
Part V: 1929 – 1960 
  
Having graduated with First Class Honours in History and a Masters from Trinity College Dublin, Miss Nora 
Campling  - appointed as Simon Langton Girls’ School’s (SLGS) fourth Headmistress in 1929 - would take up 
her post in 1930 and stay on for the next 30 years. She was described as ‘’a remarkable, indomitable and 
gracious Headmistress… who spoke little and worked tremendously hard’’. 
 
During the 1930s, the numbers of students continued to spill over so that classes had to be held in the 
Headmistresses’ house, Art classes were taught over Eldonne’s dress shop and ‘’Crocodiles’’ had to be 
escorted over a busy main street to have lunch at Lefevre’s restaurant for there was still no school dining 
room. No sooner had the Board of Education given Miss Campling its blessing for the purchase of land and 
property lying between the Old Dover Road and Nackington, however, the Second World War broke out. 
  
When term started in September 1939, Langton girls, carrying their gas masks, found their playground and 
gardens torn up by the mechanical excavator to provide air raid shelters. Life was comparatively quiet 
during the months of the ‘’phoney war’’, though after Dunkirk and the fall of France, the air raid alert sent 
girls scuttling to the shelters and no one left the trenches until the ‘’All Clear’’ went out, even if this meant 
staying long hours after school. 
 
On 1st July 1940, the first German aircraft crossed the Channel and the air war that became known as the 
Battle of Britain began. As apples and hops were picked that autumn, an English mistress, Miss Gray, 
recalled ‘’the familiar drone of aeroplane engines, varied with the staccato rattle of machine guns… 
[while]… the inevitable Junker or Dornier [was] to be seen somewhere in every walk, lying on the Kentish 
grass, or among the neglected plums’’. 
  
Langton girls were called-up at the age of 17. The Land Army attracted many, others went into the WRNS, 
WAAF or ATS, into munitions factories or the AFS. The Civil Service and Local Government offices 
absorbed a great deal of girl – power and so, too, did nursing. Marian Pine gained the Women’s Land Army 
County Badge for Courage during the Blitz and Joy Jennings, then in the ATS, was ‘’mentioned in 
dispatches’’ for ‘’conspicuous devotion to duty’’ when the Tunisian campaign was being mounted. 
 
The City, shaken by sporadic bombs and anticipating an invasion, became an evacuation area in September 
1940 and, with less than 36 hours notice, Mary Carlton, a Sixth Former, remembers, ‘’while sirens wailed 
and windows shook, arrangements were made for the school to go – no one knew where at first…’’ She 
reported that, ‘’on the morning of 12th September we assembled, with other Canterbury children, at the 
West Station, complete with gas masks, ration books, identity cards, one small suitcase and food… I was 
put in charge of a compartment of unknown girls and young siblings… At about 1:30pm the train arrived at 
Reading. All the children were taken to the Church Hall and then to the billets’’. Unbeknownst to Mary 
Carlton, it was thanks to Miss Campling’s swift and unheralded action that Langton girls were transported 
safely to Abbey School in Reading, for she knew the Headmistress there and had made arrangements to 
take them to safety. 
 
During the winter of 1940, while Langton girls were warmly invited and integrated at the Abbey School, 
Miss Campling laboured in dust and discomfort to reinforce downstairs classroom. Under her auspices, she 
ensured that the Langton Boys’ and Girls’ Schools pooled resources so that she could get her girls back 
home. With the boys’ 13 rooms it was possible to work a shift system for the rest of term whereby the 
boys and girls each had 4 hours of schooling every day. 
 
If anything, the intensification of the Blitz in 1941 – 42 in the so-called Baedeker raids (the targets were 
chosen by the Germans from the Baedecker tourist guide book) increased Miss Campling’s determination 
to resist. On 1st June 1942 or ‘’Flaming June’’ as Miss Gray called it, ‘’old landmarks were no more, and the 
ancient City of Canterbury… was in considerable part destroyed by bombing. There were tales that ‘’the 



Langton had gone’’, but ‘’6 classrooms remained to the girls, though furniture, books equipment, precious 
examination notebooks were left smouldering still’’. From the desolation of the playground it was possible 
to look across the rubble and have an uninterrupted view of the South side of the Cathedral. 
 
In spite of the heavy, brotherly, jokes that were made by Langton boys, Miss Campling found a new, 
temporary, home for the girls in the empty and bomb damaged Mental Hospital up St Martin’s Hill (where 
the Day Hospital now stands). She was even able to take in refugees including Eva Cohn who had fled Nazi 
Germany and was eventually reunited with her father in the USA. 
 
