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CURRENT RECORDS 

 
Canada was among the very first countries to respond to England’s need 
at the outbreak of the First World War and by February 1915, the area 
around Saltwood, Kent, was dominated by Canadian troops. 40,000 
Canadian Soldiers were training in Shorncliffe, Hythe, Dibgate, East and 
West Sandling, Westernhanger and Otterpool. Due to the proximity to 
France, they could be training on one day and be in the trenches on the 
front by lunchtime on the next. 
 
There is of course much written evidence mentioning East and West 
Sandling Camps and the nearby training area of Tolsford Hill but very few 
are certain of the exact location of the Sandling Camps and until this 
publication, no evidence has been known, published, or  is available, 
showing the extent of the ‘Practice Trenches’ mentioned in Battalion 
syllabuses, letters home and a few 100 year old photos. 
 
The original Sandling Camp, built by McAlpine and Sons of Glasgow in 

October 1914 and auctioned off in September 1919, was of wooden huts 

and was built to house 8 battalions of the CEF who would carry out their 

training here before moving on to France. The 21st Battalion CEF went to 

West Sandling Camp upon arrival in England, and they made many 

references to their training on Tolsford Hill and marching back and forth 

morning and night in various letters and War Diaries.  

 

Soldiers stationed at East and West Sandling Camps, Saltwood, Kent, 
during the period of the First World War, undertook, as part of their 
training, ‘Entrenchment’ at Tolsford Hill, the digging of practice trenches 
before going to the front. Here they would also learn to ‘go over the top’ 
There is some evidence that trenches were also dug above Folkestone & 
Hythe purely as a form of ready defence.  

Route marching and entrenching formed an important part of the syllabus, 
which was taught following the experience of almost a year of actual 
fighting on the front and relayed from general staffs of the Imperial and 
Canadian forces in the field as a basis for training.  

Often the daily syllabus would mention ‘Entrenching on TOLSFORD 
HILL’. Until now the exact whereabouts, public knowledge and evidence 
of these extensive practice trenches on Tolsford Hill, Saltwood, Kent, 
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have remained unknown since being infilled nearly one hundred years 
ago. 

 

LOCATION OF PRACTICE TRENCHES. 

The area of Tolsford Hill is quite extensive with no obvious defined 
boundaries. 

Clues as to the whereabouts of the Practice Trenches are sparse. The 
daily Battalion syllabus gives ‘March Discipline’ time as half an hour on 
‘Road to Tolsford’. 

 

Leading from the East Sandling Camp are several ancient trackways 
which climb Tolsford Hill. (TR 15833 38181) 

Without the mention of ‘Road to Tolsford’ in the Battalion syllabus, any of 
these tracks would have provided good access across fields during dry 
weather from East and West Sandling Camps to Tolsford Hill.  

The mention of a ‘road’ in the syllabus would suggest either the Ashford 
then Sandling Road from the West Camp (TR 14623 37492) or 
Bluehouse Lane, being the most direct and convenient road route from 
East Sandling Camp. Bluehouse Lane commences within a short 
distance of the East Sandling Camp Entrance, (TR 15731 37220) the 
Post office (two farm labourers cottages – still standing) and the site of 
the Jellicoe Club at Stone Farm (TR 15954 37139). It would allow access 
in all weathers to the base of Tolsford Hill. Bluehouse Lane leads to an 
ancient trackway that ascends Tolsford Hill, leading at the summit to 
within a short distance of a centrally situated gated entrance (with cattle 
grid) (TR 15823 38342) to the entrenching field and recently discovered 
practice trenches. 
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Myself and my wife Paula have ‘Route Marched’ from the middle of 
Sandling Camp to the middle of the entrenching field and it takes half an 
hour. The final climb is narrow and by an ancient flint path to the summit. 

Then onward to a gate situated in the middle of the entrenching field. The 
entrance gate contains a cattle grid. The cattle grid itself may be 
significant in that within this large area of open grazing, there are efforts, 
if the grid existed in 1915, to prevent cattle or other animals entering the 
entrenching field. 

East & West Sandling Camps are divided by a short steep valley 
containing an ancient trackway (TR 15246 37211) It can be seen in the 
background of an iconic image called ‘Heads Up – Sandling’. Also visible 
in this image is the Eastern end of West Sandling Camp. 

Field examination of the camps reveals little evidence, the odd brick or 
lump of coal. An aerial photo taken in 1940 reveals the ‘crop marking’ 
layout of the West Sandling Camp. 

LOCATION OF EAST & WEST SANDLING CAMPS 

 

Aerial photo 1940, showing layout of West Sandling Camp. 

(TR 14819 37299) 
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Overlay of OS East & West Sandling Camps onto aerial photograph. 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 

 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 
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‘Heads Up – Sandling’  Original 1915. West Sandling Camp in background. 

