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Sheila Margaret Bonallo : Edinburgh and Darlington  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sheila Margaret Bonallo  
 

My mother -in-lawõs antecedents hailed in the main from the eastern half of 
Scotland, although with a little Yorkshire thrown in.  On the north -east coast, her 
ancestors lived mainly in Dornoch in Sutherland and Tain in Ross and Cromarty.  
Further south, a group was settled variously in the counties of Angus, Fife and 
Perthshire.  In the borders, one known ancestor came from as far south as Dumfries, 
while the rest of this line was settled in Peebleshire and Selkirkshire, with one 
incomer from Yorkshire .  Inevitably, in time, all these lines coalesced in the capital 
city, Edinburgh.   This account focuses on her paternal ancestors. 
 
 Sheila Margaret Bonallo  was born at the Royal Maternity Hospital in 
Edinburgh in 1925, and the birth certificate gives far more detail than its English 
counterpart.  General Registration began later in Scotland, but the bonus is that 
much more information can be gleaned from its  records.  So, the birth certificate 
gives not only the date but the time of the birth, and not only the parentsõ names but 
the time and place of their marriage.  The registered entry reads as follows: 
 
 Sheila Margaret Bonallo, June 4th 1925, 11.55 pm,  

Royal Maternity Hospital, Edinburgh, F  
 Hugh MacKay Bonallo, Brewer (Domicil: 17 Chambers St, Edinburgh)  
 Susan Bonallo m s Paton 1922 December 1st, Leith 
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Signed Hugh M Bonallo, father; registered 1925 June 16th at Edinburgh.  

 
The proud parents also put an announcement in The Scotsman:1 
 
 At Edinburgh, on 4 th inst., to Mr and Mrs HUGH BONALLO of 17  
 Chambers Street, a daughter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sheila with her father, Hugh Bonallo  
 

She spent most of her childhood living at 17 Chambers Street, part of the site of the 
Campbell, Hope and King brewery where her father was Head Brewer , the third 
member of the family to work for  this company.  She attended James Gillespieõs 
High School in Edinburgh, which  was, and still is, considered one of the best schools 
in Edinburgh .  It includes amongst its alumni writers Muriel Spark  and Dorothy 
Dunnett, and actors Alistair Sim and Ronnie Corbett.   
 
 Muriel Spark wrote a piece about Edinburgh schools 2, which begins: 
 

From the sixteenth century to the nineteenth century, the worthy and  

                                                 
1 https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/  , The Scotsman, 6.6.1925 
2 https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1991/03/25/the -school-on-the-links  

https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1991/03/25/the-school-on-the-links
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Sheila at school ð top R 1st row; 4 th L 3rd row; 5 th R 3rd row  
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prosperous merchants and burghers of Edinburgh vied with each other to  
leave their fortunes for the founding of schools throughout the city.  
Education was held in awe, and the Scottish idea was that nobody should be 
denied this privilege. The schools, only a few of them having undergone  
change in nature and in buildings, still exist.  

 
she goes on to cite, among others, Heriotõs School, Fettes College and James 
Gillespieõs, founded by a snuff merchant who died in 1797.  This was the school, 
Spark says which : 
 

fell  to my happy lot to attend. Gillespieõs endowment allowed for parents of  
high aspirations and slender means, like my own, to pay moderate fees in  
return for educational services far beyond what they were paying for.   

 

Her book The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie was based on one of the teachers at Gillespieõs. 
As the children of a Head Brewer, living in Edinburgh, both Sheila and her sister 
Moira benefitted from, if not entirely ôlovedõ, that education of ôhigh aspirations and 
slender meansõ. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sheila in the WAAF  
 

War interrupted her secondary education, and not long after the beginning of 
World War II, Sheila and her younger sister Moira  were evacuated out of Edinburgh  
to stay with her fatherõs cousin, Florence Bonallo, in Markinch, in Fife.  By the time 
she was 16 she was back at Gillespieõs in Edinburgh taking her ôLowersõ. Then, as 
soon as she was 18 years old and before she took her ôHighersõ, she left to join the 
Womenõs Auxiliary Air Force as an Aircraftwoman.   It was towards the end of the 
Second World War that she was posted to Aldergrove  in Antrim  where it is believed 
she worked in the radio and radar section.  It was at Aldergrove that she met her  
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Leonard Henry Griffiths and Sheila Margaret Bonallo  
with sister Moira as bridesmaid  
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future husband, Leonard Henry Griffiths, an RAF Pilot Navigator , who  had been 
stationed there at the end of the war.    
 