Miss Campling made the building habitable, and, in October 1942, ‘’the citizens of Canterbury saw a long 
line of girls leave White Friars and walk up the High Street, along Longport, and up St Martin’s Hill to their 
new school at Stone House’’. Furniture, gleaned from surrounding schools and equipment that had 
survived the Blitz was installed and, though the heating was temperamental and torrential rain caused 
flooding, when summer came there were few who did not revel in the spacious rooms and the beauty of 
the grounds. 
 
The strength and will and purpose shown by Miss Campling brought the school through the dangers, 
uncertainties and changing circumstances of the war and with satisfaction Miss Campling recorded that 
1944 was ‘’a year of quiet progress’’. Miss Campling’s intention was not deflected by a serious illness in 
1945 when she stuck vigorously to the task of reconstruction and recovery. It was said that whenever Miss 
Campling was with the girls, the Germans would not dare to bomb the buildings and spirits were buoyed at 
the end of the war by thoughts of ‘’the new school’’.  
 
The new site was already graced by the Pavilion, (completed and opened in grand style by Sir Charles 
Collett on 1st May 1936) and, ‘’where Mr Hambrook’s bullocks once grazed’’, drains were laid, foundations 
dug, and the skeleton of one wing was visible by 1948. The architect of this new building was Mr Hugh 
Wilson – later to receive a knighthood. He constructed it of concrete and glass and those that were used to 
the ‘’cold, damp and darkness’’ of Stone House revelled in ‘’the light and sunshine’’ which pervaded it.  
 
For the second time in a decade, the Langton girls migrated to another home, and on 6th February 1951, 
the Archbishop of Canterbury opened the building officially and dedicated it. The Mayor and Mayoress of 
Canterbury, both of whom were old Langtonians, toured the ‘’show school’’ along with other dignitaries. 
Furniture, equipment, pictures and books turned a structure in to a habitation. The Hall was enriched by a 
platform. A great table and five chairs were made out of a combination of woods, including Honduras 
mahogany with Macassar ebony and sycamore. With a gift sent from America by Mr Daniel Cohn, Eva’s 
father, Miss Campling bought 3 pictures by Van Gogh to hang in the Entrance Hall as well as a Monet and a 
Renoir. 

 



A group of pupils sitting in the sunshine under trees and a view the many windows of the new school  
4th June 1951 

 
It had always been Miss Campling’s ambition to raise the intellectual standard of the school still further 
and, as a Secondary Grammar School under the 1944 Education Act, the Girls’ Langton would, once again, 
be at the vanguard. In 1950, the Headmistress reported with satisfaction that there had been 100% passes 
as girls went from every Department to read for degrees during that decade. 1952 was a vintage year; the 
school claimed nine State Scholarships, two Open Scholarships at colleges of London University, two 
entrances to Oxford, two to Cambridge, while Anne Pennington won a Major Scholarship in Modern 
Languages at Newnham and an Open Scholarship at Lady Margaret Hall at a time when the proportion of 
places available to women at Oxford and Cambridge was limited by the University Statute to 10% - a 
restriction which lasted until 1974. The less gifted brother might gain a place where his more talented 
sister was rejected. 
  
Girls were streamed and setted according to ability and when they were about 16 they entered the Arts, 
Science or Subsiduary Sixth Forms. Thus a broad varied curriculum was devised for those who did not want 
strictly academic courses. This included, if required, two and a half days spent at the Girls’ Technical School 
(precursor of Barton Court) to learn commerce and book keeping. Opportunities for exercise and a 
gymnasium and 13 acres of playing fields were firmly grasped. Hockey was introduced in 1952 where 
Langton girls were subsequently chosen to play for Kent Schools. By 1960, Langton tennis teams competed 
for the Aberdare and Ames Cup.  
  
By the time she retired in 1960, Miss Campling had established uncommonly high standards of conduct and 
learning. Miss Campling died in May 1962 and she was not, after all, able to develop her ‘’zest for new 
experience’’ to travel abroad. However, Miss Campling’s single minded purpose had driven her on to 
overcome the anxieties and complexities of World War Two, ensure that SLGS emerged from peacetime in 
enlightened, spacious, buildings on their new site on the Old Dover Road as she oversaw Langton’s 
transformation in to a ‘’Grammar’’ – all achieved through dedicated hard work. 
 
She was a formidable war time leader of the Langton Girls’. 
 

 
Miss N Campling, 1930 – 1960 

 