 

Montage 1915 / 2016 

 

From the East Sandling Camp to the West Sandling Camp 2016 
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Possible road route from East Sandling Camp to Tolsford 

 

TR 15827 37161 
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TR 15787 37918 
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Entrance to the entrenching field from East. (TR 15823 38342) 
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TRAINING GROUND OBSERVATION 

The area of Tolsford Hill and Brockmans Bushes contain various Neolithic 
and later trackways and ancient historic earthworks. The area, is very 
exposed, especially in Winter and is used for grazing. It remains a Military 
of Defence training ground.  

Despite extensive ground research, it is difficult to determine First World 
War Practice Trenches from the ground, infilled soon after the end of First 
World War hostilities. Some trenches can be partially traced with 
experience and prior knowledge as to their general position. 

 

 

TR 15618 38283 

TR 15696 38069 
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AERIAL OBSERVATION 

There are few available aerial photos of the area and those that are 
available, show no obvious features. However I have adopted a technique 
of altering gamma, colour saturation and contrast, such that the practice 
trenches on Tolsford Hill  become more evident. 

 

South West Ridge Trenches 

Mid Field Trenches 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 

 

TR 15292 38214 

TR 15606 38308 
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Mid Field Trenches – North to right of image. 
Centred on TR 15488 38274 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 
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Tolsford Hill showing Practice Trenches. N to right 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 

 

Centred on TR 15488 38274 
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Tolsford Hill showing red highlighted ground features 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 

 

Centred on TR 15488 38274 
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North Base Trenches 

 

North Base Trenches 

TR 15334 38460 © Michael Dugdale 2016 

 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 

 

TR 15334 38460 
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North Comb Trenches 

Crop marks, minor ground depressions and elevations are very evident 
and the practice trenches line, direction and positions now newly 
discovered and illustrated here for the first time in over one hundred 
years. 

Current observations seem to show practice trenches to this large field 
only and no trenches can currently be found nearby or in strategic 
defensive positions in the immediate area. (further research is ongoing) 

It is important that the Practice Trenches that the author has discovered 
are now surveyed, photographed and mapped and the practice trenches 
positions and layouts recorded to show more clearly the extent of these 
Canadian Expeditionary Forces practice trenches on Tolsford Hill, 
Saltwood, Kent, which played such a significant, essential and decisive 
role in the outcome of the First World War and to the history of Great 
Britain. 

© Michael Dugdale. 2016 

mdd123@hotmail.co.uk 

www.SaltwoodKent.co.uk  (For info on The Jellicoe Club)                                 

MORE IMAGES BELOW 

TR 15542 38511 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 

 

http://www.saltwoodkent.co.uk/
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Training at Tolsford Hill 1915 

 

The same training area as above in  2016.( TR 15423 38323) 
(With recent growth near field boundary trees removed by Photoshop) 

 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 
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The two images below by kind permission of Stephen Ellacott , family member of J.T 
Dutton shown with shovel in hand. Dutton received a shrapnel wound to his head in 

1916. He lived to be 71, dying in Ontario in 1950. 
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Tolsford Hill 
(Likely South West Ridge TR 15282 38231) 
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Interior Canadian Hut, Sandling Camp 
 
 

 

 
Sandling Junction, Saltwood, showing ‘New Camp’ on the near 

hills and Tolsford Hill on the horizon 
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The Transcribed War Diary of 21st Bn C.E.F. 
 

Filling in of trenches on Tolsford Hill and departure for France 
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From Machine Gunners on the Western Front: 

The Emma Gees 
by 

Captain Herbert W. McBride 

(Emma Gee is signaler's lingo for M. G., meaning machine gunner.) 
 

It rained all day, but we finally got everything off the ship and on 
the trains and pulled out about dark. No one knew where we were going. 
The only training camp we had heard of in England was Salisbury Plain 
and what we had heard of that place did not make any of us anxious to 
see it. The First Canadian Division had been there and the reports 
they sent home were anything but encouraging. Our men were nearly all 
native-born Canadians and "Yankees," and they cracked many a joke 
about the little English "carriages," but they soon learned to respect 
the pulling power of the engines. We made ourselves as comfortable as 
possible with eight in a compartment, each man with his full kit, and 
soon after daylight the train stopped and we were told to get out. The 
name of the station was Westerhanger but that did not tell us 
anything. The native Britishers we had in our crowd were mostly from 
"north of the Tweed" so what could they be expected to know about 
Kent. For Kent it was, sure enough, and after a march of some two or 
three miles we found ourselves "at home" in West Sandling Camp. And 
how proudly we marched up the long hill and past the Brigade 
Headquarters, our pipers skirling their heartiest and the drummers 
beating as never before. For we were on exhibition and we knew it. The 
roads were lined with soldiers and they cheered and cheered as we came 
marching in. We were tired, our loads were heavy and the mud was 
deep, but never a man in that column would have traded his place for 
the most luxurious comforts at home. 
 
