.

A loyal, popular and generous man, Thomas courted and 
married Elsie on July 11, 1922 at her family’s “Ardeer House” 
in Burnbank.

In the group photo on the following page, everyone is a relative of 
Elsie except for the minister and the best man. Thomas Brooks had 
no relatives at his wedding. The family schism between Thomas 
and his family was, sadly, never resolved.



Thomas & Elsie’s Wedding
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Jane and Walter went to Wartook 
in the Australian bush after WWI 
and lived on a game reserve. The 
little girl in this 1927 photo is their 
daughter, Jean, whose daughter, 
January, has offered considerable 
assistance in the preparation of 
this book.

Jane returned to her Scottish 
homeland after spending 49 years 
abroad.

Of his ten siblings, Thomas’ favourite sibling was 
his much younger sister, Jane, shown here in July 
1916 with her husband Walter Zumstein.

In this October 1916 hospital photo, 
Jane is shown in the middle of the 
photo with the dark hat.

The lady on the left of the photo, 
with the hat, is Thomas’ mother, 
Mary McKay.

Jane Brooks
The Favoured 

Sister
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James Brooks 
Thomas’ closest 

Brother

Jane and James were twins born in July, 1896 making them 13 years younger than Thomas 
(and the same age as his future wife, Elsie).

James served in WWI in France. He fought at the Battle of the Somme where his brother, 
John (pictured in the photo on the right), saw him briefly.

John did not see his brother again before he died in that battle.

James had just turned 20 years old.
This photo of James was kept by his twin 
sister Jane, for the 55 years after his death.

John Brooks
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Later years
After marrying, Thomas and Elsie lived on the 
magnificent Royal Crescent in the New Town of 
Edinburgh before buying a house in the suburban 
Blackhall section in 1926. They lived here for the rest of 
their lives.

This house remained in the Brooks family into the 21st 
century.
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Thomas enjoyed a long career as a “senior executive” in the 
Scottish Education Dept.

Thomas and Elsie were blessed with 2 children: 
Norman (b. 1924) and Irene (b. 1931).

Family Life
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Daughter 
IRENE Brooks

Irene taught primary school children (of the same age range as Elsie) in Ayr, Scotland, for many years. Later, she returned to the Brooks family house in Blackhall to care for Elsie and taught 
in some of the rougher areas of Edinburgh. The amazingly clear block printing on the prior pages was Irene’s standard handwriting developed over a lifetime of writing on blackboards. 
Irene did not marry and had no children of her own. Much of the information in this book comes from her carefully stored photos and her wonderfully written notes.
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Son 
Norman Brooks

Norman was a navigator in the RAF in WWII. He subsequently 
became a Chartered Accountant, and worked in London throughout 
his career. Norman married an American in London in March 1953. 
His family lived south of London from the 1950s through the 2000s. 
They had three children, five grandchildren, four step-grandchildren 
and, so far, no great grandchildren.

Norman’s children all emigrated to the greater New York area where 
his 2 sons settled with their families and still remain. His daughter 
initially moved to Connecticut before settling in Cape Town. His five 
grandchildren are all settled in major UK/USA cities.
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ElLen Li HOLCH
Ellen Li Holch was born in New York City in 1925. One of 5 children, she was raised in the USA, UK and Denmark through 
her college graduation (Chemistry). In her mid-twenties she took a temporary break from her Chemistry Lab position (in 
Connecticut). Ellen went to live in a boarding house off the Portobello Road in West London. Norman Brooks was also 
living there. They bonded very quickly over the house’s group dinners and their walks after dinner.
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Norman & Ellen’s Wedding – March 1953
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