In March 1947, she and Len got engaged. Photos from this time show the 
couple in Dublin, visiting OõConnell Street, Dun Laoghaire, Nelsonõs Pillar ð which 
they climbed . Four months later, they married and the Scottish  Marriage Certificate 
provides a wealth of information:  
 
 1947 Marriages in the District of Canongate Portobello in the city of Edinburgh.   

13th July at Abbey Church Edinburgh after banns according to the form of the  
Church of Scotland. 
Leonard Henry Griffiths, Clerk, Ministry of Food, Bachelor, 23  
Sheila Margaret Bonallo, Book-keeper (Aircraftwoman) WAAF, Spinster, 22  
64, Etnam St, Leominster, Herefordshire 
17, Chambers St, Edinburgh 
Leonard Griffiths, Railway Signalman, Elsie Mary Griffiths, m s Hughes  
Hugh McKay Bonallo, Brewer, Susan Yeaman Boath Bonallo, m s Paton 
Signed: J Broadfoot, Minister of Abbey Church, Edinburgh  
Witnesses: R. Jones, 25, Charnley St. Whitefield, Manchester 
      M. Bonallo, 17, Chambers St, Edinburgh 
Registered 31st July, Edinburgh  

 

 The couple honeymooned in Dunbar between 30th July and 3rd August and 
then on Rothesay and Bute from 3rd ð 10th August, but w ithin a shor t time, Sheila 
found herself living in  Etnam Street in Leominster and nursing her mother -in-law 
who was terminally ill with cancer.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sheila, Len and Iain  ð Christening, Easter Sunday 1949 
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By 1948, Len was undergoing teacher training , first at Chester College, and 
then at Loughborough College.  Although by 1949 Len and Sheila had a rented home 
of their own at 14, King Street in Chester, Len didnõt finish his studies until 1950, by 
which time their first child, Iain David, had been born  at the City Hospital in Chester  
(in February 1949).  As a tiny baby, Iain apparently lost weight in the first days after 
his birth ; once bottle-fed, he started to thrive.  When Iainõs and my daughter was 
born, proud Nana  watched me breast-feeding her granddaughter and commented:  

 
My mother would love to have seen that!  

 

and then went on to tell me of the problems she had experienced in trying to breast-
feed Iain.  She used to cuddle her granddaughter  and when she tried to nuzzle 
against her ð as babies will ð announced: 
 
 Itõs no good; thatõs a dry coo.  

 
 In September 1951, Len and Sheila were able to buy a home in Darlington, at 
23, Langholm Crescent, a sturdy terraced house with plenty of space for a family.  A 
note in the photo album comments: 
 
 A house at last 
 

It was to be Sheilaõs home for the next eighteen years, and was where she brought up 
her three children, two of whom are still living, so not named in this account. They 
settled in Darlington as this was considered halfway between the grandparent sõ 
homes.  It was a relatively straightforward train journey to her parentsõ home in 
Edinburgh, somewhat less so to visit Lenõs family.  Nevertheless, the photo album 
shows regular visits to both sides of the family.  It was in Darlington that Len was 
appointed to his first ð and only - school as he became Head of P.E. and a 
Mathematics teacher at Darlington Queen Elizabeth Grammar School for boys from 
the outset of his career. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

23, Langholm Crescent, Darlington  
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Sheilaõs family recall someone who was very practical, with a sharp wit, a 
quirky sense of humour and a level of intelligence that could work out complicated, 
cryptic crosswords very quickly.  By the age of 27 she was bringing up three children 
under five years old, a full time job in itself.  A teacherõs salary in the 1950s and 
1960s was not particularly generous  and Shelia augmented it by bringing in a small 
income as a part-time officer for the Register of Electors for many years.  Sheila 
became a dab hand at sewing and knitting on her machines, making clothes for 
herself and her children.  She even made her own, very smart, outfit for our 
wedding.  She was a more than competent cook and could always provide a hearty 
meal for who ever turned up at the house. She provided teas for the DGSOB 
{Darlington Grammar School Old Boys} cricket matches, and pies and peas for their 
teams at the rugby club.  Social life revolved around the DGSOB rugby club, where 
Len, as a teacher and sportsman, and Sheila herself as a regular supporter and 
patron, were key figure s.  
  

As her parents got older, they decided to move nearer to her and their 
grandchildren, and bought a house at 100, Neville Road in Darlington.  Her father 
died in 1965 and when her mother died in 1968, Sheila inherited the house and 
eventually moved into it.   In the next few years the marriage underwent several, 
difficult challenges and in 1974 she and Len divorced. Sheila never reconciled to 
being divorced;  however it did encourage her to find independence and a job. Her 
first full -time employment  was as a clerk with Paton and Baldwins Wool Company 
in Darlington, but she soon abandoned this for the Civil Service, where she worked 
as a Clerical Officer.  She enjoyed working in the Civil Service and was in line for 
promotion shortly before her death in 1981. 
 
 I first met her when I was  a raw 18-year-old , and recall being terrified because 
I couldnõt always understand the Edinburgh accent that she had kept despite years 
of living in England.   She had a close relationship with all her children, who shared 
her quirky sense of humour.  I can remember, on that first visit I made, a detailed 
comic conversation she had with Iain, who was on a ôblack pants huntõ for a pair of 
trousers he wanted to pack.  The other thing I recall is my astonishment that the 
front door of the house had a handle as well as a lock.  It was my first introduction to 
the antithesis of southern reserve, the idea that people could pop in without 
knocking and be welcomed.  
 
 Over the years Sheila had suffered a number of health problems including 
asthma, diabetes and an underactive thyroid.  On 25th November 1981, she died 
suddenly at home from a Cerebral Haemorr hage.  The certificate recorded: 

 
Spontaneous Subarachnoid Haemorrhage; Hypertensive Heart Disease 

 

She was laid to rest in Darlington Crematorium.  She left no will, not having 
expected such a sudden end, so Letters of Administration were granted to her two 
sons. 
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