There came a time when we hated that hill and that camp as the devil 
hates holy water, but that Sunday morning, marching into a British 
camp, with British soldiers, eager to keep right on across the channel 
and clean up Kaiser Bill and feeling as though we were able to do it, 
single-handed--why, the meanest private in the Twenty-first Canadians 
considered himself just a little bit better than any one else on 
earth. 
 
Thus we came to our home in England, where we worked and sweated and 
swore for four solid months before we were considered fit to take our 
place in the firing-line. All that time, from the top of Tolsford 
Hill, just at the edge of our camp, we could see France, "the promised 
land"; we could hear the big guns nearly every night, and we, in our 
ignorance, could not understand why we were not allowed to go over and 
settle the whole business. We marched all over Southern England. I 
_know_ I have slept under every hedge-row in Kent. We dug trenches one 
day and filled them up the next. We made bombs and learned to throw 
them. We mastered every kind of signaling from semaphore to wireless, 
and we nearly wore out the old Roman stone roads hiking all the way 
from Hythe to Canterbury. We carried those old Colt guns and heavy 
tripods far enough to have taken us to Bagdad and back. 
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But, oh, man! what a tough lot of soldiers it made of us. Without just 
that seasoning we would never have been able to make even the first 
two days' marches when we finally did go across. The weaklings fell by 
the wayside and were replaced until, when the "great day" came and we 
embarked for France, I verily believe that that battalion, and 
especially the "Emma Gees," was about the toughest lot of soldiers who 
ever went to war. 
 
(Emma Gee is signaler's lingo for M. G., meaning machine gunner.) 
 
It must not be inferred that our four months in England were all work 
and worry. Personally, I derived great pleasure from them. We were 
right in the midst of a lot of old and interesting places which figure 
largely in the early history of England. Within a mile of our camp was 
Saltwood Castle, built in 499 by the Romans and enlarged by the 
Normans. It was here that the conspirators met to plan the 
assassination of Thomas à Becket at Canterbury, only sixteen miles 
away, and which we had ample opportunities to visit. Hythe, one of the 
ancient "Cinque Ports," was but a mile or so distant, with its old 
church dating from the time of Ethelbert, King of Kent. In its crypt 
are the bones of several hundred persons which have been there since 
the time of the Crusaders, and in the church, proper, are arms and 
armor of some of the old timers who went on those same Crusades. Among 
numerous tablets on the walls is one "To the memory of Captain Robert 
Furnis, Commanding H. M. S. Queen Charlotte: killed at the Battle of 
Lake Erie: 1813"--Perry's victory. About three miles away was "Monk's 
Horton, Horton Park and Horton Priory," the latter church dating from 
the twelfth century and remaining just about as it was when it was 
built. Then there was Lympne Castle, another Roman stronghold; Cæsar's 
Plain and Cæsar's Camp, where Julius is said to have spent some time 
on his memorable expedition to England; and, within easy reach by 
bicycle, Hastings and Battle Abbey where William the Norman defeated 
Harold and conquered England. The very roads over which we marched 
were, many of them, built by the Romans. Every little town and hamlet 
through which we passed has a history running back for hundreds of 
years. We took our noon rest one day in the yard of the famous 
"Chequers Inn," on the road to Canterbury. We camped one night in 
Hatch Park, where the deer scampered about in great droves. On Sundays 
we could charter one of the big "rubber-neck" autos and make the round 
trip to Margate, Ramsgate, Broadstairs, Deal and Dover. 

 
 
But, just the same, when we were told, positively, that we were going 
to leave, there were no tears shed. We had gone over there to fight 
and nothing else would satisfy us. 
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Original Wooden Memorial – East Sandling Camp, Saltwood. 
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CURRENT MEMORIAL 

(TR 15826 37158) 

       

Memorial to Canadian Expeditionary Force 

East Sandling Camp, Saltwood, Kent. 

 

‘In thankfulness to God for friends who met at the Jellicoe Club’ 

 

© Michael Dugdale 2016 
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Links 

 

21
st

 Battalion C.E.F. 

https://archive.org/stream/21stInfantryBattalionWarDiary1915-

1919/21stInfantryBattalionConsolidatedWarDiary#page/n0/mode/2up 

 

 

18
th

 Battalion C.E.F 

https://18thbattalioncef.wordpress.com/tag/west-sandling-camp/ 

 

25
th

 Battalion C.E.F. 

cefresearch.ca/matrix/War%20Diaries/transcribed/bn025/bn025y1915.pdf 

 

 

Canadian Great War Project 

http://www.canadiangreatwarproject.com/index.asp 

 

 

Letter from Sandling Camp 

http://www.canadiangreatwarproject.com/tranSCRIPTs/transcriptDisplay.asp?T

ype=L&transNo=380 

 

The Jellicoe Club – East Sandling 

http://www.saltwoodkent.co.uk/#!blank/c13h2 

 

The Canadians in Folkestone in WW1 - Step Short Project 

www.stepshort.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/The-Canadians-in-Folkestone.pdf 
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